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      To my wonderful grandmother Isabella Bolah, who passed away on 11 November 2002. You meant everything to me. I love and miss
         you so much. May you rest in peace.

      And to Tamara. You know how much you mean to me too.
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This is a work of non-fiction. However, the names and identities of some of the people and places in the book have been disguised
         to respect and protect their privacy.






      PROLOGUE

      Al Amarah, Iraq, April 2004

      I check my mirrors and wrench the steering column hard over, putting Whisky Two Zero into a neutral turn. We send up a shower
         of sand and grit.
      

      The road we’ve just come down stretches into the distance. I floor the accelerator and watch our speed build. We’re on a fast
         main road and traffic is light, but I need to keep a sharp lookout. There are pedestrians everywhere. Some stop by the edge
         of the road and stare at us as we roar by. Others carry on as normal as twenty-five tonnes of Warrior hurtles past them. I
         see kids wobbling on bicycles and old men on donkeys.
      

      As I pass the work party by the street lamp, a couple of them wave. I stick my hand out of the hatch and wave back.

      The contact area is a small town several kilometres to the south-east of Al Amarah. The road we’re on will take us straight
         to it.
      

      ‘OK, listen up,’ the Light Infantry officer says. ‘A platoon operating in convoy with an ICDC [Iraqi Civil Defence Corps]
         patrol has been ambushed.’
      

      The army platoon has managed to extract from the contact area, the LI officer goes on, along with one of the ICDC Land Rovers,
         but this has been hit by small-arms fire, injuring two of its occupants. The other ICDC vehicle is cut off in the town and
         still under attack. The British Army platoon can’t loop back to try to re-establish contact – every time they’ve tried, they’ve been engaged by mortars. They need a Warrior to go in for them.
      

      A cluster of buildings – mainly single-storey – rises up on either side of the main road as we approach the contact area.
         I can see splashes of blue and green – clothes hanging on a line at the back of one of the houses.
      

      The LI officer orders me to pull up on the side of the road while he assesses the situation. As I manoeuvre the Warrior on
         to the scrub we hear over the net that the army patrol has headed back to Abu Naji camp with their casualties. But the ICDC
         Land Rover is still missing.
      

      ‘What now, Boss?’ I say.

      ‘I’m scanning the town now,’ the commander says. ‘Wait one.’

      The sunlight is blindingly bright. The only movement I can see is a dog picking its way through a rubbish tip between us and
         the town. Then I turn and see a group of children running towards us. They’re dressed in Arab clothing – long shirts that
         look like dresses – and are waving and shouting.
      

      ‘Kids to our nine o’clock,’ I say.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ the officer says. ‘That’s all we need.’

      The kids reach the vehicle. There are four of them, no older than six or seven. They have no shoes on their feet and they’re
         holding their hands out to me.
      

      ‘They’re shoutin’, “Bakshi” – somet’ing like that,’ I say.
      

      ‘Baksheesh,’ Jimmy says. ‘It means money. Don’t give ’em any.’
      

      I look at the boy nearest to the vehicle. He is jumping up, trying to touch me. His face is filthy and he looks painfully
         thin, but he is grinning and seems happy enough. I reach into my pocket. I don’t have money, but I do have a packet of chewing
         gum. I hand it to him and he runs off across the sand, chased by his mates.
      

      ‘OK,’ the commander says. ‘There’s still no contact with the ICDC Land Rover, so we’re going to go in and see what we can see.’
      

      Keep your eyes peeled, he tells Jimmy and me.

      As I ease Whisky Two Zero forward, Jimmy starts going on about the hatch again. I don’t really see the problem. I prefer to
         drive with my head out anyway. It’s better than hunkering down and using the day sight. But Jimmy doesn’t like it at all.
         ‘Fucking typical,’ he says. ‘My last day and I’m in a bloody deathtrap.’
      

      There’s nothing that can be done about it, the boss says.

      We continue to move forward and then, as we close on the first group of houses, I reduce our speed. Behind me, I can hear
         Jimmy traversing the turret, sweeping the street either side of us for signs of life. But everything is quiet. It’s a ghost
         town.
      

      At a crossroads the boss suddenly commands me to reverse up. He’s seen something off to our right. I come back and draw level
         with the crossroads. I glance right and see it too: a vehicle making tracks away from us. I squint against the glare; it’s
         the Land Rover. The boss confirms it a second later. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘Looks like they’re safe and on their way back to Abu
         Naji. Might as well follow them, Beharry. Let’s get out of here.’
      

      I’m about to slip into drive when Jimmy yells, ‘Jesus Christ, there’s a bloke with a fucking RPG at two o’clock!’

      The warning is so unexpected that instead of flooring the accelerator I turn to my two o’clock. There’s a man down on one
         knee in the shadow of a wall. He’s so close I can make out the check on his blue and white headgear and see the holes in his
         faded green combat jacket. And there’s something on his shoulder. A black and brown tube, with a brown handle and grip.
      

      ‘Go, go, go!’ the boss roars.
      

      ‘The fucking hatch!’ Jimmy shouts.

There’s a puff of black smoke and the RPG launcher kicks upwards as the round leaves the tube.

      Less than a second has passed since the boss ordered me to move, but we’re still not going anywhere. I’m frozen – not through
         fear but because I can’t take my eyes off the rocket-propelled grenade that’s coming towards us. I can see the cone-shaped
         warhead and the four little fins that keep it stable. I can see it rotating as it heads straight for us.
      

      ‘Move!’ the boss yells.

      The RPG crashes into the armour plating to my left. My whole world stops. I know what these things can do. I’m waiting for
         the blast, the shockwave, the blinding, searing heat … Instead I hear a sound like a brick hitting a dustbin lid. The grenade
         bounces off the hull, then, almost in slow motion, down on to the ground. I watch it roll away, like a drink can some kid
         just kicked across the street.
      

      I don’t hang around to see what happens next. Flooring the pedal, I turn after the Land Rover and keep on going.

      Fifteen minutes later we’re back at Abu Naji. Jimmy is still shaking when he climbs down from the turret. He’s also mad as
         hell about the state of his hatch, but when I have a go, she shuts just right, so I don’t know what he’s on about.
      

      Unlike Jimmy, I can’t get excited about what has just happened to us. It didn’t feel real, and still doesn’t.

      I keep on seeing the RPG rolling along the road beside us. Maybe tomorrow they’ll go back to throwing stones.

      Later, as I’m sitting on the edge of my bed, Sammy and Campbell walk in. They went out on patrol, they saw the town, nothing
         happened. They ask me about my day. I tell them about my own little adventure. Over and over.
      

      ‘What you t’ink happened?’ Sammy asks. ‘Why did the RPG bounce off the hatch and roll like that?’

      ‘It was a dud,’ I tell him. ‘Somet’ing about it was mash-up.’

      ‘There you go,’ Sammy says. ‘Lucky again.’

‘Lucky?’ I say. ‘We’ve been mortared, the boss has been fired at – twice – and I get to stare down the barrel of an RPG launcher.’

      ‘You wanted to be blooded and now you have been,’ he says.

      I suppose he’s right.

      The next afternoon most of C Company gathers in the tank park for a demonstration by the LI of how to make a house arrest.
         It’s even hotter than usual outside. Sammy is standing next to me, fanning away the flies as we wait for the demo to begin.
         I can think of a lot of things I’d rather be doing, but I tell myself that it beats sandbagging, which is what we do when
         we’re not on the road. Sammy is pissed off because we’re not yet into our ‘routine’. When you’re ‘in routine’, he says, finding
         ways to beat the system gets a whole lot easier.
      

      The only contact report at breakfast was two mortar rounds fired at CIMIC House. I’m starting to think things have gone quiet
         again when a Land Rover pulls up and an LI major jumps out. He runs over and pulls Major Coote, Mr Deane and a number of other
         officers out of the briefing.
      

      They move into the shade of a Challenger 2 and listen to what the LI major has to say. I can tell by the look on their faces
         that it’s not good.
      

