

      

         

            

         

      


   





After over 20 years as a Royal Marine Pen Farthing never
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For Nowzad – the dog that changed my life and was the cause of animal welfare in Afghanistan. Bark all you want now. . .










A Note from the Author


When I was invited to write my third book I jumped at the opportunity. And then I realised how different it would be from my first two books; this was not my story. It is the story of Wylie and his interaction with so many people who came into his life bringing good and bad along the way. 


My starting point for what we did know about Wylie was when he arrived a bloodied mess at Kandahar airfield. We can never really know what happened to Wylie during his early years, unless we learn to talk dog I suppose, but this book is my take on Wylie’s story.


Thanks to emails and face-to-face discussions with the various people who were involved I have pieced together most of his amazing story, interpreting all the correspondence and drawing it together so as to make a readable ‘tail’. 


With the unknown periods of Wylie’s life during the early chapters I have had to use a small amount of poetic license and improvise, just as all Royal Marines both serving and retired are taught to improvise, adapt and overcome when the facts for battle are not present. And writing this book was a battle at times, the incredibly short time frame to hand in the manuscript that I was given was almost a show stopper on numerous occasions! 


Each of the early chapters is based on true events, albeit to another person or dog in Afghanistan at some point.


For example; it is actually me who was the troop sergeant finding himself on an isolated track with a group of approaching elder Afghans. I had to explain how Aseel first met Danielle. Sitting in our staff room at the Nowzad clinic one day drinking tea with Aseel during the research for this book, I had listened intently as he explained how he had come across the old man looking for Kandahar airfield to find his injured son.


I could not believe it. 


My first day on the ground in the village of Nowzad, in October 2006, saw me having a meeting with a different old man but sadly his mission had been the same; find a son injured during a Taliban attack who had been taken to Kandahar by the Americans. The man with the wheelbarrow was there too. 


And Danielle does exist but I decided to change her name as I am unsure as to whether she would want her real name used. She did not contribute to the writing of this book or endorse it, any views or actions attributed to her do not ­necessarily represent her views or actions. Everything you read about the amazing things Danielle did to take care of her little animal welfare patch of Afghanistan is my interpretation of actual events – along with the training she was delivering to the ANP – as I understand it. 


Again I have had to use poetic license for the voice I have given Danielle and depiction of her in this book but I hope I have done my best to give her full credit for the amazing things she achieved while serving in a war zone. All of us still think of Danielle as a true legend of animal rescue. 


From our experiences of running the only animal welfare shelter in Afghanistan both myself and Louise have pretty much seen all manner of things. The episode where Wylie loses his ears is sadly very much how it happens and both of us were overwhelmed when an elderly Afghan lady actually did bring in three young dogs that she had been feeding and caring for to the Nowzad shelter as she feared for their safety. Now and again there is a ray of hope for animal welfare in Afghanistan.  


I’d like to say a really big thank you to those who gave up time to make sure I had all their facts and figures correct and for filling in the blanks especially; Aseel your positive outlook on the future of Afghanistan is an inspiration, Louise for dedicating her life to the animals of Afghanistan, Marnie and the whole team at PARSA (ukparsa.com, now a registered UK charity) for giving us the start we needed and the ongoing support, Melissa for her hard work and dedication at Nowzad HQ – the CiC appreciates it! To Tony and Sandi for being so strong and your determination with 353.org.uk (raising money for military charities) and of course Sarah for adopting Wylie. Sarah’s interviews were conducted by recording voice notes on her phone. Sarah, your voice notes were just too funny!


And then there is Wylie. The little fluff ball is proof of the forgiving nature of dogs and I guess why we love them so much. Thanks Wylie for surviving and never giving up on people. As an ambassador for his fellow four legged companions left behind in Afghanistan he has done them proud. 


Thank you so much to all at Hodder & Stoughton for publishing Wylie’s amazing story; Elizabeth Caraffi, Kerry Hood, Ellie Cheele and Bea Long and of course a special thanks to Briony Gowlett for me giving me the opportunity to write once more and then for putting up with my delaying tactics in handing over the manuscript, and the last minute changes that were needed – thank you! I would also like to thank my copy editor, Belinda Jones for her very wise words!


