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For my mother, Rebecca.


Thanks for everything.
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ONE


August 2014


Anna Roberts felt herself blushing as she handed the shop assistant the crumpled notes and assorted coins she had been carefully saving all summer. Her shame wasn’t at buying a set of black silk lingerie, but at spending so much precious money on herself. Her husband, Lee, was a private soldier, and his meagre salary was barely enough to keep body and soul together. Most of Anna’s clothes came from the town’s weekly market or its many charity shops, and she relied on the second-hand stall run by the Regiment’s Wives and Girlfriends Club to dress their three-year-old daughter, Leanne. The cash she had just parted with would have fed them for a fortnight.


Tucking her purchases into the plain carrier bag she had brought with her, Anna reassured herself with the thought that, when he shortly returned from a six-month tour in Afghanistan, the last thing Lee would be thinking of when he saw her new outfit was the expense. With a little luck, before too long they would be celebrating her getting pregnant again. Then they would be a proper family – the kind she had longed for throughout her short and lonely childhood.


As she set off on the mile-long walk back up the hill to Highcliffe Camp, Anna felt her guilt dissolve and her spirits lift. She had nothing left for the bus fare and it would be yesterday’s reheated leftovers for tea, but her agonizing wait was nearly over.


The men of C Company were due home in five days’ time. The tension throughout the small garrison town of Highcliffe was increasing by the minute. Mixed with the collective sense of apprehension there was also great excitement. C Company was the last of the regiment and the very last of the British Army to be returning from front-line service in Helmand. After nearly thirteen years, the military campaign was over. For the first time since the end of the Second World War, there was no one left to fight. Another enemy in a foreign land would no doubt appear soon enough, but just for the moment the country was at peace and its servicemen safe.


Previous homecomings had been celebrated with a tea party in the officers’ mess, but this time the occasion was going to be a little more lavish. The returning soldiers would parade along the High Street before joining their families for an outdoor picnic on the regimental playing field. After a rainy summer, everyone was praying for good weather.


As president of the WAGs Club, Melanie Norton was in charge of organizing the festivities. She had only recently turned thirty and her husband, now a major, was barely three years older, but she felt like a mother to the C Company wives and girlfriends, most of whom, like their partners, were in their early twenties or even younger. Melanie’s headquarters were in the hall next to St Mary’s, the regimental church that stood inside the front gates of Highcliffe Camp. It was chiefly used as a volunteer-run day nursery for preschoolers, but for the past week it had also doubled as an office, workshop and kitchen for Melanie and her team of helpers. Against a shrill background of crying babies and shrieking toddlers, they had painted banners and glued together endless yards of paper streamers that would decorate the marquee. Melanie had often thought that she would make a good army officer herself. With the help of a spreadsheet, she had allocated every member of her team a list of tasks to complete and dishes to make. Everything was planned down to the last sandwich. Besides everything else she had to do between now and the men arriving home, Melanie had also volunteered to produce three hundred cupcakes.


Melanie was no stranger to homecomings. She had never known a life away from the army. Her father had been an officer in the Paratroop Regiment, who through a combination of single-mindedness and exceptional bravery had risen to the rank of brigadier. His advancement had come at the cost of frequent moves and the family never being able to put down permanent roots. Melanie had hoped that her adult life would be more settled and that she wouldn’t have to live with the constant fear that her husband might not come home. The opposite had happened. During the ten years of their marriage, Christopher had completed nine six-month tours of duty: five to Afghanistan and four to Iraq. Three and a half years in combat. Although she tried hard to convince herself otherwise, their two daughters, Emily and Hannah, aged nine and seven, hardly knew him.


This time, Melanie thought to herself as she painted the last ‘E’ on the welcome home banner, she would find the courage to tell Chris that she wanted things to change. Her brother-in-law had an opening at his insurance brokerage in Bristol and was prepared to offer a salary that would almost match what the army was paying. Plus, there was the opportunity for regular bonuses. If Christopher could go toe to toe with Al Qaeda in Iraq and the Taliban in Helmand, Melanie reasoned, selling a few insurance policies surely wouldn’t pose him many problems.


Give him a day or two to adjust to home, then plant the seed. That was her plan, and this time she was determined to stick to it.


‘Would you mind giving me a hand hanging this up to dry?’ Melanie addressed her question to Sarah Tanner, a pretty nineteen-year-old, nearly eight months pregnant, who had spent the morning making elaborate table decorations out of coloured tissue paper. She was quite an artist.


‘Sure,’ Sarah said distractedly. Like most of the women working around the long row of trestle tables, she had been lost in thought.


‘Are you all right?’ Melanie asked as they each took hold of one end of the banner.


Sarah attempted a nod and a smile, but tears welled in her eyes.


Melanie knew exactly how she felt. The last few days of tour were almost the most painful.


‘Why don’t you come outside with me for a moment?’


They left the banner on the table and headed towards the door, Melanie looping her arm inside Sarah’s as they stepped around two boisterous three-year-olds who had escaped from the roped-off nursery area in pursuit of a ball. An older woman, Kathleen Lyons, whose grandson was one of the youngest members of C Company, jumped up from her chair and came after them.


‘Love . . .’ Kathleen called out to Sarah. She dipped a hand into her cardigan pocket and brought out a small bundle of coupons. ‘I was going to share these out later. Have some.’


Sarah sniffed a thank you and gratefully took a few. Kathleen worked at a local supermarket and eagerly hoovered up the money-off vouchers that careless customers left at her till. She couldn’t let them go to waste, so made a point of sharing them amongst the WAGs.


‘Wedding plans going OK?’ Kathleen inquired kindly.


‘Great, thanks,’ Sarah said, wiping away more tears. ‘I just hope I’ll fit into my dress. I won’t at this rate.’


‘You’ll look beautiful,’ Kathleen said.


Melanie agreed. Sarah turned heads everywhere she went, and her fiancé, Kenny Green, was the envy of his comrades.


Melanie and Kathleen exchanged a look as Sarah dried her eyes. Both knew how difficult things were at home for the young woman who was currently living with her future in-laws in their small house just outside the camp. Paul Green, her fiancé’s father, had struggled with depression since being invalided out of the regiment a few years before, and Rachel, his mother, was a drama queen who broke all the unspoken rules by voicing her morbid fears over her son’s safety at every opportunity. Neither Melanie nor Kathleen could tolerate Rachel’s company for more than a few minutes at a time. They didn’t like to think what a strain it must be for Sarah. It was also no secret that Rachel Green wasn’t looking forward to seeing her only son get married in a fortnight’s time. There wasn’t a young woman alive who would have been good enough for her precious Kenny.


‘Problems at home?’ Melanie asked, as they continued towards the exit.


Sarah nodded.


‘I know it’s tough, but I really think you ought to have it all out with Rachel before Kenny gets back. The last thing you want is him coming home to an atmosphere that’ll spoil the wedding.’


‘I’ll try,’ Sarah said.


As they neared the door it flew open and Anna Roberts burst in.


‘Have you heard?’ Anna said, her eyes wide with excitement, ‘I just bumped into the padre—’


‘Heard what?’ Sarah asked with a note of alarm.


Anna could barely contain her excitement. She addressed all the women in the room at once. ‘Listen, everyone.’ She clapped her hands to gain their attention. ‘I’ve got some news.’ Concerned faces stared back at her. ‘Don’t worry – it’s good news. Colonel Hastings has said they can skip decompression. They’ll fly into Cyprus in forty-eight hours and come straight home from there with no delay. They’ll be in Highcliffe on Thursday morning – two days early.’


As the spontaneous cheer went up, all Melanie could think of was how little time she had left to decorate the marquee and ice three hundred cupcakes.




