




[image: images]










[image: images]









My heartfelt thanks to Ingrid, a constant source of inspiration and strength; to Eleanor, who believed in me, and for her calming guidance; to Ansa, for saying yes, and smoothing out the narrative wrinkles; to the exceptional team at Picador who took a chance and gave this work a welcome abode; and to you, the reader, for honouring these pages with your attention.









The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.


Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind
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My love, it is finished and we are done. Here is a sad truth: your eyes will never read these words, though each one is addressed to you. At least your mind shall have no need to worry about the truths contained herein. Three days ago, we received a message: ‘Due to adverse conditions and events on the ground, planned reinforcement and/or resupply cancelled.’ Today, our once great army lies in tatters, scattered across the fields and forests of the East. The enemy we thought vanquished, whose bones we trampled over, has performed a certain magic and risen from the dead. The Easterners have put an end to our forward march and tear through us as if we are sheets of cheap paper. It turns out that we, the invincible forces of the NDM, are not supermen, but ordinary beings of flesh, blood and bone.


You knew this would be our ruin. You warned me. I did not listen, and now the end rushes towards us at increasing speed. Moments are now so precious. This understanding has freed me from a prison of sorts. I was locked into a state of mind. An acceptable ‘lodging’ within which I hid my feelings and conscience. Such an arrangement allowed me to travel through this war: carrying out my duties to the letter, fully committed, always deeply involved. Such a hiding place is of no use under current circumstances. There is also a new, last-minute clarity. From this position I see how (though do not understand why) the collective madness we welcomed as a nation of blind souls led us into an abyss. At the moment of writing, I have no idea about the news and mood back home. Has the truth arrived? Have you woken from the dream and entered the nightmare? Give it time. Those of us in receipt of our just rewards watch as this episode approaches its finale. We are falling, and there is nothing to slow our descent. Many of us tremble and worry on the inside, though not in panic. We understand and accept these circumstances. Our apprehension exists because we have seen and know what ugliness comes your way. Reports trickle in from those fortunate enough to escape the approaching beast: the Easterners feast on blood and see no need for prisoners.


Hunger for vengeance, which the Easterners have in abundance, is a potent fuel for any killing machine. The Eastern enemy behaves as nothing we have seen before. I tell you, at our absolute worst, during our darkest moments, we never slaughtered in this manner. When circumstances necessitated our taking of life, there was always a reason, a logic to our actions. No matter how distorted our justifications, the existence of such reasoning gave us licence to function as we did. The enemy we face today is worse than a barbarian and wilder than any animal I know: they kill without hesitation. They kill with joy, and kill without rules.


We spent yesterday morning and most of the afternoon fleeing from these wild hordes. Placing as much space between our backs and their claws as possible, we retreated west, towards home, until a wall of Eastern armour said ‘No further!’ and sent the survivors scurrying back to our current position. Then, at 1723, the fighting stopped. Bullets remained in their magazines. Shells let us be. The enemy found other things to do. A silence fell over our part of the world. No wind, no birds. The groans of our wounded faded. A strangely comforting fear sang along every nerve in my body. My eyes noticed colours I had never seen before. I could read the clouds up ahead as if they were tomorrow’s papers: column after column announcing our defeat. Glory was not ours.


The remnants of our battalion gathered together and made the necessary preparations. The arrangement of defences was completed without fuss. We ignored the futility of our actions. We are the mice, the enemy a vindictive cat playing a waiting game. The moment boredom sets in, it will crush us. No matter how great our bravery, honour and determination, there is no defence against what we face. Setting aside the fact that we are outnumbered by a truly hopeless ratio, we also have a finite supply of ammunition. How many more assaults can our bullets repel?


