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Prologue
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“She’s your aunt, not mine. You are the one who has to do the right thing here mate!” Sarah said as she rolled over in the bed, which was pretty hard to do as the baby she was carrying inside her didn’t like such movements and was doing its usual complaintive tantrum of kicking her uncomfortably. Seven months pregnant, uncomfortable, tired and annoyed, she turned her back on her partner who was holding the phone and now staring vacantly out of the window. He wasn’t seeing the magnificent blue waters on their own private beach with the combers gently crashing as they rolled in from the Pacific after having navigated their way through the Great Barrier Reef. Nor was he seeing the brilliant Cairns sunshine filter into their beautiful home a hop step and jump from the sand. There was no-one else to complain to sadly and this was one of the rare occasions he bemoaned the fact that their nearest neighbours were over a kilometre away. Sarge looked across at Sarah’s back and knew he was wrong in suggesting that she pick his aunt up from the airport, but he figured it was worth a try. Reluctantly he got out of bed, a bed he had only got into a few hours before having spent the best hours of the night in his office in the Cairns police station writing up a report for the DPP.

He cursed his phone and cursed his uncle for ringing him. A bull had got out on the family farm late last night and his uncle was going to be late to pick up his wife at the Cairns airport. He didn’t begrudge the opportunity to help out, just the piss poor timing. He understood about the pressures of stock as he had grown up on that family farm in western Queensland, but surely, he thought a neighbour could have been employed to retrieve the bull. Sarge’s eyelids were making his eyeballs look like little slits as he made his way into the kitchen. Jug on, cups out, pot rinsed in hot water and tea leaves all ready, his daily routine had begun anew only much earlier than he intended. Detective Inspector Bernard Downs, who preferred to be known by his nickname of Sarge, had every reason to come to the aid of his aunt and uncle. When his parents had been killed in a car crash, they had without hesitation just added one more boy to their litter and raised the frightened and very sad four-year-old as their own.

Sarge carried the breakfast tray in and sat on the bed while Sarah tried to raise herself into a comfortable position. She had done it tough in the first trimester. He had never seen anyone so sick so often. The next three months were like heaven for her in comparison. Now she was miserable and uncomfortable as their baby had trouble settling into a routine that included not moving to a new position, not pressing on her bladder and keeping his elbows and legs to himself. Though they didn’t know the sex of the baby, Sarah was confident it was a boy as her tall gangly partner was like a bee in a bottle as well. Like father, like son. Sarge had put a whole range of spreads on the tray to try to appease Sarah whose tastes he believed changed by the millisecond. He waited until she had chosen one and was taking a bite of her toast.

“You know if you and I were married, she would really be your aunt too,” Sarge who was used to playing with fire pointed out.

Sarah spluttered and delivered a withering look, followed by jibe of her own, “If we were married you would have my mother as your mother-in-law and I wouldn’t want that. You wouldn’t want that either I am figuring.”

Sarge decided to pull his head in. Early on in their relationship he hadn’t been as wise and managed to find himself painted into a corner by this highly educated professor based at the James Cook University. He was learning slowly. He finished his tea and headed for the shower. The argument over marriage was an old one. Sarah’s mother had demanded it and Sarah took umbrage at that and had rarely spoken to her mother since.

Dressed and somewhat refreshed, Sarge popped his head back into the bedroom only to find Sarah gone. He looked outside and could see her shapely form walking up the beach. He called out and she turned around. Suddenly her shape seemed remarkably changed, more hippopotamus than nymph but Sarge astutely kept that to himself. He pointed to his watch, or where his watch would have been if he still wore one and she nodded. He hopped into his “company car” rather than Sarah’s sports car or the old Landrover and headed northwards to Cairns.

Jean Downs was somewhat surprised to see her tall well-built nephew waiting for her in the arrivals lounge. She raised one eyebrow, a family trait that Sarge had also inherited, as if to question why her husband wasn’t there. Sarge began to explain but she held up a finger in front of her small face indicating he should stop. As with all the Downs men like his uncle and his cousins, Sarge knew when to stop. This tiny woman was a pocket rocket and her countenance brooked no further discussion.