TWO


Private Pete Lyons, or ‘Skippy’, as he was known to everyone, including Major Norton, felt like he’d taken more than his fair share of stick during the six-month tour. With only two days to go before they were airlifted out of this hellhole, it was adding insult to injury to pick on him again. The platoon had run out of the plastic bags that had to serve as latrines over a fortnight ago. Since then, they’d been using a hole in the ground, and it was Skippy’s unpleasant job to fill in the old one and dig another two yards to the right.


It was nine o’clock at night but still hot as a furnace, and except for the men manning the guns on the four sangar towers, the platoon were under four big tarps – one for each section – at the far end of the post behind a screen of mosquito netting. Skippy had used up the last of his repellent during the first half of the tour, and since then his body had become a lunar landscape of livid, swollen bites that were being added to by the second. He would have traded his right arm for a squirt of DEET.


‘Two days. Just two more lousy days,’ he said out loud to himself as he hacked at the hard-baked earth.


Skippy’s latest offence was fainting from exhaustion during that day’s predawn patrol. What did Sergeant Bryant expect from a short-arse eighteen-year-old lad who had started the tour weighing less than ten stone? In forty degrees, even the big guys struggled under the weight of a rifle, ammo, med pack and bulletproof Kevlar vest. They’d already covered five miles when they came under fire from a couple of Tali fighters on the nearby hillside and had to sprint across a patch of open ground. He’d told the sergeant he could barely walk, let alone run, but Bryant’s answer to everything was just to shout louder. It had served him right he was nearly shot. Maybe next time he’d take some notice.


Except hopefully there wasn’t going to be a next time. The rumour that had been spreading throughout the platoon that afternoon was that Major Norton had issued the command that patrols were to cease. There was nothing more to be gained. The local villagers knew the British soldiers were moving out on Wednesday and the Tali up on the mountain probably did, too. Skippy didn’t understand much about politics and cared even less, but he knew that the moment they left Helmand things would return to exactly the same as they had been before. Maybe some girls were going to school up in Kabul, but they certainly weren’t being educated in the nearby village of Shalan-Gar. You saw them washing clothes at the stream some mornings, all covered up in their brown burkhas, but aside from that you never saw a female out of doors. Not even a face at the window of their mud houses.


In Skippy’s opinion the whole place was a madhouse beyond any kind of help they could offer. When the platoon had arrived in February, Major Norton told them that they had received only two orders: befriend villagers to the north; kill or capture Taliban to the south. They’d done plenty of killing, but making friends had proved harder. Back in March they had received a truckload of potatoes with instructions to persuade the local farmers to plant them instead of opium poppies. The villagers put the potatoes in the ground but didn’t waste a single drop of water trying to raise them. They just let them dry up and die. Meanwhile, their underground wells remained full of water ready for the poppy crop they would plant that autumn.


A madhouse. Flies, stink, bombs and bullets. Still, in a couple of days he’d be out of here and back at his nan’s flat in Highcliffe. Compared with this place, those four small rooms were paradise.


From out of the darkness, Sergeant Bryant’s booming voice hit him with the force of an exploding mortar round. ‘Put your bloody back into it, lad! Scratching’s no bloody good! Dig, you scabby little runt! Dig!’


Skippy redoubled his efforts. He was still hurting from the last time Bryant had cuffed him and didn’t want to repeat the experience.


‘Two more days, Skip. Two more lousy days.’


Bryant’s yell jolted Private Kenny Green out of the doze into which he’d slipped while keeping watch from the north-east sangar. It must have been the slug of hooch that had made him sleepy. He had known it was a bad idea but the lads hadn’t given him much choice. Half a cup after six months on the wagon had been enough to go straight to his head, and now he could barely keep his eyes open.


Discipline had started to slip as the end of the tour approached. Along with mobile phones, alcohol was strictly forbidden, but some of the boys had secretly managed to concoct some foul, mouldy-tasting brew by fermenting bits of fruit they had picked up on patrol in water bottles buried beneath their sleeping rolls. If Bryant were to find out, he wouldn’t bother with official discipline: justice would be brutal and immediate. Kenny shuddered to think what form it would take. But although everyone complained about Bryant ruling with a rod of iron, at least you knew where you stood with him. And in a strange way, he made you feel secure. It was hard to be afraid of the enemy when your sergeant didn’t know what fear was. Each day began with him shouting in your ear and ended pretty much the same way.


Nevertheless, Kenny had felt an almost mutinous atmosphere building all afternoon. It had kicked off when Lee Roberts let slip that he’d overheard Major Norton telling Bryant he didn’t think they should bother with any more patrols. According to Lee, Bryant had objected violently. The twenty-eight-man platoon had carried out daily patrols for six months, suffering one fatality and losing several more to serious injuries. After each setback they’d kept on going as before. Even the day after Billy Dalton had been left screaming in the middle of the road with his guts spilling out while a firefight raged around him, they’d trudged out of the gate at four a.m. with Bryant in the lead as usual. Staying inside the dirt walls of their compound on the final day would have felt to Bryant like an admission of defeat.


The mood among the rest of the platoon couldn’t have been more different. They had all had enough adventure for one tour. Thoughts of home had started creeping into their minds and taken the edge off their concentration. It had happened to Kenny while out on patrol that morning. He had been walking at the head of B Section following the wadi leading west from Shalan-Gar towards the next settlement across the valley. Some Tali had booby-trapped the dried-out river bed several times in recent months, but Kenny’s thoughts had wandered off to Sarah and their wedding that was due to take place in just over a fortnight’s time. Or more precisely, their wedding night. He could almost feel her soft skin and her breath on his neck.


Kenny had been less than ten feet away from the trigger wire when Lee spotted it. He had tried to tell himself that he would have seen it in time, but deep down, he knew that he wouldn’t have. Following his near miss, his legs shook, his heart raced and he had started spotting imaginary gunmen behind every tree and rock. Later, when they came under fire and Skippy had collapsed out in the open, he had come close to freezing with panic. For once, Kenny had been grateful for Bryant’s yelling. With incoming rounds spitting up the dirt all around them, the sergeant ordered them to take cover while he dragged the unconscious Skippy clear.


There was no question that Bryant was a bastard, but if he had learned one thing in Helmand, it was that bastards made good soldiers.


Kenny stifled another yawn and scanned the surrounding fields and orchards beyond the minefield that surrounded the camp’s perimeter. The sky was moonless. With virtually no ambient light, his night-vision goggles allowed him to see only to a distance of approximately one hundred yards. All was still. Not even a rat crossed his line of sight. After several minutes his eyelids once again started to droop, but suddenly, and without immediately knowing why, he jolted awake. Then he saw it: at the edge of his range of sight, something moved behind a tree. Human or animal? He couldn’t be sure. He crouched low over the sangar’s heavy machine gun and trained the sights on the spot where he had seen whatever it was. It was happening again: his heart was beating faster and faster. Sweat trickled down his face. He waited, tensed, his finger trembling on the trigger. He felt sick and dizzy. An angry voice raged inside his head: Pull yourself together. You’re nearly home. Nearly a minute passed. Then, in a split second, something streaked out from behind the tree. Kenny loosed off a burst of fire. White-hot streaks tore through the blackness. He refocused, breathing hard. Whatever it had been was now dead, lying in several pieces amidst the scrub.


‘What the hell was that, Green?’ Bryant shouted up from somewhere below.


‘I think it was a dog, Sarge,’ Kenny called back.


‘Waste any more rounds on a dumb animal and you’ll be scooping it up for breakfast. You got that?’


‘Yes, Sarge.’


‘Yes, Sarge.’ Kenny heard several of the lads imitating him in exaggerated effeminate voices. Some of the others laughed. They sounded like they’d been drinking. It made Kenny uneasy. If Bryant found out, there would be hell to pay.


