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‘It’s not much of a trousseau,’ said Marion Anderson, gazing down at her daughter’s bed. Her eyes filled with tears. ‘My poor baby. All winter I’ve been praying this wouldn’t happen. I thought, somehow, they’d call it all off.’


She was a neat, darting little woman, her dark hair barely streaked with white. She pushed a stray lock behind her ear and sniffed, looking across the room to a stout grey-headed woman who was fiddling with a hairbrush at the dressing-table. ‘I mean, look at it all! I should’ve got used to the Army by now, God knows, but all the same, Pat . . . she’s a young girl!’


‘I know,’ said her friend in soft Scottish tones, putting down the brush and moving across to join her. ‘But I’m exactly the same about Callum’s kit, and he’s a boy. Every time it’s laid out like this, I wish he didn’t bring any of it home. The uniform’s fine, it’s the small things that make you ache at the sight of them.’


She put out a finger and touched the skein of DPM webbing, neatly threaded with tools and small pieces of equipment, as it lay across the quilted pink footboard of the bed. ‘Bless her, she’s found a slot for the sewing kit we gave her! I hoped it would be useful, it’s such a neat wee case.’


‘Yes, but it’s different with a daughter.’ Marion persisted along her own line of thought. ‘You sort of expect boys to go off to war. We’ve all got the basic grammar of that, hard-wired into us. The band in the street, the recruiting officer, the King’s shilling in the bottom of the tankard . . .’ She sighed. ‘It can’t ever be the same sort of shock with a boy. But the idea of Susie going . . . I wouldn’t ever say it to her, but it just seems all wrong. And I hate that – that – thing!’


This time she reached out, and touched with a horrified finger the stiff, powdery charcoal lining of what her husband and daughter had taught her to call an ‘NBC suit’. Nuclear, biological and chemical. The two mothers shuddered, and contemplated it in silence for a moment.


‘I know,’ said the Scotswoman at last. ‘I don’t like to think about it either. Or the vaccinations and the pills they give them. I know it’s for protection, but it’s a horror to think about.’


‘Especially when you and I thought we’d be in the throes of a wedding this week.’


‘Ah, don’t.’ Pat’s eyes filled with tears, and she shook her head vigorously. ‘We just have to have faith that it’ll all be over soon and we can drink their health in the garden when summer comes.’ Then, with a brisk return to practicality, she pointed at a pair of standard army boots on the floor and said sharply: ‘Susie’s never taking those! She ought to have proper desert boots. I know they haven’t got the desert trousers and things yet, but boots! She can’t wear those!’


‘I told her that,’ said Susie’s mother. ‘She said desert kit wasn’t issued yet. Boots go with the rest of the kit.’


‘Callum bought his own.’


‘I know,’ sighed Marion. ‘She told me they had a bit of an argument about it. He was going to get her a pair just the same as his, but she said that with all the shortages, and the fact that she’s taking a Softee sleeping bag and quite an expensive jacket for cold nights, she can’t. She says it’s wrong to have all her basic kit better than her soldiers’. The boots are fifty pounds or more. Squaddies probably couldn’t afford that, especially the young ones. Some of her men are very new, and from families on benefit, she says. Really rough lives they’ve had, that’s why they joined.’ Marion shook her head with sorrowful affection. ‘Her father backed her up, actually.’


‘I suppose the girls have to be all the more careful about that sort of thing,’ said Pat, vaguely. ‘Proving themselves. All that.’ She prodded the heavy, useless boots with her toe. ‘But you can always send her a pair of desert boots out after a week, she’ll be glad enough of them then. Feet do matter. The men always go on and on about them. Callum fusses over his toenails, like you wouldn’t believe. Ach, goodness, it’s odd seeing things the same as Callum’s, but smaller!’ She reached down to touch a pair of mottled combat trousers, designed more for hiding in woodland than in desert, which were laid out neatly next to a pile of folded T-shirts on the bed. Then she started guiltily as the door burst open.


‘Got it all, I think,’ said Susie Anderson, without preamble. Her arms were full of plastic shampoo bottles, and a sleeping-bag puffed exuberantly from her shoulder, retained by a thin strap. She looked startlingly like a younger, nimbler version of her mother but her dark hair was cropped as short as a boy’s. Her sharp gaze instantly registered the glimmer of moisture on her mother’s cheek. ‘Oh God, oh God, you two! You’re not sobbing over my Bergen, are you? I knew I shouldn’t have left you here alone.’


‘Got us bang to rights,’ said Marion. ‘But there is an excuse. It was just looking at the NBC suit and thinking about the wedding dress that set me off. And your lovely hair, I do miss it, darling.’