“Bernard Wilfred Downs, have you been putting on weight?” her voice seemed to echo in the terminal. Sarge loathed his given names and cringed when they were said aloud in public. A few of the staff and some of the locals knew him well and thought it was a great joke that this esteemed policeman should be chastised by this diminutive old lady. Sarge sucked in his stomach and said that he hadn’t and quickly ushered her outside. He was dying to ask her about her results but was afraid to. Eighteen months into cancer remission and she had flown to Sydney to be reassessed.

“I saw that you know. Ashamed of your aunt. When will you grow up? Well I’ll be around a very long time waiting to see that happen I suppose,” Jean said with a stony face which turned into a smile as she finished. Sarge was so relieved when he finally got the import of her message. He hugged her so tightly that she gasped, “Unless some bloody moron squeezes the life out of me. Where’s that beautiful Sarah? You are looking after her even more now, aren’t you? I can’t wait to see her.”

Lights blazing and sirens blaring, he gave his aunt a high-speed tour through the centre of Cairns before heading to his private hideaway. His aunt chastised him for driving too fast but that just made him increase his speed. When they arrived, Sarah welcomed Jean with open arms and offered her a cold drink out on the beachside veranda. Sarge lugged Jean’s bags in and was told to get himself a drink. He looked at the two most important women in his life now and accepted his fate but added some Bundy rum in his drink before joining them on the veranda. Sarah saw the twinkle in his eye and suggested that he give that drink to his aunt and make another for himself. Sarge looked pleadingly at his partner who just smiled. Sarah was acutely aware that Jean abstained from alcohol and was sure that her nephew, her husband and her sons never touched the stuff. Jean solved the situation, “Thank you anyway Sarah, but I have hardly touched my first.”

Sarge’s Uncle Ray arrived late afternoon. It was nearly a seven-hour trip and he looked hot dishevelled and was taken to task by his wife. He tried to explain but gave up quite quickly and gracefully. Jean had grown up on a cattle station and should know, but these days rarely left the confines of the house and garden so he was banging his head against a brick wall to try to get her to see reason. He just accepted his fate. Whatever he said or did was wrong and would always be. Forty years of marriage and he still loved her as much as he always had, but he would never tell her that; people his era never did. As tall as his nephew but a bit spindlier, he was tanned dark brown and the lines in his face were deep and added a lot of character.

Sarah insisted that they stay the night and Jean was reluctant to impose. Ray merely gave a voiceless word of thanks when his wife wasn’t looking. In the end after having too many Cokes poured by his nephew, he was even more content to stay and probably couldn’t have driven safely anyway. They sat inside in the huge open living area of the expansive house that Sarah and Sarge had desired after Sarge’s original shack had burnt down. Beautiful drawings by an artist known only as Tom adorned some walls and the luxuriously comfortable cane lounge suite held four tired bodies in an equally comfortable silence as night fell. 

Ray noticed the photo on the small sideboard and eased his frame out of the armchair and went over to see it. It was a photo of two young men taken many years ago. He picked it up and smiled.

“Your father gave me the biggest ever hug on that day. It was pretty special. Here I was eighteen years old and heading away from home for the first time and my younger and only brother at the age of sixteen was unashamed to give me a hug in public. I’m glad you kept that photo,” Ray said to Sarge.

“You wouldn’t even say goodbye to me though would you, Ray? Your childhood sweetheart, your first kiss, your first...... well anyway. You just stood there at the station with your brown suitcase in your hand and didn’t say anything. All you did was shake my hand and promise that you would write and what did I get? Two letters in two and a half years.” Jean had a mind like a steel trap.

“I was kind of busy.” Ray protested.

Sarah sat up straighter, her interest piqued. Sarge seized the opportunity that he had been wanting for a number of years, “Busy doing what, Uncle Ray? I mean I know that you were conscripted and were one of the last conscripts, but....”

“That moon is delightful out there. Anyone feel like a walk?” Ray’s attempts to side-track the conversation fell on deaf ears.

