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The Roll of Honour
            
 

Between the commencement of operations in October 2001 to 1 July 2012, a total of 422 British forces personnel have died in Afghanistan.
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For every name above and those that will lay down their lives before this conflict is concluded; 
            
 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
 Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
 At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 
 We will remember them.
            




    

  
    
      
         
One
            

THE MAJOR YANKED first at one cuff and then the other, ensuring three-eighths of an inch was visible beneath his tunic sleeves. With his thumb and forefinger he circled his lips, finishing with a small cough, designed to clear the throat. He nodded in the direction of the door, indicating to the accompanying sergeant that he could proceed. He was ready.
         
‘Coming!’ Poppy cast the sing-song word over her shoulder in the direction of the hallway, once again making a mental note to fix the front door bell as the internal mechanism grated against the loose, metal cover. The intensely irritating sound had become part of the rhythm of the flat. She co-habited with an orchestra of architectural ailments, the stars of which were the creaking hinge of the bedroom door, the dripping bathroom tap and the whirring extractor fan that now extracted very little.
         
Poppy smiled and looped her hair behind her ears. It was probably Jenna, who would often nip over during her lunch break. Theirs was a comfortable camaraderie, arrived at after many years of friendship; no need to wash up cups, hide laundry or even get dressed, they interacted without inhibition or pretence. Poppy prepped the bread and counted the fish fingers under the grill, working out how to make two sandwiches instead of one, an easy calculation. She felt a swell of happiness.
         
The front door bell droned again, ‘All right! All right!’ Poppy licked stray blobs of tomato ketchup from the pads of her thumbs and laughed at the impatient digit that jabbed once more at the plastic circle on the outside wall.
         
Tossing the checked tea towel onto the work surface, she stepped into the hallway and looked through the safety glass at the top of the door, opaque through design and a lack of domesticity. Poppy slowed down until almost stationary, squinting at the scene in front of her, as though by altering her viewpoint, she could change the sight that greeted her. Her heart fluttered in an irregular beat. Placing a flattened palm against her breastbone, she tried to bring calm to her flustered pulse. The surge of happiness disappeared, forming a ball of ice that sank down into the base of her stomach, filling her bowels with a cold dread. Poppy wasn’t looking at the silhouette of her friend; not a ponytail in sight. Instead, there were two shapes, two men, two soldiers.
         
She couldn’t decide whether to turn and switch off the grill or continue to the front door and let them in. The indecision rendered her useless. She concentrated on staying present, feeling at any point she might succumb to the maelstrom within her mind. The whirling confusion threatened to make her faint. She shook her head, trying to order her thoughts. It worked.
She wondered how long they would be, how long it would all take. There were fish fingers to eat and she was due back at the salon in half an hour with a shampoo and set arriving in forty minutes. Poppy thought it strange how an ordinary day could be made so very extraordinary. She knew the small details of every action, usually forgotten after one sleep, would stay with her forever; each minute aspect indelibly etching itself on her memory. The way her toes flexed and stiffened inside her soft, red socks, the pop and sizzle of her lunch under the grill and the way the TV was suddenly far too loud.
She considered the hazy outlines of her as yet unseen visitors and her thoughts turned to the fact that her home wasn’t tidy. She wished she wasn’t cooking fish. It would only become curious in hindsight that she had been worried about minutiae when the reason for their visit was so much more important than a cooking aroma and a concern that some cushions might have been improperly plumped.
         
Columbo was on TV. She hadn’t been watching; it was instead a comforting background noise. She had done that a lot since Martin went away, switching on either the TV or radio as soon as she stepped through the door; anything other than endure the silence of a life lived alone. She hated that.
         
Poppy looked again to confirm that there were two of them; thus reinforcing what she thought she already knew. It is a well-known code; a letter for good news, telephone call for minor incident, a visit from one soldier for quite bad, two for the very worst.
         
She noted the shapes that stood the other side of her door. One was a regular soldier, identifiable by his hat; the other was a bloke of rank, an officer. She didn’t recognise either of their outlines, strangers. She knew what they were going to say before they spoke, before one single word had been uttered; their stance was awkward and unnatural.
Her mind flew to the cardboard box hidden under the bed. In it was underwear, lacy, tarty pieces that Martin had chosen. She would throw them away; there would be no need for them any more, no more anniversaries, birthdays or special Sunday mornings when the world was reduced to a square of mattress, a corner of duvet and the skin of the man she loved.
Poppy wasn’t sure how long she took to reach for the handle, but had the strangest feeling that with each step taken, the door moved slightly further away.
She slid the chain with a steady hand; it hadn’t been given a reason to shake, not yet. Opening the door wide, it banged against the inside wall. The tarnished handle found its regular groove in the plasterwork. Ordinarily, she would only have opened it a fraction, enough to peek out and see who was there, but this was no ordinary situation and with two soldiers on the doorstep, what harm could she come to? Poppy stared at them. They were pale, twitchy. She looked past them, over the concrete, third-floor walkway and up at the sky, knowing that these were the last few seconds that her life would be intact. She wanted to enjoy the feeling, confident that once they had spoken, everything would be broken. She gazed at the perfect blue, daubed with the merest wisp of cloud. It was beautiful, really beautiful.
         
The two men appraised her as she stared over their heads into the middle distance. It was the first few seconds in which they would form their opinion. One of them noted her wrinkled, freckled nose, her clear, open expression. The other considered the grey slabs amid which she stood and registered the fraying cuff of her long-sleeved T-shirt.
         
Their training told them to expect a number of varied responses; from fainting or rage to extreme distress, each had a prescribed treatment and procedure. This was their worst scenario, the disengaged, silent recipient with delayed reactions, much harder for them to predict.
         
Poppy thought about the night before her husband left for Afghanistan, wishing that she could go back to then and do it differently. She had watched his mechanical actions, saw him smooth the plastic-wrapped, mud-coloured, Boy Scout paraphernalia that was destined for its sandy desert home. A place she couldn’t picture, in a life that she was barred from. She didn’t notice how his fingertips lingered on the embroidered roses of their duvet cover, the last touch to a thing of feminine beauty that for him meant home, meant Poppy.
         
Martin was packing his rucksack which was propped open on their bed when he started to whistle. Poppy didn’t recognise the tune. She stared at his smiling, whistling face as he folded his clothes and wash kit into the voluminous, khaki cavern. He paused to push his non-existent fringe out of his eyes. Like the man that’s lost a finger, but still rubs the gap to relieve the cold, so Martin raked hair that was now shorn.
         
Poppy couldn’t decipher his smile, but it was enough to release the torrent that had been gathering behind her tongue. Any casual observer might have surmised that he was going on holiday with the boys, not off to a war zone.
‘Are you happy, Mart? In fact, ignore me, that’s a silly question, of course you are because this is what you wanted isn’t it? Leaving me, your mates and everything else behind for half a year while you play with guns.’
         
Poppy didn’t know what she expected him to say, but she’d hoped he would say something. She wanted him to pull her close, tell her that this was the last thing he wanted to do and that he didn’t want to leave her, or at the very least that he wished he could take her with him. Something, anything that would make things feel better. Instead, he said nothing, did nothing.
‘Did you hear me, Mart? I was asking if you were finally happy now your plan is coming together, the big fantastic future that you’ve been dreaming of.’
‘Poppy please…’
‘Don’t you dare “Poppy please”, don’t ask me for anything or expect me to understand because I don’t! This is what you signed up for; this is what it means, Mart, you pissing off to some godforsaken bit of desert, leaving me stuck here. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you since you walked through the door in your bloody suit with your secret little mission complete!’
‘It won’t be forever.’ His voice was small; his eyes fixed on the floor.
Poppy noted his blank expression, as if it was the first time it had occurred to him that she might need him too. This only made her angrier because it might have only just occurred to him, but she had been thinking of nothing else.
         
‘I don’t care how long it’s for. Don’t you get it? Whether it’s for one night or one year, it’s too long. You are leaving me here with the junkies on the stairs and the boring bloody winter nights. All I’ve got to look forward to is sitting with my bonkers nan. So you go, Mart, and get this little adventure out of your system, prove whatever it is that you need to prove. Don’t worry about me. I can look after myself, but you know that, right?’
She didn’t want to argue, preferring instead to clamp her arms around his neck and hang on. She wanted to press her lips really hard onto his and kiss him, storing those kisses away for the times when she would miss him the most. Her ache had grown so physical that she shook; the tremors fed a growing anger.
In the aftermath of Martin’s departure, Poppy felt some small relief that he had gone. The dread of his imminent exodus disappeared, replaced with the reality of his absence which, initially, was somehow easier to bear. She replayed the words of their argument, considered their actions… She did that, knowing the only person that suffered because of her obsessional recalling of the details was her.
         
Martin called it sulking, but for her the silent musings were a way of trying to figure out what happened and why, looking for an answer or at least some kind of rational explanation. Sometimes of course there wasn’t one, a row just happens because of tiredness, an irritation or a million other inconsequential things.
         
Their fight couldn’t be attributed to anything so transparent. He hadn’t failed to hoover the carpet properly, left the loo seat up or not put the milk back in the fridge. It was much more than that. They were frightened, yet too scared to admit to that fear.
         
It would be difficult to put in order the many things that they were afraid of. Being parted for such a ridiculous length of time was right up there, the possible lack of communication and the loneliness; these were all contenders for the top spot. There was also the unspeakable fear that Martin might get hurt or killed. It was too awful a scenario to share or say out loud, but think about it they did, separately and secretly with faces averted on dented pillows.
Poppy had wanted to tell him that if he got injured, think loss of limb or blindness, that it wouldn’t make any difference to her. She knew that it would be tough, but she also knew that she would not have loved him any less, confident that they would find a way through it; that they could find a way through anything. At least that’s what she believed.
One of her many ‘if-only’ scenarios, saw her telling Martin over a glass of wine that he was the one thing that had made her life worth living for so many years. The only constant that she could rely on and she would never regret a single second. She wanted him to know that she would rather have had him for a shortened length of time, than fifty years of average. She hoped he knew that she would miss him every second of every day, that she would never let another man touch her. It was only him, always him, the very thought of anything else made her feel sick. She would be content to grow old alone with her memories; the biggest sadness, of course, would have been that she never got her baby.
After brooding unhindered for a few days, Poppy was then swamped with guilt. How dare she have fought with him, not given him physical comfort when he was now so far away, facing an enemy in a hostile environment, devoid of love, affection and human touch?
         
When these sharpened emotions blunted through the passing of time, she was left with the dull ache of loneliness. Half a year, one hundred and eighty days, it didn’t matter how many times she pictured an event six months previously and thought how quickly that time had passed; it still felt like an eternity, a sentence.
         
The officer coughed into his sideways bunched fist, drawing her into the now. She waited for him to speak, not wanting to prompt; there was no hurry. Similarly, she didn’t want to make it easy, hoping he might feel a little bit of the pain that she was starting to feel. Poppy stood rigid, imagining what came next. She heard his unspoken words in her head, wondering which phrase he had chosen, rehearsed. ‘Martin is dead’; ‘Martin was injured and now he is dead’; ‘something dreadful has happened, Poppy, Martin is dead’; ‘Mrs Cricket, we have some terrible news. Are you alone?’
She’d always imagined what this visit would be like. Try to find an army wife, husband, mother or father that hasn’t played out this scenario. You won’t be able to because this is how they live. Every time there is a lull in contact or a late night when a promise to call is broken, pulses quicken, car keys are mentally located. Muscles tense as if on starting blocks, in readiness to get to wherever they might be needed with the first waves of grief lapping at their heels. Each unexpected knock at the door, or post-nine p.m. telephone call, causes palms to break sweat until the moment passes and breath returns in a deep sigh. The various salesmen mistake the euphoria for buying signals and not simply the relief of those left behind to watch the clock and tick off the days. For the loved ones of these warriors, it is a sweet relief that it’s not their turn, not today.
Poppy used to practise her reaction in her head. She pictured herself sinking to her knees with fingers shoved into her scalp, ‘Oh no, not Mart! Please tell me it’s not true!’ She thought her practised reaction was very convincing, having once performed it in front of the mirror in the salon. Some might question the need to rehearse, but Poppy worried that if and when it came to it, they might not know how devastated she was, figuring it was best to have this pre-prepared reaction in reserve. She didn’t need it.
         
In his early forties, the officer was the younger by a couple of years, but his position gave him confidence over and above his colleague’s experience. He removed his hat as he stepped forward.
‘Mrs Cricket?’ his tone was confident, without any hint of nerves. Poppy noted tiny beads of perspiration peppering his top lip; he might have mastered the neutral voice, but would have to work on that sweat thing if he was to be totally convincing.
She nodded.
‘May we come in?’ he spoke as he entered the hallway, turning the question into a statement.
‘I am Major Anthony Helm, this is Sergeant Gisby.’ He put his hand out in the direction of the soldier stood behind him. Poppy stepped forward and placed her limp fingers against his palm – she wasn’t used to this shaking hands lark. It made her feel awkward.
In a controlling role reversal, the officer filled her home with his presence, making Poppy feel confused and slightly angry. He guided her by the elbow. She didn’t like the stranger touching her. She felt queasy and embarrassed.
He led her into the lounge. The other man walked over to the TV and turned it off. Columbo had been in the middle of his big summing up speech, raincoat flapping, a cigar clamped between his teeth.
She sat on the edge of the sofa and cast a fleeting eye around the room, the walls needed more pictures and the dried flower arrangement held a latticework of cobwebs. A minute spider was suspended on invisible thread. A tiny abseiler, his destination the ring-stained wood of a pine shelf. She closed her eyes and wished she could go home, only therein laid her dilemma.
         
The officer perched on the chair opposite, his colleague stood rigidly by the door. In order to prevent her escape or to facilitate his, she wasn’t sure. Poppy could hear the blood pulsing in her ears with a drumlike beat. Her hands felt cold and clammy, they had finally found their tremor.
She exhaled loudly and deeply like an athlete preparing to perform, flexing her fingers and nodding, her gestures screamed, go on then, tell me now!
‘Are you alone, Mrs Cricket?’
‘Yes.’ Her voice was a cracked whisper, strained, the voice she sometimes had when speaking for the first time after a deep sleep.
The major nodded. He was a plain, flat-faced man, made all the more unattractive by his confident stance. There was the hint of a north-east accent that he tried desperately hard to erase, concentrating on delivering neutral vowels and the right pitch. Anthony Helm was a good soldier, respected by those who served under him and relied upon by those he reported to. His reputation was for straight talking, a man that tenaciously did it by the book and did it well. Ironically, the traits that enabled him to climb the ranks with ease did not necessarily equip him for a carefree existence in the civilian world. The vagaries of modern life were hard for a practical man like Anthony Helm to negotiate; when the structure and rules of his regime were removed, he was somewhat adrift.
She smiled nervously at the sergeant and bit her tongue. Her smile was fixed and unnatural. She could feel an inane statement wanting to escape from her mouth, ‘Sergeant, is that better than private, but not as good as colonel? Mart has tried to teach me, but I can never remember the order…’ She didn’t know why she wanted to say this – to ease the tension, fill the silent void? Or was it simply manners, shouldn’t she be making conversation?
         
Poppy didn’t warm to the major. Her ability to read people told her that whilst he was doing his duty, he would rather have been anywhere else. Mr Gisby smiled back at her, as if reading her thoughts. He had sincere eyes that crumpled at the edges. She was glad that he was there.
Then Helm began, just as she had known he would, with the phrase she had dreaded every day and night since her beloved husband had stepped into that bloody recruiting office. The words that she had considered with trepidation from the first time he came home with his letter telling him to report to the training department at Bassingbourn and bizarrely a cheque, which Martin had been delighted with, but she had seen as a bribe, the modern day Queen’s Shilling. What was it he had said as he waved the piece of paper in front of her? ‘You knew what joining the army meant, Poppy! None of this is a surprise. I know I should have told you first about joining up, but when I did, you knew that this would be my job. And don’t tell me you won’t like it when we get the house with a garden and the extra pay, or the chance to live abroad. You won’t be moaning then, will you!’
Poppy couldn’t believe his words; she was stunned that he had fallen back on a shallow argument. He knew she couldn’t care less about houses and possessions. She wasn’t made that way. It made no sense to her; he was choosing to go away, to leave her alone for months, if not years, and had reached this decision without discussion or consultation. Martin had been a maximum of an hour away from her since she was a little girl and the idea of him being out of reach horrified her. The thought of him being in a different city was something she couldn’t comprehend, let alone a different country. Poppy never bought the supper without asking for his preference, yet he had done this thing alone, furtive, duplicitous. She felt excluded and betrayed.
         
‘Mrs Cricket?’ for the second time the officer used his tone to anchor her in the present.
Poppy nodded to show that he had succeeded, he had her full attention. Her teeth shook against her bottom lip; she bit down, trying to gain composure.
‘I’m afraid I have some bad news.’ He paused, pursing his lips, remembering his training, allowing the information to be received slowly in bite-sized chunks.
She wanted to say, ‘For God’s sake hurry up. We all know what comes next!’
Again, he coughed. ‘As you know, Martin is currently deployed in Afghanistan.’
Poppy tried to control her quivering legs and nodded to show understanding.
‘We are here because we have some news about your husband and it isn’t good news… I am very sorry to have to tell you that Martin is missing.’
It took a second for his words to reach her brain and a further second to digest the fact, two seconds longer than usual.
‘D’you mean dead?’ she prompted, loudly. Her wide eyes told him her abruptness was a symptom of shock. Her body wasn’t wasting precious reserves on pleasantries.
‘No, not dead. Not at this stage. He is missing.’
His response only served to confuse her more, not at this stage? So dead, but not confirmed? Dead, but not discovered? Dead, but not yet? All permutations had him very definitely dead. The rest was semantics.
‘But that means dead doesn’t it?’
‘No. Not dead, he is missing.’ He glanced at Sergeant Gisby, silently asking if he had any better suggestions on how to clarify the facts.
         
‘Isn’t that just because you haven’t found him or had it confirmed yet or something?’
         
Major Anthony Helm visibly coloured. She had accurately called the situation and similarly was asking him the question that he’d dreaded the most. Had Poppy looked closely, she would have seen the vaguest twitch to his right cheek; he wasn’t a man that knew how to respond to questions from a girl like her. Despite his years of service, these encounters would always be outside his comfort zone. It was alien to Anthony, sitting in a council flat in Walthamstow on a muggy Tuesday with fish fingers crisping under the grill, telling Poppy that Martin was possibly dead whilst being subjected to questions that he couldn’t answer. It was an element soldiers rarely considered when enlisting, the pastoral responsibilities, the pressing of the flesh, the human face of the MoD machine. It was a world away from kicking in doors and crawling through undergrowth with a gun in your hand.
Poppy felt his unease and might have felt sorry for him, were it not for the fact that she had decided to blame him. Well, she had to blame someone, didn’t she?
His tone was clipped, not through any lack of compassion, but because that was how he operated; whatever the task in hand he retained absolute control.
‘No, that is not the case at all. Martin at this stage is missing. We have no other useful facts, but we do believe in keeping you informed of every development as soon as we have it. At the moment, that is all the information we have.’
‘I appreciate that, Major…’ she hesitated as his surname slipped from her memory, ‘Major Thingy, but what exactly does it mean?’ Poppy hadn’t intended to be rude, but she did want to know what was going on.
Major Helm licked the sweat from his top lip, lizard-like in his dexterity. ‘It’s Anthony.’ His smile was fleeting. It had taken one slip-up of his name for him to reach a point of intolerance; he was not about to be known as ‘Major Thingy’ especially in front of the sergeant. It had been twenty-four years, eight tours and a clutch of service medals since he had answered to a name he disliked.
         
Sergeant Gisby stepped forward. He bent low in front of Poppy, addressing her while resting on his haunches, his fat thighs pressed against the double seam of his combat trousers. ‘What it means, Mrs Cricket…’
‘No one really calls me Mrs Cricket. I’m Poppy.’
‘What it means, Poppy, is that he was on patrol in Helmand province and he didn’t come back when he was expected to. He went out on patrol in a group of twelve and so far only ten have returned to base. That’s all we know at this point. We are trying to get information for you from those that did come back and as soon as we have more we’ll pass it straight on to you. What we do know, is that something went very wrong on that patrol. Martin and one other infantryman are missing.’
‘So he could be dead?’
Sergeant Gisby didn’t flinch. He held her gaze, giving Poppy the impression that he was on her side. ‘Yes, Poppy, that is a possibility.’
She nodded, grateful for his honesty. There was a minute of silence, each gathering thoughts. ‘When did it happen?’ Poppy addressed the sergeant. She wanted to try and picture what she was doing while her husband was getting into trouble, possibly even killed.
‘It was yesterday, yesterday afternoon.’
Yesterday afternoon, where had she been? In the supermarket, oblivious. Poppy had always thought that if anything happened to Martin she would know. Like the twins you read about in National Geographic, when one breaks a leg and the other feels the pain even though they are hundreds of miles apart. Poppy thought it might have been like that, but it hadn’t. She hadn’t felt a thing. Instead, she’d been perusing the three-for-two offers, trying to choose between pepperoni and Hawaiian, while her man was being killed, going missing.
         
‘What was he doing in that Helmans province, or whatever it’s called? I thought he wouldn’t be in any danger.’
The major piped up, ‘You should be very proud of him, Poppy. He had been selected to aide an American patrol as part of a special task force.’
She looked at him long and hard. Her thoughts went briefly to what her husband had put up with every day of his childhood, how he had joined up to give them a better life.
         
When they were little, Martin would knock for Poppy after school and the two would head to the Recreation Area, a rather grand term applied to the dilapidated swings in the central courtyard next to the car park. There, they invented games like collecting a stick off the floor while swinging, or daring each other to shout things out. It used to feel really brave when it was cold, dark and everyone else was inside safe and warm, having their tea. They would take it in turns to shout out ‘BUM!’ louder and louder until someone would hang over a balcony and tell them to ‘Shut it!’ That used to make them laugh even more. Poppy’s mum never came to check that she was OK, if she was warm enough, where she was or who she was with. Sometimes it got really late, but still she never appeared. Martin’s mum never came to find him either, she probably thought he was safer out on the streets, taking his chances with the paedophiles and pushers than he was in his own house.
Poppy and Martin thought about it sometimes and agreed that if they had a little girl, or a little boy for that matter, they wouldn’t let them wander about with no idea of where they were for hours on end. They would instead have them safe by their side or they’d be outside with them, teaching them the pick up the stick or the shout out ‘bum’ game.
         
‘Oh I am proud of him, very proud, but not because he was helping some Americans doing God knows what, God knows where. And what do you mean special task force? He only finished his training five minutes ago!’
         
Major Helm smiled, but kept his eyes downcast, making it hard for Poppy to read his expression. ‘They only select the best. He was a very good soldier, Poppy.’
‘Was? So you think he’s dead too?’
‘No… I… Is… He is a good soldier.’ He was scarlet.
         
Poppy didn’t wait for the major to start uttering further clichés. ‘I haven’t got any more questions right now.’ Her voice sounded sharper than intended, like she was conducting an interview and didn’t know how to wrap it up. It was her polite way of saying go. Please go now. She wanted to be by herself; well, she did and she didn’t.
The silent tableau was fractured as Poppy leapt from the sofa, alerted by the acrid scent of burning. ‘Oh shit!’ She ran into the kitchen. Pulling the grill pan from the cooker, she watched the tray and its blackened content clatter into the water-filled sink and then, almost instantly, was sick on the floor, retching until her gut was empty.
Sergeant Gisby’s voice came from the doorway, ‘Can I call anyone for you, Poppy? Is there someone that can come and sit with you?’
Poppy shook her head, no on both counts. She remained at a right angle, trying to free strands of hair that were glued to her face with vomit. There was only one person she wanted and he was missing, probably dead, in some dusty landscape on the other side of the world. ‘I don’t even know what he is doing out there. It’s so far away.’ She addressed the black and white chequered lino. The sergeant ran her a glass of cold water and steered her back to the safety of the sofa.
         
Major Anthony Helm sat awkwardly, rearranging his hands again and again until they were comfortable. He looked like an unwanted guest that knew as much.
‘So, what happens now?’ Poppy prompted.
‘We’ll assign you an information point of contact that will be in regular touch, keeping you up to date with any developments, no matter how small.’
         
‘Can it be Sergeant Gisby?’ she interrupted him; once again throwing his rehearsed rhetoric into touch.
‘Well, I don’t see why not.’
Sergeant Gisby looked at her. He had one of those bushy moustaches that looked like it must be irritating. She decided that the letters ‘R’ and ‘W’ were the most likely to tickle.
‘Please call me Rob. I’d be happy to keep you informed with any news.’
Poppy counted two tickles.
‘Mrs Cricket, we are here to help you in any way that we can. I only wish that our meeting was under different circumstances.’
She smiled at his comment and thought that if circumstances were different, they would not be meeting in a million years. Their worlds would not have overlapped were it not for this bloody awful situation, and if he had known anything about her he wouldn’t be calling her Mrs Cricket. ‘Thank you. Please call me Poppy. Mrs Cricket always makes me think of Martin’s mother and she’s a right old cow.’
He nodded, not sure how to respond. Logistics and support were discussed before the military men left quietly and quickly.
Rob Gisby drove as the major sat in quiet contemplation on the back seat. Rob figured he was feeling as sad for Poppy’s situation as he was. Anthony was preoccupied with Poppy; her lack of ambition and seeming acceptance of her humble circumstances were beyond his comprehension. He wondered if her acceptance was down to low intellect. Thank God he wasn’t similarly afflicted or he might still be living under his mam’s roof. The thought made him shudder. He ran his fingers over the shiny buttons of his tunic, tangible proof that he was an officer, a fact that still delighted and amazed him. Anthony carried with him a furtive air as if at any moment he might get found out. ‘Fortitude Fortunately Forgives’; he mentally practised the sounds that helped eradicate the Geordie accent, banishing it to another time, a different person.
         
Anthony Helm was wrong. Poppy’s expectations were small, her horizon within reach and her world navigable by foot; a mere eight hundred metres from her front door in any direction. But she was clever. Not Mensa, PhD, rocket science genius, but more able than most and smart enough to know what made people tick.
         
Poppy left school when she was sixteen as realisation dawned that staying on to get qualifications was pointless for someone like her. The standard question was, ‘If she’s so clever, how come she didn’t go to university and gather an armful of degrees to see her on her merry way?’ There was a single response she gave to the teachers, heads of year and careers advisers that she sat in front of on more than one occasion, ‘There’s absolutely no point!’
They sighed on cue, tapped the rubber-stoppered ends of pencils on their clipboards and looked at her with vexed expressions, imploring her to recognise that they knew better, if not best. She stood her ground because actually they did not know what was best for Poppy Day. She did.
         
Poppy’s role in life was to make sure that no one fell out of the net that kept her strange little family snug and safe.
This, she could never have made the academic hierarchy understand. The simple fact that had she gone off to university, there wouldn’t have been anyone to collect Dorothea’s many and varied prescriptions. No one to make sure she took the daily drugs that stopped her wandering off down the High Street with her knickers on her head. No one to keep the fridge stocked with food and pay the bills. On and on the list went. The demands and responsibilities were endless; Poppy was needed at home several times a day.
         
Of course the standard argument was ‘If she went off and got qualified, think medicine or the law, she could then secure a wonderful future for herself and her family.’ This was probably true, but still failed to answer Poppy’s question of who was going to wash her nan’s soiled bed linen, sober her mum up enough to collect her benefit and lock the door every night while she was off securing their future? Poppy was smart enough to know that this was her life and there was naff all she could do about it.
         
Her sunny disposition meant she wasn’t bitter. She did sometimes think about a life with a different kind of luck. A life that had seen her born into a circumstance that allowed her the freedom to study and become whatever she wanted! This was not bitterness; try to find one person on the planet who doesn’t also ponder some aspect of their life, a different choice, a different person, a different career that might have kept their husband safe from harm…
         
Poppy pulled her knees up under her chin and sat back on the sofa, feeling surprisingly numb. She had expected hysteria or at the very least anger. What she couldn’t have predicted was the anaesthesia that now gripped her. She rubbed the back of her wedding ring with the thumb of the same hand and found herself repeating his name, ‘Mart… Mart…’ She tried to invoke his image with the self-soothing mantra. The room was once again silent, as if the soldiers had never been there.
         
Is that what it would be like now for Martin? As if he had never been there at all? The flat was now quiet and empty, without the telly on for background noise and without the two men that had filled the small space only a few minutes before. It had been four years since the space had been home to a family; a rather unconventional one, but a family nonetheless. Death and desertion had seen the group eroded, leading up to that moment, when it was just Poppy, alone.
Her mum, Cheryl, had never been cruel, intentionally neglectful or deliberately spiteful. Similarly, she had never been affectionate or proud of her little girl. Never glad to see her or interested to know about her day. Never shared an event with her, told her a secret or cleared her clothes from the end of the sofa so that her child could sit down. Never brushed her daughter’s hair if it was ratty or trimmed her nails so she wouldn’t have to bite them. Whether Poppy was fed or not, whether she was in bed asleep or sitting alongside her mother on the settee at eleven o’clock on a school night with no clean uniform, none of these were important to Cheryl, so they had to be important to Poppy.
Wally, her grandad, was a professional snoozer. His dozing form fascinated Poppy; she wondered what the point of Wally was. He slept all night in his bed and all day in his chair. His skinny frame permanently concertinaed into a snoring ‘z’ shape, a human onomatopoeia. His slumber took precedence over all other household activity; he sat like a queen bee whose activity and lifestyle is supported by all those around her. Wally held court over his kingdom of Somnolence. In this dreary realm, many restrictions were put in place to curb the behaviour of a growing, inquisitive girl: ‘Keep the noise down, Poppy Day, your grandad is sleeping’; or ‘Turn your music off, Poppy Day, your grandad is sleeping’; or ‘Stop hitting the floor with that bloody yo-yo, your grandad is…’
         
‘Yeah, yeah I know… he’s sleeping!’
Wally’s death was a strange non-event in Poppy’s life; the most memorable consequence being that there was now an empty chair with an indent of his dead arse in it. She felt no sadness at his passing; figuring that Wally must be delighted to be permanently turning up his toes in readiness for the ultimate snooze…
The main difference for Poppy was that now when her mum or nan wanted her to be quiet they said, ‘Turn that bloody racket off, Poppy Day,’ or ‘Keep quiet, Poppy Day!’ In her head she heard, ‘… your grandad is sleeping’ and had to fight the urge to shout out really loudly, ‘Yes! I know he is sleeping, but my yo-yo banging sure as hell isn’t going to wake him up now!’
Poppy’s nan, Dorothea, had always been slightly nuts. She watched the tumble dryer instead of the telly, and made jelly with peas in it instead of fruit because it looked nicer; as opposed to now when she was completely crazy, proper full-blown bonkers.
         
Poppy lived with her mum and Nan in the flat until her mum went off to the Canaries with her latest beau. There was no discussion concerning the new domestic arrangements, largely because Cheryl made the decision, packed her bags and was Heathrow-bound within a twenty-four-hour period. It was assumed by all that Poppy would continue in her unofficial role as Dorothea’s nursemaid, jailor and confidante. If anything, her life was easier without her mum’s drunken presence and the procession of wastrels that followed in her unsteady wake.
Dorothea and Poppy plodded along amicably until the old lady’s mental health deteriorated and her behaviour became increasingly odd. Poppy came home one lunchtime to find her sitting on the loo, wearing nearly all of her clothing including coats, hats, scarves and gloves, clutching a rolling pin as a weapon.
         
‘The bloke in the flat upstairs has been crawling through a hole in the ceiling and trying to turn our water off, the bastard!’
Poppy tried to hide her disbelief. ‘Who, Nan, Mr Bennett? The eighty-four-year-old with the double hip replacement and the Zimmer frame?’
‘That’s him.’
‘Let me get this straight. He’s been crawling through a hole in the ceiling and scurrying around the flat while we sleep, trying to turn our water off?’ she needed clarification.
‘Yes, Poppy Day, did you not hear me the first time, girl?’
‘I heard you, Nan, and I understood, but what I don’t get is why are you sat in the loo wearing all your clothes?’
Dorothea looked at Poppy, shaking her head slightly as if it was her granddaughter without full understanding. She bent forward conspiratorially. ‘I’m guarding the stopcock.’ She winked at Poppy, who smiled in response.
Her nan quickly went from being slightly unsettled to quite frightened; at this point, Poppy found it hard to cope. As her nan’s primary carer, it was tough. If Poppy was on top of things, she would find her nan’s little adventures or wanderings funny; but when tired, finding Dorothea at three in the morning sitting in the kitchen, with a full packet of flour, a jar of coffee and three pints of milk tipped into a slippery heap on the floor as she ‘made the Christmas cake’ was very wearing. Especially when it was June, far too early to be thinking about bloody Christmas.
Poppy could have managed her nan’s decline were it just about her own ability to cope, but it wasn’t, it was about what was best for Dorothea as well. She needed to be somewhere that she could be watched and supported twenty-four hours a day.
Poppy came home from work one wintery evening to find her sitting in the dark crying and bewildered. She had no way of knowing if Dorothea had been in this state of distress for ten hours or ten minutes; it was a moment of realisation. Not that it made what came next any easier; it was the toughest decision of Poppy’s life, at that point.
         
She and Martin found the home after weeks of trawling through brochures and trudging the streets. Some were rejected on price, others on location and one before the front door had even been opened, after hearing expletives bellowed from within.
Poppy considered the major’s words and thought that she should cry. She tried pushing some tears out, but none came. For some reason this made her giggle; she pictured someone watching her and saying, ‘What are you doing, Poppy? Why are you sat there with your eyes screwed shut, digging your nails into your palms?’
         
‘I’m trying to push some tears out. I thought it might make me feel better because I feel a little bit guilty that I haven’t cried yet, despite those two soldiers watching and expecting me to whilst secretly hoping that I wouldn’t, especially Major Tony Thingy. It’s as if I have read about this story in the paper or seen it on the news. It feels like someone else’s life, not mine, not real. Where are those darn tears when you need ’em?’
She was sure that whoever she delivered this monologue to would probably shake their head in a kind of ‘she has finally lost the plot, just like her grandma’ way.



    

  
    
      
         
Two
            

IT WAS A big day for Martin Cricket. He had been chosen as part of a select task force supporting the Americans on an all-day sortie. It was not without a certain amount of trepidation that he acknowledged the order. Apart from being on patrol, the plan was a bit sketchy. He had no option other than to trust in the powers that be. Martin was used to this, the abdication of choice, a life of submission and capitulation; it was the nature of his work as a soldier.
         
Despite his level of fitness, his joints groaned in remonstration. The two stone of body armour and equipment that he donned each and every morning didn’t get any lighter as the tour wore on. It was early in the day, yet the heat was intense and not the pleasurable warmth of a sun-soaked holiday; more akin to being foil wrapped and placed on the top shelf of an oven. He and his colleague, Aaron, prepared to climb up into the second Jackal; a high-mobility, cross-country vehicle, not exactly comfortable, but no one minded so much about comfort as long as they were safe.
         
Aaron stood aside. ‘After you, short arse.’ He waited for his friend to scramble aboard. At five foot seven, Martin was at least six inches shorter than his mate; a constant source of amusement to both them and their unit.
‘Mate, a short arse I might be, but it’s not my head that’ll be stuck above the parapet like a sitting duck when we get out there.’
Martin indicated towards the open-backed truck and the desert with his thumb. Twelve soldiers were to travel in three vehicles. Any more than four in each car would make movement en route difficult, as the bulk of their kit took up the space of two men. Any fewer than four and a feeling of vulnerability would kick in, which was never good.
         
