


Chapter Five


My first real test came about three weeks into my time in Gereshk. I was called to the ops room one morning where Richard, the Battery Commander, informed me an IED had been discovered in the market-place. Dealing with IEDs was the preserve of the Ammunition Technical Officers or ATOs, the British Army’s name for bomb disposal experts. When a bomb is discovered, it’s the ATO’s job to crawl up to it and poke around inside until it’s safely defused. Of course, the IEDs are often highly unstable and they frequently blow up, taking the poor ATO with them. The brave men and women who do this difficult and dangerous job have all undergone about eighteen months of training to qualify and only a handful of the strongest candidates complete the course successfully. As a result, ATOs are always in short supply and their deployment within theatre is strictly controlled by the Brigade Headquarters. Calling out an ATO is a big deal and we were always wary of wasting their time on false alarms. So when Richard received the report of an IED he first had to confirm whether or not it was accurate.

‘Mark, I want you to go with an ANA platoon and check out this bomb,’ he said. ‘If it looks genuine then we’ll get an ATO flown in from Lashkar Gah. We’ve already alerted them.’

I picked up my blokes and together with Wali and his platoon we headed out. I walked with the Afghans while the other British soldiers followed in the Snatches. As I walked, it occurred to me that I didn’t know what an IED looked like. They could be disguised as almost anything, from an obvious shell casing, to a drinks can, or even a simple box.

When we arrived at the edge of the market-place, an Afghan in police uniform waved us down. The Afghan National Police (ANP) has a poor reputation among the British military. They aren’t thought to be of the same calibre as their ANA cousins, but more significantly they aren’t considered trustworthy. The ANA has a policy of deploying troops in parts of the country away from their homes. This is intended to reduce corruption and prevent local warlords and gangsters from wielding influence. The ANP, however, tend to be recruited locally and their allegiance is often called into question.

I approached the police officer warily, fearful that I might be being led into a trap. Wali looked glum, as relations between the ANP and ANA were famously strained. His discomfort did nothing to calm my nerves. The market-place also made me uneasy – too many buildings overlooking us, too many alleyways from which an ambush could be sprung. Patrolling through it was one thing, but we were going to be stuck here for a while. Any one of the people crowding around the stalls could turn out to be a suicide bomber.

Wali ordered his platoon to form a cordon around the market-place to keep the crowds back, outside of the danger zone. A big enough bomb could take out half a street and throw shrapnel even further.

Controlling the public was a difficult task in itself as the locals, far from being panicked, followed our antics with curiosity. The sight of a British soldier prodding away at a bomb that might go off in his face was apparently fine sport. They jostled against the ANA men manning the cordon, trying to get the best possible view. I found their nonchalance in the face of danger quite unsettling but I supposed that years of warfare and the daily threat of violent death had made the Afghans hard. Steeling myself, I allowed the police officer to lead me on foot further into the labyrinth, towards the bomb.

The police officer came to a halt opposite a heap of rubbish piled up by the side of a narrow alley. ‘It’s in there,’ he said.

I saw it at once, sticking up out of the mound of discarded metal and wire, a rusting artillery shell. It was big, at least 100 pounds by the looks of it – about the size of a scuba diver’s air tank. The real deal; enough to make a mess of anyone standing in this street. The police officer just stood there, hands on hips, looking utterly relaxed. I began to sweat. For a moment I considered getting a bit nearer to see if there were any visible wires leading away from the IED that could be used to trigger it, but swiftly dismissed the idea. The ATOs might enjoy getting intimate with high explosives but this was quite as close as I wanted to get.

‘Yep, that’s a bomb,’ I stammered.

The police officer just shrugged.

‘Let’s get back behind the cover of the vehicles,’ I said.

We beat a retreat to the corner of the alleyway. My companion sauntered while I tried my best not to break into a run until I was safely crouched behind my Snatch. I got on the radio and asked the ops room to call in the ATO.

‘Expect them within forty minutes,’ I was told. ‘In the meantime, wait there and maintain the cordon.’

Now that I’d seen the bomb, I wasn’t sure that the crowd had been pushed back far enough to guarantee their safety. Luckily, the British Army offers its commanders a handy solution for dilemmas of this nature. It’s called the TAM, or Tactical Aide Memoire. This remarkable document is an A6-sized ring binder that fits in your pocket and contains procedures to deal with almost any conceivable military problem one might encounter. Being shot at and not sure what to do? Get out your TAM and it will take you step by step through an assessment of the tactical situation and help you make a plan. Puzzling over the correct drill for setting an ambush? It’s in the TAM! Obviously there’s not always time to read through a set of instructions but right now it was just what I needed. I pulled the green covered binder out of a webbing pouch and flicked through it until I found the section on IEDs. It was all there. For a bomb of 100 pounds – there was a helpful illustration of how big that might look – the cordon should be 200 metres in radius. I looked around at the troops holding back the crowd. The distance seemed about right. I decided to leave things as they were.

At that moment, there was a loud commotion over by the cordon and I heard a British voice shouting, ‘Halt! Get back!’ I ran over to find one of my soldiers holding back a middle-aged Afghan man who was pressing against the thin strip of tape that we’d stretched across the road to mark the perimeter of our operation. He had the long, pointed face of a rodent, a likeness exaggerated by two overgrown front teeth that protruded slightly beneath a manicured moustache. Rivulets of sweat ran down his face as he argued with the soldier in Pashtu. He was clearly furious and the more incomprehensible we found him, the more animated he became. His gesticulations grew increasingly expansive until a particularly theatrical flourish caused the front of his leather jerkin to gape open. Underneath, slung over his right shoulder, I could see the stubby shape of a cut-down machine-gun.

