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Dedicated to the men and women of the
British forces who have lost
limbs in Afghanistan.
For them the battle is never over.
And to the memory of
DICK FRANCIS
The greatest father and friend a man could ever have

With loving thanks to
William Francis,
Lieutenant in the Army Air Corps,
graduated from
the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, August 2009,
seconded to the Grenadier Guards
at Nad-e-Ali, Helmand Province, Afghanistan,
September to December 2009

PROLOGUE
HELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN
OCTOBER 2009

Medic! Medic!”
I could see that my platoon sergeant was shouting, but strangely, the sound of his voice seeme
muffled, as if I was in a neighboring room rather than out here in the open.
I was lying on the dusty ground with my back up against a low bank so that I was actually ha
sitting. Sergeant O’Leary was kneeling beside me on my left.
“Medic!” he shouted again urgently, over his shoulder.
He turned his head and looked me in the eyes.
“Are you all right, sir?” he asked.
“What happened?” I said, my own voice sounding loud in my head.
“A bloody IED,” he said. He turned away, looked behind him, and shouted again. “Where’s tha
fucking medic?”
An IED. I knew that I should have known what IED meant, but my brain seemed to be working
slow motion. I finally remembered. IED—improvised explosive device—a roadside bomb.
The sergeant was talking loudly into his personal radio.
“Alpha-four,” he said in a rush. “This is Charlie-six-three. IED, IED. One CAT A, several CAT C
Request IRT immediate backup and casevac. Over.”
I couldn’t hear any response, if there was one. I seemed to have lost my radio headset, along wi
my helmet.
“CAT A,” he’d said. CAT A was armyspeak for a seriously injured soldier requiring immediat
medical help to prevent loss of life. CAT Cs were walking wounded.
The sergeant turned back to me.
“You still all right, sir?” he asked, the stress apparent on his face.
“Yes,” I said, but in truth, I didn’t really feel that great. I was cold yet sweaty. “How are the men?
I asked him.
“Don’t worry about the men, sir,” he said. “I’ll look after the men.”
“How many are injured?” I asked.
“A few. Minor, mostly,” he said. “Just some cuts and a touch of deafness from the blast.” I knew
what he meant. The sergeant turned away and shouted at the desert-camouflaged figure nearest to him

“Johnson, go and fetch the bloody medic kit from Cummings. Fucking little rat’s too shit-scared t
move.”
He turned back to me once more.
“Won’t be long now, sir.”
“You said on the radio there’s a CAT A. Who is it?”
He looked into my face.
“You, sir,” he said.
“Me?”
“The CAT A is you, sir,” he said again. “Your fucking foot’s been blown off.”

1
FOUR MONTHS LATER

I realized as soon as I walked out of the hospital that I had nowhere to go.
I stood holding my bag at the side of the road, watching a line of passengers board a red Londo
bus.
Should I join them, I wondered. But where were they going? Simply being discharged fro
National Health Service care had been my overriding aim for weeks, without any thought or reason a
to what was to come next. I was like a man released from prison who stands outside the gates gulpin
down great breaths of fresh, free air without a care for the future. Freedom was what mattered, not th
nature of it.
And I had been incarcerated in my own prison, a hospital prison.
I suppose, looking back, I had to admit that it passed quite quickly. But at the time, every hour, eve
every minute, had dragged interminably. Progress, seen day by day, had been painfully slow, wi
painful being the appropriate word. However, I was now able to walk reasonably well on an artifici
foot and, whereas I wouldn’t be playing football again for a while, if ever, I could climb up and dow
stairs unaided and was mostly self-sufficient. I might even have been able to run a few strides to catc
that bus, if only I had wanted to go wherever it was bound.
I looked around me. No one had turned up to collect me, nor had I expected them to. None of m
family actually knew I was being discharged on that particular Saturday morning and, quite likel
they would not have turned up even if they had.
I had always preferred to do things for myself, and they knew it.
As far as my family was concerned, I was a loner, and happier for it, perhaps the more so afte
having to rely for months on others for help with my personal, and private, bodily functions.
I wasn’t sure who had been the more shocked, my mother or me, when a nurse had asked, durin
one of her rare visits, if she could help me get dressed. My mother had last seen me naked when I wa
about seven, and she was more than a little flustered at the prospect of doing so again twenty-fiv
years later. She’d suddenly remembered that she was late for an appointment elsewhere, and ha
rushed away. The memory of her discomfort had kept me smiling for most of the rest of that day, an
I hadn’t smiled much recently.
In truth, 25198241 Captain Thomas Vincent Forsyth had not been the most patient of patients.

