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Prologue

When you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.

Friedrich Nietzsche

23 February 1993

‘We’re here.’

I open the door and step out onto a glistening river of glass, a trail of broken bottles and smashed windscreens from the row of burnt-out cars that line the road.

‘Don’t look at anybody, and don’t speak to anybody.’ Tim removes a cosh from the dashboard. ‘You might think you can handle yourself, but you won’t last five minutes here. Keep your mouth shut and don’t fuck about.’

The last time I saw my brother was a little over two years ago – the night he excommunicated himself from our family and broke my mother’s heart. I’m shocked by how much he’s changed: we’re strangers now.

The drab grey tower blocks that surround us are identical to the ones I’ve seen on the news reports from Sarajevo. Most look empty, their windows boarded up or broken, and street gangs congregate outside them in what were once children’s play areas. The hopscotch marks have long since been obscured by dog shit and hypodermic needles.

There’s a grocery on the far side of the road, the only shop that’s still trading on the estate. Steel bars and a metal roller-shutter are poised to greet any ram-raider who gets beyond the concrete bollards. Spots of chewing gum pepper the pavement around its entrance like acne.

We pass a group of teenage girls drinking White Lightning in the dull glow of the street lamps. It must be the only thing that stops them dying of exposure.

‘What you lookin’ at, you fuckin’ spastic?’

For some reason Tim has left his calliper and brace behind, emphasizing his curious crab-like limp, caused by the brain injury he sustained in a needless car accident some years ago. It must have seemed like a good idea at the time: the whole crew had been out for lunchtime drinks and on the way back he’d seen one of his mates mooning out of the leading car. He’d decided to copy him – which was fine, until the driver hit a bump in the road and Tim was flung out, smashing the back of his head as he landed. He stopped breathing for three minutes.

He avoids eye contact and limps on, but I know he’s raging inside; we both are.

We reach the entrance to the flats. The inhabitants have chucked their rubbish into the communal garden. There’s not a bin or a black bag in sight. The garden is a foot deep in used condoms, glue bags, lighter-gas canisters, and raw, untreated shit.

The stench turns my stomach.

I make for the lift.

Tim shakes his head. ‘It doesn’t work.’

Rave music blasts out of a flat at the top of the stairwell. The whole place reeks of stale piss. The cream paint on the walls has turned several shades of brown and rust peels off the railings. Used tin-foil wraps, discarded bongs and yet more hypodermic needles carpet almost every step.

As we make our way onto the fourth floor, another group of mutants emerges from the shadows. One of them starts to wheel his arms and scream obscenities at us. ‘What you lookin’ at, you fucking wang’a?’

I remember Tim’s advice and break eye contact. As I do so, I notice him reach inside his jacket for the cosh.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end – the feeling you get just before things are about to kick off. But the yobs continue past us and head down the stairs in search of easier prey.

As we enter the flat, we’re assaulted by the sickly sweet smell of cannabis, cigarette smoke and White Lightning. A glass coffee-table loaded with ashtrays and drug-making paraphernalia stands between the settee and an empty television cabinet. A pair of plastic garden chairs sits on the left-hand side of the fireplace. Bob Marley blasts out from a stereo system behind them.

The walls are covered with graffiti, but the place is bare. There are no pictures, no books and no television; the only ornaments are the myriad used needles and burnt spoons. Two boys – neither of them a day older than sixteen – sit on a sideboard, drinking cider from old Pot Noodle containers, and half a dozen starry-eyed junkies stir from various stages of intoxication and begin mauling Tim like zoo animals at feeding time.

A rough-looking female emerges from the kitchen, wearing faded jeans and a black bomber-jacket. She flashes us a smile like a witch-doctor’s necklace. ‘Hello, darlin’.’ She stumbles forward and throws her arms around my brother. She’s one of his dealers, and she’s absolutely banged off her tits.

She grabs me by the hand. ‘Come with me, handsome . . . Let’s get you a nice drink.’

The kitchen is just like the rest. There’s no cooker, no fridge, no washing-machine; just a kettle and a shit-load of rubbish.

In the minute or so it takes me to escape back to the lounge, Tim has cleared a space on the coffee-table and stuck three king-size Rizlas together. He sprinkles the tobacco from two Marlboro Reds and crumbles some dope onto the paper cradle. He lights the spliff and inhales deeply. ‘Wanna shot?’

‘No thanks.’ I excuse myself and head for the toilet, where the two kids from the sideboard are now hitting the gas big-time. One cradles the canister in his hands and sprays pure butane into his mouth. Moments later, he’s lying on the floor, fucked out of his head.

Back in the living room, Tim’s dealer and several of her junkie mates are preparing foil and a tooting tube. It’s what smack-heads call ‘chasing the dragon’.

