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CHAPTER ONE

Journey into the Unknown
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The wind over Catterick carried the smell of exhaust fumes and cold metal mixed with orders echoing through the parade square. Sergeant Robert Stewart, Royal Army Medical Corps, stood by a coach. There must have been about ten coaches and a lengthy line of eight tonne trucks. Around him, men and women moved with the rehearsed rhythm of departure with packs slung, brews in hand and engines growling to life as vehicles moved into position.

Robert zipped his combat jacket up against the wind, the chill cutting through layers of his fatigue and anticipation of what was to come. His hands were more used to handling glass slides and pipette than rifles. The destination was Bosnia and he had attended the briefings, done the training and seen the flickering images on the news. Standing here and about to leave England’s damp air for the war-torn landscape of the Balkans, it no longer felt distant or abstract. It was suddenly all too real.

“Sarge, you ready?” called Corporal Katie Williams, with her infectious grin. A Combat Medical Technician, small in stature but fierce, one of those people who found humour where others found dread. They were old friends and both seconded from their parent unit, Cambridge Military Hospital in Aldershot.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Robert said, shouldering his Bergen. Katie gave a short laugh. “That’s the spirit. It’s just going to another posting, right?”

Robert smiled, though they both knew this was no routine tour. Bosnia had already swallowed good people over the years including medics. Rumours travelled faster than orders in the barracks about convoys being ambushed, hospitals shelled, vanishing civilians and the war crimes. Robert knew that this was going to be anything but routine. Normal rules of war did not apply there, and they were about to end up in the middle of it all.

"We are going into harm's way Katie, and I get the feeling that not all of us will be coming back," Robert replied. "It's a dirty war and with land mines scattered everywhere there are so many ways to have a seriously bad day," he added.

"That's dark, Sarge," Katie replied.

"Just being realistic. It’s a fighting war with us in the middle and that is never going to end well," said Robert.

They both turned suddenly at the shouted orders, and they both moved towards the trucks to load their Bergens and to board the coaches. With the trucks and coaches now loaded, 24 Field Ambulance took to the road. It was mid-afternoon by the time the convoy moved off and was on its way to Brize Norton. The coach was full of conversation and hilarity to distract from the reality of going to Bosnia. 

After a while, the conversation died down and people slept or took out their Walkman or a book to pass the time.

––––––––
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The coaches stopped at a motorway service for supper. The squaddies found it amusing that everyone was moving out of the way of a D-Day landing styled motorway services 'invasion' of troops in combats and blue berets. It was a busy place with queues for the toilets and eateries. It was a mad dash to get a brew and something to eat before having to get back on the coach, although having a meal and the heat in the coach helped them to get a little sleep before arriving at Brize Norton. Any sleep they could get would be a bonus as Robert knew they weren’t going to get much sleep over the next few days due the long days and the anticipation of the unknown.

Arriving at Brize Norton about eleven at night they had to unload all their personnel gear, work gear and weapons, take it through Customs and re-pack it into containers ready for shipping to Bosnia by air. All of this was done on autopilot as everyone was over tired and probably would not be getting any sleep that night. Once all the gear had been loaded into the containers there were only a couple of hours left before 7 am and breakfast. Breakfast had to be eaten, and they had to be packed up and ready to fly by 0830. It was a busy time with breakfast, finishing letters for the post and any last-minute phone calls to loved ones before boarding the plane.

They thought themselves fortunate to be flying to Split in a comfortable civilian airliner rather than the usual noisy Hercules transporter. As nice as this was, the atmosphere was very subdued, even the cabin crews' faces revealed that they were not sure how to treat their passengers with the knowledge of where they were going and with the certainty that some would not be returning.

As the new arrivals, they were treated as conquering heroes by the homeward bound troops in stark contrast to the quiet distrust by the locals. There was a short drive from the airport to the medical centre in Split. The camp turned out to be an old French cavalry barracks which had been condemned about forty years before and making everyone glad to be only staying there for one night. On arrival at the medical centre, it was time to unpack the trucks, collect the gear and get a bed space for the night.

After getting a bed space in the Sergeant's Mess, Robert and the other senior NCOs went back to the medical centre to meet the team that they would be working with over the next six months. The medical centre itself was set up over three rooms in a building and had a ten-bed capacity. All the junior ranks and officers were also billeted in the same building. Out the back of the medical centre were the medical headquarters, armoury and quarter masters’ offices.

This was where the new team met all the senior staff for the first time, were given their unit assignments and then processed through admin. Up until then no one had been given any information about their assignment locations or unit, just that they were going to Split. 

Then all incoming personnel had photographs taken for their UN ID card and were given a pay card (UN pay was 30 Deutsche Marks a month). The UN pay was a surprise to them all. There was to be a pay parade every month in the field, which was very handy as they couldn’t get any money in the country. However, apart from the NAAFI there was nowhere to go to spend. 

The first night was spent with the outgoing staff sitting outside in the warm evening air with a gentle cooling breeze from the Adriatic with a beer and pizza. The conversation was based around the work they had received during the tour and what was currently going on in country. As the evening progressed the conversation started to die away, and in a sombre mood the group broke up, and individuals moved away to sit with friends.