The army had been my life since the night I had left home after another particularly unpleasant, b
not uncommon, argument with my stepfather. I had slept uncomfortably on the steps of the arm
recruiting office in Oxford and, when the office opened at nine a.m. the following morning, I ha
walked in and signed on for Queen and Country as a private soldier in the Grenadier Guards.
Guardsman Forsyth had taken to service life like the proverbial duck to water and had risen throug
the ranks, first to corporal, then to officer cadet, at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, followe

by a commission back in my old regiment. The army had been much more to me than just a job. It ha
been my wife, my friend and my family; it had been all I had known for fifteen years, and I loved i
But now it appeared that my army career might be over, blown apart forever by an Afghan IED.
Consequently, I had not been a happy bunny during the previous four months, and it showed.
In fact, I was an angry young man.

I turned left out of the hospital gates and began walking. Perhaps, thought, I would see where I had g
to by the time I became too tired to continue.
“Tom,” shouted a female voice. “Tom.”
I stopped and turned around.
Vicki, one of the physiotherapists from the rehabilitation center, was in her car, turning out of th
hospital parking lot. She had the passenger window down.
“Do you need a lift?” she asked.
“Where are you going?” I said.
“I was going to Hammersmith,” she said. “But I can take you somewhere else if you like.”
“Hammersmith would be fine.”
I threw my bag onto the backseat and climbed in beside her.
“So they’ve let you out, then?” she said while turning in to the line of traffic on Roehampton Lane.
“Glad to see the back of me, I expect,” I said.
Vicki tactfully didn’t say anything. So it was true.
“It’s been a very difficult time for you,” she said eventually. “It can’t have been easy.”
I sat in silence. What was she after? An apology? Of course it hadn’t been easy.
Losing my foot had, in retrospect, been the most straightforward part. The doctors, first at Cam
Bastion in Afghanistan and then at Selly Oak Hospital in Birmingham, had managed to save the rest o
my right leg so that it now finished some seven inches below my knee.
My stump, as all the medical staff insisted on calling it, had healed well, and I had quickly becom
proficient at putting on and taking off my new prosthetic leg, a wonder of steel, leather and plastic th
had turned me from a cripple into a normal-looking human being, at least on the outside.
But there had been other physical injuries too. The roadside bomb had burst my eardrums and ha
driven Afghan desert dust deep into my torn and bruised lungs, to say nothing of the blast damage an
lacerations to the rest of my body. Pulmonary infection and then double pneumonia had almo
finished off what the explosion failed to do.
The numbing shock that had initially suppressed any feeling of hurt had soon been replaced by
creeping agony in which every part of me seemed to be on fire. It was just as well that I remembere
only a smattering of the full casualty-evacuation procedure. Heavy doses of morphine did more tha
inhibit the pain receptors in the brain—they slowed its very activity down to bare essentials, such a
maintaining breathing and the pumping of the heart.
The human body, however, is a wondrous creation and has an amazing ability to mend itself. M
ears recovered, the lacerations healed, and my white blood cells slowly won the war against my che
infection, with a little help and reinforcement from some high-powered intravenous antibiotics.
If only the body could grow a new foot.
The mental injuries, however, were proving less easy to spot and far more difficult to repair.
“Where in Hammersmith do you want?” Vicki asked, bringing me back to reality from m