To all of the Nowzad family of supporters and to those reading one of my books for the first time, thank you so much. Sadly we can’t save all the animals that are in need but if we all do our bit then we can make a difference, even if it is just one dog at a time. 


To Minnie and Orla; my two beautiful nieces – looking forward to coaching you both to Gold at the World Climbing Championships whilst you wear the red of Manchester! 


To Nowzad, Tali, Patchdog and Maxchat; thank you for being consistently nightmares to look after!


And finally to my gorgeous and intelligent Hannah. #theone TMIT xxx


 


Pen F, September 2014


Follow me on twitter: @PenFarthing










Introduction


Wylie stole my heart the moment I watched a clip of him on Nowzad’s Facebook page. Just scrolling down on my phone led to me crying and needing to share his plight with my friends.


Reading about the abuse he’d endured at the hands of man upset me enough, and that was before I’d even pressed play. Pictures of him out in Afghanistan mingling with the soldiers faded to pictures of his injuries and then to a short video clip of him lying on his back between someone’s legs whilst they attended to a wound. He lay still letting them stitch him up, no struggle or yelp, just the occasional leg twitch as the pain took over. I’m sure he knew they were helping him, he trusted those that came to his aid. What a brave little dog I thought. Poor chap, how could anyone do that? From that moment Wylie was special to me.


When I got the opportunity to meet him, to apologise to him for what people had done, I jumped at the chance. I felt very lucky to be in the same kennel as him, amazed he was so jolly and affectionate. That was it; I had to see him again. He was a 45 minute drive away but I didn’t care. When I arrived Wylie would look forward to his walks down to the stream with his buddy AJ. He was always so pleased to see me. Saying goodbye for the last time was awful but he was off to his new life. When I got the call to say he couldn’t go and would I foster him of course I said yes. To take him out of his kennel for the last time and put him in my car was a great feeling.


He settled in amazingly well for a dog who’d probably never been in a house before. He got on with my other dogs Ben and Milo straight away and from the first night they all slept together downstairs without a problem. Yes we’ve had some hiccups along the way with separation anxiety and food issues but he’s never shown any aggression to people. After all he’s been through he still loves everyone he meets, especially men which I find amazing since it would’ve most likely been men that abused him. He’s not fazed by anything, he takes everything in his stride. Unlike so many of the Nowzad rescues who are terrified of fireworks, associating the bangs with the guns and bombs of their previous life, Wylie seems as if he couldn’t care less.


Wylie’s laid back nature and amazing story led me to enter him into the rescue classes at Scruffts and Buckham Fair. To tell people about him and raise awareness for Nowzad was my main aim. To be able to tell his story to a captive audience of hundreds was great. There were gasps from the crowds and cheers when he won and everyone wanted to meet the brave little guy. I duly handed out Nowzad leaflets to anyone who showed an interest and people would occasionally give me money for Nowzad as they were so moved.


Winning Scruffts with him was fantastic, what an experience! Although I knew it would be televised I hadn’t really thought about us going on TV and doing interviews. It was nerve wracking and exciting all at the same time. But Wylie wasn’t fazed by the cameras, lights and people rushing about in the studios. Throughout it all I was more nervous than him. He would just lay down and doze off whilst my heart was racing! People have commented that after all he’s been through did he really need to go to big dog shows and on TV? I would never have done it if I thought he couldn’t handle it. He breezes through whatever situation I put him in. You only have to see him trotting along a platform, tail wagging, after getting off a tube train to see he’s ok. Or how he wants to see everyone and soak up the attention. He trusts me and I would never let him have reason to doubt me.


Wylie is an amazing dog. He’s made me more determined than ever to help Nowzad. His funny little ways and the utter chaos he’s brought to my life is something I’d never want to change. Sometimes I still think it’s odd that the furry ball laying on the sofa or in front of the fire is the dog I saw on that clip. A dog from Afghanistan is in my house, a dog who was so let down by mankind is now part of a home. I’m so proud of him for everything, for being so trusting and kind. I still get upset thinking about his past and even writing this has been emotional, but for Wylie the future is bright and happy. Wylie I love you xx


 


Sarah Singleton, 


September 2014










Chapter 1


Wrong Place, Wrong Time


The sun had yet to have any warming influence on the frigid, early morning air that hugged the rocky desert floor. The landscape, bearing more resemblance to a barren, airless moonscape than anywhere remotely habitable, was not a place that seemed to encourage life to flourish.