"Hi Sarge, how's your accommodation?" asked a grinning Katie.

Robert grumbled in response. "They really didn't have to bring back such clear memories of Aldershot. It reminds me of the spider's accommodation, and probably as old. Guessing yours is the same?"

"Yes, camping cot and sleeping bag," Katie replied.

"How are you doing, Katie? Are you okay?" asked Robert.

"Fine but tomorrow is always in my head. It's not knowing what to expect."

Robert tried to be encouraging in reply, "I know what you mean, but we just have to treat it like any other workday. Look around at the group, they all have worries and they are exhausted. If they are like this now, they are not going to last long out here. I think I am going to have to set an example, you should try and get some sleep too, Katie."

"Night, Bob."

Robert addressed the wider group with, "Bedtime I think, night everyone and don't stay up too late. A busy day tomorrow."

With that, he headed off to the Sergeant's Mess to bed.

After breakfast and picking up a packed lunch, he left the canteen to go to the armoury to collect a weapon. The queue moved slowly and once he reached the hatch, there was the familiar routine of barked out questions with no time for pleasantries.

"Name?"

“Stewart, Robert.” 

“One rifle, sling, cleaning kit, 7 magazines and 210 rounds. Sign here!"

Picking up the rifle, Robert checked the chamber was clear, released the bolt, fired off the action and applied the safety catch. He checked the serial number on the rifle against the sheet, confirmed the number of items received and signed in the specified space. Grabbing all his issued items he moved away from the armoury hatch and finding a space to sit, he loaded the magazines with rounds and put the sling on the rifle. After packing away the cleaning kit and loaded magazines, it was time for a final cup of tea while waiting for the transport to arrive.

––––––––

[image: ]


As the trucks started arriving, Robert turned to the assembled group going to Mobile Surgical Team 2 (MST 2) in his truck and said, "Right, has everyone got all their gear and rifle?"

"Yes Sarge," came the reply.

"Has everyone used the facilities as we are going to in the trucks for about nine hours?"

The group broke up with people heading towards the toilets. Every time, Robert thought, gently shaking his head.

Once everyone was back and on to the trucks, the packed Bergens were quickly adapted to make a 'bed' on the truck floor. The briefing from the previous night had said that transports were targeted by snipers, especially near Mostar, such that the truck seats were not going to be used in case they came under fire.

After about 15 minutes, they heard the engines start and the column started to move off. It was a beautiful sunny day with clear blue skies. The column went around Split and joined the main road south to Dubrovnik. Robert was sitting at the tailgate looking out over the Adriatic.

Robert looked over at Katie sitting opposite. "Beautiful, isn't it?"  he spoke softly.

"It definitely is. It is a pity we're not here for a holiday," Katie replied.

"Maybe once the war ends it would be nice to come back. Those stationed in Split are lucky being here for six months though," said Robert.

They sat and watched a sailing ship cruising along the coast. 

The column looked out of place travelling down the coast road. There were tourists everywhere and the locals going about their daily routine. There were no signs of war here. No destruction, no damaged vehicles and apart from the UN contingent, no soldiers.

After passing Dubrovnik, the column turned north to take the road to Mostar. As they got closer to Mostar, they could feel the temperature was starting to drop as they were moving further up into the mountains. Now the signs of fighting were becoming obvious: destroyed vehicles by the roadside, damaged buildings, destroyed villages and even the occasional collapsed bridge. If they were seeing war damage near the coast where nothing had been touched, Robert wondered what it was going to look like further inland.

"Well, here we are at Mostar,” said Robert. "If you look over there you can see the famous Mostar Bridge and it looks like there has been quite a bit of fighting here. You could clearly see bullet holes and battle damage on the building walls."

The road was long, winding its way around the very edge of the mountains where there were no barriers, just a very steep drop. On entering one forest, the column passed a camp that had a wooden perimeter with a gate that looked like a fort and therefore it became known as Fort Apache amongst the British Forces.

The closer to Bugojno they got, the more visible the signs of war. "Sarge, wake up. Look at this," said Katie. Rubbing his eyes and looking around to see where he was, Robert looked towards her and saw she was pointing out the back of the truck. 

"Bloody hell, what did they hit this village with?"

The village had been completely obliterated by what Robert guessed was shellfire. There was nothing left apart from rubble, ruined walls and chimneystacks. Surveying the terrain there was a shallow valley with steep slopes and forests. He then turned his gaze back to the area around the village. Apart from the area around the village, there was no battle damage or shell craters that he could see. Whoever did this was up close and personal, and he did not like where this train of thought was leading him. Genocide. Robert looked back to Katie, and they seemed to be sharing in that moment the same feeling of unease.

By the time they reached the outskirts of Bugojno, the roads were covered in potholes, and even the road signs bore the scars of gunfire. Burnt-out vehicles rusted where they had fallen. Villages seemed to be full of ghosts due to the silence and emptiness amongst the ruins of the streets and buildings. Looking around it struck Robert that there were no people here, as he hadn’t seen anyone in the fields or in the villages they had just passed through.

