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How far would you go to face the truth?






LONGLISTED FOR THE GUARDIAN’S ‘NOT THE BOOKER PRIZE’


A dark tale of love and lies, obsession and betrayal, The Black Path will appeal to fans of ‘domestic noir’ and anyone who’s ever wondered about the secrets people keep.


How well do you really know those closest to you?


Helen has been holding out for a hero all her life.


Her father was a hero – but he was murdered when she was ten.


Her husband is a hero – but he’s thousands of miles away, fighting a war people say will never be won.


Sometimes Helen wonders if Owen isn’t the only one living in a war zone. She feels the violence all around her. She reads about it in the papers. It feeds her dreams and fills her days with a sense of dread. Try as she might, she can’t escape the feeling that something terrible is about to happen.




Then one night on the troubled streets of her home town, Helen is rescued from a fight by a woman who will change her life forever. Siân is everything Helen isn’t – confident, glamorous, fearless. But there’s something else about her – a connection that cements their friendship and makes Helen question everything she’s ever known.



And when her husband returns home, altered in a way she can’t understand, she is forced to draw on an inner strength she never knew she had.




As bitter truths are uncovered, Helen must finally face her fears and the one place which has haunted her since childhood – the Black Path. 






For Jacqui Niven, with love.






Praise for The Black Path:


‘An intense, beautifully calibrated thriller by a writer at the height of his creative powers’ Huffington Post


‘Deliciously creepy and surprisingly emotional – Burston has played a blinder with his first crime novel’ Alex Marwood


‘The Black Path twists and turns and introduces readers to an exciting new talent’ Sarah Hilary


‘I found The Black Path completely gripping and unsettling. Paul Burston has switched genres with confidence and aplomb. This book kept me guessing right up until the end’ Jonathan Harvey


‘Watch out for The Black Path, Paul Burston’s unnerving foray into crime fiction. A terrific read’ Mari Hannah


‘This is a glorious read, and has enough twists and turns in the plot that will keep you second guessing throughout. A dark tale of love and lies, obsession and betrayal indeed – everything you would expect from a master storyteller’ Laura Lockington, Brighton and Hove Independent


From the reviews of Paul Burston’s previous books:


‘Accomplished entertainment’ The Times


‘Witty, dark and insightful’ Company


‘A great read – so much so, I read it in one day’ Lorraine Kelly


‘A wise and witty exploration of friendship, ambition, love and loss’ Attitude


‘A compelling read’ Time Out


‘Wonderfully entertaining’ Independent on Sunday






PROLOGUE


Police search for killers of


‘loving husband and devoted father’


by Gazette reporter


Tributes have been paid to a local man who died at the weekend. Richard Thomas, 35, of St Nicholas Road, Bridgend, confronted a gang of teenagers who were causing a disturbance outside his house on Sunday afternoon. He suffered several stab wounds to the stomach and died in hospital as a result of his injuries. He leaves behind a wife and young daughter.


Detective Sergeant Rhys Williams told the Gazette: ‘This is a shocking crime and a tragic waste of life. Investigations are ongoing and we are appealing for any witnesses who may have information regarding the attack to come forward.’


Mr Thomas was described as a loving husband and devoted father who died a hero. One neighbour, who did not wish to be named, said: ‘It’s a terrible loss for the family. They had their share of problems like everyone else, but nobody expects something like this to happen right on their own doorstep.’


Anyone with any information should contact the incident room at Bridgend CID.


The day it happened, Helen didn’t make a sound.


She knows that doesn’t seem right – there must have been tears, surely? But whenever she casts her mind back to that day, what she remembers is the stillness.


She’d spent the morning with her face buried in a book. That was the phrase her mother used, although in the weeks that followed she chose her words more carefully. Some days she didn’t say anything at all, and her eyes would meet Helen’s and turn away as if even the sight of her only child made her angry. But that was afterwards. She’d always had plenty to say for herself before then.


Helen still remembers the way her mother kicked off over the rabbit. Two weeks earlier, her father came home from the pub carrying a cardboard box with holes in the sides.


‘It’s for you, sweetheart.’


Helen didn’t know how to react. It wasn’t even her birthday.


But her father smiled and said he didn’t need a reason to give his special girl a present. The rabbit was soft and white with pink frightened eyes and a fat belly. When Helen held it to her face she felt its little heart thumping and was terrified that her own heart might burst in sympathy.


Her mother hit the roof, turning on her father with that angry face of hers. ‘Have you completely lost your mind? A pet is a big commitment. There’s no prizes for guessing who’ll be the one who ends up looking after it.’


She refused to have the rabbit in the house, so it lived in the back garden in a hutch her father assembled the next day in the shed he liked to call his office. Helen welcomed any opportunity to see inside her father’s shed. It had a small workbench, a filing cabinet, and shelves full of old coins and glass bottles. Her father said the bottles and coins were valuable, which was why he kept his office door locked even when he was inside. He had another office he went to every day, except on the weekends or those days when his stomach was playing up or he had one of his headaches. Helen had never seen that office, but she’d always imagined that it was quite different from the shed.


The garden backed onto scrubland. Beyond that was the river and running beside the river was the Black Path. Helen wasn’t allowed to play by the river and she certainly wasn’t allowed anywhere near the Black Path. Up the Black Path there were older boys who smoked cigarettes and built bonfires. There was a place called the Witches’ Den, where real witches gathered at night. And right at the top was a hospital where people went when they were sad or kept hearing strange voices. Her parents both agreed that the Black Path was no place for a young girl, and since they never usually agreed on anything, Helen had thought about it and decided that they were right.