“Now I have done some research Uncle Ray. Conscription finished in 1972, abolished by the new Whitlam government. Our involvement in Vietnam finished in 1972. You would have possibly only done eighteen months at the most instead of the two years originally set out and none overseas because the war ended. So, what happened? Two and a half years before he came home, Auntie Jean?” Sarge was in full detective mode and trying to uncover family secrets.

“Well the truth is....”

“Bernard, he won’t tell you the truth. It’s all a big secret. Always has been. He just fronted up two and a half years later in a fluorescent green Holden Sandman panel-van and continued as if nothing happened.” Jean was obviously trying to goad her husband into saying something but he resisted.

“I didn’t just turn up. I spent a month looking for her. She had dropped out of sight. Her sister, your mother Bernard, said that she had drifted down to Byron Bay. That’s a bloody long way from outback Queensland. I finally found her in Nimbin in a hippy commune wearing a tie-dyed skirt and cheesecloth top. No shoes and full of expletives.”

Sarah grinned broadly. This was so far different from the woman she had come to know and love. “Nimbin, the place of pot and free love, so I hear?”

“There was so much marijuana consumed there that few of them ever washed and therefore any ‘free love’ I was prepared to give had to involve at least some hygiene.” Jean crossed her arms indignantly.

“You didn’t mind the ‘shaggin wagon’ though, did you, sweetheart?” Ray was already in deep shit but in going further he was now in over his head. Foolishly he pressed on. “Anyway, I whisked her away and brought her home to Croydon, made an honest woman out of her and she started popping out our progeny at regular intervals. The last of which was Frank.”

Jean was rankled and wanted to change the topic. “You know Frank flew in from Japan to be with me when I went in for my tests in Sydney. I couldn’t believe it when he picked me up at the airport.”

“So, you’ve forgiven him have you now, Auntie Jean?” Sarge queried.

“You’d think with all that money he’s making working for Ducati Racing that he’d at least have clean fingernails,” she replied with pride served with a gentle backhander.

“He was born with grease under his fingernails, you daft old cow. If only you recognised that all those years ago,’ Ray had obviously crossed the precipice separating good judgement and sobriety with downright honesty.

Sarge tried to rescue his uncle who must have realised from the ‘wait until we get home’ glare that he had gone too far. “Uncle Ray what did you do for those two and a half years?”

“My dear Bernard,” Ray skulled the remaining part of his drink and leaned forward pointing vaguely in the direction of his nephew, “If I told you I’d have to kill you.”

“Fair trade. I’d hate to die not knowing, so tell me,” Sarge insisted.

“Okay but it’s your funeral, my lad..................”
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“I’d never seen my mum cry before. Here I was standing in the dirt and dust in my best clothes holding a suitcase that belonged to my father and all I could see were the tears streaming down my mother’s wrinkled face. My father as stilted and unemotional as always just shook my hand and said, “See ya when you come back.” My younger brother gave me a huge hug and I swung his sixteen-year-old body around in my arms just as I had when he was a toddler. We had both grown up but we were still just kids. My girlfriend stood silently nearby and I didn’t know what to do. Do I kiss her? Do I hug her? In the end I tried to emulate my father and stood there and pretended not to feel anywhere near as shit scared as I was. The whole town it seemed had turned out. For today only, I was a celebrity or perhaps an icon of amusement. I don’t know. The bus pulled up all too soon and at that point there was no going back, no changing my mind, no running to my bedroom and seeking the warmth and security of the home that I perhaps would never see again.

The news had said that it was unlikely that any more conscripts would be sent to Vietnam. Australia had grown tired of the war and the senseless waste of human life. It was said to be unwinnable and in streets in cities large protests had been held wanting us to exit the conflict. But I was caught in the crossfire. I was the winner of the worst lottery that you could enter and entry was compulsory. If my mother had held on for a couple of minutes longer on the night I was born, I wouldn’t have been catching the bus that day. New Year’s Eve 1951 was what it said on my birth certificate and when those dates came up in the ballot; well it changed my life completely. I was born at 11:58pm and for the sake of two bloody minutes I was forced to leave my family and ...... well, it was just really tough. Not even twenty years later I was heading off to a training camp near Wagga Wagga in New South Wales called Kapooka. Bloody long way from outback Queensland. Hell, I’d only been to Cairns once and then only for a day.

