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To Emma, Madame Galina and Tina C

who, between them, have every

quality a woman could ever need


1

‘It’s not much of a trousseau,’ said Marion Anderson, gazing down at her daughter’s bed. Her eyes filled with tears. ‘My poor baby. All winter I’ve been praying this wouldn’t happen. I thought, somehow, they’d call it all off.’

She was a neat, darting little woman, her dark hair barely streaked with white. She pushed a stray lock behind her ear and sniffed, looking across the room to a stout grey-headed woman who was fiddling with a hairbrush at the dressing-table. ‘I mean, look at it all! I should’ve got used to the Army by now, God knows, but all the same, Pat...she’s a young girl!’

‘I know,’ said her friend in soft Scottish tones, putting down the brush and moving across to join her. ‘But I’m exactly the same about Callum’s kit, and he’s a boy. Every time it’s laid out like this, I wish he didn’t bring any of it home. The uniform’s fine, it’s the small things that make you ache at the sight of them.’

She put out a finger and touched the skein of DPM webbing, neatly threaded with tools and small pieces of equipment, as it lay across the quilted pink footboard of the bed. ‘Bless her, she’s found a slot for the sewing kit we gave her! I hoped it would be useful, it’s such a neat wee case.’

‘Yes, but it’s different with a daughter.’ Marion persisted along her own line of thought. ‘You sort of expect boys to go off to war. We’ve all got the basic grammar of that, hard-wired into us. The band in the street, the recruiting officer, the King’s shilling in the bottom of the tankard...’ She sighed. ‘It can’t ever be the same sort of shock with a boy. But the idea of Susie going...I wouldn’t ever say it to her, but it just seems all wrong. And I hate that – that – thing!’

This time she reached out, and touched with a horrified finger the stiff, powdery charcoal lining of what her husband and daughter had taught her to call an ‘NBC suit’. Nuclear, biological and chemical. The two mothers shuddered, and contemplated it in silence for a moment.

‘I know,’ said the Scotswoman at last. ‘I don’t like to think about it either. Or the vaccinations and the pills they give them. I know it’s for protection, but it’s a horror to think about.’

‘Especially when you and I thought we’d be in the throes of a wedding this week.’

‘Ah, don’t.’ Pat’s eyes filled with tears, and she shook her head vigorously. ‘We just have to have faith that it’ll all be over soon and we can drink their health in the garden when summer comes.’ Then, with a brisk return to practicality, she pointed at a pair of standard army boots on the floor and said sharply: ‘Susie’s never taking those! She ought to have proper desert boots. I know they haven’t got the desert trousers and things yet, but boots! She can’t wear those!’

‘I told her that,’ said Susie’s mother. ‘She said desert kit wasn’t issued yet. Boots go with the rest of the kit.’

‘Callum bought his own.’

‘I know,’ sighed Marion. ‘She told me they had a bit of an argument about it. He was going to get her a pair just the same as his, but she said that with all the shortages, and the fact that she’s taking a Softee sleeping bag and quite an expensive jacket for cold nights, she can’t. She says it’s wrong to have all her basic kit better than her soldiers’. The boots are fifty pounds or more. Squaddies probably couldn’t afford that, especially the young ones. Some of her men are very new, and from families on benefit, she says. Really rough lives they’ve had, that’s why they joined.’ Marion shook her head with sorrowful affection. ‘Her father backed her up, actually.’

‘I suppose the girls have to be all the more careful about that sort of thing,’ said Pat, vaguely. ‘Proving themselves. All that.’ She prodded the heavy, useless boots with her toe. ‘But you can always send her a pair of desert boots out after a week, she’ll be glad enough of them then. Feet do matter. The men always go on and on about them. Callum fusses over his toenails, like you wouldn’t believe. Ach, goodness, it’s odd seeing things the same as Callum’s, but smaller!’ She reached down to touch a pair of mottled combat trousers, designed more for hiding in woodland than in desert, which were laid out neatly next to a pile of folded T-shirts on the bed. Then she started guiltily as the door burst open.

‘Got it all, I think,’ said Susie Anderson, without preamble. Her arms were full of plastic shampoo bottles, and a sleeping-bag puffed exuberantly from her shoulder, retained by a thin strap. She looked startlingly like a younger, nimbler version of her mother but her dark hair was cropped as short as a boy’s. Her sharp gaze instantly registered the glimmer of moisture on her mother’s cheek. ‘Oh God, oh God, you two! You’re not sobbing over my Bergen, are you? I knew I shouldn’t have left you here alone.’

‘Got us bang to rights,’ said Marion. ‘But there is an excuse. It was just looking at the NBC suit and thinking about the wedding dress that set me off. And your lovely hair, I do miss it, darling.’