The section was replacing the entire staff at the MST which was set up inside an abandoned damaged tanning factory to provide a little shelter from the elements and enemy fire. Inside the building there were tents set up for the single ward, hospital departments and accommodation. The laboratory was set up in a single 12 by 12 tent and was able to perform the tasks of basic biochemistry, haematology, microbiology and blood transfusion testing. As the only Army laboratory in the area, they also analysed the samples collected by the Environmental Health team. The commanding officer for the MST was a surgeon, Major Alexander Yule. 

The rule in the country was that rifle, webbing and body armour had to always be within arm’s length. As the MST was located within a few miles from the frontline and the city that received incoming fire daily no-one ever knew when a rifle or body armour would be needed.

After setting up their bed spaces and eating supper, Robert decided to take a walk around the camp. At one end was a large vehicle park and at the other end there was a Q-shaped road, with the main gate and guardroom at the tail. On the right were the Quartermasters Stores and the Headquarters Section. In the middle was the kitchen, canteen and a small NAAFI. The left held the units - the bomb disposal team, the MST and the REME and garage. The whole camp was roughly the size of a football field. Apart from the buildings, there was nowhere to hide from incoming fire and there was only one road in and out the camp. Robert wasn’t sure what to think about this place. Another thing he noticed was that apart from fire extinguishers, there was no other firefighting capability. Hopefully, the base wouldn’t become a target for incoming fire during the tour.

The infantry unit was from the First Battalion, Gordon Highlanders and the Battalion OC, Major David Cannon, oversaw the base. A fourth-generation soldier, his grandfather William was a Chindit who fought the Japanese in the jungles of Burma.

The obvious thing that Robert noticed was the silence, and as it was also starting to get dark, that there were few lights visible. Robert did wonder if it was due to the lack of electricity or a blackout. If it was a blackout, they could expect to get incoming fire, which was not a cheery thought.

Going back into the MST and getting a brew, Robert went outside again and sat in the Land Rover. He sat there thinking of the pre-deployment training, all the fun stuff like house clearing and driving the Warrior and 432 armoured ambulances, and the serious stuff like advanced first aid and what to do if you are in a minefield. Robert was beginning to wonder how much of the training would be of use here.

The driver’s door opened suddenly and in came Katie, "Here you are. I wondered where you had disappeared too.” 

“Came out for fresh air and to think about our pre-deployment training and what would be of use here from what we have seen so far,” said Robert.

She thought for a moment, "The advanced first aid for sure, and probably the mine stuff. The driving stuff as well, especially when winter comes," replied Katie. 

"That was what I was thinking as well. We will need to set up training for the advanced first aid I think, just to keep skills up for the CMTs and to practice of the techniques for the rest of us. Would your team of CMTs be happy to do the training?" asked Robert.

"That’s probably a good idea as none of us have a lot of experience in those techniques. I am sure they would jump at the chance to teach though."

"Something for you to suggest at the daily meeting tomorrow, Katie. If it is your suggestion it will appear on your confidential report. Always good for your promotion," said Robert.

Robert's predecessor had mentioned that he had just started going to Bugojno Hospital to help get the Biochemistry laboratory up and running again, but that they did not have any analytical equipment or qualified staff. 

What they did have was a nurse called Hana who was looking for aid and assistance.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Work of Healing
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At Bugojno Hospital, the wards were crowded beyond imagination. Robert found himself in the small, barely functioning laboratory where a single young woman was working. From the first glance of the laboratory, the place was clean and tidy, but the benches were bare of any equipment.

She looked up from her work when Robert entered.

“You’re from the British hospital?” asked Hana.

“Yes. Sergeant Robert Stewart, Laboratory Technician. You can call me Bob, and I am here to help if I can.”

“I am Hana Hodžić, now in charge of Biochemistry,” she said. Her eyes were dark with weariness, but steady and determined. She spoke in softly accented English.

Something unreadable passed across her face - was it relief or perhaps disbelief that he was standing there? “Then you are welcome,” she said quietly. “We have little left, but we still work.”

Robert nodded. “If you can tell me what you can do currently, the equipment and stores you have, and what you really need at this moment in time. I can then see what I can do to get supplies for you,” said Robert, removing a notebook from his pocket.

Looking surprised and incredibly grateful that someone was willing to help, Hana asked if he would like a coffee and led him to the kitchen area.

“That would be lovely, thank you,” said Robert. Noticing the kitchen was bare of supplies, Robert smiled at her and said, “I shall bring something to snack on the next time I visit if you are providing the coffee.” 

“That will be very kind of you to do that,” said Hana.

“I would not like to abuse your hospitality. We don’t have much on camp but would you like sweets, biscuits or a mixture of both?”

“Anything would be fine, but I prefer biscuits or chocolate if it's available,” said Hana, smiling.

“Well, I will see what we have in our little shop on camp, and I will bring you a Red Cross parcel on my next visit,” said Robert.

“Red Cross parcel? I don’t understand what this is?” asked Hana.