‘I’m an army officer,’ said Susie flatly. ‘Not a model. And the dress is perfectly safe in its plastic bag in the wardrobe, as you well know. I’ll fit into it all the better when Callum and I get home.’ She shrugged the sleeping bag off her shoulder on to the floor. ‘I’m a soldier, Callum’s a soldier. What would we be like, the pair of us, poncing around in striped trousers and big white dresses with everyone else heading off to Iraq? And what do you think my old hair would look like, after a couple of weeks in the desert? It grows bloody fast anyway.’


She threw a cascade of bottles and bags down on to the only remaining clear patch of bedspread, straightened up with her hands on her hips and surveyed the two mothers. Something in their aspect must have made her feel that they were unconvinced for she spoke to them again firmly in her high clear commanding voice, a tone softened by an almost imperceptible but constant edging of humour.


‘Mum, you know the score. I’m an officer. You can’t expect me to spend my whole career driving Green Goddesses to fires in carpet factories, and arseing around on Salisbury Plain.’


‘I know,’ said her mother. ‘I’ve been a soldier’s wife for long enough.’ Then, with deliberate brightness: ‘Oh, that’s a good idea. Shower gel you can use on your hair too.’ Mother and daughter looked at one another with identical grey-green eyes, and finally, reluctantly, smiled.


‘Try it out first,’ said Pat MacAllister, fingering the shampoo bottle. ‘Some of these combination shampoos really dry your skin out, and that’s something you don’t need, not in the desert.’ Then her composure seemed to crack again as her eye fell on a paper bag which had burst open to reveal six neat blue-and-white packets. Susie followed her gaze and pressed her lips together for a moment before saying, with a visible attempt to curb her annoyance: ‘Dear mother-in-law-to-be, please, no Catholic headshakings. It’s not that I reckon I’ll get lucky with some passing Gurkha. All the girls are going on the Pill full-time, no breaks. It’s only so we don’t get periods. It’s going to be a pretty grim environment as far as hygiene is concerned. This,’ she picked up a drum of wet wipes, ‘is likely to be the nearest to a shower I get, once we’re over the border.’


Pat seemed appeased, but Marion looked away, more shocked by the number of packets on her daughter’s bed than by their contents. Six months? she thought. Six? No! This would be a quick war, surely, like Afghanistan the year before? She blinked, and focused with unnecessary intensity on a green puffy nylon jacket which, alone of the items on the bed, had no military look to it at all. It was, as Susie would have said, far too nice to be army issue. Pat followed her gaze and after a moment said with forced cheerfulness: ‘That’s quite a nice wee coat. Do you think it’ll be cold? I thought it never was, in Iraq.’


‘Cold at night, they say,’ said Susie. ‘And now, if you don’t mind, ladies, I need to get the Bergen packed. I have to concentrate.’


‘We just came up to bring the socks you wanted, and see if there was anything . . .’ began Pat, but Marion took her arm and led her towards the door.


‘Nothing we can do here. See how organized she is. Proper Sandhurst-style.’


‘Well, anyway, I’ve a last few tapes to sew on for Callum,’ said Pat. ‘I’ll sit in my room with them for half an hour, then it’ll all be done by dinner and we can enjoy ourselves.’


‘That’s right,’ said Susie. ‘Callum texted me, by the way. He’ll be here around eight. Thanks, anyway. The socks look perfect.’ She turned away, and began rolling T-shirts into tight tubes.


When the older women had gone, and the complexities of her packing absorbed and distracted her, Susie began to hum and then sing a wordless little song, blithe and lilting, and the tune was ‘Soldiers of the Queen’.


The house was old, broad and comfortable beneath its blackened beams. Downstairs, padding around on beautiful uneven flagstones, General Sir Richard Anderson was filling decanters and laying them out on a silver tray whose curly engraved inscription vouchsafed that it had been presented in 1925, by the mess of the Hampshire Regiment, to an eponymous General Richard. A sharp eye might also have noticed that the silver collar on the glittering, whisky decanter was a further witness to history, bearing the rose and tiger arms of the Royal Hampshire and the date 1938, pre-dating its assimilation into the Princess of Wales’ Royal Regiment some half-a-century later. On the wall the portrait of the earliest General Richard glowered in full and elaborate regimentals, and on the table by the heavy silver cigarette lighter stood a small, rather ill-cast bronze bust of Colonel Gerald Anderson, presumably the recipient of the whisky decanter, and the inscription ‘1920–1944. Gone to Glory’.


It was a very military room, though it is fair to say that none of the family actually noticed any of these items any more, and it was only first-time visitors who found themselves transfixed with awe, curiosity or stifled hilarity at its trappings. The hilarity was generally well-contained, although it had not always been so in the case of the General’s eldest child and his friends.


‘It looks like a corner of the Imperial War Museum,’ Francis had once drawled, throwing his unmilitary limbs into a faded chair. ‘No, not even that. It’s like the back stairs at the In and Out.’ His father had taken him to the renowned Army and Navy Club on Pall Mall once, and Francis had never forgotten it.