daydreaming.
“Anywhere will do,” I said.
“But do you live in Hammersmith?”
“No,” I said.
“So where do you live?”
Now that was a good question. I suppose that I was technically, and manifestly, homeless.
For the past fifteen years I had lived in army accommodations of one form or another: barrack
Sandhurst, officers’ messes, tents and bivouacs, even in the backs of trucks or the cramped insides o
Warrior armored cars. I had slept in, under and on top of Land Rovers, and more often than I cared t
remember, I had slept where I sat or lay on the ground, half an ear open for the call of a sentry or th
sound of an approaching enemy.
However, the army had now sent me “home” for six months.
The major from the Ministry of Defense, the Wounded Personnel Liaison Officer, had been fair bu
firm during his recent visit. “Six months leave on full pay,” he’d said.“To recover. To sort yoursel
out. Then we’ll see.”
“I don’t need six months,” I’d insisted. “I’ll be ready to go back in half that time.”
“ ‘ Back’?” he’d asked.
“To my regiment.”
“We’ll see,” he had repeated.
“What do you mean ‘We’ll see’?” I had demanded.
“I’m not sure that going back to your regiment will be possible,” he’d said.
“Where, then?” I’d asked, but I’d read the answer in his face before he said it.
“You might be more suited to a civilian job. You wouldn’t be passed fit for combat. Not without
foot.”
The major and I had been sitting in the reception area of the Douglas Bader Rehabilitation Center
the Queen Mary’s Hospital in Roehampton, London.
Part of Headley Court, the military’s own state-of-the-art rehab center in Surrey, had bee
temporarily closed for refurbishment, and the remaining wards had been overwhelmed by the numbe
of wounded with missing limbs. Hence I had been sent to Queen Mary’s and the National Healt
Service.
It was testament to the remarkable abilities of the military Incident Response Teams, and to the
amazingly well-equipped casevac helicopters, that so many soldiers with battlefield injuries whic
would in the past have invariably proved fatal were now routinely dealt with and survived. Double an
even triple traumatic amputees often lived, when only recently they would have surely bled to dea
before medical help could arrive.
But not for the first time I’d wondered if it would have been better if I had died. Losing a foot ha
sometimes seemed to me a worse outcome than losing my life. But I had looked up at the painting o
the wall of Douglas Bader, the Second World War pilot, after whom the rehabilitation center wa
named, and it had given me strength.
“Douglas Bader was passed fit for combat,” I’d said.
The major had looked up at me. “Eh?”
“Douglas Bader was passed fit to fight, and he’d lost both his feet.”
“Things were different then,” the major from the MOD had replied somewhat flippantly.
Were they? I wondered.
Bader had been declared fit and had taken to the air in his Spitfire to fight the enemy simply due

his own perseverance. True, the country had been in desperate need of pilots, but he could have easil
sat out the war in relative safety if he had wanted to. It had been the weight of his person
determination that had eventually overcome the official reluctance to allow him to fly.
I would take my lead from him.
We’ll see, indeed.
I’d show them.
“Will the tube station do?” Vicki said.
“Sorry?” I said.
“The tube station,” she repeated. “Is that OK?”
“Fine,” I said. “Anywhere.”
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“Home, I suppose,” I said.
“And where is home?”
“My mother lives in Lambourn,” I said.
“Where’s that?” she asked.
“Near Newbury, in Berkshire.”
“Is that where you’re going now?”
Was it? I didn’t particularly want to. But where else? I could hardly sleep on the streets of London
Others did, but had I gone down that far?
“Probably,” I said. “I’ll get the train.”

My mind was working on automatic pilot as I negotiated the escalator up from the Underground in
Paddington mainline railway station. Only near the top did I realize that I couldn’t remember when
had last used an escalator. Stairs had always been my choice, and they had to be taken at a run, neve
at a walk. And yet here I was, gliding serenely up without moving a muscle.
Fitness had always been a major obsession in a life that was full of obsessions.
Even as a teenager I had been mad about being fit. I had run every morning on the hills abov
Lambourn, trying to beat the horses as they chased me along the lush grass, training gallops.
Army life, especially that of the infantry officer at war, was a strange mix of lengthy, borin
interludes punctuated by brief but intensely high-adrenaline episodes where the separation betwee
living and dying could be rice-paper thin. With the episode over, if one was still alive and intact, th
boredom would recommence until the next “contact” broke the spell once more.
I had always used the boring times to work on my fitness, constantly trying to break my own recor
for the number of sit-ups, or push-ups, or pull-ups, or anything-else-ups I could think of, all within
five-minute period. What the Taliban had thought of their enemy chinning it up and down in full bod
armor, plus rifle and helmet, on an improvised bar welded across the back of a Snatch Land Rover
anyone’s guess, but I had been shot at twice while trying to break the battalion record, once when
was on track to succeed. The Taliban obviously had no sense of sport, or of timing.
But now look at me: taking the escalator, and placing my bag down on the moving stairway whi
doing so. Months of sedentary hospital life had left my muscles weak, flabby and lacking any sort o
condition. I clearly had much to do before I had any hope of convincing the major from the MOD th
I could be “combatready” once more.