So mostly she played in the back garden. And it was there that she spent the last few hours before her world was torn apart – lying on a blanket on the warm grass, her face buried in a book while her father pottered around inside his shed. Shortly before tea time she heard his key in the lock and he reappeared blinking into the sunshine, promising to mow the front lawn while his wife put her feet up and his daughter gave that poor rabbit some exercise.


‘Run, rabbit, run!’ he laughed, lifting it out of the hutch and bundling it into Helen’s arms before heading off in search of his mower. She’d wanted to go after him. Her mother always said that she was never far behind her father, that she was like his shadow. Helen has often wondered how different things might have been had she followed him that day, whether she might have been able to prevent what happened.


The rabbit refused to run. It sat on the grass, nose twitching, staring up at her with its bulging pink eyes. She pushed it gently with her hand, but it wouldn’t move. She nudged it again. It waddled forward a few steps and then stopped. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that she discovered that the reason the rabbit was so fat was because its belly was full of babies. Cleaning out the hutch she found a lifeless lump of them buried beneath the straw, pale and hairless and squashed together like sardines. She remembers crying then – great, uncontrollable sobs that shook her whole body and made her face wet with tears.


She didn’t see what happened to her father. She didn’t see the fight or the flash of the knife. She didn’t hear the boys shouting or her mother’s screams. The first sound she was aware of was the wailing of sirens. Then her mother was grabbing her by the arm and dragging her into the kitchen.


‘Stay here,’ she said, and went back outside. But Helen didn’t stay in the kitchen. She ran into the front room and pressed her nose against the window. They were taking her father away in an ambulance. She saw the flashing blue lights and told herself that the doctors would fix him, the way they fixed people on television. Then her mother’s friend Jackie arrived and whisked her off to her house and gave her Coke and biscuits.


Helen remembers thinking that she shouldn’t have been playing with the rabbit in the garden. She shouldn’t have been at Jackie’s house drinking Coke and eating biscuits when her father was lying in the hospital. She remembers wondering if the boys who hurt her father had come from the Black Path.


And that’s all she can remember. She was ten years old and it was summertime and it was a Sunday.




 


 


 


 


PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE


‘Helen?’


She hears her mother’s voice calling from far away.


Not now, she thinks, and reaches under the table for her handbag. A knot of anxiety tightens in her stomach as she fishes inside for the list she prepared earlier. Her fingers close around the folded piece of paper and she relaxes a little. If the phone rings, she’ll be prepared. It’s better to write things down, so she doesn’t forget. She never knows when Owen will call or how much time they’ll have.


‘Alright, love?’ her mother asks, and now there’s a familiar image to go with the disembodied voice. She’s up to her elbows in a washing-up bowl brimming with suds. The remains of the Sunday roast are congealing on a large serving plate on the hob next to her.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Only you looked like you were miles away.’


Helen forces a smile. She’d give anything to be miles away. Anywhere would be better than spending another dreary afternoon with her mother and Frank. She can’t wait for her husband to come home and for everything to be back to normal.


Her mother must have read her mind. ‘Any word from Owen?’


Helen bows her head so that her hair shields her face. Strawberry blonde, her father called it – though not everyone was as kind.


‘Not for a few days.’


‘Well, no news is good news,’ her mother chirps. ‘Isn’t that right, Frank?’


Frank looks up from his newspaper. ‘Have you seen this?’ he says, stabbing his finger at the offending article. ‘Some lowlifes have only gone and desecrated the cenotaph in town!’


‘I don’t think “desecrated” is the right word,’ her mother says. ‘It’s not the same as a grave.’ She colours slightly and glances at Helen.


Frank reaches for his can of lager. ‘Call it what you want. The bastards want stringing up!’


‘Don’t swear at the table, Frank!’ Her mother turns to Helen and rolls her eyes. ‘What’s he like, eh?’


Helen looks away. She has no intention of answering that question. Not now. Not ever. To answer honestly would only upset the peace – and it’s a fragile kind of peace even at the best of times. Frank is the man her mother took up with shortly after her father died. To say that Helen has never really warmed to him would be putting it mildly. The first time her mother brought Frank home, Helen had just turned eleven.


‘Someone told me it was your birthday,’ the strange man said, filling the room with his unfamiliar smell and big bulky body. ‘So I brought you a present.’ He handed her a parcel wrapped in shiny pink paper.


Helen knew from the moment he opened his mouth that he wasn’t really giving her a present for her birthday. He was trying to buy her affection.


‘Thanks,’ she said, placing the parcel on the table.


‘Well, aren’t you going to open it?’ her mother asked. ‘Honestly, Frank, I don’t know what’s got into her lately.’


Of course you don’t, Helen wanted to shout. Because you never ask!


She refused to open the present in front of Frank. It sat on the table for over an hour, until her mother finally lost her temper and sent her upstairs to her room. Listening from the landing, Helen heard them talking in muted voices. Then her mother laughed. It was an unfamiliar sound – high-pitched and girlish. Helen couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her laugh like that. A few weeks later, her mother announced that the house was being sold and that they were moving in with Frank. ‘It’ll be good for us,’ she said. ‘A fresh start.’