This was it. I brought my rifle up to point at the man’s face. To my surprise our would-be assailant shrank away, covering his face with his hands. I stopped and stared at him. This wasn’t the kind of behaviour I associated with a Taliban insurgent.

‘Ash,’ I said to my interpreter. ‘Who the hell is this guy and what’s he doing parading a weapon around in front of us?’

Ash shot a series of questions from over my shoulder, sensibly keeping an armed man between him and his interviewee. Before the man could answer, Captain Wali arrived on the scene. He took one look at the man on the other side of the tape and grimaced. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Put your weapons down. This is Major Haider. He’s with the National Directorate of Security.’

‘The what?’

‘Secret Police,’ said Wali. He turned to Major Haider and politely invited him to cross the cordon.

Major Haider had quickly recovered from the shock of two British soldiers threatening to shoot him and was working back up to his previous pitch of angry indignation. Ash had stopped translating but it was clear that the Major was tearing a strip off Wali about something. Whenever there was a gap in the torrent of abuse, Wali would patiently try to interject, only to be shouted down again.

Eventually Major Haider ran out of steam, allowing Wali to get in a few words. The secret policeman stiffened. He glanced
































Chapter Eight



Before I knew it, three months had passed since I’d arrived in Gereshk and still the enemy had failed to show themselves. I had almost completely lost hope that they ever would. So the explosion that shook the building, ripping me from sleep, was a massive shock. My first thought was that we were under a mortar attack but there was only one bang and it sounded much bigger than any mortar I’d heard before.

Dressing quickly, I ran to the ops room, passing two ANA Toyotas speeding towards the gate. The watchkeeper on duty was occupied on the net, scrabbling for information. As I stood there two US Marines rushed into the room. ‘We’ve been hit,’ panted one. ‘It was a suicide bomber. We’ve got several dead men. Our platoon sergeant’s been killed. We’re just outside the gate.’

I’d heard that the Americans were sending a brigade into Gereshk. These guys must have been an advance party. Such was the level of communication between our forces, we’d had no idea that a US patrol would be passing so close to the base.

At that moment Richard arrived and took control. He spoke briefly with the two Marines and ascertained that they’d been patrolling with their platoon when a man had walked up to them and detonated a bomb. They didn’t know how many were dead but the explosion was huge.

Richard turned to me. ‘Mark, take your multiple and secure the area. Talk to the ANA guys out there and make an assessment. You’ve got your vehicles. Get the American troops safely out of the area.’

I hurried outside to get my blokes together; they had responded immediately to the noise of the explosion and were kitted up, ready to go. As I approached the front gate I saw the ANA Toyotas coming back into camp. A man, a woman and two children were stretched out in the back of the first vehicle. They were badly wounded. The truck’s floor was slick with blood. I paused, wondering if I should help, but the medics soon ran over and I gratefully left them to get on with their grisly business.

Outside the gate we came upon a scene of brutal devastation. The bomb had destroyed half the street and the three shops nearest to the blast had been reduced to ruins. Spread among the shattered glass and rubble were fragments of human tissue, charred and bloody. Closest to the blast it was all just red mush but a few metres further away, recognisable limbs were dotted about. A severed arm lay in the centre of the road, the fingers of its hand splayed outward clutching at the dust.

Marines knelt here and there on either side of the road in a rough defensive perimeter while their platoon commander sagged against the wall, his face drained of colour. I tried to speak to him but he just stared at me with big, vacant eyes. Shock had hit him hard and he was quite unable to command. Meanwhile, one of the Marine corporals was issuing orders. His shirtsleeve was torn and a crimson-soaked bandage was wrapped around his upper arm but he was focused and getting a grip on the situation.

‘We’ve got two dead,’ he said. ‘No, three. Our interpreter’s dead too. Five wounded but they’ll be all right.’

The bodies were lined up side by side in the middle of the road. They lay awkwardly, twisted and broken by the explosion. Two of them stared sightlessly at the sky. The third was missing its head.

Dozens of ANA troops were milling around and I grabbed one of them and asked who was in charge. He yelled down the street and Capt Wali turned and walked towards me. I was pleased to see someone I knew and after a short conversation we had divided up the tasks between our two units. My multiple would deal with the Marines while Wali and his men secured the scene and awaited the arrival of the British forensics team who would try and glean some useful information from the carnage.

‘I know who did it,’ piped up one of Wali’s soldiers. ‘It was a Pakistani. The suicide bomber was definitely from Pakistan.’

‘How do you know that?’ I asked. ‘Don’t you believe an Afghan could do something like this?’

‘Oh no,’ the soldier replied. ‘It’s his hair. The bomber’s hair was very dark and curly. Pakistani hair.’

‘How do you know what his hair was like?’

The soldier grinned and held his hand out towards me. In it he held a greasy, tangled mess of black fibre and skin. It was a human scalp. ‘This bit normally comes off when they blow themselves up,’ he said.

I managed to usher the Marines towards a couple of American vehicles that had turned up, and bundled them into the back. We zipped the dead into black bags and loaded them aboard our vehicles before driving to the safety of FOB Price. Once the corpses were inside the bags they stopped being people and became anonymous, mere objects to be transported.

