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‘We may not be interested in chaos but chaos is interested in us.’


Robert Cooper, The Breaking of Nations


‘There are four basic human needs: food, sleep, sex and revenge.’


Banksy, Existencilism





Jonah Said


The vehicle crackles and burns, somebody’s meat.


In my mind’s eye the last moments spool frame to frame as if by strobe light: the final striptease as the remaining sections of the car’s bodywork and chassis are ripped apart and spin away. Then I am in freefall, hurtling through the air on the blast wave.


Strange to say, I’ve done this before, the same damn thing. Twice now a tank mine has whipped me raw and catapulted me into the sky. It’s an odd sensation, a sort of grotesque and turbulent rebirth. The first time I was lucky and another man died. It was my last days in the Balkans and they had sent a genuine Englishman to replace me. Born in the United States, with a Palestinian father and a Guyanan mother, I’ve never really counted as a true Englishman.


The true Englishman was younger and eager to sing the praises of one side over another. Bosnians, Serbs or Croats – I don’t remember which. I wasn’t listening. I was already full to the brim with the feuds of the world. Out of courtesy, I gave him my seat beside the driver and the front offside wheel hit the mine. He died in my seat – they never found his legs – and I crawled away minus an eye, using the vehicle’s broken antenna to probe the ground for further mines.


I used to think I was invincible. I believed it whole-heartedly. I can also tell you with some conviction that I have used up more than my fair share of luck. The well is dry. This time I do not expect to survive.


I land flat on my back, in a rain of debris. I try to scream but I have no voice or breath. I am spread-eagled like a sacramental offering and there is a roar like the buzzing of a thousand flies in my ears.


I must keep my nerve. There is not much time.





THE ZONE
Bled al-Siba: Lands of Insolence
March 2003


‘And the Lord said unto Satan, “Whence comest thou?” Then Satan answered the Lord, and said, “From going to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down in it.”’


The Book of Job





Selling used cars in Umm Qasr


The first I heard of the cars was up in the Zone, at the Desert Palm bar on the Iraqi side of Umm Qasr. The Palm was a hole. A portable stereo was knocking out mangled balalaika music. Three Russian paratroopers swayed like charmed snakes in the middle of the floor and there was nothing to drink but house-distilled cha-cha that tasted like bleach.


Back then, I had a rant loose inside me. There were times when it felt as if I was about to burst into flames.


I’d flown into Kuwait International that afternoon on a commercial flight from Heathrow. I’d missed the RAF flight. They must have decided that it was worth the expense of a ticket just to be rid of me. I wasn’t interested in Kuwait. I wanted them to pack me off to Mount Alice in the Falklands. I wanted to have nothing to do but throw stones at penguins and wait for the occasional has-been rock band choppered in for entertainment. I wanted the Stranglers minus Hugh Cornwell in some windswept Nissen hut with only thirty-four people for an audience.


The last thing that the general, a squat terrier of a man named Monteith, told me before packing me off to exile in Kuwait was that I was basically a good man but that I was riding astride some dark and occasionally explosive forces. Monteith was well known for his formidable religious conviction. I expected him to invoke the name of Satan. In fact, I’d been counting on it. I remembered that Monteith had talked a lot about Satan in the last hours before the first Gulf war. He was a colonel then, commanding a mixed battle group of rough Highland jocks and effete Geordie tankies. I was his Arabic-speaking interpreter. Monteith believed that God and the Devil were engaged in a wager and the outcome was by no means certain. He made us kneel in the sand beside his armoured vehicle and, as a white dust as fine as flour settled on exposed flesh and oiled gun parts, he prayed out loud:


‘Even that it would please God to destroy me; that he would let loose his hand, and cut me off! Then should I yet have comfort …’


I would have touched wood if there had been any. In those days, like so many of the mad and mediocre, I loved all things fateful. Instead, I crossed my fingers, while those around me groped for lucky charms, family photos and such, any kind of protective shit. It didn’t make a blind bit of difference; after that a clock was inexorably ticking. Someone was bound to die. In the event, three soldiers were brewed up in an armoured personnel carrier mistakenly hit by an American missile.


I’ve had a bad time these last four years, at times very bad. I’ve dug about in the rubble of my own ground zero and I’ve learned that you can turn a life on its head in just a few short moments. A single phone call or a wrong turning down a shaded track can twist it into a new and ugly shape. I’ve seen things. I’ve seen the tangled limbs of murdered children in a grave and I’ve had my own marriage snatched from me.


I folded and unfolded the complimentary newspapers. I drank whisky miniatures back to back. I slept for a while and when I awoke the late afternoon sun was hot in my eye and my head was throbbing. As I looked down through the window I watched the plane’s shadow running over the pale green water of the Gulf.


I could see the submerged hulks of Iranian tankers sunk during the Iran–Iraq war. The plane was about two hundred metres offshore. There was a white sand beach and beyond it the rebuilt city, with its blinding ziggurats of steel and glass and the twin pot-bellied needles of the Kuwait Towers.


More than a decade before, I had gone to war to secure the flow of gas guzzled by American cars. Since then I had gone to and fro and up and down, and I had certainly gone down. The world, by contrast, had come around full circle and was on the brink of war again. This time, though, it seemed that I would be a spectator and not a participant. I had not flown out to join the ranks of the coalition armies that were poised to invade in a few days’ time. No. A different fate awaited me. I was being sent to the strange purgatory that is the United Nations.


My job was as a military observer, tasked with patrolling the Demilitarized Zone – the Zone – the nine-mile-wide strip of sand-and-gravel desert, extending six miles into Iraq and three miles into Kuwait, that started from Ar Ruqi on the Saudi border and curved in a crescent shape north-eastwards to Umm Qasr, the Zone’s only town and Iraq’s only port. The narrow strip of land sandwiched between the US 3rd Infantry Division and 1st Marine Expeditionary Force on one side and the Iraqi Republican Guard on the other.