Right from the outset, Helen hated these new living arrangements with an intensity that was almost physical. She hated the new house with its strange furniture and rooms her father had never set foot in. She resented Frank’s presence the same way she resented seeing other girls’ fathers collecting them from school. Why did it have to be her dad who died, and not theirs? For months afterwards, she couldn’t walk past the local petrol station without wanting to tear up the bunches of flowers in their cellophane wrapping. Everything reminded her of him.


Fifteen years have passed since then, but Helen still misses her father with a dull ache that never goes away. She still has the cutting from the local newspaper, the one where he’s described as a hero – a far cry from the forgotten man whose grave her mother stopped visiting years ago. Frank has never said a word against her father – at least not in her presence. But it’s clear that he’s the reason her mother refuses to keep her father’s memory alive. It wasn’t only her surname that changed when she married Frank. Her first husband had called her Mandy. Now she prefers to be known as Amanda. It’s as if she wilfully severed every link with her old life – every link except the daughter who bears such a strong physical resemblance to the man she seems determined to forget.


Helen dreads these Sunday lunches with Amanda and Frank. She hates the forced sense of family occasion and the air of quiet desperation that hangs over the dining table, prompting her mother to fill every pause with inane observations, subtle reproaches and nervous vocal tics. But with her own husband thousands of miles away in Afghanistan, they’re the closest family Helen has – physically at any rate. It’s only a few miles from the house her mother calls home to the terrace she and Owen bought the year after they were married.


‘It’s a bit small,’ was her mother’s verdict, the day they showed her and Frank around. ‘Especially for a young couple planning on starting a family.’


Helen had never expressed any such intentions to her mother. Six years on, there’s nothing to suggest that her plans have changed. But since Owen was sent to Iraq and now Afghanistan, there’s been less talk of babies and more talk about what a wonderful job our boys are doing, out there where wars are fought and heroes are made. Patriotism is a great silencer, Helen has found. It can even silence her mother. Some of the time.


‘You’ll never guess who I was talking to the other day,’ Amanda says, rinsing off the last of the dishes and reaching for a tea towel. ‘Iona Gregory. You remember Iona. She used to live behind us at the other house.’


The other house, Helen thinks. The house where her father lived, where she was happy.


‘Her daughter Rhian was in the year below you at school,’ her mother continues.


‘I didn’t really know her.’ Helen pushes back her chair. ‘Here, let me give you a hand with those.’


‘You stay there,’ Amanda replies, tightening her grip on the tea towel as if she expects it to be torn from her. ‘I’m quite capable of drying a few dishes.’ She lifts a dinner plate from the draining board and goes at it with a furious circular motion, polishing until it squeaks.


‘Anyway, she’s got a baby now,’ she continues. ‘Rhian, I mean. Her mother showed me a photo. A lovely little girl. I say little – she must be almost eighteen months by now.’


Helen sinks back in her chair. ‘That’s nice.’ There are many things she could say, many lies she could tell to account for the fact that she doesn’t have a baby of her own. The one thing she can never tell her mother is the truth, which she can barely admit to herself. She doesn’t want a child that might one day lose its father, the way she lost hers.


Her mother stares at her. She looks as if she’s about to say something, then her face stiffens and she looks away.


It’s better this way, Helen thinks. Better than all the times she blurted out the wrong thing – and there’ve been plenty of those. She remembers the night they watched a film starring Nicole Kidman. Frank had gone to the pub. It was one of those rare occasions when Helen had actually been looking forward to spending some time alone with her mother. She’d even brought popcorn. Then halfway through the film her mother turned to her and said, ‘I don’t know why people think she’s beautiful, do you?’


‘But she’s lovely, Mum.’


Her mother sniffed. ‘I can’t see it, myself. There’s something so washed-out and ghostly about redheads.’


It seemed to have escaped her notice that her own daughter had red hair – just like her father.


After he died, Helen felt like a ghost. The feeling lasted for a few weeks, or possibly even a few months. All she remembers is the unbearable pain of missing him and the urge to lose herself in books and the strange comfort of maths homework. Everything else is a blur. There were no after-school activities and few friends. She kept everyone at a distance. Even her mother. Especially her mother.


She looks up at the woman standing a few feet away and wonders if she is any happier now as Amanda than she was back then as Mandy? It’s hard to tell. But they seem to be drifting further apart all the time. Suddenly everything – the best tablecloth, the radio burbling away in the background, Frank sprawled in the chair where her father ought to be – everything feels like a sham.


‘I should go soon,’ Helen says.


‘But you haven’t let your dinner go down yet.’


‘I know, but I’ve got things to do. Y’know, stuff for work.’


Sundays are when she irons her work clothes, plans what she’s going to wear for the week, and arranges the outfits on rows of hangers in the wardrobe. She knows it isn’t everyone’s idea of fun, but she finds it comforting. It gives her a sense of order.


Her mother begins stacking the plates. ‘I don’t know why you took that job in the first place. It’s not as if you need the money.’


The job is a recent development, fresh enough in everyone’s minds for her mother to still find some novelty in voicing her disapproval. And the annoying part is, she has a point. Helen doesn’t need the money, not really. She’d always managed perfectly well on Owen’s salary. A lance corporal in the British army doesn’t earn a fortune, but their outgoings are minimal. And thanks to the life insurance payment she received from her father’s estate, she doesn’t have a large mortgage to worry about. She isn’t well off, but she isn’t struggling either – at least not financially.


But when Owen was first stationed in Iraq, and the realities of being married to a serving soldier sank in, she found she needed something to occupy her mind. The job at the training company only provides a modest income, but it gets her out of the house and gives her a sense of purpose and something resembling a social life.