The Jackal drove for two hours from the base. The lead vehicle, at least a hundred metres in front, kicked up a trail of dust as it ventured into the sandy abyss. Gone was the easy banter of the first half an hour. Once the camp was out of sight their mood became sombre. The ribbing died down and the inane chatter was replaced by silence. The men were contemplative, each concentrating on his defined role; an arc to watch, gun ready, senses alert. Martin jerked in the direction of every flash of light or quick movement. They were exposed, each trying not to think of the probability. ‘Improvised explosive device’ and ‘sniper fire’ were words that tripped off the tongue with alarming ease, only out here they were not mere phrases, they were possibilities.
         
At that time in the Afghan conflict, over the course of a six-month tour, the numbers of dead and injured were higher than anyone could have anticipated. The deaths of soldiers were so frequent that the public were suffering from compassion fatigue, unable to mourn yet another name on an ever-growing list. The odds for all deployed military personnel were terrible; more than odds, they were faces etched in their minds, names engraved in stone and the flag-draped coffins paraded through a silent Wiltshire town.
         
Martin’s SA80 rifle felt hot and heavy, slipping against his sweaty palm. Nervous energy was palpable, partly because they were with the Americans whose approach and methods were so different to the British. Martin was able to witness what an abundance of resource and equipment meant in terms of strategy. Their allies could do what they considered most effective in theatre, untethered by the constraints laid down by parsimonious politicians. It gave them confidence that some might have seen as cockiness, complacency almost, but was in fact the right level of conviction and tenacity to get the job done.
         
The collective jitters were justified; the convoy was headed into dangerous territory, bandit country. Previous contact and activity meant Martin could feel the imaginary, yet intense, gaze of a thousand pairs of hidden eyes; each belonging to the nameless owner of a ready weapon, a Kalashnikov with its muzzle trained on him. Bravado was easy within the compound walls, but out there in the mountains it was different. He wanted the operation to be over as soon as possible, back for tea and a shower. Some of the lads had been talking about organising a game of five-a-side. Martin tried to think of that more than anything, wondering if he’d get lumbered in goal again.
         
The landscape was barren, remote villages surrounded by mountains and a smattering of scrubby shrubs. These settlements to the untrained eye were desolate and abandoned. Martin studied the ramshackle buildings, each with a shimmering heat halo. He was intrigued by the flutter of coloured silk beyond the dun-coloured bricks, the floating wicker baskets that rested on heads and the furry legs of dogs that disappeared around corners. He mulled private thoughts. For him to be comfortable at home meant the TV, clothes, central heating, a decent fry-up, the pub and a day trip to Southend. These villagers existed with a single cooking pot, one outfit that hung by threads and a roof of some description for shelter. There was no sanitation, no electricity and no comfort. It was a harsh environment and one that Martin, covering the desert in his bouncing armoured cage, could not imagine living in.
         
It would be difficult to piece together exactly what happened in the next hour and in what order. Every man present would give you a different perspective of events.
         
The leading American vehicle slammed its brakes on, coming abruptly to a halt; the brake discs squeaked against the pads in rebellion. Martin was instantly aware of shouting, more specifically, shouts in English and Arabic of some sort, possibly Pashto. The stop was unscheduled and unplanned, which meant either some minor interaction with the locals or big trouble. His pulse quickened and his heart beat loudly in his ears just the same. The shouting was getting boisterous. Martin and Aaron looked at each other and without saying a word they unbuckled their seat belts and jumped out of the Jackal.
         
At least fifteen men surrounded the lead vehicle. The same number again rushed forward, swarming around Martin and the others. He didn’t see where they came from. His eyes darted from man to man, trying to assess the situation, hostile or neutral? Friend or foe? His training told him that he had a few seconds to decide whether it was a handshake or bullet that awaited him. The group wore clothes spattered with mud and food; gaping sleeves had been worn shiny through age and lack of detergent. They were dressed the same, with identical straggly beards that hung beneath tightly wrapped shemaghs. They were a variety of ages and statures, but all bore the same desperate, bloodshot eyes. It was impossible to ascertain their motive. Martin saw at least one child among the group, boy or girl he couldn’t tell, but enough of a distraction to cause his trigger finger to recoil in hesitation. Sweat trickled into his eyes; he didn’t have a free hand to remove the irritation.
         
The Afghanis kept their faces covered, surging forward; some with outstretched hands, others with fists clenched. Coiled around what? Grenade or gift? Martin tried to read the intention as the crowd breached the gap between them. A statuesque American, with chiselled jaw, flat-topped, cropped hair and visibly chewing gum, pulled a pistol from the holster strapped to his thigh and raised it above his head. Martin waited to hear the warning shot. Instead, the American brought his arm swiftly down and smashed it across the nose of a man standing within striking range. ‘Back off! Back off now!’ he barked his instruction to the throng.
         
Martin watched the man stagger backwards into the arms of his countrymen. Blood snaked towards his mouth from a nose that was smashed, flattened. Martin, as ever, had one eye on the underdog. Here it was the unarmed, but not so long ago it was a little girl in the playground called Poppy Day, who wanted to disappear into her shoes.
‘Hey, pal! Go easy!’
The American’s colleague flashed Martin a look that told him to keep his mouth shut, this was not his patrol and he was a guest.
He sidled closer to Martin, whispering through a mouth twisted sideways, his eyes on the crowd, ‘Listen up, rookie, when you’ve seen what he’s seen and done what he’s done then you have a right to comment, until then zip it!’
The crowd held their rigid stance, staring wide-eyed with adrenalin pumping, rocking on heels, arms stiff, jaws locked, ready to go. It was the same posture witnessed in the wee small hours on any Saturday night, at any taxi rank, in any British city. There was a moment of stillness before the outbreak of pandemonium. Guns appeared from beneath garments, transforming the crowd of locals into soldiers with a desire to fight that shone from unflinching eyes. Martin smelt the sharp tang of sweat emanating from the group. They were unpredictable and close.
         
‘Oh shit.’
This was the last thing he would hear Aaron say.
The mob around both cars pitched forward, shouting louder, some screaming. It was impossible to figure out what was going on with so much noise and movement.
         
Suddenly, there were gunshots; both the rapid fire of the insurgents and the single aimed shots of allied guns. The deafening crack of gunfire filled the air. Martin couldn’t gauge which weapons the shots were coming from. It would be nice to say that every combatant knew what to do; comforting for the relatives of those affected to believe the level of training and battle competence meant the soldiers knew how to keep themselves safe when it mattered. It would be nice to say, but it wouldn’t be the truth. No amount of training or textbook theory could have prepared Martin for that single moment of madness. In the movies, individuals fall into place with planned perfection, but it wasn’t like that at all.
         
Whenever Martin felt frightened, he was sure that he shrunk to the size of his six-year-old self. This was one of those times; his helmet felt large, his chin strap loose and his jacket voluminous. The movement of so many feet and some vehicles caused clouds of dust to billow in every direction. The team lost its bearings. In the midst of the mêlée, they didn’t know which way was up. Martin didn’t have time to fire, he couldn’t think clearly. The faces of the insurgents were contorted with hatred, lips curled, teeth bared. He stared at the crowd, each one a stock representation of a baddie.
         
Martin looked to his right; less than thirty feet away, two of the bearded men held Aaron by his arms, which were bent up behind his back. One of his captors was tall; one short. Martin registered the parallel. Aaron was silent. Martin shouted at Jonesy, who was twenty feet to his left, ‘Over here!’ His voice quavered. He had been separated from the group; instinct told him that they were coming for him next. He felt his colon spasm and fought to control his bowels.
There was renewed shouting; this time with an identifiable tone of panic, both in English and Pashto. Individuals tried shouting louder than the next man, presumably firing off instructions to their own men. The words, however, were lost, swallowed up in the fray. There was yet more gunfire. An unseen fist punched Martin full in the stomach, winding him. He tried to draw breath, to speak; he wanted to tell the owner of the unseen fist that they had hurt him. Martin forgot he was in the guise of a soldier and believed that he’d been struck in error. Why would anyone want to cause him pain? What was any of this to do with him? In a more rational moment, he would have fully understood what his uniform represented.
         
He dropped to his knees, eyes watering. Terror and pain fought for space inside his head. His breath began to return in shallow pants. Foreign hands yanked roughly at his chin strap until his helmet crashed to the floor. Something was placed on the top of his head; at the same time his wrists were secured behind his back with a plastic cable tie. A second before they pulled the cover over his head and secured that too with a length of plastic, he looked up and could see Aaron; all else was blurred, but his friend was clear and sharp.
Martin tried to call to him, but no words came. Aaron too was on his knees; the short captor held him fast by the arms. Martin thought about Aaron’s son, Joel, and a picture that he had drawn his daddy, received in the post only hours earlier. As Martin considered the child, the other, taller one, who was holding Aaron’s hair, pulled out a knife and cut his throat…
Martin’s senses refused to acknowledge that he had just seen his friend murdered; killed without preamble or ceremony, without consideration.
Martin heard angry bursts of instruction issued in a foreign tongue. Hands gripped him under the arms as he was dragged ten feet across the floor. Still bound and hooded, he was thrown against the wheel of a car. He heard a spring groan as the tailgate opened. His breath became low, panicky gulps; he did not want to be put into the boot of a car. Would there be any oxygen? How could he possibly escape?
         
His carriage was an old saloon; he had noted as much before being hooded. His amateur-mechanic eyes had glimpsed the white paintwork, flecked with rust around the wheel arches and doors. At least two pairs of hands hauled him upwards, grappling with his ankles and shoulders. He bucked, trying to struggle free, but something heavy landed right in his balls, possibly the butt of a gun. He yelled; tried shouting to Jonesy again for help, his desperate sounds muted by the cloth covering over his head.
         
As a teenager he’d travel in his mate’s dad’s car of similar make and model. Three sports bags would fill the boot, the space that he now occupied. Despite his overwhelming fear, he felt indignant at having been bundled into the boot of a car. It was a strange combination of distress and anger. One second he felt like crying; the next he flailed his legs within the confined space, a physical manifestation of his fury. He understood that was the moment he stopped being a person to his captors. The boot isn’t for people; it’s for bringing the shopping home after a trip to the supermarket, rubbish going to the tip and bags of football kit when teenage boys are playing away.
He could see very little from within the dark space. The air was stifling. Each hot breath taken through his hessian mask left his lungs unsatisfied. With no means of cradling his head or protecting himself, his bones and skull were at the mercy of every bump or sudden brake that jarred him against the metal, which was hot where it touched against bare skin.
Martin closed his eyes, alternately cursing and praying to a God whose existence he had always been sceptical of: ‘Help me, Lord, help me, don’t let me die,’ ‘What the fuck is going on? Why are you doing this to me?’ and repeating, ‘This is real’ in his head over and over. He blocked out thoughts of Aaron. Martin was with it enough to know that if he let himself mourn, there would be no room left to think about his own survival and the one thing he had to do was concentrate on staying alive. No matter what, he had to get back to Poppy. At some point on the journey, he lost consciousness. Regardless, the car bounded along its dusty path in the midst of a convoy of similarly rusted desert run-arounds.
         
When Martin came to, he was lying on a mattress. His arms hurt; they were secured above his head, tied to a metal bed frame. His body armour had been removed. He broke into a sweat, knowing that having been transported and imprisoned he had very likely missed the best opportunity he had of escape. Getting away would be that much harder now he was incarcerated. The muscles on his arms and back were beginning to cramp. He had wet himself, the shame of which was acute. Despite the heat in the room, he was shaking. He reasoned that he couldn’t be cold and once he recognised that he was shaking with fear, was able to control it slightly.
         
His overriding need was for water. His spit was thick; his tongue, larger than usual, rasped against the roof of his mouth. The walls of his throat felt as if they were sticking together.
With the cover still over his head, Martin couldn’t see. He determined it was sacking by the texture. He tasted blood in his mouth, but didn’t know exactly where or how he was injured. Opening his mouth wide, he felt the unnatural pull of skin and the sting of a fresh wound. He remembered his face skimming the rim of the car boot, the rubber seal having long since perished. He pictured the deep gash that ran from mouth to cheek. The plastic strip that bound his wrists bit into the skin; he desperately wanted to rub the sore areas.
         
Martin’s head twitched from side to side in an effort to hear, to figure out his environment. The room was at least big enough to accommodate a double bed, it was hot and there wasn’t a single sound to break the silence. These were the three things he knew to be true. He felt dazed and so edgy that it was difficult to think about anything for a significant length of time. His mind flitted from one thing to another. He lay still, but inside his head there was panic. Conflicting suggestions leapt into his mind: ‘Shout, move, scream, get away, kick out, lay still, be quiet, listen, pray…’ He tried his best to ignore them. Martin gave up trying to get comfortable. There was so much wrong with his physical situation he didn’t know what thing to concentrate on first. Despite the silence, it was as if he was being bombarded with information, most of which he was unable to process. ‘Think like a soldier. You’ve been taken! What should you do? Shout now! Jump up, try and stand. Stay still, keep safe, be invisible, don’t antagonise. Help will be on its way, someone will come, Martin, someone will come. Reason with them, shout loudly, try something, anything!’
         
Martin tried to remember his training. The whole unit had been given a session on what to do if you were taken. ‘Conduct Under Capture’ was now, however, a dim and distant memory. The one element he recalled was ‘think about loved ones and the joy of reunion’; this was to help you focus on the thing that would give you mental strength, a reason to survive. His mouth twitched into a small smile behind the cloth. That was the one thing he didn’t need to be trained on; thinking about Poppy was automatic, like breathing. He mouthed a silent prayer, an apology: ‘I’m so sorry, Poppy, I should never have left you. I’m sorry…’
The sack over his head had been pulled back and held taut, causing his nose to press upwards; the prickly cloth irritated his whole face. It stank of old dust and cooking smells. He could blink, but as his eyelashes skimmed the rough hessian, tiny fibres were pushed into his eyes. He was unable to move his hands to scratch the itch or release the fabric.
His breath was warm inside the covering. Tiny drops of spit and sweat gathered in the space around his mouth. He could feel the fabric rubbing his wet jaw, causing a rash. He was desperate to gulp air unfiltered by the filthy sack.
         
It felt as if bugs, lice or similar were crawling down his face, over his hair and skin. It could have been something as innocuous as sweat trickling, but he was convinced it was the marching feet of insects. With his hands restrained and unable to bring his fingers up to his brow, he surrendered to a silent rage. With every muscle coiled in angry response, his impotence caused tears to pool, which ironically offered some relief. There was worse to come for Martin Cricket, but it was the first few hours that were the hardest to bear.
         
Martin took a deep breath, and was trying to think how he could make his face more comfortable, when he heard a small cough. He realised for the first time that he was not alone. His body convulsed. The breath stuttered in his throat. Narrowing his eyes into slits, he tried once again to look through the sacking, but could only make out tones of light and dark. There was a stranger in the room, possibly several strangers. He couldn’t see them, but they could see him. He knew they wanted to hurt him, they had already hurt him and he had seen them… poor Aaron.
He spoke for the first time, ‘My name is Martin Cricket. I am a British soldier with the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment!’ The words sprang from him unrehearsed. The sound was muffled, uttered through dry, uncoordinated lips. He was aware that he should try to make contact, believing in the possibility that the whole thing was a terrible mix-up. Did they think he was someone of influence? Was it a simple case of mistaken identity? Surely they knew that he was only doing his job? He thought that maybe his captors would hear that he was a British citizen and let him go.



    

  
    
      
         
Three
            

POPPY LOCKED HER front door. The ceremony was familiar, turning the key and then pushing the frame with the heel of her palm not once but twice, to check it was secure. Having decided to go back to work, Poppy ambled towards the lift, figuring it would better for her state of mind to be immersed in an afternoon of nits, suds and gossip than to sit on the sofa in silence considering all the possibilities.
         
No one noticed her enter the salon; it was business as usual for everyone except Poppy, who felt ethereal. She donned her blue and white striped polyester tabard, the uniform of the menial. Its front patch pocket was sewn up the middle making two sections; the fabric sagged under the weight of curlers, combs and her emergency Polos. She had been issued with the garment on her first day, hating it on sight. Now, however, putting it on was an integral part of her working ritual. Without the scratch of the nylon stitching against her skin and the static crackle it created when she touched metal, she didn’t feel physically equipped to perform her role. She rollered and pinned Mrs Newton’s hair while her mind tried to sort through the various scenarios regarding her husband’s disappearance.
         
Option one, Martin was dead, she just didn’t know it yet. Poppy rejected this; her brain would not allow her to consider this or even process it as a possibility.
Option two, he had been briefly separated from his mates and was now safely back at the base, possibly injured, maybe with a broken arm or dislocated shoulder. She liked this option the best so far. Oh my goodness! If this were the case, then he would be coming home! Oh thank God! He would be coming home, her beautiful husband. She smiled at the prospect.
         
‘Y’all right, gel?’ Her customer could see she was miles away.
‘Yup, I’m fine, Mrs Newton,’ Poppy mumbled against the four hairpins between her lips.
The old lady nodded, lifting her ample bust with her folded arms. Mrs Newton did not want to be trotting off to bingo with a lopsided do.
Option three, he really was missing. What did that mean, missing? It was a bloody desert, for God’s sake! Where could he have got to? Poppy knew he had a crap sense of direction, like the time they had to go up West and ended up in Brent Cross, twice. All because of a dodgy roundabout and the fact that he refused to consult the A–Z or phone his mate who was a cabbie. Not even Martin could get lost in a load of sand, could he? If he had fallen off the back of a Land Rover or tumbled off a tank, surely his mates would have noticed and gone back for him… Unless… Unless…
Poppy felt her knees sway slightly; her head felt cold, the pins tumbled to the floor from her open mouth. The true picture of option three came into perfect focus; her breath lost its natural rhythm. She felt the instant covering of perspiration, chilly against her skin. What if they didn’t mean ‘missing’, what if they meant ‘taken’? An image flashed into her mind, Martin was wearing what she called his summer uniform. She thought about school, when in the summer term you were allowed to ditch your jumper and skirt in favour of a little gingham dress, not that she ever had one. Instead, her mum used to make her roll up her sleeves and go without socks… well, she always thought of the pale desert camouflage as the equivalent of his little gingham dress.
Poppy saw it clearly: Martin had a helmet on with a strange chin strap and what looked like a microphone sticking out. His face was more tanned than she had ever seen it and he was shouting, ‘Over here! Jonesy! I’m over here!’ He sounded desperate to be heard. His eyes were wide. She could see the whites around his irises exposed. He looked frightened. Was he frightened? He then made a strange noise as though he had been winded. It was a deep, short, guttural exhale, the like of which you sometimes hear on the sports field when someone takes a blow to the stomach; quite literally as though the breath has been knocked out of them. Then it went dark and quiet. The picture disappeared and there was only blackness.
         
Poppy knew then. She knew that he had been taken, she had seen it. She saw it then and she could see it whenever she needed to. It lasted no more than five seconds, but she knew that it was real; could feel that it was real. Poppy wandered out on to the street in a daze, not sure what to do next, who to tell or what to tell them. She doubted that even the National Geographic would have taken her seriously. How could she explain to anyone what she had seen? She would be laughed at. She trod nimble-footed over the pavement until she hovered on the broken white line in the middle of the road, sandwiched between white vans and the speeding, Lycra-clad couriers on bicycles. Caught midstream, Poppy was oblivious to the abuse mouthed at her from road users, urging her to ‘get out of the bloody road!’
         
She stood at the halfway mark, having forgotten all about her customer and the fact that she had a shampoo and set to finish, when the phone on the reception desk rang. It became a focus for Poppy above the groan of the traffic. Christine answered it in her usual fake telephone voice. She had an irritating way of going up at the end and over-pronouncing the letter ‘s’, her voice an octave higher than usual.
         
She sounded to the uninitiated like little Miss Sunshine, permanently happy and sweet, but this was a false impression. The reality was that she was miserable and miserly. Christine would rather be counting the takings with a fag clamped between her lips while the dirty smoke swirled up into her hair, giving her fringe a permanent tinge of yellow. Her face would twist as she spoke through a mouth full of cigarette, the side opened slightly to allow the words to escape; her teeth were brown and crowded, with smoke swirling around in there too.
         
She had no children, which Poppy thought was a blessing. She would have been as crap as her own mother, if not worse, and that’s saying something. She was fond of telling Poppy, ‘You’re the daughter I never ’ad,’ and Poppy would think, thank Christ for that. The main difference between her mum and her boss was that Cheryl was as ingenuous as Christine was divisive. If Poppy had to choose between the two… They would both get nil points, a draw. In Eurovision terms they would be Luxembourg and Latvia.
         
Poppy stuck with it for one simple reason, it suited her. The salon was situated on the ground floor of the flats where she lived, making her commute non-existent. She was two roads away from where her beloved nan now resided and she used to be a short stroll away from the garage where Martin worked, until he made other decisions about his career.
Poppy’s whole world was within five minutes of where she woke each morning – fabulous. What’s the expression; the best-laid plans of mice and men?
         
Christine dropped fag ash all over the appointment book. On the wrong side of sixty, she dressed as though she still had the pert body that she was gifted with as a teenager; one of those women who had the makings of pretty if circumstances had been a little kinder, with a little less grime, a little more class, a little less poverty and a lot more fruit and veg (preferably organic).
Christine had a face and a voice that she used for customers, a different one for her staff and a COMPLETELY different set of faces and voices that she used when talking to a man, any man. Whether the male in question was sixteen or eighty-six, she spoke to them as though they were prey. Poppy had, over the years, watched burly East End builders, who came to pick up their wives from the salon, cower like baby girls as Christine made her move.
         
She carried with her an ingrained whiff of body odour that no matter how many showers she took or how much she scrubbed and sprayed, wouldn’t shift. It was the kind of smell you sometimes experienced at the end of the day, having worn man-made fibres while you laboured away. She disguised the grim odour with a liberal application of sweet scent, which did nothing to help, only adding to the heady cocktail.
‘Snipz Unisex Salon, Christine the proprietor speaking. How may I help you?’
It made Poppy cringe every time she heard the phone answered in that manner. She cringed without fail even though she knew what was coming. Christine answered the phone up to ten times a day. Having worked at Snipz for six years, an average of three hundred and thirteen days a year, meant Poppy had endured a little fewer than nineteen thousand cringes to date.
‘Poppyissforyou!’ she bellowed, her volume cutting across the road noise, confident the voice on the end of the line was not a customer.
Poppy wandered back towards the salon. Her boss’s dulcet tones had reached her down the street and probably half the people in the next street as well. Her client was still engrossed in a magazine with her hair half pinned up. Poppy didn’t think she had noticed her absence; she may even have nodded off, judging by her slumped posture. Either that or she was dead. Whichever.
Christine jabbed the phone towards Poppy, extending a painted nail in her direction, ‘’urry up!’
         
Poppy ignored her. Sometimes this worked best for both of them. She knew it was Sergeant Gisby before he spoke.
There was a silence. It was as if the two verbally danced in silence, skirting the issue, unsure how to begin, twisting and passing each other in well-choreographed moves.
‘How are you, Poppy?’
‘I’m…’ She felt lost for words quite literally; not knowing how to describe what she was feeling or how she was. Poppy Day had, her report said, a fourteen-year-old reading age despite being only six, and an excellent grasp of the English language and its vocabulary. She didn’t have the words because she didn’t have the understanding, ‘… fine.’
         
‘Good. I am glad that you’re all right. No more news, I’m afraid, but I’d like to come and see you when you finish work. Would that be convenient?’
Would that be convenient? It wasn’t as if she had other plans, or that anything she may have planned could have been half as important as anything he might want to tell her, like whether or not her husband was alive or d… d… not.
‘That would be fine, Rob. I’ll be home at about sixish.’
‘Great, Poppy, I’ll see you then.’
Christine pounced. ‘Oooh, Rob is it? See you about sixish? And what, might I ask, would your Mart think about you entertaining gentleman callers of an evening while he’s off fighting for his country, God knows bloody where?’ She delivered the whole speech without drawing breath. She did that a lot, talked until she ran out of air rather than pause, as though she was on a timer.
         
Poppy looked her squarely in the eye. ‘What would Mart think? Mmmn… he would think, thank God my Poppy isn’t like Christine and, therefore, not likely to shag the first thing that she sees in trousers the moment her husband’s back is turned.’
         
‘Oh Poppy love, I was only joking!’ She patted the girl’s thin arm with her talons, attempting a girlish giggle.
Poppy continued to look her in the face, her expression stony. ‘So was I!’
Christine chose to swallow the lie. Both glad the conversation was over.
         
 

It had been a very long day. Poppy sat on the sofa in the dark. The silent gloom suited her, enabled her to think without distraction. She replayed the five seconds of vision that she had encountered earlier, trying to see around the corner, to hear more, feel more. There was nothing else, but it was enough.
         
It wasn’t often that she wished she had someone to talk to, but this was one of those times and her mate would not have sufficed. Jenna had been in Poppy’s life since junior school, they looked and sounded similar. Jenna was her surrogate family; in fact not surrogate, she was family.
She had always been there for Poppy when things were bad at home, helping in the small ways that children can. She was still there for her now, not that Poppy was so afflicted or inept that she needed constant care and attention. There was no rota, but Jenna was protective, knowing what she had been through. In this instance, however, Poppy wanted to talk to someone who had life experience, like a mum, ha! Or more specifically a dad – Poppy wished that she could talk to her dad. Having never spoken to or met her father that would have been an interesting inaugural conversation.
Poppy’s biological father was a ‘No Hoper’. For years she thought the ‘No Hopers’ were followers of a bizarre religion, like the ‘Jehovah’s whatstheirname’ or the ‘brethren of the thingy’ that you see on the High Street. The ones with the scarves and the kids that look too old to be wheeled around in buggies.
         
Every time her dad was mentioned or asked after, her nan, quick as a flash, would say by way of excuse or justification that he was a ‘No Hoper’ and came from a family of ‘No Hopers’.
Poppy used to wonder what the significant behaviour of his sect was. She recognised that the Jews had their particular Sabbath; the Latter Day Saints didn’t do Christmas, or was that the other lot? Anyway, she figured that her dad’s particular religious group must have been against having anything to do with daughters, illegitimate or otherwise, because she had never seen him, heard from him or had so much as a birthday card in her whole life. As her mother was fond of pointing out when questioned, ‘Your dad? You wouldn’t know him if you shat him. In fact, I’m not sure I would!’ Nice.
Poppy rather liked the idea of her dad being a bit mysterious, living in his unusual sect. She even learned a hymn, ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, thinking that if ever she was to go and live with him, she didn’t want to turn up completely ignorant.
She saw exactly how it would happen in her mind, thinking about it before she fell asleep some nights. He would live in a huge church, obviously, and when she walked in he would say to her, ‘Do you go to church, Poppy?’
‘Only at Christmas and Harvest Festival, but I do know a lovely hymn.’ She would then break into a tuneful rendition of the above and bang! She would be in, a fully paid up scarf-wearing-buggy-pushing member.
         
Her dad would then hug her, in a proud ‘I love my daughter even though she is illegitimate and only knows one hymn’ kind of way.
One of Poppy’s earliest memories was standing in the playground when Jackie Sinclair screamed in a fit of anger, ‘… just cos you’ve got no dad!’ She spat out her venom, the very words contagious and a verbal disease that marked Poppy. Jackie’s tone suggested it was Poppy’s fault, as if she had done something wrong, misplaced this precious family member. Poppy shouted at the top of her voice, ‘I have got a dad actually, Jackie Sinclair, but I can’t see him and he can’t see me! It’s not his fault, it’s because of his religion. He’s a No Hoper!’
         
She could hear a ripple of laughter spreading across the tarmac. It started at the wiggly painted snake puzzle and finished at the middle school girls’ toilet block.
         
Poppy’s face felt hot and sweaty, her heart boomed and shook in her chest. She couldn’t figure out why they were all laughing, but she wished they would stop. Twisting her leg, she tried to burrow deep down into her scuff-toed shoes, she wanted to disappear.
Martin Cricket didn’t laugh. Instead, he pulled her to one side, gave her a slow hug and two slightly tacky cola bottles, peppered with fluff, that had been nestling deep in his pocket. He told her it wasn’t a good idea to tell people that her dad was a No Hoper. She told him it was the truth, it was his religion. Martin shook his head. He looked her in the eye and told her that it wasn’t his religion, her dad was just a useless bastard, but she wasn’t to worry because his dad was a useless bastard too. He suggested that they stick together. She popped the sour cola bottles on her tongue. A bargain had been struck.
Poppy would never forget standing with her head under the crook of Martin’s arm; he was solidly built, a pre-cursor to the short, stocky man that he would become. It was the only time in their life when he was significantly taller than her. She surreptitiously sniffed his jumper; it smelt like food, a school dinnery smell of wool that needed washing. He noticed for the first time how her straight, freckled nose wrinkled when she concentrated. How her toffee-coloured hair hung limply against her pale complexion; yet when the sun found it, a myriad of colours was revealed from red to gold. It reminded him of Bonfire Night. He thought she was beautiful; fifteen years later, he still did.
         
Poppy changed his world. She had a certain look about her. Martin was a little boy, yet old enough to recognise her expression as the one that stared at him every morning from the mirror as he cleaned his teeth. She, like him, was frightened, confused and constantly looking over her shoulder to see where the next blow or disappointment was coming from. He loved her instantly without measure and knew that, no matter what, he wanted to look after her.
         
Martin’s revelation made Poppy grow up and wake up all at once. She knew then that her dad didn’t see her because he didn’t want to. Even though she was only six and had never seen him, she suddenly felt very sad, rejected and lonely. She didn’t know that was how she was feeling at the time because she didn’t have the words. She only knew it when she got older and was able to identify that feeling of hunger that is nothing to do with food and that cold ache inside you that can’t be warmed.
Up until the point that Martin told her the harsh truth, she thought that maybe one day she would meet her dad and he would take her in and take her away from her mum, the constant stream of different boyfriends and her sleeping grandad.
         
Poppy had already given up on her mum so this made her mythical dad her last hope of a decent, respectable family. Like the one in Little House on the Prairie, with the mum baking bread, occasionally wiping her floury hands on her pinny and carrying her little wicker basket, while the dad chopped logs, drove his wagon and played the fiddle in his red checked shirt.
         
Now that hope was gone and ironically her dad did become a No Hoper, only now it meant no hope of ever seeing him and no hope of rescue from her shitty life. Until Martin offered her friendship and love, Poppy’s life had indeed been shitty.
         
The doorbell clattered its familiar herald. Poppy flicked on the lamp before poking her head through the gap between the safety chain and frame. Bloody pointless those chains; she had seen many a bloke in anger kick a door similarly tethered and they snapped like the multicoloured paper links that you made at playschool.
‘It’s me, Poppy.’
She knew it was him, but still no harm in making doubly sure. She nodded, slipped the chain from its mooring and opened the door fully.
He came into the hallway and took off his beret, still in uniform. ‘How you doing?’
Again she offered the moronic response, ‘Fine’. Why she kept repeating it she didn’t know. It was so far from the truth. It was the same response she had given her whole life, even when she was little. Whether she was hungry, cold, miserable or lonely, whoever was asking and wherever they asked it, ‘How are you, Poppy?’ the stock response was always ‘fine.’ What was the alternative? ‘Thanks for asking, lady in the lift. Actually, I haven’t eaten since yesterday lunchtime. I haven’t got any clean pants for tomorrow. I’m frightened to go to sleep because my mum is always out somewhere and I need to be awake in case we get burgled, or the house catches fire, or in case Nan does something stupid or dies…’ ‘Fine’ was definitely easier.
Rob followed her into the lounge. Sitting on one end of the sofa, Poppy placed a cushion over her chest, a subconscious gesture to shield her from the information, protect her from the blows. He sat at the other end.
‘Have you told anyone, Poppy? Have you got someone that could be with you?’ Rob seemed genuinely concerned that she was not surrounded by tea and tissue-toting relatives.
She shook her head, again, no on both counts. She thought about Jenna, but decided against mentioning her. Poppy now understood that some things were so unbelievable, even though you knew them to be true, that you had to keep them contained until you could make sense of them. Only then might you be able to explain them to others.
         
‘We’ve had a bit more information come through, Poppy.’
She nodded, hurry up, hurry up! Tell me what you know!
‘As we told you earlier, Martin went out in a patrol of twelve and only ten men came back.’ He paused. ‘We can now account for eleven of the men on that patrol.’
Poppy placed the nail of her index finger between her front teeth and ripped. The pain was a welcome momentary distraction. She hated the way Rob was trying to disguise the facts. She wanted clear and concise information; it was frustrating, but she knew that he was just following procedure. ‘Is it Mart?’
         
The expression on his face told her that the news was not positive. ‘No. It isn’t Martin.’ There was more to come. ‘It was Aaron Sotherby, Martin’s colleague. I am sorry to say that he is deceased. His next of kin have been informed.’
Poppy exhaled through bloated cheeks, unaware that she had been holding her breath.
‘We expect the details to be released to the media tomorrow. There’s a news blackout on it at the moment, but we can only do that for so long, then the world will want the details. What we must do, Poppy, is make sure that you know as much as we do so that there are no surprises for you.’
‘Was he killed by the people that have taken Mart?’ The words tumbled out, unplanned.
Rob gasped; she watched him trying to order his thoughts. ‘How…? Poppy, we…’ It was his turn to be lost for words.
‘I saw it, Rob. I know it sounds completely crazy, but I saw him. I know that he has been taken.’
Rob groaned as he pushed his thumbs into his eye sockets, trying to figure out what to do next. Poppy had no way of knowing that Rob had been thoroughly briefed; he not only knew that Martin had been taken, but also by whom, and the answer to Poppy’s question was yes, the people that had killed his colleague had taken Martin. He faced a terrible dilemma; who in his organisation would believe that he hadn’t given her the facts that she appeared to be in possession of?
         
‘Poppy,’ she could see that he was trying to think, fast, ‘there are reasons why information is given out in the way that it is. I am going to ask you to trust me. I know it’s a big thing to ask you at a very difficult time, but you can trust me. I promise that I will tell you everything that I can, when I can.’ They were silent for some seconds, equally matched chess players considering their next moves.
         
‘Are you married, Rob?’ She could see him thinking about his family, his wife. They had wanted children, but had not been so blessed. His wife was his family, his life.
‘Yes, yes I am married, to Moira.’ He smiled broadly when he said her name aloud. Poppy would learn that this was always the case; it was a reflex, the very mention of her name, the woman who was his wife, made him happy. She knew what that felt like.
Poppy’s had been an unremarkable wedding, lower than low-key, but, despite the lack of pomp, Poppy and Martin made a solid and binding commitment to each other. Poppy knew instantly that she felt differently. She loved being married, finding herself unexpectedly excited and comforted by it. Three years later, she still glanced down at the little gold band on the third finger of her left hand and smiled with a rush of exhilaration in her stomach because she was someone’s wife and someone was her husband. It made her feel special; someone had wanted to marry her! Her; Poppy Day.
         
‘Can you imagine what this is like for me, Rob? Imagine something had happened to Moira, something terrible and people knew what had happened. They knew where she was, whether she was dead or alive, and what was likely to happen to her. The only person that didn’t know was you, her husband, the person she loves. The person that she exchanged wedding vows with…’
         
Rob looked away, envisaging just that; his Moira, his wife and a buttoned-up major like Anthony Helm, who would conduct himself in accordance with the rule book, withholding that information. It was an unbearable thought; unbearable for him, for any man, for any person.
‘Please, Rob. I’m not stupid, and I want to tell you that, even though you don’t know me either, you can trust me too. I will not reveal what you have told me until you tell me I can. I promise you.’
Poppy could tell that at that precise moment Rob hated his job, hated the fact that she was being forced to negotiate, to bargain, when it was she that was the victim. He looked at her like she was a brave little girl who had every right to know about her husband, the person that she had exchanged vows with.
‘Poppy, I can see that you are far from stupid, but you must understand that it’s not only my career that is on the line here, but possibly other people’s safety; maybe Martin’s safety. Do you understand the implications of that?’
She nodded, understanding that this was real. He did have more information. This was no bluff; her instinct was right, Martin was still alive, but he was in danger. Her Mart, her beloved; hang in there, baby…
Rob shook his head as though he couldn’t believe that he was going to fly in the face of his superiors and against all he had been trained to do. He was doing it to give information to Poppy Day, a young girl, on nothing more than a hunch. She was very glad that he did.
‘When Martin’s patrol went out, it was with an American sortie into the mountains. The Americans knew that it was a hot spot, a recognised enclave for insurgent activity, they had all been fully briefed.’
         