‘Well, I don’t care,’ said Richard brusquely, on this and several other occasions. ‘It’s my bloody drawing-room and my bloody ancestors. Yours too, if you had the slightest respect for them.’


‘I suppose their manly influence got diluted,’ the boy would say. ‘Mummy, I blame you totally. Bad blood. You must have brought nasty rude civilian genes into the family.’


But Marion Anderson had been in the Services too, a Wren in dapper navy blue, when she met Richard. He was manning a recruiting stand at a country fair near Salisbury. It was 1975, and against the backdrop of fluttering hippy dresses and fantastical frogged mock-military jackets his eye fell on her neat uniform with pleasure and relief. So when the unfruitful day ended, the young officer had come over with two of his soldiers to help her and the spotty young sea cadets under her command to dismantle their tent. That had been the beginning of it, and the beginning of the end for Marion’s Navy career.


Perhaps, though, Francis was right and she did have an incurably civilian streak, because in the event she did not mind leaving at all. ‘I only joined the Navy to annoy my dad,’ she told Richard, after six months of slow, courteous courtship. ‘He was CND, and a big union man.’


‘Better you leave anyway,’ said Richard, already a Captain at twenty-seven. ‘If we’re getting married. Two Service careers in one family is complicated.’ And Marion had stared with her big eyes and blushed and said, ‘Are we getting married, then?’ and the rest of the evening had been the happiest either of them could remember. Marion handed back her uniform, did a proofreading course and rang all her old schoolfriends in the publishing trade; thus she kept herself discreetly busy and intermittently earning during her husband’s postings to Belfast, Bosnia and the Rhineland. The only clash caused by her work occurred when she was sent the proofs of a fat, ill-tempered novel called Smashing the System, and the package was opened and an alert raised by a security-conscious clerk in Balkan Command.


She bore their two children in army houses, packed them off to boarding-school at thirteen, and drove cross-country to collect and reassure them on exeat weekends during the first Gulf War, when Richard was out of contact for five alarming days. Marion became, and ever after remained, a perfect army wife: optimistic, cheerful, unobtrusively kind to less seasoned wives, a saviour of threatened service marriages and a skilfully tactful companion when her own husband returned from a hard posting to go through the first, dislocated days of resumed domesticity. Only the outbreak of a second Gulf War and her daughter’s sudden involvement managed to shake her equanimity at last.


‘I can’t believe,’ she said now, descending from the bedroom, ‘I just cannot believe that it’s another Iraq War. Same place, same Saddam Hussein, only this time Susie’s in it.’


Richard poured her a drink, and took his own to the window to look down the darkening avenue of chestnut trees. In the middle distance he could just make out the white marble glimmer of the sundial (presented by general subscription to Colonel Sir Anthony Anderson, on his leaving Poona in 1873). He said nothing. Marion sipped her drink and continued, musingly, ‘She was such a child last time! What, fourteen? Nothing on her mind but horses. Though of course she did like to play at cavalry charges. Dear little Susie . . . who’d have thought it . . .’


The General spoke then, with a certain uncharacteristic obliqueness. ‘Francis rang,’ he said. His tone was abrupt.


Marion threw a sharp glance at her husband, understanding his train of thought perfectly.


‘Is he coming?’ she asked warily.


‘About ten. Said not to wait supper. He’ll see Susie for long enough in the morning, he’s driving her to Brize Norton to the plane. She had the choice of him or Callum for her lift, and she told Callum to sleep in.’


‘Couldn’t Francis get the earlier train and join us for dinner?’


‘Said he had an audition. Some new management possibility.’ Richard turned, and put down his drink. ‘Darling, it wasn’t me. I said nothing. Nothing. I’d have liked him to be here. Pat’s got to get used to him.’


‘I know,’ said Marion. She moved over to him, and put her arm round his narrow waist and her face against the wing of badger-grey hair that curled behind his right ear. ‘You’re a man in a million, you know that?’


An arm came round her shoulder. ‘I’ve got on with Francis a lot better,’ said the father, ‘since I bloody well gave up on him. Pat’s just going to have to learn to do the same thing.’ He dropped a kiss on the top of his wife’s head. ‘And anyway, I think it was a real audition. He sounded very lit up. Talking about a television chance.’


‘Oh, God,’ said Marion, pulling away slightly and glancing round for her drink. ‘We’d better brace ourselves, then. It’s a terrible thing, being nervous of your child making the big time.’


Richard drained his glass and moved back towards the decanter. ‘Do you know,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I was actually rather looking forward to him singing at the wedding. That’s how mellow I’ve got lately.’


‘That,’ said his wife, ‘was because he agreed not to do it in fishnet tights, and you vetted the song.’


‘I think Susie was grateful,’ said her father primly. ‘Callum certainly was.’


‘Susie loves her brother,’ said Marion. ‘And if he had really wanted to dress up as Marlene Dietrich and do “Underneath the Lamplight” at the reception, she’d have stood for it. Whatever Pat and Callum said.’