I stepped out of the plane’s cabin into a hot wind filled with stinging sand.


There was a Norwegian waiting for me on the tarmac, a clutch of baby-blue laminated passes dangling on his pigeon chest. He was tall and thin-necked with a mouth crowded with bad teeth. He blinked constantly.


‘Jonah Said?’


‘That’s me.’


‘Nobody warned us that you were coming,’ he said.


He took off in the direction of baggage reclaim. When I caught up with him he was standing by the carousel, glaring impatiently at the sparse gathering of other passengers: Kuwaitis mostly, dressed in white dishdasha robes.


‘Listen,’ the Norwegian said, ‘I have an important meeting in the Zone.’


I’m pretty sure that was the first time I heard the word Zone. I’m sure that there was something about the way he said it, a marked significance that to my febrile imagination suggested a sulphurous whiff of far-off treasure, of fresh blood and plain piss-yourself fear. Or maybe that’s hindsight talking.


‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’m in.’


‘You must wait in the car,’ he insisted.


‘No problem.’


‘As long as I have made myself clear,’ he snapped.


‘Crystal.’


‘Where are your bags?’ he demanded.


‘I don’t have any other luggage.’


‘What?’ He took a look at my one small canvas bag and my Buddhist Punk T-shirt and his face was rent with sudden fury. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘This is it,’ I said.


‘What? This is it? This is it!’


People turned and stared. He was clearly in something of a state. So I removed my sunglasses. I fixed the Norwegian with my one good eye and stretched my mouth out into its most ferocious grin. He recoiled under the force of it. I can have that effect.


‘Screw you,’ I said.


Really it’s the eye that does it: a raw welt of muscle and tissue peeping out from between my eyelids. Usually it’s well hidden but I lost my glass eye, along with the contents of my stomach, in the back of a black cab on Constitution Street in Edinburgh a few hours before my flight.


‘I’m sorry,’ the Norwegian stammered.


‘This is it,’ I told him, getting into the swing of it. ‘Me. Here. One bare, forked and fucked-up fellow.’


The Norwegian’s hand pawed at his chest.


‘Who are you?’ I demanded.


‘Odd. Odd Nordland,’ the Norwegian told me, and then plaintively, ‘I do logistics.’


From the terminal to his Land Cruiser, I was subject to an account of Odd’s lousy childhood and his disintegrating home life. On the King Faisal Highway, I learned that Odd was recently divorced. She ran off with her dentist. Odd let out a strangled laugh, a moist and unpleasant noise.


He said, ‘She takes all my money and then she tells me that I’m childish and selfish and uninteresting.’


I let him talk and watched him smoke a packet of cigarettes. I had it in me to stop him dead, to smash through his self-pity. Did he think that he was unique? I had my own list of carefully hoarded words: morose, self-absorbed, egocentric, ill disciplined, lazy and violent; the kind of words that lie about in language like unexploded mines in a field. I could have traded a few. We could have played scrabble.


And then night fell and we were in the potholed fore-court of the Desert Palm and from the expression on Odd’s face it was clear to me that, whatever it was that he had got himself involved in, he lacked the necessary qualities to see it through.


‘You don’t want to go in there alone,’ I told him.


Adjusting our eyes to the almost total absence of light in the bar, we negotiated our way around the paratroopers and asked the Iraqi barman for a beer.


He shook his head. ‘Nyet Peevo. Vodka.’


I admire that in barmen, their adaptability. They pick up the necessary language. He produced two dirty tumblers from behind the bar and sloshed liquid into them. We retreated to a dark corner table that was sticky with grime. The three swaying paratroopers followed our movements closely. The stereo blared on abrasively.


‘Who are you meeting?’ I asked him.


He knocked back the vodka and immediately broke into a fit of coughing.


‘Go easy,’ I told him.


‘A woman,’ he explained, ‘the wife of a businessman.’


I laughed out loud. ‘You’re expecting to meet a woman, here?’


‘Yes,’ he insisted.


‘In case you hadn’t noticed, this isn’t the Rotary Club. What’s her name?’


Odd wagged his finger at me.


I should have got up and walked out right then. The guy was an idiot. I could have walked away unscathed.


Then one of the paratroopers sat down opposite us and stared at me for a long time. He didn’t speak. From time to time he swigged at a bottle of Cossack and his small black eyes seemed to get smaller and shinier. Odd offered him a cigarette and he took it without letting his eyes off me, crushed it and sprinkled the strings of tobacco on the floor. Odd flushed from his neckline to his forehead. His hands started to shake. I let a smirk play at the corners of my mouth. The Russian was puzzled.


‘Why,’ he said in Arabic, ‘are you so relaxed?’


I answered him in Arabic. I explained that since I was British and sitting opposite a Russian I knew that I was amongst friends.


The Russian wasn’t impressed. ‘You’re a foreigner,’ he said, spitting on the floor. ‘All foreigners are filth. All this is your fault.’


He gestured angrily around the room but I could see that he meant more than just the dinginess of the bar. I didn’t point out to him that he too was a foreigner on foreign soil. I wasn’t necessarily looking for trouble; I wasn’t averse to it, that’s all. The Russian’s companions came to join him. They slumped heavily into the seats and we were boxed in.


‘We were allies fifty years ago,’ I said. ‘Your country and my country stood alone against Hitler, we defeated him together.’


He brought his pitted face to within a few inches of mine. ‘You have no idea how we suffered. No idea at all.’


‘That’s bullshit,’ I told him. ‘Everyone in my country knows what happened at Stalingrad. Resistance there turned the war around. The whole world owes you.’


