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When I breathe in

there is a sound in my body

sadder than the winter

wind.

ISHIKAWA TAKUBOKU




ONE

 

I have, indeed, no abhorrence of danger,

except in its absolute effect – in terror.

EDGAR ALLAN POE
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Someone once said: ‘One never knows what goes on in a brave man’s head.’

Hal Stirling often wondered when he’d heard the remark. Not for a minute, of course, thinking it might apply to him.

When he saw the lizard on the patch of desert shale pretending to be dead, he blinked.

The lizard flinched.

Then it sprang into a tangle of bamboo roots narrowly avoiding the dusty package. Wise move, trapelus agilis.

Covered with hardened insulating foam, the package was roughly the size of two ammunition boxes, large enough to contain two small steel cylinders of plastic explosive. He reckoned it must have been there for six months or more.

Also present among the visible and invisible usual suspects was another silent creature, member of a different tribe, Macrovipera lebetina, with a triangular head and blunt snout, a Levantine viper. Levantine vipers rarely go into action in daytime. Hazard Warning. They’re unpredictable.

Two more lovers of the desert were showing interest in the stranger. Motionless fellow-travelling scorpions from the Buthidae tribe. Long sleek butts ending in bulbous stingers. Eight legs excluding pincers. Smaller the scorps, more powerful the sting. These were small, very small and unpredictable.

Brave desert stranger kept his focus on his grip, hand-hold steady. He was staring at his fingers before he moved them, watching for any involuntary twitch, making certain no nerve was signalling fear, visualizing how he’d take the packaged bomb apart, what might need touching, where to move things, how to achieve the disconnection, exactly where he’d make the cut of the wire to disable it.

He was on the verge of Success + E = Euphoria or being taken by the big N: as in nada nil zero zippo Nothin’ = N = big 0e0. Nothing. And, to state the obvious, he wouldn’t know anything about N. His eyes were inches from the thing … if it goes up … it’s N. Oblivion.

Flat on his stomach, mindful of the sultry viper, he looked for a battery and a wire and the best place to break the circuit to the detonators. He could withdraw the detonators, unravel the wires, and disable the electronics. Be Warned: cutting into the hardened foam causes dangerous vibration.

Or he could retreat to a safe distance, relax and simply blow the whole thing up by remote control. But every bomb-maker leaves a signature and this was a bomb to collect intact and hand in to the forensic experts.

So he disabled the electrical circuit. Then he very slowly opened a plastic bag and stared at the viper. No doubt about it – definitely a Levantine viper.

He spent time calming himself. This was his Calmness Ritual: lie still. Think blue skies. Breathe sweet fresh air. Think ocean beach and ocean waves. Remind Myself I’m Nothing But A Nomad. He’d begun to resemble a nomadic kuchi: a Pashtun from east and south-west Afghanistan whose double-headed drums and lutes have been silenced by the foreigners. Like the kuchi, he too was constantly on the move through sand and dust, the shale and stones: like the lizard, the scorps and the viper, always in transit.

His scalp itched. His body felt thinner than it had ever been, his muscles harder. Now a size too large, his combat 95 multi-terrain-pattern camouflage uniform was stained and malodorous. His veined and bloodshot eyes ached.

He looked at his broken fingernails, at his raw knuckles. He hoiked up phlegm, twisted his lips, and spat the glob to get rid of the flies exploring the desert scum that pitted his burned unshaven jaw. He looked at the beautiful viper. The beautiful viper looked at him. You’re half-asleep, beautiful. Goodnight, viper.

Right elbow and left hand taking his weight, he edged still closer to the trophy.

He reached out for it with his pliers and nipped its wrinkly throat.

The viper hissed. Its teeth sank into the ball of his right thumb. It used its jaws to pump venom into him. He used the pliers to crush its snout—

Plunged his knife straight into its arching head.

A moment later a radio signal told him there were more IEDs up the riverbed, about ninety metres distant.

He thought of reporting to his team that the viper had got him. Imagine the sniggers. ‘Now what’s he gone and bloody done … sat on a bloody snake – ha-ha-bloody-ha!’

He decided to collect the dead viper once he’d dealt with the other IEDs. He might. Might not.