      A moment later they break up the demo and the LI major jumps up on to the front of a Warrior. He yells at us to listen up.
         ‘There’s a major contact going down right now in the centre of Al Amarah.’ He cups his hands around his mouth so we can hear
         over the noise of a landing helicopter. ‘It’s serious shit this time and it’s all happening at Yellow Three. A patrol got
         hit by a blast bomb as it drove past the OMS building. We have reports of a Land Rover being disabled and several casualties.
         The multiple is pinned down on the far side of the bridge at Yellow Three by sustained small-arms and RPG fire. Three further call signs have gone into the area to try to assist in an extraction and now they’re bogged down as well.
         One of them was a Land Rover group led by the CO of 1PWRR, another by the CO of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders.’
      

      Sammy and I look at each other. The centre of Al Amarah is at least fifteen minutes from the camp. Three, maybe four multiples
         are under attack, big time. And they include the CO, Colonel Maer.
      

      ‘Go, Paki,’ Sammy says. ‘Fucking go!’
      

      I sprint to the tent, grab my helmet, webbing and SA80 and run back to the tank park. I jump up on to the hull of Whisky Two
         Zero and drop into the driver’s seat. Mr Deane slides into the turret alongside an LI second lieutenant called Flanagan who
         is acting as our gunner. A couple of dismounts jump in the back – Big Erv and another LI man.
      

      As I fire up the engine, Mr Deane’s voice crackles on the net. ‘Bee,’ he says, ‘you’re going to have to pump the gas, mate.
         The old man needs our help. Get us there as quick as you can.’
      

      ‘Roger, Boss.’

      I release the handbrake, slip into drive and head for the gate. Broomstick’s vehicle, Whisky Two Two, is right behind me.
         In my mirror I see a line of other Warriors kicking up a dust trail behind him. The whole company is heading downtown.
      

      I turn left out of the gate on to Red Route, heading for Yellow Three. As soon as I hit the tarmac I stand on the accelerator
         and get Whisky Two Zero up to her max road speed.
      

      Houses dot the scrubland either side of us. A camel nibbles at a dead bush in a dried-up ditch. Electricity lines criss-cross
         the sky and disappear into the heat haze.
      

      A military transport plane comes into land at Sparrowhawk, dropping flares as it sweeps over the outskirts of the town. A group of children stop playing football to watch it, shielding
         their eyes against the glare of the sun. As we roar by they wave and try to run after us, but we’re going too fast.
      

      We reach the junction where the road splits: Purple Route heading north-west around the perimeter of the city; Red Route running
         north, parallel to the river. Buildings start to loom out of the haze and so does the smell of shit.
      

      ‘Hello, Whisky Two Zero, this is Zero,’ the Ops Room fires up. ‘Send your LOCSTAT.’

      There’s a faint crackle as Mr Deane switches to the battle-group frequency.

      ‘Whisky Two Zero. At Red Four now.’

      To our right I see a group of rusty gantries and cranes, and beyond it, sparkling in the sunshine, the slow-moving surface
         of the River Tigris.
      

      We shoot past Broadmoor seconds later. So far there has been very little traffic on the road and I’ve been able to maintain
         a steady fifty miles per hour. Normally I’m able to take it a little higher. The heat always affects engine performance, but
         I’m worried about the power pack and make a mental note to check it later.
      

      I look for the street lamp blown up by the roadside bomb – the point we reached yesterday – but it has gone. Ahead, as far
         as I can see, left and right, are alleyways and houses.
      

      ‘Kadim Al-Mu’allimin,’ Flanagan says. ‘Better batten down the hatches.’

      ‘Why?’ Mr Deane asks.

      ‘We’re about to enter bandit territory,’ he replies.

      As I pull down the hatch cover I remember what Jimmy Bryant told me: the place we’re heading for, the OMS building where the
         CO and the other call signs are pinned down, is filled with enough weapons to start a war.
      

      The southern boundary of the Kadim Al-Mu’allimin housing district is marked by a compound that is indicated on the map as a ‘fuel farm’. As we pass a cluster of large, rusting
         tanks, the nerve-ends tighten in my belly. I’ve not felt like this since I was a kid.
      

      I shift closer to the day sight. I can make out the water tower that Jimmy told me about, at the far end of the boulevard.
         A column of thick, black smoke rises high into the air beside it.
      

      ‘Somet’ing’s burning pretty bad,’ I tell Mr Deane.

      ‘Yeah, I see it,’ he says.

      Inside the Warrior I’m hotter than I’ve ever been in my life. Its sides seem to be closing in on me. Pretty soon I won’t have
         room to breathe. I hate driving with the hatch down, but orders are orders, and when I look at the houses either side of the
         road, see just how close they are, how easy it would be for someone to shoot us as we go past, I figure that the LI guys know
         what they’re doing.
      

      ‘Whisky Two Zero passing Red Nine,’ Mr Deane says.

      In the day sight, the column of smoke starts to fill my field of view.

      ‘Bee,’ Mr Deane says, ‘Lieutenant Flanagan is taking over from here. He knows the ropes. Is that understood?’

      Understood, I tell him.

      ‘You been downtown before, Beharry?’ Flanagan asks.

      ‘No,’ I tell him. ‘It’s me first trip.’

      ‘OK,’ he says. ‘In around four hundred metres we’re going to hit the junction at Red Eleven, right by the water tower. You’re
         going to take a right, which will line us up for the bridge. As you come over the river you’ll see a two-storey building on
         your left with a mosque next to it. That’s the OMS building. We’re going to take a slip road off the bridge, loop back under
         it and take up position in an area of open ground out the front. There’s houses and alleyways leading off to the south and
         west – and somewhere, in among them all, are the trapped call signs. Our job is to extract as many men as we can and fuck off back to Abu Naji. Is that clear?’
      

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Good lad.’

      As we draw closer to the junction at Red Eleven, you’d never know there was a major gun battle going on.

      A woman dressed in black makes her way down an alleyway to our right, struggling to hang on to two plastic bags full of shopping.
         A man carrying a door on his head stops and stares at us as we rumble past. A group of children watch us from a crumbling
         balcony. One of them is sucking a lollipop.
      

      All we can hear is the growl of our diesel engine and the clank and squeak of tracks. I think back to what Mr Deane once said
         about situational awareness; how, as an infantryman with a distrust of vehicles, he hates to feel cooped up inside a Warrior.
         This must be doing his head in.
      

      The houses either side of us are a mix of one- and two-storey buildings. Some have gardens out the front, others don’t. Some
         are bordered by walls, others aren’t. Electricity wires criss-cross the street like spider’s webs. As we approach downtown,
         the city looks a complete fucking mess.
      

      The water tower casts a shadow across the street. We’ve reached the junction at Red Eleven.

      I check for traffic, but there are no cars anywhere, so I turn right and ease Whisky Two Zero on to Purple Route.

      Ahead, just beyond the river, thick, black smoke billows up from under the bridge.

      ‘Keep going,’ Flanagan says, ‘keep going …’
      

      As we rumble over the river I check my mirror. Whisky Two Two, Broomstick’s wagon, pulls on to Purple Route behind me.

      ‘There’s a slip road on the right,’ Flanagan says. ‘You should see it any moment.’

I peer through the day sight. Smoke drifts across the bridge.

      ‘Trust me, it’s coming up,’ Flanagan says.

      I’m about to flick the day sight to passive night vision, so I can see through the smoke, but a breeze blows up from the river
         and the ramp suddenly appears.
      

      I turn off the bridge, on to the slip road. We loop down and around to the right, coming back under the bridge, which carries
         on as a flyover into the east side of town.
      

      A snatch with a jagged hole in its right side is burning out of control on the central reservation ahead of us. Beyond the
         long wheel-base Land Rover, to the left, is the mosque, and what I take to be the OMS building.
      

      I move forward to allow the vehicles behind me to roll on to the area of open ground in front of them.

      The CO comes over the net. He is down to two Land Rovers. The third has managed to extract from the contact area with a casualty
         to Abu Naji. I’m concentrating too hard on my surroundings to pay much attention to what is being said. All I catch is the
         fact that there’s enemy in the OMS building, enemy in the mosque and enemy in the alleyways that feed into the square.
      