This camp at the forest’s edge will be our resting ground, and we have no choice in the matter. Not in the when, and minimal influence in the how. This realization sent me into a thoughtful loop as I stared at all around me: a last opportunity to inspect the world. A jagged shadow. A card game. An automatic rifle at rest. Tent flaps conversing with the breeze. Two men engage in a chessboard battle, backs hunched forward, heads leaning in. A water can. An abandoned bandage, twisted and clotted with blood. Who owns those boots? A holy book calls out for a believer. Some find energy to talk and laugh. A few suppress curses and rue their misfortune. Here and there, solo characters read or focus on faraway points. The shapes and smells, the colours and other components of my immediate surroundings wait patiently to be registered by my senses, while there is still a chance.


These current circumstances bend our courage and test its strength. We camouflage all awareness of the fast-approaching conclusion. In this we almost succeed, but the truth is there to see in our eyes and general demeanour. At this moment, we thank heavens for our training. It helps us remember how to act as brave men should: we grit our teeth and pretend. Defeat and death are just ‘things’ that happen from time to time. It is an interesting form of theatre.


A new today. It is now 0809. The Easterners continue to bless us with an uncanny silence. We sense them out there, in between the shadows and foliage. Waiting, watching, invisible. Our eagle-eyed lookouts stare at the camp perimeters and beyond, yet remain blind. This is our enemy’s land. They know it, and we do not. We wait in our holding position, surrounded on every side by bloody retribution. The waiting makes us anxious: it gives us too much time to think.


In order to burn off nervous energy, I begin an inventory of personal belongings. Among the items to be catalogued is this journal. A gift from another life. The cover has taken a light bruising (it has lived at the bottom of my bag all this while), but the paper within remains clean and uncreased. I stare at it and remember.


You were sad, frightened, and constantly fussed at invisible flecks of lint on my uniform. You cried, and apologized for your tears. ‘Tears keep you human,’ I said. You tried to laugh. You managed a smile, and then handed me a blue paper package tied with string. I fumbled with the knot. Your fingers, cool and dry and strong, took hold of mine and guided them through the unwrapping process. You whispered, ‘Fill these pages with your adventures!’ You mentioned the journal again, a quiet reminder, at the end of my last visit home. A solemn affair. Seasonal winds moaned and spread dust along the station platform. You asked why the faces of soldiers boarding the train were either sad, tired or terrified. There was no need to solicit your thoughts on my face. We had spent most of my leave wrestling with the matter of our business in the East. You asked what had I done to change as I had. I said nothing. You asked whether the rumours, reported in the foreign media, about NDM behaviour in the East were true. I replied with a grumble about the need to keep work and family life separate. ‘And what happens when work changes the family member?’ you asked. I remained silent.


Later. The stationmaster’s whistle. Those left behind sobbed, and tears filled the eyes of all departing. From you, a final expression of understanding: ‘I know it is hard for you to talk. I do.’ You said, ‘Write down your thoughts. It will help.’ The train began its journey east. You followed, blowing kisses. You ran, yet the space between us grew.


I had completely forgotten about the journal. For a while, I wonder how it could help me. An hour later, conversation with fellow soldiers and private thoughts about the East have pushed the journal out of mind. The truth is, until now, I have been too busy adventuring and fighting for Our Dear Leader and the Greater Glory to write. There was only enough time to scratch down a date on the first page. The date is two and a half years old.


Perhaps the sudden appearance of the journal, at this late stage, is no coincidence. It calls out for my attention. I hear its voice. Or is that simply the imagination running scared? Our situation has infected my thinking with mild superstition. By the way, these are not the words of a man attempting to make last-minute contact with a supreme being. There is no need to converse with any God who saw this bloody business and refused to intervene. The journal’s reappearance also coincides with my new-found conviction (but a few hours old) that there is a correct manner for me to step away from the living: stripped naked by the truth.


Last night I had a dream. The first in many months. In the middle of a twitchy sleep, my mind transformed into a private cinema. ‘Now Showing: Re-runs of Recent History!’ Endless reels of full-colour action, starring me. The content was grim and shameful. These were not films I cared to see. Yet, no matter how I struggled and twisted, it was impossible to avert my eyes or turn my head. I could not leave my viewing position in order to switch off the projector. Within the dream I believed an external force (with a mighty grudge) held me captive, brainwashing me with mad images. Common sense returned the moment my eyes jumped open, and saw the films for what they were: honest recordings of my own deeds, shot from a frighteningly revealing perspective. Perhaps circumstances have chased these terrible memories from their hiding places. As an aggressive cleansing caustic, they eat away at my nerves.