I could have been found exempt on hardship grounds as I worked on the farm. I had already deferred a degree course to help dad out. I could have deferred my National Service because I was studying too.  But we Downs men don’t do things like that. It was fine to put on hold a chance to be one of the first students to study at the newly proclaimed James Cook Uni in Townsville, but not fine to pass up the opportunity to get shot. Dad had said it was all about doing something for your country rather than yourself. I had found it was never any use arguing with him. Disrespecting elders is another thing we Downs men didn’t do. Perhaps his stoic manner was really a façade, but whatever emotions he ever felt, he masked in front of us.

I tried to stop my knees from shaking as I climbed aboard the bus. Eight long, long hours later and I was in Townsville. Buses in those days aren’t like the swanky coaches they are now. Leg room for tall people is seen as a waste of space. Putting sponge in between the vinyl and the wood on the seats is seen as extravagant. My bones ached, my bum ached and my head ached from the constant drone and smell from the old diesel engine in the ‘luxurious best in the fleet’ bus that took me away from home. I was billeted in the Lavarack Barracks overnight along with a few other North Queenslanders who, like me, wondered why us Nashos had to travel so far down south to train, particularly if we were going to be sent to a war in the tropics. It just didn’t make sense. I soon found that a lot of things in the army didn’t make sense.

Being on a farm I was used to the early rising, but the guy next to me most certainly wasn’t. I wondered whether he had been mollycoddled all his life. The RSM who woke us certainly was of that opinion. He wrenched the thin blanket off George who immediately clutched his groin in an instinctive reaction. The RSM bellowed at him saying that such tiny little things didn’t matter and he wouldn’t be using those parts for anything more worthwhile than pissing himself if someone said boo to him. I realised then that bullying and intimidation would soon become a normal part of my life. I grabbed George’s clothes and threw them at him, indicating that he should quickly get dressed. The RSM had already moved on looking for someone else as a victim. However, if he came back, and George was still in bed, the abuse would have risen exponentially. George didn’t understand the word exponential but he quickly got dressed anyway. 

All too soon after breakfast, we marched out to the army bus that was to take us away to ‘nirvana’, as the regular army guys, who stood around watching us jeering, called Kapooka. The RSM made us march. It was a sight to behold apparently. No-one was in time with anyone else. We were tired, half asleep and certainly unimpressed with our first introduction into army life. I never did really understand what the predisposition to marching was that the military had, but the brief march to the bus was a portent of things to come.

You had to be tough to survive in the army apparently. The army bus did make the previous bus seem luxurious after all. Like all things in the army it was green, military green and given the standard of driving and the sheer lack of comfort on the bus, we all soon assumed the hue of military green on our faces. All of us that is, except for two. One being the driver who did have a comfortable seat and a latent desire to be a formula 1 driver obviously, based on his devil may car attitude to road surfaces and road signs. The other was a corporal from the regulars who was determined to ensure that army property was not damaged, scratched, discoloured or dirtied in any way by the cretins he had seen boarding. Militarily he was outnumbered. He knew it. We knew it, but such is the power of rank, that he wouldn’t show it. Most of us felt so disenchanted, ill and homesick already that we let the little martinet have his way. We sat listless and bumsore for six hours until we stopped in Emerald for lunch. The corporal swaggered into the bakery and brought out lovely smelling pies and cakes, two of each for himself and the driver. The driver had pulled out large eskies out from under the bus and we were forced to help ourselves to cold sandwiches and bottled water from the barracks in Townsville. And those bastards stood upwind of us so the aroma of their food wafted down to us. Rank does have privileges it seems.