The tension crackles between us on the way back to Lewes. He tells me he doesn’t want to see me again after today. I can’t believe his life has come to this.

To avoid further conversation, he switches on the radio. The newsreader announces that a massive bomb, concealed inside a rented van, has exploded in a car park directly beneath New York’s World Trade Center. More than a thousand people have been injured in the blast.

I look into his sensitive, intelligent, fucked-up face and see his eyes start to fill with tears.
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Think like a man of action, act like a man of thought.

Henri Louis Bergson

9 February 1994

The ice-cold water freezes me to the core. I grip my rifle tightly, but I can’t feel a thing. I’ve lost all sensation in my hands and feet. We’ve been lying in this shallow grave for three hours, paralysed by the freezing rain and remorseless wind. My body’s beginning to cramp up and my tongue’s starting to swell. Pretty soon my hearing and sight will go, and then the hallucinations will kick in. After that I’m proper-fucked.

‘This place is colder than a mother-in-law’s kiss.’ Duncan slurs his words and tries to force a smile as he lies shivering beside me. Our platoon has spent all night, shoulder to shoulder, in this ambush position on Sandhurst’s 900-acre training area. Duncan’s attempts at humour are all that’s kept me going. Yesterday he even brought a smile to the face of our instructor. ‘Hurry up, Mr Stone,’ Colour Sergeant Maclaren bellowed. ‘My dead mother could dig that hole faster than you!’

Quick as a flash, Duncan replied, ‘Only ’cos she’s got a six-foot start, Colour Sergeant.’

Anybody else would have had his head ripped off, but Duncan, with his cut-glass accent and Oxford education, could charm the knickers off a nun.

I try to think of something funny to say back to him, but I’m no comedian at the best of times and right now my face is frozen solid.

I shake my head and, not for the first time, ask myself why I’m putting myself through forty-four weeks of gruelling hardship, humiliation and pain. As we lie here on this barren hillside, barely able to keep our eyes open, I feel myself falling deeper and deeper into a zombie-like trance. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to last.

Then, in the gully beneath us, a dozen or so moonlit targets rise up from the undergrowth, each one illuminated just enough for us to make out the image of a Soviet soldier. It’s our signal to initiate the ambush.

I feel a surge of adrenalin course through my veins. I feel my body coming back to life. This is it. We’re on.

But my excitement is short-lived. Instead of a hail of gunfire, there’s total silence.

Rich Burrows has landed tonight’s ‘platoon commander’ appointment, but he’s not reacted. And his acting platoon sergeant, Ben Pierce, hasn’t uttered a word either. They must both have fallen asleep.

There’s the dull thud of a boot connecting with a helmet. ‘Mr Fucking Burrows,’ Colour Sergeant Maclaren rasps, ‘feel free to start shooting whenever you’re ready.’

Within seconds the air is pulsating with gunfire – a few loud pops and cracks, then a roaring barrage.

I disengage the safety catch of my SA80 assault rifle, thrust it tightly into my shoulder and position the leaf of my sight on the central mass of a target. As I squeeze the trigger, the force of the bullet coming out of the muzzle pulls me forward, then kicks me back with every shot.

Tracer rounds are punching through the Soviets and ricocheting off the rocky ground behind them. The volume of fire is awesome. The air fills with soil and smoke.

To my left, a light support weapon unleashes a deadly burst of automatic fire into the killing area. I change magazines and carry on, thinking of the damage that each round must do to a body as it comes to the end of its 900-metre-per-second flight. I wonder what it must be like to be on the receiving end. We’re told the only way to repel an ambush is to defy logic and face fire with fire . . . to fight back, with complete and total aggression. Jesus . . .

Minutes later, Rich Burrows gives three long blasts on his whistle. The firing subsides, and he begins barking instructions. The clearance parties are ordered down into the gully to search the enemy ‘bodies’ as the cut-off teams watch out for ‘squirters’ – enemy survivors attempting to escape the ambush site.

Even if they were a real enemy, they’d never have survived. The scene beneath us is truly apocalyptic. The bottom of the gully has been completely decimated.

Moments later the platoon has lifted off. Now we’re moving at speed, through a wood and along one of the hundreds of muddy dirt-tracks that cross the windswept landscape. Each of us runs in silence, resolute and dogged, locked in our own thoughts as we head towards the extraction point – a small clearing on the edge of a lake.

I look at the other members of my platoon and see the pain and fatigue etched on their faces. Each of us is carrying webbing, a rifle and a forty-five-pound pack loaded with combat equipment, rations and ammunition. And we’re in tatters.