When we got to Price I sent my soldiers away to sort out their equipment and prepare for the day’s patrolling. Our vehicle, I noticed, was awash with blood. Taking a hose, I splashed water in through the rear door and watched the red liquid wash onto the dirt. I tried to mentally block out the horror of what I’d seen. In a few hours I’d be out on patrol myself and if I allowed myself to dwell on the terrifying possibility that the same thing could happen to me, I’d never be able to walk out of the gates again. 





Chapter Eleven



January 2009



I’d only been back at work for a week and I was already on Guard. On top of our role as a light infantry battalion, the Coldstream Guards are obliged to carry out public duties, which involve providing soldiers to protect the Royal Palaces. This has been the job of the Foot Guard Regiments, of which the Coldstream is one, since the days of Charles II when they formed the King’s personal bodyguard. You’ll have seen us standing guard outside Buckingham Palace, the Tower of London and, as I now found myself, at Windsor Castle. As an officer, I didn’t have to shiver for hours in the cold outside but I did have to be there. Being Captain of the Guard was thought by outsiders to be a glamorous job, and when we marched into the castle in our red tunics and bearskins, past the hordes of slack-jawed tourists and perky American backpackers, it almost felt like it was. What would the men in Afghanistan have made of it? In my mind I heard Magoo’s commentary, ‘I say, sir, you look really spiffing in that bright red outfit. It’ll really hide the bloodstains when you get yourself shot.’ I couldn’t even imagine what Wadood would say. This pageantry was my reward for surviving Afghanistan.

Once we’d taken over the Guard we settled in for a 48-hour stay in the castle, me and my gang of sixteen soldiers. The men were over in the guardroom, a sparse dormitory full of metal bunk beds and one incongruous 52” plasma TV. I, on the other hand, was entitled to my own flat in which to hunker down for the duration. It’s a cosy little bolthole, entirely private, and once in I was quite self-sufficient. There’s a small kitchen with a microwave where I could whip up a basic meal and a large bedroom that is rather how I imagine Sherlock Holmes’ study might have looked. The walls are lined with heavy oak panelling and a wingbacked armchair takes up one corner. It’s the carpet that lets the place down – grey, threadbare and stained, it doubtlessly prevents the beautiful oak floorboards from being ruined by our ceremonial boots. An enormous double bed is tucked into an alcove and the headboard is lavishly decorated with hand-carved stylised grenades – the badge of the Grenadier Guards. To one side of the bed there is a wooden carving of a mermaid, which if you look closely is cracked all around the edge. Reaching up, you can prise the carving from the wall, revealing behind it a secret compartment containing a packet of condoms. This stash is available should the Captain of the Guard wish to invite one of the aforementioned American backpackers to join him in the flat. Should an officer make use of the supplies he is expected to replenish them the following day. Today, though, I just wanted to be on my own.

Two days before, despite my misgivings about a future military career, I had extended my commission, committing to at least one more year in the Army. My battalion had one too many captains on its books and so there had been some debate over what job I might be given. The problem had eventually been resolved by my commanding officer, who had devised a plan to mount expeditions taking wounded soldiers around the world to undertake such adventurous pursuits as diving, sailing and mountain climbing. It now fell to me to make this vague but ambitious vision a reality. The job was a fairly cushy number, as my friends never ceased to remind me, keeping me in London and away from the bureaucratic drudgery attached to service with a regular battalion in the UK. I guess I was lucky, but really I wanted to run as far and fast from the Army as I possibly could. It was only fear that stopped me – fear of the unknown civilian world that now seemed every bit as terrifying as the IEDs in Helmand.

Dotted around the flat were mementoes donated by Guards officers of yesteryear. There were souvenirs from British conflicts dating all the way back to the Crimea. I found myself pondering the sacrifices that my forbears had made and wondered how my own exploits measured up. Had my encounters with the Taliban alongside Wadood and Wali really made any difference to the future of Afghanistan? And did the future of Afghanistan make any difference to my own country? The newspapers didn’t seem to think so, echoing public demands for ‘our boys’ to be brought home. At least the men who’d fought in the two world wars were involved in a more urgent battle for national survival, which must have given them some sense of purpose. Or perhaps not. The painting that was framed over the small portable television set depicted the carnage from the first day of the Somme. Arguably the thousands of lives lost there hadn’t made much difference to the progress of the war.

Across the walls were etched the names and initials of dozens, if not hundreds, of bored Captains of the Guard who had lain here over the years. The graffiti had not been universally appreciated and a typewritten note, yellowed with age, was tacked to the wall, proclaiming that, ‘By order of the Warden of Windsor Castle, officers are to desist from defacing the walls.’ When I’d stayed in this flat before I’d deployed to Afghanistan, I’d stared at the scratched markings and imagined my roguish predecessors, wondering if they’d managed to have more fun here and bag more women than me. Now, however, I couldn’t help but ask how many of them had gone on to reach old age and how many had been cut down in a hail of bullets on some distant battlefield. All roads led me back to a miserable contemplation of my time in Afghanistan and nothing about the Army, not even the boozing and shagging, seemed like a game any longer.

There was a small casement window near the door of the room, which looked out over one of the castle courtyards. Peering through it I could see one of the guardsmen standing stock-still in his sentry box. In front of him the crowd jostled one another as they fought to pose for their quintessential British holiday photo next to the red-coated toy soldier. I felt a flash of irritation. The man on duty down there, now reduced to the status of a tourist attraction, was an infantryman. Away from this place he would risk his life for this country but the snap-happy throng saw only a quaint slice of tradition. 