He began to crawl further up the riverbed. The dry mud stank of fly-ridden shit. It stank because the locals shit in the open. The pain in his hand increased. Cold sweat stung his eyes, dung flies flicked against his exposed skin. He couldn’t stop his hands shaking.

The sun was dazzling him. The heat was taunting him. Every shape he saw harboured danger. A blackened thorn became another slithering viper; a knot of dried grass, a scorp, then turned into a wire; a wire connected to another IED.

It was becoming difficult to distinguish what was real from what was imaginary.

He could ignore the real or phoney snake. He could cut the telltale wire. If it is a wire. Might be a come-on. Could be others buried beneath connected to yet another IED. Wires that had most probably degraded rendering the bombs unstable. Moving in the lightest breeze, the wires might produce an electrical short and trigger an explosion.

He found made-up batteries, more wires; blasting caps inserted into stable explosive charges, perhaps a mixture of fertilizer mixed with aluminium-based paint or military explosive from unexploded ordnance or conventional land mines and pressure plates. They acted as switches. When a foot or a hand or vehicle pressed them down, the circuits closed, the battery current activated the blasting caps, ignited them and the bomb exploded.

Next bombs he found were encased in large plastic containers; one an ice cooler; another a cooking-oil container.

They appeared to be attached to pressure pads on either side of the riverbed. Clever that. The patrol wouldn’t go up the shallow V of the riverbed. It would keep to the sides.

The threat of the unexpected forced him to lie still and breathe in slowly. Dust he inhaled made him wheeze like he’d wheezed as a child when asthma worked its black magic. A whistling sounded in his throat; then deeper in his chest.

Struggling to control his shaking fingers, he probed the shale; fissile rocks of fine-grain clay sediment and shit. The combination of probing, edging forward along the riverbed, telling himself to take control of the situation: dust, extreme nervous tension: all of this made him retch.

He paused to look at his fingers. Fingers that had felt gently round the countless IEDs he’d disabled. Now, even in the colossal heat, his fingertips felt cold. He couldn’t keep them still.

Maybe it was fear that induced the adrenalin rush. He craved fear like the gambler or the mountaineer climbing some Alpine rock face without a safety harness.

His radio came to life again and he heard his No. 2 asking about progress.

‘Taking stock.’

‘Say again.’

He tasted acidic saliva scum on his cracked lips. The taste of fear.

‘Taking stock.’

Then he the saw the flash. Heard the thunder. Felt the shockwave. The desert erupted.

He saw the carnage through binoculars and went back to help.
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Vehicle parts lay across the ground with equipment in flames, severed limbs and at least one detached head. Soldiers caught in the storm of shrapnel staggered about in the grey and yellow smoke. One man was choking on his vomit. Arms and hands were drenched in blood. Men were preparing to self-inject morphine. The screaming was terrible. He’d heard it more times than he cared to remember.

Among the dead and dying was a soldier who’d lost a hand and most of his leg. Someone was trying to apply a tourniquet but the soldier was protesting. The pressure would cause his leg to die.

Blood poured from the Patrol Commander’s shattered arm. The lower arm dangled from a twisted sinew like meat on a slaughterhouse hook. He could smell the heated blood.

Fingers pinched the artery trying to stem the flow.

Helping the Patrol Commander to his Land Rover, there seemed to be three of them. The Patrol Commander, his trousers soaked in blood; the dangling arm; and his own throbbing hand.

He did his best to calm the general panic and made sure the wounded and shocked survivors were safe.

He heaved the Patrol Commander into the passenger seat and settled the semi-detached arm in the man’s bloodied lap. He was ashen, his forehead cold. Droplets of sweat were collecting in his furrowed brow. ‘Water. Water,’ he begged. Signs of very serious shock.

He retrieved a strip of plastic normally used to tie up detainees’ wrists and tightened it around the stump of the upper arm to stem the flow of blood.

Someone must have already called the Medical Emergency Response Team so the four airborne medics and their protection squad would be on the way to the emergency in a Chinook.

The Patrol Commander was thinking the same thing. ‘The MERT,’ he croaked. ‘Take charge – make sure …’

‘Say again.’

‘… make sure – make sure my men are safe.’ He was trying to make the sign of the cross and his throat went into spasm. He looked like a frightened child.