“Sorry, that is a military term for a box of goodies that has been sent from family and friends back home. Little things that remind you of home and to make life a little more comfortable. It can be anything from local newspapers, magazines, or foods like biscuits that can be sent by post,” said Robert.

Now understanding, Hana said, “That sounds lovely and a surprise too.” 

With a laugh, Robert replied, “You can’t wait for me to come back now, can you?”

Returning his laugh, Hana said, “I have been caught, but your visit would have been welcome anyway. It has been a long time since anyone has been here to try and help us.” The room filled with the smell of strong coffee as Hana came closer and handed him a freshly made coffee.

Taking the proffered cup, Robert said, “Thank you, I am genuinely here to help if I can. I can do two things. Firstly, once I have answers from my original questions, I can go through the channels to try and get what you need in the way of supplies. And secondly, I can do any training that you need, both practical and theoretical.” 

With that, Hana looked incredibly happy at the prospect of being able to get a functioning lab again. “I hope that you are successful in your efforts. It would be good to do even a little more than we can do now.”

Drinking their coffee, Robert began writing down the answers to his questions. 

“Thank you, Hana, that’s a great help. I now have somewhere to start. I shall leave you now and start the ball rolling at my end. Thanks for the coffee.”

“Thank you for your visit, and for trying to help us,” said Hana.

Robert collected his gear and waved goodbye as he left.

When Robert got back to the camp, he went to the NAAFI first and bought a mixture of biscuits, sweets and crisps. Taking it all back to the lab, he put it in a box. Looking around the tea point, he added a bag of sugar and some individual wrapped packets of Weetabix and Alpen that could be spared.

The next day he went back to the hospital and went to the transfusion laboratory first. Meeting the lab technician, he asked if they wanted his units of blood that had about a week left before their expiry date. He said that they would be grateful for any units of blood they could get. Robert agreed to deliver them when he got his next resupply and would continue to do so every four weeks thereafter. From there Robert went down the corridor to see Hana.

Walking into the lab he could see that she was working. “Morning Hana,” he said.

“Good morning, Bob. I wasn’t expecting another visit so soon,” said Hana.

“I thought I had better pop in and deliver your first Red Cross parcel. Didn’t want you losing sleep thinking about it,” Robert said with a grin.

Handing over the box to her, Hana took it, laid it on the kitchen bench and opened the box lid. She gasped at the contents. “There is so much in here!” she said, obviously delighted with the contents.

“I was not sure what items you have access to in the shops, so I filled the box with what I could find,” said Robert. “I have added some breakfast cereals as well,” pointing at them. “I must go now and enjoy your parcel.”

“I will, and thank you for the parcel,” said Hana.

“It is my pleasure and I will be back again soon. Have a good day,” said Robert as he started making his way to the door.

As the days unfolded, Robert learned fragments of Hana’s story. Her father and siblings were killed during the fighting. Their bodies were recovered and buried after the fighting had moved away from her village. Her mother, she said, was missing or perhaps dead. As they never found her body, Hana didn’t know if she had been killed, taken by the Serbs or had moved away from the area. Hana spoke of it without tears but the grief was etched on her face.

Robert did not know what to say to this revelation, but this quiet endurance unsettled him more than the horror. Robert could not imagine what it would be like to have lost everything and still have the will to continue every day.

At night with the shellfire echoing in the distance, Robert lay awake on his bed thinking of Hana’s voice, the soft precision of her work in that broken lab and what it meant to try to mend things in a place built on ruin. Somewhere within that thought, a resolve began to form, fragile and unspoken. If there could be any way to find her mother, then he would try. Even here, amidst the debris of war, a small part of him believed that the smallest act of care could still matter.

Morning in Bugojno came with the rumble of generators and the distant sounds of fighting. After breakfast, the routine was to clean and sweep the lab of the dust. Robert checked the analysers and had the controls run before 8 am. Afterwards, all the staff had duties to perform for the MST, such as getting a fuel top up for the generators.

Aside from camp duties, the two non-work things to pass the time were to read or to write letters home. 

Being a small unit, they had to plan for the possibility of staff illness, or worse, and so all staff were cross-trained. This strategy gave more flexibility for camp duty cover, as well as being able to send staff out from camp for medical related tasks, including provision of medical cover for the patrols.

"Ah Katie, just the person I was looking for. How would you like to be trained up to be my cover in the lab?" asked Robert.

"Sure, but why me?"

"Well, you are the only person here that I know, and doing this will look good for your confidential report. Mainly because you work in A+E, you are used to taking samples and looking at the lab results. All of which will be extremely useful. I will teach you how to run the tests and what the results mean. The job is yours if you want. In return, can you go through the Barts and Batls course again? I need to practice all those procedures," said Robert.

"Sounds interesting Sarge, thank you," said Katie.

"Great, whenever you are free just pop into the lab and we can take it from there. I will have to catch up with you later as I'm away from the hospital for a couple of hours."

Before getting into the Land Rover, Robert stopped by the NAAFI for biscuits and sweets. When he arrived at the lab, Hana was busy working on doing the urine dipsticks from the antenatal samples.