‘It’s not about the money,’ Helen says. ‘It’s about me doing something for myself.’


Her mother, who hasn’t worked a day in Helen’s lifetime, clears her throat and gives a wounded look. Her mother has a vast arsenal of looks, and she isn’t shy with any of them. This particular look seems to say, ‘So what if I didn’t go out to work? I had you, didn’t I? That was work enough!’


Helen smiles and adds quickly, ‘Besides, I’d go mad cooped up in that house all day on my own.’


She makes it sound like she’s joking, but she isn’t. She needs that job and all that comes with it. She needs to lead as normal a life as possible because how else is she supposed to cope? War isn’t normal. Not knowing if your husband will come home alive isn’t normal. Why can’t her mother of all people see that?


‘You wouldn’t be on your own if you’d gone to live in St Athan,’ Frank says. ‘You could have had a lovely home over at the camp with all the other army wives.’


‘But I didn’t want to be an army wife,’ Helen replies.


Frank grins. ‘You married the wrong man then, didn’t you?’


Helen glares at him. ‘You know what I mean. I didn’t want to live in service accommodation. And neither did Owen.’


This isn’t strictly true. Owen would have been perfectly happy in St Athan. It was her decision to buy the house. It was enough that the army decided when and where to send her husband. She didn’t want them telling her where to live, what furniture to have, or what she could or couldn’t hang on her walls. But she has no intention of explaining herself to Frank.


She holds his gaze for a moment, wonders if she should just leave it there, then hears herself say, ‘We wanted a place of our own.’


‘Well, it’s lucky you could afford it,’ Frank replies.


‘I’d hardly call it lucky,’ Helen snaps. ‘That was the money from my dad, remember?’


Suddenly it feels as if all the air has been sucked from the room. Her mother stops stacking the plates and stares off into space. She looks lost, like someone who’s wandered into a room and forgotten what they came in for.


Helen feels her anger subside and a rush of sympathy take its place. ‘I love that house,’ she says in a calmer voice. ‘We both do. But it can get a bit lonely stuck at home all by myself.’


Frank takes a swill of lager and stifles a belch. ‘You should get yourself a cat. A dog’s too much trouble. Anyway, men are better with dogs. They’re pack animals. They need to be shown who’s boss.’


And a woman couldn’t possibly be boss, Helen thinks. Her father would never have come out with a sexist comment like that. He always encouraged her to aim high. She was his special girl and one day she would do something truly wonderful with her life. Or at least that was the plan. What would he make of her small house and her little life, married to a man stationed halfway across the world and spending Sunday with her mother and a man who drinks lager straight from the can at the dinner table?


‘Well?’ she hears her mother say.


‘Sorry?’


‘I was just asking if you had anything nice planned this week.’


‘Not really,’ Helen says. ‘I might go out for a few drinks with the girls from work on Friday.’


Angela and Kath have been pestering her to join them on a night out for weeks. But she never does. She never goes anywhere. And she’s beginning to think that maybe she should.


‘You want to watch yourself, going out in town,’ Frank says. ‘It’s not long since that poor lad was kicked to death, up by the railway bridge.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Frank!’ Amanda snaps.


‘They should string them up,’ Frank mutters. ‘Or bring back national service. That would teach them a thing or two.’


Like how to kill someone more efficiently, Helen thinks, then forces the idea from her head. Her stepfather has a long list of people he believes would benefit from national service. To the best of her knowledge, the nearest he’s ever come to serving his country is hanging out with his drinking buddies from the Territorial Army base across the road.


Right, she decides. That’s it. If Frank thinks that going out with the girls is such a bad idea, then she’s left with no other choice. She’ll have to go.


‘I’m off,’ she says, rising from her chair.


Frank tries to catch her eye but she ignores him and gathers up her jacket and bag.


Her mother insists on walking her to the door. ‘I know it’s not easy,’ she says in a hushed voice as Helen steps outside into the soft summer air.


Helen turns to look at her. ‘You mean Frank?’


Her mother frowns. ‘I mean with Owen being away. But it won’t be for ever. You’ve still got your whole lives ahead of you. And just think – he’ll be able to retire at forty.’


An ugly thought lodges itself in Helen’s brain. She tries to ignore it but the thought turns into words and a familiar voice whispers inside her head.


If he lives that long.






CHAPTER TWO


‘Alright, McGrath?’


Owen looks up from his makeshift sunlounger and squints at the man standing over him. Gradually the face comes into focus and he sees that it’s Jackson. There was a time when they were friends – of sorts. They come from the same area of South Wales, joined the army at the same time, trained together, even made it from private to lance corporal together. That all changed when Jackson was involved in a fight back home, broke some lad’s jaw and was demoted. These days there’s a certain degree of tension between them. There’s also an over-familiarity on Jackson’s part that wouldn’t normally be tolerated but is a reflection of the time they’ve known each other. Not that this makes Owen dislike him any less.


‘Fine, thanks,’ he says. ‘Just catching some rays.’


The desert sky is the palest blue, so pale it’s practically white. Feeling the hot sun on his face, he can almost convince himself that he’s on holiday and not snatching a quick half hour behind the tent when, technically speaking, he’s still on duty. He resents Jackson for the intrusion, and for bringing him back to the reality of Camp Bastion where you can never really relax and you’re never entirely alone. A few feet away, a fresh-faced young soldier lies basking in his boxer shorts, listening to his iPod. Private Collins only arrived a few days ago. All Owen really knows about him is his name and rank. They may be escaping the boredom together, but they’ve exchanged no more than a few words.