Several of the howling blood-drenched survivors had shat themselves. The scene reeked of diarrhoea, burning human flesh and plastic. Others, choking on the fumes, poured water over their heads.

Soldiers who’d escaped the blast formed a protective screen of snipers and heavy machine guns. A voice said the MERT was finally on its way in the Chinook.

The chaos and panic lessened. He tried to turn his mind to the collection of forensic evidence from the blood-soaked clothing, body parts and crushed equipment, to establish the trail of evidence to lead to the bomb-makers, the owners of the clandestine workshops and the explosives smugglers.

Then his No. 2 told him more about those IEDs up the riverbed. He’d spotted what looked to be a waterproofed command wire. ‘There are tripwires all over the fucking shop,’ he said.

A soldier, eyes wide open, pupils dilated, was shouting: ‘Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.’

Fear-fuck’s contagious, so he looked away.

The IEDs had to be disabled. The longer they detained the patrol the more likely the soldiers would be sitting sniper targets. To say nothing of the bomb disposal experts who were priority targets. Another reason for not wearing his telltale protective bomb suit.

He told his team to stay with what was left of the patrol. He was going back up the riverbed alone.

No matter he’d honed his skills during eight years of intensive training. An asset to counterterrorist operations back home, he’d passed the Parachute Regiment’s Pegasus Company course at Catterick with distinction. He was far from the sort of soldier his peers would expect to fall apart. Like him, they too were on permanent ten-minute stand-by at the base under unimaginable strain. But his hand was aching and his fingers twitching.

Keeping in touch with his team by radio, he set off.

He dragged himself back up the stinking riverbed. The noise of the screaming and the Fuck-Fuck faded.

The rocks and stones were jagged, the thorns vicious, the stench nauseating. Looking left, looking right, peering close ahead; he crawled with a sort of wild care.

His arms stiffened. The sweat in his eyes was sometimes hot, sometimes cold.

A question nagged him. What’s the name for what happens to your fingertips when you hyperventilate, when too little blood and too few nutrients jam the nerve cell signals to your brain?

What’s it called?

No answer.

Horse flies and wasps bombarded him, defeating his usually effective Ultrathon insect repellent. The idea death’s sting was waiting round the corner didn’t occur to him.

Got it. Paresthesia.

Pins and needles.

*

For the second time he saw the apocalyptic flash. Heard the thunder. Felt the shockwave. The desert erupted in yellow clouds.

The world turned upside-down-inside-out.

Could’ve been the other way about.

The sun was screaming – BURN!

Drifting in and out of consciousness, he saw the rise of blinding suns, veils of blood, felt the constant throbbing pain, the blows hammering inside his skull.
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‘Two-Two Alpha, Two-Two Alpha, this is Two-Zero Charlie, Two-Zero Charlie. I have six times T One casualties. My location – I need immediate CASEVAC. Immediate. Over—’

Another voice said:

‘He’s going to die.’ Another: ‘You’re going to be okay, Sir. You’re going to be okay …’

The noise of the Chinook’s howling engines, beating rotors, thwack-thwack-thwacking front-and-back deafened him. Its downdraughts forced up giant veils of sand and dust. At any second the vibrations in the ground might trigger metal plates and blow the aircraft to smithereens. Someone on a radio was losing his cool, yelling advice to base that the Chinook should get the hell away.

He saw the Royal Air Force Sergeant, the helicopter’s loadmaster, give a thumbs-up, then wait a moment for the cable to be dropped allowing the injured to be winched up.

For some reason, the Chinook flew away. It turned, kept on turning, and lowered to make its landing. Can’t believe it. Can’t believe the pilot would be so dozy to attempt to land in what any fart could see was a minefield.

He saw the ramp lowering and someone signalling in semaphore with his arms to the loadmaster. The loadmaster had his eyes elsewhere.

He realized he was being ferried hurriedly on a stretcher born by a quad bike and trailer and lifted into the helicopter.

Aboard the Chinook, the Medical Emergency Response Team was ready to do its best. Eight soldiers were assisting a consultant anaesthetist, an accident and emergency specialist and two medical orderlies.

They were about an hour away from the Camp Bastion field hospital. Someone said Apache Longbow helicopter gunships were circling overhead on the kay-vee.