But, against all the odds, it did.


The brindle-coloured pup, with all four paws white, as if he was wearing ankle socks, looked completely out of place as he wandered across the cold, arid ground, searching for any morsel of food, no matter how minuscule. The puppy was hungry. Very hungry.


Curled up alone last night, the puppy had been really cold – the thermometers in the nearby airfield had clocked the mercury well below minus fifteen, the military helicopters undergoing a meticulous de-icing routine before authority was given for them to lift off into the night sky. The puppy’s short brown fur gave him some slender but brief-lived protection from the bitter cold. It would be several weeks until his coat was thick enough to keep him warm. Until then, he would shiver himself awake every few minutes.


And he missed his mum. A lot. The four-socked puppy had loved the affection his mum had shown him – only a young, feral dog herself, she had continuously licked at the clumps of dirt matted into his tiny body, a never-ending labour of love to remove them. Weak and undernourished, he had struggled to stay upright as she roughly prodded and poked his ears with her tongue, never satisfied he was clean enough. Socks hadn’t minded, though: he would just snuggle closer into her, not wanting the moment to end. But, of course, it would always have to come to an end as she had her other pups to take care of, gently nudging him aside so she could tend to them as well.


But she was not there to do that now.


His uniquely white-socked paws and white patch on his chest were now stained a dirty mud colour, the former brilliance of his flashy white patch whilst under the care of his mum long gone.


Skinny little Socks had no idea where his mum was. He had not seen her for days. Only the memory of squabbling for space to suckle against her scruffy, unkempt body along with his noisily chirping brothers and sisters in the small dirt hollow they called home remained, their combined warmth fighting off the effects of the southern Afghan winter as it bit hard during the early weeks of January.


But then, one day, having departed as she normally did after the early morning feed – no doubt looking for food of her own so she could continue to nourish her demanding litter – she had just not come back.


Huddled together for warmth, his brothers and sisters had waited patiently for her to return but then, one by one, as hunger started to gnaw in the pit of their tiny stomachs, they too had left in search of food. And now only he remained behind. Socks. Scared, alone and confused.


Eventually, hunger drove him too from the safety of their rocky hollow. With no sign or smell of his siblings, he now wandered aimlessly around the barren, rubbish-strewn expanse of desert, which felt so big and alien to him.


As he picked his way across the empty ground, sniffing at bits of unrecognisable plastic and dross left by people with nowhere else to discard it, he noticed a glass bottle, its neck broken and gleaming in the early morning sunlight, leaning upright against a shattered rock. The long-since empty bottle didn’t really look out of place in the desert graveyard of rubbish, but it fascinated the curious pup. A yellow piece of paper inside smelt sweet as he sniffed deeply, running his moist nose along the smooth glass. His bushy, pipe-cleaner-like tail wagged crazily as he investigated the new smell as, just for a moment, he was diverted from his never-ending quest for food.


 


The early morning breeze sought out the exposed openings in the Taliban fighter’s clothing. His body already numb from the hours spent lying prone in the darkness, his flimsy, cotton salwar kameez, discoloured and faded from constant wearing, was scant protection from the Afghan winter. But he hardly noticed the chill and tried to dismiss the annoyance as he would a bothersome fly that plagued every waking hour of the summer months in this part of the world.


The fully stocked ammunition pouches on the old Soviet combat webbing waistcoat he wore doing did nothing to bring comfort to the position he was lying in, either. But the discomfort was bearable and simply a means to an end.


The Taliban mujahideen looked once again along the rusting barrel of his AK-47 assault rifle, through the single iron sight at the end of the rifle’s muzzle, chipped and pitted from the years of resting his trusted weapon with the muzzle to the ground – a habit that would have earned him the wrath of any British weapons instructor had he joined the pro-Government forces. He stared across the featureless terrain that lay in his field of fire, watching over what was, at the moment, an empty stretch of road below his firing position.