‘Shame about Armstrong,’ Jackson says. ‘Fucking ragheads!’


Collins looks up, then settles back with his iPod.


Earlier this afternoon, a soldier from another platoon was killed by a roadside bomb while out on patrol. Details are still emerging, but the word is that he radioed in to say there was a funny smell in the air moments before an improvised explosive device ripped apart his Viking personnel carrier. Three others survived by leaping from the vehicle. The body of the dead man was found forty metres away from the scene of the blast.


What everyone thinks, but no-one dares say, is that he’ll be the first of many. There are far fewer casualties during the spring months, when the insurgents have their energies focussed on the poppy harvest. Just one reason why the arrival of summer here isn’t greeted with quite the same enthusiasm it receives back home.


The entire battalion is supposed to be one big happy family and the loss of a soldier – any soldier – is felt by everyone. Still Owen is relieved that it wasn’t a member of his own platoon. It’s far easier to become attached to thirty men than to six hundred. Even when those thirty men include someone like Jackson. Contrary to popular belief, the army isn’t populated entirely by heroes. There are some right tossers too.


‘He was a good man,’ Owen says, though he can’t really put a face to the name. Was Armstrong the lad who was always playing video games at the internet café? Or the one who was usually at the gym? Did he have a wife? Kids?


‘Some of the infantry lads thought he was a bit queer,’ Jackson smirks. ‘The way he was always hanging around the gym. What do you reckon?’


‘I don’t think it matters’, Owen says. ‘And neither does the army. So if you’ve got a problem, I suggest you take it up with the MoD.’ Attitudes like Jackson’s aren’t uncommon in the forces. The law may have changed, but some of the people signing up haven’t. There are still ‘no queers in the infantry’, though of course that doesn’t really mean anything. Especially here. Especially now.


‘I was just saying,’ Jackson replies. ‘You know how word gets around.’


‘You’re talking about a man who died serving his country,’ Owen says. ‘So show some fucking respect. Now if you don’t mind, you’re blocking my sunlight.’


Jackson looks as if he’s about to say something, then thinks better of it. ‘Catch you later,’ he says. ‘And don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.’


Owen glares at him. ‘Meaning?’


‘Your little tanning shop, of course,’ Jackson winks and slopes off, casting a shadow over Collins as he goes. The young private raises his head, turns towards Owen, and shrugs.


Owen closes his eyes and stretches out, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his skin. He can picture Armstrong now – stocky build, blond hair. He can’t have been more than twenty-three. Soon he’ll be just another news item, another statistic – except to the friends and family he leaves behind. At some point in the next few hours an army messenger will arrive at someone’s door and inform them that their son or husband is dead. Those are the words they’ll use – ‘he’s dead’. There’ll be no pussy-footing around, no attempt to soften the blow. The message will be delivered bluntly, in words that aren’t open to misinterpretation. And somebody’s heart will be broken.


Owen’s thoughts turn to Helen. He hasn’t spoken to her in almost a week. He can think of a million excuses – his phone card expired, the welfare phone wasn’t working, he was out in the field – but the truth is that sometimes it’s simply easier not to talk to her. Sometimes he doesn’t want reminders of home to distract him from the job or expose the chinks in his emotional armour, which is as necessary for his survival as the protective clothing lying next to the sun lounger. He loves his wife. But he’s a world away from her now. Here, movie nights mean war films, never romantic comedies. Here, men psych themselves up for battle by listening to ‘Smack My Bitch Up’ on their iPods. Here, you’re never far away from your helmet and your body armour and your rifle, because the civilian driving the creaky old bus around the camp or selling pirated DVDs at the local market might not be as friendly as he seems. Here, the normal rules don’t apply, and when you’re not busy killing time the stark reality is that at some point you’ll either kill or be killed. And with every person you kill, the more removed you become from those you left behind.


Owen has killed three men, including the sniper who shot at them when they were out on patrol yesterday. The first kill was the worst. It was in Iraq, long after the war was over, when British troops were supposed to keep the peace. The boy couldn’t have been more than fifteen. Owen remembers every detail. His finger was on the trigger, there was a short, sharp crack and then a puff of red spray shot out of the boy’s head. He was dead before he hit the ground.


At least yesterday’s hit was a grown man. Not that it made a hell of a lot of difference. It was still a life, and the loss of life isn’t something he likes to think about. Thinking is dangerous. It’s better not to think. And better not to talk. Soldiers don’t discuss how many people they’ve killed. Everyone knows that, even the likes of Jackson. Death is ever present. You can feel it, smell it, touch it. But you never talk about it. This is part of the unspoken bond between men who serve together.


He thinks of Armstrong. He must have seen him a hundred times: eaten in the same cookhouse, sat to check emails in the same internet café, worked out at the same gym. Yet he didn’t even know his first name. He doesn’t know the first names of half the men in his own platoon. This is what the army does to you. This is what war does to you. ‘Tour of duty’ is such a misleading term for what goes on here – especially now, when withdrawal is on the cards and compounds that were once filled with tents or military vehicles lie empty. If the endless hours of boredom and monotony don’t get you, the anxiety will. The camp is becoming a ghost town. At one of the shops yesterday Owen saw a set of drinking glasses emblazoned with the words ‘Been there, done that’ and a mug that read ‘Happiness is Helmand in the rear-view mirror.’ But he’s not out yet – and neither are the four thousand other British military personnel still serving here. There’s still the distinct possibility that they won’t all make it home alive.