I stood at the bottom of the steep driveway to my mother’s home and experienced the same reluctanc
to go up that I had so often felt in the past.
I had taken a taxi from Newbury station to Lambourn, purposely asking the driver to drop me som
way along the road from my mother’s gate so that I could walk the last hundred yards.
It was force of habit, I suppose. I felt happier approaching anywhere on foot. It must have ha
something to do with being in the infantry. On foot, I could hear the sounds that vehicle engines woul
drown out, and smell the scents that exhaust fumes would smother. And I could get a proper feel of th
lay of the land, essential to anticipate an ambush.
I shook my head and smiled at my folly.
There was unlikely to be a Taliban ambush in a Berkshire village, but I could recall the words of m
platoon color sergeant at Sandhurst: “You can never be too careful,” he would say. “Never assum
anything; always check.”
No shots rang out, no IEDs went bang, and no turban-headed Afghan tribesmen sprang out wit
raised Kalashnikovs as I safely negotiated the climb up from the road to the house, a redbrick-and
flint affair built sometime back between the World Wars.
As usual, in the middle of the day, all was quiet as I wandered around the side of the house toward
the back door. A few equine residents put their heads out of their stalls in the nearest stable yard as
crunched across the gravel, inquisitive as ever to see a new arrival.
My mother was out.
I knew she would be. Perhaps that is why I hadn’t phoned ahead to say I was coming. Perhaps
needed to be here alone first, to get used to the idea of being back, to have a moment of recollectio
and renewal before the whirlwind of energy that was my mother swept through and took away an
chance I might have of changing my mind.
My mother was a racehorse trainer. But she was much more than just that. She was a phenomeno
In a sport where there were plenty of big egos, my mother had the biggest ego of them all. She di
however, have some justification for her high sense of worth. In just her fifth year in the sport, she ha
been the first lady to be crowned Champion Jump Trainer, a feat she had repeated for each of the nex
six seasons.
Her horses had won three Cheltenham Gold Cups and two Grand Nationals, and she was right
recognized as the “first lady of British racing.”
She was also a highly opinionated antifeminist, a workaholic and no sufferer of fools or knaves.
she had been Prime Minister she would have probably brought back both hanging and the birch, an
she was not averse to saying so loudly, and at length, whenever she had the opportunity. Her politic
made Genghis Khan seem like an indecisive liberal, but everybody loved her nevertheless. She was
“character.”
Everyone, that is, except her ex-husbands and her children.
For about the twentieth time that morning, I asked myself why I had come here. There had to b
somewhere else I could go. But I knew there wasn’t.
My only friends were in the army, mostly in my regiment, and they were still out in Afghanistan fo
another five weeks. And anyway, I wasn’t ready to see them. Not yet. They would remind me to
much of what I was no longer—and I wouldn’t be able to stand their pity.
I suppose I could have booked myself into an army officers’ mess. No doubt, I would have bee
made welcome at Wellington Barracks, the Grenadiers’ home base in London. But what would I hav
done there?

