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Prologue

The road was dry. It would have had a stone foundation, put down years ago, but it was now covered with a layer of dust, sand, crushed dirt. Under the weight he carried, his boots moved through it heavily, kicking up clouds of the bloody stuff, same as the boots of all the others in the patrol. It found its way into his eyes, ears, mouth, and up his nostrils and the only sound he made was a rasping cough as he tried to clear it from his throat. What he had swallowed seemed to taste of a mix of donkey shit and old engine oil and the stench of the caked mud in the ditch at the side of the road.

He tried to stay alert. Not easy, not in the heat. The sun had been up for long enough to burn the soles of their boots and the fabric of their uniforms, crumpled and stained, and seemed to cling to their armoured vests, roasting their chins and cheeks. Where the camouflage cream had been smeared in the half light of dawn while they were scoffing food and listening to the briefing, there were now rivers of sweat running haphazardly down their necks. They had been told by their lieutenant that the need was for aggression, ‘so none of these fucking Talibs gets the mistaken idea that we are in anyway backing off from getting stuck into their territory’. The lieutenant wasn’t with them now, but the sergeant was, a miserable sod, but he knew what was what in that sector of Helmand. ‘Just stop thinking of fucking women, getting your end away. Just concentrate on the road, where it’s been disturbed, where there’s loose soil, where there is anything, fucking anything, that is not normal. Look at it, think about it fast, hit the fucking deck, and shout it to me.’ The sergeant was not a man to love but was probably the best chance they had of staying alive, of getting home in one piece.

The sergeant was in front of him. “Keep fucking watching, Chopper, don’t stop. Keep at it.”

Which Chopper did, raking his eyes to right and left, straining into the haze to see what was ahead of him, swivelling to look behind him. He was in the middle of the patrol, where he liked to be. His general-purpose machine gun was loaded, ready to go, a belt on board and the bullets bouncing against his knee. He had, he reckoned, the best place in the patrol that stretched out on either side of the road. He had never been in an ambush, did not know how it would be, but was familiar with the thudding impact of the beast against his shoulder, and was thought to be a marksman with it, an expert.

They were heading towards a village. They had a medic with them whose rucksack was stuffed with medicines and they’d hang around while he did a bit of a surgery stint, what was called Hearts and Minds, then scarper and leave sullen and hostile faces behind them. Being in the centre of the patrol was a good place. The worst two were point man up at the front, or back marker who had to walk for three-quarters of the time with his arse facing the rest of them, like a punishment posting. Across the road, level with him, was Lofty, all five feet and four inches of him – and that might have been when he stood on tiptoe. Lofty carried his own gear, and also three extra mortar shells for the 81mm, and had four loaded belts draped over his shoulders. Chopper did the shooting and Lofty did the feeding. He also carried spare barrels in case they fired so much and so often that the bloody thing over-heated and needed replacing. Lofty was Chopper’s best friend, maybe his only friend.

The name Chopper had stuck with him since he had joined the regiment as a recruit. He had been selected for the company’s football team to play against the Bravo side. One of the opposition had gone off on a stretcher and another had limped to the touchline as proof of the force of his contact, and he had been picked for the battalion side and they had played a commando squad and his tackles had been ferocious and had caused casualties. He was Kenny Harris, and he had received the Commanding Officer’s personal congratulations as a lightweight silver cup was raised, and there were marines who’d have beaten the hell out of him if they’d found him. There was a guy called Ron Harris who played for Chelsea, was a hero at their ground, and he was lauded as ‘Chopper’ Harris for the quality of his tackling. So Delta Company of the 2nd Battalion of the Parachute Regiment created their own ‘Chopper’ and the name had stuck. He had done the business in Helmand against a REME team and a Logistics unit. His football marked him out and he had been given the machine gun to carry and had chosen Lofty as his feeder.

All of them in the patrol looked for signs of the bloody horrible IEDs. Improvised Explosive Devices were what sent guys home in boxes or without a limb and mutilated. There might be loose earth where a pressure plate had been inserted above an explosive charge or a buried mine. Or there might be a mass of dynamite for an anti-tank job dug in at the side of the road, linked by a command cable that was paid out a couple of hundred yards to cover where the plunger was, and there might be a gang to ambush them and put down fire once it was detonated, and they were in bad order. The patrol needed to scour both the road surface and the shit and the dust and the dirt and the ditches and – hopefully – spot what they’d put in place before the fucking thing was fired . . . They had the medical boy with them and, if they were lucky, they’d get to the village and he would do his good works. None of the men gathered would show any gratitude. And the patrol would not know which of those men was the star turn at disguising the little excavation of the dust covering the road surface, and the overgrown earth at the side and the command cable leading away, nor which was the one with keen enough eyesight to use the soldering iron on the circuit board, and who packed the explosives in a parcel of nails and screws and goat shit.