Soldiering is dirty, unpleasant and brutal work, and training exercises are no exception. We’re cold, wet, tired and miserable and yet there’s not a single man who’d contemplate jacking it in.

Except me.

We’ve been constantly reminded that as officers in the British Army we’ll be deploying on dangerous operations and giving orders that will put all our lives at risk. That we’ll need to lead our men fearlessly and from the front. There’s a great deal expected of us. But to operate like this, for long periods of time under such extreme conditions, takes a certain type of person – and I still question whether I’m up to the task. Eighty-five per cent of the cadets here hold a university degree and half have a public-school education. I have neither. I went to a flick-knife comprehensive and joined the Army as an enlisted soldier at sixteen with few hopes and limited prospects. Fortunately, we’ve got one of the best platoons in the Academy – where every man pulls his weight and attacks whatever’s thrown at him with absolute professionalism and determination. It certainly makes leadership a whole lot easier when you’re working with motivated people, and these guys are the real deal.

Unfortunately Colour Sergeant Maclaren doesn’t appear to share my sentiments. He’s the archetypal Sandhurst instructor: a consummate professional, sharp, immaculately turned out, with masses of operational experience. But, like generations of instructors before him, on first appearance he comes across as a complete megalomaniac with a not particularly mild form of Tourette’s. I remember the apocryphal tale of the young cadet forgetting to remove his beret as he entered the hallowed memorial chapel at his first families’ ‘church parade’. His sergeant major is said to have flashed him an icy death-stare and bellowed, ‘Take your hat off in the house of the Lord, you cunt.’

As we move into the extraction point and begin taking up fire positions, the colour sergeant calls Rich Burrows and Ben Pierce over for a debrief. ‘What happened back there, gentlemen? You took so long to initiate that ambush I thought you were waiting for the fucking UN to sort it out.’

His tone sounds jovial enough, but Rich gets defensive and dredges up some crap excuse about waiting for the optimum moment to strike.

The colour sergeant’s face darkens. ‘You were fast-a-fucking-sleep, Mr Burrows. That was the worst ambush I’ve ever seen. And as for a stealthy extraction, you made more noise than a skeleton wanking in a biscuit tin. You need to start thinking like men of action and acting like men of thought.’ He goes on to mutter something about the two of them belonging in a ‘fucking brassière’ – presumably because he thinks they’re a pair of tits.

To our amazement, Rich decides to gob off again instead of taking it on the chin. ‘I’m sorry, Colour Sergeant, but I disagree. You’re wrong!’

The colour sergeant’s expression turns chillier than the prevailing wind. Rich’s outburst is a mistake that we’re all now going to pay for. ‘I’ve only ever been wrong once, Mr Burrows,’ he says, ‘and that’s when I thought I was wrong but was actually mistaken. So don’t question me, and definitely don’t cross me. Because if you do, I’ll fucking nail you to it.’

He then announces that the helicopter due to extract us has suffered a mysterious mechanical failure, and we’re going to have to do a ten-mile forced march back to base – another of the long line of tests designed to push us over the edge.

Hungry and wet, our platoon closes into Rich, who briefs us on the route we’re going to be taking back to camp. The blokes are half listening as they desperately try to strip away any unnecessary layers of clothing. It’s going to be at least a ten-miler.

‘This weather’s outrageous,’ Al Murray says – and he’s one of the most resilient blokes I’ve ever met.

‘Stop whingeing, Mr Murray,’ Colour Sergeant Maclaren retorts. ‘Rain is merely sunshine . . . in liquid form.’ And with that he sets off at full racing-pace across the training area.

We’ve covered less than a mile and my lungs feel like they’re going to explode. My soles and heels are starting to blister as they rub against my sodden boots and every inch of my body is in shreds. I’m praying for the moment the adrenalin and endorphins start to kick in . . . for anything that will numb the pain.

As we emerge from another coniferous wood at the edge of a row of electricity pylons, Colour Sergeant Maclaren points to a nearby hill. ‘OK, gentlemen, dump your Bergens. To the top and back. Go!’

We shrug off our packs and begin a half-hour beasting session.

Fifteen minutes in, the colour sergeant decides to offer us some words of encouragement. ‘The secret to running up hills, gentlemen, is that it’s just like running on the flat . . . but with a bit of an incline.’

Unbelievable! Yesterday I heard him telling a cadet there’s no such thing as bad weather – just ‘inappropriate choice of clothing’.

Finally the punishment stops; we pick up our packs and continue the forced march back to camp. The lack of sleep and relentless physical exertion is now taking its toll. I can feel myself starting to hallucinate and some of the platoon is falling behind. I try to focus as I attempt to keep up with the man in front.