The road had been ploughed from the American airbase in Kandahar through a harsh, rugged landscape of broken rock and arid land unsuitable for farming, as it hugged the hillside down to his right and dipped out of view. The road builders had been forced into a turn by a sheer, jutting ridge of rock – a bend that caused any vehicle to slow as the road crested a small hill and the drivers turned onto the flat stretch of road that the Taliban fighter was currently watching with interest. This was Highway 1, linking Kandahar to Kabul and beyond, to lands that the mujahideen fighter had no interest in, nor would ever see.


Lying on the cold desert ground, amongst the discarded plastic bottles and other items that were littered around, he was just hidden from view, the bulk of his slim body out of sight in a steep-sided wadi that had been carved from the hardened earth by the flash-flooding that occurred as the mountain snow melted and the rain arrived.


If all went well today then he had seen his last snow melt, a fact that did not bother him.


He had been lying as still as he possibly could for three hours, now and again lifting his head slightly to scan further afield, the weak winter sun just now rising above the jagged backdrop of the eastern mountains, orange and yellow hues fanning out to claim the brightening blue sky.


It was almost time. He was surprised that he did not feel more nervous. Just a casual acceptance of what was to come. His path to martyrdom was preordained, just like his Taliban brothers next to him. Together they had completed the many arduous months of brutal training required by their brigade mullah, learning fighting tactics in the harsh, wild tribal lands between Afghanistan and Pakistan.


He could barely feel his hands and feet as the cold had crept into his limbs, but the anticipation of his future actions had kept the fire in his belly alive. He knew two of his mujahideen brothers were only yards away to his right, scanning the area of road adjacent to him.


Even though he had not heard a sound from them in the last three hours, he did not need to risk moving his head to verify they were still there. Just like him, they were mujahideen fighters, sworn to fight jihad against the foreign invaders. He knew they would be as awake and alert as he was.


Once more he scanned for signs of the cowardly westerners, slowly putting out his right hand, ignoring the cold-induced stiffness to wrap his fingers around the long wooden barrel of the rocket-propelled-grenade launcher positioned ready by his side. He felt a resurgence of confidence.


‘Insha’Allah,’ he thought to himself. If God wills it. He let the plan of attack play out in his head for the last time. The version he ran through always ended the same way: he was welcomed into the arms of God. His sacrifice pleasing the one true God. His mullah had promised them all that their attack would send fear into the heart of the western soldiers, reminding them that Afghanistan was not so easily taken – a lesson the Soviets had learnt the hard way.


He was brought back to the bitter, real world of his surroundings by the throaty growl of a heavy vehicle’s engine as it ground through the gears, accelerating out of the turn on the road and into his line of view.


His body shook off the chill as all his senses came online at once.


It was a Warthog armoured vehicle, its desert-coloured, steel-plated square sides giving it the appearance of a heavy box on tracks. It was the British Army’s hastily adapted but improved version of the Bronco all-terrain vehicle, which was employed by the Singaporean Armed Forces. Much to the relief of the troops who had to travel in them, Procurement had realised that the standard version had never endured combat operations and change had been needed for tactical suitability in the harsh reality of Afghanistan. This included specially designed anti-RPG cages that cocooned the hull of all Warthogs operating in Afghanistan.


To the Taliban fighter, it was just a moving target.


The lead Warthog of the small convoy rumbled into the Taliban fighter’s arc of fire as it came out of the right-hand turn in the road. The 350-brake horse-power engine churned out a pungent cloud of diesel fumes as the driver increased his speed into the straight.


Scanning the road, the fighter checked for the marker – a clear broken bottle, with a yellow piece of paper purposefully pushed inside – which was to anybody else just another piece of discarded trash amongst the million other pieces. He had placed the marker days before when, along with his two mujahideen brothers, disguised as goat herders, they had recce’d the firing positions they now occupied. The morning sun caught the remaining section of the neck of the bottle and it glinted back at him. Just as he had planned.