      I hear the CO telling us to engage the OMS building. Seconds later Flanagan opens up with our chain gun. I watch a line of
         bullets hammer the front of the building and flashes of tracer punching through windows and hitting the interior walls.
      

      ‘Enemy two o’clock to turret!’ Mr Deane shouts.

      I see bursts of fire from an alleyway, hear the rattle of our chain gun. I watch a line of bullets snake along the ground
         and bounce off the walls.
      

      A man wearing blue jeans, a white T-shirt and a cloth wrapped around his head appears out of the shadows. Oh, God, a civilian,
         I say to myself. But at that moment, almost as if he’s heard me speak, he stops and turns our way. I see a face, twisted by hatred. I also see that he’s carrying a rifle, an AK47 …
      

      ‘Gunman, Boss, moving left to right, three o’clock to vehicle.’

      ‘I can’t see a fuckin’ thing!’ Mr Deane shouts.

      The gunman darts back through the doorway of a house. From the two windows on the floor above I notice little bursts of light
         and hear what sounds like stones pinging off our armour.
      

      ‘There’s enemy in that house, second floor, three o’clock to vehicle! They’re firing at us!’ I yell.

      I hear the whir of the turret as it rotates, the ratatatatat of the chain gun.
      

      The wall below one of the windows disintegrates in a cloud of dust.

      Two Warriors shoot past.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see one take up position at the top of an alleyway. Its turret trains on the OMS building and
         a line of tracer pours in through a window on the ground floor.
      

      I catch movement off to our right and turn to see two men pushing a white Datsun saloon into the square. A head and shoulders
         bob up behind one of the windows and I get a glimpse of a black and brown tube …
      

      ‘RPG! Behind the white car, two o’clock to vehicle!’

      The figure behind the car stands up, steadies the tube on the boot and fires. The RPG roars away from the launcher, trailing
         a ribbon of smoke. It disappears beyond the field of view of my day sight.
      

      Flanagan opens up and I see bullets punch into the side of the Datsun. The rear window shatters and the two people pushing
         it flee into an alley. I see no sign of the guy with the RPG.
      

      I turn the steering column to the left and we neutral-turn a fraction, enough for me to see where the RPG ended up.
      

      There’s a smoking hole in the wall of a house on the corner of an alleyway opposite the OMS building. In front of it is another
         wall running at waist height, parallel with the alley. I spot movement through the smoke between them. I flick to passive
         night vision as a figure in a camouflage shirt pops up from behind the wall, fires his rifle and ducks back down again.
      

      He is followed a second later by another guy, who lets off a burst in the same direction.

      ‘Boss, I can see our guys,’ I yell over the net. ‘To our ten o’clock.’

      Flanagan is still firing in the direction of the OMS building.

      ‘Got ’em,’ Mr Deane says.

      ‘What do you want me to do?’ I ask.

      ‘Reverse up. Get our back end tight against that wall, so they’re shielded as they get in. Think you can manage that?’

      No problem, I tell him.

      I angle the nose around to the right, until the RPG hole in the side of the building slides into view in my mirror. Then I
         slip the vehicle into reverse.
      

      Mr Deane talks to Broomstick in Whisky Two Two. Both wagons are going to go in and pick up the dismounts.

      Bullets crack against the armour somewhere above my hatch. I slam on the brakes and we rock to a halt a few metres from the
         wall outside the house where the dismounts are holed up. Behind me, I can hear the crack of our chain gun again and, through
         my headset, Mr Deane still cursing his head off because he can’t see a damn thing.
      

      Right on the edge of the day sight’s field of view, I see Whisky Two Two slide into position beside us.

      ‘Fuck this for a game of soldiers,’ Mr Deane says.

      *


‘I’m opening the hatch.’

      If it’s OK now for Mr Deane to open his hatch, I figure it’s OK for me to. I stick my head out just in time to see Broomstick
         jumping off the turret of Whisky Two Two.
      

      The two Warriors are just a few feet apart. Bullets ping and ricochet off Broomstick’s wagon. Whisky Two Two’s rear door is
         already open.
      

      Dismounts start to roll over the wall and jump into the back.

      Mr Deane fires his SA80 at the OMS building and I hear his bullets fly over my head.

      I glance back. Chris Broome is yelling at the dismounts, ‘Move, move, fuckin’ move …’
      

      Soldiers continue to jump over the wall and pile into the back of our two wagons.

      By now the enemy have got our range and bullets are flying off our armour.

      Broomstick is standing in the gap between the two vehicles, still shouting at the dismounts from the Rover group to get a
         fuckin’ move on. He ducks and curses as bullets fly past his head.
      

      Mr Deane and Flanagan are still hosing down the OMS building.

      ‘Is everybody in?’ Mr Deane shouts.

      ‘Yeah,’ Broomstick yells back. ‘Both wagons are packed out. You’ve got thirteen in the back of yours, including the CO from
         the Argylls.’
      

      ‘What about the rest?’

      ‘They’re breaking out with the CO in the two remaining snatches from his Rover group.’

      ‘Then we’re outta here,’ Mr Deane says.

      ‘Boss, the door’s still open,’ a voice announces in my headset.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Mr Deane says.

‘Erv, Boss.’

      ‘Erv? What the fuck’s the matter?’

      ‘There’s too many people back here. We can’t shut the door!’

      Broomstick is crouched between the vehicles.

      ‘Chris?’ Mr Deane shouts. ‘Our door won’t shut. Can you close the bastard from the outside?’

      He runs around the back. I can hear shouting over Erv’s radio; people are getting squashed.

      Broomstick reappears and gives Mr Deane a thumbs-up. The rear door is shut. We’re good to go. The trouble is, there’s not
         enough room in the back of Whisky Two Two for Broomstick. I’m wondering what the hell’s going to happen when a snatch drives
         past. Broomstick sees it too. He leaps out and flags it down.
      

      The Land Rover screeches to a stop. Broomstick jumps in the back and they take off, heading for the bridge.

      ‘Beharry, go, go, go!’ Flanagan shouts. ‘Don’t let that snatch out of your sight.’
      

      I hit the accelerator.

      A Warrior is meant to take a maximum of seven people in the back. We have thirteen. They must be crammed to the roof in there.

      I hear a lot more swearing and shouting over Erv’s radio.

      We drive up the ramp, back on to the bridge and take a left on to Red Route by the water tower.

      Two hundred metres down the road, a gunman springs out of an alleyway and fires as we drive past. It’s only when one of his
         bullets cracks off the turret and whistles past my ear that I realise I’m driving through bandit country with the hatch open.
      

      Too late to close it now.

      I step on the accelerator and watch the needle on the speedometer. I can barely reach forty-five. All I can see is houses stretching into the distance. This time, though, there’s nobody on the street and no kids staring down at us from balconies.
      

      Erv comes on the radio again; he sounds like someone is strangling him.

      ‘Boss, it’s hard to breathe back here. Can we stop so some of us can get out?’

      ‘No,’ Mr Deane says. ‘We’re still being shot at,’

      ‘It’s not me who’s asking, Boss.’

      ‘Who is?’ Mr Deane asks.

      ‘The CO of the Argylls – Lieutenant Colonel Grey.’

      There’s a pause. Then Mr Deane says, ‘Perhaps you could politely inform the colonel, in the interests of his own safety, that
         he’s going to have to bloody well grin and bear it till we’re out of the contact area.’
      

      Fifteen minutes later we pull up just inside the main gates at Sparrowhawk.

      The back of Whisky Two Zero is like a furnace and Big Erv is worried that some of the dismounts are going to die unless we
         pull over and give them some air and water.
      

      After everyone has piled out I see Colonel Grey take Mr Deane to one side. The CO of the Argylls is bathed in sweat. His face
         is pale and for a moment I think he wants to punch somebody. I can’t hear the conversation, but by the time Mr Deane finishes
         talking with him, Colonel Grey’s face softens and they end up shaking hands.
      

      Fifteen minutes later, after we have all drunk some water and cooled down a bit, we pile back into the Warrior and head back
         to Abu Naji.
      