I’ve been a soldier for five years but I’ve never felt pain like this. My body is telling me to give up, and right now I’d love nothing more. But I can’t. I’d get so much stick from my brothers back home if I rapped it at this point. And, besides, I’ve always wanted to be a British Army officer. Failure is simply not an option.

‘Better to sweat on the training ground than bleed on the battleground, eh, fellas?’ the colour sergeant quips, as he runs up and down the line.

The mud and gravel crunch rhythmically beneath my feet. We carry on for another couple of miles and the colour sergeant starts to pick up the pace again. Sweat’s pouring off me now and a thick film of mud coats my body. My head is pounding and I can feel my legs begin to go.

‘Mr Hunter, I know people who set up charities for men like you. Stop fucking monging it!’

I’m in shit state, but Maclaren’s words of wisdom are exactly what I need. I’ve been told that the physical-fitness sessions at Sandhurst are far harsher than those experienced by enlisted recruits, but never actually believed it until now.

Ten-mile speed-marches are followed by a session of command tasks. Then there’s the weekly ritual of the three-mile log race (where a thirty-foot log has to be carried by eight cadets over undulating, arduous terrain and through streams, mud and thick forests). But the real killer is lack of sleep. Even when we’re back in camp our day never starts later than 6 a.m. and doesn’t end until gone midnight. The morning rush for the hot shower and shaving mirror is normally followed by a two-minute breakfast and a block inspection, after which we spend the rest of the day ‘doubling’ from one lecture to another.

The range of subjects is phenomenal: war studies, law, the Geneva Convention, tactics and military history, interspersed with frequent kit inspections, gym-beastings, initiative tests, weapons training, drill, night navigation and battle-craft exercises . . .

A few days ago we were sent into a chamber filled with CS gas. Dressed in protective nuclear, biological and chemical (NBC) warfare suits, we had to walk around the chamber, then remove our respirators and shout out our name, number, rank and date of birth. The deep breath that followed brought on the world’s worst coughing fit, streaming eyes and a burning sensation in our noses, throats and mouths – all so we could gain confidence in our respirators.

After a gruelling two-and-a-half-hour march, we finally make it back to the Academy. The palatial college buildings, trout lake, sports pavilions and perfectly manicured lawns seem a world away from where we’ve just been, but within minutes we’re wading through streams and throwing ourselves over scramble nets and ten-foot water jumps, sliding down wet ropes, scaling six-and twelve-foot walls, shuffling along parallel bars, and crawling through barbed-wire entanglements and water-filled tunnels.

‘The only way you’re going to get through this course, gentlemen, is through teamwork. No one can be a lone Jack here and succeed.’

He’s absolutely right. The assault course is the perfect place to identify people who are ‘Jack’. At university, where most of these guys have spent the last three years, many of them were encouraged to concentrate on their own academic development, but here at Sandhurst it’s a completely different dynamic. The focus is on the team and achieving the mission. Nothing else matters.

The colour sergeant makes us complete the 800-metre course three times – in full kit – and each time we have to run it faster than the last.

Our platoon stands at the finish, doubled over, shaking, coughing but jubilant as we watch another hapless bunch – covered with cuts and bruises – throw themselves over the twelve-foot wall.

‘Well done, gentlemen. That’s the end of that little outing. Now form three ranks and I’ll march you back to the accommodation. It’ll save you having to walk . . .’
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We never understand how little we need in this world until we know the loss of it.

James Matthew Barrie

10 February 1994

‘Two minutes!’ Duncan shouts.

It’s 5.58 a.m. and we’ve been up all night, cleaning and preparing our equipment for this morning’s inspection. The corridor is filled with the aromas of pine air-freshener and freshly ironed starch, and members of the platoon career from one room to another, switching and borrowing kit.

Stripped of any creature comforts, our locker layouts are identical: toiletries on one shelf, socks on another, each shirt, pullover and combat jacket meticulously positioned with the left sleeve draped over the right. We’ve even been taught how to make a bed correctly: sheets and blankets tucked in with eight-inch hospital corners, pillows ironed and counterpanes draped precisely six inches from the floor. This is military bullshit at its finest.

‘Stand by your beds.’

Maclaren enters the corridor in his immaculate Highland dress uniform and is greeted by Duncan, today’s duty cadet. He calls us to attention and informs the colour sergeant that 8 Platoon Gaza Company is awaiting his inspection.

The colour sergeant makes his way along the corridor. The first room he enters belongs to Bikram, one of three foreign students on our platoon. Almost immediately, he notices dust on the window-sill. His face turns to stone. ‘Mr Bikram, if you’d done a shit on the table it wouldn’t be the first filthy thing I noticed. Reshow at 1900 hours this evening.’