Few of us had slept well the night before and the next five hours we travelled non-stop in a daze, uncaring about the world around us. Towns and hamlets drifted past that I had never heard of, nor would probably hear of again. The army had decided that it was far cheaper to have just two in charge of this cattle truck, rather than towing a trailer with camping gear for the twenty of us, along with food and cooking equipment and having at least a cook come along with us. The corporal and driver had volunteered for the job obviously - a couple of days off base, a chance to lord it over a whole group of non-army types and to eat nice meals and stay in swish hotels. The hotel we stayed at was hardly swish. It had been booked ahead and we dragged our tired bodies and suitcases into the rooms whose previous residents were probably fleas and bedbugs. I say previous because the stench of insecticide hit us as we opened the doors to the rooms. We paired off and I deliberately stood next to George, who looked like he needed a guiding hand and perhaps some protection to boot. The rooms had double beds and we all looked at each other. I immediately said, “Okay, top to tail with clean feet.” Others thought that was a good idea and the look on people’s faces was one of relief. Our two supervisors, Jack Brabham and Attila the Hun, said they would organise dinner while we got settled. Two hours later they returned with beery breath and some pizzas. The counter tea at the pub must have been filling, as they opted not to have the dry cardboard-flavoured cold pizza.

Room service toast, UHT milk and cereal and motel coffee didn’t really prepare us for another long day’s travel. The motel had been right on the highway and out of town on a bend, just where cattle road trains and freight trucks would use their air and exhaust brakes regardless of the time of day, or NIGHT. Zombies were more alive than us. Perhaps this was the way the army inducted people. Kill all sense of reality and the will to live and they can do anything with you. Five boring hours followed before lunch at Walgett. It must have been boring as our driver decided that the best way to get our attention was to drive off the road half asleep. Luckily, he was woken up by the blare of an oncoming Kenworth. Because we hadn’t actually presented our enlistment papers at Kapooka, our potential deaths wouldn’t have been treated as battle related ones, although I must admit that our driver did battle hard to get us back onto the right side of the road in time.

In zombie world, time is an unessential element. It serves no purpose. It has no meaning. Sandwiches from a bakery in Walgett, a toilet stop and we were heading towards Dubbo. Outside the bus the birds were probably singing, cattle possibly lowing and the wind stirring through the leaves. Inside the gigantic hearse there were flies buzzing and the constant slapping of hands on exposed skin. Our beloved tour guides had parked us for lunch at a billabong attached to the Barwon River. Mosquitoes in plague proportions had descended on us and, deciding they didn’t mind a voyage of discovery, joined us on the bus as well. The only benefit we found was that mosquitoes took no notice of rank.

Three hours later and we were in Dubbo, but only for a brief period of time. The corporal and the driver realised that they needed to be at Kapooka before the mess hall closed, and they had badly misjudged the time. There was no toilet stop as we roared through the town. Obviously over the speed limit, the police saw it was an army bus and decided not to stop us. Bladders nearly bursting we arrived at Kapooka some nearly four and a half hours later. Timed to perfection, it wasn’t; possibly by minutes only. We would have to wait until morning. When one someone asked why it could be reopened, all the RSM said was, “Welcome to the army, son.” 
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It happened so quickly the next morning that it took me by surprise. The early morning wakeup was in a barracks dorm with our group from yesterday and another group of new arrivals from days before. We were as different from them as chalk and cheese. Already they looked gung-ho dressed in khaki and heads shaved down to a quarter of an inch. They stood at the ends of their bunks which were already made up precisely and sneered at us as we trudged wearily over to the building opposite. Some smart-arse comments were made and George next to me received what I assumed were a few playful punches in the arm and a few derogatory remarks about being the runt of the litter or at least I think they said runt. Some of our group had longish hair. George’s was the longest and it hung down to his shoulder blades. He received a few blown kisses from the close-cropped wannabe soldiers. I saw his fists clench but he said and did nothing except walk with what I saw was dignity but even that rankled those around us.

We carried our cases with us and in the room, we were ordered to strip whilst doctors checked us out. Our clothes and our cases we were told would be stored ‘for a while’. I figured that would be two years of national service at least, unless we failed the physical or died in the interim. We’d heard rumours that Vietnam was not going to be a destination for any further deployment so we had breathed a sigh of relief but who knew what our government would decide to do in the next two years. We were handed a bundle of khaki green underclothes and told to shower. There were no inhibitions allowed in the army and everyone was on view for everyone in the long line of showers. Humility went out the door and this was I guess part of the way the army kills individuality, and enforces compliance. Humiliation is so effective a tool. We stood in line in boxer shorts and singlets. Ahead of us were three chairs and three shearers and we were the sheep penned with no way out. Moustaches and beards went quickly and long lengths of hair adorned the floor to be swept away by someone who was indistinguishable from the people we had left behind in our barracks.