Taking a knife from the kitchen, I carefully carved the initials M.E. into the wall above the bed. It was as though I was taking my own small place in the history of this hidden shrine to the military way of life and I imagined the ghosts watching me. They knew. They understood. I smiled and for a moment felt a little less alone. 





Chapter Fifteen



March–April 2009



In the months after Afghanistan, the women came and went. You can get a lot of mileage with some girls when you tell them that you’re fresh back from war, and I helped myself to more than my share. Not that I remember much about them. I was drinking properly by now. The booze helped to slow down my thoughts, which if left unchecked would instantly pluck me from the present and deposit me right back in Helmand. The Army made it easy; everybody boozed and you could hit it hard without anybody raising an eyebrow. Since I’d come back from Afghanistan I’d start as early as I could, as often as I could, whether I had anyone to drink with or not. I would often take a bottle of wine to bed with me and the next morning I’d kid myself that I ought to finish it to stop it going off. This way I started many days with a buzz that I liked to top up with a pint or two over lunch. I used to worry that a senior officer might notice my lack of sobriety but soon discovered that a packet of chewing gum and five fags could mask most sins. If not then there was always the excuse of a late night in the bar the previous evening – provided one was punctual, this was never unacceptable, even in today’s modern Army.

All my liaisons were fuelled by drink. I’d pick up a girl in some exclusive, horrendously overpriced cocktail bar. Many of them seemed to believe that Army officers had a certain social cachet, even drunken, shambling ones with wine stains down the front of their shirt.

None of them lasted. They all wanted to talk afterwards and I never did. When I started my seductions, I genuinely wanted to reach out to another human and hopefully find some measure of understanding, but there was always a gap that I couldn’t quite bridge. After the second or third drink, I always gave up and henceforth floated on autopilot through endless conversations about I don’t know what. By the time we reached the bedroom, I was zoning out, never listening to the murmured words from the pillow next to me. My behaviour was bad – I knew this but didn’t care. I’d had enough of taking responsibility for others and now it was all about number one. If these girls were misguided enough to fall into my bed then that was their lookout. I felt guilty afterwards but it never stopped me going out and doing it all again. Of course there were even more nights when I passed out alone in a puddle of my own vomit and, frankly, that was fine with me too.

Then there was Sophie. She was different. We’d known one another for years; since school, in fact. She’d attended an all-girls college not far from my own school. Back then we were acquainted in that vague sort of mutual friends, go to the same parties kind of way. I’d always fancied her but she was utterly unobtainable. Attractive, interesting and self-possessed, she was always dating someone older, richer, or more interesting than me. When I finished school and went off to university, I lost touch with Sophie and slowly her memory faded. I hadn’t seen her or really thought about her for almost ten years when we met at a party thrown by my friend Dan at his house in Brighton. Our eyes didn’t meet across a crowded room. In fact I don’t remember much about that night, as it passed in the usual blur, but the following morning we ended up catching the same train back to London. We sat opposite one another and for the whole hour-long journey I stared at her across the table top, utterly captivated. Sophie was about 5’7” and slim, with chestnut hair that reached down just below her shoulders. She was pretty with delicate cheekbones and deeply tanned skin. A long, slightly crooked nose just held her back from achieving classical beauty but to me it was one of her best features. To top it off, she had the most extraordinary eyes – not icy like blue eyes can be. Hers radiated warmth, and when I stared into them I felt curiously comforted.

After we arrived back at King’s Cross we’d already started on our separate ways when I shouted after her, brought her back and asked her on a date. She hesitated for a moment, seemingly reluctant, but then agreed.

I went in hard, taking her out as often as I could. Dinner, lunch, the theatre, clubbing, Sophie lapped it all up. It cost me a small fortune. Her father had been a cavalry officer while she’d been growing up and that counted in my favour. She was, to some degree, already familiar with my world and was neither repelled nor cloyingly fascinated by my military stories. A journalist, Sophie worked for a fashion and design magazine, which had her flitting back and forth across Europe between a succession of glamorous parties and shows. This meant that she was often away but when she was back her time was mostly her own and much of it she would spend in my company. In my new job organising the expeditions there were very few people who knew what I was supposed to be doing, so I could sneak away for extended periods of time without anyone really noticing. Sophie and I were able to spend all night partying and enjoying long, lazy lunches the following day.

As I’ve said, I drank a lot, but Sophie didn’t mind. She was a work-hard, play-hard kind of girl and no stranger to hedonistic excess. She went away a lot and I think she forgot that my own behaviour didn’t calm down while she was out of town. 

One morning she casually asked me if I’d like to go with her to the BAFTA Television Awards Ceremony. I’ll admit that I came over a little star-struck. The military world and the celebrity one rarely intersect, not counting the odd visit of a topless model or C-list comedian to Camp Bastion in the name of troop morale.

Arriving at the Royal Festival Hall, I felt rather let down. The red carpet was everything I’d hoped it to be. We’d swanned our way past the cheering crowd behind the ropes, pretending that the adulation was for us. But inside I’d expected real showbiz glamour, waiters ploughing through the crowd with champagne, some witty repartee with Stephen Fry before settling down to a four-course feast, that kind of thing. I spotted Alexa Chung deep in conversation with Sir Alan Sugar and I made a beeline for them. Unfortunately, a BAFTA flunky intervened before I could reach them, and I found myself herded to the rear of a crowded auditorium, crammed next to a fat journalist, sweating through his bulging tuxedo. Luckily I’d squirrelled away a small hip flask into my jacket pocket, which helped me get through the first hour of the interminable series of sycophantic speeches and backslapping that comprised the ceremony.