‘You make it sound exciting, like Mart would have wanted to go, but I bet he was shit-scared.’
Rob smiled at her, drawing from experience, thinking back to his last tour. ‘You’re probably right. It’s difficult to describe exactly what it’s like in theatre. You are shit-scared sometimes, but it’s also exciting, and if it’s not exciting then it’s usually boring, so you almost welcome the excitement to escape the boredom. Ultimately though, you are doing what you are trained to do and you feel invincible…’
‘Shame no one told that to Mart’s colleague, the one that’s deceased.’
Rob nodded. Touché.
‘So what happened on this sortie or whatever it’s called?’ Poppy felt her face flush, embarrassed to be using army terms. It made her feel like she was hamming it up in some crappy American war movie, or was one of those nutters who live with their mum until they are fifty, who love guns and combat magazines. She started to chew the nails on her other hand. Her stomach was in knots.
         
‘They were in a convoy of vehicles. The one in front got surrounded by locals and contact was made—’
         
‘They made contact?’ Poppy pictured the soldiers and locals shaking hands and swapping details: ‘Hello there! Lovely day!’
‘—contact as in exchanged fire.’
‘Oh.’ Rob’s clarification caused the images of the hand-shakers to turn red and slip Dali-like until they formed a pool of blood.
         
‘The soldiers from some of the other vehicles dismounted and went to the aid of the first, but it was a carefully planned ambush. The group were surrounded and two soldiers were taken, Martin and Aaron. It seems the purpose was to take hostages. The feeling is that one soldier has been killed to show they mean business, but that means, Poppy, that Martin is alive and they will keep him alive as he is their bargaining chip.’
         
She tried to filter the information. Hostage. Prisoner. Captive. Try as she might to make sense of it, the words felt alien, especially when referring to her husband. She once again saw the image of Martin shouting and then winded as they struck him. She could guess that much, but what with? Was he hurt? ‘Who are they, the group that has taken him, do you know?’ She wanted the detail; knowing this would help her understand and she wouldn’t sleep until she knew as much as the army did.
‘It is a group that’s named after its founder Zelgai Mahmood – the ZMO, or Zelgai Mahmood Organisation. We know that they are extremists who are feared, well-funded and organised, but currently we don’t know exactly why they have taken Martin or what it is that they want.’
‘It’s probably money though, right? Or if he is a bargaining chip, as you say, then maybe they want to exchange him for some of their prisoners.’ Poppy was trying to think of all the possibilities, knowing that this would be where the answer lay; she was already thinking of a solution, there had to be something that could be done.
         
Rob smiled at her again and was glad that she was thinking along the right lines. ‘That’s probably about the sum of it, yes, Poppy.’
She felt exhausted, but needed to keep alert, needed to know more. ‘And do you know where they are holding him, Rob?’
He shook his head. ‘We don’t. It is very likely that he is still in the region where he was taken, as moving him around would be deemed too risky.’
‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it? Can’t we just send in those Special Forces blokes or Ross Kemp or whatever and get him back?’ Poppy’s fatigue allowed her to fuse the fiction with the reality. She regretted sounding naive, young.
         
‘It’s not that simple. The region where Martin was taken is mountainous and dangerous, even without the possible threat from ZMO supporters.’
‘I can’t believe people actually support them when they do such bloody horrible things.’
‘It’s hard for us to understand, but the people that live there are so poor, they have nothing. The ZMO looks after them in exchange for loyalty and help; it’s a system that works. Even if we could get close enough to take him, he might be moved or sold on quicker than we could get to him. It’s better that neither of those things happen.’
‘Better why?’
He didn’t answer.
Poppy accepted his silence, trusting him enough to assume if he thought it better that she didn’t know, then maybe it was. ‘I don’t know what I should be doing, Rob. It’s like I’m in a horrible dream and I wish I’d wake up.’
‘I know it’s easy to say, Poppy, but try not to worry.’
She smiled; yes, it was easy to say…
‘Poppy, I don’t think that you should be here alone. Is there someone that you can call? I’m happy to wait with you until they arrive.’ He was insistent.
It was her turn to shake her head. ‘There’s no one, but I am going to visit my nan now, so I won’t be alone.’
Rob visibly brightened. She didn’t spoil the illusion, but rather let him picture her sitting in front of her nan’s fire, being fed fruitcake from a doily-laden plate, while the two drank tea from dainty, floral china cups. The reality was Poppy changing her nan’s pants for the umpteenth time that day and helping to brush her dentures, while her nan rummaged in her knitting bag for stray mints and plucked at invisible lint on her cardigan.
         
 

The residential home for the elderly was called The Poplars, which Dorothea pronounced ‘The Populars’ and which quickly became known as ‘The Unpopulars’ as she hated it there, or so she said. Poppy’s not so sure. It was owned and run by Mr Veerswamy and his family, at least twenty members of which Poppy has met over the last few years. Mr Veerswamy called her nan ‘Dorothy’, which drove her crazy, no pun intended. In her current state it was curious, the stuff that bothered her, the moments of lucidity and the things that slipped from her loosening grasp on reality.
         
The old lady, in whatever state the day might find her, always, always knew Poppy; she knew that she loved this gift of a granddaughter and that her love was reciprocated. For this, Poppy was entirely grateful. Dorothea also had a strange, misguided belief. This was one of those bits of information that to anyone outside their immediate circle sounded bizarre, humorous even, but wasn’t at all strange to Poppy. This was either because she was used to it or she too was one currant short of a bun. Either way, Poppy’s nan, Dorothea Day, was utterly and totally convinced that her daughter was Joan Collins. Poppy didn’t know when this belief first manifested itself or where it came from. The fact was, she told anyone who would listen how tough it was bringing up a wilful character like her Joan. As far as Poppy could tell, the only connection between Joan Collins and her mother was that they had both played The Bitch.
         
Dorothea was also convinced that Mr Veerswamy and his entire retinue were trying to poison her. Despite this ingrained belief, she polished off the food they presented her with each mealtime, ending with ‘Ha! You didn’t get me this time!’ Often followed by, ‘Any more of that apple pie going spare?’
She was also in love. Nathan, the object of her affection, was the nineteen-year-old gay nursing assistant, who tended to her every need. She told him every day, several times a day, ‘… such a good boy, you need a nice girlfriend.’ To which he replied, several times a day, ‘I don’t need a girlfriend, Dorothea. I’ve got you.’ But she didn’t remember.
         
Poppy visited her nan daily without fail. It was the highlight of the day for both of them. If Nathan was around, Dorothea would introduce them, ‘Nathan, this is my Poppy Day.’
Nathan would shake her hand and say, ‘I am pleased to meet you, Poppy Day’ even though it’s probably the millionth time that they had met.
She would then say, on cue, ‘Poppy Day, I want to leave Nathan something in my will. Can you sort it out for me?’
‘Certainly, Nan. What would you like to leave him?’
To which she would reply, ‘I think about a million pounds.’
‘Consider it done.’
Nathan would smile, thinking for one second about what he could do with that million pounds.
They both knew the reality. Her total wealth sat somewhere between four and sixty-eight pounds, depending on what she had in her purse, and the few sentimental possessions that were scattered around her room.
 

Rob left, telling Poppy that he would be in touch in the morning. She walked along the road to The Unpopulars, finding it difficult to think about the situation. Unable to picture Martin, where he was or what had happened to him. She thought about normal things, like whether her nan might need anything, wondering if the fridge needed defrosting, anything to fill her thoughts.
She rang the doorbell, to be greeted by Nathan.
‘Hello, gorgeous.’
‘Hello yourself. How’s Dorothea?’
‘Oh, Poppy Day, she has been a complete nightmare today! Threw her breakfast across the room first thing, by eleven a.m. we had a dirty protest and after lunch she tried to bite Mrs Hardwick on the arm.’ Poppy loved Nathan, the way that he made even the most awful day sound almost funny. Almost.
         
‘Is Mrs Hardwick all right?’ She was used to having to apologise or mop up for her nan, the Reggie Kray of the house.
‘Yes, she is fine. I gave her an extra custard cream with her cuppa tonight to soothe away any angst over the whole sordid incident.’
‘Thanks, Nath.’
‘You are welcome, Poppy Day.’ He had picked up Dorothea’s habit of calling her by both Christian and surname. ‘You look shattered, honey, tough day at the office?’
‘Mmmnn, something like that.’
Poppy made her way along the corridor to her nan’s room. She scanned the TV lounge, which was crowded as usual. Fourteen mismatched, high-backed chairs in various floral and vinyl finishes formed a U-shape around the perimeter; these seats the bequest of residents long dispatched. The pea-soup-coloured walls absorbed the fetid, foul breath of the decaying occupants. The linoleum floor caught drips from lax muscles, splashes of tea from shaky hands and tears shed at memories that refused to budge. The room and the people in it were fused into an amorphous mass of decrepitude. Even when empty, the ghosts and scents of the dead and not yet dead tangibly lingered. The residents of The Unpopulars had similar backgrounds; native East Enders that had witnessed the Blitz, all of whom had been around long enough to see their lives and landscapes transformed beyond recognition. They were strangers bound by common ancestry and the shared choice of their final postcode; the last place they would call home.
         
Poppy watched Nathan tuck a blanket around the legs of an ancient woman, whose tiny, birdlike frame he lifted with ease. The woman reached up with knobbly fingers and touched the keys that hung from his belt. ‘Keys,’ she offered.
         
‘Yes, my house and office keys, oh and a car key, bit of a jailer’s bunch!’ He tried to lighten the mood with a touch of joviality.
‘I don’t have keys any more.’ She looked at him through a long grey fringe, a curtain from behind which she could study the strange world and simultaneously hide. Nathan stared; he didn’t know what to say to make it better. She was right; of course, no keys meant no property, no vehicle, no belonging and no freedom. A bit like Mart.
Dorothea was, as usual, sitting in her little room, in front of the TV with the volume and heating both turned a little too high for comfort. She was obsessed with cookery programmes; any format, any recipe, at any time of the day or night. This, despite the fact that she had never made any effort in her own kitchen, other than the occasional roast dinner on a Sunday and the ready supply of bacon sandwiches that kept Wally the miserable sleeper from starvation. A chef with a booming voice was giving explicit instructions on how to stuff and roast a loin of lamb. Poppy bent low and kissed her forehead.
‘Ah, Poppy Day!’
‘Hello, Nan. How are you tonight?’
‘They are trying to poison me. I had shepherd’s pie tonight and it smelt very funny!’
‘Did you manage to eat it?’
‘Yes I did, in fact, I had two portions. I’m not going to give them the satisfaction of watching me starve. I am not afraid of their poison!’ She turned her head to shout the last few words in the direction of the corridor.
‘Quite right too, Nan. Apart from your near death by poisoning experience, anything else happen today?’
         
‘Now you come to mention it, yes, I’ve had a terrible day. That Mrs Hardwick’s been causing trouble again.’
         
‘So I’ve heard.’
‘Was it on the news?’
‘Yes it was; it was the headline: That Mrs Hardwick causes trouble again!’
         
‘Well I’m not surprised, she is a right cow. Ah, Poppy Day, there is someone that I would like you to meet!’
Nathan stepped into the room.
‘Nathan, this is Poppy Day, my granddaughter. Poppy Day, this is Nathan.’
Nathan shook her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Poppy Day.’
‘I want to leave Nathan something in my will. Can you sort it out for me?’
Poppy and Nathan recited their lines until Dorothea was content…
‘What did you do today, Poppy Day?’
‘I had some bad news actually, Nan.’
‘Oh no! It’s not Wally, is it?’ Dorothea’s breath came in short bursts as she clutched at the front of her cardigan, her anxiety evident.
Poppy placed her hand on her nan’s knee and thought of Wally, who had died well over a decade ago, and wondered what could have happened to him that would be so bad now? Maybe he had given a worm acute indigestion. ‘No, Nan, don’t worry, it’s OK, it’s not Wally.’
The old lady’s fingers unfurled. ‘Did I tell you about that Mrs Hardwick? She’s been causing trouble again.’
‘No, you didn’t mention it. Mrs Hardwick, you say?’
‘Yes, someone told me it was on the news!’
‘Did they? I think that was someone pulling your leg, Nan.’
‘No, it was definitely on the news.’
‘Who told you, Nan?’
‘Mrs Hardwick told me. She’d seen something about our Joan, she’s in trouble again.’
         
Poppy stroked the back of her nan’s hand. This was how her evening went, verbally going around in circles, trying to find the beginning and end of a moving piece of thread, without crying, screaming or both. No matter how frustrating, this was her lovely nan and, at that point, she was all the family Poppy had and she needed her.
The hour passed slowly for Poppy, tiredness crept into her joints and tugged at her eyelids. ‘Right then, Nan, I’m going to make tracks. Do you need anything before I go?’
‘Yes I do! I need you to go and have a word with that Mr What’shisname; he is trying to poison me! I fed some of my shepherd’s pie to the cat and it rolled over and died! That’s proof, Poppy Day!’
‘Nan, I will get right onto it, I promise. I love you.’
‘… and I love you. I just hope that I am still here in the morning and that they don’t poison me in the night!’
‘I think you’ll be OK, Nan, just don’t eat anything!’
Poppy walked home slowly. Despite her exhaustion and the lure of her bed, she didn’t want to arrive. She twisted the key in the lock and walked into the shadowy, hushed space.
Bedtime was now Poppy’s least favourite part of the day. Like most married couples, she and Martin had fallen into a steady night-time routine over the years, with well-established habits. Swapping trivia about their day as they took turns to clean teeth, passing in the narrow hallway with pyjamas slung over arms, fetching glasses of water that would remain untouched on bedside tables, only to be discarded in the morning. Poppy would then submerge herself under the duvet, curled into a ball, trying to muster warmth while she waited for her husband whose job it was to switch off the lights, lock the door and unplug the telly…
On one occasion Martin donned his wife’s pink nightdress and entered the bedroom performing an elaborate mock ballet move. Poppy watched her hairy man with his arms aloft and a dozing puppy on his chest. They had laughed like children…
         
Poppy now completed her night-time ritual in silence, without the easy chatter that the two exchanged. She’d lock the door early and recheck it at least twice. The bedroom was always tidy. She missed retrieving the nest of dirty linen that gathered on the floor seven days a week; the pants, jeans, T-shirt and socks; evidence of a life lived in harmony with hers.
In the half an hour or so before falling asleep, she wondered what her man was doing, where he was sleeping, what he was thinking. Holding his pillow against her chest, she imagined his protective arms around her. She would talk to him about her day, how she was feeling, ask about his. She would hear his response and it was as good as chatting. ‘Goodnight, baby, sweet dreams,’ as if he was dozing by her side. It gave her comfort. She could sometimes fool herself that he was there, keeping her safe. To wake in the night and reach for him, only to find him gone, meant a night of cold and lonely musings. It didn’t get any easier.
She would often reread the one letter Martin had written her in reply; an innocuous three sheets, penned in haste by torchlight, using his knees as a desk. It would become a talisman, a thing so precious that Poppy would keep it close, fingering the pale blue airmail paper and learning each loop of script by heart.
         
She no longer needed to unfold the sheets and feel their feather-light weight in her palm; she could simply close her eyes and visualise each pen stroke and each smudge.
Well Poppy,
            
Here is a surprise for you, a letter from your old man! I miss you baby, more than you can imagine.
            
Time passes very slowly or very quickly, depends if I’m mega busy or bored stupid. When I’m mega busy its fine, but when I am bored and missing you, it’s bloody miserable.
            
I want to come home Poppy, I want to come home and be with you in our flat. I want to take you to bed and hold you tight and feel your arms around me. I hate sleeping on my own and I always reach out for you in the night.
            
I want to make our baby with you Poppy, I want our little family. I want to see you with our baby.
            
I know we are solid and that’s the one thing that keeps me going and stops me going mental.
            
I think about you every minute.
            
I love you Poppy, always have an I always will. I think about the wedding a lot.
            
Sometimes I am homesick Poppy and I imagine you holding my hand and it helps. I can hear your voice in my head and it’s as good as sitting with you on the settee.
            
Got to go now baby, never forget how much I am loving you and missing you.
            
Mart xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
            

It had become increasingly difficult for Poppy to write with any originality. She found herself repeating the content of previous letters, always trying to think of new and different ways to tell him about her boring life.
         
Self-censorship meant she avoided telling him anything that would make him miss home too much, make him worry or jealous, not that Martin was the jealous type. It was more out of consideration than self-preservation.
Poppy carried with her a low-level guilt. It wasn’t always at the forefront of her mind, but was more of a hum, like distant motorway traffic; the more you strained to hear it, the louder it became. She never exactly lied to Martin, but, rather, doctored the facts to make for more palatable reading. She would neglect to mention an evening at home with the girls and a Chinese takeaway, as they watched the football and drank plonk. It didn’t feel fair, doing the stuff that he loved. Instead, she kept to neutral topics, particularly her nan. Pages could be filled with the wonderful conversations that took place at The Unpopulars and some of Dorothea’s more crackers ideas. She knew these insights would make him laugh, as well as keeping him updated. It was good for Poppy too, to be able to share her worries and thoughts.
         
She neglected to tell him that she’d seen his mum and dad, who had ignored her. Poppy had been perusing the fruit and veg in the supermarket when she looked up from the shrink-wrapped broccoli and caught his mum’s eye. She knew that they had seen her; could tell by the way his mum concentrated on looking the other way to prove that she hadn’t seen her, when it was really obvious that she had… Poppy felt embarrassed, what did they think? That she might want something from them? God forbid.
         
There was little point in sharing this with Mart, it would only have angered and possibly upset him. It wouldn’t be pleasant to know that they had not wanted to find out if there was any news on their son. Was he well? Alive? That sort of thing.
         
Poppy looked through the open door into the kitchen, where she spied the burnt fish fingers stuck to the grill pan, dumped in the sink. She slid down the door until her back was pushed against the wood. Her legs finally submitting to fatigue, crumpled beneath her and she started to cry. Placing her arms around her trunk in a self-soothing hug, she didn’t have to pretend or think about her prepared reaction, it was real. Fat tears ran from her eyes, clogging her mouth and nose. ‘Mart…’ she whispered through her distress, ‘Mart…’ She willed him to hear her calling to him across the sea and sand. Her heart ached with longing for her husband, her man, her best friend. ‘Where are you?’
         



    

  
    
      
         
Four
            

MARTIN LAY IN captivity, still tied to the bed, trying to work out how many hours had passed since he had woken safe and happy in the camp. He figured it was the same day, but without the guidance of daylight and no way of knowing how long he had been unconscious, he could only guess.
         
As with anyone that’s suffered trauma, it’s not only the incident, but the whole of that day that takes on significance. There is a temptation to analyse the surrounding events, looking for clues that might help you understand how a day can start off in such an ordinary way, yet end so unexpectedly.
         
 

On his final morning in camp, Martin had woken early and whistled his way to the shower block. The Portakabin housed a row of showers along its back wall, several sinks to the left of the central door and a long, slatted, wooden bench that ran across the middle of the room. It reminded Martin of the changing room in the public swimming baths he had frequented whilst at school; although here there was marginally less towel whipping and no one dared nick your clean pants. Martin stashed his body armour and helmet on the long bench and stood inside the cubicle, hoping it was a day when water was available and dreaming of the privacy, fluffy towels and sparkling tiles of home, where after a shower, he would join Poppy on the sofa. There, they’d drink tea and watch the news, her knees curled up against his thigh, her head on his shoulder…
         
Unlike some, Martin didn’t mind the routine of camp life. He’d divided his time away into chores, having calculated that when he had completed one hundred and eighty-six ablutions, he’d be heading home. As his eighty-fourth shave dawned, he reflected that there were only one hundred and two to go before he would be packing his kit, shipping out.
         
The day of his capture had indeed started out routinely. Wearing his towel as a scarf he pulled his chin with his left hand into a taut and unnatural angle, whilst scraping at the whiskers with the razor in his right. He knew that Poppy liked to watch him shave, finding the nature of the task intimate and sexy. At home, he would speak to her pyjama-clad reflection as it hovered over his right shoulder. Standing in the Portakabin, his eyes darted to that space in the mirror’s corner, hoping to catch a glimpse of her face. Every touch to his skin of the razor’s blade took him one step closer to Poppy.
The previous night had been relatively peaceful; one siren and subsequent attack meant he had enjoyed six consecutive hours of sleep. He was in good spirits.
Martin and Aaron stood side by side, exchanging small talk that would, with hindsight, become significant. The men tended to keep their conversation to the current or amusing; safe, gossipy topics that kept emotions in check. Aaron had only mentioned his son maybe once or twice before, yet uncharacteristically, he wanted to discuss him that morning.
         
‘I got a picture from Joel today, not really sure what it’s supposed to be, but it’s a bloody masterpiece. I’ll keep it safe in case he’s ever a famous artist. I mean, look at what those Sunflowers fetched! I can’t believe he’s nearly two already. I really miss him, Mart.’
         
Martin nodded, unsure of what to say or how to make it better. He didn’t know what it felt like to miss anyone other than your wife. It was especially hard for him to envisage a happy father and son relationship. He considered the love between Aaron and Joel with fascination and something close to envy.
         
Martin, like Poppy, had lived in E17 all his life. The Crickets’ maisonette, situated in a block adjacent to Poppy’s, was a decorative homage to the 1960s. The lounge boasted swirly patterned carpets, a Pepita clown print over an electric fire and a glass topped, kidney shaped bar that gathered dust, pizza flyers and out-of-date copies of the Yellow Pages. His mum, a nervous chain-smoker, had been a dinner lady at their school and his dad was… his dad was a complete bastard. Martin couldn’t imagine his dad hanging on to one of his works of art. He was one of those men that in his whole life never went anywhere or achieved anything, yet was able to confidently mock and correct those that had. He knew better than anyone about everything! It was quite a talent for a shithead that had only ever sat in the front room, throwing his weight around, dispensing wisdom from his grotty chair in front of the telly.
         
He was a big man, fat and slovenly, who wore remnants of his last meal on his exposed vest and whose grey stubble sat as a dark shadow, designer-like in its uniformity. He carried with him the sour odour of fried food and sex. Martin grew up knowing that his dad was mean, unable to fully explain how frightened he was of him. When he looked back, he realised that for most of his childhood he held his breath. This he did in the belief that it made him feather-light, undetectable, and Martin Cricket wanted to be invisible.
For the first decade or so of his life, Martin could not have told you the colour of his dad’s eyes, having never looked him directly in the face; his gaze always either averted or downcast. He became a quiet child; experience taught him not to offer his opinion. On the few occasions he shared a viewpoint his dad had laughed, mocking his childlike suggestions, guffawing loudly and repeating his son’s words with a feminine lilt to his booming voice, ‘Do what, you useless little poof? How would that work? You bloody idiot!’ He would then bring back his hand, sometimes to hit him, but just as often he would raise his hand quickly, then let it fall to his side. Martin would never know if this gesture was going to end in a smack or not, he would flinch and yelp just the same. This his father would find funny, in fact not just slightly funny, but absolutely HILARIOUS!
         
The fear of violence became so acute that Martin’s dad could move his hand a fraction too quickly and the boy would jump out of his skin. When the man did actually hit his son it was almost a relief, confirmation that Martin wasn’t mad. He would think, ‘See, Mart, you were right to be scared, he does hit you; you didn’t imagine it and it does really hurt.’
His nicotine-addicted mum did nothing to stop her husband. Martin didn’t blame her; whilst not exactly thanking her for the life he had, he understood that she had her own battles to win, her own struggle every day. Martin would hear her cry out in the night, the pitch informing that it was a cry of pain, not pleasure. He would put the pillow over his face and sob into it, trying to make it all go away. It made him feel worthless. He would think, ‘Look at you, Mart, lying under your pillow crying, not doing anything to help Mum. He’s right; you are a useless little poof.’
It was in this atmosphere of tension, dread and cigarette smoke that Martin lived; he couldn’t see an escape, exit hatch or light at the end of any tunnel. Poppy, however, proved to be all three. She liked listening to him and she didn’t laugh. He would never forget the day in school when he had opened the door as she approached the dining hall, stepping slightly ahead to get to the handle before her. He couldn’t explain why he did those things, he just knew that he wanted to do every little thing that he could to make her happy, make her life better. Before stepping through the door she looked at Martin, wrinkling her nose and shaking her head to move her fringe from her eyes. ‘You make me feel very safe.’
         
Martin thought he might burst. It was as if she had given him the moon in a box, something so wonderful, rare and unbelievable that he didn’t want to share it with anyone. He walked home from school as though gliding. He reasoned that if he made someone as smart and beautiful as Poppy Day feel safe, he wasn’t a useless little poof after all. He was twelve years of age.
         
Martin walked into the flat that same afternoon; his dad was in the usual spot, rooted to the chair and TV. Without looking up from the set, he greeted his son, ‘Oh, here she is back from school, how was netball?’
Martin stood between him and the telly. His dad flexed the beer can in his hand; the aluminium popped under the pressure. ‘Getoutothebleedinway!’ Martin didn’t flinch, didn’t move. He stared at his dad, noticing that his eyes were of the palest blue. His dad’s fingers balled into fists, twitching with temptation, ready to launch an assault, but Martin, the bigger man, stayed calm, his hands remained by his sides.
Mr Cricket was strangely silent, no clever comment or insult. He looked at his son and knew that there had been a change, enough was enough. Martin wasn’t going to take his shit any more. It was all down to loving Poppy. She made him feel like he could take on the world and win.
The next time the two were sitting on the swings, gripping rusted chains, she said, ‘You’re my best friend in the whole world, Martin.’ It was dark, but Poppy knew that he was smiling. ‘And I would be very sad if ever you moved away or couldn’t play with me any more.’
‘That’s never going to happen, Poppy. Where would I go?’
She had shrugged in response, unable to picture where he might disappear to.
‘I promise you, Poppy, that I will always be your best friend. It’s like we are joined together by invisible strings that join your heart to mine and if you need me, you just have to pull them and I’ll come to you…’
         
Poppy had laughed out loud, loving the idea of their invisible heartstrings. ‘And if you pull yours, I will come to you, Martin. That way, I’ll always know if you need me.’
         
He reached out a hand in the shadows until he found Poppy’s small fingers and placed them inside his own.
Martin glanced at Aaron’s foam-covered jaw and thought about what it might be like to have a little boy of your own who would draw you a picture. He and Poppy had so much to look forward to; it was all ahead of them, out there for the taking.
Breakfast, like everything else inside the camp, quickly became routine for Martin. His footfall was no longer hesitant along unfamiliar paths, it was now normal for him to tread duckboards wearing heavy armour in the middle of the desert in search of Weetabix. At first, he found life in theatre exciting; there was a particular thrill in everyone being dressed the same and looking the part. He felt like a member of the ultimate gang, exactly as he had seen in countless films and magazines. Martin felt bonded to his unit in a way that no one at home could begin to understand. The routine, rules and privation governed everything from when he and his unit used the loo to how they worshipped, and the only people that could relate to that were his comrades.
For the first couple of weeks, Martin was tense, waiting for something to happen, one ear permanently cocked for that bloody siren. The odd rocket attack kept him on his toes, especially in the middle of the night. Blissful dreams of Poppy would be shattered in seconds as his instinct kicked in. When his body hit the deck with his face buried in the ground, he would hold his breath, waiting to see if he was in luck or out of it.
         
He lived with an expectancy that wasn’t dissimilar to the feeling he had as a child on Christmas Eve. He didn’t know whether the next day all his dreams were going to come true or whether it would be a rubbish day like any other. Christmas for Martin was usually a rubbish day like any other, but that didn’t stop him being excited. There was always the smallest possibility that the rumours were true, that if you’d been good you would get lots of great stuff.
         
Martin was always a smart child, quickly learning that the whole Santa thing was a rotten lie, but for an hour or two before bedtime, the anticipation would be almost painful. He liked the possibility that there might be some magic, somewhere. The first few weeks of his tour were a bit like that, the rumours and the possibility of danger.
         
After a fortnight, however, reality sunk in. His job and his life in that place were going to be monotonous and predictable. There was nothing glamorous, thrilling or fun about being bombarded with rockets and possible injury at any hour of the day or night. It wasn’t vaguely exciting; it was in fact totally shit. He was stuck. There was no way to leave without giving a year’s notice, no pulling a sicky, no going slow, no walking out on the job. Martin also believed that the future for him and Poppy would be rosy if he could just get through this bit, get some service under his belt. Promotion would mean a house, a garden, possibly a posting somewhere hot. It would make up for all the holidays that they had never had…
 

Martin’s arm muscles spasmed, yanking him from his recollections into the present. He twisted his body, trying to get comfortable on the mattress. He saw the irony that he now longed for the monotony and fatigue of life in camp. Whatever it threw at him, it was one million per cent better than where he was now, wherever the hell that was.
         
There was a sudden surge in his bowels. ‘Oh no,’ he howled, louder than he had intended, ‘please, I need a bathroom! I need to move, please…’ His begging fell on indifferent ears.
         
Two silent guards, as yet unseen by Martin, sat either side of the door with their guns in hand. They had, only hours before, dumped a decapitated body at the gates of the base. A note with their demands was stuffed inside the mouth; the release of four hundred prisoners loyal to their cause, incarcerated across three continents, in exchange for the soldier they had in their possession. The British government had twenty-four hours to respond. The couriers, sitting with their feet on the bundle in the back of a car, had cared little for the twenty-one-year-old father of Joel, whose corpse they had hauled inside a rolled carpet for most of the journey. Long sausages of ash from their cigarettes had fallen onto his remains. They cared even less that Martin Cricket needed the loo.
         
It was another couple of hours of watching Martin lie in his own waste before his captors were convinced he wasn’t much of a threat. An unseen hand cut the plastic tie around his neck, easing the cloth over his head. The skin of his chin was nicked by the knife that freed him. Martin could feel the warm trickle of blood running down, but with his hands tied, there was very little that he could do about it.
His breath came in large bursts, dry sobs of relief as he blinked without hindrance or the musty smell that had been his companion. He was inhaling air that was thick with a particularly male aroma, a combination of sweat, piquant breath and musk. It was the stale atmosphere of a fetid room, but compared to having to draw each breath through the filthy sack cloth, it was wonderful. It took a few minutes for his eyes to adjust to seeing without their filter, they darted everywhere, trying to establish the environment.
         
The room was approximately a fifteen foot square. The walls were whitewashed with the lower half painted an orangey-brown. They were pitted, damaged. Chunks of plaster had fallen away beneath the unmistakable peppering of bullet holes. On the far wall, someone had scrawled some Arabic text in a sloping hand.
         
Martin would over time study the loops and lines, trying to decipher the dots and dashes of the ornate script. He would, however, end his days without ever interpreting the ancient phrase or appreciating the irony of, ‘The secret of happiness is freedom. The secret of freedom is courage.’
A trailing loop of electrical flex hung ominously from the ceiling, a reminder of the electricity that had been promised by benevolent benefactors, but never materialised. A small, high window had been shuttered with the remnants of an old wooden crate. The cheap slats were nailed randomly across its frame, in the same haphazard way that a cartoon character might bar a door in haste, only to turn around and find their nemesis already in the room. Martin studied the square eighteen-inch opening. Could he fit through? How would he reach it and remove the wood? What was on the other side?
         
Apart from the bed, the only other furniture were two plastic chairs, the kind you find stacked in DIY hypermarkets at the start of barbecue season. They were positioned either side of the door frame, both empty, their occupants standing in front of Martin. When his eyes stopped running, he was able to study the two men. Their identical garb meant they looked similar at first, but were in fact quite different. ‘Thank you.’ It was the first time he had spoken without an obstruction in quite a few hours; his voice sounded strange to his ears.
His relief was instantly replaced by fearful questions. Why had they taken the sacking off? What came next? Were they going to hurt him? What should he do? Say? Did Poppy know he was missing?
His face was raw, eyes watering. The guards and their captive studied each other with equal interest. The men had beards and wore traditional Afghan hats. One was significantly older, toothless, and looked as if life had got the better of him on more than one occasion. Scars and ingrained dirt indicated an existence with little comfort. The other was better groomed with brushed hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He gave Martin some water and treated his charge with indifference, both aspects for which Martin was extremely grateful.
         
He removed the ties from Martin’s wrists. After the initial agony of the blood rushing back down to his limbs from their vertical position, it was wonderful to be able to run his hands through his hair, to scratch his face and rub his eyes. His hands were numb bundles of flesh on the end of clumsy arms.
Martin shifted his weight until he was in a sitting position, propped against the wall. He pulled at the material of his combat trousers, unsticking it from his skin. He was a mess. Instinct told him not to make a request, but simply to be thankful for the small freedom that he had been given.
         
The guards ignored him, retaking their places either side of the door, continuing their conversation in the guttural Arabic that excluded him.
Martin closed his eyes, relishing the change of position. He had never believed that he would find himself in this predicament; aware that it was one of Poppy’s biggest fears, he used to laugh at her as the odds were so much against it. He’d spent a large part of his leave over the last year trying to convince her that the chances of him being taken were practically non-existent. He had to concede that maybe it was him and not her that had been naive.
         
His life in the military was very different from what he thought he was signing up for. Until the night before he joined up he had never thought about the army, army life or what being a soldier might mean. He had never met anyone that had been in the army, apart from the old men that had done their bit and, quite frankly, he found their recollections a bit boring.
         
There was only one reason that he even considered joining up; he thought it was a way that he could do better for him and Poppy. He hated the flat they lived in, the noise from the traffic, the graffiti and the junkies in the corridors. He disliked the fact that her job was in the precinct, a stinky lift ride away from home, where she stood for eight hours a day washing and placing rollers in old ladies’ hair.
Martin worried that the life that she had, the life that he had given her, might not be enough, that maybe he wouldn’t be enough. She was worth so much more than standing in a grotty salon every day, working for a daft tart, and he wanted to give her more.
He had seen adverts on the telly and in the papers, might even have read some literature, but if you asked him why he actually joined up, his first answer would be that he didn’t know. The truth was, he did know, but avoided thinking about the reasons why.
         
When he first left school Martin took a job in his local garage. He had visions of becoming a mechanic and in more fanciful moments could picture himself running the place. His was not a conscious career plan, but rather a path that offered the least resistance, an opportunity that had presented itself when alternatives were sparse. He eventually realised after a couple of years of making the tea, running back and forth to the bookies for the owner, answering the telephone and sweeping up the crap at the end of the day that he wasn’t going anywhere.
         
Martin worked hard, really hard, in the way that a shire horse does, blinkered and no matter what the conditions, ploughing on. He did it willingly, because he thought it was his future, and he honestly thought that he would be rewarded.
The boss kept telling him ‘in about six months’ time your training will start’; like an idiot, he believed him. He wanted to believe him, he needed to believe him. One winter morning, something happened to change all that.
         