Ushered out of the delousing and shearing shed we walked bare footed across to our barracks in alphabetical order. George Brown was I think the second one through and I was a few places behind. I made it through the doorway and saw that the earlier bunch was gathered around something on the floor prodding it with their boots. I thought they were prodding but it wasn’t very gentle. Being somewhat taller and broader across the shoulder I pushed my way forward to see George lying prone on the ground hands over his groin and curled up trying to protect himself from the kicks he was receiving. The corporal nearby, was just smirking and doing nothing. I shoved some of the attackers aside and stood over George and faced the sullen group around him. My stance was relaxed and my fists poised ready to strike anyone who came close. I looked around and picked my targets. The best way to resolve this would have been to talk them down but they smelt blood. One of them cooed that George had a bum buddy and said someone should teach that ‘poof’ a lesson. He wasn’t offering though merely egging the others on. I looked across at the corporal who should have stepped in but was gazing nonchalantly out the window. It seemed that this sort of bastardry was the norm as a pecking order was established in a group.

My first two targets were the biggest ones there who if they weren’t taken out would have quickly reduced my chances by grabbing hold of me and allowing the others to pile in. My third target was their quasi leader who had called me a ‘poof’. The insult didn’t worry me but if I got him the fight was over. In this sort of situation there is no Marquis of Queensberry rules to follow. I bent pretending to look at George and the two thugs moved in. The first didn’t know what hit him. I did. It was one of the boots that George had dropped when they had tripped him up. I had put it on over my fist and swung my arm hard and upwards into the man’s groin with such force that he fell backwards hunched over, all the air expelled from his lungs so that he couldn’t even shout a cry of anguish. The second attacker was momentarily distracted and that split second was all I needed. His body was slightly off balance and I swept his feet out from underneath him and as he fell, he got a blow on the side of his jaw for good measure. Stunned faces all around, particularly that of my next soon to be victim. I don’t think he saw it coming. I took two quick paces and struck like a tiger snake with my fist. His nose seemed to explode in a mess of gristle and blood. I stood back and just said, “Next?” only to have the word, “Attention!” called out by the corporal who had glanced at the door. Two figures blocked the light. 

Everyone including me snapped to attention. An RSM was glaring at everyone and most didn’t make eye contact. I chose to and stared evenly back at him. The captain standing next to him looked disapprovingly at the corporal. The corporal barked an order to two of us to help George to his feet whilst the other three injured men slowly got to their feet. The captain didn’t address us personally but merely whispered a command to the RSM before turning around and exiting the barracks. The RSM waited until he was out of sight before rounding on the corporal, “Just what the fuck is going on here, Corporal? You are in charge of this group here so there better be a bloody good explanation!”

“Sergeant Major, this newcomer here, tripped over his own feet and as others came to help lift him up, this tall bloke just went berserk. I wasn’t quick enough to stop him,” the corporal replied.

“I see, Corporal,” the RSM said as he went over to inspect George who was still hunched over but tried to straighten up as the RSM came nearer. “Is that what happened, soldier?”

George tried to wheeze out an answer but possible broken ribs meant that no audible answer came. The RSM inspected the swelling already appearing on George’s face. “Seems he fell rather heavily, Corporal. Perhaps you shouldn’t have allowed the others to help him up with their boots.”  The RSM had already noted the scuff marks on the floor where boots had scraped and the gloss missing off some of the boots of the soldiers.

“You wouldn’t be Raymond Downs, soldier, would you?” I was surprised when he addressed me by name. I thought I was just a number and nothing more. The corporal didn’t even know my name. “You will come with me, right now.” I made to move but looked across at the injured figure of George. The RSM noticed my glance. “Send this man back to the doctors to be patched up, corporal. He may just be clumsy as he’s just passed his eye test. Then send him off to the kitchen. He might as well do something while the rest of you do penance for your sins. You’ll do a twenty km hike followed by the assault course. If you are lucky enough you might be back in time for dinner.” The man with the broken nose was about to ask to see a doctor but a withering look silenced any forthcoming request. “By the way Corporal, you will lead the hike and the assault course test. Setting an example of what should be done in the army it seems will be something new for you. If they’re not all back in time for dinner and/or they aren’t in a good condition, you Corporal, will do the assault course on your own again and again until I think you can actually teach them something.”