If I’m honest, I wasn’t really disposed to have a good time that night and my thoughts had already turned bleak before the evening began. Earlier that day I’d seen the Operational Honours and Awards List, all the names of those soldiers who had been selected to receive a medal during my tour of Afghanistan. I’d not expected anything for myself but I’d hoped Magoo would pick something up. Harry and I had written a citation for him and sent it over to his superiors in the Royal Irish. ‘In the face of the enemy, Sgt MacGowan, at great personal risk to himself, exposed himself to sustained fire in order to provide his commander with vital information on the course of the battle that prevented a British position from being overrun.’

He’d got nothing. The Jocks had got nothing. Harry had got nothing. We may have had our differences, but he’d commanded a company under the most incredible circumstances. It seemed so unfair. They even gave pilots medals. I’m not saying the flyers aren’t brave guys, but they at least got to fly back to a comfortable, secure base after their shift, while we were left in the shit, getting shot at. The whole system made no sense. We’d done it gladly, expecting no reward, but when I saw others being recognised for less, it seemed wrong. Fuck it. I was mixing with the stars now. What did I care about the war?

The ceremony had been under way for two long hours when they announced the award for Best Factual Series. First up was some documentary about a bloke who’d been on a trip down the Amazon. I watched the big screen as he paddled his way along the river, chatted to tribesmen and freaked out on their mind-bending drugs. Who cared? Certainly not the journalist next to me who was now lolling in his seat, mouth agape and beginning to snore.

The second nominee was announced, Ross Kemp, the EastEnders actor, who’d made a series about being embedded with the British forces in Helmand. In fact he’d been out there at the same time as me. I remembered some of the Jocks talking about him, having bumped into him before they’d come to Nad Ali. I hadn’t resented him then and had actually heard good things about his films. But now he was up for an award. He was sitting down there by the stage, while we all sat around and applauded his achievements. His achievements? He’d been in the country for three weeks and thought he could tell us how it was out there. Fuck him. And fuck the Army.

The lights went down and the clip began to play. Familiar images flickered across the screen. The desert at dawn, men lying flat in the dust as bullets wing past. And then the whump-whump-whump of a helicopter overhead.

The screen went blank and the audience whooped and clapped their appreciation for the daring film-maker. And the images carried on. I closed my eyes but the film kept playing in the darkness. Not Kemp’s pictures now but my own memories.

I was straining to see, my eyes fixed on the horizon. Somewhere out there were the enemy. The floor beneath me was slick with blood and my boots skidded as I ran to the empty window. I could feel the walls shaking as the world outside exploded. Inside, the screams of the wounded man filled my brain. The eyes of the men, Afghans and Brits alike, turned to me. ‘What now?’ they implored. 

‘Don’t look at me. Look out there. Find them. Find them now, or we’re all fucking dead.’

In my mind I struck upwards, kicking for the surface and tried to break out of this deep well of memory. Faintly, through the blood and the dust, I could make out Sophie’s face turned towards me, shock and concern etched in her expression. I gasped and tried to speak but no words came out. I flailed in my seat, pushing myself upright and forced my way out past the journalist’s sleeping carcass to my left. Staggering down the aisle, I found the door and exited to the sounds of applause and gunfire.

Sophie found me some time later outside the theatre, smoking and staring out across the river.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Sorry. Needed some air.’

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘It’s nothing. Just got a bit claustrophobic. Goes on a bit, this show, doesn’t it?’

‘You looked like you were having a stroke,’ she said.

I shrugged and looked away. The truth was that I didn’t know what had happened. The playback in my head was on a continuous loop. Whenever my mind wandered, it was filled with the sights and sounds of war. This time had been more visceral and taken me somewhere new but really it was situation normal. Another day in Afghanistan, in London. I didn’t want to talk to Sophie, to pick at this thread of memory. It was private, my own. Not her business. Not anyone’s business.

I turned back to Sophie. ‘Has it finished in there?’

‘More or less,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we take off anyway?’

‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘I know a bar nearby.’

I took her hand and we walked together down the steps. As I relaxed, I heard the faint sounds of screaming tugging at the corners of my consciousness. I squeezed Sophie’s hand harder. 





Chapter Eighteen



Day three in Nad Ali and we were under attack again. It was the morning after our first contact and we had headed straight back towards Luy Bagh on patrol, leaving the base at 0600hrs. We reached a T-junction and the lead ANA soldiers pushed forward into the field beyond. I followed with the OMLT and as we filed across the road bullets began to dance around our feet. The enemy had been watching. They’d held off until they saw British uniforms. Afghan scalps were ten-a-penny, but kill enough of us and we’ll lose our appetite for fighting and go home.

I span to my right and got off a couple of rounds. Ram and Magoo did the same. The three of us went backwards into the cover of yet another irrigation channel. This ditch had shallow sloping sides which enabled me to lie comfortably and raise my head into the danger zone for a quick look around without having to crawl forward. The water was just a trickle so even if we did end up running the length of the ditch we’d manage to stay dry.