The owner’s son, aged sixteen, started work at the garage. On the lad’s first day, he was given his very own overalls and a set of tools in a blue, metal carry box. It was a box that Martin coveted, with little compartments and a mini padlock. He was also given a peg on which to hang his clothes and coat. Not like Martin’s peg on the back of the door in the office, but a peg in the garage with all the mechanics’ and body shop repairers’ pegs.
Martin watched the gang pat him on the back at the end of his first day. He saw the lad admire the telltale ring of black grease under his fingernails. Martin looked at his own soft, clean hands that had filed invoices and answered the phone all day and he knew. He knew what he had been trying to deny for the last two years; he was never going to get that pat on the back, his training was never going to start and he was never going to get a peg in the garage. He felt sick and more than a little bit stupid.
That night, he walked home slowly and quietly with the taste of bitterness filling his mouth; it ran down his throat, seeping into his veins. He was crying on the inside, angry and let down, his dad’s words filled his head: ‘useless little poof’. This was the second reason. He joined up, to show his dad, his nasty crappy dad, that he was something, that he was capable of being someone. There was a third reason, he wanted to show his Poppy that he could be a better man, a man that could provide the house in the country that she wanted, a man that could earn enough for them to start their family.
He walked down the High Street, not noticing much, his shoulders hunched over, his mouth turned downward at the corners. The recruiting office stood out. Martin must have walked past it a thousand times without really noticing it, but tonight the whole building seemed to pulse, lit up against the gloom. In the middle of the rain-soaked street, the grey concrete and litter, the sign called to him. Be the Best it said, and it was as if it had been written just for Martin, that was exactly what he wanted; to be the best that he could be.
         
He pushed his nose against the window, captivated by pictures of people in exotic, sunny places and a list, Learn one of these trades. His eyes drank the words written in alphabetical order; everything from Chef to Mechanic and hundreds of roles in between. Martin couldn’t believe it! It was the answer to his prayers.
         
He ran home, literally, ran all the way, full of energy and anticipation. He burst into the flat. Poppy was standing in the kitchen with her back to her husband. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, with pointy tendrils that had worked their way loose hanging down against her pale skin. He grabbed her by the waist and spun her around. He looked into her eyes that were so clear he could see his image perfectly reflected in them.
Martin felt like he could explode with all the possibilities. ‘I love you, Poppy. Things are going to start getting a whole lot better for us!’ He kissed her on the lips.
‘Well I am glad to hear that, Mart. Now, wash your hands because your tea’s ready.’ She continued to retrieve cutlery from the murky depths of the sink, wiping it with the tea towel. Poppy was calm and unflustered, despite her husband’s uncharacteristic display of enthusiasm for their future. It was how she worked, remaining cool until the detail unfolded and she would then decide whether to get excited or not. Poppy had learnt that if you contained your enthusiasm until you were absolutely sure that there was something to be excited about, it avoided a lot of unnecessary disappointment. Martin bumped her out of the way with his hip and washed his hands, pushing the soap under his clean fingernails, no longer irritated by their softness and cleanliness. Instead, he was happy because he had a plan and a future. Tomorrow he would take the first steps to sorting it all out.
         
Martin leapt out of bed, jumping up as soon as the alarm went off. The day started without the usual groaning or wishing for an extra ten minutes’ grace. He’d slept lightly in anticipation of the beeping of his clock, eager for the day to begin. He felt as if he was on the verge of something amazing, the start of all good things for him, for them.
         
He decided against phoning the garage to say he wasn’t going in. He had never been unreliable, but wanted to show them that he couldn’t be pushed around. It was a meagre protest, pathetic really, but it was important to make a stand, no matter how small.
Martin left the house in his suit, feeling ten feet tall, swaggering down the High Street, smiling at anyone that caught his eye. He felt powerful, fantastic, like one of the cocky blokes down the pub who stand at the bar and never get out of the way, who know everyone and always have enough cash. He felt like them, like he knew all the answers.
         
The recruiting office, now open, was again lit up, a beacon. He walked through the door with confidence, thinking about all the men that had ever joined up; he was about to become part of something unique and important.
Two men in uniform sat behind two desks. Martin walked to the one on the right. What would have happened if he had chosen the one on the left? A different regiment? A different posting? Where would he be at that point? Playing five-a-side within the compound walls? Quite possibly, but contemplating what-ifs didn’t help anyone.
It was as though the recruiting sergeant had been expecting him. Three newly sharpened pencils sat to the right of his hand on top of a pristine white pad.
         
He smiled at Martin, gesturing to the chair in front of the desk. ‘Please take a seat.’ Before asking his name or why he was there, he was treating Martin with respect and he liked it. He liked it a lot.
‘I’m Sergeant Keith Edwards, of the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment or the PWRR for short. Can I take your name?’
‘I am Martin Cricket.’ He waited for the usual smirk, raised eyebrow or full-blown laugh, but there was none, as though being called ‘Cricket’ was nothing out of the ordinary, nothing to mock. This was a serious business. The sergeant’s lack of response gave Martin the confidence to stay put, no one was laughing, his plan was right on track.
‘What can I do for you today, Mr Cricket?’
What could he do for him? Martin wanted to leap across the table, hug him and shout, ‘Take me away from this shit life! Make me into something better! Make me into “The Best!” Give me a life that Poppy and I can be proud of! Give me a peg in the garage, let me get grease under my fingernails, let me train to be a mechanic, let me prove that I am not a useless little poof!’
Thankfully for them both, he did neither of these things. Instead, linking his hands together at the knuckles, he laid his fingers across the back of the opposite hand and placed them in his lap. Primarily this was to stop them shaking, but it was also an unconscious act, giving the whole exchange gravitas.
Before Martin had time to hesitate, contemplate or run, he looked Sergeant Keith Edwards squarely in the eye. ‘I am thinking of becoming a soldier.’ His voice sounded more confident than he felt.
         
The sergeant didn’t laugh, but nodded his head slowly as though he had been given the correct answer, the answer he was expecting. He had encountered thousands of blokes that were desperate and didn’t know where to go or what path they should be treading. Blokes that wanted something more than the hand life had dealt them, blokes that only saw the value of education once the school gates had been locked behind them forever. That was exactly what he was looking for, a bloke just like Martin who wanted the opportunity to start over, who wanted to be given a chance. The process was relatively quick and administrative, like renewing your passport or registering a death.
         
Martin didn’t tell Poppy where he was going or what he was planning. He wanted to show her that he could use his initiative, could take control of a crappy situation and turn it around. Having left the flat suited and booted, Poppy knew that it was something or somewhere important. Suspecting a job interview, she played along like a wise parent, letting him keep his secret, allowing the suspense to build, not wanting to spoil the big surprise.
         
When Martin arrived back at the flat and told her where he had been and what he had done, Poppy couldn’t believe it, asking over and over like a broken-down robot, ‘What? You have what? Why? Why, Mart?’ Her smile collapsed as she folded her arms around her middle. His answers were full and honest, yet she kept repeating, ‘You have what?’ followed by, ‘Why?’ as though he spoke in a foreign tongue.
Martin couldn’t hide his disappointment, his confusion. He thought she would be as happy as he was and that she too would see it as the answer to their prayers instead of the beginning of their nightmare.
         
The moment he walked through the door beaming and excited, Poppy saw one word, ‘separation’. To her it was obvious and instant. They were going to be apart, isolated, alone.
She felt swamped by a wave of sadness. Worse still, she couldn’t believe that he didn’t get that! It was as if it hadn’t occurred to him exactly what this would mean for them. Poppy bit her bottom lip to avoid calling him a useless idiot, knowing that it would remind him of his dad. Besides, it wasn’t true.
         
Martin was stunned. It was as if she didn’t know him at all, didn’t understand why he had done it, couldn’t see that it was all about getting a better life for them. He gripped her arms. ‘I want to become someone that you can be proud of.’ In his head he added, ‘… so you don’t find anyone better, so you never leave me. I want a career that pays us enough to start our family. I don’t want to sweep up any more, Poppy, it’s killing me.’ These words would have made all the difference to Poppy, but they were not easy for Martin to say. So much more than a collection of syllables, they were an admission of unhappiness, a statement of insecurity.
‘But Mart, I’m already proud of you.’
He knew she meant it, making him feel guilty and a little bit sad.
She shook her head. ‘What’s going to happen, Mart, what have you done to us?’
They stood facing each other, bit players in a low-budget drama, playing strangers. It was awkward, embarrassing, all the things you don’t expect to feel when you are with your spouse, your soulmate. Martin could hear the faintest whisper of a little voice on his shoulder, ‘Nice one, Mart, you’ve really ballsed things up, just when you had it pretty perfect.’
Martin thought he’d get a house with a garden, be well paid and learn a trade. He planned on taking that skill and setting up for himself somewhere. He was undecided between plumbing and mechanics. He thought wrong. His spur-of-the-moment decision meant there had been little time for research. He was an infantryman; the pay was low, barely enough, less than he had been getting at the garage. He had been told that he could transfer to another trade at a later date. Martin hoped that this was not another empty statement, designed to lure him. There were no houses, or even flats, available for them; not in their area, not yet, and moving away was out of the question for Poppy. Unlike other army wives, she couldn’t set up home in barracks close to where her husband trained, not when she was needed elsewhere. They were stuck in their council flat, albeit with the army paying some of the rent.
         
Martin was used to being treated like dirt, it was how he had grown up, yet he didn’t expect it now. Not at his age, not now that he was someone’s husband, someone that had been tasked with protecting Queen and country. He was out of practice at taking crap. He quickly got used to it again.
         
The basic training was dull, repetitive and physical, designed to flex his will if not break it, to help him see that doing what he was told when asked was the most important thing in the world. He learnt that lesson fairly quickly, taking orders and literally keeping his head down. It was only when deployed in theatre that Martin understood the full value of his instruction. The last one to follow an order, the last one to react, the man that questioned the task was the one that risked not only his own safety but that of his entire unit.
Martin wasn’t interested in being the funniest, the most outrageous or the one that pushed the boundaries until they almost got thrown out, although he worked very closely with the aforementioned three.
His agenda was different. He wasn’t looking to make friends, but that happened by default. He wasn’t searching for a replacement family like some of the loners and weirdos; Poppy was all the family that he would ever need. Instead, he wanted to see where being good at something might take him. Martin smiled when he thought of where it had taken him, where he had arrived. So much for that theory.
         
Martin’s date to leave for Afghanistan had been set. At every encounter during his basic training it sat between him and Poppy like an invisible tumour, never mentioned, yet acutely felt, in the vain hope that it would somehow disappear through neglect. The day arrived sooner than either of them was prepared for; hitting them squarely on the breastbone with such force, it left them breathless. Unspoken angst bubbled behind every sentence, rendering normal speech and action impossible. A new and awkward formality had existed between them for some weeks; both were so concerned with avoiding the topic, it became a verbal dam that stopped words and sentiment from flowing freely.
         
He knew that Poppy made a conscious decision to try and put things right, to try and make it as special as she could. She had bought a bottle of wine, washed her hair and liberally applied perfume. He was grateful, wanting to somehow bridge the gap from anger and despair to a place of calm acceptance. It was not to be.
Their arguments were so infrequent that Martin could recall them all, word for word. In the weeks ahead, he wouldn’t remember exactly how it started, but would recollect what was said and how it ended.
Martin was far from happy. He was scared, anxious and would have given anything not to have been packing for a trip that he did not want to take. It was the first time his wife had voiced her fears with such clarity. It made him feel like shit.
He wanted to fall into her arms, pull his fingers through her hair and feel the weight of her against his chest. He wanted her to grant him forgiveness.
Martin wished that he had explained it better, told her that it was too late for him to fix things, he had to go. He wanted to shout out that he didn’t want to go to Afbloodyghanistan. He didn’t want to go anywhere. He was thinking of what to do or say next when she folded her arms around her waist and crept into the bathroom. Martin walked into the dark lounge and lowered himself onto the sofa. He rubbed his flat palms over his two day stubble, giving his wife a few minutes to get into her nightie and under the covers before creeping into bed beside her. He lay far out of reach without touching or speaking; he felt the opportunity for repair diminishing and was swept by a new wave of despair.
         
They spent their last night together on a cold mattress with a large space between them. Despite his exhaustion Martin didn’t sleep, he listened to Poppy moving and breathing, knowing that he wouldn’t be hearing the telltale noises of her presence for some time, missing her before he had even left. The atmosphere was so strained it was as if the air had physical weight, bearing down on them as they each struggled to escape through slumber.
This was the sad reality of their last night together. The bottle of wine remained in the fridge, its screw top firmly in place. Poppy’s clean hair absorbed the tears that ran over her nose and towards her pillow. The pain at his leaving was so great; both wanted it to be over. It couldn’t have been any further from what Martin had imagined their last night together might be.
Now, in this dingy room, he wished with his whole being that he could go back to that room, that night and make things right. He would have found the courage to reach across the mattress; he would have found her hand under the covers and held it tight.



    

  
    
      
         
Five
            

POPPY HARDLY SLEPT. The morning taunted her through a gap in the bedroom curtains. She considered the cruel trick Father Time played on insomniacs, making each restless minute in the wee small hours feel like an hour, yet when the day arrived, it sprang from the dark with alarming speed, hours passed in minutes and minutes became seconds… She was tempted to stay in bed, to pull the duvet over her head and let the world turn without joining in. Almost instantly she saw an image of Martin, tied up and dirty. She knew that while he was in that state, in that place, wherever that place was, she would not allow herself the luxury of wallowing in bed and reflecting on her own sorrow. She would stay strong for him, for both of them.
         
Poppy tried to shake off the fug of futility. Deep down she knew it wasn’t her fault, but something bad had happened to someone she loved and she could do nothing to fix it. She felt useless and responsible all at the same time. As for guilt, she had the monopoly. Guilty for having a hot bath, imagining this wasn’t possible for Mart. Drinking tea made her consider his thirst; every small, common activity left her full of remorse.
It was to be a horrible day spent in limbo. Coincidentally, it was Poppy’s day off. Welcoming the diversion, she cleared up the kitchen, scrubbing at the fish finger pan until it shone, disposing of the burnt offering and mopping the sticky floor. Her attempt to gain mental solace through the restoration of her physical space failed.
         
Since her husband had been deployed, Poppy missed him at quite a basic level; aware of the space on the sofa next to her, the preparing, cooking and eating of a meal for one, or having to take the rubbish out to the communal bins on her own in the dark. That was always Mart’s job; she hated doing it, partly through a dislike of rats, but mainly a fear of the drug addicts, tarts and gangs that hung around the bins. Despite her anxiety, it made her smile with an ironic lack of comprehension, of all the places that you could congregate and make your patch, why pick behind the stinking bins?
         
Poppy developed a coping strategy, by NOT thinking about him too much. She found that by keeping herself busy and in a fairly tight routine, it didn’t leave too many thinking gaps. There were times when this wasn’t possible: if something funny or interesting happened, she would instantly want to tell Martin, to share the joke or get his opinion. When she couldn’t, the fact that he was not close to her would have to sink in all over again.
Poppy ran her finger over the wedding photo on the mantelpiece, taken only three years ago, and yet right now it was like looking at a snapshot of another lifetime. She studied her reflection in the edge of the picture; her image suggesting she had aged considerably more than the thirty-six months that had passed since that moment in the pub.
         
 

Their wedding was a quiet, informal affair at the local registry office. They were getting hitched at two-thirty p.m. and with ceremonies at two p.m. and three p.m., were nervous passengers astride a nuptial conveyor belt.
         
Poppy and Martin were sandwiched between Courtney and Darren, and Carmel and Lloyd. Carmel and Lloyd sounded to Poppy like an expensive department store.
She could picture one of the women from the big houses on the other side of the High Street with the expensive hairdo, four by four, nanny and en suite, saying to her husband as she looked for the car keys on the scrubbed pine dresser, ‘Darling, just nipping off to Carmel and Lloyd’s for some foie gras. We’re running a bit low and I couldn’t bear the idea of not being able to offer any to Charles and Felicity tonight.’ Her husband, irritated by her nasal tone and knowing that she wouldn’t actually eat anything herself, would barely register her comments as he shook invisible creases from his Telegraph. Courtney and Darren turned out to be chavs.
         
All attending guests had been muddled up by a useless security attendant. Poppy had since wondered if maybe he wasn’t useless, but instead found his job so monotonously soul destroying that he did this kind of thing occasionally on purpose to relieve the boredom. They began reciting their vows when someone shouted, ‘That’s not our Courtney!’ Poppy looked up to see Dorothea crying onto the suited shoulder of a very dapper black man who was meant to be attending either the wedding that had finished early or the one that had not yet started. Most girls would have been angry about such a monumental mix-up on their wedding day, but not Poppy. The whole thing struck her as extremely funny, the idea of her nan blissfully unaware that she was sharing her granddaughter’s special event with so many complete strangers.
         
The upshot was that Martin and Poppy sniggered and tittered through the short, matter-of-fact ceremony with none of the presupposed emotion that you might assume accompanies a girl’s big day. There wasn’t much big about any of it, if you disregarded Courtney’s arse, which was huge and clad in peach sateen. Poppy had glimpsed her in the garden with a cigarette clamped between her carmine-painted mouth, taking care not to set fire to the over-sprayed curls that sat on her heavily rouged cheeks. She reminded Poppy of a big, fat dolly, although no dolly she had ever seen or played with uttered the phrases that left Courtney’s mouth on that day.
         
Poppy watched, fascinated, as the trembling photographer tried to coerce the reluctant wedding party onto the steps for a group shot. Courtney removed her fag and held it aloft as her numerous children bunched around her legs. She drew breath and bellowed towards the car park, ‘Darren get over ’ere, you fucking idiot!’
         
It made Poppy cringe, it made her sad. The diminutive Darren with his shaved head and twinkling diamond earring, ambled over at his future wife’s behest. His hands thrust deep into too-shallow pockets, shoulders hunched forward accentuating the tight fit of his jacket and a thin, hand-rolled cigarette dangling unlit from his bottom lip. He looked beaten. She couldn’t see a happy ending for Courtney and Darren, who even on this their ‘Special Day’ appeared steeped in abject misery. They looked utterly disappointed and angry as though they had hoped for a small reprieve from their wretched lives for twenty-four hours. They had probably assumed that as this was their ‘Special Day’ they would feel special, but the fact was their lives were still crap. The only difference was that today they were crap in a hired suit and a second-hand frock.
         
For Poppy Day, there was no church, choir or vicar, no flash dress, bridesmaids or flowers, no real reception, wedding cake or confetti, no floating down the aisle with piped music among bunched lilies and trailing ivy, no veil, no dad to give her away, no dad full stop. No honeymoon somewhere hot with terribly good food, no photos capturing the ‘essence of their nuptials’, none of those things. Oh and no mum, but that’s a story in itself. Instead, it was twenty minutes of laughter, a pint in the pub with their mates who sang ‘ta da da da…’ repeatedly to the tune of ‘Here comes the bride’ as they arrived, then home to bed.
Poppy phoned her mum a few weeks before the wedding. The handset that reunited them across the miles was slippery in her sweating palm.
‘’ello, love.’
         
Poppy could tell that she was lighting a cigarette as she was speaking. It was that particular talking out of the side of the mouth voice with teeth clenched as she sparked the flint into action.
‘How are you, Mum?’
‘Oh, you know.’
Poppy did know. It was for Cheryl another disappointing venture that had promised gold dust and delivered sawdust. Another bloke that had promised her paradise and for the first few weeks had seemed like a prince as he wined, dined and snogged the face off her, but what do you know? Shock! Horror! Gasp! He turned out to be a fat, balding cretin, once she stayed sober long enough to realise. Yet again she found herself shackled to a loser cast from the same mould as all the others, in a downmarket beach resort. After a few drinks, her new home looked like the Caribbean, but on a rainy Tuesday with no money or friends, it might as well have been Blackpool. At least in Blackpool, Cheryl could have got a decent cup of tea and chatted to the locals.
‘I’ve got some news, Mum.’
‘Oh yeah?’
Whether Poppy was about to announce a terminal illness or a big lottery win, her mum couldn’t have cared less. Actually, that wasn’t true; a big lottery win would probably be the one thing to grab her interest.
‘Mart and I are getting married!’
‘When?’
‘In about four weeks’ time.’
‘Not when’s the wedding. When are you due?’
‘Due for what?’
‘The baby! You silly cow!’
It took Poppy a while to follow her train of thought, or lack of it. Luckily, her life with Dorothea meant she was well practised in drawing threads from incoherent rubbish and turning it into something recognisable. ‘There is no baby.’ Poppy bit down on her bottom lip and avoided the temptation to add ‘you silly cow.’
         
‘No baby?’
‘No baby.’
‘Well thank Christ for that! I can just see Terry’s face when I told him he was shagging a granny!’
‘Nice.’
‘Why are you getting married then?’
‘Why?’
‘Yeah, well I mean if there is no baby…’
‘Because we love each other, Mum, and that’s what people in love do. Well, it’s what we want to do.’
‘But Martin Cricket…’
Poppy felt her hackles rise, putting her instantly in defensive mode. ‘What about Martin Cricket?’
‘Oh, I don’t know, babes. He’s not exactly going to set the world on fire, is he?’
Poppy didn’t answer. She knew that if she started on how he loved her, looked after her and always had, it might escalate into how her mum didn’t and hadn’t. Poppy avoided those conversations at all costs; it was better for everyone like that.
Cheryl squealed suddenly, ‘Ooh Poppy! I bought a lovely turquoise chiffon frock with a matching coat that will be perfect with the right jewellery!’
Poppy smiled at the first hint of enthusiasm in her mum’s voice, deciding to ignore the fact that this energy had been reserved for discussing clothes and not her forthcoming marriage. She was going to be there and that was something. ‘So you’ll come then?’ she tried not to sound too surprised or hopeful.
‘It’s my little girl’s wedding, my baby’s big day! Of course I’ll come. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’
Poppy beamed down the phone, inexplicably delighted. It would be nice for her nan to have her there.
         
‘I’d like to help out moneywise but…’
‘Don’t worry, Mum; it’s all been taken care of.’
It wasn’t until the day after the wedding that Poppy remembered her mum, realising at the same time that she hadn’t been there. Jenna, en route to the registry office, had spotted her outside a pub off the precinct. It had been some years since she’d seen her and she was shocked by Cheryl’s reed-thin figure, indicative of a body sustained by alcoholic fumes and liquid calories. A turquoise coat hung on her depleted frame. Emaciated ankles teetered and slid inside white patent leather heels. A gold handbag with an ornate clasp, the kind that made a satisfying audible snap when closed, banged against her bony hip. She was with a couple of blokes from the market. All three were paralytic, unable to talk or apparently stand as they slid down the wall, ending up as a heap of entwined limbs. Cheryl’s frothy, pale blue creation covered them all and one of her drunken chums sported a feathered hat of similar colour, sitting askew his lolling head.
         
 

At the time, Poppy didn’t know whether to find it sad or funny that her mum managed to get all the way from Lanzabloodygrotty to London, but was then so distracted by a bottle of vodka that she couldn’t make the last five hundred yards to the service or reception. She now thought it was sad, not funny. Not funny at all.
As she arranged the cushions on the sofa, the doorbell rang. Poppy could hear Jenna’s loud, off-key singing before she saw her. She slid the chain. Her friend didn’t wait for an invite; they were years beyond that. Jenna pushed past her, casually planting a kiss on her face between lyrics. She skipped into the kitchen and proceeded to fill the kettle. Poppy stood in the hallway, unmoving. ‘SOS’, the Abba song of choice, was being belted from the kitchen.
         
‘When you’re gone, though I try, how can I carry on? When you’re gone, how can I even try to go on…?’ Jenna danced back down the hallway until she stood in front of her friend. She sang into a wooden spoon that usually sat in a ceramic storage jar shaped like a chicken, next to the back of the cooker. She was singing, laughing and waiting for Poppy to join in, but she didn’t. Jenna stopped abruptly. Poppy’s expression and lack of enthusiasm for the performance told her that something was not quite right. ‘What’s wrong, babes? Wha’samatter?’
Poppy shook her head; once again her tears pooled. Jenna’s anxiety levels rose almost instantly. It wasn’t like Poppy to behave in this way, especially when there was the opportunity to indulge in a spot of hairbrush karaoke. She would usually lead the singing and then jump into an impromptu dance routine, but not today. The longer she was silent, the more panic set in. It became tangible, swirling around, cocooning the girls in a mist of impatience and anxiety that prompted Jenna to start guessing.
‘Is it Dorothea?’
‘No, no.’
‘Your mum?’
Poppy smiled as if to say, what on earth could have happened to her that would bother me? ‘No.’
         
There was a moment of hesitation while Jenna considered the other, more obvious option. She placed her hand on her best friend’s arm, ‘Poppy, is it Mart?’
Poppy looked at her mate’s face, etched with the worry of someone that loved her and was hurting to see her hurt. She nodded.
Jenna swooped forward, enveloping Poppy in her arms; her tears were instant and sincere.
‘Oh my God, Poppy, no! Oh Poppy, is he dead?’
         
Poppy’s words were muffled against her friend’s shoulder. She answered as truthfully as she could, ‘I don’t know.’ It made her tears fall harder and quicker. The two stood in the hallway, unmoving; each trying to decide what to do next.
‘Come and sit down, baby.’ Jenna somehow corralled her mate into the lounge, depositing her on the newly plumped cushions. She sat on the floor at her feet. In fact, Jenna was on her feet, firmly anchoring her; Poppy didn’t have the heart to tell her.
         
‘Tell me everything, Poppy. You know that I’m here for you, right?’ Jenna used her mummy voice, the one she had soothed Poppy with countless times over the years, even when they were both too young to recognise the role that she was adopting.
‘I had a visit yesterday from two soldiers. They told me that Mart was missing.’
‘Why didn’t you call me? I’d have come straight over; I hate to think of you on your own…’
Poppy looked at Jen. Why hadn’t she called? It was hard to phrase her need for isolation.
Jenna didn’t wait for a response before launching her next question, ‘What does that mean “missing”? They can’t have lost him.’
Poppy smiled at her. ‘Actually they have lost him, kind of. When they first told me I thought that they meant he was dead and that they hadn’t found his body or identified him, or something.’
She was again interrupted by Jenna’s tears, loud and messy, ‘Oh Poppy, poor you, poor Mart!’
Poppy patted the back of her hand. ‘Then when I was at work…’
‘Oh my God, I can’t believe she made you go into work, after what you had been through! I’m going to sort that Christine out, she is such a cow!’
‘It’s all right Jen, I didn’t tell her, she doesn’t know.’ Jenna’s loyalty was fierce, her indignation no matter how misplaced, touching. ‘Anyway, I was doing Mrs Newton’s hair and I suddenly got this really strong image in my head of Mart. I know how crazy it sounds, but it was like I was watching it on a film, only I could hear and “feel” what he was going through. I knew that he had been taken.’
         
‘What do you mean “taken”? Taken where?’ Jenna tried to make sense of it.
‘Taken as in captured. Taken hostage.’
‘Oh my God!’ Jenna placed both hands over her open mouth. She had no verbal braking system, no means of censoring what was floating around in her head. ‘Oh Poppy! That’s terrible, it’s just like that Terry Waite bloke from Blackheath. They chained him to a radiator for years and wouldn’t let him look at a Bible even though he was a vicar. His teeth went bad and when he got rescued he had to get full dentures. That bloke that was with him, John someone, his girlfriend chucked him when he came home, which was really shit. Not that you’d chuck Mart just because he got all beardy and scabby and he wouldn’t want to look at a Bible, but it’ll kill him not to know how Spurs are doing.’
Poppy smiled at Jenna, rambling through her tears. She tried to think of Martin tied to a radiator like Terry Waite, who she knew was not a vicar, but a special envoy from the Archbishop of Canterbury, but decided against trying to explain this to Jen. Poppy tried to apply reason. ‘Mart’s a different kettle of fish, Jen. He’s not a vicar and he won’t be gone for years.’
Jenna looked at her. ‘Oh God, did I say the wrong thing? Truth is, mate, I don’t know what to say…’
‘This is a weird situation, Jen; it’s OK to say whatever you want. We don’t know how we should act, do we? It’s all new, strange and bloody awful.’
‘It is bloody awful, really bloody awful,’ Jenna concurred. They were silent for some seconds. ‘What happens next?’
         
‘I don’t really know. They have assigned me a liaison officer, a bloke called Rob who is coming to see me later, hopefully with more information. They seem good at keeping me up to date, so I guess we will just have to wait and see.’ Poppy decided against telling her that they knew who had Martin and that one of his colleagues had been killed, it wouldn’t have served any purpose other than upset her more; give her more to think about.
Jenna looked at her mate. ‘Have you got dental insurance, Pop?’
‘What?’
‘For Mart’s dentures, they can be really expensive.’
Poppy laughed because the alternative was to cry some more. She knew there were going to be a lot more tears to come.
Jenna’s tone was one of concern, ‘What are you going to do?’
Poppy didn’t know how to answer her. What could she do? It was during these early chats that ideas started to germinate. Poppy tried to order her thoughts, attempting to take more mental control which, even if it achieved nothing, made her feel much better.
         
‘Are they going to rescue him?’
It was a simple enough question but one to which Poppy didn’t know the answer. ‘I assume so, Jen. I mean they wouldn’t just leave him there, would they?’
The two looked blankly at each other. Would they? She reminded herself to ask Rob exactly what the plan was for getting Martin out of there.
Jenna chewed her bottom lip as she did when she was thinking, before shrieking, ‘Oh my God! I think it’s on the news, Poppy.’
         
‘What is?’
         
‘About Mart.’
‘What about Mart?’ Poppy recalled Rob’s words; twenty-four-hour news blackout, but the media were already on it.
         
‘Well, not exactly about Mart, because I didn’t know that it was Mart, but I heard something on Sky this morning. I didn’t pay it much attention.’ Jenna, like most of the population, was emotionally saturated when it came to soldier deaths, which were too numerous to mentally invest in. It would only be the immediate family that felt their world torn apart. For many, it was simply the third headline after celebrity misdemeanour and the showbiz of politics.
Poppy jumped up and switched on the TV. She punched the digits into the remote control and waited for the screen to flicker to life. There was an item about falling house prices, a celebrity’s frock had fallen off during an award ceremony, followed by a piece about the Bank of England’s decision to cut interest rates. The girls watched in silence, waiting.
         
Then POW! It came on the screen. Poppy felt her heartbeat quicken. The girls edged closer to the TV, keen to note each small detail, hear every word. Ordinarily, sitting ten feet away from the telly with the volume turned up was enough to glean all you needed, but not today. There was a small photograph on the top right-hand of the screen; a young, smiling soldier in his uniform. It was Aaron Sotherby, the same Aaron Sotherby that had his breakfast, shaved and dressed with Poppy’s husband only a day or so before.
The news wasn’t that detailed. It gave his age and stated that he’d been with the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment for eighteen months; this was his first tour, he left behind a wife and a little boy of two. The way that they said ‘left behind’ made it sound as if he had gone by choice; Poppy didn’t like it. She pictured Aaron’s wife sat on a sofa, probably with her family around, her little boy close, wondering why she had been left behind.
         
Poppy couldn’t decide whether it was better or worse to have a little boy in the world with no daddy. She thought of having a little boy sat by her side right now, and decided that it was definitely better.
She was considering this when the voice on the TV seemed to boom, ‘During the incident in which Private Sotherby was killed, another soldier from the same unit is believed to have been taken hostage by an, as yet, unnamed group. There have been no demands made for his release. His family have been informed. We will give you any details as and when they come in…’ The newsreader turned his frown into a smile and it was off to a film set in Elstree and an item on the latest 007 movie.
It felt bizarre, knowing it was Martin they were speaking about, and even weirder that she was ‘the family’ to which they referred. She knew they said that to stop the thousands of other army families worrying. By the time it hit the TV, you would already have been informed. Poppy felt a combination of distress and excitement. She didn’t want to be in this awful situation, but at the same time it was a bit like, ‘Wahey! We are on the telly!’
         
‘Shit, Poppy!’ Jenna’s succinct appraisal accurately summed up the situation.
The two continued to gaze at the box, waiting for it to be played again, desperate to see if they’d missed anything. It was shown once more before the doorbell rang. Poppy was relieved by Rob’s arrival. She and Jenna had talked themselves around in circles, fuelled by caffeine. Poppy felt shaky and sick. Whilst it was lovely to have company, she also wanted her friend to leave so that she could figure out what needed to be done. The reality was, however, that there was nothing to be done; only more waiting.
Jenna scowled at Rob as their paths crossed in the hallway; she too wanted someone to blame. Poppy thought it funny that her environment was subject to such extremes, silent and morgue-like when she was alone or bustling with activity. She tried to remember what it felt like when it was her and Martin; normal.
         
‘How are you today, Poppy?’
‘OK, I think. Cup of tea?’
‘Ooh yes, lovely.’ Rob removed his cap and leant against the kitchen cabinet.
Poppy was grateful he didn’t feel the need to fill the silence with small talk, happy that they both had thinking time. It made her relax. ‘I’ve seen the news, Rob.’ She decided to preempt his question.
         
‘I guessed you might have. What d’you think?’
‘It’s really weird to think that they are talking about Mart, very surreal. His capture is obviously smaller news than the fact that Aaron has been killed, so it’s masking it for the moment.’
‘Why do you say for the moment?’ Rob placed his index finger over his mouth and moustache, he looked thoughtful.
‘… because I think when people really start to listen and register another death, that’s when they’ll turn their attention to the fact that a soldier has been taken hostage. I think some people will find it a bit exciting. It will become more important.’
         
‘I think that you are exactly right, Poppy.’
‘I noticed that they didn’t say who’d taken him, even though we know.’
‘That’s quite standard. These groups want media coverage and we don’t want to give them any more publicity than we absolutely have to. We’re hoping that they get in touch with some demands, which will force an announcement about who they are and give us a way forward. By announcing it now, we’d be playing into their hands.’
‘I see. It’s strange for me, Rob, talking about publicity and acting as though it’s something invented; a game. Yet, my husband is in the middle of it, being held somewhere and going through God knows what.’
         
‘I can only imagine how difficult this must be for you, Poppy.’
‘It’s not so much that it’s difficult, it’s more frustrating. I feel useless. I’m not used to sitting back and letting someone else fix my problems. But I don’t know how to fix this and that’s what’s driving me nuts.’
‘You have to believe that the right people are doing the very best thing for Martin.’
There was something in his tone that made her abort the tea making. She placed the box of tea bags on the counter next to the empty mugs and folded her arms. It was something as innocuous as a small catch in his voice. Poppy didn’t know where the question came from, but she asked it anyway,
‘Rob, do you believe that the right people are doing the very best thing for Martin?’
         
He hesitated, his mouth went to form a response, but he remained silent until his lips formed a different shape as though his mind had changed direction, rejecting ‘yes’. ‘Maybe. I don’t fully understand the negotiation process, Poppy, so I’m not the best person to ask.’
Poppy stared at him. ‘That means no.’
He was quick to answer, ‘No, it doesn’t. It means that there are probably things going on behind the scenes that I don’t know about, things to secure his release that if I did know could endanger him or others. Our intelligence on the ground will be talking to intermediaries, and as soon as they have anything concrete to go on we will act.’
         
‘I get that, Rob, but I am still unsure of what the actual plan is. How are they going to get him back? What are they doing right now to get my husband back?’ Poppy was aware that she had raised her voice.
         
‘I don’t know, Poppy, but we have to believe that they are doing something.’
‘You mean that there is a chance they are doing nothing? Is that what you think, Rob?’
‘No!’ He was emphatic, but Poppy saw the look in his eyes. She had learnt enough about Rob over the last couple of days to see a very real fear in his face. This was precisely what he was thinking. That’s the thing about being smart, sometimes you can be a bit too clever for your own good. This was definitely one of those times.
 

The tinny transistor on the shelf belted out golden oldies as Poppy washed setting lotion from plastic rollers in the back sink. Her foot tapped involuntarily along to ‘Build Me Up Buttercup’. She considered the previous day, taking great solace from the fact that Jenna knew. It wasn’t that she could do anything to make the problem go away, but it helped, knowing her friend was thinking about her, sharing her burden and sending love and support. Poppy also thought that it was better for Martin; her theory being that the more people willed him to be OK, sent him love across the miles, that he might somehow feel it.
Poppy had never been overly concerned with the existence of God. Religion was a background idea that she hadn’t properly analysed, an undercurrent of which she was aware, but avoided its pull. Yet now, in this time of need and reflection, she not only explored the idea of an omnipotent being that could help her, but welcomed it. She prayed for her husband, open to the possibility that her words might reach a force able to respond. Her requests were both small and large, ranging from ‘let him be comfortable tonight’, to ‘send him home to me’.
         