What could I do anywhere?
Once again I thought it might have been better if the IED explosion, or the pneumonia, ha
completed the task: Union Jack- draped coffin, firing of volleys in salute, and I’d be six feet under b
now and be done with it all. Instead, I was outside my mother’s back door, struggling with a damne
artificial foot to get down low enough to find the key that she habitually left under a stone in th
flower bed.
And for what?
To get into a house I hated, to stay with a parent I despised. To say nothing of my stepfather, t
whom I had hardly spoken a civil word since I had walked out of here, aged seventeen.
I couldn’t find the damn key. Perhaps my mother had become more security-minded over the year
There had been a time when she would have left the house unlocked completely. I tried the handl
Not anymore.
I sat down on the doorstep and leaned back against the locked door.
My mother would be home later.
I knew where she was. She was at the races—Cheltenham races, to be precise. I had looked up th
runners in the morning paper, as I always did. She had four horses declared, including the favorite i
the big race, and my mother would never miss a day at her beloved Cheltenham, the scene of h
greatest triumphs. And while today’s might be a smaller meeting than the Steeplechase Festival i
March, I could visualize her holding court in the parade ring before the races, and welcoming th
winner back after them. I had seen it so often. It had been my childhood.
The sun had long before given up trying to break through the veil of cloud, and it was no
beginning to get cold. I sighed. At least the toes on my right foot wouldn’t get chilblains. I put m
head back against the wood and rested my eyelids.
“Can I help you?” said a voice.
I reopened my eyes. A short man in his mid-thirties wearing faded jeans and a puffy anorak stoo
on the gravel in front of me. I silently remonstrated with myself. I must have briefly drifted off
sleep, as I hadn’t heard him coming. What would my sergeant have said?
“I’m waiting for Mrs. Kauri,” I said.
Mrs. Kauri was my mother, Mrs. Josephine Kauri, although Josephine had not been the name wit
which she had been christened. It was her name of choice. Sometime back, long before I was born, sh
had obviously decided that Jane, her real name, was not classy enough for her. Kauri was not he
proper name, either. It had been the surname of her first husband, and she was now on her third.
“Mrs. Kauri is at the races,” replied the man.
“I know,” I said. “I’ll just wait for her here.”
“She won’t be back for hours, not until after dark.”
“I’ll wait,” I said. “I’m her son.”
“The soldier?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said, somewhat surprised that he would know.
But he did know. It was only fleeting, but I didn’t miss his glance down at my right foot. He kne
only too well.
“I’m Mrs. Kauri’s head lad,” he said. “Ian Norland.”
He held out a hand, and I used it to help me up.
“Tom,” I said. “Tom Forsyth. What happened to old Basil?”
“He retired. I’ve been here three years now.”
“It’s been a while longer than that since I’ve been here,” I said.

He nodded. “I saw you from the window of my flat,” Ian said, pointing to a row of windows abov
the stables. “Would you like to come in and watch the racing on the telly? It’s too bloody cold to wa
out here.”
“I’d love to.”
We climbed the stairs to what I remembered had once been a storage loft over the stables.
“The horses provide great central heating,” Ian said over his shoulder as he led the way. “I neve
have to turn the boiler on until it actually freezes outside.”
The narrow stairway opened out into a long open-plan living area with a kitchen at the near end an
doors at the far that presumably led to a bedroom and bathroom beyond. There was no sign of an
Mrs. Norland, and the place had a“man look”about it, with stacked-up dishes in the sink an
newspapers spread over much of the floor.
“Take a pew,” Ian said, waving a hand at a brown corduroy- covered sofa placed in front of a hug
plasma television. “Fancy a beer?”
“Sure,” I said. I’d not had a beer in more than five months.
Ian went to a fridge, which appeared to contain nothing but beers. He tossed me a can.
We sat in easy companionship on the brown sofa, watching the racing from Cheltenham on the box
My mother’s horse won the second race, and Ian punched the air in delight.
“Good young novice, that,” Ian said. “Strong quarters. He’ll make a good chaser in time.”
He took pleasure in the success of his charges, as I had done in the progress of a guardsman fro
raw recruit into battle-hardened warrior, a man who could then be trusted with one’s life.
“Now for the big one,” Ian said. “Pharmacist should win. He’s frightened off most of th
opposition.”
“ ‘ Pharmacist’?” I asked.
“Our Gold Cup hope,” he said, in a tone that implied I should have known. “This is his last warm-u
for the Festival. He loves Cheltenham.”
Ian was referring to the Cheltenham Gold Cup at the Steeple-chase Festival in March, the pinnac
of British jump racing.
“What do you mean he’s frightened off the opposition?” I asked.
“Mrs. Kauri’s been saying all along that old Pharm will run in this race, and so the other Gold Cu
big guns have gone elsewhere. Not good for them to be beat today with only a few weeks left to th
Festival.”
Ian became more and more nervous, continually getting up and walking around the room for som
unnecessary reason or other.
“Fancy another beer?” he asked, standing by the fridge.
“No thanks,” I said. He’d given me one only two minutes before.
“God, I hope he wins,” he said, sitting down and opening a fresh can with another still half-full o
the table.
“I thought you said he would,” I said.
“He should do, he’s streaks better than the rest, but . . .”
“But what?” I asked.
“Nothing.” He paused. “I just hope nothing strange happens, that’s all.”
“Do you think something strange might happen?”
“Maybe,” he said. “Something bloody strange has been happening to our horses recently.”
“What sort of things?”
“Bloody strange things,” he repeated.