A slight movement. He quickly glanced to the left of the bottle, amongst the broken rocks pushed to the side of the road. He was distracted for a second as his brain puzzled as to what it was.


A shabby-looking, grey-coloured puppy with a white chest and four white paws, no more than two months old he guessed, was slowly sniffing the ground as it stumbled along towards the bottle.


The Taliban fighter gave it no more thought. Dogs were dirty, and hundreds of the disgusting creatures roamed these lands. They were of no interest to him. Especially now.


The lead vehicle was less than 100 yards away from his marker and the scavenging puppy. Two more vehicles had now come into view, all increasing speed to maintain their distance to the vehicle in front as they bore onto the straight.


Three seconds.


Two seconds.


One second.


He counted down in Pashto silently in his head. Then, without hesitation, he scooped up the rocket-propelled-grenade launcher as he forced his stiff body into the braced, crouching position he had been taught, over and over again.


The wooden shoulder mount fitted glove-like into his right shoulder as he brought the weapon to bear. The safety catch was already off.


He took one deep breath and held it as he lined up the simple sighting system against the square silhouette of the front Warthog as it sped along the road, steadily twisting his upper body to the left as he matched the vehicle’s speed with the end of the RPG warhead. His right index finger squeezed the cold, metallic trigger as the unsuspecting armoured vehicle drew level with the marker.


The noise was deafening as the rocket ignited with a thunderous roar and sped lethally towards the lead vehicle as the stabilising fins deployed, the warhead’s path marked by a vapour trail.


He threw the now useless launcher to the ground as two similar vapour trails arced over the rubbish-strewn wasteland towards the second and third vehicles. He turned his head to smile as his brothers dropped their own used launchers to the ground.


‘Allah Akbar!’ he shouted as he charged out of his hiding place, his eyes focused on the lead vehicle.


It had skidded to a halt across the now pitted asphalt, black smoke billowing from the point of impact where the explosive warhead had struck the anti-RPG cage.


With adrenalin surging through his veins, he stormed across the open ground, his faith now guiding him as, with his AK-47 pulled tightly into his shoulder, pumping 7.62mm bullets in the direction of the infidels, he savoured the glory of his last few moments on earth.


 


The four-socked puppy poked his snout into the jagged bottle opening and attempted to catch the slip of paper with his tongue. He jerked his head back sharply in pain as the sharded glass opening cut his tongue slightly.


The engine roar as the bulky Warthog came around the corner and drew level with Socks startled him, and he looked up nervously to find the source of the terrifying noise.


The explosion was less than fifty feet from him and the blast wave knocked the puppy to the ground. The petrifying noise was deafening, and he yelped in pain as hot fragments of metal rained down around and on him.


Survival instincts took over and the pup turned tail and scampered away. Fast. His legs had never run like this before as he bounded across the rough ground, dodging discarded bottles and plastic containers bleached clean by the desert sun. He was seeking the shelter of his former family home, back up the incline, the search for food but a distant memory.


 


The top gunner of the second armoured Warthog was as nervous as hell. With only a week under his belt on the ground in Afghanistan, he had only just finished the compulsory in-country training that every soldier arriving in Afghanistan had to undergo.


Deploying to Afghanistan, he realised now, he had been full of false bravado, talking up the fight with the Taliban when they had all been in the pub back in Aldershot, glasses raised aloft in mock celebration of an easy tour of duty bagging the bad guys. It had been as if they were all bulletproof, and family and friends were worrying for no good reason.


But, right now, there on the ground for real, with the chill desert air on his face as the Warthog accelerated along the straight section of road, he did not feel ready for this first foray into bandit country.


The reality of being in harm’s way did not live up to his perception of the hero’s war he had dreamt of.


Joining the army at eighteen had been his one and only focus but recruit training, as tough as it was, had not prepared him for the mental anguish of his first-ever live patrol. During training, it had been easy to dodge an ‘enemy’ who was firing blanks.


All he knew for sure now was that he definitely did not want to die.