‘I’m an army officer,’ said Susie flatly. ‘Not a model. And the dress is perfectly safe in its plastic bag in the wardrobe, as you well know. I’ll fit into it all the better when Callum and I get home.’ She shrugged the sleeping bag off her shoulder on to the floor. ‘I’m a soldier, Callum’s a soldier. What would we be like, the pair of us, poncing around in striped trousers and big white dresses with everyone else heading off to Iraq? And what do you think my old hair would look like, after a couple of weeks in the desert? It grows bloody fast anyway.’

She threw a cascade of bottles and bags down on to the only remaining clear patch of bedspread, straightened up with her hands on her hips and surveyed the two mothers. Something in their aspect must have made her feel that they were unconvinced for she spoke to them again firmly in her high clear commanding voice, a tone softened by an almost imperceptible but constant edging of humour.

‘Mum, you know the score. I’m an officer. You can’t expect me to spend my whole career driving Green Goddesses to fires in carpet factories, and arseing around on Salisbury Plain.’

‘I know,’ said her mother. ‘I’ve been a soldier’s wife for long enough.’ Then, with deliberate brightness: ‘Oh, that’s a good idea. Shower gel you can use on your hair too.’ Mother and daughter looked at one another with identical grey-green eyes, and finally, reluctantly, smiled.

‘Try it out first,’ said Pat MacAllister, fingering the shampoo bottle. ‘Some of these combination shampoos really dry your skin out, and that’s something you don’t need, not in the desert.’ Then her composure seemed to crack again as her eye fell on a paper bag which had burst open to reveal six neat blue-and-white packets. Susie followed her gaze and pressed her lips together for a moment before saying, with a visible attempt to curb her annoyance: ‘Dear mother-in-law-to-be, please, no Catholic headshakings. It’s not that I reckon I’ll get lucky with some passing Gurkha. All the girls are going on the Pill full-time, no breaks. It’s only so we don’t get periods. It’s going to be a pretty grim environment as far as hygiene is concerned. This,’ she picked up a drum of wet wipes, ‘is likely to be the nearest to a shower I get, once we’re over the border.’

Pat seemed appeased, but Marion looked away, more shocked by the number of packets on her daughter’s bed than by their contents. Six months? she thought. Six? No! This would be a quick war, surely, like Afghanistan the year before? She blinked, and focused with unnecessary intensity on a green puffy nylon jacket which, alone of the items on the bed, had no military look to it at all. It was, as Susie would have said, far too nice to be army issue. Pat followed her gaze and after a moment said with forced cheerfulness: ‘That’s quite a nice wee coat. Do you think it’ll be cold? I thought it never was, in Iraq.’

‘Cold at night, they say,’ said Susie. ‘And now, if you don’t mind, ladies, I need to get the Bergen packed. I have to concentrate.’

‘We just came up to bring the socks you wanted, and see if there was anything...’ began Pat, but Marion took her arm and led her towards the door.

‘Nothing we can do here. See how organized she is. Proper Sandhurst-style.’

‘Well, anyway, I’ve a last few tapes to sew on for Callum,’ said Pat. ‘I’ll sit in my room with them for half an hour, then it’ll all be done by dinner and we can enjoy ourselves.’

‘That’s right,’ said Susie. ‘Callum texted me, by the way. He’ll be here around eight. Thanks, anyway. The socks look perfect.’ She turned away, and began rolling T-shirts into tight tubes.

When the older women had gone, and the complexities of her packing absorbed and distracted her, Susie began to hum and then sing a wordless little song, blithe and lilting, and the tune was ‘Soldiers of the Queen’.

The house was old, broad and comfortable beneath its blackened beams. Downstairs, padding around on beautiful uneven flagstones, General Sir Richard Anderson was filling decanters and laying them out on a silver tray whose curly engraved inscription vouchsafed that it had been presented in 1925, by the mess of the Hampshire Regiment, to an eponymous General Richard. A sharp eye might also have noticed that the silver collar on the glittering, whisky decanter was a further witness to history, bearing the rose and tiger arms of the Royal Hampshire and the date 1938, pre-dating its assimilation into the Princess of Wales’ Royal Regiment some half-a-century later. On the wall the portrait of the earliest General Richard glowered in full and elaborate regimentals, and on the table by the heavy silver cigarette lighter stood a small, rather ill-cast bronze bust of Colonel Gerald Anderson, presumably the recipient of the whisky decanter, and the inscription ‘1920–1944. Gone to Glory’.

It was a very military room, though it is fair to say that none of the family actually noticed any of these items any more, and it was only first-time visitors who found themselves transfixed with awe, curiosity or stifled hilarity at its trappings. The hilarity was generally well-contained, although it had not always been so in the case of the General’s eldest child and his friends.

‘It looks like a corner of the Imperial War Museum,’ Francis had once drawled, throwing his unmilitary limbs into a faded chair. ‘No, not even that. It’s like the back stairs at the In and Out.’ His father had taken him to the renowned Army and Navy Club on Pall Mall once, and Francis had never forgotten it.

‘Well, I don’t care,’ said Richard brusquely, on this and several other occasions. ‘It’s my bloody drawing-room and my bloody ancestors. Yours too, if you had the slightest respect for them.’