Private Lee Roberts stretched out on his thin sleeping mat and mentally ticked off another hour. Forty-six more until the Chinook would fly in and carry them back to Bastion. There they would board the RAF Tristar that would take them home. He scarcely dared believe the end was so close. Aside from seeing Anna and Leanne again, what he longed for most was a comfortable bed. That and some real food – he didn’t care what kind, just so long as it didn’t come out of a ration pack. Anna was always so careful about making sure they ate well at home – she would be horrified to learn that he’d eaten nothing but tinned and rehydrated food for six months. Not a single fresh carrot or lettuce leaf had passed his lips.


Running water. That was another thing he was looking forward to. He had almost forgotten what it was like to turn on a tap to fill a glass or step under a shower. At the post, each man was allocated two litres of water a day. This had to cover cooking, drinking and washing. Needless to say, most went without washing. Within days of arrival they had all smelt like tramps, but after a week or two they had stopped noticing. Everyone stank the same. Now and then they had sluiced down in one of the two springs that bubbled out of the ground to the north, but both of them had dried up in early July. The villagers had offered to sell them water but Major Norton hadn’t allowed it. The risk of poisoning was too great. At one point during the height of summer they had run so short that they had set up evaporation stills to recycle their urine. It was just like the survival shows on TV. But that was the British Army for you. Everything cut to the bone. If an American soldier had turned up he’d have been appalled. Lee had heard that even at their most isolated posts, the Yanks had chemical latrines and refrigerated Coke dispensers.


As evening turned into night, the mood under the tarps was finally shifting from restless to subdued. Some of the lads were playing cards, and the ones who had been boisterous earlier were mostly drifting off to sleep or reading one of the battered paperbacks that got shared around the platoon by torchlight. The relentless banter had been replaced by the steady drum of crickets. Lee checked his watch. It was heading towards eleven p.m. If any of them were going on patrol tomorrow Bryant would have to announce it soon. He hadn’t sounded a happy man when Lee heard him talking with Major Norton earlier that afternoon: ‘The effing raggies will think they’ve bested us, sir.’


‘There’s no point taking unnecessary risks for pride alone,’ Norton had said.


‘It’s not a matter of pride, sir. Surely it’s our job? I wasn’t aware we’d been given a holiday.’


His tone had come close to insubordinate, but Norton had chosen not to cross swords. ‘I’ll give it some thought,’ he had said diplomatically, ‘see what next door’s planning.’


Next door was 3 Platoon, who was stationed four kilometres to their east. It was commanded by a young lieutenant, James Gallagher, who in any event would take his orders from Norton. Fully aware that he was being fobbed off, Bryant had marched away from the conversation with a face like thunder. Lee had taken care to scoot out of his way as he strode past. The man was obsessed. He seemed almost disappointed to be going home. Perhaps that was his problem, Lee speculated. Bryant was forty years old and had been in the army for more than half his life. As he often reminded them, he had completed more than a dozen tours of active duty in the Balkans, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq. Combat was all he knew. All he lived for. It was like a drug.


The voices around him gradually fell silent. Torches switched off one by one. Lee felt his muscles slacken as he descended into the pleasant, hazy state between wakefulness and sleep. He pictured Anna and Leanne waiting for him on the parade ground. He imagined hurrying towards them, kissing Anna on the lips and scooping Leanne up in his arms. And at that moment he realized he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving them again. He’d done his five years, proved all he had ever wanted to prove. After all he’d endured in Helmand he could hold his head up anywhere in Civvy Street. He had always known the time would come for a change of direction and this felt like the moment. When he got home, he promised himself that he’d look into training as a mechanic. Yes, that felt right. Something practical. A steady, hands-on job. Content that he had a plan, Lee drifted off to sleep.


‘Right, you lazy sods! Attention!’


Lee jolted awake after what felt like only seconds after closing his eyes. A glance at his watch told him less than an hour had passed.


‘Roberts! Get up!’


Bryant flicked a boot into Lee’s ribs and doled out the same treatment to several other malingerers. Lee scrambled to his feet grimacing in pain, but knowing not to show it. He stood to attention at the foot of his bedroll, arms pressed tight to his sides.


‘Look at this bloody shambles,’ Bryant yelled, kicking over mess tins and other stray possessions that lay scattered on the ground. ‘Call yourselves soldiers? Dossers, that’s what you are. A bunch of filthy, pikey dossers.’ He stopped in front of Skippy and glared down at him. ‘Are you looking forward to going home, son?’


‘Yes, Sarge.’ There was a tremor in the boy’s voice.


‘Why’s that, then? So you can live like even more of a pig?’ He nodded to Skippy’s open pack, with its contents spilling onto the ground. ‘Your nan likes living with pigs, does she?’


‘No, Sarge.’


‘Well, that’s what she’s got coming to her, hasn’t she? A shitty little pig.’


‘Yes, Sarge.’


Bryant picked the pack up in one hand and, while continuing to glare into Skippy’s terrified face, shook its contents onto the floor.


‘Kit inspection six a.m. All of you. One button out of place, you’ll all be on a charge. Got it?’


The whole platoon answered in unison. ‘Yes, Sarge.’


Without another word, Bryant turned on his heel and marched to the tarpaulin shelter he occupied next to Major Norton’s at the end of the post.


‘Thanks a lot, Skip,’ Danny Marsh called across as the men returned grumbling to their beds.


Skippy didn’t reply. It had been a long day. A long six months. As he knelt down to gather up his scattered possessions, he couldn’t stop his eyes from welling up with tears.


Up on the sangar, Kenny Green was again losing his battle to stay awake. He was on guard duty until two a.m. Not long to go. For several minutes he dozed, slumped over his machine gun, until a mosquito bit him on the back of the neck. He jerked back to consciousness and crushed the insect under his palm. As he settled and refocused, he thought he saw something flit behind a tree out in the orchard. Another dog? Or was he imagining things? He peered out in the gloom, his finger tightening on the trigger. He waited to see it again.


All was quiet.


Nothing stirred.




THREE


Major Christopher Norton woke to the sound of his sergeant doing his vigorous morning exercises in the ‘prison gym’ they had set up a few yards from their primitive quarters. Lengths of wood lashed across empty oil drums served as push-up bars. Jerrycans filled with water served as weights. It was ten minutes before six a.m. Norton hadn’t slept past five for the entire tour and the extra hour had left him feeling sluggish. He lay still for a moment, enjoying the strange and luxurious feeling of not having to ready himself for a patrol. The day ahead would be tedious, but at least it wouldn’t involve stepping outside the walls. His thoughts drifted briefly to Melanie and the girls, but he hauled them back again and tried to decide how he would occupy the men during their final hours before departure. A football tournament, perhaps? It would soak up some of their nervous energy. Later on, he would give the talk he always delivered at the end of the tour. He would try to explain what he thought they had achieved here in their little corner of Helmand, then attempt to place it in the big picture, giving them something to go home feeling proud about.


Norton had pushed his platoon hard during the past six months and they had taken more casualties than he would have liked, but he couldn’t fault their bravery or their loyalty. They had done as well as HQ could have expected of them. The company Norton commanded was leaving Helmand with the local Taliban severely if not fatally weakened. By their own admissions, the local communities felt far safer now than they had before the British arrived. And if all the reports he had heard were correct, the units of the Afghan National Army who would shortly be taking their place had been licked into decent shape by their British and American trainers. Barring disasters, the local population had every chance of enjoying a peaceful future.


Bryant’s voice resounded around the post like a thunderclap. ‘Right, you greasy little buggers, let see what you’ve got. ‘’Ten – shun!’


The kit inspection. Norton had forgotten that Bryant had arranged to haul the men through the wringer one last time. Some mornings he felt as exasperated and bullied by his sergeant as they must. The man’s energy and appetite for confrontation was superhuman.