The ANA men behind and ahead of us had managed to swiftly organise themselves and were putting down a heavy weight of fire. There was shouting on all sides as men tried to locate the enemy. We knew that they were off to the south, probably about 200 metres distant, in a couple of buildings close to the spot where we’d been attacked the day before.

As we focused our fire, so the number of rounds coming our way began to lessen. We were winning. Now it was time to press home our advantage. Beattie had taken the rocket launcher from my pack and was aiming it down towards the enemy position. He pressed the trigger and the air around him split in a cataclysmic boom. I lifted my head to see the missile streak down the track, keeping only a few feet above the ground until, a second later, it slammed into the compound wall. A cloud of dust hid the building from view.

Once the air had cleared, we were able to see the havoc our missile had wreaked but, other than a neat hole in the compound wall, it didn’t seem to have done anything at all. The enemy continued to fire at the same steady rate, unaffected by our delivery of ordnance. I hoped they were at least scared. If we couldn’t kill our enemies then at least we might be able to make them think twice before tangling with us in the future.

Actually, I suspect that the only casualty that rocket launcher inflicted was on our own side. Stan crouched in the grass, dazed and unfocused. A thin trickle of blood ran from each ear, snaking down towards his jaw. He’d been right next to Beattie when the rocket had fired and the roar of the weapon had blown out both his eardrums. The pain must have been excruciating but to his credit he picked up his rifle and got on with things. He was completely deaf from this point on and we relied on sign language to communicate to him for the remainder of the patrol. This was to be the end of the war for Stan. Once we returned to the patrol base he would be straight on a chopper back to Lash before heading back to Britain to recuperate. I understand he recovered his hearing a few months later and subsequently left the Army to open the pub he’d always talked about.

Having managed to wrest the initiative back from our enemy, I was keen to push forward and assault their position. Our training encouraged us to favour aggressive action wherever possible and I began to work out how best to deploy my troops. I was worried that the enemy might try to flank us so I detailed eight ANA men to cover the ground to our left and right. With fields of thick corn on either side, however, it would be difficult for them to spot Taliban moving towards us.

As I wrestled with the tactical situation, I was interrupted by a far-off growl that signified the arrival of a helicopter in the sky above us. There’s more than one way to skin a cat when you’ve got an Apache looking after you and I happily put off thoughts of a ground assault. I listened over the net to Phil, our JTAC in the ops room, coolly instructing the pilot where he might direct his cannon. I waited eagerly for the weapons to open up but, as I followed the conversation back and forth, it became apparent that the pilot wasn’t going to oblige. He couldn’t identify exactly where the enemy was and was thus unwilling to engage. All right for him to say, a couple of hundred feet in the air, in an air-conditioned cabin with no bullets winging his way.

All was not lost, however. I looked up to see the tiny black outline of an F-15 tracking across the sky.

Models of the F-15 have been in service with the US Air Force since the 1970s but even after three decades it remains a fearsome weapon of war. An F-15 can fly at over twice the speed of sound and they have a range of some 2,000 kilometres. Most important, though, were the munitions they carried. Each plane can carry up to 24,000 pounds worth of high-explosive bombs. An individual bomb could be as big as 2,000 pounds and is guided to its target by a sophisticated system known as a Joint Direct Attack Munition. We called them JDAMs and I hoped that I might get to see one of them in action now.

Over the net, I asked Phil to see if the newcomer might consider helping us out. The answer came back at once: ‘We’ll bomb the compound but only with direct authorisation from the commander on the ground.’ Shit. That was me. Suddenly, with all the responsibility resting on my shoulders, I felt more sympathy for the Apache pilot who’d turned down our earlier request. Destroying the compound up ahead was now my choice alone. If there were civilians inside, their deaths would be on my hands.

I looked down the track towards the target, squinting through my rifle sights for a clearer view. I couldn’t see our assailants but the earth in front of the ditch continued to explode in tiny puffs as the incoming fire continued. I’d seen no civilians anywhere these past two days but maybe they were battened down, hiding from the fighting in the very building I wanted to destroy. Perhaps the Taliban had forced their way in at gunpoint and even now a family cowered on the floor of their home.

I needed to make a decision. I could sit here for the next two hours, letting my imagination run amok while the enemy pushed up past our flank and prepared to end us all.

‘Go ahead. Confirm compound as the target. Commander’s ZAP number – EV1650.’

Now I was on the record. If I’d made a mistake, the buck really did stop with me. I pushed such thoughts from my mind and waited for the pilot to make good on his promise.

The plane circled round behind us and began its run in towards the target. Just a few seconds and it was directly over the compound. We lay there rapt, straining to catch a glimpse of the bomb as it fell. In fact we couldn’t see it at all but heard the whistle. When it hit, the whole building was lost in a cloud that dwarfed our previous effort with the rocket launcher. It looked like a small nuclear explosion.

I shouted with delight. All around me the men were cheering too. It was exhilarating to see something so big blow up, but that wasn’t what made us yell. Partly it was relief; we weren’t being shot at anymore. But really we were celebrating. The bastards had tried to kill us. Instead we’d killed them. Good fucking riddance. Now was not a time for moral reflection. We’d been in a fight and come out on top. It felt wonderful.

Our euphoria didn’t last for long. As we crawled our way out of the ditch, more bullets began to land around us. As I’d feared, the enemy had sent men creeping past us during the fight and now engaged us from our eastern flank. This time though, the Apache could see them, crawling through the crops with their guns. No problem with the rules of engagement here and the pilot made up for his previous caution, hovering low, emptying his cannon into the wheat.