It would be impossible to live and function well in civilian society with what I carry inside. Time is short and these vivid recollections make me restless. Like the air in a distended balloon, the memories need to get out. A disquiet fills my heart, which has nothing to do with a fear of death. The worries about dying sooner than planned exist because of the cargo carried by my conscience: heavy, rotten and bitter. A by-product of my actions. Memories too ugly to travel with me to the other side.


Two hours ago, on the way back from a mission to empty my bladder, I experienced a sudden, violent rupture within my chest. A furious pain. I waited for a distant crack to confirm this was a sniper bullet’s work. I heard nothing but the grind of my clenched teeth. I looked down, my breast was clean. Unscathed, unbloodied, yet the pain was such that I could barely stand, hardly breathe.


I leaned my back against a nearby tree. Panting. Trembling. I closed my eyes and watched a thousand shades of red and yellow burn a path across my mind. Like a bushfire, though much faster. Had I fallen into terminal madness? It was not a constant pain, rather a series of eruptions: here, then gone. Here, then gone. A pulse. For fragments of a second, and much confused, I wondered ‘what?’ and ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ Then it clicked. I understood. The source of pain was not external, the torment within came from my own heart. My heart, which I believed long since crumbled into dust, had returned! It announced its presence with a ravenous agony that chewed through my chest and consumed my soul. This may sound strange to you, but I suddenly filled with joy. Like a child who received every item on a list of birthday gifts, I became ecstatic. ‘Everything all right, sir?’ a passing soldier asked. I looked. I smiled and nodded. The reason for my happiness was the pain tearing through my system. The discomfort was proof I still had a beating heart. An important realization: it meant I was not yet one of the living dead. My heart: I feel it bleed. I hear it weep.


Sad cries. My heart remembers, and brings you here. My face against your neck. Warm. Just right. I breathed you in until it was impossible to know where one of us ended and the other began. Not once during this war had I imagined never seeing you again. Today, there is no longer any need to imagine. How I wish everything I see around me was a trick of the imagination, the unshakeable sense of doom an illusion.


We will never meet again. You will never hold me again. I will never touch you, never hear your laughter, or listen to you sing again. We will never quarrel over tiny matters, and then make everything good once more. We will never dance together again, or be drenched by a shower. No more sitting for coffee and cakes at our favourite corner café while commenting on the world passing by. There is not enough time to list all the busyness we will never get up to, and it hurts. For a moment, I am a child, wishing for some great and mysterious power to take pity and grant me a little more time with you . . .


There are other reasons for my weeping heart. All I am going to miss: the sounds, the tastes, smells, colours, the change of seasons. The sights, words, music and the food! Friends and family, those known only by sight. Hills, clouds, water, all of it. Such a shame. No more home for me. Multiples of unfinished conversations with cousins, aunts and uncles. Endless unanswered questions still float around my head. What am I supposed to do with them all?


In the meantime, as if our present circumstances are not sour enough, a question buzzes around my head: ‘How did I get here?’


It is impossible to hold this journal and not think of you. ‘It will help.’ Yes, and I know you hear me. Perhaps not my words, but certainly you still feel my existence, out there. Listen. Then there is also the fact I know of no better listener, no one else with your strength and patience. And so, this is where we are: I, who never writes, have suddenly discovered the joy of penmanship. Your memory and this journal have saved me.