He storms into Henry Arden’s room. Henry’s an international polo player who’s hoping to become a cavalry officer but he’s struggled more than most with the transition to military life. ‘Mr Arden, you look like a sack of shit with a belt round its middle. When you use the iron you’re actually supposed to switch it on.’

As Maclaren works his way through Henry’s locker, he notices something that’s definitely not part of the official layout. A bottle of Rémy Martin is hidden in a combat boot. Predictably, he goes ballistic. ‘What the fuck is this doing in your locker, Mr Arden?’

Henry panics. ‘I like cognac, Colour Sergeant.’

‘And I like shagging women,’ replies our instructor, ‘but you don’t find them in my locker. Reshow 1900 hours, you fucking creature!’

Maclaren makes his way from room to room, scrutinizing every detail with forensic precision and reprimanding virtually every cadet for one crime or another.

By the time he gets to me, he’s on a roll. Having listened to him conjure up a string of devastating one-liners to highlight my companions’ uselessness, I know he’ll make no exception for me. He walks into my room and, amazingly, straight out again. For a brief moment, I think I’ve actually managed to pull it off. But just as I begin to crack a smile he turns to me and says, ‘Mr Hunter, you’ve got a twisted bootlace, and you know what they say: “Twisted lace, twisted mind.” Reshow at 1900 hours.’ Then for good measure as he disappears next door: ‘And stop grinning. You’ve got a face like a wanking monkey.’

When he’s finished his inspection, he parades us in the corridor.

‘When I walked in this morning,’ he says, ‘I initially thought you’d used your uniforms to clean your rifles. But now that I’ve seen your rifles, I realize I was mistaken!’ He then goes into a semi-humorous rant, telling us that our best turnout falls somewhere between refugee and Oxfam. He has a point: our rifles, uniforms and accommodation are supposed to be spotless, but having returned from the exercise, and spent all day in lessons, then tried to get everything squared away during yet another night without sleep – it’s proved an impossible task.

The debrief is going OK until Ahmed, another of our foreign cadets, yawns in front of the colour sergeant.

It’s a mistake none of us will repeat.

‘What’s the matter, Mr Khalifa?’ Maclaren yells. ‘You tired? Well, you shouldn’t be. You people get more sleep than the Unknown fucking Soldier.’

Cue another merciless beasting.

‘Push-ups, gentlemen, aren’t they great?’

‘YES, COLOUR SERGEANT!’

‘Think push-ups are great? Wait till I get you into the half push-up position . . .’

And so it continues . . .

As I strain to hold the position, my arms burning and filling with lactic acid, I think of the card my eldest brother sent me before I left for Sandhurst:

HOW TO PREPARE YOURSELF FOR SANDHURST

•  Have somebody shout at you the entire time. Have this same person criticize you incessantly and then fine you two weeks’ salary for no apparent reason.

•  Run. Run a lot. Once in the morning, once at noon and once before supper. Run at least five miles each time, and do loads of press-ups too. Pretend you enjoy it because you want to appear ‘hard’.

•  Stand to attention in a car park in the rain for five hours, or until you pass out and fall face first into the tarmac.

•  Have somebody shout at you every time you’re foolish enough to go outside without a hat on, slouch, or put your hands in your pockets. Do some more press-ups.

•  Cut your hair weekly, making it shorter each time, until you look bald.

•  Give yourself thirty minutes less than you need for lunch and eat so quickly you don’t taste the food.

•  Clean and shine everything to perfection. Have somebody shout at you and call you a ‘creature’ regularly. Pretend to clean and shine everything to perfection again later that evening (changing nothing); then have the same person inspect it and say ‘good turnout’.

•  Do more press-ups.

The platoon forms up on the parade square a short while later. We’re arranged into a line from tallest to shortest, and told to number-off. Each number is cracked out like a rifle round: ‘One, two, three, four . . . sixteen, seventeen . . .’ Nerves jangling, some cadets try to anticipate their number, only to stammer and fail; the punishment is fifty press-ups and the whole process is repeated again.

The colour sergeant barks: ‘Odd numbers one pace forward, even numbers one pace back . . . March!’

The line disintegrates into a disorderly rabble as both odds and evens stand arguing over who is in the wrong.

‘You lot give spastics a bad name,’ he says despairingly.

Eventually we get it right and form up into three ranks. One of the cadets asks the colour sergeant when we’re going to progress to sword drill.

‘Fucking sword drill?’ he exclaims. ‘I wouldn’t even trust you with a knife and fork!’

For the next hour, he hammers us back and forth across the length and breadth of the Academy’s sacred parade square. As we practise marching up and down, turning left and right, swinging our arms front to rear, shoulder-high, our instructor informs us that we are to drill what Genghis Khan was to human rights.