He tapped the heavy, ballistic body-armour plate attached to his chest and tightened the chin strap on his combat helmet. It was some reassurance, but not enough. The issued Oakley goggles he wore ensured he would not continually wince and blink as the dirt and dust billowing out from the lead vehicle peppered his face as he scanned his 360-degree field of view for any signs of movement. Manning the mounted, heavy-duty .50 calibre machine gun gave him some crumb of reassurance: a single bullet from that bad-ass weapon could punch a football-sized hole through a car door.


They had been on patrol for exactly thirty minutes when the lead patrol vehicle was struck by a Taliban rocket.


The surprised soldier saw the impact from the corner of his eye, for a second watching helplessly as the lead vehicle was enveloped in a ballooning cloud of smoke.


‘Ambush LEFT!’ screamed a voice through the intercom and into the headphones he wore over his left ear. As if he needed to be told.


The top gunner’s eyes flicked upwards to watch a second rocket streak dangerously close to them, only to disappear harmlessly into the distance.


There was no time to dwell on the close call. That could wait until later. Training kicked in.


Every boring, repetitive moment of weapons-drill training back in England suddenly took on new meaning as, without hesitation, all of his prevailing anxieties vanished and his booted right foot stamped down on the turret swivel mechanism pad. The gears strained as the turret-mounted machine gun swung round to his left as he grabbed the large cocking handle to force the first .50 calibre shell of the belt of ammo into the heavily oiled chamber.


The perpetrators of the rocket attacks were in plain view and charging down a slight incline directly towards his vehicle.


The novice soldier did not hesitate.


With one fluid motion he flicked off the heavy weapon’s safety catch and engaged the target, the heavy thud thud thud obscuring the background chatter in his radio headpiece as the vehicle commander called in the ‘Troops in contact’ report.


The battle was over as quickly as it had started, and was nearly all one-sided.


Many days after the ambush, during the quiet hours safely back at the patrol base within Kandahar airfield, the now not-so-wet-behind-the-ears soldier – a seasoned vet compared to the newly arriving troops at the airfield – would struggle to put the attack into context. The scenes from the ambush, the close call with the second rocket-propelled grenade, and his own actions in ending someone’s life continued to play out time and time again for the young man.


He would replay the images of the .50 calibre bullets striking their intended targets as if he was watching a DVD, the vivid colours flashing through his brain, the ricochets blasting skyward as the bullets from his heavy machine gun had torn into the rock-strewn desert and everything else, for that matter, which was in their way.


And he had no idea if his brain was playing tricks on him when, just for a brief second, he recalled an image of a skinny little pup wearing white socks standing out in the open before a cloud of death and destruction blanketed the scene.










Chapter 2


Four White Socks


Socks ran as fast as his short legs would carry him, his skinny tail waving madly behind. His large ears flapped like useless wings from some wacky cartoon character as he wove his way around thousand-year-old rock rubble to stay on course to reach his destination. With his grubby white chest and his newly developed dark grey mane he looked, for a little fella, like a lion of sorts.


But a small one. A miniature lion of Kandahar.


Socks was excited. Food, as you would expect for any feral dog, always made Socks excited. But no matter how excited he was, he knew to stop suddenly as he approached the edge of the road, survival instincts on full alert.


Socks knew that the stretch of flat, black road that smelt of diesel fumes was a very dangerous place for a young dog like him. Lorries and cars spewed out black clouds of exhaust as they raced back and forth, horns blaring as impatient drivers attempted to overtake rusting lorries piled high with red clay bricks, before an oncoming faded green passenger bus, which had long ago crammed too many passengers on-board, thankfully called time on the crazy manoeuvre.


Socks just had to get across that road – but it reminded him of something . . .


 


There had been a loud and startling explosion, and a man in dirt-streaked clothing had charged down the hill towards the chunky metal vehicles that Socks had been attempting to scamper away from.


The dark, bearded man had almost squashed Socks as the young pup darted between the running man’s feet.


The armoured vehicles on the road had stopped at the noise of the first loud bang, when red-hot fire had been unleashed in the direction of the terrified pup, including fragments of jagged rock that made a terrifying, ripping noise as they whizzed in all directions. One or two smaller shards of rock had left a painful burn as they struck the frightened youngster, drawing blood that had instantly matted into his brindle-coloured coat.