Chopper was beginning to think . . . where the fuck were they? Where were the kids? Where were the women? Where were the boys who ought to have been out in the fields, clearing out the weeds between the crop lines?

Nothing was down the road, not even a donkey. No kids, no women, no ragheads.

Chopper saw the sergeant’s head as he walked from side to side, heard the hissed instruction that they keep their fucking eyes open. To his left the ground dipped away and there was no ambush cover for a couple of hundred yards and it would have been a long run for a wire. To his right the crops were close to the road – wheat or maize or lines of planted poppies, the blooms not yet sprouting. Chopper could remember their first briefings on the deployment, back in Colchester, when an enthusiastic woman had lectured the battalion on the evils of the heroin trade and how one of their tasks would be to ‘win over’ the locals and get them to plant crops of potatoes and healthy greens and have cattle and sheep and goats, and become real farmers – perhaps with a market once a week . . . but here it was dangerous to dream. His concentration slipped.

“You all right, Lofty?”

“Nowhere I’d prefer to be, loving every minute.”

“Keep your eyes open.”

They kept going, footstep following footstep, safe in the knowledge that if it were a pressure plate they would know they had made a bad decision about where to tread about a quarter of a second later.

Lofty and Chopper had been good muckers since the parachute regiment induction, and the first jump. They stayed close, watched each other’s backs . . . the shared bit was nothing to do with football and Chopper’s awful record for tackling. Lofty turned out for every game, and carried the bucket and the sponge, and sliced oranges for half-time. They were close because of the arse-pucker factor, greater for some than others, when recruits were winched up in the basket hanging underneath a balloon. It rose painfully slowly, and creaked because the drum was insufficiently oiled, and shook as the wind grew. It would rise to 800 feet, and the instructors said it would ‘sort the men from the boys’. Chopper was fine with heights . . . had seen that Lofty was terrified, more so every time the balloon’s basket lifted a few more feet. The climb had stabilised, and they were suspended, the swaying of the basket increasing: the bar across the gap had been opened by a corporal in charge who grinned like the old Cheshire cat and showed no sympathy. Three went out, arms and legs gyrating. Chopper saw that Lofty was pressed against the side of the basket, furthest from the gap . . . Chopper knew that the one thing this shrivelled little kid wanted more than anything was to get the red beret, be a paratrooper – and he was frozen rigid and the corporal wasn’t going to help. He would count to ten, gesture for Chopper to go for his first time and then signal for the balloon to be hauled down, and Lofty would be transferred into a van as soon as they touched down, given three minutes to clear his locker and then dumped at the railway station. Anyone contaminated with fear was not wanted, and the humiliation would be felt for years. So, Chopper had taken the boy’s shoulder, checked that the guide wire was attached and, near as dammit, dragged Lofty forward . . . Absolutely forbidden, and the kid couldn’t move. So Chopper gave him a push and heaved him into freefall. The chute had opened, Chopper had jumped and seen Lofty go smoothly down below him, clumsily hitting the grass, then rising to his knees and punching the air in triumph, and wave . . . Never stopped bloody talking all night, but passed the test. The reason for a friendship, and Lofty was the feeder to one of the best machine gunners in the unit.

Across the road from him, Lofty was struggling, like they all were, and there was another hiss from the sergeant for them to stay awake, be alert. Some of the sweat on Chopper’s forehead seeped through the khaki bandana he wore – in Delta company their boss was ‘relaxed’ about dress code and appearance, not a bloody Guards officer. The camouflage cream seeped into his eyes and he felt near blinded and was blinking and trying to lose the incessant irritation. Chopper thought, was not sure, that the sergeant shouted, to get down, down flat, just get down, and his eyes cleared and there was a Talib in a field beyond Lofty, and he seemed to make a gesture with his hands like a contact was joined and there was a yell, similar to the ‘God is great’ cry that it was said the martyrs made, and . . .

Lofty was flying. The sergeant was rocking on his feet like a drunk outside the Colchester barracks when the pub closed, and the medic they were taking to the village had a smaller face than before, and it was red, blood-red. Then the light came . . . brilliant, pure white, illuminating the road so that he could see the raised dirt clouds with a greater clarity than before. He was hit on the back of the head and thought it looked like an arm when it fell in front of him. After the light came a darker glow and then the shock wave of the blast which flattened him, and he realised that none of the others in the section was standing. He might have been the last of them to have crumpled. It was like a great wind, more violent than anything he had known, which put him face down on the scoured road surface, and the dirt blew around him and he couldn’t see. He did not hear the noise of the detonation. The sergeant’s mouth was perhaps a foot from Chopper’s right ear and he could see the contorted mouth and flapping tongue and feel the sergeant gasping for air, but it was hard to make out the words . . . ‘Get the fucking gun going, got to keep the rags back. They’ll be all round us and cutting us up. Keep them back, Chopper . . .’ And the sergeant’s head sagged.