      Back at camp the twenty-odd dismounts we extracted from Yellow Three gather around our vehicles to chat excitedly about the
         battle. Radio reports confirm that no one was killed, but we do have casualties, at least three, the most serious being Lance Corporal Kev Phillips, who’s had a bullet hit his shoulder blade, then exit through the side of his neck.
         He’s on his way to the field hospital at Shaiba and is expected to make a full recovery.
      

      An officer appears and gets the men to ensure that their SA80s and Minimis are all clear of ammunition; the last thing anyone
         wants at this stage is a man killed by a negligent discharge.
      

      As the dismounts head off towards the accommodation area to shower, change and eat, I can hear them whooping and high-fiving
         until they disappear around the side of a building.
      

      ‘Bee?’

      I turn. Mr Deane is climbing out of the turret. He has sweat and dust all over his face and he looks like he’s lost a few
         pounds since the last time I saw him. ‘You OK?’ he asks.
      

      ‘Yes,’ I tell him, ‘I’m fine.’

      It’s easier than saying I don’t know what I feel. ‘Exhausted’ comes close. ‘Drained’ comes closer. But neither fully describes
         my emotions after what just happened.
      

      ‘You did brilliantly, son,’ Mr Deane says. ‘Your driving was outstanding.’

      ‘Thanks, Boss.’

      ‘I mean it,’ he says. ‘What you did – manoeuvring the vehicle the way you did – took a lot of skill.’

      ‘What I did weren’t no different from the way Malloy drove,’ I say.

      Malloy is Broomstick’s driver.

      ‘Yeah, well,’ he says. ‘I’m proud of you both.’

      He wipes the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand and hops down to the ground.

      ‘Listen,’ he says, ‘why don’t you go grab a shower and a cup of tea? God knows, you’ve earned them.’

      ‘If it’s all the same, Boss, I’m going to stay with the wagon. I want to make sure she’s cleaned up and ready to roll for the next time. There’s somet’ing not quite right with the power
         pack. I need to take a look at her …’
      

      ‘I can send someone over to help you,’ he cuts in, glancing at the sky. It’s six o’clock, a couple of hours from sunset, but
         the heat is still unbelievable.
      

      ‘That’s all right, Boss. I’m OK. I rather be on me own.’

      ‘Well, don’t overdo it, eh?’ he says, and turns to go.

      ‘Hey, Mr Deane,’ I call after him. ‘You still rather be in a Land Rover?’

      He pauses.

      ‘Yeah,’ he says eventually. ‘Any day.’

      But I see the smile on his face as he turns and walks away and I give Whisky Two Zero a pat just to let her know he doesn’t
         mean it.
      

      I hop down on to the ground and start to walk around the vehicle.

      There are chips and nicks everywhere. I give up counting how many bullets must have struck us. The good thing is none of them
         has done us any damage.
      

      When I get to the back of the vehicle I see that a light cluster is missing. I think it must have been hit by a stray bullet.
         But when I check the other one I see that’s missing too. Somebody has unscrewed them. I remember the kids we ran into yesterday.
         Bloody hell, Johnson, I say to myself, while you’re handing out gum, some kid’s unscrewing your light clusters.
      

      I can’t help smiling. Not so long ago that kid was me.






      PART ONE

      Diego Piece, 1987






      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      I’m leaning into the turn, one hand on the steering wheel, the other on the gear stick, as the Porsche starts to climb. This
         is the part of the journey that I like best. I’ve left the coast behind and I’m now deep in the hills. To my left there is
         a steep ravine. One slip, one careless movement, and the car will plunge on to the rocks.
      

      
      Cars and buses crash on this road all the time. Only last week a van plummeted off the road to Gouyave, killing everyone on
         board. No one is sure how it happened. Some say that the driver was drunk; others that he swerved to avoid a sheep or a cow.
         My gran has her own theory. She says that the driver was possessed by an evil spirit and that it was the Devil himself that
         gripped the wheel and forced the van on to the rocks. My gran, my dad’s mum, is full of stories about the bad things that
         happen on these roads. She tells them to scare me. She doesn’t like me to drive; I’m too young, she says.
      

      
      But nobody is going to keep me from getting behind the wheel of my brand-new Porsche 911 Turbo Convertible. I have 300 brake
         horsepower in the engine compartment behind me. I’m the king of the road. I can make the distance between Diego Piece and
         St George’s in under twenty minutes. My record is nineteen minutes and twenty-seven seconds. The same journey takes some drivers
         an hour.
      

      
      I keep my foot pressed to the accelerator and hear the wheels spin. The blood rushes in my ears and my heart races. I press down harder on the pedal and the engine revs and whines.
         The air is warm. I’ve left the stench of the landfill behind. The landfill sits in the hills above the port and is so big
         and so deep that it is impossible to put out the fires that rage below its surface. They burn month after month, year after
         year. When the wind blows in the wrong direction you can even smell the fumes in Diego Piece.
      

      
      But not today. Here I can smell the sea and the earth and the scent of a hundred different lilies and blossoms. I glance up
         at the bursts of yellow and red: ginger lilies, flamboyants, oleanders and bougainvilleas in full flower. Further back, I
         can see pigeon trees, silk cotton trees with their huge, thick trunks, blue mahoes and Caribbean pines, until the trees become
         so dense that I can see only the blackness of the forest.
      

      
      When I’m not driving, this is where I like to go. There are streams where I can fish and deep burrows where Kellon and I can
         hunt for manicous and armadillos. Sometimes we spend all day in the forest.
      

      
      Strands of elephant hair brush my face. The slopes rise vertically from the plantations. I can see jagged ridges and broken
         peaks through the gaps in the clouds. The mountains look like the teeth of a wild animal. The people of the village, my gran
         included, say that God made them this way for a reason: if you try to climb them, you will probably end up getting killed.
         But Kellon and I go climbing there all the time and nothing has ever happened to us.
      

      
      People say all kinds of things. They can believe what they want. Some people I know have spent their entire lives in the village.
         They have never even been to St George’s or Grenville. I want to travel. There’s so much to see.
      

      
      But I should be watching the road. I drop a couple of gears as I head into another bend and feel my heart miss a beat as the back of the Porsche lurches towards the edge. For an instant the rear-left wheel bites into thin air, then I correct the
         skid. I whoop with excitement and send another burst of power to the engine.
      

      
      I accelerate past the bar, where the old men drink and play cards, past the Association, where the crops are brought to be
         weighed and bagged, past the school that I’ll go to one day soon. I slow, because the bridge ahead is narrow and Lou-Jean
         is leaning over it, gazing at the stream below. I blow my horn so he knows I’m coming and he gives me space to pass.
      

      
      Lou-Jean can’t speak. He has long, matted hair like a Rasta. His teeth are blackened and broken and on very hot days he pants
         like a dog. There are always pieces of food smeared around his mouth. A lot of parents tell their kids that Lou-Jean will
         come to get them at night if they don’t do as they’re told.
      

      
      I change gear and the turbo kicks in. I’m being cheered on by Devlin’s builders, who are lined up along the scaffolding on
         the big house on the corner. Devlin is my cousin and owns the biggest building company in the village. Sometimes my dad works
         for him. The builders are my friends. Some days I go and watch them at work. They show me how to do stuff. I give them a blast
         of my horn.
      

      
      Then I see something ahead: a shadow where the sunlight and the darkness meet. I hit the brakes and come face to face with
         an old woman standing in the middle of the road. I twist the wheel and slam on the brakes. My gran looks at me and shakes
         her head.
      

      
      I know how much she loves me, but she doesn’t understand. The only person who understands is my dad. He does some building
         work for a Grenadian who travels to England a lot and buys every car magazine there is. When he has finished them he gives
         them to my dad, who brings them home to me. My dad can’t read, but sometimes, when he’s not being angry, I sit on his lap, out on the porch as the sun goes down,
         and we go through the pictures together. I get my brother Jude to read out the models’ specs. I like Jaguars, Ferraris and
         Maseratis, but the Porsche 911 Turbo 3.3, the fastest production car in the whole world, is the only one for me.
      