"Good morning, Hana, I have brought you another Red Cross parcel to get you through the day."

"Good morning, Bob, and thank you. Would you like a coffee?" asked Hana.

"Yes, please!"

While they were waiting for the water to heat, Robert scanned the room again and asked, "Do you have any equipment or supplies in any of the drawers or cupboards that belong to Biochemistry?" asked Robert.

"There is nothing in the drawers or in that cupboard, but there are some other cupboards in that room over there," said Hana pointing.

"Do you mind if I go and have a look?" asked Robert.

"No, there may be something there that you know what it does," said Hana.

Without hesitation, Robert went into the room, and Hana could hear doors opening and closing with the occasional sounds of rummaging. Then silence for a moment followed by what sounded like dragging of a cardboard box across the floor. She walked over with the coffee and saw him pulling things out of the box. Robert stopped suddenly, reached in and pulled out a rectangular box, and as he did so, his face lit up. It was an analyser. Robert only hoped it was all there and that he could get it working again. Putting it on the bench, he went back into the box to find the power cable. "Yes!"

"Is that what you were looking for?" asked Hana.

"Oh yes, I know what it is and how to operate it too. If we can get it working, you can do all the basic chemistries, renal, liver, heart, bone and glucose," said Robert.

Hana put her hands in front of her face and started crying. "We have not been able to do those tests for about a couple of years now. That would make such a difference for the patients," said Hana. Robert put a hand on her shoulder, “We will do what we can to get it to get it working, I promise.”

"If I can get it working, you would not have to do urine dipsticks for glucose or ketones. You could do glucose tests on this. Well, I do have to see if I can get it to work first, then I will have to see your boss, my boss and the UN procurement people to see if anyone can get the kits, reagents and spare parts for it. Grinning now at the possibilities of the challenge ahead, Robert added, "Let's finish our coffee, then I'll get started."

Robert and Hana worked side by side at the bench. He dug in his pack for the multitool and unscrewed the lid. Peering inside he saw a problem straight away - protein deposits in the tubing. "Bugger. Whoever used this last didn't flush it out. Hana, can you see these bits in the tubing? All of that is going to need to be replaced, but everything else looks okay."

"Can you fix it?" asked Hana.

"Yes, if I can find the same size of tubing. The hole in the middle of the tubing must be the same size. I will plug it in to see if it powers up first, no point in doing anything else if it doesn't fire up," said Robert.

He plugged it in and switched on the socket. "Cross your fingers," he instructed Hana as he turned the analyser’s power switch to 'On.' Initially, and disappointingly, there was nothing, and then there was an unmistakable 'BEEP' coming from the analyser.

"It works!" Hana shouted excitedly.

"Remember that I still have to find fresh tubing," cautioned Robert. "Can I take it with me to my lab to see if I have any tubing that could fit?"

––––––––
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"That should be okay as nobody knows that the analyser is here. I can surprise my boss with it if you can get it working," said Hana. 

"Great, I will go now and start work on it. If we are lucky, I will be back tomorrow."

Robert left an extremely excited Hana and thought to himself, "Amazing what a little hope can do."
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CHAPTER THREE

Operational Again
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Robert got back to his lab, placed the analyser on his desk and went to get a cup of tea. This could be a three-cup of tea problem and could take his time up for the rest of the day, although having a spare parts box helped. After a rummage in the spares box to find all the different tubing he had available, Robert took the top off the analyser again and removed one of the blocked tubes to compare the bore sizes.

"No, no, no, no, no and no! You have got to be kidding me," he mumbled, and in frustration he threw the blocked tubing onto the table. 

After taking another mouthful of tea, he said aloud, "Okay, plan B."

Robert started looking in the departments next, first going to A+E, but no tubing anywhere even came close to such a small bore. Theatres were Robert’s next stop. Scanning the area, he spotted a small tube hanging off one of the drip stands.

"Corporal, that tube on the drip stand, do you have spares?"

"Yes, loads, why?"

"I have an analyser to fix for the hospital, but I need small bore tubing. Do you have enough tubing that I could get one of your spares?"

"Sure, no problem, Bob."

"If this fits, you will be a real-life saver. They can have a functioning lab again if I can fix the analyser.”

Robert looked in the spares box and found packets that held tubing with screw fittings on the ends. Taking one, he headed back to the lab where he opened the packet and cut one end of the tubing off. The decisive moment, he thought. He picked up the tubing he had thrown on the table and compared it to the new tubing and yes, they were the same bore size. They now had about a metre of tubing in the shape of a slinky that would last for years.

Now began the slow work of removing each piece of tubing, cutting a new one of the same length and replacing it. Once that was done, he powered up the analyser again with the lid off. Starting a flush cycle, his eyes were flitting between all the tubing looking for any leaks or blockages. Nothing. It was working! The pumps worked and it flushed okay. Robert then took a sample from the fridge and set up the controls and all the analytes he could perform. Robert wanted to see if it worked fully by using it to test samples. After getting the results from Hana’s analyser he compared them to what the results should be. 