He wonders if Armstrong has a wife, and if she’ll be the one receiving the news today. Maybe she’s spared herself the agony and they’ve already parted. Many of the soldiers Owen knows were married at eighteen and divorced by twenty-five. For them, active service is a million times better than the petty bullshit of training. Basic training is designed to weed out the weaklings, and there isn’t a soldier he knows who isn’t pleased and proud to have left all that behind. But for the wives it’s a different story. If the threat of infidelity and lads’ weekends away didn’t destroy a marriage, the strain of wondering if your husband was coming back in one piece often did.


His thoughts return to Helen. There’s no point in taking the bus over to the internet café today. With Armstrong dead, communications will be shut down until midnight at least. But tomorrow, yes, tomorrow he’ll send an email to his wife.


‘Bitch!’ Collins lifts his head angrily. He catches Owen looking at him and grins. ‘Fucking iPod!’ he says. ‘Battery’s dead. I don’t suppose you’ve got your monkey handy?’


Owen smiles. A monkey is the name soldiers give to a solar cell worn as part of the uniform and used to convert the sun’s energy into enough power to recharge an iPod or a laptop. The lad may be new but he already knows the lingo. He shakes his head. ‘Sorry, mate.’


Collins looks at his watch. ‘Ah, well. Time I was off anyway.’ He leaps up, pulls on his uniform and body armour and adjusts his helmet. He tilts his head and raises a hand in a mock salute. ‘See you around, soldier.’


Owen laughs. ‘Yeah. See you around.’






CHAPTER THREE


Helen pulls the car door closed and feels the weight of tension lift from her shoulders. Tossing her handbag onto the passenger seat, she glances back at her mother’s front window. The blue light is flickering from the flat screen television. Frank had probably been waiting for her to leave. She pictures him sprawled in his armchair watching the rugby, lager can in hand. If his team wins, he’ll celebrate with a few more cans. If they lose, he’ll console himself with a lot more.


Reaching to adjust the rear-view mirror, her fingers brush against the worry beads Owen brought back from Iraq. He didn’t tell her exactly how he came by them, and she never asked. Sometimes it’s better not to know. She sighs deeply and breathes in the warm smell of leather and the faint, comforting tang of air freshener.


It’s only a small car, a second-hand silver Matiz, but Helen loves it in a way nobody can understand – not even Owen, and he understands her better than anyone. She imagines him seated beside her, urging her to check her mirror before pulling out. ‘Bloody women drivers!’ But they’d both know that he was only joking. Owen was the one who encouraged her to drive.


She’d been reluctant at first. The thought of being in control of a fast-moving vehicle filled her with dread. It was only through Owen’s gentle persistence that she’d plucked up the courage to enrol at the local driving school and apply for her test.


‘So what if you fail?’ Owen had said. ‘Most people fail their first time. Try again. Fail again. Just try not to fail so badly the second time.’


It was a silly thing for a man in his position to say. Soldiers were trained not to fail. For them, failure could mean the difference between life and death. But then Owen wasn’t like most soldiers. There was no doubting his ability or his courage. She’d feared for him when he fought in Iraq, and admired his conviction when he returned home to find that public opinion was rapidly turning against the war – even in a town like this, where patriotism ran high and the local cemetery was filled with generations of dead soldiers.


But there was a gentler side to him too. He cried at soppy films. It was a running joke between them. He was her big soft soldier boy, her sweet and tender fighting man.


He was there the day she took her driving test and passed with flying colours. Helen couldn’t have been more surprised, but Owen had acted as if it was a foregone conclusion.


‘See,’ he said when they tore off the ‘L’ plates and climbed into the car. ‘I knew you wouldn’t let me down.’


‘But you said it would be okay if I failed.’


He turned to her and winked. ‘I lied.’


The roads are clear and soon she’s driving through the sprawl of prefabs known as Wildmill and then up past The Saints where she spent the first eleven years of her life. Wildmill is where the town’s drug dealers do most of their trade. Sometimes the local paper would report that an addict had overdosed or hanged themselves, at which point her mother and Frank would exchange a knowing look as if to say ‘serves them right’.


After The Saints, the road veers up Litchard Hill where Helen used to walk to primary school. She’d loved school before her father died, before she was forced to face the terrifying anonymity of the comprehensive with its noisy classrooms ruled by hard-faced girls with purple nylon uniforms and their boyfriends’ names scratched into their forearms.


Soon the landscape changes and the main road gives way to narrow streets and rows of small shops, terraces with stone cladding and pebbledash fronts and modern semis with Welsh names and mock Tudor extensions. The valleys were once a symbol of industry in South Wales, but those days are long gone. There are no coal mines anymore, and few opportunities. Teenage pregnancies are common. Jobs are not.


It’s mainly from the valleys that the men come at the weekends, descending on Bridgend in packs, looking for a few pints and someone to vent their frustrations on and leaving the streets stained with blood and covered in broken glass. Every week the police riot vans line up next to the taxi rank in the centre of town, waiting for the first sign of trouble. And every week the trouble would arrive in the shape of the valley boys with their thick necks and bullet heads.


Helen remembers Owen telling her about the time he went on a training exercise in the Brecon Beacons and saw a sign that read: ‘Warning. This is a military zone. Do not touch anything as it may explode and kill you!’ Sometimes she wonders if they should erect a similar sign in the centre of Bridgend, one that reads: ‘Warning. This is a danger zone. Do not look at anyone as they may explode and kill you!’ She tries not to dwell on the violence. She doesn’t want to give Frank the satisfaction. But she’d heard about that lad who was kicked to death up by the railway bridge. He wasn’t the first, either. It wasn’t that long ago that a young woman had her face slashed in one of the pubs. Helen remembers the picture in the Gazette.