      
      I put aside the cover of the rainwater bucket I’ve been using as a steering wheel and climb out of the tangle of roots at
         the base of the old cedar tree beside the porch of my gran’s house.
      

      
      The house is tiny, about twelve feet square, and sits in the middle of a clearing at the top of a hill that’s so steep it’s
         like a pillar of rock. Somehow it contains three little bedrooms – each the same size as the bed in it – and a kitchen. The
         kitchen is bare but for a stool and a small table where my gran sits when it is raining, and a cupboard where she keeps a
         few pots.
      

      
      My grandpa, Cyril Bolah, built the house. Its base is secured to the rock with metal stakes, but some of them have come loose
         and when the wind blows the whole place creaks and groans like an old ship and moves another few inches towards the edge of
         the hill. The first time I felt this happen I ran into my gran’s room and jumped into her bed. As she held me close and I
         listened to the beat of her heart, she told me how we Grenadians are blessed, because God has not sent a hurricane to the
         island since more than thirty years ago, when Janet swept through.
      

      
      ‘They say God is a Grenadian, ’cos all the other islands in the whole Caribbean get hit by hurricanes ’cept us,’ she said,
         stroking my head. ‘We Grenadians is special.’
      

      
      If the house that my grandpa built survived Janet, she said, it can survive anything. But to be on the safe side she hummed
         her favourite hymn, ‘Blessed Assurance’, and I can hear her humming it now.
      

      
      
      From the woods below my gran’s house, I hear my mother calling. I look back at my car. I can’t wait to get in her again. I
         can’t wait to tell my dad how fast she goes.
      

      
      Nineteen minutes and twenty-five seconds from St George’s to Diego Piece. Next time I’ll beat that easily.

      
      As I burst through the bushes my mother is standing on the porch, balancing Jade on one hip and Jeffon on the other. Jeffrey
         and Jemilla are both clinging to her skirt. Jemilla is sucking her thumb. Jade is crying. Jill is holding a plastic bag full
         of our clothes.
      

      
      There are no lights on in the house and the shutters are closed. Some houses in Diego Piece are built on solid foundations
         and made entirely of brick. Some are built into the sides of hills and need pillars to support them at the front. Ours is
         the only house I know that is built entirely on stilts, in a dip where the stream floods when the rains come. When the wind
         blows and I’m lying in bed at night, I feel it swaying. It scares my little brothers Jeffrey and Jeffon, but it doesn’t scare
         me. I pretend I’m in a boat, way out on the ocean, heading for distant lands.
      

      
      The sun has already dipped below the hills. I hear the dogs whining. It’s almost dark and everybody is waiting for me.

      
      I rush to the edge of the porch. My mother looks down at me and I smile, but her expression doesn’t alter. I touch her hand
         and it’s cold. She doesn’t even seem to know I’m here. I’ve only been gone thirty minutes, but it’s as if the whole world
         has suddenly become a different place.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask. ‘Where we goin’? Where’s Daddy?’

      
      ‘We have to leave,’ she whispers in a voice that is so faint I can hardly hear the words. ‘Jude, take hold of Jade. Jill,
         go back into the house and make sure the shutters are locked. Johnson, you carry the clothes. Everyone need to help.’
      

      
      
      ‘Where we goin’?’ I say again. ‘Why isn’t Daddy with us?’

      
      ‘We need to hurry,’ my mum says.

      
      ‘Where’s Daddy?’ I ask again. ‘I have to tell him about me car.’

      
      Jill wrinkles her nose. She’s always on my case. I can’t do anything without her bossing me. ‘What’s he talkin’ about?’ she
         says to Jude.
      

      
      ‘He pretends he’s racin’ a car in the roots of the old cedar tree up by Gran’s,’ Jude tells her. ‘He races between St George’s
         and Diego Piece. Each time he goes faster than the last. It’s just a game.’
      

      
      Jill pulls a face, tosses her head and turns on her heel. She goes back into the house.

      
      ‘Where’s Daddy?’ I ask again.

      
      Jude puts a hand over my mouth. ‘No more questions,’ he says quietly, ‘I tell you when we get there.’

      
      ‘Get where?’

      
      ‘No more questions.’

      
      Jill comes out of the house carrying the saucepan full of chicken stew and dumplings. I understand now. There will be no supper
         around the table tonight – no chance to tell Daddy about my 911 Turbo 3.3.
      

      
      I drop the clothes bag and head into the house. I hear Jill cuss and tell my mum she’s going after me, but Jude stops her.
         I run into the kitchen and pull the string that turns on the light. It’s the only electric light in the house.
      

      
      The room is long and narrow. There’s a pile of clothes in the middle of the floor – the ironing that my mother does every
         night after we finish eating. Pots and pans stand unwashed.
      

      
      I throw open the door to the bedroom. Light spills into the darkness. I run over to the big bed in the corner where all my
         brothers and sisters sleep. I kneel down and reach under it. Something runs across my hand – a cockroach or a spider – and
         I pull back. Then I move around the bed and try again. There’s nothing there.
      

      
      I start to panic. Where can it be? My eyes fall on the straw mattress on the floor at the end of the bed, where I sleep. I
         turn it over. It covers a crack that’s as wide as my hand. The crack runs from the outside wall to the middle of the room
         and through it I can see the pools of water below the house shining in the moonlight. A bad smell, like rotten eggs, rises
         up to meet me. I hear Jill and my mum calling.
      

      
      I rush into my parents’ room. There’s no light from the kitchen and I have to grope my way to the far side of the bed, where
         my father sleeps. I run my fingertips across the floor boards. Nothing. I pick up the sheets and shake them. Something falls
         to the floor by my feet. I reach down and pick it up.
      

      
      I’ve got it. Motor. The one with the picture of the 911 Turbo.
      

      
      I run back the way I came, flick off the light and step back on to the balcony.

      
      ‘A magazine?’ Jill says. ‘You went back for a magazine?’

      
      ‘Leave him alone,’ Jude says. ‘It matters to him.’

      
      She closes the door and bolts it. I tuck the magazine under my arm and pick up the bag of clothes. I hold it high so it doesn’t
         drag in the mud.
      

      
      Jude is first up the path. He lifts Jade and places him on his shoulders. My mother goes next, carrying Jeffon. Jemilla, Jill,
         Jeffrey and I follow. I can barely see over the top of the bag, but I know when we pass the noni tree from the cheesy smell
         of its pink, lumpy fruit. I look up and see the moon and suddenly I know I’ve been here before – on this path, in the darkness:
         Jude, Jill, Jemilla, Jeffrey, Jeffon, Mummy and me, all of us stealing from our own house in the middle of the night.
      

      
      I hear a noise behind us; someone is following. I turn slowly, but there’s nothing there. The only movement is the ripple of the stream.
      

      
      My nan – my mother’s mum – and my mum’s sister, Aunt Ena, are already waiting at my nan’s house in the middle of the village.
         Nobody says a word as they open the door and show us in. The door shuts as quickly as it opens. My mum hands Jeffon to my
         nan. She sways and for a moment I think she’s going to faint. But then she holds the edge of the table and steadies herself.
         Nan and Ena direct my mum, Jill, Jemilla, Jeffrey and Jeffon up the stairs. I’m about to follow them when Ena stops me.
      

      
      ‘There’s no more room upstairs, Treasure,’ she whispers, ‘but I fix a bed for you and Jude out back. You be nice and safe
         there.’ She raises a finger to her lips. ‘But you must promise, promise me, to keep quiet.’
      

      
      She opens her eyes wide, pretending it’s a game. But whatever this is, I know it’s no game.

      
      ‘Can you keep quiet?’ Ena whispers. ‘Not a sound?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ Jude says. ‘He will.’

      
      We step out into the courtyard. I hear my nan pull down the shutters at the front of the house. In the dim light at the back
         it’s difficult to see where I’m going, but Jude seems to know the way. He takes my hand and moments later I find myself under
         the roof of the lean-to where my nan keeps her goat and rabbits. The goat bleats as we settle on to the bed of clean straw
         that my auntie has prepared for us. I hear scuffling sounds from the rabbit hutch.
      