I followed the RSM out of the barracks. All the yahooing and steam had been taken out of the men in the barracks. I felt sorry for the other newcomers who had been caught up in pecking order bullying that had occurred. However, I certainly had gained respect for the RSM. I wasn’t much of a marcher but I tried my best to quickly get in step with him as he marched ahead. I was taken to the office of the captain and I stood at attention. It seemed that the RSM had more than dutiful respect for him and as I thought highly of the RSM I was prepared to show due deference to the man seated behind the desk. He had a folder open in front of him. He read it quietly while we waited. He appeared to have read it before and skim read it before closing it.

“At ease, gentlemen.” His voice was quiet, clear and had a firmness that commanded your attention. “Both of you, please take a seat.”

“If it is all right with you, sir, I’d prefer to stand,” the RSM countered.

I looked across at the RSM and then back to the captain and then back to the RSM seeking advice as to what to do. The RSM looked past me and made no movement with his eyes giving me no bloody clue as to what was appropriate. I turned to the captain who smiled and said, “It is okay if you both stand, but I don’t get a lot of chance to sit down so I intend to.”

I stood nervously wondering what my punishment would be for the fight that took place.

“The RSM and I saw what happened as we walked up to the barracks. You handled yourself extremely well. You took out the main protagonists with precision and enough force to get the message across that no-one messes with one of your mates. It would have been better for the corporal to intervene but I assume that he chose not to. I am concerned that you will make a habit of this so I am giving you a warning. Based on your pedigree one warning will be enough, I think. The whole group is to be punished, even your injured mate, as there needs to be a standard set here that what took place won’t be tolerated. If we fight amongst ourselves how can we fight together? Your mate will serve his punishment in the kitchen until he recovers. This will also keep him away from those who ganged up on him this morning. You can also work in the kitchen.”

“Sir, if I may; I would rather show the rest of the group that I don’t deserve any special attention or preferential treatment. I would like to serve my punishment alongside them. I accept the warning that you gave me and will learn from it. It will not happen again,” I said challenging his direction.

“I had a feeling that would be your answer. RSM, make sure this soldier does the required punishment. Have him do it next to that lunatic lazy corporal who may actually learn something about men. Dismissed.”

I turned and followed the RSM out but before I closed the door I hesitated and turned around. “Sir, you mentioned something about my pedigree. I don’t understand.”

The captain looked up from his notes and had a quizzical look on his face. “Your father for one.”

“My father?”

“You mean you don’t know! Come and see me tomorrow. The RSM will organise a time.” He looked down at his notes again unaware that I stood with my mouth agape until the RSM coughed and I walked back to the barracks.
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Chapter 3
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The corporal had the group all lined up outside the barracks, resplendent in the olive-green kebab-puke colour uniforms. There were thirty-four men there, and the corporal, and not one of them looked happy. One had difficulty breathing through his nose, one was rubbing his chin and yet another was hunched over a little. All thirty-five watched as the RSM marched across and escorted me into the barracks where I got quickly changed and put on the back pack which seemed inordinately heavy. The uniform was coarse and the shirt starched to within an inch of its life. A bit of my sweat might provide lubrication and I would soon be oozing that as the cloud cover cleared.

I joined the others in line. Our platoon was one man short of course and so the lines were uneven. I went to the head of one of the three lines and the corporal led the middle line. I felt a bit sorry for the bloke I’d given a broken nose to and took his backpack off and slung it over my shoulder. His was unaccountably lighter than mine. The RSM appeared at the head of the platoon, having spent time writing notes as he did a surprise inspection of the way we had left our bunks. I knew mine would be fine. My mother wouldn’t have tolerated anything less than perfect. She was so scary that wherever I went I wouldn’t leave anything out of place. I had been








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\ regTbck
¢ /% A \ L (‘\ B





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