She’s approaching a T-junction when a sudden movement catches her eye. A figure appears from nowhere and runs out into the road. She slams on the brakes and the car screeches to a halt. The late afternoon sun glares off the windscreen, making it hard for her to tell if the figure is male or female. The figure turns to face her, slapping both hands hard on the bonnet.


‘Stupid cow!’


It’s a girl, probably no older than sixteen. Her face is pale and pinched, her eyes glazed. As she moves towards the driver’s door, Helen resists the urge to wind down the window and ask if she’s okay. Girls like this are never okay. She’s probably drunk, or on drugs – or both.


Instinctively, Helen locks the car doors.


The girl raps her bony knuckles on the driver’s window. ‘You could have killed me then. Stupid bitch!’


‘Sorry,’ Helen mouths.


The girl smirks, revealing discoloured teeth. ‘Call it twenty quid and we’re quits.’


Helen shrugs apologetically. She has no intention of opening the door to this girl or helping to feed her habit. But she can’t just sit here. What if the girl tries to break the window?


She glances in the rear-view mirror. Further along the pavement, two teenage boys ride their mountain bikes in wide, lazy circles. Apart from that, the streets are empty. Not even a passing car.


‘C’mon!’ the girl says, her voice rising dangerously. ‘Twenty quid. Or I’ll report you. My friends saw you. They’ve got your registration number.’


She points at the boys, who duck their heads and laugh.


‘Leave it!’ one of them shouts. ‘We’re late enough as it is.’


‘But she could have killed me.’ The girl raps on the driver’s window again. ‘Cough up, bitch!’


Helen puts her foot down on the accelerator and speeds off.




She’s still shaking when she arrives home. The house is in a row of small terraces arranged in an L-shape on a steep incline off the main road. In front of them is a large patch of grass where people come to walk their dogs during the day and teenagers congregate at night. She parks and pauses to catch her breath before getting out of the car and hurrying inside.


She shuts the front door behind her and looks around the familiar hall. On the wall facing the staircase is a framed photo of Owen at his passing-out parade, alongside a picture of them both together on their wedding day. That was the day plain old Helen Thomas became Helen McGrath, wife of Lance Corporal Owen McGrath. She’d worn her hair in a French pleat, and the make-up artist had given her a face she barely recognized. Her mother had sent a copy of the wedding photo to the local paper, where it appeared with a short article reminding readers of her father’s death. The headline read, ‘Tragic local girl finds happiness at last.’


The living room is dominated by a brown leather sofa so big they’d had to winch it in through the front window. She sees the light on the ansaphone blinking and thinks for a moment that Owen has called the landline instead of her mobile. But it’s just someone trying to sell her car insurance. Disappointed, she turns on the laptop and checks her emails. Nothing.


Sundays are the hardest. Sundays were always the hardest, even when she was still at school. Back then it was the empty space left by her father that made the day stretch on forever. Now it’s the empty space left by her husband. At least tomorrow another working week will begin. She takes pride in her work and comfort in the small administrative tasks she performs with such efficiency. The attention to detail helps take her mind off the bigger picture.


She closes the laptop and walks briskly into the kitchen. There are no dirty dishes in the sink. Everything has been washed, dried and put back in its place. She takes out the ironing board and plugs in the steam iron before unloading the clothes from the tumble dryer and arranging them in a neat pile on the table.


Why hasn’t he written?


When Owen was first stationed in Iraq, he used to write to her all the time. She’d arrive home to find the familiar blue envelopes on the doormat and her heart would skip. The separation still hurt, but at least she knew he was missing her as much as she missed him. More importantly, she knew he was safe. Is he safe now? Is he missing her? Or has something happened to him?


She unplugs the iron and goes upstairs. The letters are in a shoe box under the bed, the envelopes tied together in bundles. She takes out one of the older letters, written shortly after he arrived in Basra.


‘Remember that holiday in Snowdonia?’ she reads. ‘Well, it’s a bit like that, only with less rain. In fact, it’s hot as hell. I can’t work out if I’m tanned or just toasted! But mostly I’m bored. Every day is the same out here. You lose track of time. I’ve been thinking of things to do when I get home. We should get away more, go to Amsterdam or maybe Paris. Somewhere they serve cold beer! Miss you loads. Better sign off now. This pen is drying up. See, I told you it was hot!’


His earlier letters were always so thoughtful. Sometimes he’d illustrate them with stick figures and cartoon faces. ‘Me today,’ he’d written in one, next to a stick figure of a man lounging in a chair with a rifle by his side, staring up at a clock. Then ‘me tomorrow’ with a similar man in the same position. A good joke would be followed by a smiley face, a bad one with a figure clasping their hands to their head, mouth wide open, like the man in The Scream. ‘Excuse me while I explode with laughter,’ he’d write. Then, ‘PS: this letter will self-destruct in three seconds.’


It wasn’t the jokes that brought a smile to her face. It was the way he made light of his situation. But it didn’t last. Two months after he’d arrived in Iraq, the letters became less frequent. Days would pass, and there’d be no word from him. Then one would arrive, apologizing for the lack of correspondence and assuring her that everything was fine. But she knew him better than that. The tone had changed. There were fewer jokes and no silly cartoons. The letters were shorter, some no longer than postcards. ‘Not much to report,’ he’d written in one. ‘Days hot. Nights cold. Missing you. Love, Owen.’ After that, there’d been nothing for a whole week. She’d feared the worst until another letter arrived, informing her that he was coming home.