My plan is to retrace the final segment of my journey from then to here, and present the memories in a clear and logical fashion. Regarding the content: I have spent my time in the East wading through terror and blood. This has moulded my character into its present shape. All is twisted, especially my tongue. The funny-sweet radio transmissions that once tickled your ears are gone. Lost. As is my light. Today’s words are heavy with blood, and death runs through them: such is the nature of my deeds. The acts I have committed will hurt and confuse you. They will challenge you to prove you knew nothing, saw nothing of this in me. I am sorry. Our elders say: ‘Circumstances make the shrimp bend as it does.’ Along the way, circumstances opened doors within me that had best been left shut. The pain you feel is the truth burning away your illusions. In time, it will fade.
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We are here, and all is not well. It has been this way for some time. The first signs of difficulty appeared nine months ago when the Easterners discovered cracks and weaknesses in our war machine. Our onward march slowed to a crawl. We no longer captured territory with ease and speed. Every step forward came at a great price: materiel, blood and lives. Directives from NDM High Command, which had once been tethered to well-reasoned strategy, dissolved into nonsense. Only those well away from the slaughterhouse and detached from the truth of battle could think in this manner. However, our programming to carry out orders overrode our doubts. We employed the best of our skills and convinced the men to believe in fairy tales. For a while, our efforts paid off.


Six months ago, our air superiority evaporated. A mighty God (without doubt operating at the enemy’s side) puffed her cheeks and blew the NDM Flying Forces out of the skies. The Easterners employed a new class of anti-aircraft weapon, lethal and agile. We could no longer move forward. We dug in and considered how to regain momentum. In the meantime, the Easterners, rather than attack our static army divisions, turned their attentions to our inadequately protected supply units, whose speciality was hauling and moving, not fighting. For every tonne of materiel that made it through, another seven were lost.


Attaining the Greater Glory had become a burdensome task. Our problem, the result of a self-inflicted wound: we lost focus. What purpose did our fighting, burning and terrorizing serve? We could no longer say. Our orders were to teach the Eastern natives the meaning of terror. This we did, until the Easterners decided enough was enough and turned events upside down. Our losses were such that national conscription was introduced. Back home, the NDM crowed: ‘The nation calls on all able-bodied men to step forward as fighting heroes! Lead the nation on to victory and the Greater Glory!’ Our ranks began to fill with average men chasing foolish dreams. They were swiftly consumed by the fighting. The ‘below average’ were then invited to enter the fray. The result was an acceleration of the appearance and disappearance of new faces. The quality of the recruits plunged until most of the soldiers joining the melee resembled children. Lost, frightened and teary-eyed. ‘Where are we going?’ ‘What are we doing?’ their faces ask. I suppress the urge to tell them to be calm, and accept their role as guinea pigs in an experiment to discover the depths to which a man can sink, if given the necessary clearance. The children do not need my cynical words.


Our enemy began to fight like people protecting their families, land, culture, stories . . . They abandoned fear. For two of the most brutal months I experienced in this war, we held our ground. We stood, we fought, we bled, we died, and watched as the Easterners, perhaps having inhaled the sweet perfume of blood and victory, developed an unquenchable thirst for slaughter. We pulled back westward. Metre after metre, fallen man after fallen man. Word from NDM High Command: under no circumstances should our rearward movement be viewed as a retreat. It was a ‘necessary tactical adjustment’.


One especially beautiful evening, thirteen days ago, we learned the enemy had cut through our lines to the north. Three days later, the same happened to our south. Their aim was clear: encirclement. Wrap a giant noose around our army’s neck and then choke us out of existence. We were ordered to increase the pace of our ‘necessary tactical adjustments’ to the west. We vacated territory by the kilometre. We abandoned everything that slowed us down: the munitionless heavier weapons, fuelless vehicles and the wounded. I am extremely proud of the men we left behind. Not one of them asked us to hasten their end. This would be an understandable choice, given the condition of many. Instead, all they requested were rifles, bullets and a few grenades. They were ready to do what was necessary.