Norton dragged himself to his feet and sought out a razor. Down to his last few cups of water, he couldn’t afford to waste any on ablutions. He scraped the blade over his dry stubble while trying to blot out Bryant’s yelling.


‘Look at you, bloody shambles. And where the hell’s the runt?’ The sergeant’s high-pitched yell made Norton wince.


‘Don’t know, Sarge,’ answered a voice Norton recognized as belonging to Private Roberts.


‘What do you mean you don’t bloody know?’ Bryant yelled at the top of his lungs: ‘Ly-ons!’ His voice grew even louder: ‘You’d better show yourself, boy!’


Norton set down his razor and pulled back the flap of tarpaulin to see Bryant striding out into the centre of the post and scanning the sangars. Each of the sentries called down that they were alone. Apart from these four towers there was nowhere else in the post for a man to hide. The perimeter walls were twenty feet high and constructed of Hesco bags – collapsible wire cages lined with tough fabric and filled with dirt – the only gap in which was the locked steel gate at the single entrance.


‘Lyons!’ Bryant’s scream could have been heard on the far side of the valley.


There was no reply. The sergeant span round and shouted at the twenty-one men still standing stiffly to attention next to their beds. ‘You bastards better not be taking the piss.’ Without waiting for an answer, he decided they were. ‘Where is he? You’ve got five seconds or I’ll be sending every one of you little shits home in plaster.’


No one doubted that he meant it.


‘We’re not having you on, sir,’ Lee Roberts piped up. ‘Last time I saw him was at lights out. He was sorting out his kit.’ He nodded towards Skippy’s pack, which lay in its usual place at the end of the row. Its various straps and buckles were neatly fastened.


‘Who saw him last?’ Norton called out. He came towards them buttoning his shirt, anxious to calm the situation before it got any more heated. The mood Bryant had been in for the last few days, he didn’t trust him not to crack a few skulls.


The men exchanged looks.


Norton threw his sergeant a disarming smile and assumed control. ‘Look, boys, I don’t mind if this is an end-of-term prank, and if it is, you got us fair and square. Well done.’


After a long moment of silence, Private Dean Paget spoke up. ‘I don’t think it is a joke, sir. At least, no one told me about it.’


‘All right, if this is a joke, now’s the time to fess up,’ Norton said. ‘No recriminations. No hard feelings.’ He ignored Bryant’s pained expression.


Again, silence. Norton studied the men’s faces. No smirks. No disguised smiles. No suppressed laughter. The only expressions he saw were of fear and concern.


‘Lance Corporal, you bunk next to him – when did you see him last?’


‘He was still getting his kit sorted when I went to sleep, sir,’ Jim Warman said.


‘In the dark?’


‘With a head torch.’


‘You didn’t see him turn in?’


‘No, sir.’


Norton looked down at Skippy’s bedroll. There was no telling if it had been slept on or not. With the nights so hot, none of them used their sleeping bags. Skippy’s was stowed in its compression bag and strapped to the side of his pack. There was no sign of his boots, though. An uneasy feeling stole over the major. He realized that all he knew about the youngest member of his platoon was that back home his only close relation was his grandmother. They had never had much in the way of a one-to-one: Skippy preferred to talk to his mates. What he did know was that he was a popular member of the platoon who more than made up in bravery for what he lacked in size. Skippy was always the one who volunteered to scout ahead while out on patrol and had never flinched in a skirmish. The collapse he had suffered the day before was the only minor blot on an otherwise pristine record.


‘He didn’t say anything to any of you?’ Norton asked.


Heads shook.


‘He was looking forward to going home?’


There were nods and mumbled confirmations. Expressions were growing more serious, confirming Norton’s suspicion that this was no practical joke.


‘He couldn’t have got out, sir,’ Bryant said. ‘It’s impossible. And why would he?’


‘He’s evidently not here,’ Norton said gravely. ‘Check his kit, Sergeant.’


‘Sir?’


‘His kit.’


Norton could think of nothing else to do. He was as confused by Skippy’s absence as he was perplexed. Despite the unlikelihood of being able to scale the walls unseen, there was the problem of navigating the minefields that surrounded the post.


Bryant began by turning over Skippy’s bedroll. There was nothing underneath. Next he unstrapped his pack and spread the contents on the ground. He poked through the spare clothes, water bottles, wash kit and mess tins and immediately spotted what was missing.


‘No night-vision goggles, sir. No bayonet or pistol, either.’


‘What about his rifle? Roberts—’ Norton nodded to Lee Roberts, who stepped away from his bed and checked along the row of assault rifles stacked up against the Hesco wall at the rear of the sleeping area.


‘Still here, sir,’ Roberts replied.


‘Everyone else’s?’


Roberts counted. ‘All there, sir.’


Norton nodded. ‘Stand easy.’


Feet shuffled and muscles loosened, but the atmosphere among the platoon only grew more tense.


‘Somehow or another, it appears that Private Lyons has left the post during the night,’ Norton said. ‘That can only mean one of you sentries must have seen him or been asleep on the job.’


Kenny Green felt the blood rush to his face. He had spent the second half of his watch from midnight until two a.m. losing an increasingly difficult battle to stay awake.


‘We’ll deal with that issue later,’ Norton said. ‘Now, has anyone got any idea why Skippy would have run off into the night?’


No one spoke.


Norton squared up to the thought that had been lurking in the back of his mind and gave voice to it. ‘I need to know – had anyone noticed him being depressed? Was there anything on his mind? You all know what I’m saying.’


After a long silence, Private Roberts spoke up. ‘I know he felt bad about what happened yesterday, sir. But I don’t see why that would send him over the wall.’


‘Unless he thought he had something to prove,’ Private Paget said.


‘Such as?’ Norton asked.


Paget shrugged his shoulders.


The image that came to Norton’s mind was of the young man hanging from a tree, unable to cope with the humiliation of having collapsed on patrol. Was it possible that he was far more fragile than any of them had imagined, that they had all misread his cockiness for insecurity?


‘What do you think, Sergeant?’ Norton said quietly.


‘I think someone here knows something, sir,’ Bryant said.


Kenny Green couldn’t hold it in any longer. ‘I might have seen something, sir. I was up on the south-west sangar. Something moved out in the orchard. Must have been about one a.m.’


‘A figure?’


‘I couldn’t be sure, sir. It might have been nothing.’


‘Were you alert?’


Kenny Green hung his head. ‘Not too brilliant, sir. I was struggling a bit, to be honest.’


Norton shot Bryant a look. ‘I’ll deal with him later, Sergeant. Proceed with the inspection. We’ll have breakfast, then organize a search party. I’ll put the word out on the radio.’


Norton left Bryant to it and retreated to his shelter from where he contacted the other platoons in the valley over the encrypted Bowman radio. They had a man missing. He was lightly armed and extremely vulnerable. Next he contacted HQ in faraway Camp Bastion and requested to speak to his commanding officer, Colonel Richard Hastings. He was not looking forward to delivering the news.




FOUR


At six forty-five, Norton was in his quarters studying a detailed map of the surrounding area when Bryant came to find him.


‘Ready when you are, sir.’


Norton showed him the grid he had drawn on the map dividing the local terrain into sections each approximately two hundred metres square. ‘We’ll start close and move further out. I’ve spoken to Colonel Hastings at HQ – if we don’t find him within the hour I’m to mobilize a full search the length of the valley. We want to avoid that if possible – no one wants to hand the enemy that sort of publicity on our last day.’


Bryant nodded in agreement.


‘We’ll begin here, to the south-west of the post, see if we can find any sign of him having crossed the orchard.’


‘It’s mined, sir. He’d never have got across.’


‘He was on the party that laid them, as I recall.’


‘So was I, but I wouldn’t like to risk it.’