At this the Russian’s companions roared with approval. The first Russian looked put out, muttering that he still reckoned that all foreigners were filth. Then I understood: he was from Volgograd, the city that used to be Stalingrad. It seemed to me that I had said the right thing. The Russian’s friends dragged him away.


I looked across at Odd. He was clutching his chest again. No. My attention fixed on the front pocket of Odd’s crumpled blue shirt. I slapped the hand aside and removed a sheet of paper from it before Odd could intercept my move.


‘Bastard,’ Odd said, falling back into his chair.


I unfolded the sheet and laid it out on the table.


‘What is it?’


Odd massaged his arm and assumed a pained expression. ‘You know you won’t find them without me.’


‘Just tell me what it is.’


‘A bill of lading.’


‘Explain.’


Odd volunteered the information in the same confessional spirit as he offered every other scrap of his life. I watched him smoke another packet of cigarettes.


The cars were in a forty-foot container: two metallic-black 4.6-litre armoured Range Rovers with smoked-glass windows.


‘They were stopped in transit and forgotten about for thirteen years,’ Odd explained. ‘I’m asked to do an inventory by Department of Peacekeeping in New York as part of an audit. Sure, it’s not the first time they have asked, but I do it properly, you understand. There are thousands of containers left lying around after the war that were owned by companies that were put out of business by the invading armies. I have logged two thousand four hundred and twenty-two containers in the last three months and opened six hundred and thirty-nine in the last three weeks: all over the Zone and in the military bases. Look, I have calluses on my hands.’


In the noise and dislocation of a place that was unfamiliar I tried to understand what he was saying.


‘First I make a database because every container has a unique reference number, then I cross-reference against any existing paperwork, invoices, consignees’ addresses, packing lists and bills of lading. I have stacks of paper. I realize that everybody keeps records of everything but they don’t know where. You understand, it’s a complicated business. The UN is not an organization with motivated people. I don’t get help from anybody. So I start to open the containers by myself.


‘They were lost in transit,’ he explained and gave another blast of that desperate laugh. ‘You understand? Nobody cares. So nobody knows.’


I didn’t need to ask him what he was going to do. He was going to try and sell the cars; after all, no one was going to miss them, or so he thought.


‘I need the money,’ Odd explained. His ex-wife had wiped him out. I could sympathize with that. Certainly, in the wake of my separation, I had come to understand the belief that the only route to existential improvement lay in the acquisition of money.


Odd had made contact with the widow of the original consignee and offered to sell the cars to her.


‘We set up the deal,’ he explained, ‘and then all we have to do is recover the containers and fix the paperwork.’


‘We …?’


‘Yes,’ said Odd, a desperate streak in his voice. ‘You and me. Partners. Fifty-fifty. Agreed?’


‘Why don’t you just sell them in Kuwait City?’


Odd said, ‘There’s no market for used cars in Kuwait City.’


I refolded the sheet of paper.


The Russians were back, with a full bottle this time. Now we were old friends. There was much slapping of shoulders and many toasts. To Stalingrad, the Murmansk Convoy, Alamein.


I had the folded sheet under the span of my hand and as we shifted in the booth to make room I slid it across the table and into my pocket. Odd regarded me with a kind of dreary resignation. I could see what he was thinking; Odd was ripe for ripping off and he knew it.


The Russians wanted to know how it was that I could speak Arabic. I explained that my father is a Lebanese Palestinian and that gained me a further chorus of approval and more vodka. Another bottle was produced. I didn’t tell them that I was born in the United States or that my mother is a Guyanan Catholic or how I ended up attached to a succession of Scottish highland regiments. I’ve had character poured into me through a strange filter. I’m a mongrel. There was a time when my wife called it hybrid vigour.


I hardly registered it when Odd staggered off towards the toilets. Soon afterwards the Russians insisted that I join them in a mad spinning dance amongst the tables and chairs. The barman looked on, bored and oblivious. At some point I lost my bearings, fell over and slid under a table. I lay there for quite a while, maybe hours.


When I climbed out from beneath the table, neither the Russians nor the barman were anywhere to be seen.


I went into the toilet. It was even darker in there, the only light source a single red bulb hanging from some antique-looking flex. Odd was slumped in one of the stalls with his eyes raised to the ceiling and the pupils coagulated into milky jelly. He’d had his throat cut. The blood was black in the light from the bulb. I had never seen so much blood come from one person. It was everywhere, splashed all over the walls and a great inky pool of it on the floor as if some part of him had liquefied. There was no way that he had done it to himself.


I stood still, helplessly gazing at the body for a few moments. Then I went back to the bar and found a light switch. The bar looked even dingier bathed in fluorescent white light. I couldn’t see a phone and I had no number to ring. I badly wanted a cigarette. I contemplated an open packet on the bar counter, but I had made a vow.





Fossils, ghosts, hostages


The Mutla Ridge is one of the few places with any visible elevation in Kuwait. In daylight, from the top of the ridge you can see right across the bay and if the city is not smogged up, you can just about make out the silhouette of the Kuwait Towers.


That night the moon was full, lending everything the silvery-white patina of bone. From where I was standing I could see the oblong shape of the Kuwaiti police post and the gleaming new Japanese-built satellite earth station and, directly beneath me, piled beside the highway, the bleached hulks of hundreds of burnt-out cars, trucks, buses and tanks. A wayside shrine to the last days of the first Gulf war: the vast, ridiculous turmoil of an army in rout that the combined aerial might of the US Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps had swept through like a hot and scouring wind.


I understand that this is what it is to be handcuffed to some solemn scrap of history. I remember driving the ‘Highway of Death’ in the early hours of 26 February 1991. It had been raining. Oily black rain. We drove slowly through the wreckage, the kill zones; the armoured personnel carrier’s tracks splashing through pools of dark and bloody water.