They were his family: 3 Platoon, Delta Company, 2nd Battalion. The extended family was the Company, and the wider family, including distant cousins, was the Battalion. He smeared a hand across his face and realised that the film on it was not sweat and camouflage cream but blood. He had lost hold of the machine gun when he had been knocked down but old disciplines from training on the Brecons kicked in. He had it up and the bi-pod down and scanned fast and saw puffs of dirt away to the right where there was a gap in the crop. A mistake by the rags because his sergeant had always taught them to put water on the ground under a barrel tip, or a mug of piss, so that the sand or earth did not make the little giveaway clouds. He started to give them something back. Around him, the last of the soil and tufts of grass and stones from the detonation point had settled.

Other guys took a cue from Chopper and started to shoot, and the boy with the mortar tube was able to get some heavy gear in the air. The effect of the bursts from Chopper’s machine gun and the thud of the mortar shells exploding lifted them. But not Lofty, and not the sergeant, nor the medic. Someone had the radio transmitting and was bawling, ‘Contact . . . Contact.’ Guys dragged what remained of Lofty close to Chopper and he wrenched the body over and was able to free two of the belts which gave him plenty . . . and he noticed that Lofty was short of an arm, and that some of his guts were hanging free, the rest held in by his belt and his armoured vest: but at that time it did not seem to matter to Chopper. The volume of the incoming was heavier: if the rags had a feeling that resistance was collapsing then they would close in for the kill and the favoured weapon would be a knife. Seemed an age and probably was not, and one of them from the far ditch let off a brilliant yellow flare and Chopper did not hear it but saw the first of the Apaches come over and the team up there would have seen the fire positions at which the machine gun bullets were aimed, and onto which the mortars were landing.

The ground around them was plastered by the Apaches, and then Chopper sensed a sort of quiet. Would have been one of the last shots the rags fired and it seemed to cut a scar in the road surface, enough to jolt his left ankle but he felt no pain and his leg was already drenched with blood from when he had been up against Lofty . . . His finger eased off the trigger and he took it clear of the guard and had to massage it to get his finger to straighten again. He let off three belts . . . the Apaches were making circles around what was left of the patrol, like ill-tempered dogs who’d decided they needed protection. More dust rose, would have been the last that could be shifted, and that was the twin rotors of a ‘chuck chuck’, which was what they called the Chinook heavy lifter, and it came down in the centre of the road, and the team spilled out from the back ramp with more guns to provide a close protection perimeter.

Chopper stood. Felt so damn tired; thought he might collapse but since he rated nothing was wrong with him, reckoned that would have been out of order. The triage team from the Chinook decided who needed to be handled first, where the initial morphine jabs should go. They didn’t bother with Lofty, just put a bodybag beside him, and another bodybag was dropped over the sergeant, and another for the medic. There were stomach wounds and limb damage, and someone had a head wound which was always top of the list for attention. A Chinook would not hang about, not in bad lands . . . he could hear better now and a doctor reported to a colleague that the gunships thought ‘about fifteen of Tommy Taliban are winging it to Paradise right now’. Chopper was on his feet but unsteady and there was smoke over where the mortars had landed and a nearby field was smouldering. He was surprised that his balance was screwed, and more surprised when the nurses came to him, prised the gun from his hands and took him to the Chinook ramp. He was trying to protest that he was, fine, unharmed. They took no notice. He was eased onto a gurney and a nurse started to snip at his right trouser leg with a pair of heavy scissors, and went through hardening blood, and called a doctor to join her – and they were airborne, and it was all action inside the big bird.

And heard someone say, “They did well, but won’t get medals for it. Best will be a Mention. Getting bloody routine, and getting bloody pointless. What we got?”

“Took one in the ankle, clean entry and clean exit. What will need looking at is what shit got carried in with it, trouser fibres, socks – God, he stinks. Won’t kill him but it’ll be a life changer.”

“He’ll last. Get him jabbed please.”

A syringe of morphine went into his leg, and he felt the resistance slacken. A decision was made to get him on to a Globemaster rather than keep him in an already overcrowded base camp medical centre. He did not know that a squat little cluster from his family, Headquarters Company, came to see him off and that he would be flown back to RAF Brize Norton overnight along with the three boxes. Nor did he know that up by the bulkhead was a bin liner with his personal stuff, nor how close he would be on the journey to what was left of Lofty.

An in-flight nurse checked him over and said to her supervisor, “Sleeping like a little lamb. Good-looking boy isn’t he? Quite shaggable, I’d say. Sorry, shouldn’t have said that, ma’am.”

“Say what you like, I’m not disagreeing. The paras won’t want him, not with that hole. A soldier’s career gone down the plug – yes, more’s the pity – but a pretty lad . . . You’d better strip him off, wash him down and get him into something cleaner before we land – don’t want to frighten them. Poor sod, always a doubtful outlook for a winged paratrooper, they get a quick boot, an uncertain future – probably left with a load of resentment. But a pretty lad.”
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