“Like what?”
“Like not winning when they should,” he said. “Especially in the big races. Then they come hom
unwell. You can see it in their eyes. Some have even had diarrhea, and I’ve never seen racehorses wit
that before.”
We watched as my mother was shown on the screen tossing the jockey up onto Pharmacist’s back
the black-and-white-check silks appearing bright against the dull green of the February grass. M
stepfather stood nearby, observing events, as he always did.
“God, I hope he’s OK,” said Ian with a nervous rattle.
The horse looked fine to me, but how would I know? The last horse I’d been close to had been a
Afghan tribesman’s nag with half of one ear shot away, reportedly by its owner as he was trying t
shoot and charge at the same time. I tactfully hadn’t asked him which side he’d been shooting a
Afghani allegiance was variable. It depended on who was paying, and how much.
Ian became more and more nervous as the race time approached.
“Calm down,” I said. “You’ll give yourself a heart attack.”
“I should have gone,” he said. “I knew I should have gone.”
“Gone where?”
“To Cheltenham,” he said.
“What for?”
“To keep an eye on the bloody horse, of course,” he said angrily. “To make sure no bugger got clos
enough to nobble him.”
“Do you really think the horses are being nobbled?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he said. “The bloody dope tests are all negative.”
We watched as the horses walked around in circles at the start. Then the starter called them int
line, and they were off.
“Come on, Pharm, my old boy,” Ian said, his eyes glued to the television image. He was unable t
sit down but stood behind the sofa like a little boy watching some scary science-fiction film, ready
dive down at the first approach of the aliens.
Pharmacist appeared to be galloping along with relative ease in about third place of the eig
runners as they passed the grandstand on the first circuit. But only when they started down the hi
towards the finishing straight for the last time did the race unfold properly, and the pace pick up.
Pharmacist seemed to be still going quite well and even jumped to the front over the second-las
Ian began to breathe a little more easily, but then the horse appeared to fade rapidly, jumping the fina
fence in a very tired manner and almost coming to a halt on landing. He was easily passed by th
others on the run-in up the hill, and he crossed the finish line in last place, almost walking.
I didn’t know what to say.
“Oh God,” said Ian. “He can’t run at the Festival, not now.”
Pharmacist certainly did not look like a horse that could win a Gold Cup in six weeks’ time.
Ian stood rigidly behind the sofa, his white-knuckled hands gripping the corduroy fabric to ho
himself upright.
“Bastards,” he whimpered. “I’ll kill the bastards who did this.”
I was not the only angry young man in Lambourn.