Poppy smiled to see the tongues of the blue rinse brigade wagging as they tried to figure out why she was being met from work by a soldier that wasn’t her husband. Rob hovered on the pavement, waiting for Poppy to finish. He could hold his own on the battlefield, was trained in jungle warfare and knew how to handle attack from bullets and artillery. But he was reluctant to enter the realm of the middle-aged and elderly, where the weapons of choice were perm curlers, gossip and scalding tea.
         
Poppy shrugged her arms into her cardigan and left without saying a word. She decided to keep them guessing for a bit longer. The nosy old cows.
‘How are you today, Poppy?’
‘You always ask me that, Rob; it’s the first thing you say.’
‘Do I? Yes I guess I do, and do you know why?’
Poppy shook her head. ‘No.’
‘Because I’m worried about you and when I go to bed at night, I wonder if you are OK.’
‘Do you and Moira talk about me?’ It intrigued her to think that these people, who knew so little about her, would chat about her life and situation. She found it strangely interfering, yet also quite comforting.
‘Yes we do.’
‘What does she think about all of this?’
‘Moira thinks that you are very brave and strong to be coping in the way that you are. She’s sad that someone of your age has to go through this at all. Things like this were always her worst nightmare when I was on tour and she is very grateful that it was just a horrible idea. She never had to live through it like you.’
‘What do you think, Rob?’
‘I think I agree with her, Poppy.’
‘That’s because she’s your wife. Legally you have to agree with her!’
Rob laughed, ‘You know it.’
‘I’m off to see my nan. You can walk me there if you like, or do you want to go and get a coffee?’
         
‘I’m OK walking and talking if you are?’
‘I think I can manage that. So, what’s happening?’
‘Well, no real change I’m afraid. Major Helm would like to come and see you tomorrow. I said I would arrange a time, if that’s all right.’
‘Why does he want to see me? Does he have news?’ Poppy couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice.
‘Not so much news as an update and, before you ask, no, I don’t know what he wants to discuss.’
‘I didn’t warm to him when I met him last time.’
‘You don’t say?’ Rob’s smile was wide.
‘Was it obvious?’
‘Not to him I don’t think, so don’t worry.’
‘I don’t know what it is about him, the way he spoke to me, as though he was really superior. I hate that.’
Rob was silent, but she could tell by his expression that he wanted to agree with her, even if it was just a little bit.
‘Tomorrow will be fine, Rob. I’ll be at the flat at lunchtime if that’s any good.’
‘Yup, that’s great. If there is anything to tell you before then, I’ll give you a shout.’
It was only a short walk; they quickly arrived outside The Unpopulars.
‘Here we are.’
‘Right then, Poppy, I’ll say goodnight. Will you be all right getting back on your own?’
This made Poppy laugh; he was referring to the streets where she had lived her whole life, where she had wandered solo since the age of six. ‘I think I’ll be fine.’
He nodded and strode off towards the tube.
Poppy walked up the path and knocked on the front door. Mr Veerswamy met her in the hallway. ‘Ah good evening, Poppy!’
         
‘Good evening, Mr Veerswamy. How are you?’
‘Very good, Poppy, very good. Miss Dorothy will be pleased to see you as usual! I have some small news; Mrs Veerswamy and I are going overseas next week, so we won’t be around for a while.’
‘Ooh how lovely! Are you going somewhere nice? Not another one of your cruises?’
‘No! No such luck, but yes, somewhere very nice. We are going home to Pakistan to bring back my daughter’s husband. He is living in Peshawar and when we come back there will be the biggest wedding a father can give his daughter, she will bankrupt me for sure!’ Mr Veerswamy threw his hands above his head; it was his favourite joke, to talk about his impending poverty while jangling the keys to his enormous Mercedes, as his Rolex glinted on his wrist. ‘I am sure it is the same with your daddy, Poppy! I bet he spoils you rotten!’
Poppy didn’t have the heart or the desire to tell him that she had never met her daddy, much less be spoilt by him. ‘Yes, Mr Veerswamy, that’s me, a right little daddy’s girl!’
‘I knew it, Poppy! I knew it. I can tell.’
Poppy thought about his trip. She pictured the globe on the shelf in the geography room at school and could visualise the region of Pakistan he would be visiting. The Veerswamys would be a mere mountain range away from Afghanistan. Her heart lurched inside her ribcage. Why did everyone travel apart from her? It was that luck thing again.
As a child, Poppy knew that it didn’t matter how strongly you yearned to be like the posh girls whose mums were never fat, were rarely tattooed and whose dads dropped them off in flash cars. The girls with shiny, blond hair and straight white teeth, who would go to university to become all the things that Poppy could only dream of. Why? Because that is just the way it is. Think of it as luck, or lack of luck, or bad luck or unlucky. It was luck who you were born to and the place you were born in.
         
The shiny blonde girls at school were lucky. They would marry the super smart or really gorgeous boys because they all belonged to the same secret club. It’s a club that Poppy could never join because she had been brought up in the flats. She had never been abroad, said ‘me nan’ instead of ‘my granny’, ‘afters’ instead of ‘pudding’, ‘lounge’ instead of ‘sitting room’ and ‘settee’ instead of ‘sofa’. There were a million other examples. She watched QVC not the BBC. She went ‘up the dogs’ instead of ‘to the races’. None of her class mates had been called Phoebe and she wouldn’t think twice about wearing her slippers up the Spar. Her dream home consisted of a picture she had seen in a catalogue of a shiny, faux leather, brown sofa with two fluffy cushions, a cream rug on a laminate floor and a large vase with twigs artfully poking out of the top. She never ate sushi, preferring a nice Chinese takeaway which she and Martin would eat on their laps whilst watching soaps. It was like having working-class Tourette’s, a reflex she couldn’t escape, hide from or even disguise. She gave herself away every time she opened her mouth and Poppy opened her mouth a lot.
         
These are just a few of the many reasons that would deny Poppy entry. Her teeth weren’t that straight or white. She didn’t look or sound right, and her family were representative of those you found on cheaply produced TV shows. The ones where the impoverished go to not only wash their dirty laundry in public, but to iron, fold and put it away as well. That meant no entry, barred for life. Did she mind? Only sometimes.
Poppy remembered one of the wealthy girls in her class, Harriet, who sent a postcard to her class from the south of France. Their teacher read the card out. It was full of the usual uninteresting facts; the villa was nice, the weather hot and Harriet had tried frogs’ legs. Poppy and her classmates had been indifferent; Harriet’s experiences were so remote from their lives and concerns that they may as well have been snippets from a story book.
         
Poppy cared less than most about the random bits of information that were being shared, or the fact that Harriet and her family jetted off to places that she could only locate on a globe with no hope of ever visiting. What she could do, however, and what she wanted to do was hold that postcard. Towards the end of the lesson, tiptoeing up to Miss West’s desk, she asked in a small voice if she could hold the card; it took all of her courage. Miss West understood; she smiled as she reached into the drawer. Handing over the rectangular card, she spoke in an equally small voice, ‘You can keep it, Poppy.’ She briefly raised her eyebrows. It was their secret. Poppy suspected that she was just as uninterested in Harriet’s antics as they were; she was a lovely teacher and knew that life was pretty tough for most of her class. She was kind and never patronising. Poppy liked her a lot. Miss West was one of the few people in her life that told her she was smart, that she could do and be whatever she wanted to, and that the only thing that would hold her back was her lack of confidence. Ha! That and the fact that she was tethered to her family by an invisible thread woven from guilt and duty.
         
Poppy kept that card for years. In fact, it’s probably still lurking in a drawer somewhere. She would often hold it, looking at the picture on the front of a very straight avenue lined with tall trees and vineyards on either side. The postmark read ‘SAINTES’. She looked it up in the geography book in school and learnt that it was near Cognac, where the drink came from. This was all fairly interesting to her, but the biggest fascination was that this actual piece of paper had travelled from that faraway city and ended up in her hands; amazing! When she was a little girl and her whole world comprised of three streets, it was truly incredible.
         
Poppy wanted to ask Mr Veerswamy to go over the mountain, to get close to Martin and give him a message. Could he please tell her husband she loved and missed him, that she wasn’t complete without him and she wanted him to come home? Poppy swallowed to flush the hard ball of tears that had gathered at the back of her throat. She stared at Mr Veerswamy’s shiny shoes, blinking hard; she counted the tiny perforated holes that formed a pattern around the toes. It was a diversionary technique that she used to distract her emotions. ‘Have a lovely trip, Mr Veerswamy.’
         
‘I will, Poppy Day. See you when I get back.’ He nodded to indicate conversation over.
Poppy trod the corridor until she reached Dorothea, sitting silently in her room. The telly was off which was most unusual.
‘Hello there. You all right, Nan?’
She looked up quickly. It took a fraction of a second to recognise her granddaughter, the biggest indicator that she was tired. It intrigued Poppy, the things that bothered her nan, the moments when she was completely lucid and the things that slipped through her net of reality. There seemed to be little justification for her various fixations.
         
Standing proudly on the bedside table was a picture of her and Wally on their wedding day. Poppy could see by the set of Wally’s face and measured stance that his nature did not creep up on him over the years. He was a misery guts at twenty-three and a misery guts at seventy-three, just older. It was a black and white photo, but her nan’s mouth and eyes had been crudely painted in crimson and turquoise, making it look more Andy Warhol than Uncle Harold’s Kodak. Sometimes Poppy pointed to it. ‘Who’s this, Nan?’
‘Oh that’s a very pretty lady!’
This made Poppy smile because she was right, it was a very pretty lady and one that bore no resemblance to the woman slumped in front of her, whose features hung, having slipped from their anchor points. It made Poppy sad that Dorothea didn’t remember, but worse still was when she did remember and Poppy glimpsed her sorrow.
         
On these occasions, she clutched her granddaughter’s hand in desperation. ‘How did I end up here, Poppy Day? Where did everyone go?’
Poppy would blot the tears that ran unchecked down her face, and stroke the crêpe-like skin on the back of her hand. ‘I don’t know, Nan. I don’t know what happened.’ That was the truth. Poppy never lied to her, never would.
Dorothea’s face was crumpled in agitation. ‘Yes, Poppy Day, I’m fine, just having a bit of a think.’
‘Oh right. What are you thinking about?’
‘I’m sitting here thinking about that other baby.’
‘What other baby, Nan?’
‘The baby that our Joan had before she had you, the one she put up for adoption. I’ve been thinking that if she hadn’t, then I would have two grandchildren, wouldn’t I? I’d still have my Poppy Day, but there would be one a year older an’ all.’
Poppy was stunned. It was the first time she had heard the idea of another baby. It might have been one of her nan’s stories; the fusion of an articulate tongue and a slippery grip on reality meant this baby could be dismissed as easily as her claim on Joan Collins’ parentage. No doubt that is what most would think, but Poppy knew differently. Dorothea’s eyes were the biggest clue to her state of mind, often appearing glazed or unfocused when she was uttering fancies. Tonight, however, they were sharp and clear; her mind, despite her fatigue, was not only present but ordered.
Dorothea continued, ‘I guess he is out there somewhere, isn’t he? I wonder what he is doing right now. Do you think he could be close by?’
         
‘I guess so, Nan.’
‘I mean just because your mother didn’t want him, doesn’t mean that I didn’t. He went to a good family. I know she made sure of that. I’ve got a funny feeling he’s not far away, Poppy Day. Imagine that, he might be living right around the corner. You might see him every day and you wouldn’t even know it!’
‘What was his name, Nan?’
‘Whose name?’
‘The other baby.’
‘What other baby, Poppy Day?’
‘The baby Mum gave away for adoption? The baby we were talking about.’
‘Poppy Day you do talk some rot. Our Joan only ever had you. You were the apple of her eye! She worshipped you.’
This made Poppy smile; the lie, the deceit, the puréeing of the truth to make it a bit more palatable. She imagined the conversation that her nan and Mr Veerswamy might have about her: ‘She’s the apple of her mother’s eye, how she worships her!’ He would chip in with, ‘Yes but still a daddy’s girl!’ They would laugh at the cherished existence that was the life of Poppy Day. The much-loved daughter adored by her doting mother and spoilt by her attentive father, what a lucky, lucky girl.
         
Poppy’s tiredness hit her like a wave. It was a new feeling to be mentally tired. Her body had hours of life left in it, but her mind was fuzzy, confused and switching off after too much thinking.
‘As long as you are OK, Nan, I’m going to push off. I’ve had a really long day. I’ll see you tomorrow. Shall I bring you something nice to eat; is there anything that you fancy?’
         
Dorothea shook her head, her bottom lip protruding, arms folded tightly across her chest. She was clearly miffed by the brevity of her granddaughter’s visit. She reminded Poppy of an overgrown toddler. Poppy bent forward and kissed her forehead. ‘Goodnight, Nan. Sweet dreams.’
         
Her nan’s voice boomed against her back, urgent and deliberate, ‘Simon. His name was Simon.’
         
Simon. Simon. It didn’t matter how many times Poppy repeated the name in her head; it didn’t help to make him into a person, a brother that she could picture. She tried to calculate the year of his birth, how old would Cheryl have been … fourteen, fifteen? It was with a mixture of excitement and suspicion that she contemplated her nan’s revelation. It might be true; she could have a sibling named Simon, a big brother that could help her find Martin, offer support with Dorothea. On the other hand, he could be a complete tosser if his dad was one of the blokes her mum had always managed to attach herself to. They were a particular type, with perma-tans and a fondness for chunky gold. They were usually called Terry or Trevor and were interchangeable, always rough and reckoned they were a bit of a hit with the ladies. These tracksuit-wearing Terry/Trevor hybrids would call Poppy ‘Sweedart’, be on a first-name basis with both the local bookie and pub landlord, drive old, slow, dented Fords and had never read a book or paid income tax in their lives.
         
A picture swam into her mind of a boy at school, two years above her and Martin. His name was Simon, his hair was darker than hers, but the freckles were similar. She shook her head. ‘Get a grip, Pop.’ She had enough to think about without throwing her mysterious, potentially non-existent brother into the mix.



    

  
    
      
         
Six
            

INCARCERATION THREW UP unexpected challenges for Martin.  He learnt to live with discomfort, the acute fear he had felt  upon capture subsided and his humiliation diluted with the  passing of time. Incredibly, it was the interminable boredom  and isolation that proved to be the biggest threats to his sanity.   
         
Night and day were indistinguishable. Without any concept  of time, every hour was the same. He existed in a purgatorial  cycle, lying in a rat-infested square with no idea when the next  punishment was going to be delivered.   
He slept as much as he could and relished the escape it  offered. He would often dream that he was at home and could  feel the soft pillow cradling his head, could sense the slow  rhythm of Poppy’s chest as it rose and fell, could hear the  milkman rattling bottles at some ungodly hour in the morning.  When he woke, for the first split-second of consciousness, he  wouldn’t know which was dream and which the reality.   
In his darker moments, despair gave way to anger.  Frustration would bubble away until a guttural shout of  ‘Bastards!’ would leap from his throat, a small protest against  his incarceration. It served to remind his jailors that he was  human, a man who had a life and a future, before they replaced  his optimism with fear. It angered him that this predicament  had not happened by chance, but by design; someone had  chosen to take his freedom.   
It was a strange dichotomy. Martin had never experienced such isolation, yet was never alone, not for any discernible length of time. It nearly sent him mad; the constant scrutiny of at least one pair of eyes. Unspeaking, silent eyes set in different faces, yet all betraying the same hatred, the same fervour. The level of supervision amused him. What did they think he was going to do? Nibble his way through the brickwork? Even if he had been able to reach the window, he had no hope of removing the planks and even less chance of surviving alone outside of these four walls. To put it in terms that his army buddies would understand, he was up shit creek…
         
There was the odd second during the ‘changing of the guard’ as Martin called it, when he would be alone and those odd seconds were to be relished. He could still hear the men outside, the mutterings of handover, the slap of leather-soled sandals against the floor and the click of metal gun against walls, but he was out of sight and that meant privacy of sorts. Not that Martin needed physical privacy; his body wasn’t responsive or functioning in any normal way. This fact alone made him feel sad, emphasising just how broken he was.
These precious seconds gave him the chance to think about Poppy in peace, without the grunting and breathing of some hairy bloke in the corner, cleaning his gun or praying. He would talk to her out loud and not just in his head, ‘Hang in there, baby. I miss you, but I’m always with you. Be strong for me, my beautiful Poppy. I love you so much.’
A couple of the guards were peasants, rough looking and poorly dressed. They were the worst. Taunting Martin, shouting at him in a language he had no hope of understanding, punching him, or worse, if they got the chance. They found it amusing when he wet himself, but he had no choice, he was often tied up and couldn’t move. The combination of ammonia on raw skin and the intense heat meant his legs were quickly covered in sores. It was horrific for him, the stench unbearable and it was his own smell. He could only imagine how bad it must have been for someone else.
         
A new guard arrived after a few days, laughing loudly as he entered the room. Martin turned his head towards the door, his heart racing; this ebullient display was unusual and unnerving. The guard walked over to where he lay, peering into his face. He was a lad in his late teens, with good white teeth and a ready smile.
‘Manchester United!’ He over-pronounced the ‘r’, turning into a roll, a long almost French sound.
Martin nodded.
His guard continued, ‘David Beckham, Ryan Giggs, Wayne Rooney!’
In spite of the absolutely dire circumstances, Martin laughed, ‘Yes, Manchester United!’ Although as a Spurs fan it nearly choked him. Martin bloody hated Manchester United.
The lad laughed and patted Martin’s shoulder. His touch, this one small display of empathy when he was used to being prodded like a dog, caused a lump to rise in his throat. He swallowed and sniffed to abate the tears. It was also the first time since his capture that anyone had said anything he could understand. It sounded like poetry, his language from his country, his beautiful England.
         
Whether coincidence or not, with the arrival of ‘Man U’ as Martin called him, his life seemed to get a little better. The morning he was told to take his clothes off was a significant milestone. Martin was petrified. After stripping, his uniform was bundled up and taken out of the room. Another guard came in, holding a large, metal bucket of tepid water. There was a small, dirty rag floating on the top of it. Martin didn’t notice the rust on the receptacle or the holes in the wash cloth; to him, it was the luxury bathroom of a fancy hotel.
It was wonderful for him to feel water on his skin, to run it over his legs, down his back. When he’d finished, he was given a traditional Afghan outfit of long pyjama-style trousers and a cotton caftan with slits up the sides. Martin was grateful to have fresh clothes, even more so to be clean. He was allowed to keep the bucket to use as a loo and that alone made his life bearable.
         
It was a strange thing that happened to Martin in captivity. He quickly became dehumanised by the humiliation, the squalor. Then, when things picked up slightly, got a little bit better – like being given a dirty bucket to go to the loo in, or the fact that he could lift up his hands, which were untied, to touch his own face – these small things became huge; they meant everything. The cotton fabric of his new clothes made it much easier to live in the intense heat.
With the removal of his uniform and the growth of his beard, Martin’s treatment changed. He concluded that his desert combats were a constant and fresh reminder of what he represented. Without them, he blended in, noticing that abuse from a couple of the guards stopped. His beard was a symbol that his Muslim captors welcomed, although for Martin it was a daily reminder of a shave that wouldn’t happen, a day that he couldn’t strike off in his quest to get back to Poppy. Whether the guards had been told to stop his ill treatment or because they were more used to him, confident that he wasn’t going to try and escape, didn’t matter. Either way, it was a welcome development. He was given greater freedom, able to sit or lie on the bed, and it was wonderful to have the choice. For this too, he was thankful.
Escape had been playing on Martin’s mind. The many and varied methods of his sprint to freedom had been imagined and dismissed. Too many unknowns blighted every idea. He knew his best opportunity to get away had been at the point of capture. What had he been taught? To use the confusion, the panic, create a diversion, make a noise and fight back. He mentally flipped through the training manual, trying to locate the page that detailed what to do when holed up in a darkened room under the constant scrutiny of an armed fanatic. Despite the dire odds of success, he was still determined to try.
         
A bout of diarrhoea had left him in a weakened state. His skin bore the filmy sheen of a fevered sweat. He lay on the mattress, straining to hear any activity outside the room. It was one of those rare minutes when the guards were changing and he was alone. He had decided that this would be the moment, a small window that would prove the best chance of escape. He swung unsteady legs around until he was in a sitting position. A fresh cramp tore at his stomach as his bowels spasmed – fortunately they were empty. Swaying and upright, he stepped forward with his hand outstretched; the door handle was now only inches from his grasp.
         
It was simultaneous; as he placed his trembling palm against the frame for support, the person on the other side turned the handle. Both started, neither expecting to come face to face with the enemy. Whether it was good luck or bad it’s hard to decide, a different captor might have not been so keen to arrive and could have given him a few more precious minutes in which to escape. Similarly, he may have drawn a weapon and put his charge out of his misery.
It was the startled face of Man U that mirrored his own. The young Afghan glanced nervously over his shoulder before entering the room; had there been other witnesses, the matter would have been taken out of his hands. Martin wobbled, threatening to fall. Man U took him by the elbow and guided him back to the bed. He sat his charge down and crouched in front of him, like a tired parent addressing a taxing child. His manner was calm, his tone inflected with kindness. He shook his head while holding Martin’s gaze. It was an impasse. Man U delivered his words slowly, gone were his trademark exuberance and grin. He drew his index finger across his throat with great deliberation. ‘Georgie Best.’
         
Martin received the message loud and clear. He nodded, strangely touched by Man U’s stance. It wasn’t characteristic of the oppressor, but was more in the nature of protection and friendship. Martin considered it a lucky thing that Man U had been his interceptor. God forbid he had been meted out a dose of Georgie Best…
In Martin’s darker moments he would think about Aaron. He tried to wipe the images from his mind but couldn’t. In the same way the tip of a tongue seeks out a decaying tooth, so he would mentally jab at his pain, replaying his friend’s final moments in slow-motion detail. It would make him feel sick, angry and, shamefully, a little bit relieved. They had killed Aaron and spared him, but it could so easily have been the other way around. While he was alive there was hope, no matter how small, that he would get to see Poppy again. He wanted nothing more than to hold her in his arms, hear her wonderful voice and to tell her that he loved her. No matter how bad his circumstances, that glimmer of hope was the most precious thing and he clung to it.
Even the thought made him feel guilty. What wouldn’t Aaron have given to hold his missus one more time, to see his little boy, mark one more birthday, celebrate one more Christmas, enjoy one more walk in the park, read one more bedtime story?
Martin’s wish, no, his prayer during those dark times was that his friend’s body had been repatriated and that he had been given the burial he deserved. Martin couldn’t bear the idea that Aaron’s body had been left somewhere, taken or still missing. He took comfort from the image of the soldier’s coffin, flag-draped and saluted, back home where he belonged in the country that he loved.
         
*

Martin woke with a start in the middle of the night. He had dreamt that he was woken by Poppy. He could tell it was his wife by her touch and smell. She was stroking the hair away from his forehead. Her voice a gentle whisper, ‘Mart… Mart… It’s OK, baby, I’m here.’ Her words and the touch of her fingers against his skin gave him a jolt of elation. It felt real. He could sense her. It made him miss her so much, he wanted to cry. Martin didn’t want to open his eyes because he knew that he would lose her all over again. Clamping his lids, he tried to keep on dreaming, tried to remain focused, to keep her with him.
         
When he woke and sat up on the dirty mattress, in his grim prison, it felt even more like hell because he had remembered that there was a better place, a place that he wanted to be, with the woman that he loved. It was at times like these that he missed her the most.
He drifted back into a light sleep, with the memory of her voice and the sound of her laugh playing in his head. It was beautiful and painful all at the same time.
Martin’s quiet reflection inspired him. He woke with the new idea that maybe he wasn’t the only person that had been taken captive; perhaps someone else was being held in the same building. As the suggestion grew, so did the possibility of who else they had taken. Not only could there be someone else like him, held in another room, but it might even be someone that he knew, someone from the same patrol or at the very least another soldier.
The prospect of this was wonderful, giving him a strong feeling of hope and excitement. Martin decided to ask Man U the next time he saw him. He wasn’t sure how he was going to make him understand, but he was determined to try. He had purposely avoided making conversation or trying to engage with the guards, figuring out quite quickly that if he was invisible, it made life easier for everyone. Those that didn’t want to guard him weren’t reminded of his presence, and those that felt hostile he didn’t antagonise. His childhood had given him all the training he needed for this; don’t breathe too loudly and don’t be obvious. Quietly disappear.
         
Man U walked in the very next day with his arms held aloft as though he had just scored a goal. His smile fixed. He stepped closer to the bed before announcing, ‘Manchester United!’
‘Yes! Yes! Manchester United!’
Martin knew what was coming next. ‘David Beckham!’
‘Yes!’ Again he nodded, ‘David Beckham!’
The whole charade was a whole lot easier than you might imagine. It wasn’t too different from dealing with Dorothea, although Martin never visited her without Poppy, finding their interactions when he was alone, if not frustrating, then certainly embarrassing.
         
They exhausted the few common words that they shared when Martin decided to take the bull by the horns. He pointed at his chest in a Tarzanesque manner. ‘Me, David Beckham.’
Whether he understood or not, Man U laughed and nodded, repeating the words, ‘David Beckham!’
Martin then pointed towards the door, trying to indicate the wider building. ‘Ryan Giggs? Wayne Rooney? Other David Beckham?’ He tried to make his tone sound as much like a question as he could.
The guard nodded. ‘Manchester United!’
Martin tried again, pointing at his own chest, ‘Me David Beckham, soldier.’ Martin then pointed at his captor, ‘You Ryan Giggs.’
Still the grin didn’t falter.
Martin pointed at the wall. ‘More David Beckham soldiers? Here or here?’ He used his finger to indicate different parts of the building.
The lad smiled at Martin. ‘Ah!’ as though a penny had dropped. He nodded furiously.
         
Martin felt a surge of anticipation.
Man U bent low towards his face and paused, concentrating on his next words, which were almost a whisper, ‘Alex Ferguson!’
Martin’s frustration and disappointment were so acute that he wanted to punch him. He smiled and whispered back, ‘No, you dickhead, not Alex Ferguson or anyone else in your sodding team. You are a moron; I hate you.’
The young guard smiled and patted Martin’s shoulder.
It was to be a long day; he was left feeling low by the whole encounter.
He hoped that things were going on in the background to get him back, of course he did. He had to believe that there would be some sort of diplomatic activity, or at the very least that the army bigwigs were wading in, using local intelligence to find him and negotiate his handover. He knew it was a race against time. Would the army get him back before his captors decided to kill him? That had been the recognised pattern with all other hostages. Hostage. It was difficult to think of himself in that way. It never occurred to Martin that he might be newsworthy or that anyone at home might know what had happened.
         
He knew by that stage Poppy would have been informed by the family liaison team. They had been briefed on the process before being deployed. He had digested it at some level before putting it to the back of his mind. He and all others deployed had to believe that the chances of you, or your family, needing this service were very, very slim. The sort of occurrences that would require their intervention were the very things that only happened to other people, or so he thought.
Martin hated the fact Poppy would be worried sick, but he never thought for one minute that his mates in the pub would have the chance to read about his capture, fellow Spurs fans, people in his city, in his country. He couldn’t picture his story pinned up in the garage where he used to work, or a banner up on his old school gates, but this was exactly what was about to happen.
         
Martin, like every other human, could only see himself as the ordinary person that he was. Someone’s husband, someone’s son and someone’s neighbour; he never considered that he, or anything about him, might be of interest to anyone outside a small group. It was a strange and unnatural situation; he was an ordinary bloke, living an ordinary life, who found himself caught up in something extraordinary. Martin reasoned logically, that if it could happen to anyone and his selection had been random, then he hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Had he?
         
He, like Poppy, hadn’t given much thought to God and heaven, but his situation forced him to reflect on things outside the normal. He considered the reasons why he was fighting there at all and it came full circle back to religion. Martin marvelled at the fact that, in the name of God and faith, man would happily blow each other up, maim and kill; he concluded that it was a funny kind of religion that endorsed this.
         
He tried to understand what the people who lived in this harsh terrain were willing to sacrifice in the name of their belief. They had so little and without the poppy crop and support of a terrorist organisation, they had absolutely nothing. For them to fight and potentially die, meant they were risking their families’ livelihoods and futures.
Martin thought about his own death. He wondered where he would go next, if anywhere, and began to ask for help. He confided his fears. Martin’s ideas of God were sketchy, but he reasoned that if he was praying, he must have believed that there was someone or something to pray to. He couldn’t say with any certainty that his prayers were answered, but it certainly made him feel better. It could have been self-soothing, but equally it might have been an all-powerful being, sending him messages of peace and hope. Who knows, maybe they were.
         
Martin used to imagine talking to Poppy. Her voice would be clear, as was the image of her flicking the fringe from her eyes, rubbing away her tears with the back of her hand…
If that’s not prayers being answered, communicating with his wife thousands of miles and a whole lifetime away, then what is?



    

  
    
      
         
Seven
            

POPPY PACED THE flat, eager for Rob and the major to arrive. It was important to her that the place looked nice, she wanted them to see her calm and in control. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Major Helm felt superior to her. He wasn’t and she wanted to show him that. He’d been successful in his chosen career, so what? It was that luck thing again. Rob smiled at her when she opened the front door. Anthony Helm stood slightly behind him, hovering, as if trying to delay his entry.
         
Rob walked through into the lounge, leaving her to face the major. ‘Hello, Poppy. It’s good to see you.’
Poppy knew it was mean, but the instant he opened his gob with his falsely rounded vowels and over-familiar expression, she wanted to sock him one. She tried to overlook the way he shook her hand, whilst trying not to survey the poverty in which she lived. Poppy held a fascination for beautiful voices; with Major Helm it was different. He sounded arrogant, condescending, especially since this was the voice that he had cultivated. Poppy didn’t like it one bit.
         
The trouble was, the more he spoke the more irritated she felt, the less she warmed to him and the colder she became. Meaning the more uncomfortable he became and the more he spoke. The two were locked in a downward spiral of awkwardness that left her wanting to shout at him, ‘For God’s sake shut your trap!’
‘Come through,’ she managed, holding the door wide for him to pass.
He removed his hat and trotted into the lounge, sitting where he had before. Poppy recognised him as a human that sought out the comfort of the familiar.
         
‘Can I get anyone a cup of tea?’
‘Not for me thanks.’
Poppy suspected that Major Helm didn’t want to risk drinking from her catalogue-bought, budget cups with possible hairline cracks and the abomination of cheap, supermarket own-label tea bags. It didn’t occur to her that he might not want to put her to any trouble. He had set the tone; Rob shook his head in decline. Poppy could tell by the set of his mouth that, whether he wanted one or not, he wasn’t about to buck the trend. This made her smile. She took up her seat on the sofa, all present and correct.
         
Poppy noted how, before they could get down to anything interesting, Major Helm needed to go through his set piece. God forbid he might actually go off script. He feared spontaneity like any good soldier should. Ask Martin; spontaneous meant without a plan and that meant all kinds of trouble.
         
‘So Poppy, how are you bearing up?’
She bit the inside of her cheek, reminding herself to be nice. He had come all this way and might have something of interest to tell her. ‘I’m fine. It’s difficult, obviously.’
He nodded and simultaneously interrupted, ‘Obviously.’
‘… the most difficult thing is that I feel so useless. I wish that there was something that I could do to help, instead of sitting here watching the clock go around.’
‘Absolutely, Poppy. I understand, but you must realise that you are doing a fantastic job, waiting for Martin and staying strong for Martin. It’s exactly what the chaps on the frontline need, to know that they are supported, that they have something to come home to, someone waiting…’
         
She looked to Rob for guidance; he had conveniently averted his gaze towards the ceiling, unable to look at her. Under different circumstances she was sure that there would have been the suggestion of a smile playing around his lips. She was still hearing the words in her head. Had he really said ‘fantastic job’ and ‘chaps’? His language was more Jeeves and Wooster than MoD-speak.
         
‘I am sure that you are right, Anthony, the trouble is that my chap isn’t on the front line or performing a fantastic job, is he? He’s banged up in some godforsaken place that I can almost guarantee doesn’t have room service and what I really want to talk about is what you are doing to get him back.’
‘Of course, of course.’
Poppy noticed the stain of scarlet that started at his neck and swept up to his forehead. She misconstrued it as embarrassment. Anthony Helm, however, was not embarrassed, he was angry. Did this girl have no manners?
         
‘There have been measures taken, Poppy, to ensure Martin’s safe return.’
‘I’m very glad to hear that, Anthony. What measures?’
‘I’m sorry?’
She knew that he had heard and was going to use the repeated question as thinking time. She answered slowly, giving him a chance to formulate his response, ‘What measures? What exact measures have been taken to ensure Martin’s safe return?’ An earlier question sat at the front of her mind… they wouldn’t just leave him there, would they?
‘Right, yes.’ He touched his fingers into a pyramid at chest height, only separating them to emphasise a point, after which they would go back to their anchor position. ‘We have people within the unit who are trained in negotiation and are using local intelligence. These people are working tirelessly to gather information which will allow us to formulate a plan.’
‘That’s wonderful. So you are saying that there are people within the unit who are able to talk to the locals to gather information about who took him and where he might be held?’
         
‘Correct.’
‘And at what point will they all stop talking and start “going and getting” because, by my reckoning, he has been held for nearly four days now and I should imagine that each hour is a lifetime for Martin. Do we have a timescale?’
‘A timescale?’
‘For the “going and getting”?’
‘Not exactly a timescale, no. I’m afraid it’s not that simple,’ he laughed with his tongue poking out, stuck to the centre of his top lip. Silly girl.
‘Forgive me, Anthony, but I need it in simple terms, treat me as if I’m a bit thick. Talk me through EXACTLY what is being done to get my husband back to a place of safety, because I think we both know that the first seventy-two hours are absolutely crucial with the percentage of live hostage retrievals slipping by five per cent after each day in captivity. This doesn’t make Mart’s odds very good and we don’t want a “pass it on” case on our hands, do we? Where he is sold on and on until the chain of capture is so weakened, the demands so vague, that it’s almost not worth bothering to go and get him back.’
         
Rob put his hand over his mouth; this time she knew it was to suppress a smile. Poppy was aware that her confident stance was almost certainly in part to impress him. The three were silent for some seconds.
Anthony Helm, in the face of Poppy’s questioning, decided to cut the crap. He pinched the top of his nose and pushed an invisible point on his forehead. ‘Right, Poppy. I am going to be blunt with you.’
It was her turn to interrupt. ‘Please do, Anthony. I just want to know what’s going on.’
‘They know where he is being held, or at least they did. There was an operation, covert of course, in the early hours of yesterday morning. But I am sorry to have to tell you that it wasn’t successful.’
         