      
      I lie there not saying a word, just listening to the sounds of the village and watching the moon as it crosses the night sky.
         Dogs bark; I hear the distant sound of a radio. Inside the house, the lights stay off. Nan’s home, normally alive with activity,
         is as quiet as the graveyard at the bottom of the village.
      

      
      I reach for the magazine. There’s just enough light to see by. I flick through the pages until I come to the picture of the Porsche. It seems to gleam and come alive. Through half-closed
         eyes I can see myself sitting in her.
      

      
      ‘Jude,’ I whisper. ‘You awake?’

      
      He grunts. ‘Go to sleep, Johnson.’

      
      ‘I’m not goin’ to sleep till you tell me what we doin’ here.’

      
      ‘Sleep,’ he says.

      
      I sit up and hit my brother in the ribs. He stifles a cry of pain and says, ‘What you doin’? You crazy?’

      
      ‘I’m goin’ to scream and shout and punch the goat so the goat scream and shout too, unless you tell me why we here.’

      
      ‘Keep your voice down,’ Jude hisses.

      
      ‘Tell me, then.’

      
      ‘All right, all right. We here ’cos it’s Friday.’

      
      ‘Friday? What’s so special about Friday?’

      
      ‘Friday night is the night Daddy get paid.’

      
      ‘So? Old Man Baptiste pay Daddy every week. What’s so different about this week?’

      
      Jude is five years older than me. He’s at senior school in Sauteurs. He gets A grades in almost everything he does. He’s my
         half-brother, but the fact we have different fathers doesn’t make any difference to me.
      

      
      ‘I want the truth,’ I say. ‘Tell me.’

      
      For a long time Jude says nothing. Then he sighs. ‘Do you ever t’ink about the house we live in?’

      
      ‘It’s our home. What’s there to t’ink about?’

      
      ‘Our house is only four years old, but the wood is old and rotten. Don’t you ever wonder why our house is almost new yet it’s
         fallin’ apart?’
      

      
      I shake my head.

      
      ‘Do you want to know?’ Jude says.

      
      ‘I t’ink so …’

      
      ‘You were the one who say you goin’ to scream the place down if I don’t tell you.’

      
      
      ‘OK,’ I say, ‘I want to know.’

      
      ‘After Mummy leave school she go to work in the Pool in Victoria – the place where the nutmeg go to be weighed, washed and
         peeled. She meet my dad, Lexan Williams, but the two of them split when I’m still a baby. Then Mummy meet a guy called Ken.
         He work at the Pool too. But when Mummy get pregnant with Jackie, Ken go to England – he have relatives there. When Jackie
         is born, Mummy write to Ken for money. But Ken never send her anything, so she go back to the Pool. She get my nan and Ena
         to look after me and Jackie and she work there all day. She work so hard it make her sick.
      

      
      ‘But then she meet Daddy – your Daddy, my … new Daddy – and they take a room in a house down by the school. That’s when Mummy
         she t’ink her life change. Daddy work hard. He work in the day for Old Man Baptiste and after he finish on the plantation
         he go an’ work on a buildin’ site, usually for Devlin. Daddy make more than seventy-five dollars a week. Mummy make a bit
         too. Life was pretty good then.’
      

      
      ‘What happen?’ I ask.

      
      ‘One day the owner say he sell the whole house to Mummy and Daddy for five hundred dollars. Mummy and Daddy they save a bit
         and borrow the rest and soon the house is theirs – a great big house, with four bedrooms.’
      

      
      I sit up straight. ‘Four bedrooms!’ This is the first time anybody tell me this. Four bedrooms. This is as big as any house in the village, except for Old Man Baptiste’s and the new one they’re building on the
         corner.
      

      
      ‘Shhh!’ Jude puts his hand over my mouth. ‘Two months later Mummy and Daddy find out that there are all sort o’ problem with
         the house an’ from that day they have not’ing.’
      

      
      He waits a while and says, ‘That’s when he start drinkin’.’

      
      ‘But everybody in Grenada drink …’

      
      ‘With Daddy it was different. He always wait till Friday, the day he get paid, and then he go down to the store and he buy a big bottle of rum. And then he sit down and he play cards with
         the other guys and by the end of the night he lose a whole heap of money. The next night he go back again, drink another bottle
         and he lose a whole lot more. By Sunday there’s not’ing left. This go on for week after week. But you know what Mummy do?
         One weekend she get a whole load of people together and she take that house apart, piece by piece. And everyone carry the
         pieces to the bottom of the hill where Gran lives and they build that house in the only place in the village they can – on
         Gran’s land. A funny little scrap of land at the bottom of the hill that’s good for not’ing ’cos the stream turn the whole
         place into a swamp.’
      

      
      ‘But why can’t we stay in our own house? Why do we have to stay at Nan’s? So what if Daddy get a little drunk?’

      
      Jude sits up. He leans on his elbow and looks at me. ‘When Daddy start drinkin’ on a Friday night he don’t stop till Sunday
         night. That’s why we have no money, Johnson. Daddy drink an’ gamble away all the money he ever earn. An’ when he drink he
         get angry – you seen him. Not just vex; he get really angry. That’s why we have to move. Someone say they see Daddy comin’
         up the road with a bottle of rum. When he come home drunk, he hit Mummy. An’ now Mummy afraid he goin’ to start on us too.’
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      I get up as soon as the stars that I can see through the holes in the lean-to are gone. I’ve not slept much.

      
      The things Jude said can’t be true, I keep telling myself. My dad is a quiet man, who works hard. He has never had an easy
         relationship with Jude, because he is not his real son. So maybe, I tell myself, Jude is making these things up. But I’ve
         never known Jude to lie to me before.
      

      
      All I want is to go home and see my daddy – to sit with him out on the porch, the two of us together, and leaf through the
         pages of my magazine. If I could just be with him I know everything would be all right.
      

      
      But Jude has made it clear that none of us is to set foot back in the house until Monday, when Daddy goes back to work again.
         These are Mummy’s rules. When my father starts to drink he doesn’t stop until he has to go back to work. Jude told me the
         last time this happened, when I was three, my mother came back to the house to collect some clothes for Jeffrey and Jeffon,
         and my dad beat her because she woke him up when she tripped over a crate of Carib beer that was lying on the floor of their
         bedroom.
      

      
      All we can do is lie low at my nan’s until he drinks the house dry. If he passes by, trying to find us, my nan and Ena will
         send him packing. They’re both strong women. And my dad knows that he owes Ena four hundred dollars. Even though he knows we’re here, and this will make him angry, he’s not likely to come looking for us. By the time Monday comes
         around he will have forgotten we were ever gone. That, Jude tells me, is how much my dad drinks. He drinks so much that he
         has no memory of it. As soon as he has gambled all his money away, by the early hours of Saturday morning, he goes back home
         to carry on drinking alone. And he keeps going till the last drop.
      

      
      The air is heavy with the smell of damp earth and wet leaves. It has just rained and big, grey clouds roll down from the mountains.
         More rain is on its way.
      

      
      A saffron tree, a lemon tree, an avocado tree and a five-finger tree grow in a clump ten feet from the porch of our house.
         In front of them is a little plot of sugar cane I planted with my mum. Between the sugar cane and the house is a big old nutmeg
         tree. My dad is always saying he will thin the trees because they cut out the light. He has been saying it for years, but
         they’re still here. I’m glad, because I love these trees – especially the nutmeg tree. I fall asleep at night listening to
         the breeze through her leaves.
      

      
      I creep forward as quietly as I can.

      
      I catch sight of my dad through the bushes. He’s sitting out on the porch in his favourite chair – the chair where we sit
         when we talk about cars and stuff.
      

      
      My father is leaning back, tilting the chair back so his face is angled to the sun. He’s smiling. He looks happy. I don’t
         know what I expected; windows smashed maybe, or the sound of him in a rage somewhere inside the house. But he looks just the
         same. There’s nothing different about him. He’s not a monster. He’s my dad.
      