‘Maybe he has a better memory than you do.’ Norton reached for his Kevlar vest and pulled it on over his camouflage tunic, which even at this early hour was already glued to his back with sweat. ‘I’ll lead the first party. We’ll take it in two-hour shifts. The rest of you can keep lookout from the sangars. I want eyes everywhere.’


‘Sir.’


Norton stepped out into the bright sunlight before Bryant could raise any objections. He walked briskly towards the men, who were gathered listlessly, awaiting instructions.


‘Right, I’ll need six of you to come with me on the first search detail.’ He singled out Kenny Green, ‘Green, you’ll be carrying the med pack.’


Kenny Green inwardly groaned at the thought of lugging the heavy pack straight after breakfast, but after falling asleep on the job he felt he was in no position to object.


‘Any volunteers?’ Norton inquired.


Two hands went up: they belonged to Privates Lee Roberts and Danny Marsh; both were from B Section.


‘All right, we might as well have the rest of B Section while we’re at it,’ Norton said, ‘as you were the ones who should have been keeping an eye on him.’


Dale Carter, Dean Paget, Mike Allerton and Lance Corporal Jim Warman let out a collective groan.


‘Suit up. We move out in five minutes,’ Norton barked.


While they grabbed their vests, helmets and weapons, Norton made his way quickly to the latrine. He had stomach ache and felt nauseous. He put it down to the previous evening’s meal of rehydrated liver and onions. It was the same every tour: the food in the last few days comprised the inedible dregs.


‘Stay there.’ The order was shouted by Private Finlay from the north-west sangar. He was addressing someone out on the approach way to the post’s entrance.


‘Who is it?’ Bryant yelled back.


Finlay checked through binoculars. ‘Yusuf, sir.’


Norton stepped out from the latrine tent and squirted his hands with sanitizer. ‘Is he alone?’


‘As far as I can see.’


Yusuf was their primary local contact. A young man of twenty-five and the grandson of the principal elder in the nearby village of Shalan-Gar. He had learned rudimentary English at school and picked up more from the soldiers who had been in the area for nearly eight years. Insofar as Norton trusted any of the locals, he trusted Yusuf the most. He had taken a big risk by acting as go-between with the British Army and Norton was keenly aware that the small amounts of money he had received in return was little compensation.


‘Bring him up to the line. I’ll talk to him from up there.’


Norton climbed the wooden ladder to the sangar where he joined Private Finlay. Yusuf was already standing at the white line spray-painted across the dirt road twenty yards from the gate. Close enough to talk, far away enough not to be able to kill anyone with hidden explosives. A quick glance reassured Norton that nothing was strapped to Yusuf’s skinny frame, but now wasn’t the time to take chances.


‘Good morning, Yusuf. What can I do for you?’


‘Good morning, Major Norton,’ Yusuf gave a deferential nod. Something about his demeanour didn’t seem right. His innocent smile had been replaced with a frown. ‘I bring bad news.’


Norton felt his already queasy stomach churn.


‘You have a man missing . . .’


‘What about him?’


‘Some fighters have him. They ask one hundred thousand dollars for his safe return.’


‘He’s alive?’


‘Yes. He is alive.’


‘Where are these people?’


‘Near our village.’ Yusuf glanced anxiously over his shoulder as if there might be someone listening. ‘They talk to my grandfather. He send me here.’


Norton’s head was filling with questions, but he stuck to the obvious ones: ‘Are these people Taliban? Do we know them?’


‘Yes. Taliban. Not from this valley – travelling through. If you want, I will talk to them, but it’s dangerous . . .’ He wrung his hands and stared at his feet. Norton guessed what was coming next. ‘Very dangerous. Ten thousand dollars perhaps . . .’


‘Sir—’


Norton glanced down and saw Bryant at the inside of the gate. He had heard every word of the exchange.


‘It’s all right, Sergeant. Bring Yusuf in, please. We need to talk business.’


Norton’s subtlety of tone carried a message to Bryant which he hoped would have passed over Yusuf’s head. He turned back to the go-between and called down to him in a friendly voice, ‘We are so glad to hear he’s alive. We’d like him back as soon as possible. Do I have your word that you won’t be asking for any more than ten thousand dollars to make this happen?’


Yusuf looked hesitant and shot another glance over his shoulder. ‘For me, yes. Ten thousand.’


He saw the gate opening ahead of him. A smiling Sergeant Bryant gestured him into the post.


‘I’m coming down,’ Norton called out, and clambered down the ladder.


Yusuf had never stepped inside the British Army post, but evidently the prospect of a large bundle of money overcame his fears. Norton arrived on the ground as Bryant closed and locked the gate behind him.


‘Sorry about this, Yusuf.’


The young man’s eyes widened in alarm at the sight of Norton’s pistol levelled at his chest. Bryant took hold of him and strapped his wrists behind his back with nylon ties. ‘No lies, Major. He is alive. He is alive.’


‘And so are you. Let’s try to keep it that way.’


According to Yusuf, the Taliban fighters had approached his grandfather’s house shortly after dawn requesting food and water. They told the old man that they had been travelling across the valley by night when they found the young British soldier cowering in a ditch at the roadside. Seizing the chance to make some easy money, they ordered the village elder, Yusuf’s grandfather, Musa Sarabi, to convey their ransom demand to the nearest military post.


Norton quickly concluded that the story failed to add up. Firstly, he questioned why Taliban fighters would run the risk of crossing the occupied valley only thirty-six hours before they knew the British would be departing, and, secondly, he didn’t buy the idea of them having chanced on Skippy by accident. The more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that Skippy must have been the victim of an audacious kidnapping. The circumstances required to execute such a feat were improbable – two sentries would have to have been asleep at the same time – but not impossible. That meant that it had to be local Taliban who were responsible – men posing as farmers working the surrounding land who had kept the post under surveillance for weeks or even months waiting for such a moment.


It was scarcely credible, but the idea that one of his men left the post of his own free will was even more outlandish. There was a perfect motive, too: the capture of a British soldier on the final day of the occupation was propaganda of a sort money couldn’t buy.


After talking round and round in circles with Yusuf, Norton once again consulted Colonel Hastings over the radio and settled on a plan of action. They agreed that kidnap was the most probable explanation. But while Norton remained concerned that the motive was chiefly political, Hastings insisted that it was more likely to be financial. The population of the Shalan-Gar valley was dirt poor and the opportunity to make even a few thousand dollars was one that men might risk their lives for. Unlike the French or Italians, the British were known for not paying ransom, but Hastings was convinced a local group had gambled on the rules being bent in the final hours of the occupation. The Shalan-Gar valley currently contained nearly 150 British troops and air support could be called in within minutes. The local Taliban had little in common with the new breed of jihadists Hastings and Norton had encountered in Iraq; they were shrewd and calculating men who remained interested in their personal survival. It all added up, in his opinion, to an attempt at extortion. And as Major Norton knew from long experience, when Colonel Hastings formed an opinion, there was no contradicting it.


It was agreed that Norton would lead a party to Shalan-Gar and attempt to achieve a peaceful conclusion. If whoever was holding him persisted in their demands for ransom, he was empowered to offer up to ten assault rifles and ammunition in lieu of cash – a tactic that had worked for the British in past hostage situations. If that failed, he was to withdraw and report back to Hastings. Meanwhile, Hastings would confer with General Browne to discuss the unprecedented possibility of meeting the kidnappers’ demands. Hastings’s gut told him that on this particular occasion, the rules might indeed be bent.


‘It would stick in the craw,’ Hastings said, ‘but so would taking the shine off all your hard work.’


If the compliment was intended to make Major Norton feel better about the mission he had been ordered to lead, it failed to have the desired effect. He had realized that, like his men, he had lost his edge. Even a week ago he would have relished the challenge, but this morning he would gladly have crawled back to his bed.


‘Softly, softly,’ Hastings said. ‘Let them know we’re eager to leave quietly.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Norton answered, trying his best to sound compliant.