‘Gallant girl,’ said Richard. ‘Saddam Hussein isn’t going to know what hit him.’ He refilled his glass, a third time.
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The small, dented Renault rolled uncertainly alongside the village petrol pumps in the dusk, and stopped just short of the nearest one. A lithe figure jumped out and put its shoulder to the inside of the driver door, pushing and steering for the last few feet. From the little garage a figure in oily overalls emerged and watched this manoeuvre with an air of phlegmatic amusement.


‘Thought it’d be you,’ said the garagiste. ‘Nobody else got buttercups ’n’ daisies round his bonnet. You run right out, have you?’


‘Literally just here, on this blessed spot,’ said Francis Anderson. His eyes were huge under the neon forecourt light, made bigger by traces of mascara and smudged grey eyeliner. ‘I should have stopped on the bypass, but I thought I’d make it here. I hate using those self-service machines, they swoosh it out so fast, I always get petrol on my shoes and then security men take one sniff when I go into producers’ offices, and assume I’m a human bomb and I get frisked. I should have filled up earlier, but you see I do have a can, Susie gave it to me, and having it makes me all the more reckless. Like a tight-rope walker with a net, there’s not the same terror.’


‘It’s cheaper on the bypass,’ said the man, who appeared well-accustomed to this torrent of words from his customer and able to block it out at will. He unhooked the nozzle and deftly unscrewed the gaudy little car’s petrol cap. ‘Not that I’m not glad of the trade. But I do shut at eight really. You’re lucky. I was working on the bike.’


‘I never thought of that,’ said Francis. ‘I come from the City that Never Sleeps. Ooh, Sam, can I use the bog while you do that?’


‘Help yourself. Not locked yet. You want her full up?’


‘Erm – well, perhaps not. Stop at twenty quid,’ said Francis. ‘Times is hard.’ He vanished round the end of the building, and a moment later a dim light came on in the breezeblock lavatory. A small, cracked mirror hung from a nail on the wall, and Francis peered into it, with careful consideration, before pulling a case of moist round pads out of his trouser pocket and dabbing determinedly at his long lashes. When they were clear of smudges – though hardly less striking for that – he threw the blackened wipes into the oil-can which did duty as a bin, and went back out to the forecourt with his twenty-pound note.


‘Thanks, Sam,’ he said, proffering it. ‘Personal service, all amenities, cheap at twice the price.’


‘Petrol price’ll probably go up again with this Iraq War,’ said Sam, wiping his hands on his overalls and accepting the money. He glanced at the mound of plastic clothes-carriers in the back, and slid his eyes away from a tousled blonde wig in a net bag. There were, after all, limits. ‘Vicar says your sister’s off there soon.’


‘Tomorrow,’ said Francis. ‘I’m driving her to Brize Norton early. She’s going in a troop carrier, can you imagine? Like a war film. It’s terrifying.’


‘I thought they used charter planes these days.’


‘Well, same sort of thing. Lots of raucous squaddies with huge feet. Rather her than me.’


In the gloaming, Sam the mechanic looked curiously at the young man in front of him: dark, big-eyed, darting in his movements, quick to smile and apparently unembarrassed by the remarkable circumstance of his little sister going off to fight with the British Army in the desert while he stayed at home and messed about with his wigs and his show-business and his daft flowery car. Took all sorts, though. That was what the vicar said. And the boy was always friendly, give him that; Sam remembered him as a child, coming to have his bike mended and always saying thank you.


‘Well, wish her luck from me too,’ he said finally. ‘Lovely girl.’ He watched the little car’s tail-lights dwindling down the lane.


When Francis put his head round the dining-room door, dinner was all but finished. A cheerful uproar greeted him, Susie leaping to her feet to hug him, Pat and Marion exclaiming in variously pleased tones, and big Callum swivelling in his chair to raise a comradely fist with slightly exaggerated heartiness.


‘Late as usual!’ he said.


‘I had an audition,’ said Francis. ‘Went well. I think.’


‘I tell you one thing,’ said the Scotsman, ‘I’ll not rely on you for my stag night. You’d never get me to the church on time.’


‘You do me wrong, you cruel dragoon. I’m never late for gigs, and the wedding is the gig of gigs, and the stag night is the overture. Rely on me to cling-film you to a lamp-post, or confiscate your trousers and put you on the train to Aberdeen in a mini-kilt. Or whatever custom demands. I will be there! Blokesse oblige!’


‘Have you eaten?’ asked Francis’ mother, running her eye over his thin frame. ‘There’s some beef left, it’s beautiful, and the potatoes would heat up.’


‘Mmm, but don’t move, I’ll get it.’


‘I will,’ said Pat decidedly, rising from the table. ‘You sit down and talk to your family.’