      
      Beside him is a small table and on the table are a bottle and glasses. I feel a tingling sensation in my stomach – the feeling
         I get when I hide with Kellon, when his dad is close but can’t see us. I’m spying on my father. It feels strange. But I’m excited too.
      

      
      I recognise the bottle. It’s clear, with a black and white striped label. Even though I can’t read I know that the red writing
         on the white part says ‘Original White Rum’. Above it is the name of the maker: Clarke’s Court. Clarke’s Court is famous throughout
         Grenada. I’ve heard commercials for it on the radio. I know it’s made from sugar and tastes great in punches.
      

      
      It’s the favourite drink of the guys who gather on the wall outside my nan’s house, the limers, but I’ve never seen them drinking
         it with fruit punch. They pour it into tiny glasses – like the ones on the table – knock it back in one, then follow it up
         with a little water.
      

      
      My father leans forward and his leg knocks against the table. For a moment he stares as it dances in front of him. Then he
         lunges, grabbing the bottle by the neck. The table falls and one of the glasses shatters. My father leans over and picks up
         the table. He tries to set it back on its legs, but it falls over again. I hear him cuss, and he has another go. This time
         he succeeds. He puts the bottle back, then gets down on his hands and knees and grabs the glass that hasn’t broken.
      

      
      He says something to himself, then, as if he’s shooing away a fly, he brushes the pieces of glass from the balcony with the
         back of his hand. Then he holds his hand up and watches blood trickle down his arm. I figure that he’ll go into the house
         and get a piece of cloth and tie it round his hand, but he just flops back into his chair and stares at the sky.
      

      
      I take a step forward. My father is hurt. I want to help him.

      
      A twig breaks.

      
      The sound is so soft I hardly hear it myself, but it’s enough to set off the dogs. They start to bark and howl from underneath
         the house. I drop to the ground. I’ve never liked the dogs. They scare me. We keep them to frighten away thieves. They’re wild dogs, with a strong instinct for hunting.
      

      
      ‘Shut up,’ I hear my father say, but they still go on barking.

      
      He gets to his feet and leans over the edge of the porch. ‘Shut up!’ he shouts again.

      
      The dogs bark louder than ever. They’re doing what they’re trained to do. They know that somebody is in the trees. I think
         about running away, but I’m afraid my father will see me. I’ve heard the anger in his voice. I don’t know what he will do
         if he realises I’ve been spying on him. He makes his way slowly down the steps, the bottle of Clarke’s Court in his hand.
      

      
      The dogs stop barking and slink into the shadows. One of them starts to whimper.

      
      My father picks up a stick of wood and raises it above his head. I brace myself for the first blow. Then he lets the stick
         fall to the ground, drops to his knees and buries his face in his hands. He settles himself between the dogs. He’s talking
         to them – talking to them like he talks to me.
      

      
      A peal of thunder rolls up the valley. It starts to rain. The dogs lick my father’s face.

      
      The rain is falling hard now. Drops the size of cherry stones hit the ground around me.

      
      I want to throw myself in my dad’s arms. I want him to hold me the way I once saw Kellon’s dad hold him.

      
      But I don’t. I turn and run. I run so fast I don’t even notice the branch that whips across my head.

      
      At the top of the path I stop and look back. Our house is painted green from top to bottom. Through half-closed eyes it almost
         vanishes against the shrubs, weeds and vines that tumble into our yard. The blinds are drawn and the house is quiet. I don’t
         know where my father is now.
      

      
      As I lay awake last night under my nan’s lean-to, trying to drive the picture of his crumpled face from my head, I told myself he’s not a bad man. But thoughts I don’t want to have twisted
         in and out of my mind. Some of these thoughts were memories: the bruises around my mother’s eyes, the times I’ve seen her
         crying silently as she hangs out the washing in the cool, dark spaces under our house. Others were like a dream that hasn’t
         broken yet, like when we left the house on Friday.
      

      
      I’ve no actual memory of running from our house when I was little, but for as long as I can remember I’ve had a feeling of
         running from something – something I can’t see or hear but which gives me the worst fear I’ve ever known – a fear that grips me in the depths of
         my belly.
      

      
      I turn and break through the trees. The ground around my gran’s place is completely flat, as if a giant has taken a machete
         and chopped off the top of the hill and hurled it into the sea.
      

      
      The sound of singing reaches me from the other side of the house. To get there I have to dodge around the tiny vegetable patch
         where my gran grows just about everything she needs – saffron, celery, sweet potato, melons, pumpkins, gungo peas, tomatoes
         and cabbages – alongside the fruits that grow up here wild. There are carambolas – star-fruit trees – mammy apples, soursops,
         avocados, mangoes and pawpaws.
      

      
      I like the soursop most, a fruit with a spiny skin that can grow as big as my head. My gran slices off the top with a sharp
         knife, then gives me the only spoon she has in the house, so I can scoop out the soft flesh. It’s the closest thing in the
         forest to ice-cream.
      

      
      I dart behind the house and check the shower, because sometimes my gran sings when she’s scrubbing herself. The shower is
         a bucket with holes in the bottom that my grandpa rigged up in a tree. Fifteen years after my grandpa built it, it’s still
         here and it still works. My grandpa died when I was a baby and, though my gran swears she sees his ghost sometimes, the reality is, she’s all alone.
      

      
      At the base of the tree is a barrel that collects rainwater. When my gran wants a shower she scoops water out of the barrel,
         climbs a little ladder and slops the water into the bucket. If you fill the bucket to the top you get a shower that lasts
         about two minutes. It takes several trips to fill the bucket to the top. This is easy for me, because I move with the speed
         of a cat, but for my gran it’s a different story. By the time she fills the bucket with a second scoop, the first has drained
         away.
      

      
      The best thing about the shower, I think, is the view. From this side of the house you can see all the way across the sea
         to Carriacou, the second biggest island in the Grenadines. Today the air is so clear I can see large ships steaming past Carriacou
         towards St Vincent.
      

      
      I hear singing again – the first verse of ‘Blessed Assurance’ – but now it sounds as if it’s coming from the front of the house. This is the trouble with the strange, magical place where my gran lives: the wind can whip your words away,
         swirl them through the branches of the big old trees and throw them back at you from a completely different direction. My
         gran says that this is the trees making mischief, but I’m too old to believe in those stories any more.
      

      
      When I was little, three or four, I used to come up here and sit on my gran’s lap, out the front of the house, where she always
         sits when the sun goes down. She’d say, ‘Johnson, what you wan’ to do wit’ you life?’ And I’d tell her, ‘Gran, I want to be
         a driver.’ And she would say, ‘What kin’ of driver?’ And I would say, ‘A racin’ driver.’ And she would say, ‘Where you get
         these ideas from?’ And I would say, ‘From my dad.’
      

      
      And then she would tell me that when he was little my dad was a dreamer too, just like me, his head filled with all kinds
         of crazy ideas. She would sit with him under the boughs of the big old cedar tree where I make my car and get him to throw his wishes into the branches. Then she used to get me to do the same thing. When I told her I couldn’t get my head around
         the idea of throwing wishes into a tree, she’d say, ‘Everyt’ing has he and she place in the world and everyt’ing have a soul,’
         and she would hold my face in her hands as she said it. Then she’d nod to the tree. ‘This old tree, she’s a good soul. She’s
         a wishing tree. I talk to her every day. Go on, make you wish.’ So I used to close my eyes, scrunch them up really tight and
         throw my wish into the tree.
      

      
      ‘What you wish for?’ my gran would ask, and always my answer would be the same: ‘I want to be a driver.’

      
      I run round to the front of the house, but there’s no one there. My gran has lit a fire on the rocks where she does her cooking.
         Water is bubbling away in a pot balanced on three large stones. Now I know she’s close. I’m about to call to her, when her
         voice reaches me again, and this time I know where she is. There’s a spot just below the house where she goes in the morning,
         often just as the sun is coming up; a piece of ground between her big old cedar tree and the mango, where you can see everything – the whole world – all at once: sea, valley, mountains, trees and sky.
      