I’m not sure why I chose to drive down to Mutla after the Desert Palm. Maybe it was for the simplest of reasons: I knew where it was. Where the hell else was I going to go? What I knew for sure was that I had to get out of the bar in case whoever it was that killed Odd decided to return.


I staggered out of the door into the parking lot. The moon was out and the lot was filled with stark shadows and harsh silvery light reflected on a spill of broken glass that crunched underfoot. The Land Cruiser had been ransacked. The remote head and the transceiver for the HF radio had been ripped out of their mountings and smashed. The seats had been slashed and the padding was coming out in fistfuls. My bag was gone and with it my passport and army ID card.


I felt it more keenly than before, the need to be far away immediately. I was sure that I had escaped a similar death only because, in my drunkenness, I had found a dark corner in which to pass out. Passed out and passed over. Perhaps there was some scrap of luck left in me. Certainly, I could not be sure that I would be so lucky again. There were no keys, so I hot-wired the car. Another skill mastered in my teenage years.


I took the expressway back out of the Zone to Mutla. There was plenty of traffic, convoys of tank transporters thundering out of the darkness and heading for the border, but no one was using lights and no one noticed the lack of mine.


It was cold without any windows. A sobering and penetrative cold that made me wonder at my own emotions. The stark truth was that an insinuating thread of pleasure was woven into my response to the death. It wasn’t that I had any particular reason to dislike Odd. I didn’t feel strongly about him. The furtive spark of satisfaction had nothing to do with hostility or a sense of justice about what the Norwegian had been trying to do in selling the cars; it was something larger – it was the thrill of survival. The beast got him and missed me. I had been spared.


At Mutla, I abandoned the car by the side of the road and set off on foot through the wreckage. I took out the bill of lading and unfolded it for the last time. After quickly scanning the information that it contained, I tore it into small pieces that I scattered amongst the wreckage as I walked.


A lot can change in twelve years.


Back in 1991 the western nations were riding a tide of interventionism. I was giddy with battle, embarked on an adventure in putting the world to rights. I’d seen the pictures of Halabja. I knew that Saddam had used poison gas on his own people. I believed that there were just and unjust wars: forms of killing that were necessary and forms that dishonoured us all.


A month after the end of the conflict and I was on a plane home, a spark of conquest that leapt across the world. I was newly married and ecstatic to be alive.


At the airport arrivals gate we grinned from ear to ear. My wife and I kissed for the longest time.


‘Skinny malink’, I called her.


‘Come,’ she said, leading me by the hand.


She drove back from the airport with her dress around her waist. She was naked under it and my hand slipped in and out of her. We hardly got in the door. We made hungry love on the hallway carpet with my knuckles pressed into the jute weave and her legs scissored across my back. She had her eyes wide open and her lips curled back, revealing her chipped front tooth. I plunged into her with the same exultant passion that had carried us across the desert into Iraq. I’d never felt more alive. Abruptly she was brought to that last point of pleasure and let forth an exultant wail. And I was tempted. But I kept on going and as I continued, the noises that emerged from our opened mouths expanded in breadth and range until finally the tumult rose from deep within me and was spent inside her.


On the Mutla Ridge, I found myself gasping for a cigarette, fumbling in my pockets for a nonexistent lighter. For over ten years I had tried to give up cigarettes. Over and over again I gave up. And then I lost my family.


Before the split I hadn’t had a cigarette for a year. Twenty minutes after that phone call and I was bumming cigarettes off a Serb militiaman at a checkpoint in Bosnia and was, after a week of battling myself, hooked again. Every cigarette after that smelled like a brimming ashtray discovered on the morning after, but it was not tar that made me gag.


What went wrong? With my marriage? She found someone else. With the world? Srebrenica, Bali, the bodies in the church at Nyarubuye in Rwanda, Mogadishu, the twin towers, the sack of Mazar al-Sharif, anywhere in Congo. The recognition that people don’t want peace – men and women, old and young – they want victory. The admission that, in the worst depravities of war, there is no fundamental minimum of humanity, there is no distinction between man and beast.


So why did I give up smoking again? Why do I fight each day? Because I am determined to retain some sense of self-control.


In June ’99, a few short months after my marriage collapsed, I stood at the lip of a trench overgrown with scrub oak in a tiny hamlet called Cikatovo near Glogovac in Kosovo and, drawn by the smell – the kind of smell that only cigarettes can hide – I squatted down on my heels and stared along the line of the trench. The Serbs had made a half-hearted attempt to collapse the walls of the trench before fleeing, so that it was difficult to know for sure how many were buried; just a few probably – perhaps not enough to fit the definition of a mass grave – but body parts were visible in the dappled light, a torso here, a hand there, a child’s foot in a shoe.


A warrior does not kill prisoners. A warrior does not kill children. A warrior does not rape women. You cannot treat war as a personal vendetta. I gave up cigarettes. I know it’s not much. In fact it’s ridiculously little. What could I do?


The Russians arrived soon afterwards in a couple of resprayed UN Cherokees, the paint job on the cars so bad that even by moonlight the black lettering showed through. Somewhere in the darkness around me were more than 100,000 combat-ready coalition troops, but I might as well have been on the moon.


There were seven Russians carrying metre-long black batons. I recognized the three paratroopers from the Desert Palm amongst them. It took a while for one to look up. He pointed. I contemplated running but there was nowhere to run to. Instead I raised my hand and waved. They fanned out into an arrowhead and climbed the ridge towards me.


‘Hi,’ I said, to the Russian from Volgograd, as they encircled me. They glanced at each other meaningfully. What else was I going to do? Say, ‘I’m British, take me to my embassy,’ in my clipped and ridiculously plummy voice? Received Pronunciation – more like rammed down my throat, by the numerous schools that I drifted through but never belonged to and the military academy that tried and mostly failed to make a soldier of me. What alternatives did I have? Try and explain? That made me laugh, a nasty and cynical laugh, which, as it turned out, was all the provocation they need.