The enemy were quickly finished. Those that were left alive in the field made good their escape and the battle was over. While Mason checked that everyone had made it through unscathed, I was back on the radio, letting Harry know that we’d dealt with the situation and now planned to return to the schoolhouse.

‘Before you come back,’ Harry said. ‘Confirm enemy casualty numbers.’

‘The Apache has reported that all enemy retreated with their casualties to the east,’ I replied. ‘And the building has been completely destroyed.’

‘Advance forward to the building and check the rubble for casualties,’ Harry went on.

‘But we don’t know what depth positions the enemy has. Our air support won’t be able to cover us for the time it will take to get down there.’

‘We must have an accurate casualty report on the enemy,’ Harry insisted. ‘Continue as instructed. Out.’

The conversation was at an end and I was left with no choice but to carry out Harry’s order. It seemed ridiculous. Why risk our men’s lives to sift through rubble looking for dead Taliban? What difference did it make if we’d killed two, five, ten or even fifty? We didn’t know their strength anyway so our figures would add little to the intelligence picture.

Then it struck me. This was about the bomb. Brigade had recently issued very specific instructions that prohibited the destruction of buildings except in the most extreme circumstances. It was hearts and minds stuff – very difficult to win the support of the local population when you went around blowing their houses up. 

Ordinarily I agreed with the Brigade’s policy, but things look very different when bullets are whipping at you from a nearby rooftop. I thought again about giving my ZAP number in confirmation over the net and a shiver ran through me. Oh well. Nothing to be done about it now. Let’s see how many bad guys we’d killed – perhaps a big body count might mollify my masters.

I called over Magoo and Beattie and rounded up an ANA section, leaving Mason with the Afghan platoon commander to look after the remainder. We headed down towards the ruined building, keeping off the track and pushing our way through the tangled undergrowth on the edge of the fields. If there were enemy depth positions, it seemed as well to keep ourselves hidden. While we’d been fighting, adrenaline had been pumping hard but now the immediate danger was gone I began to feel the after-effects. My legs and arms were leaden and the straps of my pack cut deep into my shoulders. It was approaching noon and the sun seared our skin and boiled our skulls in their helmets. I could see the others were struggling too. We had better get this done fast before we deteriorated much further.

We made our way to a small compound just 30 metres from the bomb site, separated from it by a patch of open ground. The rest of the patrol were now too far away for our PRR network to function and I was worried that they might mistake our movement for that of the enemy and open fire on us in error. I’d told them that we would cover our movement onto the target with smoke and I hoped that they’d see that as a signal not to fire. I also hoped that the smoke would cover us from the enemy as we crossed the open ground.

Magoo and Beattie were the ones who actually had to make the dash from cover and investigate the rubble. They looked distinctly unhappy. It was a simple task and it shouldn’t take more than a few minutes but while they were doing it they would be cruelly exposed. If the enemy were watching, this could all go very wrong, very quickly.

‘Good luck,’ I said.

Beattie nodded silently but the unspoken reply, ‘Sod off,’ was written all over his face. The three of us pulled the pins from our smoke grenades and launched them out into the open ground. Green smoke ballooned into the air, creating a woefully inadequate screen. It looked like a scene from a Christmas pantomime; I half expected a fat genie in a loincloth and curly shoes to emerge from a trapdoor. Magoo and Beattie looked at one another and burst out laughing. The sudden absurdity acted as a valve, releasing the pressure that had been building.

Then they were gone, heads down and sprinting towards the bombsite. I tensed and waited for a hail of bullets to cut through the smoke. None came. The Taliban really had gone, I thought. If not they’d surely have fired blindly at the green haze on the off chance of hitting someone.

Five minutes later, Magoo and Beattie returned looking extremely relieved to be back in cover. Magoo shook his head. ‘Nothing there,’ he panted.

‘No bodies at all?’ I asked.

‘It’s a pile of rubble. There could very well be people trapped underneath but we’re not going to spend hours digging through it, are we?’

‘No. We’ve done what we were asked to do. Now let’s get out of here.’

I gave Harry the bad news over the radio and reluctantly he agreed there was nothing more to be done. We headed back up the road and rejoined the rest of the patrol.

A few hundred metres short of the patrol base, half a dozen shots were fired somewhere off on our right flank. Hitting the dirt, I looked up and saw Griff dithering beside me. He looked exhausted, staring blearily around, unable to react to this new threat. I reached up and grabbed hold of his belt, dragging him to the floor. ‘Wake up!’ I yelled. Griff pulled himself together and crawled to the edge of the road. He was young and, despite his training, hadn’t adjusted to the rigours of combat. He’d get there but right now, so close to the base, he’d let himself switch off. Mason took over, berating the youngster for his sloppy drills. It was kindly meant – a wandering attention could get a man killed out here.

The attack didn’t last long, a quick ‘shoot and scoot’ and we hadn’t had time to get off more than a few rounds in reply. Maybe they’d tracked us back here but it was just as likely that a roving group of fighters had happened upon us and taken an opportunistic pop before running off.

Back at the schoolhouse, the men flopped to the ground, utterly spent. I kept the debrief short – a few minor points for the ANA guys, picking up on some of their individual drills. All in all, I thought they’d done well. We’d achieved what we set out to do – find the Taliban and shoot them. And drop a bomb on them as well, let’s not forget. I made my way to see Harry and face the fallout.