A week ago, the fighting eased off. Sporadic sniper fire, that was all. A ceasefire. A chance to catch our breath while NDM High Command and the Eastern leadership began the process of discussing an end to the war. We received a new set of orders: hold position until further notice. Our response was to advise against. Local intelligence revealed the enemy had continued to close in from both north and south: our western exit narrowed by the hour. Were negotiations to fail and the fighting start up once more . . . our entrapment and defeat would be likely. We abandoned such thoughts. Of course that could never happen, once NDM High Command understood our true position. We requested permission to head twenty kilometres west, minimum, and regroup with the remains of other units in the area. Request denied. The peace negotiations were a game of bluff, and Our Dear Leader could not afford the appearance of weakness that further movement west would give. They reiterated our orders to hold position. Supplies and reinforcements were promised within twenty-four hours. The parts within us that wished to remain alive kicked up a fuss. We felt the noose tighten. Instinct screamed: ‘Get out! Move now!’ But our training prevailed: it suppressed common sense and knocked aside the truth. We obeyed. We waited.


It was a long twenty-four hours. Eventually we learned a ‘technical matter’ had delayed the reinforcement/resupply process for at least another day. Again, and this time with the greatest urgency, we made clear that our survival, in the event of a fresh outbreak of hostilities, depended on either immediate reinforcement, or moving our units west as swiftly as possible. NDM High Command thanked us for our input. They repeated their promise to fulfil all requests within a reasonable time frame. We also received a gentle ‘reminder’ that those with an overview of the situation saw what the rest of us could not. We resisted the temptation to scream and tell them they were too distant from the action to understand. Encirclement would mean defeat. NDM High Command claimed to know what they were doing, they asked us to have faith. We waited. Twenty-four hours came and went.


Three days ago our circumstances took a turn for the worse. At 0815 we received confirmation the enemy’s encirclement was complete, our westward route home blocked. Later, at 0927, we learned ceasefire negotiations had ended without success. Hostilities would resume at noon. Unfortunately adverse conditions and events on the ground prevented the timely reinforcement and resupply of our units. NDM High Command praised everything we had done for the Greater Glory. They praised our courage and fighting spirit, said we were in the thoughts of ‘every man, woman and child in the nation!’ Finally, we were reminded of our duty to honour Our Dear Leader, the nation and our uniforms, by fighting to the last man. The communiqué’s footnote encouraged us to take the opportunity provided by current circumstances and inspire the nation with the ferocity of our final stand. There has been no contact with NDM High Command since.


I spent a good half-hour thinking how best to share the news. As you can imagine, it was an unusual situation. Usually our troops surrounded, outnumbered and outgunned others. Not this time. The expectation (during moments such as these) was that I deliver a composition of words with the power to light a fire in the men’s guts. A speech to gather their spirits and make from each and every one a raging warrior: willing and ready to battle to the very end with such ferocity, our demise would become the substance of legend. As it is, expectation and reality are not always the best of friends. How should I tell the men our last hope had been crushed beneath the heels of circumstance? Half of my spirit felt tired and empty. It begged to lie down, sleep and not wake again. The other half reminded me that these men were my brothers and my sons. We had travelled here as one, and as one we had eaten, drunk, fought, burned, smashed and killed. As one, you know . . . I apologized to the men for my shortcomings, for my inability to shepherd them away from these killing grounds, and for leading them to defeat.


It was a sad, drawn-out moment as I explained our situation: we were truly beyond help and hope. The men listened. Some glared out at the world with anger. Others stared at the grass below. Some looked at me with relief. Others remained indifferent. Many were tired. Some were so disturbed by the thought of our end at the enemy’s hands, they suggested self-inflicted head shots as an easier way out. For a few seconds, morale threatened to crumble. After all, it is only the mad who welcome death without a shiver or a tear.