Poppy’s heart swelled in her ribcage, her poise collapsed. Despair sat on her chest, a physical block to stem the rising panic. Mart… Mart… Mart… The major’s words swirled inside her head, jumbled like a foreign language; words she recognised but whose meaning refused to sink in. Her vision blurred, a breath caught in her throat as a fresh bout of grief sucked at her ability to function. ‘Was Mart hurt? Is he all right? Did anyone see him?’
‘No. No one saw him, it was the wrong building. We were misinformed, or there’s a chance that the information was correct but that he’s been moved.’
‘When are they going to go again? Now that they know where he isn’t, does that mean that they are closer to finding out where he is?’ Her voice was tainted by the creep of hysteria.
The major exhaled loudly. ‘Poppy, it is not that easy.’ He considered his next choice of phrase, his tone now more direct, for which Poppy was grateful. ‘We’re pretty sure that he is being held in the Garmsir area. We are confident of this because we have the whole area patrolled and our sources on the ground say that he hasn’t been moved out. We also have a fair idea of who has taken him…’
Poppy looked at Rob. There was an almost imperceptible shake of his head. She received the message loud and clear.
‘The trouble is that it’s a tight-knit community and these people are intimidated by and indebted to the tribal warlords that run the province. Getting them to give us the information that we need is very tricky, especially after one failure. It’s made everyone more than a little edgy.’
She thought about what he’d said. The whole problem suddenly felt enormous and insolvable. ‘I don’t know what to do next.’ The admission of her weakness and confusion slipped out.
         
Rob held her gaze. ‘You don’t have to do anything, Poppy, it’s not your job to fix things; it’s ours.’
Poppy realised how much she had come to like Rob, he was a kind man.
‘Thank you for that, Sergeant.’ The major emphasised his rank.
         
Poppy fought the desire to tell him not to talk to her friend in that way. Instead, she found another way to break the tension. ‘How about that cup of tea?’
Major Helm flashed a tight smile. ‘Not for me. In fact I’ll be off.’ He barely registered the fact that Rob had stood. ‘See you soon, Poppy.’ His mouth once again twitched in a reluctant smirk.
Poppy and Rob faced each other, each feeling the gap that the major’s exit had left.
‘Was that “yes” or “no” for a cuppa?’
‘Well, as you’re making…’ he smiled. The two breathed easily for the first time since he had entered the flat. They filled the tiny kitchen. Rob leant on the work surface while she topped up the kettle and wiped up the cups.
Poppy wondered what Martin would say if he could see her, making tea and chatting to the sergeant as though he was one of their mates. ‘How could they have messed it up, Rob?’
He shook his head and swallowed his biscuit. ‘We don’t know that they did mess it up, Poppy. The major was right, it could have been false intelligence or just that their intelligence was better than ours. It is far more complicated out there than we realise, every move is a delicate balancing act.’
She liked the way he used the words, ‘than we realise’; it made her feel for the first time like she and he were a team.
         
‘When will they try again?’ Poppy needed the comfort of knowledge.
         
‘I honestly don’t know. There are so many factors, reliability of information, availability of specialists, cost.’
‘Cost?’ She was dumbstruck, nearly. ‘What about cost? This is Martin’s life we are talking about, how much is that worth to the British Army? To the bloody MoD? It’s not like I’m asking them to pay a contractor’s salary or order a new bloody plane. It’s a life! It’s my husband’s life!’ Poppy snapped the lid of the kettle into place. Countless newspaper headlines slipped into her focus, Desert soldiers forced to buy their own boots; Not enough helicopters contributed to our son’s death; Lack of radios killed soldier in Iraqi police station siege.
         
Her stomach flipped as two things occurred to her. The first was that if maybe Martin’s life wasn’t considered valuable enough, how much would they spend on trying to get him back? Secondly, newspapers, publicity, that was what she needed. Jenna, bless her, even Jenna knew a bit about Terry Waite; OK the facts were slightly skewed but she had the gist and why? Because of newspapers! Poppy decided to keep this revelation to herself.
‘They have to consider cost, Poppy. I know it sounds cold and distant but every conflict has its cost.’
‘Oh I know that, Rob. I’m just not prepared for the price to be my husband’s life.’
The two stood in silence and listened to the hiss of the kettle.
‘Do your parents live nearby?’ Rob obviously hadn’t read the background on Poppy Day’s file.
‘No. My mum and I aren’t really in contact. She’s living with some bloke in Lanzarote or Tenerife, and, as for my dad, he might live next door or he might live in Timbuktu. I’ve never met him. I have my nan though, Dorothea, who has always been a bit bonkers, but is now suffering with dementia, bless her. Apart from Mart, she is all I’ve got. I kind of look after myself, Rob, I always have.’
         
Rob contemplated the information while the kettle hurtled towards its goal. ‘It sounds quite lonely, Poppy.’
‘What does?’
‘I don’t know, looking after yourself, having the responsibility of your nan, Martin being away…’
         
She resisted the temptation to say, ‘Oh Rob, it’s just peachy!’
‘Do you take sugar?’ Sometimes it was easier not to have those conversations.
 

After another restless night, Poppy stood bleary-eyed in the middle of the lift. Someone had recently taken a black marker pen to the floor level buttons, successfully making them identical. A nightmare for novice lift users, but for Poppy and most of its occupants, their fingers instinctively went to the button that meant home or bread, milk and fags. The lift shuddered the four floors down. As she stepped gingerly to avoid the discarded Chinese takeaway that spewed from its container across the floor, a man rushed over to her. He wasn’t threatening or running, but with his tan brogues clip-clopping on the pavement, his walk was brisk.
         
He was tall. Poppy noted that he was wearing too many layers, either to try and bulk out his wiry frame or because he felt the cold, possibly both. His jeans were dark, almost the same colour as his short waxed jacket, under which a green V-necked jersey, checked shirt and grey scarf were visible. His hair was collar length, curly and needed a wash. He wore black framed glasses that she suspected were designer and pricey but looked identical to the free NHS goggles that in another era would have invited Thunderbird-related ridicule. A large satchel was slung over his shoulder, making him look even more like head boy. She stood still, holding her coat closed at the neck.
         
‘Mrs Cricket?’
         
‘What?’
‘It’s Mrs Cricket, isn’t it?’
‘Why do you want to know?’
‘I’m sorry to bother you.’ This was the first and last time that he would lie to her. ‘My name is Miles Varrasso. I’m a journalist and I would like to talk to you about your husband, about Martin.’
She stared at him, unsure how to react. It was a weird coincidence, auspicious, some might say. She had been told that it was inevitable, they would find out Martin’s name and they would come looking for her. It was just sooner than she had anticipated. As far as Poppy was concerned it was a good thing. She’d thought about it all night, the more publicity the better. If people prayed for Martin, asked questions and thought about Martin, willing him to be free, the less the MoD could ‘ignore’ him. She had decided not to let that happen. He would not be used as currency, not her husband.
         
‘Yes, I’m Mrs Cricket.’
‘Can I buy you a coffee?’ He pushed his glasses up onto his nose even though they were already in position, one of his many nervous habits that would become endearing.
‘I’m on my way to work, but I guess half an hour isn’t going to make much difference; sure. There’s a cafe around the corner.’
They walked in silence to the cafe where Martin and Poppy had eaten a thousand breakfasts; where she and the girls had laboured over a thousand cups of tea and coffee. Poppy considered the stranger that strode along beside her; well spoken, posher than she was comfortable mixing with. He was expensively dressed, with very kind eyes that crinkled into more lines than you would expect to see on someone of his age, which she couldn’t easily determine.
         
Sonny saw her enter. Having been to school with her mum, he had known Poppy her whole life. He was enormously fat and was, as usual, resplendent in his food- and drink-spattered apron, holding court from behind the counter. ‘’ello my darlin’! Long time no see. How’s my gel?’
         
‘I’m fine, thanks, Sonny.’
‘That’s good to hear, Poppy Day, and what about that bloke of yours, keeping his chin up and his head down, I ’ope?’
She smiled at Miles Varrasso and then at Sonny. ‘Yeah, something like that.’
They sat at the wipe-clean table, nursing hot cappuccinos. Poppy didn’t know where to start but she didn’t need to, Miles was a consummate professional.
‘Why did he call you Poppy Day?’
‘Err… because it’s my name?’
‘Really? Poppy Day? That’s fantastic!’
‘Why is that fantastic, Miles Varrasso?’
‘I don’t know; it’s just memorable. It’s good to have a name that people will remember. How many John Smiths are ever immortalised?’
‘Well, there was the Labour leader, the beer brand and wasn’t it a John Smith that helped colonise North America? I remember reading something about him and Pocahontas—’
‘OK, bad example, but Poppy Day is a great name,’ Miles smiled, creating those wrinkles and emphasising the word ‘grrrreaat’.
Poppy had once asked her mum why she had called her Poppy, knowing full well that her surname was Day. Cheryl looked at her daughter with a quizzical expression, took a deep drag on her cigarette and ran her tongue over her front teeth, a habit she had of checking for lipstick that might have adhered itself to the stained enamel. A confused crease appeared at the top of her nose, the one that she got whenever she had to make a decision or answer any question that wasn’t, ‘What you ’avin?’ The answer to that was always instant and unchanging, ‘Voddie and Coke’, as though calling it ‘voddie’ made it more of a cocktail. It was, however she referred to it, the first resort of the alcoholic. She stared at Poppy as though she didn’t have the foggiest idea what she was talking about. Poppy realised then that she didn’t, bless her. Poppy Day had a name that amused other people, the quips were endless. Poppy paid it little heed. It’s who she was, who she would always be.
         
She could have changed it when she got married, but decided against becoming a ‘Cricket’. She thought Poppy Cricket sounded worse than Poppy Day. Maybe that’s part of the reason why the two were drawn to each other. They both knew what it felt like to have a name that other people found hilarious or fascinating. The kind of name that when it was asked for and you gave, people would repeat, at least once,
‘Poppy Day?’
‘Martin Cricket?’
The bemused listener would stare with one eyebrow cocked as though they had made them up. Why would they? Poppy used to wonder what it would be like to live as one of the girls in her class who never had their name repeated either in disbelief or amusement. She thought that must be nice. Martin and Poppy knew that no matter what anyone thought of their names, when you were little and when you were them it was unfortunate, but there was naff all that you could do about it.
         
Poppy looked at the journalist, but said nothing. She wasn’t in the mood for the name conversation, not today. Unbeknown to the two, they were establishing the foundations of their friendship. She liked his enthusiasm and he her knowledge.
‘How old are you, Poppy?’
‘I’m twenty-two and you?’
‘And me?’
‘Yes, how old are you, Miles? It’s just that you have one of those faces that could be a young forty or an old thirty that’s had a really tough paper round.’
         
Miles laughed then, ‘You are right. It’s the latter, by the way. I am thirty-three but live off rubbish food, late nights, way too much caffeine and the odd cigarette, in fact lots of odd cigarettes.’ He sipped his coffee greedily, as though there was no connection between the beverage in his hands and the previous statement.
         
‘You won’t make old bones like that, Miles.’
‘Who says I want to make old bones?’
‘Mmmn… I guess maybe you don’t. I just assumed that no one wants to die before their time is up, before they have finished. I think that would be the worst thing, time suddenly running out for you without warning.’
         
‘Before they have finished what?’
‘Everything! Learning, teaching their kids, making the things that are important to them safe and secure. Seeing the world, making a difference.’
‘Goodness, I wasn’t banking on such a heavy conversation before breakfast!’
‘Miles, I think we both know that that’s not true.’ She smiled at him then, to let him know that she probably knew what he knew and that it was all right to mention it.
‘You know why I want to talk to you about Martin?’
‘Yes.’
‘Right. Good.’ He exhaled with relief before continuing, ‘Can I ask you some questions, Poppy? I promise you that whatever I write, you can approve first if you want. Is that OK?’
‘Yes, I think so; this is all a bit new to me.’
‘I’m sure it is. I can’t imagine how difficult this must all be for you.’
‘Yeah, everyone keeps saying that.’
‘What’s he like, Martin?’
         
‘What does he look like? It’s difficult to describe someone that you know really well, isn’t it? There are so many expressions and different faces that I’ve lodged in my memory, that when I think of Mart, it’s difficult to think of just one. I can picture him in a zillion different ways, and places. They’re like tiny snapshots of an expression or a glance. He is five foot seven; just tall enough, is how I describe him. He had very blond hair when he was small, almost white. In his early teens it was just blond, now in his twenties it’s dirty blond. I can see him ending up sandy with a little bit of grey. It makes me smile to think of him like that. I’ll know then that we have come full circle, beginning, middle and end. He is solid. You know, one of those men that are square and firm to touch. My mum used to say if Mart got hit by the number ninety-seven bus she wouldn’t take bets on who would come off worst, the silly cow. His nose got broken when he was small. Noses don’t just break, do they? More specifically, someone broke his nose when he was small. He won’t tell me how it happened, but I suspect it had something to do with his dad. He never got it fixed, so he looks like a bit of a bruiser. This makes me smile because he could not be more unlike that. He’s sweet, gentle and kind. He wouldn’t hurt anyone, well unless he had to, like for work and stuff, obviously.’
         
Miles cleared his throat, searching for the right words to politely ask for less detail, he didn’t have all day.
Poppy took the hint, his fidgeting leg and cough put her on track. ‘I tell you what, why don’t you tell me what you know about Mart’s current situation and I’ll see if I can fill any gaps, then we can go from there?’ She sounded confident.
Miles was surprised, but happy, to let this girl take the lead; so much for the kid gloves that he had assumed he’d be wearing. He unbuckled his satchel and was thoughtful; trying to decide if she was naive and hadn’t fully appreciated the situation in which her husband had been placed, or whether she was cold, hard. The dilemma drew his brows into an upward ‘v’. If she was naive, then she would have little idea of what this level of publicity might mean and if she was a hard-nosed opportunist then her motive was probably money.
         
It was as if she read his thoughts. ‘I think I know roughly how this works, Miles. I know what I want from our meeting. I’ve been thinking over the last few days that unless I take control and make things happen, it’s all going to continue moving too slowly for my liking. I know it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better, but at least now I feel like I’m doing something.’
Miles nodded. She had answered his questions. He had underestimated this girl, she was smart and aware. ‘Right then, shall I kick off?’
Poppy nodded. He pulled out a cheap spiral-bound notebook and flipped over the cardboard cover. Poppy noticed the doodles that adorned the cover; random shapes and patterns, reminding her of an ornate Maori tattoo. He held his pen like a cigarette, whether consciously or not, he was telling the world that he wanted a fag; maybe that was why he spoke so quickly. He read without censorship. It made Poppy’s stomach clench and her insides flip over. He knew more than she did, more than she wanted to. It was awful and fascinating at the same time. She wanted to hear it, wanted to know what he knew, but at the same time, she didn’t.
         
He blew out from inflated cheeks, mimicking the exhaling of smoke. ‘Right, what have we got, a sortie in support of an American patrol code-named “Kryptonite”. They were intercepted in the Garmsir area of Helmand province and that was… four days ago. Two were taken, both Brits, one Aaron Sotherby, they decapitated and shoved his body, complete with severed head, at the gates of the barracks. Eyewitnesses confirm that one other, namely Martin, was taken hostage, certainly beaten upon capture, but probably not dead. Bundled into the boot of a car and taken further into the residential area of the province. We know it’s the ZMO and there has been one failed rescue attempt, with no further rescue attempts currently planned. So far negotiations have failed and it’s all gone a bit Pete Tong.’
         
He exhaled again and looked at Poppy. She could tell by his expression that he had forgotten who he was talking to, delivering the facts as though he were briefing a fellow hack and not the wife of ‘the other, namely Martin who was beaten… but probably not dead… bundled into the boot of a car.’
         
‘Are you OK, Poppy? I thought that you would know that stuff, I’m sorry if I—’
‘It’s OK, Miles.’ She tried to focus on what to say next, but all she could see was Aaron Sotherby and his decapitated body, his smiling photograph at the top of her TV screen, but without the head. If they had done that to Aaron, what would they do to Martin? Her legs shook under the table; tiny tremors that made the ketchup-filled plastic tomato jiggle. Her earlier feelings of confidence and control had disappeared, replaced with fear and shock. Beaten… bundled into the boot of a car… that was her husband they were talking about, this had happened to Mart, her Mart. She pictured him in the park in his teens, swigging from a can, laughing loudly and suddenly until beer foamed from his nose. How had he ended up like this?
         
‘Poppy, are you all right? You look really pale.’
She refrained from uttering, ‘No shit.’ ‘I’m really tired. It’s just the last few days taking their toll.’
‘So, is that about the gist of it or have I missed anything out? Is there anything that you can add to that?’
It was Poppy’s turn to laugh out loud, snorting pig-like into her cappuccino, most unladylike.
‘What’s so funny?’
         
‘I’m sorry, Miles; it’s just that I don’t have anything to add to that. You have more than got the gist of it.’
‘I want to run the story tomorrow, Poppy. What do you think of that?’
‘I think that would be fine.’ It didn’t occur to her to check or get permission. Why would it?
‘Can I have a photograph of you?’
‘Oh God, I guess so. I hate having my photograph taken and I haven’t got any of me on my own…’
Miles was prepared. ‘That’s OK. I can take one now. You can see it first.’ He pulled out a small digital camera and started to click. He turned the small screen to face her. ‘What do you think?’
Poppy looked at the image of a girl that looked a bit like her, but was thinner in the face, with dark circles under her eyes and an expression combining abject terror with exhaustion. She was a girl with the weight of the world on her shoulders. ‘Fine,’ she muttered, neither caring nor understanding where this picture would go and what it would mean.
‘Can I ask you something, Poppy?’
‘Sure.’
‘What would you say to the people that are holding Martin if you could get a message to them right now?’
She considered her response. It was her turn to speak honestly and without censorship. ‘I would say, please let him go. What’s going on out there is nothing to do with him, nothing to do with us. I want him to come home where he belongs. He shouldn’t be mixed up in this whole thing. He didn’t even know where Afghanistan was. He just wanted a better life for us, that’s why he joined the army. I always knew it was a mistake.’
         
Miles looked at her for a second. ‘Thanks for that, Poppy Day.’
‘You are welcome, Miles Varrasso.’
         
‘Here’s my card. I want you to trust me, Poppy.’
‘I trust you.’
He smiled. ‘Call me if you need anything or want to discuss anything, anything at all.’
‘Will do, thanks, Miles.’
As they stood to leave, he turned to Poppy. ‘They would have killed him by now, Poppy, if they were going to, so don’t you worry, you will get him back safe and sound.’
She smiled at his superior knowledge; really, really wanting to believe him and, at that point, she probably did.



    

  
    
      
         
Eight
            

POPPY THOUGHT SHE was dreaming of the loud thuds that filled her head – she wasn’t. It was the sound of fists hammering on the front door. Jenna shouted through the letter box, ‘Oh my God, Poppy! Open the door! It’s me!’
         
Her heart pounded as she ran up the hallway in her pyjamas, shaking off the last fog of sleep, whilst trying to negotiate the moving armholes of her dressing gown. She unlocked the bolt and twisted the lock. ‘Jesus, Jen! What’s the matter?’
‘Oh my God, Poppy!’ Jenna didn’t say anything else, but instead unfurled the red-topped newspaper, holding it three inches from her friend’s face before doubling over with hands on hips trying to regain her breath.
Poppy was looking at her own face, almost actual size, on the front page!
POPPY DAY PLEADS FOR HUSBAND’S SAFE RETURN
Then the print got smaller.
The human face of our futile struggle in the Middle East is represented here by the wife of Private Martin Cricket (22) of The Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment, who is being held by terrorist faction, the Zelgai Mahmood Organisation (ZMO) in Afghanistan. Mrs Cricket, or Poppy Day as she is known, confirmed that her husband did not know where Afghanistan was prior to being deployed. Yet another fine example of British Army training, sending our boys out to a place they couldn’t pinpoint on a map. Poppy Day (22) a hairdresser from Walthamstow, East London, said, “Please let him go, what’s going on out there is nothing to do with him, nothing to do with us. I just want him home where he belongs; he shouldn’t be mixed up in this whole thing. He just wanted a better life for us, that’s why he joined the army. I always knew it was a mistake.”  
            
The MoD has declined to comment on her statement. But we can only agree with you, Poppy Day, when you say, ‘What’s going on out there is nothing to do with us…’  
            

On it went, detailing what had happened to Martin, how he had been taken and revealing the full horror of Aaron’s death. It made her think of his wife, his little boy. They didn’t need to know this stuff.
She looked at Jenna’s shocked face.
‘Oh my God, Poppy!’
‘Yes, you’ve already said that, Jen.’
‘Now everyone will know and you won’t get a moment’s peace! I’m worried about you, more than I was before, and let me tell you, that was a lot.’
Poppy smiled, ‘I’m sure no one will pay any attention to it, Jen, people are too busy with their own lives.’
They were interrupted by the broken bell. Poppy pulled the dressing gown taut around her body. It was Rob. ‘Morning, Rob.’
‘Poppy!’ His tone was sharp.
‘What?’
He looked at her with an expression of disappointment. She knew in that split-second what it was like to be a daughter with a dad, and what it felt like to let that dad down. She considered singing her pre-prepared hymn, but decided that it probably wouldn’t help the situation.
         
‘I take it you’ve seen the article?’ His tone was clipped.
‘Some of it yes, just now.’
‘When did you speak to him?’
‘Yesterday, yesterday morning.’
‘Without speaking to me first?’
‘I… I didn’t…’
He shook his head.
Poppy felt terrible, like a naughty child that has been caught crayoning on the wall.
‘No, Poppy, you’re right, you didn’t.’ He scanned the article, hoping to find something that he had missed, something misconstrued. ‘Is this accurate, Poppy? Is this what you said to him?’
She looked away briefly. ‘Yes, pretty much. I mean it’s what I said, but not necessarily how I said it, if that makes any sense.’
         
Rob didn’t speak.
‘I thought it was a good idea, Rob.’
‘You thought what was a good idea?’
‘To get publicity. I was thinking about Terry Waite and that other one who came out with the big beard, whose girlfriend chucked him.’ She repeated Jenna’s dire summing up of the event.
Rob shook his head again.
She wished he would stop doing it; it made her feel foolish, like she’d missed the point, or was going outside of the plan.
He closed his eyes and raked at his moustache with his fingers. ‘Poppy, promise me that you will not talk to anyone or do anything like this again without checking with me, with us first, OK?’
She nodded without speaking, without looking at him, because she didn’t want to lie to him and couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure that she could keep that promise.
Jenna shrieked, jolting Poppy into reality with both her volume and message, ‘Oh shit, Poppy! You can’t let Dorothea see this!’
         
‘Shit! You are right, Jen!’
Poppy ran into the bathroom to scoop up jeans and a sweatshirt that were waiting to be hurled into the washing machine and shoved them on. She was still wearing slippers but it was going to have to do. ‘I’m sorry, Rob. I need to go and make sure that my nan doesn’t see this. You can wait here if you like, I won’t be long.’
         
‘I’ll wait here for you.’ He shook his head in a ‘you-have-really-let-me-down’ kind of way.
         
Once again, he sounded and felt like her dad, or how she imagined her dad to sound, when he wasn’t very happy with her. For some reason this made her smile; it felt quite nice.
She ran to The Unpopulars, arriving in a matter of minutes. Poppy knew there was little chance of her nan seeing anything about Martin’s situation on the telly. Unless Zelgai Mahmood was making a guest appearance on Ready Steady Cook or helping Jamie with a pasta creation, it would be outside her viewing spectrum. But she knew for a fact that every morning Dorothea devoured the tabloids along with her cornflakes.
         
The balls of her feet ached, having been slapped against the pavement without the support of a proper sole. Poppy marched up the path as one of Mr Veerswamy’s daughters opened the front door. Poppy wasn’t sure how many daughters he had, but she had met at least four. It fascinated her that they were all stunningly beautiful, clear skin, shiny hair and great teeth, yet Mr Veerswamy and his wife were not similarly blessed. Maybe Mrs Veerswamy was a real lithe looker before she started popping out little Veerswamys by the bucket load, and spending all day sat in her husband’s shiny Mercedes on her fat arse, munching cashews, while he drove all over East London pulling together various business deals. Who knows?
         
‘Good morning, Poppy Day!’
‘Good morning, Barika, Binish, Bisma, or Batool!’
The girl roared with laughter as she swished her long, shiny curtain of hair over her shoulder. Poppy knew all their names and could place them in order of age; she couldn’t, however, remember which name belonged to which girl. She started to walk down the hall. ‘It’s Bisma!’
Poppy laughed back at her, ‘I knew that!’ Of course it was, beautiful, blessed Bisma, with the looks of a supermodel and a dad that worshipped her… what good luck.
It was nice for Poppy to see her nan in her finery so early in the morning. By finery, don’t think of mink and cashmere, accessorised with strings of pearls. A better word would be, clean. A clean blouse and cardigan teamed with elastic-waisted pants, she was pristine! Poppy usually saw her at the end of the day. Her clothes and hair by that late hour would resemble an artist’s palette. It was as if Dorothea herself and the clothes she wore were food and mess magnets; before retiring for the night, she would be clad in everything from scrambled egg and gravy to jam and hot chocolate.
Poppy was sorely tempted to sneak her nan’s clothes into a bag and enter them for the Turner Prize. She would call it Everything on the Menu. Art critics for miles around would come and marvel at the originality, wondering how she managed to come up with the alternative genre. They would ask what her preferred materials were, she would tell them, ‘My inspiration is Dorothea Day, who spends the time either pissing herself or trying to convince people that she is the mother of Joan Collins, and as for materials, I favour whatever Mr Veerswamy has managed to get a good deal on at the cash and carry and is currently trying to poison her with.’
         
It was nice to see her looking so neat, more like her lovely nan and less like a crazy old lady that’s lost her hairbrush and spent the day chasing pigeons around the park.
         
‘Morning, Nan!’
‘Ah! Poppy Day! How lovely to see you.’
‘It’s lovely to see you too. You seem jolly today, any special reason?’
‘Oh Poppy Day, it’s good to be happy because life is just too bloody short!’
‘You are right, Nan.’ She hovered then, waiting and thinking what to do next, not entirely sure how she was going to shield her from the papers.
Nathan appeared from nowhere with a tray full of breakfast. The day’s paper was secured under his arm. It was Dorothea’s cue, ‘Ah, now, Poppy Day, there is someone that I would like you to meet…’
         
The usual rigmarole ensued. Nathan smiled at Poppy with a fixed grin, while trying to figure out what her wild semaphore and rolling eyes were trying to tell him about the rolled-up daily which thankfully never got delivered.
When Poppy got back to the flat, Jenna and Rob were chatting like old friends. It made her laugh, two more dissimilar characters with different life experiences you would be hard pushed to find, yet with her as their common connection they were drinking tea and setting the world straight. She managed to catch the tail-end of their conversation.
         
‘So, have you ever killed anyone?’ Jenna was wide-eyed with anticipation.
There was a pause while Rob considered his response. ‘Put it this way, I’ve never killed anyone that didn’t totally deserve it…’ He let the fact trail.
Jenna bit of course, taking the bait whole. ‘What did they do to deserve it?’
Poppy could sense her friend’s desire to know more, mingled with the fear of what she would hear.
         
‘Oh you know, just what you would expect really, stirring my tea the wrong way, giving me the plain biscuits instead of the chocolate ones.’
Jenna’s laugh was loud, unrestrained. ‘Oh my God! You’re winding me up! I totally believed you. I thought you were going to tell me some terrible war story or something.’
Rob smiled as Poppy walked through the door. ‘Disaster averted?’ His timbre indicating he had calmed slightly over the article.
‘Yep, thank goodness. I got to Nathan before he gave Nan the paper.’
Jenna piped up, ‘That’s good, mate. Ooh! Some bloke called for you and wants you to call him straight back. He said it was very important.’
‘Oh right. Who was it, Jen?’
She looked at Rob. ‘Who was it, Rob?’ This was typical Jenna; she could remember that it was important, but not who it was.
He filled in the gaps that she had left, ‘It was Tom Chambers, your local MP, no less.’
‘What did he want?’
Rob continued, ‘It seems he saw the article and, as your local MP, wants to know if he can help you in any way.’
‘Oh, well that’s a good thing, isn’t it?’ Poppy was still trying to turn her actions into a positive.
‘Maybe, Poppy, just don’t go agreeing to anything without speaking to me first, OK?’
‘I’m sorry, Rob, about the article and everything.’
He shook his head slightly, smoothing his moustache with his thumb and forefinger. ‘It’s not your fault, Poppy. If I hadn’t made our position clear to you then it’s my fault, but I also suspect that you were probably duped slightly. Some of these journalists are master manipulators; they know their trade a lot better than you. They have ways of getting you to tell them what they want to hear.’
         
She could only nod in agreement, unable to tell him that Miles Varrasso had more than met his match.
Poppy went into the hallway and dialled the number that had been left, thinking that it would go through to an answerphone, switchboard or at the very least his PA. Instead a man’s voice was loud and clear on the other end. He answered quickly, giving Poppy no time to practise what she was going to say or even think about it. She reminded herself not to sound like an idiot.
         
‘Hello, yes?’ He sounded a little impatient.
‘It’s Poppy, sorry, Poppy Day. I missed your call earlier?’ She cringed. How many Poppys would he have tried to call in the last half an hour?
‘Ah yes! Poppy Day! Thank you so much for calling me back.’
The word that he gave the most emphasis to in his sentence was ‘so’. This told her all she needed to know. He sounded really, really posh and really, really loud; a combination that always made her feel awkward. It’s another character trait of the secret club, the one that Poppy had no hope of belonging to, ever. He sounded like the type of bloke a girl like Harriet would marry.
‘That’s OK.’ She cringed again, recognising ‘that’s OK’ was as moronic a response as ‘fine’.
‘Reason for my call, Poppy, is that I wanted to first offer my thoughts and prayers to you at this dreadful time. How are you bearing up?’
How was she bearing up? Barely, she was barely bearing up, but thought it might be inappropriate to say so.
‘Fine.’ She screwed her eyes shut and bit her bottom lip.
         
‘Well that’s good, excellent. Secondly, I wondered if you would like to meet up, to see where things stand and make sure you are confident that all that can be done is being done to try and get your husband home?’
His words were wonderful and exciting in her ears. He sounded so posh and confident. How could he possibly fail to get anything done? He had also said the magic words, ‘husband’ and ‘home’; a beautiful combination.
Poppy didn’t care that she sounded horribly eager. ‘Yes! Yes meeting you would be great, thank you. I need all the help I can get at the moment.’ She hoped that Rob was out of earshot, not wanting to sound disloyal.
‘Excellent. Excellent. Well, I have a surgery this afternoon and could schedule you in for an hour or so after that. How would that be for you?’
Poppy had to think on the spot. How would that be for her? That would be bloody marvellous! ‘That would be great. Thank you, Mr Chambers. I really appreciate this.’ Her cringing continued. What should she call him? Your Excellency? Sir?
         
‘Righto. Excellent. I will see you at my rooms which are on the High Street; at shall we say four p.m.?’
‘Four p.m. would be fine.’
‘Excellent. Oh, and Poppy, please do call me Tom.’
‘Right, OK. Thank you, Tom.’
One click and he was gone. Tom, her new mate, who was very posh, who said ‘excellent’ a lot, even if it didn’t really fit the question or what was being discussed, and who wanted to help her. Poppy didn’t care about the finer detail, he could have spoken any language, used any word, if he was the key to getting Martin back home where he belonged then nothing else mattered.
         
Four p.m. came around quickly. She hadn’t given much thought to what she should wear until she was outside his office, and then wished she had worn something smarter. The front door was painted dark green; she wondered if this was a cleverly chosen neutral, to spare the council having to repaint after elections. A highly polished brass plaque read Tom Chambers, Conservative MP, Walthamstow East. Poppy rang the bell. The door almost instantly buzzed, opening slightly.
         
In front of her were some steep wooden stairs with a shiny brass handrail that had been recently polished. She could smell the Brasso. She reached the top where there were two rooms, one off to the left and one to the right. Poppy peeped into the one on the left when a voice boomed from the room on the right, almost behind her because of how she was positioned. She was shocked by both its volume and proximity.
‘Ah you must be Poppy! Do come in, do come in!’ He seemed happy to see her, like they were old friends, which made her feel comfortable and nervous all at the same time. If he had treated her like a stranger, she would have known how to behave, but his super-friendliness without having met her before, confused her.
He stood back in the doorway, holding his arm out straight for her to pass by into his office. It was an interesting room, a cross between a doctor’s surgery and a library. Poppy admired the way rich people could collect stuff and pile it up on expensive tables, making it look artfully poised, as if everything was a precious artefact, handed down from generations past. Whereas, do the same in any council flat and it looked like piles of clutter; more car boot than shabby chic. There was a large wooden desk in front of the window, with bookshelves all around the room holding leather-bound textbooks that looked academic and weighty. Large paintings hung on the walls and the gaps between the bigger paintings were filled with smaller ones. The overall effect reminded Poppy of the inside of a stately home, but on a tiny scale.
         
Tom Chambers himself was just as he had sounded on the phone. He was wearing a navy blue pinstriped suit with a pale pink shirt and a blue tie. He was going bald; his remaining hair was a bit too long and gelled back on his expanding forehead. He had very large teeth, which his lips struggled to close over; giving his mouth equine overtones. There was a large gold signet ring on the little finger of his left hand with a crest of some sort stamped into it. She put his age at somewhere between mid to late forties.
         
‘So, Poppy…’ He looked at her earnestly. She wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement so she remained silent. She was used to people saying her name as a question the first time they met her, ‘Poppy Day?’ Confirming they hadn’t misheard. But a question when asked usually makes the person’s voice go up at the end and that’s how you know it’s a question, unless you are from Bristol where your sentences go up at the end anyway. Poppy knew that if she ever went to Bristol, she would constantly be trying to answer everything that was said to her until she got the hang of it. While she was thinking about this, specifically how Tom’s voice had not gone up and yet the way he had said ‘Poppy Day’, had felt like a question, he carried on talking, ‘How are you bearing up?’
         
This was definitely a question. She resisted the temptation to say, ‘You already asked me that on the phone.’
‘I’m actually OK as long as I’m busy, as long as I feel that things are being done to get my husband back.’ Poppy figured that her words would prompt him, give him the opportunity to come out with a strategy, or at the very least his ideas on how to take things forward.
‘Excellent, yes. Excellent.’
More inappropriate ‘excellents’. Poppy stared at him, suddenly feeling that her confidence in him to help her deliver Martin home simply because of how he spoke might have been a bit premature, if not completely misplaced.
         
‘I thought the article was very well written. I liked your candour, the fact that you weren’t afraid to state the situation how it is; that was refreshing, excellent in fact.’
         
Poppy thought that maybe he thought she had written it. ‘Well, I only spoke to Miles Varrasso, the journalist, he pulled it all together. It wasn’t down to me at all.’
‘Quite, quite, but still, a really compelling article. Well done, well done you.’
Poppy didn’t know why, but she said, ‘Thank you,’ as though she could take some of the credit.
There was a second of awkward silence before Tom broke the deadlock, ‘When was the last time you had any actual contact with Aaron, Poppy?’
‘I’m sorry?’ She needed him to repeat the question and it was nothing to do with thinking time, but more the hope that she had misheard the MP for Walthamstow East.
‘When was the last time that you had any actual contact with Aaron?’ he asked.
She was slow in forming her response, ‘I have never had actual contact or in fact any contact with Aaron.’
‘No contact at all? What, not since he was sent on tour?’ He looked totally confused. Poppy was later to realise that was because he was.
‘No… None at all.’
‘Surely you don’t mean that you haven’t been in contact since you were married?’
‘No. What I mean is I have never met or been married to Aaron. My husband is Martin. Martin Cricket?’
Tom scanned the article which he had unfolded on the ink blotter in front of him. He scratched his scalp, his expression blank. ‘Oh… right… yes, Martin, of course, excellent. So, who is Aaron?’
Poppy bit down on her lip, thinking of how to respond. The words of Miles Varrasso came into her head, uncensored, brutal and exactly what she was looking for: ‘The situation, Tom, is this; two soldiers, both Brits, were taken in a carefully planned ambush in the Helmand province of Afghanistan. One, Aaron Sotherby, they decapitated and shoved his body, complete with severed head, at the gates of the barracks. One other, namely Martin Cricket, my husband, was taken hostage. Eyewitnesses confirm that he was certainly beaten upon capture, but probably not dead. He is currently being held captive by the ZMO, somewhere in Garmsir…’
         
Poppy didn’t intend to be rude or offend. He stared at her without speaking. She felt angry, furious, in fact, that he had asked her there with the offer of help and didn’t even know who her husband was, much less the situation. She decided he was a dickhead.
When he did speak, it all became perfectly clear. Tom Chambers was a petty opportunist who could probably do very little to help her cause. ‘Well that’s excellent…’
‘What is?’
He looked perplexed again. ‘What is what?’
‘What exactly is excellent, Tom, about what I have just told you?’
‘What?’ He screwed his eyes shut. His top lip curled up over his large teeth as he tried to make more sense of the conversation.
She decided to try and cut him a bit of slack, not exactly feeling sorry for him, but seeing that he didn’t have the brain capacity to effectively mentally joust with her, more’s the pity. ‘OK. Let’s start again, shall we, Tom?’
He nodded, almost grateful for the guidance.
‘I need all the help that I can to bring my husband home. I will do whatever it takes. Whether that means publicity, or the right word in the right ear, I don’t know, but what I do know is that I will try any avenue including liaising with you and your party, if that means that I get Martin home. OK, Tom?’
         