Having already jailed two of the platoon for making mistakes, he eventually calls the lesson to a halt, threatening to kill us all twice unless we sort our act out.

Duncan can’t help himself. ‘How can you kill us twice?’ he asks.

As quick as a flash, the colour sergeant points to an ambulance parked outside the guardroom. ‘See those medics over there? Well, after I’ve killed you, I’m going to get them to resuscitate you . . . and then I’m going to kill you all over again.’

The drill lesson finally ends and we’re told to make our way to the Defence Studies Department for a lesson on ‘conflict management’.

Maclaren is busy speaking with Sergeant Major Evans, a Welsh Guardsman and veteran of the Falklands War. As I attempt to pass them, carefully avoiding eye contact, he collars me. Major Hudson wants to speak to me ‘immediately’.

I make my way into Old College and hurry along its oak-panelled corridors, past portraits of famous generals and royalty. I rack my brain for reasons why I’ve been summoned by the OC.

I knock warily on his office door and, after a brief pause, he calls me in. I march into his spacious office, stand to attention and snap out a razor-sharp salute. The major sits behind a large oak desk, phone in hand. I feel slightly awkward, as if I’m intruding, but he motions me to take a seat and quickly ends his call.

‘Please sit down, Chris,’ he says. He looks pained. ‘There’s . . . there’s no easy way to say this . . . I’m afraid I’ve got some very bad news . . .’

His eyes dart around the room. You can normally see a lot in someone’s eyes but nothing can prepare me for what he’s about to say.

‘It’s your brother, Tim . . .’
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One ceases to recognize the significance of mountain peaks if they are not viewed occasionally from the deepest valleys.

Dr Al Lorin

27 February 1994

The wind roars and the freezing rain slices relentlessly into the mountain. I force one foot in front of the other, focusing on each laboured step as I try in vain not to slip on the icy rocks.

The climb seems to go on for ever; the path has disappeared and I’m soaked to the skin, but I have to keep going. I raise my head and look once more at the ridge-line above me. I’ve come here to search for an answer. Maybe I’ll find it at the summit; perhaps I’ll find it within me. I clench my fists and force myself to take a long, deep breath before beginning the final ascent.

I’m crawling on my hands and knees, scrambling furiously up the scree-covered slope. For every three metres of height I gain, I slide back two. The rain is pelting my face. I’m in turmoil, and yet I’m somehow revelling in this mountain storm. Snowdon is one of those solitary places where I come to take stock of my life; it’s the place that sustains me.

I press on, head down, forcing myself upwards until I reach the ridge. I pause for a moment and prepare myself to tackle Crib Goch, the hazardous knife-edge arête.

I’ve been climbing for two hours now and the fatigue is kicking in big-time. I work my way up the first of the three pinnacles, trying to steady myself against the driving wind, then the next two. I know I can’t look down: there’s a sheer thousand-foot drop to my right, where the cloud has swallowed the ground.

Moments later, there’s a deafening roar and a barrage of lightning blasts into the side of the mountain. By the time I reach the summit of Garnedd Ugain, Snowdonia’s second highest mountain, the cold, wind, rain and fatigue have sapped my last reserves of strength. My knees are buckling; my vision has become blurred and every part of me aches. I’m starting to stagnate, I’m shutting down. This is madness, but I’ve got to keep going. It’s the only way I’m going to sort my head out. I’m so close now.

I trudge on, my feet squelching as I take the final steps up the gravel path to the summit. I’ve never felt so mentally and physically drained.

The wind howls across the summit, driving huge pillars of cloud before it. I close my eyes and slump back against a solitary rock, allowing myself – perhaps for the first time – a moment of respite. I try to make sense of the thoughts spiralling around inside my head.

I’m still unable to shake off the details of Tim’s death. I’m in crisis; I feel empty. I want to scream out loud.

But I don’t. Instead I sit, cold and forlorn, lonely and yet somehow not alone, looking out across the waterlogged peaks of the Snowdon Horseshoe as bolts of lightning flash through the angry sky.

I think back to the last time I saw Tim. He’d done with living. His dead eyes no longer saw a future. I was too wrapped up in my own life to hear his cry for help. I’d let him down; it feels like a burden I’ll carry to my grave.

I picture him limping, alone, through the icy, moonlit streets. I try to imagine what was going through his mind as he left the sleeping town behind him, the abseil rope coiled over his shoulder. I see him trekking across the winter fields towards the bridge that spans the bypass. The pain in his leg must have been excruciating; according to the coroner’s report, he’d discarded his calliper and brace.

I wonder what they must have been like, those last few steps to the centre of the bridge; the last few steps to the iron railing where he tethered the rope, slid the noose over his head and jumped.