As Socks had mounted a large boulder, he had turned quickly to see if he had escaped the vicious maelstrom that seemed to be chasing him up the incline. Just as the storm of metal and shards of rock had enclosed him, he had seen a figure on top of one of those steel vehicles directing the red fire directly at him.


His look had lasted a mere fraction of a second as Socks, traumatised and in pain, was blown off backwards from the top of the boulder to land head-first in a heap on the ground. Dazed and without dusting himself off, he had hastily crammed himself into a gap formed by three large rocks. It had been a perfect pup-sized shelter. The noise all round him had been thunderously loud and he had tried to scrabble more deeply into the safety of the shelter.


As the thunder had finally died down, it had been replaced by many minutes of screaming and yelling voices, and people clambering all over the ground in front of him before, at last, his surroundings had fallen silent.


Socks had fallen asleep.


It was many hours before he had had the courage and had felt the pangs of hunger that had told him he should move, his skinny, undernourished body shivering from the cold of lying between the rocks for so long. The midday sun had felt warm on his back as he had craned his neck forward and arched his back in a typical puppy stretch as he readied himself for his continuous search for food.


With no wind to clear the air, there had been a lingering, burning smell, and the caustic fumes had invaded the pup’s nostrils as he checked cautiously that it was safe to be exposed on the open ground once more.


 


Nearly a year had passed since that close call and, with his wounds having healed well, Socks had not witnessed anything like that since. He had heard dull whumps during the day sometimes, but they were far off in the distance and as they hadn’t affected him, he had just carried on with his recces for something to eat.


Now, as he paused at the edge of the road as a bulky cargo truck trundled passed, his sole focus was his intent on crossing the road. There was an audible clank from a passing car’s suspension as the rusting springs fought to absorb the shock as the driver failed to negotiate the shallow crater still left from the former attack. No one had yet been sent to smooth out the pit, and probably wouldn’t until the whole road was due to be resurfaced – if it ever was.


Socks was a clever little soul these days. He would never know what fate had befallen his siblings – whether they had died from starvation or disease – but on finding himself on his own all that time ago, he had realised pretty much right away what was safe and what was not. Or so he assumed, anyway. This side of the road, barren and devoid of homesteads, had been safe for his mum to conceal his brother and sisters. She had chosen a perfect spot far from the normal, everyday activities of people. On her forages for food, she had been able to leave the pups without too much fear of them being discovered. There was no reason for any person to wander this far from the beaten track. Most avoided these wasteland areas, due to the threat from the thousands of randomly dropped landmines – a cruel and hate-filled goodbye present from the Soviets as they had fled Afghanistan – which now dangerously littered the countryside and made much of the land uninhabitable.


Socks had wisely followed his prudent mum’s example and kept the old family den as his. He returned nightly to the now lonely and very empty hollow each day as darkness fell, to curl up tightly by himself and attempt to hold the coldness at bay. As sleep took hold he would kick out his short, white-tipped legs in random little jerks, his breathing coming in terse, tiny bursts as he dreamt of chasing his siblings over the desert rocks as his proud mum kept watch. He always woke up with a start, his surroundings unseen in the darkness of the night, realising that he was still alone. He would curl up even tighter and attempt to go back to a fitful sleep.


Although Socks was fairly safe from any unwanted human contact, he had also realised, very quickly, that the downside to retreating to that side of the road meant that food was either scarce or non-existent: he rarely struck lucky as he sniffed amongst the empty cartons and packaging from everyday life that had been tossed from speeding vehicles. But he had got lucky that day – he had sniffed out a round, slightly soggy naan bread at the edge of the road, no doubt ­accidentally dropped by a passenger struggling to eat and stay balanced in the back of a passing truck.


The hungry pup with the lion’s mane had eaten well that day, hurriedly hopping between the moonscape of rocks back to his den, the delicious-tasting naan clamped firmly between his teeth, his wispy tail unable to conceal his anticipation at the meal to come.


But one piece of naan, however filling, hadn’t kept a hungry pup satisfied for long.