When I walked into the ops room, I half-expected a frenzy of blame and recrimination but instead all appeared calm. Harry was bustling about, making plans for more patrols while Woody sat in the corner talking to Phil, the JTAC who’d arrived by helicopter the first night. During the contact it had been Phil who’d been talking to the Apache and then the F-15 pilot, telling them exactly where we needed them to drop their ordnance. Sitting here now, puffing on a cigarette and chatting to Woody, he was a picture of relaxation. He had a corner of the ops room all to himself, set up with a bank of screens, radios and complex-looking consoles. He was ensconced in front of all the kit in a fold-up fabric chair, the kind you’d take along on a fishing trip. It looked more like the bedroom of a computer-obsessed teenage geek than the nerve centre of a military operation.

Woody glanced over at me as I approached and smiled. ‘Hello mate. Interesting time out there today?’

‘You’re not kidding,’ I replied.

‘Made a bit of a mess of that compound.’

I tensed as I readied myself for the questions to come. ‘Have Brigade been on to us about that yet?’

‘Funny you should ask,’ said Woody. ‘Harry was on the net for some time. They didn’t seem too happy.’

‘I knew this was going to cause problems.’

‘Well, Harry’s explanation didn’t quite cut it with the Brigade Ops Officer. If you listened to Brigade you’d think that there weren’t any Taliban on the ground at all. Anyway, the next thing we knew, the Brigade Commander himself got on the net.’

This was worse than I’d imagined. I’d be lucky to keep my job at this rate.

‘Yeah, he was pretty pissed off,’ Woody went on. ‘Asking who was responsible. He really went off the deep end.’

I was screwed. We’d taken no casualties. I couldn’t prove that there had been enemy in the compound and, while civilian deaths looked like a remote possibility, there was no way to tell for sure. The Brigade Commander was going to make an example of me.

My misery must have been apparent to the others as Woody began to laugh. ‘Yeah, it was looking pretty bleak,’ he said. ‘But then Phil here piped up on the net. “Hello Brigadier Mark,” he says. “I was the one who called in the JDAM.” Then the Brigade Commander is like, “Is that you, Phil? Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t realise. Thought some clown had just got a bit trigger happy. You know what you’re doing though.” Then the two of them have a bit of a chinwag for a couple of minutes and off the Brigadier goes, happy as Larry.’

I couldn’t quite take this in. Phil was a nice guy and a really slick operator when it came to calling in the air, but how come he was suddenly pals with senior officers and possessed with such influence as to be able to pull my sorry arse out of the fire?

I turned to Phil. He shrugged. ‘Oh me and the Brigadier go way back,’ he said. ‘He was my squadron commander years ago. And then of course he turned up later as the CO.’

‘CO? Carleton-Smith’s only been CO of one regiment hasn’t he? And that’s the SAS.’

‘That’s right,’ said Phil and he reached for his cigarettes and lit up another one.

It suddenly all made sense. He was so self-assured, so competent and entirely unperturbed by the whole situation here in Nad Ali. Well, Christ. If the Brigade had sent an SAS man to look after us, then maybe they weren’t quite as blind to our plight as I’d thought.

‘So do you want to look at what happened today?’ asked Phil.

‘Eh?’

‘We record it all you know. I had a drone up there above you for the whole patrol.’

Phil clicked a few buttons on his console and the screens in front of him flickered into life. On the screen we looked down at a fuzzy green and white image of the scene at the crossroads. The whole contact then played out in front of me, Phil fast-forwarding through the slow parts, until we reached the point where the F-15 dropped the JDAM. A flash of white expanded to fill the screen and then we lost the picture completely for a second or two. I heard Woody chuckling next to me. I stayed silent, detached from the whole scene. It was difficult to relate this footage to the raw elation I’d felt a few hours before on the ground.

I tried to imagine what it must have been like for the men in the compound, if there had been any there after all. Did they look up when they heard the whoosh of the jet passing overhead? Had they seen the bomb tumbling out of the sky? For a brief second did they stare at death as it rushed towards them? I put the thought out of my mind. My conscience was clear, I told myself. I had to. Tomorrow I’d be back out there again.

By the time I made it back to the accommodation, the men had already sorted out all their administration and were variously sprawled on their beds, reading or clustered around Beattie’s laptop. Magoo looked up as I came in. ‘All right, sir,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to look at this. Ash had a camera out with him today and he filmed the entire contact. We’ve downloaded it to the laptop.’ Here was the on-the-ground version of the film I’d just watched in the ops room. While Phil’s images had been silent and clinical, Ash’s were full of the intensity that had been present in the fight. I heard my own voice shouting orders and then roaring in fierce joy when we dropped the building. I turned to Magoo to share in the moment but he’d already wandered off. He’d seen the film before. It was always this way after a patrol. We’d come back and I’d head off to see Harry and Wadood, while the boys sat round and chewed the fat. I missed out on all the ‘Did you sees?’ and ‘Can you believes?’ By the time I caught up, everyone had moved on and were focused on other things. I felt oddly cheated by this, frustrated that I didn’t get to unwind and get it all out of my system. Then again, these men weren’t my mates – they worked for me and risked their lives at my command. I had no right to call on them for the emotional support one might expect from a friend.

I closed the laptop before the film ended. That was enough for today. I went outside and lit up a cigarette. This was war, huh? Everything I’d ever wanted. 
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