2

To say my homecoming was not a happy event would not have been an exaggeration.
No “Hello, darling,” no kiss on the cheek, no fatted calf, nothing. But no surprise, either.
My mother walked straight past me as if I had been invisible, her face taut and her lips pursed.
knew that look. She was about to cry but would not do so in public. To my knowledge, my mother ha
never cried in public.
“Oh, hello,” my stepfather said by way of greeting, reluctantly shaking my offered hand.
Lovely to see you too, I thought but decided not to say. No doubt, as usual, we would fight an
argue over the coming days but not tonight. It was cold outside and beginning to rain. Tonight
needed a roof over my head.
My stepfather and I had never really got on.
In the mixed-up mind of an unhappy child, I had tried to make my mother feel guilty for drivin
away my father and had ended up alienating not only her but everyone else.
My father had packed his bags and left when I was just eight, finally fed up with being well behin
the horses in my mother’s affection. Her horses had always come first, then her dogs, then her stab
staff and finally, if there was time, which there invariably wasn’t, her family.
How my mother ever had the time to have three children had always been a mystery to me. Both m
siblings were older than I, and had been fathered by my mother’s first husband, whom she had marrie
when she was seventeen. Richard Kauri had been rich and thirty, a New Zealand playboy who ha
toyed at being a racehorse trainer. My mother had used his money to further her own ambition i
racing, taking over the house and stables as part of their divorce settlement after ten years of turbule
marriage. Their young son and daughter had both sided with their father, a situation I now believe
she had encouraged, as it gave her more chance of acquiring the training business if her ex-husban
had the children.
Almost immediately she had married again, to my father, a local seed merchant, and had produce
me like a present on her twenty-ninth birthday. But I had never been a much-wanted, much-love
child. I think my mother looked upon me as just another of her charges to be fed and watered twice
day, mucked out and exercised as required, and expected to stay quietly in my stable for the rest of th
time.
I suppose it had been a lonely childhood, but I hadn’t known anything different and, mostly, I’
been happy enough. What I missed in human contact at home I made up for with dogs and horses, bo
of which had plenty of time for me. I would make up games with them. They were my friends. I cou
remember thinking the world had ended when Susie, my beloved beagle, had been killed by a ca
What had made it much worse was that my mother, far from comforting me, had instead told me t
pull myself together, it was only a dog.
When my parents divorced there had been a long and protracted argument over custody of me.
was not until many years later that I realized that they had argued because neither of them had wante
the responsibility of bringing up an eight-year-old misfit. My mother had lost the argument, so I ha
lived with her, and my father had disappeared from my life for good. I hadn’t thought it a great loss
the time, and I still didn’t. He had written to me a few times and had sent an occasional Christmas o
birthday card, but he clearly thought he was better off without me, and I was sure I was without him.

So, darling, how was Afghanistan? You know, to start with, before you were injured?” my mothe
asked rather tactlessly. “Were you able to enjoy yourself at all?”
My mother had always managed to call me “darling” without any of the emotion the word wa
designed to imply. In her case there was perhaps even a degree of sarcasm in the way she pronounce
it with a long r in the middle.
“I wasn’t sent there to enjoy myself,” I said, slightly irritated. “I was there to fight the Taliban.”
“Yes, darling. I know that,” she said. “But did you have any good times?”
We were sitting around the kitchen table having dinner, and my mother and stepfather both looke
at me expectantly.
It was a bit like asking President Lincoln’s wife if she had been enjoying the play before he
husband was shot. What should I say?
In truth, I had enjoyed myself immensely before I was blown up, but I wondered if I should actual
say so.
Recording my first confirmed “kill” of a Taliban had been exhilarating; and calling in the helicopt
gunships to pound an enemy position with body-bursting fifty-millimeter shells had been spin
chillingly exciting. It had sent my adrenaline levels to maximum in preparation for the charge throug
to finish them off at close quarters.
One wasn’t meant to enjoy killing other human beings, but I had.
“I suppose it was OK,” I said. “Lots of sitting round doing nothing, really. That, and playing cards.
“Did you see anything of the Taliban?” my stepfather asked.
“A little,” I said matter-of-factly. “But mostly at a distance.”
A distance of about two feet, impaled on my bayonet.
“But didn’t you get to do any shooting?” he asked. He made it sound like a day’s sport of drive
pheasant.
“Some,” I said.
I thought back to the day my platoon had been ambushed and outnumbered by the enemy. I had s
atop an armored car, laying down covering fire with a GPMG, a general-purpose machine gun, know
to us all as “the gimpy.” I had done so much shooting that day that the gimpy’s barrel had glowed red
hot.
I could have told them all of it.
I could have told them of the fear. Not so much the fear of being wounded or killed—more the fea
of failing to act. The fear of fear itself.
Throughout history, every soldier has asked themselves the same questions: What will I do whe
the time comes to fight? How will I perform in the face of the enemy? Shall I kill, or be killed? Shall
be courageous, or will I let down my fellow men?
In the modern British Army, much of the officer training is designed to make young men, an
young women, behave in a rational and determined manner in extreme conditions and when und
huge stress. Command is what they are taught, the ability to command when all hell is breaking loos
around them. The command moment, it is called, that moment in time when something dramat
occurs, such as an ambush, or a roadside bomb explosion, the moment when all the men turn and loo
to their officer—that’s you—waiting to be told what to do, and how to react. There’s no one else t
ask. You have to make the decisions, and men’s lives will depend on them.
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