I’m not sure which one of them hit me first or where. I didn’t even brace myself. There was no tension in me: I gave myself up to their blows like a man falling off a tall building.


Korobko was a small man who was once powerfully built. Some evidence of this was still visible but he had gone to fat. He was wearing a crumpled grey-green uniform and his trousers were held up by a thick leather belt slung beneath the broad expanse of his belly.


He was almost completely bald. His face was puffy and sallow, as if he was struggling with an illness. He had heavy bags below his eyes and his upper lids were plump wattles, so that there were only small slits for him to peer through. To me, he looked like a small and angry box.


I was in a freight container. My arms were pinned against the wall by a couple of Russian paratroopers, who were bent almost double. Korobko had the end of a baton, its paint worn with usage, wedged under my chin. Sweat spilled from his damp forehead.


‘What do you think you’re doing,’ Korobko said, ‘in my town?’


Korobko had two front-row gold teeth and the glint of others further back in his mouth and his breath stank of vodka. He seemed determined to share his hangover.


‘I told you, I’m a soldier,’ I replied.


‘Your papers?’


I rolled my only eye.


Korobko shook his head. ‘Your mother.’


He turned his back on me and stamped back over to the table, sending the single caged bulb dancing on its cord with a flick of the wrist. Shadows pitched and yawed, making hunchbacks of us. He considered my remaining possessions: G-Shock watch, Nokia mobile phone, Oakley sunglasses, leather wallet and my old, cracked leather belt from MacKenzie of Arran. He picked up the wallet and emptied the contents onto the table: some dollars and sterling, my solicitor’s business card, a Bank of Scotland Visa card way over its limit and, tucked away in a sleeve, two folded pieces of paper. One was a piece of self-reflective humour, a photograph cut from a Sunday magazine of a polar bear slouching in a state of angry shambles on an ice floe. The other piece of paper was the map of my heart. Ignoring the bear, Korobko reached out for it and I drew up the slack in my captors’ grip.


There are some protective totems for which I would gladly exchange teeth. My daughter drew the house when she was small, laid thick the layers of wax crayon so that no white would show. The drawing was scored like some ancient map with crease marks from being folded and stored. You could scrape the colour with your nail.


He gave me a studied glare. ‘You’re like all of them. You cause the death of that guy and yet you seek to accuse the Russians.’


Her name was written in the bottom right-hand corner, partially obscuring what may have been a rabbit or a horse, in that looping, childish style of nursery school teachers everywhere. He held up the picture, gripping it between the thumb and forefingers of both hands and made a sudden motion as if to tear it. I bounced the Russians off each other and was almost on him before they had me down again.


‘Don’t,’ I hissed.


Korobko tossed the drawing onto the table and wiped my spittle off his shirt with the back of one grubby hand. I let gravity and my captors’ grip drop me down into a slouch.


‘My name is Said,’ I told him, through gritted teeth. ‘Jonah Said, I’m a British Army officer.’


‘You’re an Englishman. Frankly speaking, you think the world is not good enough for you. You must idealize everything; turn it into some kind of stupid fairytale. You think this is a fucking movie? Name-rank-number?’


‘My name is Said. I’m a British soldier, posted here on a UN mission. Like you.’


‘Not like me. You are a spoiled westerner. You have no idea.’


‘That’s right. I don’t have the first clue. So, why don’t you tell me what this is about?’


‘I will tell you. This man comes to my office. He says he wants to open containers. He says he has come to count UN property. I say what UN property? I tell him to go away and come back with the correct requisition papers. Two nights later you go with this same man to a bar on the Iraqi side that is a regular place of my soldiers. You drink strong vodka. You insult my soldiers. You argue with this man. You follow him to the toilet and you just kill him. You are trying to make it look like robbery. You try to frame my soldiers.’


‘That’s not what happened.’


‘Why did you kill this man?’ Korobko demanded.


‘I didn’t kill him.’


‘What was it he was seeking?’


‘I don’t know.’


Korobko’s baton slammed into my stomach and I slumped further down on the steel floor with the wind knocked out of me.


‘Why did you go to the Desert Palm with this man?’


‘I don’t know,’ I gasped. The existence of the Range Rovers and the bill of lading I had destroyed were details that I had decided not to share with him. A wave of nausea rose and subsided within me.


Taking a fistful of hair, Korobko lifted my head and started gently tapping the end of the baton against the side of my jaw. Clearly he wished me to believe that he intended to remove some teeth. I wasn’t fooled. He had not used my daughter’s drawing against me and it was the only weakness that I had chosen to show him.


‘I was just along for the ride,’ I told him.


Korobko frowned. ‘Ride?’


‘You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m just an impartial observer.’


The light bulb died with a cheery little pop.


Korobko swore softly in the darkness. I felt the soft whisper of air as the baton passed just millimetres from my face. Then I listened to the sound of Korobko’s boots retreating across the container floor and his knuckles tapping on the door to be let out. For a few moments I caught a glimpse of moonlit asphalt and the dapple of camouflage netting and the silhouette of Korobko in the doorway. Then my captors threw me down and strode after him. The door slammed shut and I was plunged into total darkness.


I crawled over to the mattress in the corner of the container. I stretched out and listened to the whisper of voices and footsteps that filtered through the steel walls. An insect I couldn’t see crawled over my hand and I brushed it away.


‘Fuck you,’ I whispered, and then again for good measure, ‘Fuck you.’


Beams of light shone out of nothingness and were fractured by a whirl of black cloth. There was a figure approaching, hands pulling at the hood of a robe. I cowered in the corner. Then there was a torch in my face and my eye was filled with dazzling prisms.