Anger and regret flow through me and tears fill my eyes. I’d managed to remain composed when Major Hudson told me of Tim’s death, but now I’m sobbing like a child. My big brother was always there for me when I was growing up, but when he really needed me, I was somewhere else . . .

I feel the tears freeze against my face. My body is numb with cold and the release of pent-up emotion. I take a deep breath and finally resign myself to the fact that it’s over. There’s nothing I can do to bring him back.

But maybe I can do something to stop others meeting the same fate.

I sit there in silence as lightning splits the sky. I need to make amends. I want to assuage my guilt. I want to make a difference.

I pull on my pack and begin the slow descent. As the last of the daylight slips beyond the distant mountains, all I can think about is where I’m going to go from here. Soldiering is all I ever wanted to do; I thought that by joining the Army I could somehow make the world a better place. But the voice inside my head is telling me – screaming at me – to take a different path.

By the time I reach the empty car park the storm has finally abated. And so has the one that’s been raging inside my head.
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We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful what we pretend to be.

Kurt Vonnegut

28 February 1994

The OC looks up as I come through the door. He doesn’t miss a trick. ‘So this is the scene where Dirty Harry hands in his badge, right?’

I take a deep breath. ‘I’ve always wanted to serve, sir. I’ve always wanted to be an army officer. But after everything that’s happened . . .’

I talk about the events leading up to Tim’s death – his car accident, the drug-dealing, the journey to the tower block and the effect his suicide has had on me. Major Hudson sits back in his chair, saying nothing, but listening intently and compassionately to every word.

‘It’s not that I dislike being in the Army,’ I say awkwardly. ‘I absolutely love it. It’s just that my gut instinct’s telling me I’ve got to do something different. I know it probably sounds a bit corny, but I need to do something where I feel I’m making a genuine difference . . .’

‘And you don’t think the Army can give you that. So, tell me, what do you think will?’

‘I was thinking maybe something along the lines of fighting global drug-trafficking, sir.’

The major steps away from his desk and moves over to the window. He stares out over the tree-lined parade square and the glimmering lake beyond it, saying nothing.

Eventually he turns back to me and says, ‘During my time here dozens of cadets have stood where you are and told me they want to leave, and without exception I’ve encouraged them to do so. I’ve done so for two reasons: first, because from the moment a cadet decides to leave, mentally he’s already left, and more importantly, because for every cadet who doesn’t want to be here there are hundreds who’d do anything to take his place.’

His brow furrows. For a moment I think he’s going to start tearing strips off me for wasting his time. But he doesn’t. Instead he opens his drawer and hands me a piece of paper. It reads:

Go as a pilgrim and seek out danger far from the comfort and the well lit avenues of life. Pit your every soul against the unknown and seek stimulation in the comfort of the brave. Experience cold, hunger, heat and thirst and survive to see another challenge and another dawn. Only then will you be at peace with yourself and be able to know and to say: I look down the farthest side of the mountain fulfilled and understanding all, and truly content that I lived a full life and one that was my own choice.

It’s from the play Hassan.

‘I sense you’re cut from a very different cloth. You don’t want to leave because you’re some duffer who can’t hack it. You want to leave because you’re one of those wonderfully idealistic young men who feel the need to right the wrongs of the world . . .’

I try to tell him there’s some truth in that, but it was a rhetorical question, and he’s on a roll.

‘You know what, Chris?’ He looks me straight in the eye. ‘I totally respect your decision. But if you really want to make a difference, if you genuinely want to have an impact on the global drugs trade, then stay in the Army and fight terrorism.’

For the next ten minutes or so he goes into full-on transmit-mode. He begins explaining how terrorist groups use the sale of illegal drugs to fund their global terror operations. He talks about some of the key players and the methods employed to identify and interdict them. He describes the job of the military intelligence services and explains the role they and the Special Forces play in counter-terrorism operations.

‘And there are people like this guy here . . .’ He points to a photo on the wall. An operator in a protective EOD suit, laden with equipment, makes the long walk towards a vehicle bomb in Northern Ireland. He’s walking past a placard hanging on the side of a Methodist church that reads: Prepare to meet thy God.

‘The destruction and the loss of life caused by terrorist bombs are well documented and will never be forgotten,’ he continues, ‘but the number of lives that those men and women have saved, and the damage prevented by their courage and devotion to duty, is impossible to quantify.’

He tells me they’re called ATOs – ammunition technical officers. ‘They’re the Army’s bomb-disposal experts; they do their work without any fuss and their successes are rarely publicized. Theirs is a quiet war, a war without fanfare. It would take you a few years to get there – and you’d have to prove yourself as an officer first – but you’ve got exactly the right temperament, and if you wanted it badly enough, I’ve no doubt at all that you could be one of them.’