The control results were spot on, and the patient results were comparable to those analysed on his own spectrophotometer. Sitting back in his chair, he mused, I don’t believe it, the thing works. Hana will be overjoyed. Pity I did not have any decorative ribbon to wrap around it for her!

Now for the hard part, getting the kits and reagents for it to work analytically. Time to see Major Yule.

"Sir, can I trouble you a minute, please?"

"Yes, come in."

"Sir, I have managed to get an analyser from the Biochemistry lab working again but they will need everything from kits to spares to be able to use it. Any chance we can get that UN team to help acquire some for them?"

"Try the QM as they should have the contact details. Tell them what you want and say you have spoken to me about it," said Major Yule.

"Thank you, sir."

"Sergeant?"

"Yes, sir?"

"Excellent work."

Robert copied the instrument details, the test kits, reagents and spares they would need onto a sheet of paper and went over to the QM's office as instructed. Knocking on the door and hearing a "Come in" from the other side, he took the invite and went in.

"Sir, our CO said you may have contacts with the UN procurement people."

"We do, but why would you need them?"

"It’s not for us. I have been working at the Biochemistry lab at the local hospital trying to get them operational again. I have fixed an analyser we found there but we need everything for it. Here is a complete wish list, but they will need the reagents and spares even if they cannot get all the test kits on the list. Anything they can get would be a huge help."

"Give me the list and I shall forward it to them. No promises though."

"I understand, and thanks for trying, sir."

Robert had just left the Headquarters building when he heard the unmistakable whistle of incoming fire. With nowhere to go, he instinctively hit the deck and waited for the bang.

Luckily, no shells fell in the camp area, but from what he could tell the shells had landed in the city further north. More shells came over the camp and landed roughly in the same area as the first volley. Then there was complete and utter silence. Seconds later, all the sirens in the city started blaring. Robert found himself getting up and running towards the side of the camp from which to have a clear view of the city. Robert counted about a dozen columns of smoke and dust. The hospital was going to be busy, again.

As per UN policy, if there was incoming fire into the camp area all troops had to stay in their areas for 45 minutes. Aware of this, the local armies used the policy to their advantage to move their troops and equipment around the area without the UN seeing or stopping them.

Robert headed to his lab to make sure everything was ready there just in case a patrol came in with casualties. This having been his first time experiencing incoming fire, Robert thought about how his 'flight or fight' reflex had kicked in in those moments. Right now, he was suffering the shakes from the adrenaline still flooding his body. He wished he could control that reflex reaction so it would only kick in when it was really needed, unlike now. I need a brew and to sit down to let this pass, he thought. It would not look good to the juniors if they noticed him with the adrenaline shakes. On his way to the kettle, he stuck his head in the department tents to see if everyone was okay and if they too wanted a brew. They all looked outwardly okay, but he was very aware of the nervous energy all around. 

Everyone was fine, but it also brought home how close they were to the action. After making tea and coffee for the entire MST, and sometime later he was able to make his way back to the lab when he met Katie.

"I was just coming to see if you wanted a brew. I think I should complain about the noisy neighbours," she said with a wry smile.

"I think you should too. Since we must go to ground, are you free to start your lab training?" asked Robert.

"Sure, I will just grab a brew first."

Once they had settled at his desk, Robert started to go through his training programme plan.

"I will start with the three easiest analysers first so you can do something. Then we will tackle blood grouping, antibody screens and crossmatches, microbiology and manual tests for chemistry. Do not worry, as it is not hard to do the tests, even the manual stuff is just practice. We will go at your speed, does that sound okay?" asked Robert.

"It does, but it sounds like a lot to learn," replied Katie.

"You know a lot already so that will help a lot. I will show you the task first, and then you can have a go. If you write your own notes as we go along at least, they will make sense to you. Once you have gotten the hang of that, I will explain the results and show you what to look for. If it’s making your head explode, we will stop and you can teach me Barts and Batls stuff," said Robert.

"That sounds great, but haven't you done the Barts and Batls stuff before though?"

"No, I have only completed the course for coming out here, so I need practice in all the lifesaving stuff a bit before going on medical cover with a patrol. I would not want someone to die due to me trying to remember what to do. Besides, it will give you the chance to get your own back for my classes."

"I can get you doing mouth to mouth on the dummy," she said with a laugh.

"Oh, you are hilarious," he said, smiling in return.

They moved to the machine bench and sat in front of two analysers. "These are for blood gases and electrolytes, Sodium and Potassium," Robert said, pointing to each in turn. Each analyser has different sets of control samples, so I will do the first one and show you how to record and check the results. If you write your own notes when I do my sample, you can use your notes to do your sample," said Robert.

They spent about an hour working on those two analysers before moving on to the Coulter Counter for full blood counts. They repeated the process before stopping for lunch. After collecting his lunch and finding a seat with Katie, Robert asked, "How did you find that?"

"It was easier than expected, just getting used to the paperwork will take a little time."

"That is to be expected, but patient samples are easier as you write the results on the back of the request form. As far as today goes, you have done brilliantly. You may not think so just now, but within a week you will be able to do all of that without your notes and be able to recognise what the results mean.”