At the last moment, Major Norton made the decision to bring Sergeant Bryant on the expedition to Shalan-Gar. During a dozen years of combat tours Norton had dealt with numerous hostage negotiations and proved to himself that he possessed a cool head even under the most intense pressure, but he had never negotiated the release of a man for whom he felt quite so personally responsible as Skippy. Fearing that personal emotions were threatening to intrude on his judgement, he felt the need for his sergeant’s unflappable presence.


Taking Yusuf with them, they travelled the kilometre to Shalan-Gar in the platoon’s two armoured Land Rovers. It wasn’t yet nine a.m. but the outside temperature was already thirty-five degrees and climbing. Sweat streamed from beneath Norton’s helmet and trickled down his neck, yet as they drew up outside the rough dirt walls of the village compound, he felt a cold shiver travel the length of his spine.


‘Paget, Allerton, Marsh, you three stay here with Yusuf. The rest of you will come inside with me.’


Requiring no further instruction, the men formed up and performed their routine radio and weapons checks. Seconds later they were ready to go. It was a procedure they had performed countless times before on their frequent visits to the village.


Norton approached the centuries-old rough-hewn gates at the entrance to the compound and knocked three times. Almost immediately, a small shutter opened and a pair of vivid green eyes set in a face of almost Caucasian complexion stared back at him. They belonged to Ali-Mohammed Sarabi, one of Yusuf’s many cousins and one of only a tiny handful of men in the village with a few words of English.


‘Salaam, Ali-Mohammed,’ Norton said. ‘We would like to speak with Musa Sarabi.’


The young man nodded and drew back the heavy bolts securing the gates. They were clearly expected.


Norton stepped through into the village compound and led his party to the elder’s residence. Several dozen single-storey dwellings and storage barns, all constructed of hard-packed mud, were scattered haphazardly inside the perimeter wall. The communal areas were quieter than usual. Only a few children were playing outdoors. Skinny goats scavenged the alleyways for scraps and chickens scratched hopefully in the dust. Here and there, clusters of sunburnt men crouched on their haunches sipping tea and casting furtive glances at the soldiers. There were no women to be seen.


Musa Sarabi’s house was the biggest in the village and sited at its centre next to an open area that served as the village square, in the middle of which was a large, shady palm tree. Norton had spent many painful hours sitting cross-legged on its tiled floor, drinking tea and trying to explain the purpose and objectives of the British presence in the area. Musa Sarabi would nod inscrutably and offer the occasional smile from behind his thick grey whiskers, but how much notice he took of what was said, Norton had never been entirely sure. This morning they would cut straight to the chase. Norton was in no mood for lengthy discussions.


As they turned into the square, the major saw immediately that things were different. Instead of waiting to receive them inside his house, Musa Sarabi was standing in the doorway. His usually unreadable face bore an anxious expression.


Norton handed his rifle to Private Kenny Green as they approached. He stepped forward alone to make the formal greeting. ‘Salaam.’


They exchanged nods, but Sarabi was in a hurry to get down to business. He spoke quickly in Pashto to Ali, who relayed the message in faltering English to Norton.


‘You have dollars?’


Norton answered patiently. ‘First things first. Where is my man?’


Ali didn’t bother with translating back to his grandfather. ‘Dollars. You have dollars, or man dead.’ He drew a finger swiftly across his throat.


‘No dollars,’ Norton said carefully. He shook his head. ‘We have weapons.’ He gestured to their rifles, then held up three fingers. ‘Three rifles for my man.’


‘No dollars?’ Ali’s eyes remained fixed on Norton.


‘No.’ He decided to up his offer. ‘Five rifles – with ammunition.’ He spread out his palms in a gesture of goodwill. ‘We come as friends, Musa Sarabi. These rifles cost many thousands of dollars. Very valuable.’


Ali dipped his head and muttered in Pashto to his grandfather. The old man stared at Norton in bewilderment, then in fear, and without a further word retreated hastily behind the door, closing it behind him. In the same instant, Ali bolted.


‘Sir!’ Kenny Green pointed to an armed figure, his head swathed in a black turban, who had sprung up on a rooftop across the square.


Norton saw the flash of light from the muzzle of the gunman’s AK-47 and heard the bullets slice the air inches from his body. As he and the others ran in separate directions in search of cover, two more figures popped up alongside the first and opened fire. A grenade exploded, hurling a cloud of thick red dust into the air. The last thing Norton remembered before he descended into hell was the sound of one of his men screaming.




FIVE


Sergeant Steve Price was looking forward to his comrades’ return. Highcliffe Camp had been like a ghost town during his company’s tour, and he had made few friends among the professional desk-jockeys who worked alongside him in the soulless regimental administration centre. It wasn’t meant to be like this. He hadn’t joined the army to spend his days shining the seat of his trousers. The life he had craved was the one that had first fired his imagination on the TV recruitment ads: all guns and adrenalin-fuelled action. He had been lucky enough to experience it for five exhilarating years, but now it was over and each day he struggled to come to terms with the fact.


It had been nearly fifteen months since Lance Corporal Steve Price, as he then was, drove over an IED that sent the armoured Land Rover in which he was travelling spiralling into the air. He remembered the noise of the explosion and the blinding flash of light, but little else. The shock wave knocked him out cold, which had turned out to be a blessing. Mickey Turner, his only companion in the vehicle, had somehow remained conscious throughout the whole ordeal. Mickey’s physical injuries had been less serious than Steve’s – only a couple of broken bones and a ruptured eardrum – but his nerves were shredded. The army psychiatrist pronounced him a hopeless case and he was medically discharged before his wounds were healed. Last time Price had seen him, Mickey’s hands were shaking like an old man’s. Price’s mind was unaffected, but the loss of his right eye had permanently ruled him unfit for a combat role. It was nonsensical in his opinion – putting in six hard gym sessions a week, he was fitter now than he had ever been – but rules were rules and nowhere more so than in the army. He had been left with a choice between being tossed out into the world with precious few qualifications, or taking up the army’s offer of alternative employment. He had taken the sensible option. The man of action now had a comfortable salary and a savings account. If he stuck it out, in about twenty years’ time he could collect a decent pension. Except for the few wrinkles in his personal life that were yet to be fully ironed out, most people would say he had it made. Watching the office clock creep slowly towards five thirty, he tried to convince himself that he was one of the lucky ones.


Minutes later, Price was already heading across the parade ground en route to the gym. After a long day cooped up indoors he was ready for a tough ninety-minute workout before heading out for a few beers in the town. As he approached the PT block his phone sounded a message alert. He ignored it. Whoever it was would have to wait. He pushed through the door and made his way along the corridor. Another message sounded its arrival. There was only one person who would send him two texts the moment he left the office and he had no intention of speaking to her. It was over between them. Finished. He had made himself clear and there was nothing more to say. He shouldered open the door to the changing room, slung his bag on the bench and started to undress, eager to hit the weights and feel the rush of blood to his muscles. He was pulling on his trainers when his phone started to ring. Would she never give up? Sighing, he fetched it from his pocket ready to spell it out in words that she might just understand. But it wasn’t her number on the screen. It was a work call, and the worst kind of all.


Anna Roberts paused to admire her handiwork. The kitchen in the little flat had never looked more spotless. Every surface was gleaming. She had even wiped the tops of the cupboards and pulled the fridge right out from under the counter to hunt out every last speck of grime. She wanted Lee to come back to a home as cheerful and bright as she could make it. Tomorrow would be taken up with all the frantic final preparations for the parade and picnic, so this evening was her last chance to apply the finishing touches. Leanne, however, wasn’t impressed with being neglected and was starting to grizzle. It was past her meal time.


‘I won’t be a minute, love.’