I was surprised to hear a woman’s voice speaking in English. ‘It’s a clear violation of his rights and of your mandate. You can’t hold him like this.’


A second, unfamiliar voice, with a Russian accent, replied, ‘The matter is he’s a suspect.’


‘Christ, Nikitin. There’s such a thing as due process. Even here.’


The man identified as Nikitin protested, ‘He stole a UN vehicle.’


‘He’s a UN observer. He’s entitled to drive UN vehicles.’


‘You say that.’


‘He’s UN, I’m telling you. He’s just been posted in.’


‘And the dead Norway?’


‘Turn the body over to the embassy.’


‘The incident is being investigated by the police.’


‘The Iraqi police? The Mook? Don’t make me laugh.’


A hand took my upper arm and the woman’s voice said, not unkindly, ‘On your feet.’


Within seconds we were out of the container and into a grotto of camouflage netting. There was a blaze of light and then cool shadow and the sensation of entering a biblical city or a walled medieval town. Rising above us was a warren of routes and dwellings, a jumble of wooden and steel stairways, exposed balconies, passageways and alleyways. Everywhere there were washing lines and TV and radio aerials.


I was following a very tall, dark-haired woman in a black robe as she strode across the stage created by the pool of light from a skylight far above. Russian soldiers struggled to keep up with us. I could hear distant noises – an argument, chickens, pop music – and smell cooking, garbage, sweat and urine.


I called out, ‘Where am I?’


‘Not Kansas,’ the woman replied briskly.


‘And you’re not Judy Garland,’ I retorted.


She spun around to face in my direction, with her hands on her hips and her elbows out at angles, and anything else that I might have said became an irrelevance, because I was thinking that she was by some distance the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. To my eye she was five-foot ten-inches with a mane of hair as black as cane molasses and her teeth were bright white, her provocative grin a slash of light in the encircling gloom. I felt a heady rush of excitement. I wanted my closed, tightly furled heart to open.


‘We’re in the Russian compound,’ she said, looking me in the eyes, clearly aware of the effect she was having. ‘We’re in one of the old British warehouses in Umm Qasr port. There’s about six or seven hundred Russians in here without a fan between them. They have no showers, no hot meals and no place to take a shit. It tends to make them irritable. So, if it’s OK with you, I’d like to leave.’


I wanted to reach out with one hand and touch her, to place my fingers against the slender curve of her neck. I wanted to fix her unreal beauty in the here and now.


I saw the hot blood rise in her cheeks. She threw up her arms in exasperation, turned on her bare heels and strode away.


‘Sure, let’s go,’ I said, grinning. I hurried after her.


We emerged from the building on the far side into daylight. We were walking across a large courtyard formed by a wall of double-stacked freight containers, whilst beneath our feet was a carpet of fish bones that glittered like salt. The sun had not yet cleared the container wall and it was still cold.


There was a battered Nissan Patrol parked by the entrance to the compound. I noticed that the woman’s ankles and the skin of her bare brown feet were covered in floral hennaed patterns.


‘My name’s Jonah,’ I called out.


‘I know,’ she said.


There was a sudden commotion off to our flank and the woman cursed. Korobko had reappeared and he was shouting and gesticulating at the guards on the gate. Abruptly a hand gripped my shoulder and a thick knot of soldiers placed themselves between the woman and me. My good humour was abruptly doused, leaving me with my usual dark comedy.


‘Ribbet,’ I called out. I was being dragged back to the building, my heels raising clouds of bone dust.


‘I’ll get you out,’ she shouted.


‘Ribbet!’


She yelled, ‘Why do you keeping saying that?’


‘If you’d kissed me I’d have turned into a prince,’ I shouted.


Back in the container, Nikitin supervised the replacement of the light bulb. It was difficult to tell because none of them wore any visible rank, but my guess was that Nikitin was Korobko’s deputy. I was tempted to ask him how many Russians it takes to change a light bulb but he was downcast and would not look at me, concentrating instead on the foul-smelling cigarette he was smoking. Clearly Korobko had humiliated him. Unsurprisingly, I was not filled with compassion. I asked him for some shoe polish. He let out a plume of smoke as blue as a car exhaust and shrugged noncommittally.


When they were gone I began to pace the length and breadth of the container, striding back and forth in zigzags and figure of eights, slapping the walls as I passed.


In the weeks after the collapse of my marriage I strode the length of bedrooms and hotel rooms. I walked up and down the aisles of darkened aeroplanes. I walked the thirteen miles of Manhattan from the Broadway Bridge at 225th street to South Ferry. I know what I am. I have seen a maddened polar bear pacing its zoo enclosure, lumbering back and forth in the prison space, back and forth, with its head bobbing and the groaning whistle of its breath a strange mad ululation.


At some point, from speakers lashed to bullet-pocked minarets, came the tinny and echoing sound of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer.





Spicy


Spicy’s voice preceded him. ‘Cheers,’ he said as the bolts were thrown on the container door. ‘Thanks very much.’


He cut an unlikely figure in a Ralph Lauren shirt that was caked in dust but might once have been fire-extinguisher red and a pair of baggy khaki shorts that only accentuated the thinness of his legs. He wasn’t wearing any socks, just a pair of down-at-heel deck shoes. He had an untidy mop of hair that he kept out of his pale, almost colourless eyes with a frequent flick of the head.


‘Eat my chuddies,’ he said, without movement of his upper lip. ‘You’re an ugly fucker.’


‘So I’ve been told,’ I replied from the floor where I’d been lost in the comforting rhythm of working polish into the leather of my boots with my fingers. Nikitin had come up with the goods; it wasn’t Kiwi but it would do.


Polishing her shoes was something that I had always done for my daughter: rising early and working the blue into her sandals and then taking a brush to them until the flowers shone through the polish and gleamed. I held those shoes as if they were something unbearably precious.