“Just to change the subject slightly, any thoughts on what to go through with me first?" asked Robert.

"You think so, that quick? Thanks for the vote of confidence. For you, I was thinking of starting with the airway procedures first - intubation, tracheostomy and cricothyrotomy - then move to the chest with sucking chest wounds and chest drains. You will manage all of that without any problem, trust me," said Katie.

"That all sounds good to me. If you can also show me where the things we need are in the med kits as well, that would be brilliant. I need to practice and to get used to where things are in the med kits so I can do it automatically if the time comes to use it for real. Just like you are doing here." 

Over the coming days, they spent at least half a day with the training schedule.

"Well done, Katie, you have mastered the three analysers and can do the basic blood transfusion work. I have written this letter for your P File telling what you have achieved and this copy is yours. You just need practice now, and if we have patient samples in, you can perform the tests. I will do the transfusion samples, and you can practice with the old samples. How do you feel about that? If something happens to me, you will be 'it' for a couple of days until a replacement arrives. It will become official once I hand in the letter, so please be sure," said Robert.

"I am happy I can do the tasks you have shown me, but it is scary when it’s real. I don't want to do it wrong!" said Katie.

"There is no difference from what you have done in training, and remember you won't be making any decisions, as that would be the doctor's job. They know you are not a lab tech, so don’t worry. Your job will be to do the tests and give them the results. I will give you as much information as I can and what to do next if something doesn't look right."

"Okay then, let's do it," said Katie enthusiastically.

They went to Major Yule and Robert informed him that Katie was up to speed on what to do in the lab.

"Sir, here's a letter with the training that has been done and can it be added to Corporal Williams P file, please? We haven't covered microbiology yet, so she wouldn't be able to process any of those samples."

The Major replied, “It is good to see that you both have used your time wisely. I shall have your letter sent to the admin team with her confidential report at the end of the tour. Sergeant, I shall require an update for Corporal Williams’s confidential report concerning any laboratory work she performs."

"Yes, sir. I shall keep a record of any work done with comments."

"Thank you both."

Robert also made satisfactory progress, and the procedures were starting to become more automatic, all thanks to Katie's excellent instruction. He knew very well that experience was a much better teacher than the classroom. Unfortunately, he also knew training could only go so far. In this case, the procedures involved taking a scalpel to a patient, and there was no room for error.

He just had to hope he never needed to use these procedures while they were there.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Grand Day Out
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A day arrived for Robert to finally go out for a jolly - military style. He thought it would be nice to go out and do something different for a change by going out as the medic with one of the patrols. At the briefing he was told that the patrol would be going near the Dorni Vakuf frontline and travelling north to encompass the front line nearest Bugojno. The aim was to confirm where fighting was currently occurring and to identify any Bosnian or Serb units in that area.

After the briefing, using the facilities and collecting lunch, the troops loaded onto the Warriors. Once on board he was just a passenger, there was nothing to do but to try to sleep in this noisy armoured monster. Robert woke up suddenly to the sound of gunfire and the Warrior suddenly stopped. As a 'passenger' on this trip, he just had to sit and listen to what was going on around him.

The word came that Serb forces were attacking civilians in the marketplace just up ahead. The back door suddenly opened, and the interior was flooded with light and the noise of a battle zone all at once. The infantry piled out, and Robert followed them up the street to get a closer look at what was happening. At the next junction, the right-hand road entered what looked like a square set up with stalls selling vegetables and dairy products.

The shooting was coming from the far end, so they moved further into the large square using parked vehicles as cover. Once in position they could see that there were bodies on the ground and many were not moving. When the shooting had briefly stopped, Robert got to his feet and ran to the nearest body about twenty feet away. Getting to them he noticed they had been shot in the back twice while trying to get away, and he knew could do nothing for that poor soul. Getting up and moving towards the next casualty, he was spotted by the shooters who restarted their returning fire, this time in his direction.

Looking towards his next casualty, he could also hear covering fire from the Warrior group trying to keep the shooters occupied. Robert got up and moved quickly to kneel by the casualty’s side.

Ignoring the shooting, Robert took off his med kit and started to open it when he noticed a third person lying beside a market stall with blood on their shoulder. Robert took out a field dressing and threw it to them while miming what to do with it. As bullets were continually striking the ground near him, he assessed the casualty at his feet. At first glance, he noticed two patches of blood, one on the arm and one in the chest. Having lifted her top to see the wound, he diagnosed a sucking chest wound. Diving into his med kit again, Robert extracted a vented chest seal and applied it to the wound. Checking her back for an exit wound he saw none, so he turned his attention to her arm and applied a field dressing. Only now did he realise that he was kneeling in the open with bullets striking the ground all around him.

Robert scanned his surroundings and could see that the shooters had moved closer to his position and were now behind two parked cars about 30 feet away. Thankfully, the infantry was making it exceedingly difficult for them to get a clean shot at him. He needed to get the patient out of there and into a hospital with all speed. The collapsed lung and internal bleeding would compress the heart, and the patient would die without a chest drain. If he moved now with the casualty, they would be more exposed to enemy fire and an extremely easy target. Robert somehow needed to make them move position and stop shooting at him. Then he noticed the casualties shopping lying on the road - she had potatoes.