      
      She’s standing with a brush in her hands, sweeping the leaves off the top of my grandpa’s grave. My grandpa is buried in a
         raised tomb around three feet high, and it gleams white because every year my gran gets one of us – her grandchildren – to
         give it a fresh lick of whitewash. It’s a job that she offers only to her ‘fav’rit gran’chillun’, but as she has a favourite
         grandchild from each of her nine children, there are quite a few she can call on to do the job.
      

      
      My gran is very open about which of us are her favourites. But in my dad’s case she says she can’t make up her mind between
         me and Jill. We’re both favourites. I notice, though – and this warms my heart when I think on it – that Jill doesn’t ever
         get to paint my grandpa’s grave.
      

      
      
      I love my sister, but she’s the one who likes to rule the roost. Most of my brothers and sisters just take it, but not me.
         Jill and I argue a lot.
      

      
      The sight of my gran, and the sound of her voice as she sings, pull me up short. I can hear in the words of the chorus how
         much she still loves him:
      

      
      

         ‘This is my story, this is my song,
         

         Praising my Saviour all the day long.
         

         Angels descending bring from above

         Echoes of mercy, whispers of love …’
         





      
      She thinks it describes how Heaven will look when she and my grandpa are together again.

      
      I tiptoe away, back towards the house, and climb into the roots of the old cedar tree. I pick up the lid of the bucket and
         the stick I use as a gear shift.
      

      
      Normally, when I close my eyes I can see the road ahead of me. But today, when I close them, even when I scrunch them up really
         tight, I can’t see anything. The roots are just roots and the lid is a lid.
      

      
      ‘Johnson?’

      
      Even though she doesn’t have a tooth in her head, my gran still manages to beam me a huge, radiant smile. Words can’t express
         just how much I love her in this moment. I struggle to hold back my tears.
      

      
      My gran comes and sits on the roots. ‘Are you goin’ to speak to me about it, chile?’ she says.

      
      ‘Speak about what, Gran?’

      
      ‘Whatever it is that’s vexin’ you so bad.’ She leans forward and touches the skin around the cut on my head. ‘An’ how you
         come by this?’
      

      
      I shrug. ‘It’s nothing, Gran. Me an’ Ansell have a fight, that’s all.’ Ansell is a cousin on my mother’s side. My father’s
         family are all of Indian descent; my mother is half-Indian, half-Negro. Ansell is always picking on me. I don’t like him at
         all.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to tell me about it?’ my gran asks, arching an eyebrow.

      
      ‘There’s not much to tell,’ I say, looking down at my feet.

      
      ‘So how come you mammy not put a poultice on it?’

      
      I see the look on her face and know that she’s never going to leave this alone.

      
      ‘You bes’ come along,’ she says.

      
      I follow her into the kitchen. My gran walks slowly. She doesn’t use a stick, but she probably should; every now and then
         she has to stop and catch her breath. Jude says she has a bad heart, but when I ask my gran about this she says there is nothing
         wrong with her; she’s just getting old. I’ve no idea how old she is, but I’ve never seen anyone with so many lines on their
         face.
      

      
      She reaches on top of her cupboard and brings down a small clay pot. Then she leads me back outside and sits me down on the
         rocks. Her poultice is filled with all kinds of herbs and leaves, and salt and sugar and rum. She scoops three fingers into
         the pot and starts to apply the brown, sticky paste to the cut. It smells terrible but feels cool and soothing on my skin.
      

      
      ‘I ask you one mo’ time,’ my gran says. ‘If you mammy see you yesterday, she’d a treated you sheself.’ Again she looks at
         me. ‘So where you were, Johnson?’
      

      
      ‘I stay out late,’ I tell her. ‘I didn’t see Mummy since it happen.’ I pause. ‘We stayin’ by my nan’s for a few days.’

      
      I hope she doesn’t ask me why.

      
      I know that Daddy and my gran don’t always get along. In the days when she used to come down the hill and see us, there were
         times when I saw the two of them argue pretty badly. My gran can be bossy when she wants to be (maybe this is why Jill is
         also her favourite, because Jill is just like her) and this can make my dad get pretty vex. In our house he wants to be boss.
      

      
      Sometimes my gran goes to church. The rest of the time she stays here, looking after her garden and talking to my grandpa.
         If she needs anything she calls down and one of us will go get it. Maybe she doesn’t know of my dad’s drinking.
      

      
      ‘Daddy get sick an’ we have to leave the house so he can get better,’ I say, choosing my words carefully. I can’t bring myself
         to look at her. I stare at my toes instead. They’re covered in little nicks and cuts from the rocks under the bridge. Luckily
         my gran’s eyesight is too bad to see them, otherwise she’d have covered them in a poultice too.
      

      
      ‘When he get sick?’

      
      ‘Friday,’ I say. ‘Friday night.’

      
      ‘An’ that’s when you leave the house – all of you?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I tell her.

      
      For a long time my gran says nothing. Sometimes we sit on these steps and watch the seabirds soaring on the breeze. Sometimes
         I just sit here alone, watching her cook or pick through her vegetable garden. My happiest moments are when we sit quietly
         on these rocks, the two of us together.
      

      
      But this is a different kind of silence.

      
      When she opens her mouth again, my gran uses a voice I’ve never heard in her before.

      
      ‘Johnson, you listen to me now, an’ you listen to me good. What are the three most important things in life? What am I always
         tellin’ you?’
      

      
      ‘Love, respect, honesty, Gran.’

      
      ‘Love, respec’, honesty,’ she repeats.

      
      The only three things you need in life. This is what she tells all her grandchildren. They’re the very first things, I can
         remember her saying to me.
      

      
      ‘An’ now I want you to tell me the truth,’ she says. ‘The absolute truth.’

      
      
      I raise my eyes to hers. I try to force back the tears, but this time I can’t. And with the tears everything else tumbles
         out too.
      

      
      When I tell her what happened down under the house, what I saw with my own eyes, my gran makes a sudden noise, like something
         catching in her throat.
      

      
      ‘Gran?’

      
      ‘It’s not’ing,’ she says. ‘Don’ pay me no min’.’

      
      She gets to her feet and stares out across the valley. I feel a huge sadness in my heart. I’ve told her the truth. I’ve told
         her what I saw. But from the look I’ve just seen pass across her face, I know I’ve done a terrible thing. What will she do?
         Is she going to cuss me for saying these things? Is she going to tell my dad? If she does, then what happens? Will my dad ever speak to me again? Will he tell her that I’ve been lying? Then who will my gran believe?
      

      
      I wish I had listened to Jude. I wish I had listened to my mum. I wish I had never gone by our house. I wish I had never seen
         what I saw. I gaze up into the branches of the big old tree in front of the house – the tree where I drive my car. What I’ve
         done is something that my gran’s wishing tree can never, ever undo.
      

      
      I wipe the tears from my eyes and sit up straight. Whatever happens, I have to face my punishment. This is all my fault.

      
      I hear my gran sigh. She turns to me. ‘Johnson,’ she says – and I’m surprised to hear there is no anger in her voice – ‘you
         know how much I love you, don’ you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Gran.’ I’m so relieved I almost cry all over again.

      
      She sits down and takes my hand in hers. ‘There goin’ to be a lot of strange stuff happenin’ in the comin’ days an’ weeks,’
         she says. ‘There goin’ to be a lot of stuff you an’ you young min’ ain’ goin’ to understand. Things is goin’ to get worse
         ’fore they get better. But I want you to know that everyt’ing’s goin’ to be all right. Everyt’ing goin’ to turn out fine.
         I know this, ’cos I seen it. You know how you gran can see things, don’t you, Johnson? You know how you gran can see stuff that’s goin’ to happen
         tomorrow an’ next week an’ sometimes beyon’ that. I’m always here for you, no matter what happen. You understand?’
      

      
      She touches my cheek.

      
      ‘This place, this hill, will always be a safe place for you. Remember that. You promise me?’

      
      ‘Yes, Gran, I promise.’

      
      I say these words. The truth is, I don’t know what my gran is talking about, but if she says everything will be all right,
         I know that it will be. I’m not in trouble. Nothing is going to happen to me. I’m safe. These are the words that stay with
         me.
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