I remembered a scene towards the end of a popular war film. It was almost over for a group of fighting men (their situation, like ours, was hopeless). One after the other, the soldiers walked up to their CO and told him what an honour it had been to fight at his side. They were humbled and proud to stand with him one final time. It was a beautiful scene. Around me, the approach of death did not generate such packaged drama. The camp atmosphere became a sad, weighty grey. We knew running was pointless: there was nowhere to go. What to say? I looked around and took inspiration from the men’s faces. ‘We are soldiers,’ I said. ‘We do not run. No matter the circumstances. No matter the horror. Regardless of whether victory is ours, or belongs to the enemy, we are soldiers. Let us use the time we have left to make peace with ourselves.’ The men understood. Tired souls creaked as they pulled together the remains of their warrior spirits. I watched backs straighten. A beautiful spark of defiance and courage appeared once again in their eyes. I listened to the coughs and sighs as the men looked within and made ready. In that moment I felt a great love for every one of them.
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I now remember the start of my journey to this place. That hot, magical afternoon as you and I sat on the banks of Little River. The sun was especially bright. The blue above made us dizzy, as we pointed out creatures and shapes in the clouds. The air, sweet and warm, filled us with love. That was a happy moment. I remember it and smile. Our need to be together had become an addiction, surviving longer than an hour without the other was insufferable agony.


Now, however, we sat in silence, on the edge of uncomfortable. A few minutes earlier, you had concluded a lecture on the need for a life plan that looked further than the here and now. ‘What are you going to do with yourself?’ you had asked. I knew what you meant, yet tried to deflect your query with humorous commentary on various professions, complete with theatrical impersonations. My actions were blown off course by your impatient sigh. I froze, somewhat ashamed at having the truth presented in this way. You knew I had no idea about any of my future tomorrows, and I had no idea how to cope with you seeing this in me. To lose you, not to another, but due to my own aimlessness, was a terrifying thought. It dried my throat and locked my tongue. Then, with a touch and a laugh, you took the moment’s gravity and placed it to one side.


We stood. We walked, fingers intertwined, talking, laughing . . . every so often we stopped for a kiss. Then, as if sent by great and mysterious forces, two butterflies, orange and brown, appeared out of the bushes and began to dance about our heads! You claimed they were a butterfly couple happy to share the company of lovers. You suggested we had been butterflies in previous lives. Our new orange and brown friends recognized this, and tried to communicate in a language we had long since forgotten. I remember how our attempts at psychic communication with the butterflies ended in nothing but static and laughter. Perhaps we should have tried harder, as you suggested. In the end, we agreed their presence was an omen. A beautiful omen.


I think about that day now. I had been about to write on another matter, when a sudden commotion interrupted my thoughts. Raised voices and laughter! The laughter was especially surprising, as I cannot remember the last time we heard such within our ranks. Laughter has become too afraid to visit our patch of earth.


I searched for the source of the fun, and saw a trio of men using shirts and other garments in a poorly coordinated attempt to guide something out through the main opening in the tent. My first thought was to believe the war had finally broken their minds. But mad they were not. They were simply happy to chase that ‘something’ around the tent. It took a few moments to discover the object of their attention. Into a slice of early morning sunlight flew a butterfly. Black with fluorescent blue dashes. It was beautiful.


Rather than leave through the available exit, the creature seemed to toy with its pursuers. The action was cyclical in nature: as the butterfly approached an opening lined with the glow of a sunny outside, the men’s voices rose in an expectant cheer, reminiscent of the terrace crowds as the ball approaches the goal. The pitch of the voices reached a high-frequency peak, before collapsing into a groan of disappointment and more laughter. The butterfly had an independent streak. It performed a loop the loop that returned it to the middle of the tent, from where it continued its exploration. The message being, it would be with us a while longer. A brief pause, and then the pursuit began again.


The men made another five attempts to steer the creature towards the exit and, as always, at the last moment the butterfly changed its mind and headed to a location beyond the reach of the groaning, laughing soldiers. Such a wonderful sight. Simply and effectively, the butterfly transformed the grey mood inside the tent into one of joy. Perhaps that was its mission: provide a moment of light entertainment and distraction. A temporary respite from the gloom and weight of the inevitable.


Another (unsuccessful) attempt left the men gasping, perspiring and grinning. The butterfly made two more circuits of our space. These included trips around our heads, hops from one object to another, and a brief stop on this journal. Finally, perhaps because its work was done, the butterfly flew off on a dusty beam of sunlight. Its departure was met with a chorus of tender sighs. For a few moments we shared a collective joy at the butterfly’s ‘escape’. The idea that something we cared for could get away from this grim location filled us with light.
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