As the grizzling rose to sporadic sobs, Anna hurried from room to room checking that she hadn’t missed anything. Freshly ironed sheets and a new set of towels lay folded and waiting in the airing cupboard. Lee’s casual clothes and shoes were neatly arranged in the wardrobe and, hanging on a separate section of the rail, his parade dress was pressed to perfection. Neatly arranged beneath, his boots gleamed like mirrors. In the bathroom, she had laid out fresh razors, soaps and toothbrush, and, knowing that the first thing Lee would want to do would be to take a long, deep bath, she had placed scented candles on the side of the tub. The only thing that needed attention now was her. After Leanne had settled for the night she would spend a self-indulgent hour or two making herself smooth and silky and polishing her nails. Tomorrow she would get up extra early to see to her hair. She hoped he liked her new style: she had let it grow past her shoulders and had tried for a sexy, tousled look copied from pictures of Cameron Diaz she had spotted in a magazine.


Leanne’s sobs grew louder and more insistent. If she wasn’t fed soon Anna knew she’d have a full-blown tantrum on her hands.


‘I’m coming, Leanne! I’m coming!’


Not long now, Anna told herself as she dashed to scoop up her daughter. This time tomorrow the three of them would be back together again.


Leanne ate her macaroni cheese and broccoli with gusto, but Anna could barely manage a few mouthfuls. Nervous anticipation and excitement combined to tie her stomach in knots. She gave what she couldn’t eat to Leanne and opened one of the bottles of beer she had bought on special offer. She wouldn’t usually have dreamt of touching alcohol until after Leanne was in bed, but tonight was an exception. She needed it to calm down. After a few sips she began to feel more like herself again. The anxious feelings melted away. She decided that she would spend some of the evening phoning a few of her friends to offer some moral support. She was sure they would all be going through the same emotions, even Melanie Norton. Probably her more than most. Melanie worked so hard to put on a brave face for everyone else that she seldom got a chance to share what she must be feeling. Everyone knew that Major Norton had dodged so many bullets that the men joked that God must have mislaid the one with his name on it.


Having polished off a double portion of macaroni, Leanne devoured a large bowl of chocolate ice cream. Full and content, she happily succumbed to being bathed and changed into her pyjamas without any further protest. By seven thirty she was lying beneath the covers sucking her thumb while Anna read to her. Shortly afterwards, she was asleep.


Anna took a minute to savour the peace before heading out to tidy away the dinner plates. She loved her daughter dearly, but the moments after she had settled for the night always brought with them a sense of profound relief. There were still a few short precious hours left in the day to be something other than a mother. She eased Leanne’s bedroom door shut, tiptoed across the corridor to change into her dressing gown, then retreated to the bathroom armed with a basket of creams, lotions, files and tweezers. With the radio playing quietly, she set to work.


The doorbell rang at a particularly bad moment. Anna was midway through showering the depilatory cream from her legs and her face was smothered in a thick, gooey mask. She hoped whoever it was would go away. No such luck. They rang again.


Damn! She rubbed the last of the cream from her calves, pulled on her dressing gown and ran along the passageway to the door, trailing wet footprints on the carpet. She lifted the receiver to the intercom and held it away from her face.


‘Hello?’


‘Mrs Roberts?’


‘Yes.’


The intercom had been playing up for weeks and the caller’s voice was contending with a loud crackle.


‘It’s Steven Price. Sergeant Price. Could we have a word, please?’


Price. The Notifications Officer. Anna felt her heart thump against her ribs. Her head span. She reached out a hand to stop herself from falling. She tried to speak but her tongue refused to move.


‘Mrs Roberts? Are you there? I’m with a colleague. It’s best if you buzz us in.’


‘No.’ She whispered. ‘No . . .’


There was a pause. Then Price said, ‘Lee’s alive, but he’s been injured. There was a skirmish. He’s been medevac’d to Bastion. I really think you should let us in.’


‘No.’ Anna gasped for air. ‘How bad?’


Another pause. ‘I really should be saying this to you in person . . .’


‘Tell me,’ Anna pleaded.


He hesitated, then seemed to accept this was how it would have to be done. ‘I’ve been told he’s lost both his legs. That’s all I can tell you for now. Of course, I’ll let you know the moment I hear anything else. I’m sorry. He’s a good man.’


Anna stood in silence, staring emptily into space.


Sarah Tanner had followed Melanie’s advice and attempted to clear the air with her future mother-in-law, Rachel, before Kenny’s return home. In case things escalated she had wanted Kenny’s dad, Paul, to be there when the moment came. Paul was working night shifts at a delivery depot a forty-minute drive away in Avonmouth, so the only opportunity Sarah had to catch them both together was after he arrived home at breakfast time. Unfortunately, Rachel was not a morning person, and with the added pressures of Kenny’s homecoming and the imminent wedding, she was touchier than ever.


On most days, Sarah ate breakfast early and attempted to remove all traces of her presence in the kitchen before Rachel appeared to commence her daily search for things to grouse about. A few stray crumbs on the counter or grounds in the sink were all it took to start her off. This morning Sarah had made an extra effort to pass inspection, but even so, Rachel managed to convince herself that the milk had turned and that Sarah must have left it out overnight. It wasn’t a good start. Things grew rapidly worse when, moments after Paul walked through the door, Sarah suggested that instead of complaining about perfectly good milk, Rachel should say what was really bothering her. In the brief silence that followed, Paul’s already washed-out features grew even greyer.


Sarah braced herself for a string of objections ranging from her poor housekeeping to the tattoo on her shoulder bearing the name of her first boyfriend (she had promised Kenny she would get it lasered as soon as she could afford it) to the main issue, which was Rachel’s belief that Sarah had deliberately become pregnant in order to trap her son into marrying her. ‘Used goods,’ was one of the more hurtful expressions she had overheard Rachel use to describe her.


Sarah would have been the first to admit that she had a chequered past. She had left school at sixteen and the home of her long-suffering foster parents in Taunton soon afterwards. In the two years before she and Kenny met at a nightclub in Bristol, she had led a chaotic life working behind bars and living in squats with a collection of colourful and unsavoury characters. But when the two of them got together, everything changed. Falling in love with a real man, a soldier, she realized how shallow and empty her life to date had been. It was true that the pregnancy was unplanned, but these things happen. And besides, it was just as much Kenny’s responsibility as it was hers.


Rachel didn’t take up Sarah’s invitation to voice her churning emotions. Following a period of deathly silence there were melodramatic tears of hurt. Mopping her flooded cheeks with a square of kitchen roll, Rachel said to Paul that she didn’t know what she had done to deserve such a suspicious and ungrateful daughter-in-law, and retreated upstairs to her bedroom, locking the door behind her. And there she remained, emanating toxic waves of self-pity that radiated throughout the house. Paul made a half-hearted effort to try to talk her out, but to no effect. He took his sleeping pill, drank a few beers in front of the TV and later in the morning made up a camp bed in the glazed lean-to at the back of the house which Rachel grandly referred to as ‘the conservatory’.


Hours passed. Rachel refused to show herself. Sarah’s frustration vied with guilt as she wondered if all families behaved this way or whether she was the problem.


When evening arrived and Rachel had still failed to emerge, Sarah concluded that her future mother-in-law must despise her even more than she had feared. The daylong sulk had, though, served one good purpose: it had made up Sarah’s mind that if she and Kenny were to stand a chance, they would have to change their plans. Continuing to live with his parents while they saved for a deposit on a flat was no longer an option. After the wedding, preferably straight afterwards, they would have to move into rented married quarters in camp. Buying their own place would have to wait.


Paul woke shortly after six thirty in the early evening and trudged up to the shower. He looked tired and haggard and moved stiffly. Sleeping on the camp bed had done nothing to improve the sciatica which was the latest addition to his list of ailments. In an effort to make amends, Sarah quickly rustled up a microwave dinner, making sure there was enough for three.