‘What was the audition?’ asked Susie, but a warning frown from her brother lowered her voice to a mutter. ‘Oh, I see. Pas devant les parents?’



‘Plus tard, chérie,’ said Francis, with a wink.


The General had moved to the sideboard to carve more beef, and Pat returned rapidly from the kitchen with a plateful of vegetables. Between mouthfuls, the newcomer shot out questions, chiefly at the engaged couple.


‘Why can’t you go out on the same plane?’


‘Different regiments, Callum’s lot goes the next day.’


‘Won’t you be in the same place?’


‘Might be, in Kuwait. To start with. But there’ll be hundreds and hundreds of us, and there’s more than one camp.’


‘When do you go over the border?’


Richard flinched, Pat glared, Callum looked at his plate; but Susie was amused.


‘For God’s sake, Francis, how do I know? Even the Prime Minister doesn’t know that yet. Even George Bush doesn’t know.’


‘God, you mean you’ve got to sit in Kuwait, Ku-waiting? Till they blow the whistle?’


‘Obviously! Not everything’s scripted and staged, you know, with lighting cues! Welcome to our world, luvvie!’


Callum glanced at his fiancée with pleasure and relief. He often wanted to make a joke of his future brother-in-law’s theatricality, but never knew quite how far to go. Beneath the surface bonhomie of their relations there still ran a thread of uncertainty. There was goodwill between them, but they were too young and too different for there ever to be ease.


‘Are you looking forward to Iraq?’ asked Francis, this time directing his question more at Callum than at Susie.


‘Fran-cis!’ This from his mother. ‘It’s not a party! It’s not a show!’


‘No,’ said Callum. ‘It’s a fair question, though. And if you think about it, the RAF always used to talk about war as a show, didn’t they? Wizard prangs, all that?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Marion.


Callum continued: ‘Anyway, the answer’s yes, isn’t it, Suze? It’s a war. We’re trained for war. It’s what we’re for. You can’t help looking forward to it a bit. Hope it’s quick, and no civilian casualties and all that – but it’s our job. We’re up for it.’


‘That’s right,’ said the General. ‘I was over forty when I went out for Gulf One, and I counted myself bloody lucky to get out there. In my generation, a lot of soldiers never saw anything but Belfast and exercises on the Rhine. Our fathers fought in World War Two and our grandfathers in World War One, and for a long time it looked as if we’d be the generation which never saw a real campaign. Callum and Susie wouldn’t be normal officers if they didn’t look forward to it a bit.’


Susie looked from her father to her fiancé, and her dark eyes shone. ‘The other thing,’ she said, ‘is that if you’re a woman, it’s the same only more so. We’ve never been allowed this close to a war before. We don’t fight in the front line, but Signals will be crucial, and I know the job, and I’ll be doing it. So the answer’s yes.’


‘And are you scared at all?’


‘No,’ said the pair together, then Callum added, ‘It’s the wrong word. Apprehensive. Keyed up. Hopeful. Not scared.’


The conversation, spurred by Francis’ naive questioning, had taken an unexpectedly earnest turn. Pat looked at her son with love and pride, and Marion, contemplating hers, thought that he had after all arrived in time to perform a real service for them all. These simple questions were never asked aloud in this military family, but the presence of an outsider to their world had spurred both her daughter and her future son-in-law to unexpected openness. She was suddenly ashamed of her emotion in the bedroom earlier, and glancing at Pat, saw that Callum’s mother felt the same. Of course the children were right to call off the wedding until it was over. They were who they were, and in latter years at least it was the Army which had made them that way. It was up to their mothers to be proud of them.


Oblivious of these glances, Francis took a swig of his wine, speared the last roast potato, and said: ‘Well, that’s great. You get out there, have a lovely war.’


‘Bless you both,’ said Pat heartily. ‘And here’s to coming home safe and happy, and a summer wedding.’


‘We’ll keep the home fires burning and pass the time away in absolutely perfecting our hats’ said Francis, and this time even the General laughed.


The Anderson family’s acceptance of their children’s diverse foibles was not a plant of quick or easy growth. It had taken years – decades, thought Marion – for the differences between the two of them to become a cause more of merriment than difficulty. As a small boy, Francis had wriggled from his mother’s arms at military parades and tattoos to tap-dance abandonedly to the beat. Susan, from the age of two, had stood solemnly to attention at such occasions, eyes bright, drinking in the splendour and ceremonial of her father’s calling. Small Francis had no taste for soldiering, patriotism or decorum of any kind: bugles left him unmoved, and he would even move to the National Anthem – a hip-swivelling, toe-pointing, hand-flapping set of moves at that. At his cousin Edwin’s passing-out parade at Sandhurst, Marion had to hold him down, by force, when the bands began to play.