I take another look at the photo. I don’t need any more convincing. Suddenly everything’s clear. I’m going to stay in the Army and do whatever it takes to be a bomb-disposal specialist.
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Never part without loving words to think of during your absence. It may be that you will not meet again in this life.

Jean Paul Richter

10 February 1995

‘No man can wander without a base,’ I once read. ‘You have to have a sort of magic circle to which you belong . . . somewhere you identify with, to which you always happen to go back.’ For me, that place is Hay-on-Wye.

Straddling the Anglo-Welsh border on the northern tip of the Brecon Beacons, the sleepy town is known to most people for one thing. There are only about nineteen hundred inhabitants but dozens of bookshops. The town has become a Mecca for Bohemians and bibliophiles. Its cosmopolitan flavour, quirky little streets and spectacular backdrop of the Black Mountains make it a very special place to live.

I’ve not been home for months and as I drop down the hill from Clyro and drive over the bridge spanning the river Wye, I’m filled with a heady mixture of excitement and trepidation. I’m massively looking forward to seeing my civvy mates again, but not to telling my mother I’m deploying to Bosnia.

Mum has been extremely fragile since Tim’s death, and I remember how worried she was when my eldest brother, Jamie, went to fight in the Falklands. His ship was hit by an Argentinian 500-pounder. The huge bomb crashed through the decks above him and came to rest only a few feet from where he was working. It was only by sheer luck that it failed to explode. The enemy pilot had been flying so low that its fuse didn’t have time to arm.

I slow at the T-junction on Bridge Street. Groups of bikers have gathered outside the Three Tuns – Wales’s oldest pub – smoking cannabis and drinking real ale. The sweet smell wafts through my car window as I pull up outside my parents’ restaurant.

Frank, my stepfather, is busy in the open kitchen rustling up his legendary Italian cuisine – the intoxicating scent of garlic and basil makes my mouth water. My mother holds court at the centre of the room. The customers love her: her warm smile and friendly nature make everybody feel instantly at ease.

One of the locals sees me standing in the doorway and taps her on the shoulder. She rushes over and throws her arms around me. ‘Daaaarling, what a lovely surprise!’

Frank drops what he’s doing and raises a bottle of Peroni in my direction. ‘Here you go, Tosh,’ he says, in his Cockney-Italian accent. ‘Welcome home.’

It’s good to be back. I dump my bags and take a seat at the only empty table. My parents’ ever-popular restaurant is packed with locals as well as tourists today, so I decide to neck my Peroni and make the five-minute journey through town to the Blue Boar to catch up with my third brother Adam and the rest of our mates.

A couple of hours later, I head back. Frank is preparing more culinary delights before they reopen for dinner. ‘Fancy a cappuccino, Tosh?’ he asks.

We shoot the breeze for a while; I’m doing the talking while he’s busy chopping fresh garlic for the Bolognese sauce bubbling away on the stove.

‘How’s Mum?’ I ask him.

‘Not great, son,’ he replies. ‘She’s putting on a brave face in front of the customers but, to be honest with you, I don’t think she’ll ever get over it.’

He tells me how she cried herself to sleep every night for the first few months after Tim died; she cried until she had no more tears. And now all that remains is a feeling of incurable grief.

‘I mean, how do you ever get over the loss of a child?’

Later, I get a chance to sit down with Mum and have a proper one-on-one. We’re having a light-hearted chat about who’s doing what to whom in the town, and then she wants to hear about my army buddies. But the talk soon turns to Tim; his death is like an open wound.

She revisits some of the happier memories from his childhood and painfully compares them with the turbulence of his adult life. She’s searching for answers but, of course, there are none.

‘The coroner told me it would have been all over very quickly.’ Fighting back the tears, she searches for some crumbs of comfort. When Tim leapt from the bridge the rope decapitated him. His head was found some distance away from his lifeless corpse by an ill-fated lorry driver. The poor guy said the vision of Tim’s eyes staring into the bitterly cold night would stay with him for ever.

As the sun disappears beneath a grey mantle of cloud we jump into the car and make our way along the winding country lanes that lead up into the Black Mountains. We park at the foot of Hay Bluff and climb through the veils of mist until we reach the summit from which Tim’s ashes were scattered.

As we sit in silence, staring out over the Golden Valley, I take a deep breath. ‘Mum, I’ve got something to—’

She squeezes my hand and places a finger tenderly on my lips. She already knows about my Bosnia deployment. ‘Sending a child to war is the most counter-intuitive thing a parent can ever do,’ she says. ‘Promise me you’ll stay safe, darling. I’ll be holding my breath until you return.’
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