Socks had to cross the road from his isolated and uninhabitable side and head for the populated areas – a treasure trove of food for a starving young pup – if he wanted to survive. It was obviously where his mum had journeyed to seek food in order to be able to provide for her demanding pups, but Socks was also extremely aware that she too had had to cross that road to search among the narrow, rubbish-strewn alleys that gave access to the sprawling compounds and houses that made up the boundary to Kandahar city.


With no municipal services as such operating in Kandahar, households abandoned their daily rubbish into the already cluttered alleyways that linked communities. Rubbish removal was the task of the many Afghans involved in the back street market recycling trade. Riding skinny-tyred bicycles with enormous hessian bags hung over the seats, young Afghan men would clamber through the piles of rotting rubbish sorting plastic, tins and wood to load into the giant sacks attached to their bikes. Once full, these would reach to the ground as they rode away, their salwar kameez discoloured and reeking of sweat. Their hoarded treasure would fetch mere pence once it was sold on for the long journey back to the manufacturing powerhouses of China and Pakistan, to be processed and used once more.


It was commonplace to witness the local goat herder feeding his flock from the knee-deep mixture of rotting rubbish, fattening up the herd for the butcher’s block and maximising profits. And dogs like Socks – thousands of them that lived in close proximity to the densely urbanised areas of Afghanistan – would also root through the plentiful rubbish to munch on unused potato peels, discarded rice and soggy naan bread. Like Socks, they would be extremely lucky if they were to find a tiny scrap of chicken, say, left attached to a picked- clean chicken bone.


And this was where Socks was now headed. To the place where people lived.


The road was busy at this time of day but not so that he would not be able to cross, the black surface always hot on the pads of his paws as he charged across. He had grown accustomed to waiting patiently for a gap between the lumbering metal monsters before leaping onto the tarmac surface and rushing headlong to the relative safety of the other side.


He knew there would be no screeching of brakes if he judged it wrong.


Once safely across on the other side, though, he was in plain sight of the people that walked along the side of the unfinished dirt service road which connected the many alleys leading from the sprawling housing compounds to the main road he had just crossed. It was an added danger.


Keeping out of sight for as long as possible, Socks would slide down the gentle incline of a barren drainage ditch which was usually choked with rubbish, waiting as it was for the rains to wash its channels clean by sending the cluttered trash back to Pakistan via the network of rivers that flowed south. He would run with his nose to the ground, sniffing for any scent of food as he continued along the side of the road, his wary eyes continually on the lookout for trouble.


When he reached the section where the drainage ditch disappeared under the road in a narrow, dark tunnel, he would push up to the lip of the ditch and, quickly checking his surroundings once more, would venture hastily across the open ground into a nearby alley.


Occasionally, as he reached the middle of the open expanse, he would sometimes stop and throw caution to the wind. Sitting on his haunches, his shaggy head craning up towards the sky, Socks would call out to his mum, the piercing howl vibrating around the high, rock-hard compound walls that marked the boundary to the human world, the long strands of his hairy coat dancing in the stiff, chill wind that would buffet the young pup as he called out.


With his ears pricked up like antennas searching for a radio signal, he would sit attentively and wait. Vulnerable and alone in the open.


But he would call for her again. Just in case his mum, with her dirt-stained face and gentle nurturing ways, was lost and could hear him.


The silence in those moments was deafening. Socks would strain to hear a reply – a knowing bark that she was on her way back to him; a nearby whimper of pleasure as she rounded the corner and saw him.


But she never replied.


Socks would wait just a few minutes more, oblivious to his surroundings but then growing evermore aware of the close proximity of the people as they hurried passed along the edge of the unfinished road, eager to reach their destination and shelter from the cold wind.


Finally, he would trot off to continue his vital mission for food, sadness heavy in his heart.


 


The old lady smiled. Her wrinkled and weather-worn face, with her piercing blue eyes, showed no signs of fear. Her black, tattered, ankle-length dress, faded from years of wearing, fluttered gently around her feet in the early evening breeze.


‘Shomâ az kojâ hastêd?’ She spoke softly as she asked the scared-looking pup, its tail tucked firmly between its hind legs, where it was from.
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