A medic struggled to take his pulse; another tried to get a cannula into him to deliver an intravenous drip of saline fluid. If he was about to die the odds were on his doing so within the next thirty to forty minutes.

‘Blink if you can hear me?’ a voice shouted.

He blinked.

‘Full name, rank and regiment … Captain Hal Stirling … 101 Engineer Regiment, Explosive Ordnance Disposal. Counter-IED Task Force. Since we departed Nahr-e Saraj you’ve bloody died twice.’

He didn’t think so. They were nowhere near Nahr-e Saraj. ‘We won’t let you die a third time.’

And for the third time you rose from the dead

Ascended into heaven

And sitteth on the right hand of the Father

Whence he cometh to judge the living and the dead.

Did you pack this case yourself? In case of your death, will your insurance company pay for the return of your body to the United Kingdom?

He must have lost consciousness—

the next thing he knew

the ambulance crew was stretchering him out of the Chinook.

He was being ferried to the emergency department. He remembered the rising Chinook’s rotors howling. Whooshing clouds of dust.

The helicopter rose skywards like some airborne beast: And I beheld, and, lo, in the midst of the throne and of the four beasts, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the earth.

And I saw when the Lamb opened one of the seals, and I heard, as it were the noise of thunder, one of the four beasts saying – Come and see.

Fuck-Fuck-Fuck.

Hold Thou Thy cross before my closing eyes;

Shine through the gloom and point me to the skies.

Heaven’s morning breaks, and earth’s vain shadows flee;

In life, in death, O Lord, abide with me.
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Apart from St John the Divine and Fuck-Fuck in his head he heard other friendly and familiar voices, sometimes his mother’s calling to him, echoing across the moors beyond The Towers; or his lover whispering on his pillow.

He thought he saw faces cut from blood oranges in the crimson mist before his eyes. Inches in front of him: the veined faces turned rubbery and the toothless mouths opened and screamed.

‘Headley Court will set his head straight,’ a voice said.

‘There’s nothing wrong,’ he said – without a sound – ‘with my fucking head.’

‘That’s what you think,’ another voice said.

Except that’s what he thought he heard.

That was Helmand then

– the Desert of Death

– where your brain gets paresthesia

– said to be where God comes to cry




TWO

 

You wonder what I am doing? Well, so do I, in truth. Days seem to dawn, suns to shine, evenings to follow, and then I sleep. What I have done, what I am doing, what I am going to do, puzzle and bewilder me. Have you ever been a leaf and fallen from your tree in autumn and been really puzzled about it? That’s the feeling.

FROM HAL TO SUMIKO, FROM THE LETTER BY

T. E. LAWRENCE TO ERIC KENNINGTON

(6 MAY 1935)
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Headley Court, the Defence Medical Rehabilitation Centre, is a ten-minute drive from Epsom through the Surrey countryside.

The agreed arrangement for his treatment was that he could rest and convalesce at home and make the longish journeys to see the doctors at Headley Court.

Home was The Towers, the family house near Carlisle.

When he arrived at Headley Court he had a variety of minor shrapnel wounds and a mid-shaft tibia and fibula fracture. There were other servicemen at Headley Court in far worse physical and mental states. Thanks to treatment with antivenom the effects of the Levantine viper’s hit had been neutralized. The physical damage could be repaired.

Still showing symptoms of trauma, he was referred to a civilian psychological counsellor attached to the Defence Medical Services.

The counsellor must have realized it would require a small miracle to return Hal to active service as an effective Army bomb disposal expert. The counsellor didn’t say as much; he said he wanted to help Hal heal his wounds himself. He entertained ‘a genuine conviction, given time and care, the most serious scars, the scars of trauma’ would mend.

He congratulated Hal for showing ‘an acute and intelligent interest’ in his problems and in what might be their origins. Hal said he knew about the origins. They didn’t warrant medical attention. It was normal to be drawn to fear and its attendant pain: the pain of fear.