She’d been so excited at the prospect of seeing him again. But the thrill of being reunited and the pleasure they took in each other’s bodies couldn’t hide the fact there was something different about him. It had taken five days before he finally opened up and told her what had happened. He’d shot and killed a young boy. ‘It’s part of what I was trained to do,’ he said. ‘But that doesn’t mean I have to feel good about it.’ She’d suggested that he talk to someone, but he’d refused.


‘And tell them what? That I feel bad about doing my job? I’m sure they’d love that!’


Still, it hadn’t prevented him from going to Afghanistan.


‘But why do you have to go?’ she’d asked when he told her the news.


‘You know why,’ was his reply.


‘You could leave the army, get a job here.’


‘Doing what?’ He looked almost angry with her. ‘This is what I do, Helen. This is who I am.’


Was this latest silence an omen? Of the fifty or so letters in the bundle, there are only a few from Afghanistan, written in the weeks after he arrived. The most recent is dated June 3 – almost three weeks ago. There have been a couple of emails since then, and one short phone call. She could tell by the tone of his voice that something was troubling him, that the distance between them wasn’t just physical.


She takes a deep breath and places the letters to one side. Also in the box are mementos of the only other man she’s ever loved.


Helen grew up with so few physical reminders of her father. Her mother had seen to that. A week after his funeral, Helen arrived home from school to find a white builders’ van parked outside the house. A workman came up the driveway carrying a broken doorframe above his head. She recognized it instantly. Running round to the back garden, she found her mother watching silently as another man took a sledgehammer to the remains of her father’s shed.


‘You’re early,’ her mother said. Her voice was distant, as if the destruction of the shed meant nothing to her.


‘How could you?’ Helen screamed.


‘It’s for the best,’ her mother replied.


The man took another swing with the sledgehammer. There was a terrible groaning sound and what remained of the shed scattered across the lawn. Helen fell to her knees and scrambled through the debris, searching frantically for anything she could find of her father’s – broken hinges, bottle tops and a handful of his old coins. When she looked up again, her mother had gone. All these years later, Helen still hasn’t quite forgiven her.


She stares down at the contents of the shoe box. Not much, really – just a handful of faded photographs, a yellowing newspaper cutting, a couple of leather bookmarks and a blue pocket dictionary inscribed with his spidery handwriting – ‘To my darling daughter, hoping you find it useful for many years to come.’ And there, glinting in the half-light, are some of his old coins. They aren’t worth anything, or so her mother says. She had them valued shortly after he died and seemed pleased to report that these things he’d treasured weren’t worth keeping. But to Helen they’re more precious than gold. Her father once held these coins.


She takes one out and places it in the palm of her hand. The surface is tarnished and the edges are worn. On one side there’s a profile of a young-looking Elizabeth II, and on the other a picture of Britannia and the date – 1970. She remembers her father telling her that this was the year before these old pennies became obsolete, and for some strange reason the thought saddens her. She replaces the coin, slides the box back under the bed and heads downstairs.


Later, when the clothes are all ironed and a feeling of order has been restored, she allows herself a large glass of wine. She’s never been much of a drinker. She fears the loss of control, worries that she might make a fool of herself. But tonight, in the safety of her own home, with nobody to bear witness to her drinking, she sits on the sofa and lets the wine do its work, soothing her anxieties away. It doesn’t take much. Owen always said she was a cheap date and sometimes teases her about the fact that her tolerance for alcohol is no greater now than when they first met. She tries not to think about him, tries to focus her mind on the week ahead.


Finally, when the first glass has given way to a second, and her head is cloudy with wine, she climbs the stairs and prepares herself for bed.


Things will look better in the morning, she tells herself. They always do.






CHAPTER FOUR


The dream always begins in the same way. It’s dark, and she’s walking up the Black Path. Hiding among the twisted trees are the boys her parents warned her about. She sees the glow of their cigarettes and hears the murmur of their voices, punctuated with bursts of vicious laughter. In the distance, there’s the crackle of a bonfire and the crying of animals. Horrified, she realizes that the path is littered with the bodies of baby rabbits, pink and hairless, like the ones she found mashed together under the straw when she was ten.


Then her father appears at her shoulder. He’s walking beside her, telling her not to be afraid. She’s not a child anymore and if she just keeps moving forward then everything will be alright. The Black Path isn’t so scary after all. The ground is black because of the coal and iron ore deposits in the soil. The trees are just trees, and the boys with bonfires are just kids messing about. The rabbits aren’t real and those cries are the sound of foxes. It’s just a path, and if she can make it to the top, she’ll see that it’s perfectly safe.


Soon the path opens into a clearing. There’s a large tree covered in scars where people have carved their names into the bark. In the middle of the clearing is a gravestone, bleached white against the black soil.


Nervously, she turns to her father. ‘I can’t go on.’


‘You must,’ he replies.


‘But there’s a grave. Somebody died.’


Her father smiles. ‘Everyone dies. It’s nothing to be afraid of.’


There’s a rattle of laughter like gunfire from behind the trees. She stares into the darkness and sees something moving in the shadows.


‘Look!’ But her father has gone. She’s alone, barefoot in the middle of the Black Path.
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