At school Susie concentrated gravely on her work, acquired rows of solid A and B grades and took A-levels in Politics, History and French. She rode her pony fearlessly, joined the local rifle club, and was clear from the age of twelve that she wanted to join the Army. At university she studied Politics and led the officer cadet corps; at the Royal Military Academy she never put a foot wrong and emerged fit, focused and determined, with the highest of commendations.


Francis, meanwhile, idled through three schools in between expulsions, only settling in the final one because its Theatre Studies department inspired him. He taught himself guitar, piano and harmonica after alienating and insulting various professionals hired to instruct him in their use. He played in a series of bands, and left half-way through his first year at a minor university because the course was ‘dull’. Just as his father was despairing of him, however, he passed an audition for the Guildhall School of Music and embarked to general surprise on an arduous vocal and theoretical training. For a few halcyon years it was possible for the Anderson elders to refer proudly to their daughter at university and their son training at Guildhall.


By the time his younger sister moved on to Sandhurst, however, Francis had graduated and it became apparent to his parents that he was not, after all, going to be an opera singer or concert pianist or school music teacher. (‘Though he’s so marvellous at getting on with children,’ Marion had said sorrowfully, when she realized that this particular daydream was never going to come true.) They learned, by gradual and oblique means, that during his student years Francis’ surprisingly modest demands on their support had been supplemented not by income from bar work or busking, but by a flourishing and distinctly louche career performing in clubs and pubs. There were not the type of pubs and clubs his parents had ever entered. By night he was no longer Francis Anderson the serious music student, but Madame Fanny Fantoni, chanteuse and vamp, with a stinging line in repartee and the most remarkable falsetto top C in Clapham.


It was evident that this was no mere student pastime. During the summer after his graduation Francis spent long hours on his computer, writing and designing flyers advertising Madame Fantoni to arts centres and pubs. He took open-microphone sessions at comedy clubs, and sang in costume in the Covent Garden Piazza until the police demanded to see his licence. His success was admittedly limited, although the act was polished and refined daily, so his fame did not rapidly spread to his parents’ tranquil backwater. But a guest spot in the Salisbury Festival led to a memorable encounter between his mother and one Marjorie Hampton, the wife of her husband’s old friend Colonel Jack Hampton.


They were sitting in the stands at the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, watching Susie’s intake of young officers in their passing-out parade. Marjorie Hampton – whose own nephew was also parading – leaned forward from the bench behind and hissed: ‘Marion dear, I was shopping in Salisbury yesterday. Was that your son I saw outside the Guildhall, wearing a grass skirt and some feathers and singing? In an accent?’


‘P-probably,’ stammered Marion, drawing her mouth into the shape of a smile. ‘Yes, I think so.’ It was, she knew from various garments left lying round the house at weekends, the height of Francis’ hula-girl period (‘South Seas Sadie’).


‘Oh,’ said Marjorie Hampton, and it was the most eloquent monosyllable Marion had ever heard. That evening, at the passing-out ball, the Hamptons seemed to be steering clear of the Andersons, although Rupert the nephew took one dance with Susie and patted her on the shoulder when it ended, with something confusingly like pity.


‘What on earth is his problem?’ she asked her mother, as the young man strode away.


‘His mother saw Francis in Salisbury, advertising his hula show outside the Guildhall.’


‘So?’ Susie bristled defensively.


‘Oh, darling, you know!’ said Marion. ‘It’s a generation thing.’


‘He patted me on the shoulder, the little creep—’ Susie glared at the retreating Rupert ‘—like he was sorry for me! Poor little Susan with the dodgy brother! Well!’


‘Don’t make a thing of it, darling.’


‘And he dances like a lame hippopotamus! And he’s a rotten shot, too! At least Francis can do what he does, and do it well!’


It was all Marion could do to smooth her daughter’s temper; but with her, as with the General, Susie’s unswerving partisanship for her wayward brother acted as a brake on any awkwardness or embarrassment of their own. She went to Francis’ performances, valiantly tried to like his associates on the club scene, and occasionally even advised on his costumes. Her taste, however, was soberer than his, and Francis listened only out of politeness before sneaking off to add another ruffle or expose another inch of his legs: which were, it must be said, a touch slenderer than Susie’s with their sturdy marching calves. After a couple of months at Sandhurst she found herself, reluctantly, giving him her narrowest pair of high-heeled leather boots for an experimental new rock character entitled Kelly Kinko, loosely based on Suzy Quattro. Kelly proved an unsatisfactory creation, as Francis rather disliked rock; still, she let him keep the boots. ‘I never could have zipped them up again anyway.’


But when Callum came on the scene, and it became rapidly apparent that this was serious for both of them, Susie was careful to inform her lover of the family’s black – or, at least, colourful – sheep, in a tone that brooked no disagreement.


‘My brother sings and dances and does an act as a drag queen. Well, we don’t actually say that; they like to say they’re ‘character comics with skills’. Drag queen sounds too seedy.’


Callum had taken it on the chin, though he affected an exaggerated Sandhurst drawl as camouflage for his surprise. ‘Character comic with skills? Right-oh. Will remember that.’