‘I suppose their manly influence got diluted,’ the boy would say. ‘Mummy, I blame you totally. Bad blood. You must have brought nasty rude civilian genes into the family.’

But Marion Anderson had been in the Services too, a Wren in dapper navy blue, when she met Richard. He was manning a recruiting stand at a country fair near Salisbury. It was 1975, and against the backdrop of fluttering hippy dresses and fantastical frogged mock-military jackets his eye fell on her neat uniform with pleasure and relief. So when the unfruitful day ended, the young officer had come over with two of his soldiers to help her and the spotty young sea cadets under her command to dismantle their tent. That had been the beginning of it, and the beginning of the end for Marion’s Navy career.

Perhaps, though, Francis was right and she did have an incurably civilian streak, because in the event she did not mind leaving at all. ‘I only joined the Navy to annoy my dad,’ she told Richard, after six months of slow, courteous courtship. ‘He was CND, and a big union man.’

‘Better you leave anyway,’ said Richard, already a Captain at twenty-seven. ‘If we’re getting married. Two Service careers in one family is complicated.’ And Marion had stared with her big eyes and blushed and said, ‘Are we getting married, then?’ and the rest of the evening had been the happiest either of them could remember. Marion handed back her uniform, did a proofreading course and rang all her old schoolfriends in the publishing trade; thus she kept herself discreetly busy and intermittently earning during her husband’s postings to Belfast, Bosnia and the Rhineland. The only clash caused by her work occurred when she was sent the proofs of a fat, ill-tempered novel called Smashing the System, and the package was opened and an alert raised by a security-conscious clerk in Balkan Command.

She bore their two children in army houses, packed them off to boarding-school at thirteen, and drove cross-country to collect and reassure them on exeat weekends during the first Gulf War, when Richard was out of contact for five alarming days. Marion became, and ever after remained, a perfect army wife: optimistic, cheerful, unobtrusively kind to less seasoned wives, a saviour of threatened service marriages and a skilfully tactful companion when her own husband returned from a hard posting to go through the first, dislocated days of resumed domesticity. Only the outbreak of a second Gulf War and her daughter’s sudden involvement managed to shake her equanimity at last.

‘I can’t believe,’ she said now, descending from the bedroom, ‘I just cannot believe that it’s another Iraq War. Same place, same Saddam Hussein, only this time Susie’s in it.’

Richard poured her a drink, and took his own to the window to look down the darkening avenue of chestnut trees. In the middle distance he could just make out the white marble glimmer of the sundial (presented by general subscription to Colonel Sir Anthony Anderson, on his leaving Poona in 1873). He said nothing. Marion sipped her drink and continued, musingly, ‘She was such a child last time! What, fourteen? Nothing on her mind but horses. Though of course she did like to play at cavalry charges. Dear little Susie...who’d have thought it...’

The General spoke then, with a certain uncharacteristic obliqueness. ‘Francis rang,’ he said. His tone was abrupt.

Marion threw a sharp glance at her husband, understanding his train of thought perfectly.

‘Is he coming?’ she asked warily.

‘About ten. Said not to wait supper. He’ll see Susie for long enough in the morning, he’s driving her to Brize Norton to the plane. She had the choice of him or Callum for her lift, and she told Callum to sleep in.’

‘Couldn’t Francis get the earlier train and join us for dinner?’

‘Said he had an audition. Some new management possibility.’ Richard turned, and put down his drink. ‘Darling, it wasn’t me. I said nothing. Nothing. I’d have liked him to be here. Pat’s got to get used to him.’

‘I know,’ said Marion. She moved over to him, and put her arm round his narrow waist and her face against the wing of badger-grey hair that curled behind his right ear. ‘You’re a man in a million, you know that?’

An arm came round her shoulder. ‘I’ve got on with Francis a lot better,’ said the father, ‘since I bloody well gave up on him. Pat’s just going to have to learn to do the same thing.’ He dropped a kiss on the top of his wife’s head. ‘And anyway, I think it was a real audition. He sounded very lit up. Talking about a television chance.’

‘Oh, God,’ said Marion, pulling away slightly and glancing round for her drink. ‘We’d better brace ourselves, then. It’s a terrible thing, being nervous of your child making the big time.’

Richard drained his glass and moved back towards the decanter. ‘Do you know,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I was actually rather looking forward to him singing at the wedding. That’s how mellow I’ve got lately.’

‘That,’ said his wife, ‘was because he agreed not to do it in fishnet tights, and you vetted the song.’

‘I think Susie was grateful,’ said her father primly. ‘Callum certainly was.’

‘Susie loves her brother,’ said Marion. ‘And if he had really wanted to dress up as Marlene Dietrich and do “Underneath the Lamplight” at the reception, she’d have stood for it. Whatever Pat and Callum said.’

‘Gallant girl,’ said Richard. ‘Saddam Hussein isn’t going to know what hit him.’ He refilled his glass, a third time.
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