He nodded.
Poppy took that for understanding and continued, ‘So, what is it that you want from me? You seemed very keen for us to meet up?’
‘Yes, well I was…’
‘Not so sure now you have actually met me though, right?’
He grimaced slightly not laughing in case that too might be the wrong thing to do. Poor Tom. ‘Not at all, Poppy, although you are certainly not what I was expecting.’
‘What were you expecting?’ He had her interest.
‘I don’t really know, but I guess someone a bit less, spirited!’
‘Ah Tom, when you grow up around here, “spirited” is definitely a good thing. In fact, “spirited” is highly desirable, if survival is a high priority for you.’
         
‘I don’t know anyone that grew up around here.’
This made Poppy chuckle loudly at her MP. ‘Of course you don’t. Why would you?’
He stared at her with a look of absolute confusion.
‘So, as I was saying, Tom, what exactly is it you wanted from our meeting?’
He reddened slightly, an indicator that what was coming was the truth. ‘I figured, Poppy, that with you being anti the deployment, and stating how unprepared your husband was by the army, that maybe you might say a few words in support of what we are trying to achieve, politically. I mean it’s the other lot that sent our boys there in the first place and a bloody mess it is too, and getting worse if this unfortunate episode is anything to go by…’
         
Poppy smiled at this. Why was it always ‘our boys’ when trying to garner support, yet ‘misfits who lived on the edge of society’ when out of the army and living off benefit? Yes, an unfortunate episode indeed. ‘OK. Supposing I agree to say a few words in support of you and what you are trying to achieve, politically, what will you do in return to help me?’
         
He leant forward, chuckling awkwardly. ‘Goodness, Poppy, these things are jolly high-profile. I should think that the prime minister would be your best bet. That I can’t organise, but I do have the ear of the foreign secretary, a fellow old Etonian, year above me, but a good friend. We played in the first fifteen together. He would be able to advise you up the chain, as it were.’
‘Fine.’
Again that look of confusion. ‘What’s fine?’
‘It’s a deal, Tom. You get me in front of the foreign secretary and I will say or do whatever you want me to. I’ll even walk the length of Hoe Street with a sandwich board bearing a slogan of your choice!’
‘Excellent. That is excellent. I’ll get right on to it, Poppy.’
‘Great, that’s great, Tom. You have my number, so give me a shout.’
‘Will do, Poppy.’
She stood then to leave.
‘Poppy?’
‘Yes, Tom?’
‘Just one question…’
‘Fire away!’ She felt confident, more in control than this man she had judged so wrongly.
‘Where is Hoe Street?’
 

‘What you looking so smug about, missus?’
‘What d’you mean smug?’
There was the odd evening when Dorothea was spoiling for a fight the moment her granddaughter arrived. This was clearly one of those nights.
‘You know perfectly well what I mean, Poppy Day. I’m not stupid, you know.’
         
‘I know you are not stupid, Nan.’
‘Good, because I’m not.’
There was silence as both mentally reloaded, considering how to continue. Sometimes when she was in this sort of mood, Poppy could distract her with a carefully chosen subject, or divert her with some snippet of information.
Her nan spoke first, denying her the opportunity to deflect her mood with trivia, ‘Mrs Hardwick told me, so you don’t have to.’
‘Mrs Hardwick told you what?’ Poppy tried to sound aloof, as if there was no news…
‘About you in the paper.’
‘What about me in the paper?’ Her tone was surprised, indifferent. Inside, however, she was thinking, ‘Oh shit!’ It hadn’t occurred to her to try and stop everyone at The Unpopulars seeing the newspapers. She kept calm, trying not to show her agitation. Until she knew how informed Dorothea was, there was no point in panicking. Poppy hated the thought of her nan being given distressing news that might confuse or upset her.
         
‘Mrs Hardwick told me that her son had told her that he’d seen you in the paper, Poppy Day, and I believe her. He went to grammar school her boy; he is very clever.’
‘Obviously.’
‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter what you say. I know what you are up to.’
‘You do?’
‘Yes. You are trying to follow in your mother’s footsteps and get into films, aren’t you? Aren’t you?’
Poppy didn’t know what to say to her lovely nan, whose greatest fear was that she had courted publicity trying to follow in the career path of her imaginary mother, Joan Collins. She wanted to laugh, as much with relief as anything. She felt the giggle bubbling in her throat. ‘You got me! Well, it does sound quite nice, Nan, making films on a warm beach somewhere, with people doing my hair and make-up every day, or being driven around in a limo. I could have a worse life.’
         
Dorothea leant forward, pulling her hand-knitted cardigan closer around her body with one hand and the finger of the other pointing at her granddaughter’s chest. ‘Now, you listen to me, Poppy Day, and you listen good; you have a decent job with Christine, she will always look after you. If Joan had wanted you to be an actress then she would have written to you and told you, wouldn’t she?’
Poppy thought about receiving a letter from Joan Collins saying:
Dear Poppy Day, I want you to be an actress. Best wishes, Joan Collins.
            

This too made her smile. ‘You are probably right, Nan.’
‘No probably about it, my girl. I don’t want to hear another word on the subject.’
‘OK, Nan.’ Poppy reached out, patting her hand.
‘That’s my girl.’
‘That’s right, I am your girl.’
‘He works at the council.’
‘Who does?’ Poppy had lost the thread.
‘Who does what?’ Dorothea countered.
‘Who works at the council?’ Poppy tried to maintain a placid tone.
‘Who works at the council?’
‘Yes!’ Poppy was tired. She struggled not to sound impatient, suppressing the instinct to snap.
         
‘I don’t bloody know, Poppy Day, lots of people, I expect. Although, judging by the state of the flats, not enough of them!’
Poppy stood, knowing that in her state of fatigue she was in no shape for a verbal game of chess with half the pieces missing. She kissed Dorothea on the forehead. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Nan. Have sweet dreams.’
         
‘Will do, darlin’. Night night.’
‘Night night, Nan.’
‘Mrs Hardwick’s son.’ Dorothea caught up.
‘Mrs Hardwick’s son what?’
‘He’s the one that works at the council. He does all the typing.’
‘Well, good to know that grammar school education wasn’t wasted.’
Dorothea turned towards the telly, whilst reaching for the remote control, her constant companion.
Poppy wandered home, smiling. Her nan, even in her often confused state, seemed more ‘with it’ to her than Tom Chambers had. She couldn’t understand how he had got to where he had without any nous, or anything about him that would encourage Christine to employ him to sweep up the hair cuttings every day. He had come across as vacuous. Poppy considered this further and had to admit that she knew exactly how he attained his position; his ticket into the first round would have been an education at Eton, the rest would have been easy. The second statement was untrue, as well, of course. Christine would have employed him. He wore trousers, didn’t he?
         
Coincidentally, when she got home there was a message on the answerphone from him, along with three others. His loud voice was instantly recognisable, ‘Poppy. Hi. It’s Tom. Yup all sorted for Tristram. He’s completely on board and has suggested day after tomorrow about three-ish, at number eleven. He’s had a cancellation. You’ve probably got half an hour, so plan it a bit. So, well excellent. Will be in touch. Very good then. Cheerio!’
         
Poppy replayed it a couple of times. He was really unbelievable. ‘All sorted for Tristram.’ Luckily she knew who he was referring to. ‘He’s had a cancellation.’ Ah! So that was why he was seeing her. No burning desire to help with her cause, but a spare half an hour that she could occupy. ‘Plan a bit!’ This made Poppy smile. ‘Thanks for that, Tom. What, like you did, you mean? Not even knowing who my husband was, or whether he was alive or dead! Bloody brilliant. Excellent, in fact.
         
‘Don’t you worry, Tommy boy, I’ll be prepared.’ She spoke to the machine which was still blinking.
Pressing play again, she heard Rob’s voice, ‘Hello, Poppy. It’s Rob. Major Helm and I are hoping to come and see you tomorrow morning at ten. Remember, Poppy, that Anthony Helm is the media liaison officer for Martin’s deployment. He can really help you, so… well, you know… You have my number, if you need me at any time just call. Good night, Poppy.’
         
She could hear the vague sounds of a TV in the background, could picture him in his slippers with Moira sat beside him on the sofa, it was a nice image. She replayed his message and considered the pauses, ‘… can really help you, so…’ She mentally filled the gaps, ‘so be nice and don’t rub him up the wrong way.’
         
Once again it sounded like dad advice and once again she liked it. Her diary was filling up thick and fast. Luckily Christine was paying her, letting her take whatever time that she needed. Poppy was grateful.
The third message was from Miles: ‘Hi, Poppy, Miles here, give us a shout, just trying to find out what’s being done to get the boy home. Call me.’
The best, however, was the final message, drum roll please…
‘Oh my Gawd, my baby, my poor baby. I seen you in the papers today, we get them a bit late and I said to Terry, that’s my baby! That’s my girl and her poor bloke is about to get ’is ’ead chopped off by them bloody Iranians. It’s just so awful, you are so young to be widowed, but you listen to me, my girl, you listen to me because I know. Don’t let it get you down, you get your lippy on and you get out there, because you are still young and there will be more fish in the sea for you, Poppy Day, you keep your chin up. If you want to come out for a bit of a holiday, me and Terry would love to see you. I’m a bit of a celebrity, now my little girl is plastered all over the papers; don’t think we’ve paid for a drink all night! Oh, it’s me, Mum, by the way, I was—’ The lack of tape cut her off mid flow, thank God.
         
Poppy hadn’t heard from her for a couple of months. She sounded older and slightly pissed, of course. Poppy started to laugh; quite unexpectedly it turned to crying. She sat for a while, long enough for her legs to go numb on the carpet and the light of day to give way to darkness.
It was an odd thing for Poppy; she knew that Cheryl was a crap mum, yet, no matter how much time passed or how much older she got, it was always the same. As soon as she heard from or saw Cheryl, in fact, any contact at all that confirmed how totally useless she was… It was like she was six again.
Poppy didn’t love her mum. It’s difficult to love someone who doesn’t love you back. It could be a wife, husband, boyfriend, girlfriend, a mum or a dad; you can do it for a while, but not forever.
         
Poppy did it for about six years until realisation dawned that she was alone in her strength of feeling. It then started to feel pointless and embarrassing, even at that tender age. The energy she had wasted on this one-sided love made her slightly resentful. The process of unloving her mum began without conscious design or pre-planning, but by the time it was under way, she realised that it was fine not to love her. Poppy would still be who she was, she would be OK.
The standard gift for her daughter for both birthday and Christmas was make-up from the Avon lady, when all she really wanted was books, any books. There was no overt abuse like you see in the papers. It was more as if Cheryl didn’t realise what she had to do with a child, as if it never occurred to her that Poppy couldn’t look after herself, that she had to do something for her, or to her. She treated Poppy like a neighbour’s child or someone that she didn’t know very well. That last part was true actually; she didn’t know her very well.
         
When Poppy spoke to her mum, no matter what Cheryl was doing, watching TV, smoking or putting her mascara on, she would look at Poppy and say, ‘What?’ as though she hadn’t realised her daughter was in the room until she had spoken. Poppy would then have to repeat what she’d said. Her mum never listened. It was a bit like she wasn’t interested; in fact, exactly like she wasn’t interested.
It’s not that Poppy expected anything different, yet it was still somehow disappointing. Poppy would have been more shocked if she HAD asked after her ageing mother, who, for all she knew, might be dead and buried. Or if she’d said that she was jumping on the next available flight to come and be by her side at this terrible time. Of course, she never would and Poppy knew this. She knew the best she could expect was exactly what she got, a suggestion to go and see if she could pull while her ’usband was gettin’ ’is ’ead chopped off by them Iranians!’ Poppy’s disappointment turned to anger; she felt that her nan deserved more, deserved better.
The message left her feeling empty and let down. It was as if there was a physical cut on her heart that, despite being healed and hidden, at the very second that she heard her mother’s terrible, misunderstood, stupid suppositions and rantings, opened the scar up instantly and painfully. Poppy would then bleed inside until she could figure out how to put it to the back of her mind.
         
She gathered her thoughts and emotions, tidying them up the best that she could, and called Miles Varrasso. She got his answerphone. ‘Hey, Miles, in response to your question, “What is being done to get the boy home?” The answer is “absolutely nothing”, as far as I can tell. It’s shocking, Miles, really, a bloody disgrace. Anyway, call me back and we can catch up, thanks.’
         
Poppy didn’t know how Miles did it. She left her message for him at about six o’clock and the headline that stared up at her from the newsagent’s rack the very next morning was:
Poppy Day disgusted as Army do absolutely nothing to bring one of our boys home!
            

Poppy couldn’t believe it. The rest of the story was a rehash of what had already been printed, along with several ‘quotes’ from Poppy and that same crappy picture.
She started to lose her nerve, wondering if the maximum publicity strategy was the right one. She bought the paper, as well as the milk that she had gone into the shop for. Pulling her collar up, she scurried home, feeling slightly embarrassed, exposed and desperate to put a call into Nathan. She couldn’t face another mid-morning sprint in her slippers.
Her guests arrived at ten o’clock, sharp. They couldn’t manage to get her husband back to safety, but if they said ten o’clock, then ten o’clock it was! Rob walked into the lounge and removed his beret, as was now the custom.
She noticed that the major had a folded copy of the paper in his gloved hand. He followed Rob into the lounge. The three sat in a triangle arrangement around the room. Poppy decided to take the lead, ‘Can I get anyone a cup of tea?’
‘No thank you.’ Major Helm had again apparently spoken for both of them. He removed his hat and placed it on his lap, next he peeled off his gloves and laid them in the upturned hat, preparing to begin; ready and action! ‘How are you bearing up, Poppy?’
         
Why did people keep asking her that? Was there not some more appropriate phrase that they could use? Bearing up? What did that mean exactly? She reminded herself to look it up. ‘Well, I’m OK, I guess. As I said to someone yesterday, I’m fine as long as I know that things are being done to actively get Mart back. It’s the idea that efforts have stopped, or that nothing is happening that worries me the most. That is the one thing that keeps me awake at three in the morning, that idea that he is just… gone and no one is doing anything to get him home safely.’
‘Well, let me reassure you on that point. Lots of things are being done to ensure his safe return. Even if the efforts aren’t obvious, there’s masses going on behind the scenes and on the ground, but I totally understand your frustration that it doesn’t appear to be happening fast enough, it must feel like that. I can only imagine what it must be like for you.’
It was her turn to nod. ‘Well that’s good to hear, Anthony. What things are going on behind the scenes and on the ground?’
He cast his eyes towards Rob. ‘It is complicated, Poppy.’
‘Yes of course,’ she concurred. Rob coughed to clear his throat, but to Poppy, it was a ‘remember my phone message and don’t be rude or wind him up’ cough. Thanks for that, Dad.
‘It’s not as easy as just storming in and getting him out.’
‘Well no, we tried that last week, didn’t we, and it was the wrong house. What a cock up!’ Inside her head Poppy was reprimanding herself, for God’s sake shut up! He is on your side. He didn’t seem to take offence, but rather felt that it confirmed his stance.
         
‘That’s exactly right, Poppy. That’s a good example of how difficult it can be to get the right intelligence and act on it, but it doesn’t mean that we have stopped trying.’ Touché, Major Anthony. He wasn’t done, ‘I did want to talk to you about the interview that you gave to Miles Varrasso, if that’s OK?’
         
‘Sure.’ She felt confident, cocky almost.
‘Miles Varrasso is a subversive. He and plenty others like him are anti the whole campaign. If they can use someone like you at this difficult time to further their cause, and get their message across, they will. You seem very together, Poppy, but believe me when I tell you that at this time you are vulnerable and people like him will take advantage of you if they can. He has no regard for your well-being, and will do whatever he can to convince whoever he can that we shouldn’t be out there, and that our servicemen and women are acting in futility. Can you imagine how demotivating that is for the troops that are deployed believing that they are doing a vital job? Or how insulting it is to families that have lost loved ones in the line of duty, families like Aaron’s?’
Although she couldn’t warm to him, Poppy realised Anthony was cleverer than she had first thought. His words resonated. She thought about Aaron’s family.
‘I wanted to give the interview because I figured that the more people know about Mart, the more he’ll be spoken about. He won’t be forgotten, will he, if everyone is talking about him? Then they are more likely to let him go.’ It didn’t sound quite as convincing as she had hoped.
‘I can see that sounds logical, Poppy, but have you considered the whole reason these groups revert to taking hostages is that they get publicity for their cause? It therefore makes it beneficial to take people like Martin, and the more you publicise their activities, the more you are encouraging them, supporting them.’
‘I hadn’t thought about it like that, no.’
‘Well luckily you have a great team in Rob and me to help and advise you at every step. I’m here to make sure that you are being kept informed and to do everything that I can to ensure that, from your perspective, we are handling this in the best way possible.’
         
His words offered Poppy little comfort; they sounded scripted and insincere, spoken through an unsmiling mouth as his knee danced in restless anticipation. He wanted to leave. He didn’t care about Martin and he didn’t care about her. ‘Actually I do have a question.’
‘Fire away. Anything.’
‘I’m meeting the foreign secretary tomorrow and I’m not sure how best to get into Downing Street. It’s usually closed off at the end, isn’t it? Do you think they will have a note of my appointment and just let me in?’
The room was silent. Anthony Helm looked angry, whereas Rob looked proud. Eventually Anthony found his voice. ‘Let me get this straight, you are seeing the foreign secretary tomorrow?’
‘Yes.’
He looked at Rob. ‘Is this the first you’ve heard of this?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Poppy, I don’t know what you are trying to prove, but I will not condone or authorise a dedicated team to be at your beck and call if you are insisting on playing the maverick, pulling stunts like this. You seem intent on doing the very opposite of what we recommend, but if you want to go it alone, then so be it…’ He wasn’t shouting, but was concentrating on controlling his tone and pitch. ‘… although I would have thought that to be kept fully up-to-date with any development concerning your husband would have been foremost in your thoughts.’
‘That’s just it, Anthony, what developments? What news? We are no closer to getting Mart back than we were when he was first taken and I need to do something, just like you would if it was your wife or partner. You wouldn’t sit back and wait for something, anything to happen, you know you wouldn’t.’
‘Actually, Poppy, that is where you are wrong. I would sit back and wait, because I have great faith in the British Army to act in the right way and do the right thing.’
         
‘Then you have more faith than me because they have given me no reason to.’
‘Where did this lack of faith, this hostility come from, Poppy? Why are you so cynical?’
She laughed then, loudly. ‘I think my lack of faith, my hostility and cynicism probably started on the day that my husband was failed by you and your army. Taken hostage while trying to do his bloody job! That has been further compounded by the fact that, over a week later, we have no idea where he is and are no closer to getting him back! Try looking at it from my point of view; night after night I climb into our bed and I don’t know where my husband is, or how he is, or even if he’s alive. If he is alive, I know that he will be desperate and I don’t feel like anyone cares…’
         
Again no one spoke. Poppy didn’t know how she kept getting herself into these situations. It felt like she was the only one that could see the reality of the situation and no one was listening.
Anthony stood and jammed his hat on to his head. He walked towards the door. ‘Goodbye, Poppy.’ His voice was clipped, curt.
Rob stood in the lounge with his hands on his hips; he rolled his eyes skyward and shook his head. ‘Well, that went well.’
Poppy bit her lip to stop herself saying anything else inappropriate, in fact, to stop her saying anything at all.
         
 

The following day Poppy smartened up. She scraped her hair back into a ponytail and checked her face in the hallway mirror. She thought she looked like an idiot, but it would only be for a few hours. She considered ignoring the telephone that rang as she was about to make her exit.
‘Poppy?’
         
‘Yes.’
‘It’s Miles. Did you see the paper?’
‘Ah Mr Subversive! Yes I did.’
‘Okaaay. You don’t sound as happy as I thought you would. I had to fight for that front page slot.’
‘In that case, thank you.’
‘I accept your thanks even if it’s not graciously given!’
Poppy snorted her laughter.
‘Thought I would give you a shout, Poppy, as I won’t be around for a while.’
‘Oh right, off on holiday, lucky thing?’
‘I wish. No, I’m off to Afghanistan.’
Poppy felt a surge of jealousy, first Mr Veerswamy and now Miles; it felt like everyone could get within a few feet of her husband except her.
‘I’m leaving from Brize Norton tomorrow, but I promise to give you a ring as soon as I get back and, obviously, if I hear anything while I am out there…’ He didn’t need to say any more.
‘Take care of yourself, Miles.’
‘Fear not, care is my middle name! Actually it’s Alessandro after my great uncle, but that’s another story.’
 

Just as Poppy predicted, she walked to the end of Downing Street where a policeman stood in a little booth with an armed colleague a few feet away. He looked well past retirement age, and had one of those big, fat, bulbous noses that you only get with old age and the consumption of too much port.
Poppy consciously tried to avoid looking at his huge proboscis; wondering why it was that when she met anyone with even the slightest affliction or deformity, it was so fascinating to her, that she was the one that was acutely embarrassed.
         
It had always been a problem for Poppy, with her ‘mouth in gear but brain not engaged’ habit. It meant that she often said what was in her head before fully censoring it. She wasn’t in the same league as Jenna, there was no verbal diarrhoea, it was more of a ‘why did you say that, Poppy?’ thing. If she met a nun or a priest she would say ‘Jesus Christ’ in every sentence, and respond with, ‘Oh my God’ to everything they said. If there was a lull in conversation, she would have to physically stop herself from saying, ‘So, immaculate conception, no one really believes that, do they? Surely Mary just got caught out and had to think fast before her dad got home and found her standing there with the Clearblue in hand registering positive!’ That would be her icebreaker, her starter for ten. It wasn’t always easy being her.
         
‘Hello.’ Poppy spoke to the nose.
‘Hello there. What can I do for you?’
It felt embarrassing, incredible and unreal; not only the schnozzle thing, but the very fact that she was standing there saying to this bloke, who expected her to ask for directions to the nearest Pizza Hut, ‘I have an appointment with the foreign secretary at three o’clock.’ It was a quarter to; Poppy thought this was just about the right amount of early.
To his credit, he didn’t raise an eyebrow. ‘Your name?’
‘Poppy Day.’
For a split second he hesitated, swallowing the desire to repeat it. He lifted the receiver of a clumsy-looking black telephone, which looked more like a prop than a working phone, and spoke into it, ‘I have a Miss Poppy Day here for Mr Munroe at three p.m.?’ It was a statement, but, as mentioned before, he went up at the end so it was, in fact, a question as well. He nodded a couple of times as though the person on the other end could see him, maybe they could.
         
He then replaced the receiver and looked at Poppy. ‘Thank you, Miss Day, someone will meet you at the door.’ That was it. Through the gate and off she trotted, walking up Downing Street to go and meet with the Right Honourable Tristram Munroe, Foreign Secretary. As you do.
         
Poppy didn’t know what she imagined it to be like behind the famous front door. If she had to guess, she would have gone with a beautiful lounge-like hallway, with a large fireplace and grand portraits hanging on the walls, one of those little tables shaped like a half moon with a decanter on it and crystal glasses sparkling on a silver tray, in case someone in a dinner jacket fancied a brandy after supper. She also imagined uniformed staff to be floating around silently, but busily, a bit like Downton Abbey or the original Upstairs Downstairs with that bloke in it from The Professionals or ‘The Professnials’ as her nan used to call it. It was nothing like that, more like posh offices than a house and huge, really big! Lots of staircases, rooms, corridors and walkways leading to goodness knows where. Poppy was sure there were more places to live, work and hide in this building than anyone would ever need.
         
She was met by a middle-aged lady, smartly dressed in a navy suit, but with the kind of grey curly perm and face, without make-up, that made her look more dinner lady than important-working-for-the-foreign-secretary type. Dorothea would have christened her ‘a right old chatterbox’. She opened the door without checking to see if she was ‘Poppy Day, expected visitor of Tristram Munroe’ or, in fact, someone down on her luck selling household goods, dusters and the like.
         
‘Do come in.’
Poppy stood like a lemon in the big hallway, feeling so much like a fish out of water, she had to gasp for breath before she suffocated on the air.
Poppy was thinking about his name, ‘Tristram’. It’s such an obvious class thing, isn’t it? The instant you hear someone’s name, particularly a name like that, you place them in a class. If any boy had been called Tristram and lived on Poppy’s estate, he would have had a good kicking on a daily basis, as would Miles Alessandro Varrasso. Where Tristram lived, he was probably one of several, in the same way that Deans and Darrens had to be slightly renamed in her world, so that she and her mates knew who they were talking about. For example, there was ‘Gingerdarren’, obvious as to why; ‘Veggiedarren’, who, born with an intolerance to protein, couldn’t eat meat; ‘Upandoverdean’, who could make the swing in the park go right over the bar; and ‘Deanthepoof’. Poppy wondered how his peer group would differentiate between Tristrams: Tristramfiftyacres? Tristramwiththe-Thaiaupair? Tristramtherighthonorourable?
         
Her mind was wandering, she was suddenly nervous, feeling out of her depth. She thought of Tom’s words ‘plan it a bit’. Poppy thought she had planned it a bit, certainly on the bus on the way up. She had rehearsed her piece, sounding smart and credible, but now as she stood in that vast hallway, she didn’t think she would have known her name if someone had asked it. She felt like shite.
Dinner-lady-woman had disappeared, so Poppy stood alone and adrift, until eventually a man in a flash suit appeared from around a corner. ‘Is it Poppy?’
She nodded and smiled, that was it! She was Poppy, Poppy Day, on a crazy mission to save her husband!
‘Follow me, Poppy. I will take you up to Tristram’s office.’
‘Thank you.’
He stopped walking and turned to face her as if she had given him a big compliment. ‘Why you are most welcome!’ He sounded to Poppy like a character from Gone With the Wind; one of the southern ladies, not Rhett Butler. He was incredibly smart and smelt like fresh laundry, walking quickly and neatly, and taking up no more space in the corridor than was absolutely necessary. He reminded Poppy of a little bird, a sparrow man. They wandered along corridors and through rooms until they came to the end of a hallway. He knocked on the door.
         
‘Yep!’ called the voice from within.
‘Don’t look so nervous, Poppy. You will be absolutely fine!’ he whispered. His words of encouragement gave her confidence. She remembered her speech and all the points that she needed to make, in the words of Tommy Cooper, ‘just like that’.
         
Her little sparrow-man escort pushed open the door and there he was, Tristram Munroe, stood behind a big desk. A desk that was much bigger than Tom Chambers’, proving that the more success you had, the bigger desk you got. Poppy figured that the prime minister’s desk must be vast; acres of polished wood, probably with the telephone in the corner, so far out of his reach that he would have to jog around to pick it up every time it rang. No wonder he looked so trim.
Tristram Munroe looked slightly different from how he did on the telly. He was taller, slimmer, but still with an ample stomach, pushing the buttons adrift on his striped shirt. He had one hand on his waist, as though he was about to launch into ‘I’m a little teapot’; the other held a phone to his ear. He cupped his teapot hand over the receiver, ‘Sorry! Shan’t be a mo! Sit down! Sit down!’
She sat. After all, who was she to refuse a direct instruction from the foreign bloody secretary? Poppy tried not to eavesdrop on his conversation, but it was difficult. She tried to concentrate on a picture above his head, trying to give him a bit of privacy.
         
‘Patrick, it’s a real honour, really is. Only difficulty is the timing. Pretty sure we have a state visit going on. Can’t remember which lot it is. Want to say China, but possibly not. Doesn’t matter. Point is, I think I am tied up so it’s a no can do. Simply because I can’t physically make it, not because I don’t want to.’ He spoke in shorthand, a man so busy that he couldn’t waste time linking his thoughts with needless words. He paused while whoever Patrick was answered him. ‘Yup, yup, absolutely. OK, buddy, will do. Love to Charity and the little man. Yup, excellent. Cheerio.’
         
He ended the call with a touch of a button as he simultaneously jogged around the desk with not one but two hands outstretched. This was an entirely new handshake tactic to the ones that Poppy had been used to. Thankfully he took the lead, sparing her the dilemma, holding her left hand between both of his. ‘Poppy, thank you so much for coming to see me today. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.’
         
She smiled. This was great, any remaining trace of nerves evaporated. He sounded pleased to see her, it was wonderful! He continued talking before she had a chance to answer him.
‘That was my nephew on the phone, Patrick. He and his good lady Charity have bestowed upon me the honour of asking me to be the godfather to their little boy. Sadly, I don’t think I can tie in the christening dates-wise. More’s the pity; the poor little chap may not be with us much longer…’
‘Who, your nephew?’
He let go of her hand, which she was glad about. ‘No, no, not Patrick, his son, Teddy. He has lots of difficulties, bless him.’
‘Oh God. That’s a shame.’ Poppy didn’t know what else to say, what he wanted or expected her to say.
‘Yes, it is damn bloody shame. It’s a weird one; they couldn’t have any kids so they adopted her sister’s boy. She apparently took one look at him, heard about all his issues and potential problems and promptly decided to give him away to the highest bidder. Then she hot-footed it to Spain to start a new life with some Spanish lover! What do you make of that?’
‘She sounds awful, selfish. I don’t know how any mother could abandon her baby, it’s not normal is it?’ She thought about adding that she knew how his nephew’s son felt. Her own mum having also hot-footed it to Spain and yes it was shit, really shit. That little boy was lucky in some ways, not with his difficulties obviously, but he did have a mum and dad that would love him. At least he wasn’t left with his loopy nan in a stinking flat.
         
‘Exactly right, awful and selfish. No, Poppy, not normal at all. It’s hard to fathom some people, isn’t it? Still she will have to live with herself and thank God she had Charity and Patrick, who are a couple of soft touches really, to pick up the problem. Appalling woman. Never met her, don’t particularly want to.’
Poppy was aware that they only had half an hour and, interesting though it was, didn’t want to waste her precious minutes talking about Tristram’s dysfunctional relatives and their problems. She had enough of that in her own family, thank you very much. It was as if he read her thoughts.
         
‘Right, Poppy, time being of the essence and all that. Let’s get down to business, shall we?’ He sat in his chair and leant forward onto the desk. His expression and tone were now completely different, as if he had switched into work mode. ‘I cannot begin to imagine what you are going through, it’s a horrendous situation. I want to give you and your family all of my sympathy and best wishes…’
         
She nodded, not sure how else to respond.
‘How are you bearing up?’
Poppy had looked up the term that very morning. The dictionary definition had read: To withstand stress, difficulty, or attrition; To hold up; support; Raise one’s spirit, not despair… So how was she bearing up? Not too well actually, but what did she say? ‘Fine.’ But you knew that, right?
         
‘When exactly was Martin taken, Poppy?’
She was impressed. Without referring to notes, he had correctly assumed that she had never been married to Aaron, and managed to recall her husband’s name, so far so good. ‘It’s nearly a couple of weeks now.’
         
‘A couple of weeks? That must feel like an eternity.’
‘It does.’
‘I can imagine. Are the army supporting you, Poppy, keeping you up to date?’
‘Yes, yes they are, not that there is much to report…’
‘I heard about the attempt to recapture him, bit of a disaster by all accounts.’
‘You could say that and what is worrying me, sir—’
‘Tristram, please,’ he interrupted.
‘Thanks. What is worrying me, Tristram, is that no one can give me any concrete proof or any information that makes me believe that he is ever going to come home.’ Poppy felt the tears gathering at the back of her throat.
He placed his hand over his mouth, splaying his fingers and holding the bottom of his face. He nodded, deep in thought.
Poppy carried on, liking the feeling that he was interested in her and what she had to say. Inside she was thinking, ‘You’re right, Poppy, this rallying of support for Mart is the right thing to do, you go, girl!’
‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful for what the army is doing, Tristram, and I don’t want to put anyone at risk, or demotivate anyone.’ Anthony Helm’s words flashed into her mind. ‘I just want to get my husband home and I would be grateful for any suggestions as to how I can do that.’
He spoke through his fingers after a pause, ‘The first thing to say is that you can’t do that. It is up to other people to get him home, I know how tough that must sound. It’s not an easy situation, Poppy, as I am sure you can appreciate. Being completely honest with you, whilst I can give you a sympathetic ear, the best I can do is put you in touch with someone that might be able to help you better.’
         
‘That’s what Tom Chambers said, that’s how I ended up here.’ Poppy was beginning to find the lack of progress frustrating; she wanted an answer, a solution, a way to get Martin home.
         
‘I can imagine what it feels like, that you are being passed around or fobbed off, but that is not the case. One thing you have to realise is that, whilst this is your absolute priority, it might not be for others and that will prove to be your biggest frustration.’
She liked his honesty, he was right, of course. ‘It is my biggest frustration, but how do I make Mart’s return their priority, Tristram? I am genuinely worried that no one cares apart from me, almost as if he is expendable, currency that can be spent for the cause.’
He stood up and looked out of the window with both of his hands on his waist, his elbows stuck out at right angles, more pre-highland jig than little teapot. He spoke to her without turning around, ‘Maybe you can’t, Poppy. Maybe you will have to accept that the wheels turn slowly, but you must accept that they ARE turning. Does that help at all?’ He turned to face her again.
‘Truthfully?’
‘Yes.’
‘No, not even a little bit.’
‘Thought not. You are a determined girl. I admire your tenacity. Don’t give up on me. I will give it some serious thought and I will get back to you.’
‘Thanks for seeing me today, I know you are busy and—’
‘Not at all, I have really enjoyed meeting you.’ He sounded sincere.
‘I’ll wait to hear from you, Tristram.’
‘You are an extraordinary person, Poppy Day. Martin is very lucky to have you on his side.’
This made her smile, not because of the compliment, but because she doubted that Martin felt very lucky about anything at that point in time.
         
He carried on, ‘You are a real tour de force. Maybe it is down to you, maybe you should go and get him back yourself!’
         
He laughed and she laughed, but unbeknown to both, a tiny seed had been sown. A small kernel of a solution that over the next few hours would be fed, watered and would grow until it had legs. Then Poppy would have no choice but to run with it.
 

Poppy headed straight to The Unpopulars, still in her finery.
‘What’s the matter, Poppy Day?’
‘Nothing, Nan, I’m fine.’
‘I know you’re not fine, so don’t say that to me if it isn’t true.’
Her voice was slightly sterner than usual. She hated Poppy not being straight with her, knowing her well enough to sense when she was not.
‘I’m a bit worried about Mart, Nan. You know Mart? Mart, my husband.’ She added the little memory jogger in case his was one of the names and faces that was lost. Poppy pictured Dorothea’s memory like a big fishing net, with the holes getting bigger and bigger, wider and wider apart, so more and more stuff fell through. What was left sitting on top were the biggest, most important fish that wouldn’t disappear until the net had almost gone. Poppy figured she must be like one of those enormous tuna fish that took three Japanese men to haul over the side. When they do it’s amid a tidal wave of blood and guts as the filleting begins. That was Poppy; a giant flapping tuna fish, caught in her nan’s net, not going anywhere, not just yet.
         