‘You’ll really like him.’


‘Will I? Will he like me?’


‘I’ll tell him he’d bloody well better.’


‘Anything you say, ma’am.’


Susie punched him. The one aspect of military life she had difficulty accepting was the appellation ‘ma’am’ for female officers. In every other way, though, she and Callum were of a mind: the Army was the best, the bravest, most ordered and excellent and adventurous of places to be, wherever in the world it might send them. They were happy in their work, and in one another. For the moment, they had everything their simple, straightforward and energetic natures needed.




3


Callum and Susie did not share a room in the parental home. Marion would have happily tucked them up together, but Susie was delicate about her father’s old-fashioned feelings, and accordingly on that last night was to be seen gliding down the corridor and creaking up the winding attic stairs to the little wedge of a bedroom where her fiancé was usually billeted.


‘You awake?’


‘’Course I am.’ The dark figure in the single bed stirred, roused itself and opened wide his arms to her. ‘Come here.’


Susie eased into the narrow bed and into her lover’s arms with a little ‘Ohh!’ of pleasure. They had been together for eighteen months, but the hard muscle of his arms, the soft triangle of skin at his throat, the utter rightness of every part of him, never failed to fill her with a deep peaceful sense of homecoming. The young man held her close for a moment, in equal wonder at her supple softness and the fresh smell of her short curling hair, then said: ‘Wonder when we’ll do this next?’


‘Shhh. Don’t wonder. Let’s just do it now.’


Later, when Susie slid from the bed, Callum fought against sleep to watch her pulling on her dressing-gown, and said: ‘I could still drive you to Brize in the morning.’


‘No,’ whispered Susie. ‘We agreed. Goodbyes now, while we’re alone and it’s quiet. You lie in, have some time with your poor mum, and Francis will get me to the plane. I’m making him leave two hours early and he’s definitely got a toolkit and tyre. And a petrol can. I went out and checked in his boot before bed.’


‘I love you,’ said Callum into the darkness. Susie came rapidly back to his side, kissed him and said, ‘I love you too. We’ll talk. Send e-blueys.”


‘Good luck, sweetheart.’


‘You too.’


A few hours later, in an unpromising wet dawn, Susie Anderson threw her Bergen rucksack into the back of Francis’ little car, which slumped visibly under its weight. It lay, an uncompromising military lump, amid the tangle of clothes-carriers, wigs, and plastic bags out of which poked an assortment of male and female shoes. Francis, pale and yawning, climbed into the front seat and said: ‘You’ll have to navigate, Suze. I can’t find it on the map, even. P’raps its an Official Secret.’


‘It’s near Oxford. I know the way.’


They spoke little at first, but after they had stopped at a petrol station for coffee in paper cups, Francis began to tell her about his audition for a production company putting together a late-night cabaret show on Channel 5.


‘It’s a bit rude,’ he said. ‘More than I like, really. Hormonal teenage stuff, to be honest, with that dirty-minded Irishman anchoring it. But it’s a lovely showcase. Three new acts a week, and two regulars. I’d be a regular.’


‘Telly would be good,’ agreed Susie. ‘I suppose any telly. It’s the main way people get known these days, isn’t it?’


‘Unfortunately,’ said Francis. ‘It bloody well eats up material, that’s the problem. That’s why you don’t see Ken Dodd on telly much, or any of those wily old buggers who’ve been on the circuit forever. But it’s a bit less of a problem if you sing, like I do. You’re not burning up jokes at five a minute.’


‘Well, it’s character stuff, isn’t it? Not stand-up comedy, not really. More like Edna Everage, but with music.’


‘Yeah. You are a darling, bracketing me with Edna Everage.’


‘Who did you do the audition as?’


‘Fanny, obviously. And South Seas Sadie. And I just put on a leather jacket and your boots and did a little bit of Kelly Kinko. Fat creepy producer liked that. Dirty beast! Leather fetishist. He’d be awfully disappointed that you lady soldiers go off to war with that horrid webbing these days instead of a lovely Sam Browne.’


Susie laughed. ‘Oh, Francis, thank God for you. You have no idea what a safety-valve you are. But look, we’d better switch on the eight o’clock news. Listen to another half-dozen reasons why I shouldn’t be going to Iraq at all.’


‘Radio doesn’t work,’ said her brother apologetically. ‘Someone bust it breaking into my car a couple of weeks back. Trouble with South London.’


‘Mine works,’ said Susie, and pulled out from her tunic pocket a tiny button radio with a single earphone. ‘Could be my last UK news bulletin. Ought to hear it.’