Packing up his med kit, he got his patient ready to lift and waited for the firing to break. When it did, he stood up, shouted "GRENADE!" and threw a potato at the car the shooters were hiding behind. Robert saw them move away from the car as he lifted the patient onto his shoulder and moved as fast as he could back to where the infantry were providing the covering fire. "I'll be back in a minute," he said and promptly turned around and ran to recover the other casualty with the shoulder wound.

By now, the shooters had realised that it was not a grenade when there was no explosion. They had turned back and were trying to close the distance to him. The shooters were trying to kill the casualties so the UN would not have any witnesses to this atrocity. This time, however, Robert could shoot back. 

With the infantry firing and him also shooting back, he was able to escort the casualty back to the infantry position.

"Sir, we need to get this one to hospital right now," shouted Robert.

The Lieutenant looked at him, then to the casualty, and back to him. "Fall back to the Warriors. Bravo section, this is Delta 1, prepare to move out, NOW. Fall back in teams and cease fire if no threats are seen."

With both the casualties in hand, they leap frogged their way back to the Warriors. Robert checked over the chest wound casualty, for whom the difficulty in breathing and distress was getting worse.

"Sir, how long is the hospital? We are losing her." After a couple of seconds came the reply, "Less than ten minutes."

Arriving at Bugojno hospital, Robert was the first one out and as they were carrying the casualty into A+E, a doctor came running over.

"Casualty has a sucking chest wound with a chest seal applied. Has a pneumothorax with internal bleeding due to a gunshot wound but there is no exit wound. She has not been given any morphine." The doctor nodded and disappeared into a cubicle after the patient.

Back at camp, Robert walked into the MST and people were staring at him.

"What?" Robert said irritably.

The medic on reception said, "Sarge, you are covered in blood. Are you okay?" 

Robert stood there and then looked down at himself. His uniform and his hands were stained red with blood.

"I am fine thanks, John. If anyone is looking for me, tell them I am away to get cleaned up."

Robert went to get a shower. Standing under the hot stream of water, with head down he watched a river of red flowing down the plughole. Robert closed his eyes and just stood there. When he came back to the lab, he found Katie sitting waiting for him with two cups of tea. Obviously, word had spread fast around the unit, thought Robert.

"Hi Katie, thanks for the brew, parched. It has been a busy day," he said quietly.

"Firstly, are you okay Bob, and secondly what the bloody hell happened?"

After taking a mouthful of tea, Robert replied, "I am fine, thanks for asking. What happened will take some time. We had just come out the north side of Dorni Vakuf and as we were passing through a small village we heard gunfire. The column stopped and went to investigate. Following the noise, we ended up in a square. It looked like there was a farmer's market on. At the far end of the square, Serbs were shooting at the civilians, and we could see bodies already on the ground not moving. I went to see if I could help any of them. Got to three, first one was dead, second had a sucking chest and arm wounds and the third had been shot in the shoulder. Extracted the two injured out of the square and took them to the hospital, as that was the closest facility. The chest wound casualty was in great distress by the time we got there and hopefully they got a chest drain in quickly."

"Jesus," replied Katie, looking concerned.

"I need another brew. Want a refill?" Katie handed over her mug, and Robert walked out of the tent straight into a crowd standing outside. "You heard all that?" and there were nods and muttered responses in return.

"Excuse me a second," Robert said as he walked past them to get to the kettle. Robert had just put the kettle on to boil when he heard someone come in and ask, "Is Sergeant Stewart here? The Major wants him in his office.”

"I will be right there," Robert replied loudly from the tea point. He took the cups back to the lab, picked up his rifle and gear and followed the messenger to the Major's office.

Robert knocked on the door. "Come,” came the reply and he marched in, halted in front of the Major’s desk and saluted.

"Sergeant Stewart, reporting as ordered sir." He noticed that the Lieutenant was also standing there.

The Major asked, "Who would like to explain what happened this morning?"

The Lieutenant firstly gave his account of the events and then Major Cannon turned to Robert. 

"Why did you rush into the square? The UN's position is very clear; we CANNOT do anything that can be seen as taking sides."

Although that made Robert mad, he controlled the emotion and replied plainly, "Sir, I am obliged under the Geneva Convention to protect and treat civilians, it’s my job. That has precedence over the UN rules."

––––––––
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"You have put the UN in the position where the Serbs can say the UN forces are actively fighting them," came the forceful reply.

"I beg your pardon sir, but that's bollocks. They were actively shooting civilians before we had even arrived in the square, and the entire section are witnesses to that fact. I went to aid the civilians, which is allowed under the Geneva Convention. The Serbs fired on us first and then and only then did our troops fire back to protect themselves. That is allowed under the rules of engagement. " Producing the rules of engagement cards from his pocket, Robert pointed to the section allowing the use of lethal force. "The targets shot at us first AND they were visible doing it," he said.
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