When he wondered vaguely why fear induced euphoria, the counsellor gabbled on about ‘the power of endorphins, the body’s painkiller or analgesic, the opioid like morphine produced in the brain and spinal cord and elsewhere …’

Hal dismissed the idea he might be a victim of Traumatic Brain Injury or TBI, one of those catch-all phrases employed to describe ‘signature injuries’ of the conflict in Afghanistan; particularly injuries caused by IEDs. The viper might have accentuated his latent phobia for such creatures. Other than that he maintained there was nothing wrong in his head.

The counsellor treated him with professional gentleness. Hal was ‘facing a difficult time. What with the approach of Christmas, the darkness falling in the early afternoons and the threat of severe cold and snows, Christmas frequently induces a melancholy frame of mind.’

More than his own condition, Hal said it was his mother’s that was giving him cause for concern. She was suffering from a combination of heart disease, rheumatic arthritis, respiratory problems and the onset of dementia.

‘What will you feel when she dies?’ the counsellor asked.

‘What d’you think I’ll feel?’

‘In practical terms, what will the future hold for you?’

‘I take responsibility for the family home and all that entails.’

‘What do you feel about that?’

‘What anyone would.’

‘What, in a word, does The Towers conjure up for you?’

‘Silence.’

‘When you think of it, what do you see?’

‘Bleak moorland near Carlisle shrouded in darkness. The façade of blackened stone.’

‘What does it embody?’

‘A presence. Presences.’

‘What presences?’

‘Brooding spirits. Spirits that my mother sees that persuaded her to recognize her gifts of mediumship.’

‘Do they trouble you?’

‘The spirits? I don’t know. I can’t say they are pleasant.’

‘Unpleasant?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘What physical form do they take?’

‘God knows. They’re intangible. My mother maintains they speak to her during séances; as well as to one or two women similarly possessed of the powers of mediumship. She established contact with the other world when I was small soon after my father died. She held regular séances to listen to what my father had to say from the great beyond. She even established contact with the first owner of The Towers, Sir Glendower Stirling. Like my father before her, Mother has more friends and acquaintances on the other side in the spirit world than in the real one.’

‘You feel your mother is imprisoned by the spirits?’

‘No idea. Could be. You’d have to ask her. Mind you, if any of the spirits, my father’s among them, have advised my mother to sell off the family land to increase the finances required for the upkeep of the house, well, she hasn’t done much about it.’

‘You want to preserve the house?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘No matter that it harbours spirits?’

‘We all have our burdens. If you were to tell me the house is insane, I’d agree.’

‘Houses,’ the counsellor declared, ‘are neither sane nor insane.’

Hal was about to say: ‘You should listen to what it has to say. Perhaps you could help it heal itself—’ then thought better of it. The counsellor was doing his best to help. Yet there was a curious sense of disengagement about their conversations. The two men talked at each other rather than to each other. The counsellor didn’t seem to get to the heart of Hal’s problem.

During their final session before Christmas, Hal said: ‘I don’t want to give you the impression there’s something wrong with my mind.’

The counsellor affected to ignore the comment. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘you’d like to stay here for a while – stay away from home a bit? I can recommend you be given a room.’

‘No thanks.’

‘The idea doesn’t appeal to you?’

‘Not much. Quite honestly, I can’t take the sight of the officers and men walking around with legs and hands missing. The amputees staring at the walls. The barracks humour. The mucky sex jokes. The relentless kindness of the orderlies and nurses. The bloody wheel-chairs humming and careering about in all directions. The padre and the visitors telling me I’m a hero. Hero? You get a bang on the head and you’re a goddamn hero. The doctors asking: “How are you?” How do they think I am? Can’t they bloody see how I am? They’re paid to tell me how I am. I hate the dependency. I want my freedom back. Anyway, I have my mother to think of.’

The counsellor suggested he should head for home.

‘You’re through with me?’

‘Of course not.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Hal said. ‘I didn’t mean to lose my cool. These days it seems to be the norm.’

‘I understand what you’re going through.’ The counsellor’s tone was saccharine. ‘I think home will be the place for you to spend Christmas. It’ll do you good. Your mother will want you there. I hope she improves. Go home before the weather gets any worse. Safe journey.’

Take your problems with you, he might as well have added.

Hal left Headley Court downcast.

Mother wasn’t going to improve and the weather had already got worse.

On the spur of the moment, he decided to break his journey home and call on Sumiko to raise his spirits.
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