‘Tell me if there’s any earthquakes,’ said Francis, and lapsed into a considerate silence as the car wound through the Oxfordshire by-roads towards the military airfield. So much did brother and sister take one another’s trades and natures for granted that it did not occur to either of them to foresee that the security guards on the main gate would take against the car on sight. Although Susie showed her pass, they found it impossible to accept that a bona-fide officer might travel towards war in a battered red Renault festooned in garishly painted buttercups and daisies. Lieutenant Anderson, after a few minutes’ arguing, was forced to walk the last few hundred metres to her assembly point with her Bergen, while Francis turned back.


‘I suppose I do look like a Greenham woman,’ he said as he tugged at his stiff gearstick to reverse away from the guardhouse. ‘I never thought of that. ‘Byee, sweetie. Go safe. See off Mr Saddam. Send us messages.’ He blew her a kiss, and one for the sentries.


‘Will do,’ said Susie, and shouldering her pack, she walked briskly into the base and into the next stage of her life.


Callum heard the car depart but lay unmoving in his bed in the little attic room, obedient to Susie’s wishes that there should be no farewell. It was almost light; gazing up, he could make out the eccentric pattern of the dark, sloping roof beams. The wall opposite the bed, the only flat one, was papered with a faded Victorian design of roses and blue love-knots and the other walls sloped upwards to become a ceiling in comfortably flaking white. It was like sleeping in a cosy, ancient lobster-pot.


He loved this house, and had done so ever since the first time Susie brought him home after an evening out in Salisbury. His own home in Glasgow was in a long handsome terrace, a solid little merchant house with square rooms and no imagination or nonsense to it. Pat kept it with equally unimaginative neatness, exclaiming in real horror over any blemish. In his teens he had painted his own room dark purple and strung fairylights around it to make a private disco cavern; Pat had been unable to set foot in it for two years, merely pushing the Hoover in through the door with, ‘Och, away! You clean up, I can’t bear to look at it!’ Under Pat’s rule walls were pink or cream, skirting-boards repainted annually, useless items stored out of sight or given to the charity shop, and broken or tattered furnishings firmly thrown out. The only item whose daily purpose was unclear and illogical was the big Bible on the dining-room sideboard (not that they ever dined there, not after his father’s death).


When he announced his engagement, it had been necessary for her to come down to the Andersons’ and confront a very different style of housekeeping: venerable faded curtains, ragged but truly Persian rugs, cat-shredded upholstery, and in every corner the useless but resonant trophies and regimental insignia of a military past. Nobody could have called it a dirty house but: ‘The dust!’ exclaimed Pat MacAllister to her friend Morag, when she was safely back home. ‘They’ve a woman who comes in, but nobody watches her! Still, Callum’s happy, and she’s a nice wee creature, Susie.’ Callum, well aware of his mother’s reaction, quietly resolved that once he was married he would make very sure that Susie was not persecuted beyond reason by a duster-wielding mother-in-law.


For himself, he loved the house and the Anderson parents. He liked Richard’s gentle, cultured ways and deep knowledge of military history, Marion’s warmth, and the ease they both seemed to feel with their ancestors. The latter quality was a particular balm to his soul, for the MacAllisters had little ease with theirs. The late Ian, his father, had been a roaring Ulster Protestant, who decamped to Scotland in disgust at the start of the Troubles when it seemed clear that the Catholic minority was going to make its voice heard. With bitter irony he was ambushed by love (and not inconsiderable lust) for Patricia Cronin before he discovered that she was a Catholic herself, and not willing to relinquish her faith. They married in a Catholic church after a series of stammering ‘instruction’ sessions with a nervous young priest, during which Ian spoke not one single word. They produced Callum, and for a while lived in reasonable accord, going to their separate churches on Sunday and leaving the baby with a neutral minder. When Ian, after six months, mooted the matter of the child’s baptism, Pat told him that she had herself baptised him, into the Catholic Church, within five minutes of his birth. ‘While you were out of the room when they did the stitches. Ye’ll see that I had to do it.’


The marriage lasted another five years, but the gulf between them was too great; the news from over the water, from Belfast and Londonderry and the black wicked border villages, ate into their uneasy, inarticulate love and corroded it from within. Every bomb, every shooting, every hunger-strike and Orange march on the news, drove them further apart; the slow fury of the father at having a Papist son soured every moment that they had together. Pat took to bringing Callum to church with her, after which a every Sunday lunch took place in a heavy, threatening silence. There were good moments, happy snapshots of family life: Ian took Callum sailing on the Clyde in a little brown dayboat, taught him knots and read him Treasure Island, and once or twice the family took a holiday trip to Orkney and watched the seals on the rocks. But on the day before Callum’s sixth birthday, after no apparent provocation, Ian MacAllister left the house with two suitcases, never to return.
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While I am grateful for all the advice given to me by the entertainment industry and by members of H.M. Forces on Operation Telic, all incidents in this book are fictitious and no character is intended to represent any real person.


The exception is the Duckie cabaret, which is beyond reinvention and therefore appears as itself: by kind and unanimous permission of its producer and performers.
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