She was setting the small table in the kitchen when she heard Paul come back downstairs.


‘I’ve made us cod and chips. Would you like peas or beans with yours?’


‘Peas would be nice.’


Sarah turned in surprise at the sound of Rachel’s voice. She was dressed and made up and offered a friendly smile.


‘Thanks for cooking, love – you’ve saved my life. I promised Melanie I’d pop down and help with setting up in the marquee this evening.’


‘Oh,’ Sarah was nonplussed. ‘Do you think she’d like me to help, too?’


‘I’m sure she wouldn’t say no, if you feel up to it.’


Paul appeared dressed for work. He glanced apprehensively between the two women, as if expecting fireworks at any moment.


‘Sarah’s made dinner. Isn’t that nice of her?’ Rachel said, filling the water jug from the tap.


‘Great.’ Paul shot Sarah a nervous glance as he took his usual seat at the table. ‘Thanks.’


‘Sorry about this morning,’ Rachel said breezily. ‘I woke with one of my migraines. It’s taken all day to shake it off.’ She touched Sarah lightly on the arm, her eyes seeming to beg forgiveness.


‘Poor you,’ Sarah said.


Rachel mouthed a meaningful ‘thank you’ and ferried plates to the table.


Sarah ate in virtual silence, hiding her confusion at Rachel’s dramatic turnaround and what it might mean for her carefully reconfigured plans. Rachel, meanwhile, chatted enthusiastically about the plans for the homecoming party. Apparently tensions in the WAGs Club were running high as they scrambled to get the picnic catering finished in time. Several women who had made promises of help had failed to deliver, heaping yet more burden on the shoulders of the same few who always bore the brunt on these occasions. Melanie had sent out a desperate email pleading for someone to produce half a dozen quiches before she resorted to buying them from the supermarket. It would mean slaving over the stove for half the night, but Rachel had volunteered. The very least the returning boys deserved was some proper home cooking. Paul nodded and agreed with everything she said. Bright, optimistic moods like this were rare, and he was not about to do anything to upset it.


Rachel was clearing plates and Sarah making Paul a final cup of tea before he headed out for his shift when the doorbell rang.


‘I’ll go,’ Rachel said. ‘You sit there.’


Sarah and Paul exchanged a look as she bustled out of the door. Paul shrugged and shook his head. Words failed him.


‘I think I ought to go with her tonight,’ Sarah said.


‘Probably best,’ Paul agreed. He brought his tea to the table and sat next to her. ‘You’ve been great,’ he said quietly. ‘Really. I know it’s not been, well, you know . . .’


It was as close to heartfelt emotion as he could manage, but Sarah appreciated it nonetheless. She had always liked him, despite his ups and downs. In his good moments he had the same mischievous sparkle in his eyes as Kenny.


The sound that emanated from the front hall was barely human. It was neither a wail nor a scream, but something far more horrible and shocking. Paul leapt up from the table and ran out to Rachel. Sarah felt the muscles in her stomach spasm. She forced herself to follow him to the door. There she came to a sudden halt. Standing on the front step at the far end of the hall was the unmistakable figure of Sergeant Price, and next to him a female corporal staring uncomfortably at the ground in front of her feet. Sergeant Price lifted his gaze from Rachel, who was weeping into Paul’s shoulder, and met her eyes. He tried to speak, but his lips refused to move.


It was Paul who delivered the news to her. ‘He’s dead, love. Kenny’s dead.’


Sergeant Price fought hard to get out the words. ‘You all have my deepest condolences. All of you.’


It wasn’t much, but it made all the difference. New curtains and a bedspread in matching blue transformed the tiny spare bedroom in Kathleen Lyons’s flat into one that looked almost like it belonged to a young man. She hadn’t been able to stretch to new wallpaper, but she hoped Pete might be persuaded to redecorate while he was on leave. In fact, she had a list of jobs that she’d been saving up while he was away, but she would try not to bother him for a day or two. The wives and mothers she knew all said that soldiers found it especially hard to adjust to home life after their first tour of duty. Melanie Norton had also warned her that she may take a while to get used to him herself. The boy who left Highcliffe only days after his eighteenth birthday would have transformed into a man.


Kathleen felt every one of her fifty-five years as she settled down for ten minutes in an armchair before thinking about heading out again to help at the WAGs Club. Her back and shoulders ached from a long day on the till and the arthritis in her fingers was causing them to throb. The pills the doctor had prescribed made little difference, so she dosed herself with cheap whisky. Two inches in the bottom of a tumbler and a few cubes of ice was enough to numb the pain and make her feel human again. As she sipped, she glanced over at the numerous photos of Pete that sat on the shelf behind the TV charting his growth from baby to soldier. Right from the moment of his birth, Kathleen had always been more of a mother to him than her daughter had ever managed to be. Since he was nine years old, he had lived with her more or less full time. Kathleen would have taken him on even sooner, but until then she had been living with Trevor, a jobbing builder who had no time for, or interest in kids. Looking back, it had been a mistake not to leave him sooner, but having suffered the pain of divorce she had been determined not to give up easily on another relationship. If only she had known how much better off she would have been living alone. No arguments. No complications. No one keeping you awake at night snoring or pawing at you. Kathleen wasn’t exactly happy with her life, but she was as close to content as she had ever been. Her only ambitions now were for her wayward daughter to re-emerge from wherever she had fetched up in London and for her to make her peace with her son.


There was a small picture of Holly nestled among the others – the only one Kathleen possessed that showed her and Pete together. It had been taken on the beach at Weston when Pete was six years old and Holly twenty-three. Her daughter looked young and pretty, though distinctly bored by motherhood. She had always refused to name Pete’s father. Kathleen suspected that the truth was that she didn’t know who it was. Still, it was probably better that way. There was a lot to be said for not having much in the way of family – fewer people to let you down or tell you how to live your life. Pete was free to become his own man and she would do her best to help him on his way.


Kathleen had finally started to get comfortable when the telephone rang. She sighed and pushed up from her chair, feeling a painful twinge in her lower spine. Hobbling slightly, she crossed the room and reached for the receiver.


‘Hello?’


‘Kath, it’s Phil. Sorry to call you like this but Kayley’s just rung in sick. Don’t suppose you could stand in this evening?’


Despite the politeness of the inquiry from the store’s deputy manager, Kathleen knew that she had no choice. It was no secret that management had been asked to trim the workforce and she didn’t want to give them any excuse to cull her. Twenty years’ service and the fastest till speed in the store weighed in her favour, but her age and sagging features didn’t. Given the choice, supermarkets preferred their customer-facing staff as young and attractive as possible. She felt bad about letting Melanie Norton down but it couldn’t be helped. Besides, Melanie had a husband bringing a wage in.


‘Of course. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’ She tried to sound cheerful at the prospect.


‘Thanks, Kath. See you in a while.’ Her deputy manager sounded genuinely grateful, as if she had saved his neck.


Kathleen downed the rest of her whisky and steeled herself for another four hours on the till. It was the last thing she felt like.


The weather had turned stormy. Dark clouds had gathered and a damp, warm wind was blowing in across the Bristol Channel from the west. Kathleen felt the first spots of rain on her face as she hurried along the main road. She had forgotten her umbrella and had come too far to turn back. There was no choice but to speed up and hope she made it before the heavens opened. There was a low rumble followed by a crack of thunder and a chillier gust of wind. The spatters became a shower. Kathleen pulled her mac up over her head and broke into a run.


The car horn sounded behind her as she approached the junction with the main road. She glanced over her shoulder and saw two figures inside, one male, one female, both in military uniform. The driver was waving to her. It was a face she recognized but couldn’t put a name to. He pulled up alongside her and climbed out, pulling on his cap. He was tall and muscular with one dead eye that didn’t move. His colleague followed.
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