‘I’ve been sent to rescue you,’ Spicy told me as he consulted his plastic Saddam Hussein wristwatch. ‘Running a bit late. Sorry about that.’


‘I liked the other one better,’ I replied, meaning the woman.


Spicy wasn’t about to give up. ‘Jonah, isn’t it?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Lieutenant Titus Rhodes-Spicer of the Grenadier Guards,’ he said, ‘Spicy to you. I’m the UN Military Information Officer, though what that means is as much of a mystery to me as it is to everyone else in this god-forsaken hole. The good news is the Russians have agreed to let you go.’


I ignored him and considered my hands. They were covered in black polish. My hands are coarse and my fingers are callused. The nails are chewed and ragged. They are weapons, really, not instruments. By contrast my father has fine fingers. Before Alzheimer’s, my father was an accomplished geneticist. As a child, I remember being conscious of my father’s fingers pressing the flesh on my back as if trying to summon forth the discrete physical, mental and emotional potentialities that he knew I contained. I remember on a different occasion brandishing yet another sheet of D-minus homework in his face and taunting him, ‘Nature or nurture, Dad?’


I was always a smartarse. Somewhere in the birth canal or the back garden, in the playground or on the football pitch, I took my father’s wisdom and smashed it up. Ironically, Alzheimer’s is making the same short work of him.


The last time I saw him my father said to me, ‘What are those things moving around by themselves?’


‘People,’ I replied.


He said, ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m your son.’


Every surface of the interior of Spicy’s Land Cruiser was smeared with a powdery covering of sand. The seats were ripped. It looked like a wreck but appearances can be deceptive. As well as the Codan HF and Motorola VHF radio sets, he had a satellite phone, a dash-mounted GPS and a customized in-car CD system with massive speakers, so that it was all sound. Beside me was a plastic cool box packed with cans of soda and behind me, in the storage space, a Tirfor winch and ground anchor, a first-aid kit, a couple of spades and some sand tracks.


‘Fasten seat belts,’ said Spicy. ‘The Rocky Mountain roller-coaster to Saddam’s Magic Kingdom is about to depart.’


At the entrance to the camp, freight containers were arranged in a herringbone pattern, so that Spicy had to slalom back and forth half a dozen times, passing though the narrow channel between steel walls. Russian soldiers were perched on top, looking down on us as we steered through.


‘And outside,’ Spicy announced, kicking off his deck shoes, ‘the hollering gobs of humanity.’


As we approached the narrow exit, sweating Russian guards in flak jackets dragged barbed-wire entanglements aside and there was a sudden rush of beggars towards the car. Spicy pressed his fist down on the horn and we swept through the crush, scattering people in our wake. Then we were rattling over railway tracks, blasting a wall of Prodigy out across the port, the sound echoing amongst the derelict cranes and bomb-damaged warehouses.


‘Smack my bitch up,’ Spicy sang over and over again.


I turned in my seat to watch the road behind. Seconds later an old black Mercedes accelerated out of a narrow lane between warehouses and fell in behind us.


‘We’ve got company,’ I shouted above the music.


‘Your first recognition lesson,’ Spicy yelled, watching the rear-view mirror. ‘Mukhabarat. We call them the Mook. Saddam’s bogeymen. Brutalized orphans, mostly. They wear sunglasses and as a rule they call on their victims after dark.’


Revealed in daylight, Umm Qasr was a sprawling and shabby town of mud-brick hovels with corrugated iron roofs. The main street was marked by piles of slashed tyres, mounds of rubbish and shell craters left over from Desert Storm and the Iran–Iraq war. Wide strips of dirt with truncated stumps were visible where tree-lined avenues might once have been. On every wall there were flaking murals of Saddam Hussein. The entrances to narrow alleyways suggested labyrinths beyond.


‘Lots of e-traffic back and forth to Blighty about you,’ Spicy said.


We rattled up and down through the potholes with the Mercedes following close behind. In the centre of town, clusters of women in black robes with red-hennaed hands squatted on each street corner, waving away flies from plastic buckets of fish. They stared at the vehicle as it passed.


‘The boss has got you down as a troublemaker, especially after last night. It seems the Mook feel the same.’


‘Who’s the boss?’ I asked.


‘What?’


I raised my voice. ‘Who’s in charge?’


Spicy turned down the volume. ‘The lines of command are ferociously complicated. Nobody is ever really in charge at the UN. Everything is disavowed.’


‘You said “boss”. You used the word.’


‘So I did.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Lieutenant Colonel Hanbury. He’s the senior British officer attached to the UN here in Kuwait and therefore nominally in charge of the British contingent to the UN. That’s you and me. He wants to meet you. I’ll take you to see him tomorrow.’


‘What does it mean to be a UN observer here?’ I asked.


Spicy shrugged. ‘It means you get to stare wistfully into the desert and when the time comes you get to watch the Americans come crashing through the fence. You want the tourist spiel?’


‘Yes.’


‘OK. The official mandate of the United Nations Iraq/Kuwait Observer Mission is to monitor the Zone and the Khawr ’Abd Allah waterway; to deter violations of the boundary and to observe any hostile action mounted from the territory of one state against the other. In real terms that means you get to sit in a barely defended patrol base in the middle of the desert with the Americans on one side and the Iraqis on the other.’


I considered this information. ‘And when the Americans invade?’


‘I should get out of the way. They have great big tanks.’


We watched a Russian patrol coming down off the roof of a graceless concrete blockhouse that might once have been an administrative building, darting across the open spaces created by shell holes and retracting their pickets.


‘When did the Russians arrive?’


‘A few months back. They are the resident infantry battalion, here to support the UN mandate. In theory they’re here to protect you, though somebody should explain that to them. There used to be a Bangladeshi mechanized battalion but they got posted to some other zone. Eritrea, I think. Apparently the Russians leapt at the chance.’


‘So what’s so special about the Zone?’


Spicy grinned lewdly. ‘The Zone is a spit of land bereft of all social order. Anything is possible in the Zone.’


‘And that makes it worth it?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘It wasn’t like this before.’


‘Of course it wasn’t. Things have changed. In fact, nothing is the same. The Gulf Arabs are a disillusioned and resentful bunch. The ruling families may be great allies but they’re lousy rulers. One day soon the whole region is going to explode and when the jihad comes it doesn’t matter how much of our expensive weaponry the Emir and his no-hoper family have got stockpiled, they’ll go down like chaff and we’ll be hightailing it with them. That just about covers the residents.’


On the subject of UN personnel he was even more forthright.


‘Don’t mess with the Africans, especially not the Nigerians; they’ll beat you to death. The Chileans will knife you in the back, ditto the Romanians. The Argentinians will hate you; that should be self-evident. The Turks don’t see a joke and neither do the Greeks, so no Cyprus gags. The Bangladeshis and the Pakistanis will detect “the foreign hand” in your every word and gesture. Don’t worry about the French: they’ll ignore you. The Thais are the nicest people that money can buy and the Chinese are the nastiest. As for the Americans, I’ve never met such a bunch of self-righteous, ill-informed morons. Though, as in all situations, there are exceptions.’


‘And the Russians?’


‘For a start, don’t drink with the Russians. I thought that you might have learned that lesson.’


In a sudden spirit of confession, I said, ‘I’m not sure that it was the Russians who killed Odd.’


‘As I understand it, you were comatose under a table. It follows that no one is going to consider you a reliable witness.’


Spicy had a point. I had no more idea of who killed the Norwegian than anyone else.


Around the next corner, a shabby concrete mosque thrust its angular minaret from amongst the shapeless buildings around it. An amplified voice, transcendent with anger, was coming from the tower, echoing all around. Then we heard shouts, shattering glass and the rattle of stones against walls.


‘That’s the thing about peacekeeping,’ Spicy said, in a resigned tone. ‘It’s not about keeping peace; it’s about struggling against anarchy.’


At an intersection a crowd of barefoot women in black robes were wailing with their henna-stained fists raised to the air. They ran towards us.


Looking left and right, Spicy slowed to a roll.


‘Hold on,’ he shouted, glancing anxiously in the rear-view mirror. He attempted to back up but the Mercedes deliberately blocked our way.


‘Fuckers,’ Spicy said.


We were engulfed. Shrieking women pounded on the roof, the bonnet and the windows. I lowered the window to shout at the driver of the Mercedes and soon realized that I had made a mistake. A woman came around to the passenger’s side with her eyes fixed on mine. She was screaming, her mouth opening and closing. The air reeked of burning rubber. The woman parted her robe with one hand to reveal a long curling violet scar that snaked across her naked chest. She’d had a breast removed.


I was stunned by her anger. There was no doubt that I was being held responsible for her injury.


I felt a sudden coldness in my upper arm, followed by a rush of liquid. My shirtsleeve was soaked in blood. The woman had reached in with her other hand and stuck a curved, elaborately carved knife in my arm.


‘Fuck!’ said Spicy.


I reached across and without thinking pulled the knife out. Blood flowed down both sides of my arm. I dropped the knife out of the window and rolled it up. There was a hiatus while the women stopped pounding the car and contemplated this apparently unexpected turn of events.


I thought I could feel my blood pressure dropping.


‘Drive the fucking car,’ I said.


‘Righto,’ said Spicy, nodding gravely. He put his foot down and accelerated away, scattering women left and right.


I looped my belt around my arm and pulled it tight with my teeth in an attempt to stem the flow of blood. Already my trousers and the car seat were sticky with blood.


‘What the fuck is going on?’ I said.


‘It’s the Zone,’ said Spicy as if no further explanation was needed.


A rain of stones met us halfway along the next block. We drove down a narrow alley and plunged into smoke. Out of the smoke came a chanting gang of teenagers, boys with scarves tied across their faces. They hurled themselves against the walls as we passed. At the far end of the alley was a square strewn with stones. There was a skirmish line of Russian troops advancing, while behind them soldiers, posed like medieval archers, fired gas canisters that came spinning against the sky.


Across the square was a crumbling stucco wall topped with sheets of corrugated iron and razor wire. A drooping UN flag hung over a sandbagged gate. Signs in Arabic and English were pasted around the entrance.


Spicy pumped the horn and sped across the square. Huge figures in flak jackets and blue berets burst from the steel doors and fanned out, dropping into a watchful crouch as we approached.


Inside, for a few seconds, it was like stepping into another world. A world of burnished bronze windscreens and blue and white flags; rows of white Land Cruisers, Discoveries and Grand Cherokees parked against the dusty stucco walls. Then the first tear-gas grenade landed in the courtyard and bounced away under a Discovery. Clouds of smoke and bitter gas drifted towards us.


‘That was …’ Spicy paused, ‘interesting.’


He grinned, revealing his strangely pointed canines, and arched his eyebrows in an expression clearly intended to be comical.


I stumbled out of the Land Cruiser and fell into the arms of a Danish soldier.


‘The hospitals here have no facilities. No incubators. No drugs. No electricity. Today another kid died of leukaemia. Cancer is through the roof here, a twelve times increase in cancer mortality. It’s like Hiroshima: an increased percentage of congenital malformation and an increase of malignancy. The local imams blame it on the dust from depleted uranium shells fired by American tanks in the battles here during the war. They whip up the local people. And the local people are Shias, a disenfranchised group like the Kurds; they are the lowest of the low. The bottom of the pile. We bear the brunt of their frustration.’
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