‘I know who Mart is, for Gawd’s sake.’ It was the stern voice once again.
Poppy thought carefully about how to phrase what came next, searched for the right tone and level of detail, avoiding at all times the full-blown horror. She mentally edited her response, ‘You know that he went to visit Afghanistan?’
         
‘Fighting, wasn’t he?’’
‘Yes, Nan, fighting, well, he has only gone and got himself lost!’ She tried a small giggle to show Dorothea that there was nothing to worry about, that she was fine, that it was all fine.
‘Lost?’
‘Yes, Nan, lost.’
‘What on earth do you mean, girl? Do you mean he needs a map or do you mean lost in action, killed, dead.’
‘No! No, not killed and not dead. He’s…’ Poppy struggled again to find the right tone and wording.
She pictured him them, his frightened eyes, the blow to the stomach. She bowed her head until her chin was on her chest. She always thought of him tethered, with a rope or a sheet and always in a makeshift blindfold. She pictured him dirty, ingrained with filth and needing a wash. She couldn’t stop the steady flow of tears that slid down her face and snaked unbidden into her mouth. ‘Oh Nan!’
         
Exhaustion and worry caught up with her; Poppy dropped to the floor. She knelt on the lino at her nan’s feet, where the scrub marks of a thousand little accidents were etched on its surface. She placed her head on Dorothea’s lap as the old lady stroked her hair. It was exactly what she needed, to be six again, to have her nan pet her hair and tell her in between ‘shhhhh’s’ that everything was going to be all right. The skin of her knees stung against the cold hard floor, but Poppy didn’t care. She could have stayed there for hours. She wanted to stay there for hours. It felt wonderful, not to be the person that held it all together, but instead to be taken care of, even if it was just for a minute.
Her nan’s knobbled, bent fingers stroked her hair and face as she cried into the crimplene trousers with their elasticated waist. It made Poppy smile to think that she would leave a damp patch that later might be misconstrued. Nathan would tut as he changed her for bed. At least he had the joy of knowing that all his hard work and effort would be rewarded when he got his hands on those million pounds.
         
‘Now, Poppy Day, sit up straight and tell me what this is all about? Why the tears? This isn’t like you at all.’ She cupped her granddaughter’s face in her crooked hands and made her look up. Poppy sidled off the floor and took her place on the creaky plastic chair. Dorothea took Poppy’s hand into her cold, smooth palms and for the second time that night, the girl was grateful for her nan’s contact. ‘Come on, Poppy Day, whasamatter, darlin’?’
Poppy drew a sharp breath and shared her burden with the only person in the world other than Martin who might care about what she was going through. ‘Mart is missing, Nan. Well, that’s what they say officially, but the truth is they know where he is. He is being held by a religious fundamentalist group…’
‘Baddies?’
Poppy smiled, ‘Yes, baddies. The worrying thing, Nan, is that I don’t think that anyone is trying very hard to get him back, almost like they are going to let him be lost and hope that he just, disappears.’ The horror of these words spoken aloud caused her tears to spring again.
‘Is he still alive, darlin’?’
‘Yes.’ It was as definitive as she could make it. Poppy had to believe that he was. She still thought that she would ‘feel’ if anything else were true, her husband, her love.
‘Are people helping you? You know, his work people?’
‘Yes. In fact I had a meeting at Downing Street today; imagine that, Nan, me at Downing Street! I met with the foreign secretary; fat lot of good it did me.’
Dorothea ignored this inconsequential piece of information. Loopy or not, she had little regard for title, money or status. What would she say, in her more lucid years? ‘I couldn’t give a rat’s arse if he was the Queen of Sheba, Poppy Day. People is people. We all come into the world the same way, we all leave it the same way and that makes us all equal.’
         
‘And you think you know where he is?’
‘Yes, Nan, not exactly, but roughly whereabouts.’
She bent towards her granddaughter as though they were co-conspirators. Speaking slowly after a few seconds’ pause, she whispered, ‘You need to go and get him, Poppy Day. You need to go and find him and bring him home. He is your husband and he loves you. When I’m gone he is all that you’ll have left.’ She was direct, she was lucid and she was far, far from crazy.
Poppy stared at her. The tears stopped falling. She laughed and her nan laughed back. She was right, he was her husband, he loved her and when her nan was gone, he would be all that she would have left. It struck her as more than a coincidence that two people had said the very same thing to her in as many hours. A quirky twist of fate? To some maybe, but not to Poppy, to her it was a sign.
Poppy’s future without Martin was unthinkable. If you asked any of their friends about the Cricket/Day duo, they’d say that it was hard to think of one without the other, like an old couple that have been together for so long they are viewed as a single unit. So much so, that when you said one of their names, your lips automatically form the shape to say the other, like fish ’n’ chips or Fred ’n’ Ginger.
They had been a proper couple from the age of fourteen, as opposed to best mates since they were six. Was this sweet or a little bit sad? How did they know if they were with the right person if they hadn’t looked anywhere else, or tried loving other people? Did they simply settle for what was on offer? These would be fair questions, but it would be wrong to assign them any credence. Very wrong.
As with the Jackie Sinclair in the playground episode, any sense of danger, embarrassment or harm that could possibly come to Poppy and ping! Martin would be there like a genie from a magic lamp, to soften the blow, make sure she wasn’t hurt and comfort her when and wherever she needed it. They may have known each other since they were six years old, but what they shared was deep, dedicated love. She would die for him and him, her. That’s just how it was. To the ears of the cynical this might sound clichéd, but for Poppy and Martin it was the foundation of their love, a deep, unspoken commitment to be there when they were needed, wherever they were needed.
         
Poppy considered the idea of going out to Afghanistan and the possibility that she might be able to bring him back. Strangely it didn’t feel stupid or implausible; in fact, quite the opposite: it felt possible and necessary. It was the solution that she’d been searching for. Poppy knew, without any shadow of doubt, that there was no one in the whole wide world who would have the same vested interest in bringing Martin home as her. No one else would lose sleep or the will to live because he was missing. It was down to her, she had to be the one to bring him home. Her, Poppy Day, she would go and get her husband back! Practicality started to creep into the idea, blurring the edges of the plan. ‘I won’t be able to see you every day, Nan, if I have to go and get Mart. I might be gone for a little while and I don’t know how long.’
         
Dorothea shrugged her shoulders. These words were of little interest, as if not seeing her for a while was a sacrifice that they would both have to be make. She was right.
‘Oh, ’ello, Nathan!’ He stood in the doorway. ‘I’m so glad you are here. There is someone that I would like you to meet…’
Nathan stepped forward and shook Poppy’s hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Poppy Day.’ Nathan realised as soon as he had spoken that they had not yet been ‘introduced’.
They paused, mid-handshake, both staring at Dorothea, waiting for her reaction. She looked down at the wet patch on her trousers and looked back up at Nathan. ‘I appear to have pissed myself.’ Nathan and Poppy laughed long and hard as Dorothea sat stony-faced, unmoved by their hysterics.
         
Later, when she was ready for bed, resplendent in her flannelette pyjamas and bed jacket, Poppy stood and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Goodnight, Nan, I’ll see you tomorrow. Have sweet dreams.’
         
‘You have sweet dreams too, my Poppy Day.’
Poppy stood to walk out of the room.
Her nan’s voice halted her progress, ‘Poppy Day?’
‘Yes, Nan?’
‘Don’t waste a single second, my girl. I don’t want to see you here tomorrow. You go tomorrow; you go and get him back. I’ll be right here waiting and I’ll see you when you come home.’ She looked away from her then, fixated by the TV remote control; there had to be a cookery programme on somewhere.
Poppy leant her head on the frame and captured the image inside her head. She whispered across the air, the atmosphere now full of the canned laughter and recorded clapping from the crap on TV, ‘Thank you, I will, Nan. I will bring him home. I love you.’
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ONCE AGAIN MARTIN dreamt that he was woken by Poppy. He could tell it was Poppy by her touch and smell. Again she stroked the hair away from his forehead. Her voice was gentle, ‘Mart… Mart… It’s OK, baby, I’m here…’
         
This particular dream was the worst form of torture. He would have preferred a short physical shock than the dreadful slow realisation that her presence was a vision and he was still so very far away from her.
When Martin reluctantly opened his eyes, he spied a tiny white feather that had danced through a small gap and found a resting place on his arm. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger, raising it to his lips, feeling the sweet tickle against his skin. To most, it would be seen as a little white feather that had drifted into the room, shaken from a far-off eiderdown or fallen from a scrawny chicken, but for Martin it was a gift from his Poppy, a signal of hope, a token of love. He held it tight and he kept it.
The day that started with such an offering continued to be a memorable one. Man U entered the room, beaming and clearly excited about something. He had an agitation that Martin recognised in someone who has a secret, usually either a practical joke or surprise present, but something so exciting that the information is literally waiting to burst out of them. Man U could hardly contain himself. After hopping from one foot to the other, he pulled his hand from behind his back to reveal two folded pieces of newspaper. He held them out to Martin. He had bought him a gift and was very pleased with himself.
         
‘What is it?’ Martin was curious, as eager as a child for the diversion.
         
‘Manchester United!’
Martin took the newspaper into his hands. It was one complete page and a cutting of about eight square inches. He hadn’t read or seen written English in what felt like a very long time. His eyes took a little while to focus on the black print that was slightly smudged in places. The whole time he studied it, Man U stood nodding and smiling, like an eager puppy wanting praise and recognition. Martin laughed loudly and put his hand on the man’s arm. There was never much physical contact; his captor could read a lot by the gesture. He was absolutely delighted.
         
Martin, in recent years, had tried to make up for his lack of academic achievement by reading. To say he was a big reader wouldn’t cut it; he was an avid, addicted reader, devouring books on any topic as though making up for lost time. He remembered what he read, which gave him an incredible vocabulary and a wide knowledge. He felt a certain embarrassment about learning that was typical of his peer group, reading secretly and never confessing to his mates that he deliberated over Le Carré as well as watching the football. Poppy would tease him, ‘No one cares that you are a book-obsessed nerd, Mart! The bigger boys aren’t going to pick on you now, you’re a grown-up and you can do what you like!’ He would usually throw whatever he was reading at her. To be able to study words, no matter how random the reading material, was a wonderful gift.
The smaller piece was an advertisement, a complete advert taken from a paper. It was fascinating. Dyson it read across the top, Martin learnt it word for word:
         
Ball technology: The idea for BallTM technology came about from an engineer studying new ways to steer. It started crudely – an old wand handle attached to a wheel. Eventually the wheel became a ball – and an ideal home for the motor. We’ve done away with wheels. The new Dyson upright machines ride on a ball so you can steer with ease – no more push/pull around corners and obstacles. Inside the ball is the motor, giving the machine a lower centre of gravity and improving manoeuvrability even further.  
            

It wasn’t that Martin was particularly interested in housework, but it was a link to another world, his world. In that place that was strange and unfamiliar, here was a little square of paper that enabled him to picture the carpet at home, their furniture and the two of them sitting on it. He could envisage his Poppy doing the housework and it gave him comfort.
         
It was a scrappy piece of paper that was so much greater than the sum of its parts. Martin figured that it had probably been touched by hands like his, belonging to someone who would live in a house, in England. Possibly someone like him, imagine! After days of having very little to do, other than reflect on his predicament, this gave him something to concentrate on; the idea for the product, how it might work. Martin spent hours trying to understand the technology.
As if the advert wasn’t amazing enough, the other page was completely bloody brilliant! It wasn’t news of the campaign or information about the world in general, it was much, much better than that. It was a TV listing page, a whole page of telly programmes. It detailed shows from a weekday. The top of the page had been ripped off, so it was impossible to know what the day or date was, but it didn’t matter. Martin could tell that it was a weekday by the lack of ‘big Saturday night’ programme or film.
He went through each programme, reading the content synopsis. He then lay back and imagined the particular show, picturing it and joining it together with episodes that he had seen or could remember. He got so good at this; it was just like watching the telly inside his head. There was an episode of Only Fools and Horses billed as ‘Yuppy Love’. It was the one where Del Boy and Trigger end up in a wine bar with a bunch of yuppies; when Del falls through the bar. Martin considered it the best bit of television in the whole world. He and all his mates loved it. Martin lay on the mattress, hearing the words, picturing Del Boy with his elbow out, drink in hand and bang! Whenever he watched the clip, it made no difference that he knew what was going to happen, and when he waited for it, it was still hilarious as Del Boy fell from view, smack on to the floor. Martin laughed until he cried. It was brilliant.
         
Every programme on that sheet got the same treatment, even the kids’ shows, most of which he’d never heard of. Martin had never considered himself to have a good imagination, but this disproved the belief. He took bits of information and turned them into shows inside his head. It was magnificent.
Physically, Martin was in bad shape. The severe beating he had received upon capture had left him sore, bruised and aching. Having existed for a few days with his hands above his head, his shoulders had been left with an acute pain that peaked every time he moved. One of his fingers had been broken and started to heal without any attention. It throbbed when left alone, but if snagged against the mattress or his clothing, sent a searing pain shooting up his wrist. It was a constant reminder of what he had been through, made him think how lucky he was to have survived. It made him think of Aaron.
His face had suffered after its incarceration in the filthy sack. His eyes continued to ooze, clotting his eyelashes upon waking and impairing his vision; it was as if he viewed the world through gauze. His teeth felt loose in their gums, he would regularly spit large globules of blood, flecked with gum and fragments of tooth.
When he had been taken he had been very fit and muscly, which helped. His deterioration would have taken a worse toll on someone less able. He would run his hand over his torso, feeling his battered ribs, fondling the scabs of coagulated blood with his fingertips; nature’s salve for the man-made digs and scratches.
         
He was given a meal once a day; the guards would eat when he ate and what he ate. He wasn’t deprived of food; the meagre rations were not confined to him. It was always rice with some vegetables and sometimes a splash of yoghurt. Once or twice there was meat, small pieces of chicken and another brown meat, possibly lamb. Martin definitely wasn’t getting enough protein, none of them were. The guards looked thin, like they too needed iron and more calories. Martin felt that he was morphing into them, especially with his two-week beard growth. He was as unkempt and battered as an old mule, and he smelt about the same.
He also had a terrible upset stomach. It was the worst thing imaginable, with only a dirty bucket to use for the loo and no water for hand washing, but he knew the importance of eating, to keep his strength up and to survive. He quickly got used to the food. He was so hungry, he didn’t think too much about what he was getting, happy to be getting something. The guards shared a large plate at mealtimes, eating with their fingers. Martin was served in a separate smaller bowl; they didn’t want him to contaminate their food.
He lay on the bed and considered how he had deteriorated in such a short space of time; remembering the soldier that arrived in Afghanistan, full of energy, with a longing to get the job done and get back to his wife. Returning to Poppy had remained his primary focus.
He tried to calculate how much closer he would be to getting home had he not been captured. He could only guess, but he reckoned it would be approximately ninety shaves…



    

  
    
      
         
Ten
            

POPPY DIDN’T PREPARE. She wasn’t thinking straight, functioning on auto pilot, without packing or saying goodbye, she left. Anyone watching her lock the front door, with the familiar double push to check it was secure, or encountering her in the lift would think that she was off to the shops, or to visit her nan. There were no outward clues, nothing that would indicate what she was planning.
         
Sliding down on the nicotine-scented, velour seat, Poppy watched the concrete of the capital give way to industrial estates. The rhythmic sway of the car encouraged her to doze; one minute grey factories and warehouses; and the next, houses, all squished together with identikit white, plastic conserva tories bolted on the back. Hundreds of families carrying out their lives, shopping, sleeping, eating and loving, cocooned within those red brick walls and draughty lean-tos. Postage-stamp-sized gardens were littered with trampolines, rusted swing sets, abandoned ride-on tractors and deflated paddling pools. Food-encrusted barbecues and grubby gazebos sat amongst miles of clean clothing that shifted gently in the breeze. It all belonged to people, people in families. Poppy considered their lives and thought about the worries that might occupy them. Had they enough milk? What time was the football on? Was it going to rain on the washing? She envied each and every one of them.
         
Finally, the backdrop was countryside and cows replaced people. She knew she must be getting close. Houses were followed by fields as the world sped by through the taxi window. Almost three hours after leaving E17, the boxy Nissan dropped her off at the entrance to the base. She handed over the contents of her savings jar and stood alone in front of the high-wire fence, feeling instantly self-conscious and slightly illegal.
         
RAF Brize Norton was like a large airport without any of the advertising hoardings, shopping malls, car parks or shuttle buses. The surrounding perimeter fence was ominously topped with barbed wire. It made Poppy think of prison and concentration camps.
         
There were military signs everywhere, telling Poppy that she was entering a Ministry of Defence Facility, where only authorised access was permitted, along with other deterrent messaging. She felt as if those signs were written especially for her, they might as well have said ‘PS: Go Home Poppy Day, Leave Right Now!’ But Poppy was determined; she had come this far and wasn’t about to give up, not yet.
She walked through the gates, past low-level huts with corrugated iron roofs, until she arrived at the security building. There was a queue of people. It reminded her of the snaking lines that you see in Argos, as though they had all taken little tickets and were waiting for their number to come up, ‘Number forty-three!’ But no one there was waiting to get their hands on irons, sandwich toasters or pieces of flimsy gym equipment that you might use for a month before shoving under the bed for a further six months and then disposing of.
         
Instead, they were clutching passports and pieces of paper saying goodness knows what. What did Poppy have in her bag? A change of pants; her striped notebook with matching pencil; a photo of her and Mart, opportunely snapped in a photo booth at King’s Cross before jumping on the tube; a pot of cherry lip balm; a packet of Polos; a bottle of perfume, Angel by Thierry Mugler, which she loved because it smelled like chocolate; a bunch of keys; her fake Gucci sunglasses and her iPod – sadly no passport.
         
Not that Poppy had expected to find a passport, she didn’t own one. They were for other people, people like Harriet and her family who jetted off to the South of France and sent postcards from towns just outside Cognac. The queue was moving quickly, Poppy didn’t have any time to think, which was probably a good thing.
         
The large gap in front of her meant it was her turn to approach the counter. Poppy stood in front of the burly female security guard, or RAF person, she couldn’t decide which. With the RAF wearing that particular grey/blue colour, they looked the same as the security guards that patrolled the floors at Bluewater, or the man in Poppy’s local precinct that chased all the fourteen-year-old shop lifters until he ran out of puff, which was usually just past WH Smiths. The woman wore her hair in a tightly scraped bun, her florid complexion devoid of make-up.
‘Yes?’ The woman waited, knowing what Poppy’s response should be, but sadly Poppy didn’t.
‘Hello.’ It bought her a couple of seconds.
The woman had the twitchy mouth of someone that was starting to lose patience. ‘HellowhatcanIdoforyou?’ She tried to make up the time that Poppy was losing by speaking extra quickly.
‘I’ve come to say goodbye to my husband, he is flying out today.’
The woman nodded, ‘Where to?’
‘Afghanistan.’
‘Passport please.’
Poppy bit her bottom lip. ‘I haven’t got my passport.’ She could feel genuine tears gathering; not the fake this-would-be-a-good-time-to-cry variety, but genuine tears as she thought to herself, ‘What the bloody hell are you doing, Poppy? Why are you here? You’re a hairdresser from Walthamstow, what did you possibly think that you could achieve?’
         
‘I need to see your passport.’ The woman’s eyes darted above Poppy’s head as she assessed the numbers waiting, trying to emphasise the need for haste.
Poppy’s tears fell unchecked; she did nothing to stop them. ‘I didn’t know I would need my passport. I just wanted to surprise Martin.’ Poppy felt it was all right to say that because it wasn’t a lie. She was telling her the absolute truth; she wanted to surprise her husband…
         
The woman breathed out, speaking more slowly this time, ‘Do you have any other form of ID on you, your driving licence, anything with a photograph?’
Poppy fumbled in her bag, lip balm, notebook… despite having already memorised the contents, she carried on searching, hoping that miraculously some form of photographic ID might have appeared. She spied her purse – was there anything in there of use? Bank card, library card (no photo), eighteen pounds in cash and some coins. She shook her head.
         
‘I’m sorry. I can’t let you through without your passport or other photographic ID. I’m very sorry.’
Poppy looked her in the eye. Her mind raced with two main themes. Firstly, how was she going to get back to London from wherever the hell she was? Secondly, was this it? Was this as far as she was going to get in the great, ‘I’m off to rescue Martin plan’? She felt pathetic. Her voice sounded small and defeated even to her own ears: ‘I don’t have a passport. I’ve never had one because I have never been anywhere and I never will go anywhere. I’m not like bloody Harriet or one of those girls that nips off to Europe with her girlfriends on her gap year. I am going nowhere, not ever. I only came all this way in a stinking bloody taxi because I wanted to surprise my husband. I didn’t know about the passport thing.’
         
The woman sighed again, casting her eyes over Poppy, checking her out and making a judgement call. ‘Have you got anything else useful on you, anything at all?’
Poppy could see that she was giving her a chance, trying to help, wanting her to succeed. ‘I don’t have any proper ID, but I’ve got my library card and my bank card.’ Poppy held out the small plastic rectangles.
The woman hesitated before taking them. ‘Look at the camera please.’ Poppy looked up into the little white square and tried not to cry some more.
The woman disappeared for what felt like hours and returned with a two-page form. ‘Can you fill this out please?’
Poppy picked up the plastic Bic pen with the chewed end from the counter, and filled out her name, address, date of birth and, bizarrely, her national insurance number. Her hand was shaking; tears and a runny nose were smeared at regular intervals across her cheeks with the back of her hand.
         
Poppy handed over the form, not sure what was going to happen next, still expecting to be turned around and escorted from the base. The woman left the desk again and came back with a laminated blue square. Poppy’s picture was in the top left corner, her tearstained face looked back at her. The details she had given were captured behind the sheet of plastic, all accurate, right down to her national insurance number. It hadn’t occurred to her to lie.
‘Do you know where you are going?’
Poppy shook her head, still unsure if she was being told to leave or whether she was going to where the planes took off.
The woman gave Poppy a paper map and drew a cross on it with a red felt-tip pen. ‘You are here. When you get outside, turn left, then right and then straight on. You’ll eventually see the car park for the terminal.’
         
Was that it? Surely it couldn’t be that simple? Surely this woman was not going to let her go through? But she did.
Poppy allowed herself a small smile. ‘Thank you.’
‘Remember your photo ID next time, OK?’ She gave Poppy a small smile in return.
‘OK, thank you.’ Poppy knew that there would not be a next time. She didn’t know why the woman let her through. Maybe she, too, knew what it felt like not to be Harriet. Maybe she had hoped for more from life than scrutinising passports at the security desk. Whatever the reason, Poppy would always be grateful.
She walked out into the blue day with its clear sky and clean air; it was crisp and pretty, typically English. Poppy looked out of the base to the fields and green spaces that surrounded it. She thought how lovely it must be to live in the countryside, to be able to breathe this air every day without the stench of drains, cars and people at every turn. She decided that when she had her baby, she would want to bring it up somewhere like this, in a house big enough for Dorothea as well. One big, happy, crazy family, living in the countryside; it would be like The Darling Buds of May meets EastEnders. She was already worrying about Dorothea. It was hard to believe that it was only last night she had told her to go and get Martin. Poppy had travelled millions of miles in her mind since then.
         
‘Do you need the minibus?’
Poppy looked at the man as though she knew what he was talking about.
‘Are you press?’
Poppy nodded.
‘Right then, luggage in the back and hop in, we’ll be off in five. There are a couple of others to wait for.’
She didn’t trust herself to speak. She wandered towards the minibus parked at an angle a few feet away. There were already people sitting inside; three men, all in casual clothes, not uniform, not army, not RAF.
         
Poppy walked to the open door, ignoring the double doors at the back; she didn’t have any luggage to deposit there. She considered undoing her handbag and laying her single pair of pants in the back, but decided against it.
She trod the steps up into the vehicle. All eyes turned towards her, she received a ‘Hi’, ‘Hello’ and a nod. They were all very polite. Poppy was relieved not to hear the cry of outrage that she had half expected: ‘Who are you? Get off our very important bus for very important people, which you are not!’ There was, instead, silence as they surveyed her; not to critically scrutinise, but more as though they were appraising an equal, which she didn’t mind at all. The three men were in their thirties. All wore cargo pants, walking boots, fleeces and waterproof coats which meant they were either mountain climbers, outdoorsy types or tossers.
         
They looked harmless enough, well groomed, soft and educated; not the sort of people she usually mixed with. Poppy plugged her iPod into her ears, but didn’t turn it on, she wanted to listen. Everyone turned their heads towards the door as a man’s voice started singing loudly, ‘Whoa I’m goin’ to Barbados! Diddle iddle do do! Whoa! Palm tree, palm tree!’ The three started laughing. One of them looked at Poppy. ‘Guess who?’ She smiled a little, but tried not to join in, wanting to fade into the background. She didn’t want to guess who.
         
The voice that had been singing clambered onto the bus. He was black, in his late twenties with a camera around his neck. ‘Hey, lovely people! Here we all are aboard the love bus! Let the adventures begin!’ He was frightfully posh.
He made his way down the aisle, shaking hands with or hugging his colleagues. He looked quizzically at Poppy. She felt awkward, fearing that it was obvious to him that she shouldn’t have been there. He sat two seats behind her. He spoke to the blond man sitting opposite him. ‘Who’s Freckles?’ Poppy concentrated on looking out of the window, trying not to listen or give herself away. She could sense the blond guy shrugging, hear the crumpling of his acrylic jacket; he didn’t know, none of them did. The strange thing was that Poppy wasn’t sure that she knew – who had she become?
         
The black guy got out of his seat to stand in front of her. ‘Hello!’ He stuck out his hand. Poppy took it; he shook hers up and down vigorously with pantomime-like exaggeration for what felt like a bit too long. ‘I am Jason Mullen. How do you do? I’m Sunday Times and this is Max Holman, freelance,’ he pointed to one of the blokes, ‘Michael Newman, Telegraph, Jack Hail, Sunday Times.’
         
Poppy nodded nervously at each one. She couldn’t find her voice; couldn’t find any voice, what would come next? Were they going to throw her off the bus? Were they going to ask for her passport? Did they want proof that she was allowed to travel with them? No they didn’t, none of those things.
Jason carried on, obviously intrigued, ‘So, you are…?’
Poppy chewed her lip; she was thinking and didn’t answer instantly.
He filled the gap, ‘It’s customary in our country if someone gives you their name by way of introduction to return the same information; we call it getting acquainted, or saying hello!’
Poppy couldn’t decide if he was rude or impatient. She couldn’t think fast enough.
Jason spoke again, making his own suppositions, ‘Aaah, do you not speak English? Is that it? Français? Deutsch? Español?’
She smiled at him; he was funny.
‘Well, that’s me done; I only know those four languages. Well, five including the language of lurve, which I am very happy to converse in with you, Freckles, any time…’
         
‘Leave her alone, Jase.’ It was Max Holman, freelance, that had come to her rescue.
Jason sat down and the group commenced discussing a prestigious award that one Miles Varrasso had been given only a month before. Jason, especially, seemed more than a little impressed by the accolade, saying very loudly how Miles was ‘the man’. Poppy was curious to know what her Mr Subversive had done, having never heard of the particular award or the ‘scoop’ that had earned him the prize.
         
The bus engine roared as the chassis shuddered into life. Once again Jason burst into song, ‘I’m on my way from misery to happiness today…’ Poppy liked his energy; at least she knew her adventure wasn’t going to be dull with Jason around. Little did she know…
The bus slowed as the barrier was manually raised by an armed airman; it then hurtled along a straight road flanked by large aircraft hangers on either side, before negotiating several mini roundabouts. A few minutes later, the bus started to brake and halt. It would have been quicker to walk to the terminal than to sit and wait; the security aspect wasn’t something she considered. Poppy got off the bus and loitered next to the guys; wanting to feel like part of their group, wanting to feel like part of anything, other than face the reality that she was completely alone and didn’t know what came next. The press guys seemed to have a huge amount of bags and equipment; for this she was grateful and could pretend that at least one of those black zipped-up holdalls was hers.
The terminal inside was one huge room, about two thirds of it filled with plastic chairs that were screwed into the floor. What did the MoD think? That a daring soldier in transit may try and sneak a couple onto the plane or into their hand luggage? There was a small cafe which looked far too tiny to cope with the throng of soldiers, servicemen and -women that stood around in their desert combats, looking alternately nervous and excited.
         
Three young girls with buggies and babies stood together just inside the door. They were wearing tracksuit bottoms and sweatshirts. Their blond striped hair was pulled back into ponytails; they sported the obligatory graduating gold hoops and necklaces. Poppy wondered if they knew each other before they had arrived, or whether they had all bunched together for support, happy to have found someone like them. They looked like the sort of girls that she would have been friends with, reminding her of Jenna. They looked like her. She stopped herself going over to them, to try and join in, to seek out kindred spirits.
One of the girls was red-eyed and inconsolable. She held a soggy, disintegrating paper tissue against her blotchy face. Her body convulsed every time she tried to breathe in, every time she cried. With her free hand she scooted a small, sleeping baby back and forth in its buggy, whilst waving occasionally to a soldier who looked younger than the rest. The young private stared mostly at his feet, as the queue in which he stood wound its way into another room. He laughed at the inaudible things the bloke behind him was saying, but chewed his bottom lip in between the laughing, his shoulders hung down. He wasn’t fooling anyone, for the want of an ounce of confidence or another year of maturity, he would have run to his woman, taken her in his arms and told her that it was all going to be OK. One final kiss, one final hug.
Poppy wanted to shout at him, ‘You’re right to feel like that, don’t go! They’ve taken my Mart! My husband is missing! Stay here with your baby, please don’t leave them, whatever you are thinking, this is not worth it!’ She kept quiet. She thought about Martin then, flying out from that exact spot. Had he stood there? Had he thought about her as he had disappeared through those double doors that led to who knows where? She knew the answer was yes, yes he had thought about her, of course he had. Oh Mart, where are you?
         
Poppy noted the way the men and women in uniform reacted to the orders being barked; it was almost instinctive. ‘Weapons to be checked in! Make sure you have no prohibited items in pockets and hand luggage! Bags in the crate! Helmets to be properly labelled and kept on your person at all times!’ All military personnel appeared comfortable with the instructions. It was nothing that they hadn’t done a million times before, but this wasn’t a drill, it was the real thing. They were shipping out, off to the action, Afghanistan.
         
There seemed to be lots of banter, jostling and childish humour. Poppy suspected these were the tactics deployed to hide how they were really feeling. It wasn’t the ‘done thing’ to admit to anxiety, nerves or even the underlying excitement; particularly the excitement. It probably induced guilt to be finding any joy in their situation, but Poppy could see that there was joy. It was actually happening, it was real. They were going to work, to do the job that they had been trained for. The thrill must have been tempered if not cancelled out by self-reproach. It must have been hard to feel happiness, knowing that the people you were leaving behind would worry and miss you. Poppy knew for a fact that the last thing those left behind would be feeling was excited or happy, she knew they would be feeling desolate.
An RAF bloke with a clipboard stood in front of the group and coughed loudly. It made Poppy laugh. Was that how he thought he could get everyone’s attention, a jolly good cough? ‘Righto, ladies and gentleman of the press. I am Flight Lieutenant Ward and I am your press liaison officer for the duration of your trip. I know you are all seasoned hands, but any questions please do shout.’ There was the rumbling of gentle laughter at the very idea of having any questions.
         
He shouted out a name, and a chap that she had not seen before put his hand up and walked forward. He was given something; it looked to be a folder of some description. This went on for some minutes. Poppy watched with fascination as men, all similar types, were called and marched up like little children at a school prize-giving; all eager to be seen and collect their scrolls.
She was concentrating on what was happening, trying to think of her next move, when he said it again. And it was only because he repeated it that she became aware that he had said it once before, ‘Nina Folkstok?’ Only the second time he went up at the end.
Poppy glanced around and no one was responding. Every other name that he had called had caused a hand to shoot up immediately and claim the identity. This one, however, seemed to be going spare. Poppy didn’t know why or how, but she put her hand in the air. Not half-heartedly, or in a way that anyone watching might suspect that she was not Nina Folkstok; it was, instead, a full confident raised arm, like the one she used in school. ‘Capital of Peru?’ ‘Lima’! Up her arm would shoot! ‘Oberon’s Queen?’ ‘Titania!’ … up it would go again. Poppy couldn’t help it, when she knew the answer, she wanted everyone to see that she knew the answer; it was important to her.
         
This was like that, a straight up instant reflex, in no way bashful or apologetic, an ‘It’s-the-God’s-honest-truth-look-how-straight-my-arm-is’ response, ‘Yup’. No one laughed or challenged her. No one questioned or even looked at her. She walked forward and the crowd seemed to part slightly. Flight Lieutenant cough-a-lot handed her the plastic A4 wallet, without looking at her face. He nodded in general acknowledgment as he searched his list for the next name, using his Montblanc as a pointer. Poppy walked back to the space that she had previously occupied. She opened the package and studied the contents; not because she was particularly interested, but it was the only way she could guarantee not to catch anyone’s eye. She could deny herself the chance to smile and say, ‘I’m not really Nina Folkestone or whatever her bloody name is, not really. I don’t even know why I put my hand up! I am actually Poppy Day and I live in Walthamstow. I’m a hairdresser, you know.’
         
There was a pass in the envelope, laminated plastic on a yellow thread with the name ‘Nina Folkstok’ on it and then the word, ‘Denmark’. Shit! Of all the countries that Nina could have hailed from! Had it been France, Spain, or Germany, Poppy could have picked a city, faked some history, dropped in some plausible facts and even had a stab at the language, but Denmark? Thanks a bunch, Nina. Poppy had to think fast. What was the capital city? Oslo? No, that was Norway… Denmark’s capital city was… Copenhagen! Of course! Wonderful, wonderful, Copenhagen.
Poppy was smiling, happy to have this fact in her head, when a man sauntered over. She missed what he said the first time because she was thinking about Copenhagen and not how she should react if someone spoke to her. She heard him clearly the second time. ‘Hi, Nina, would you like to accompany me outside for a cigarette? We are going to be a long time up.’ He then pointed with his index finger towards the sky. Poppy looked at the familiar animated palm of the smoker and recognised the owner of that hand. It was her Mr Subversive, Miles Varrasso.
She shook her head. ‘No thanks.’ Poppy felt the creep of embarrassment over her neck and face. She spoke quietly so as not to alert anyone in close proximity to the fact that she was actually from Walthamstow and not West Jutland.
Miles Varrasso stood by her side. ‘Are you sure?’ His emphasis was on the last word ‘sure’.
         
‘I… Yes,’ she almost stammered, but not quite; managing to sound quite normal for a very scared Danish journalist that had never been to Denmark or flown on a plane before. She had been identified by the one person that she had hoped she would not bump into. Her heart thudded inside her ribcage.
Miles leant closer towards Poppy, bending his head until their fringes were nearly touching; he was too close for her to feel comfortable. She could see dust on the inside of his glasses, and tiny pinpricks where blackheads used to lurk on the side of his nose. She wanted to take a step backwards, but she couldn’t move. She was stuck. He seemed to hesitate before speaking. He breathed out; she could smell his aftershave, minty chewing gum and the tang of cigarette smoke. He put one arm across his stomach and his other hand up onto his chin, the elbow of that arm resting on the one across his stomach, making a little frame. He had two of his fingers raised, almost hiding his mouth, as if someone might be trying to lip-read and this would stop them. Poppy looked up from under her fringe and waited for him to speak.
He ran the point of his tongue over his top lip. ‘What are you doing here, Poppy? Are the MoD shipping you out? Has something happened? Is there anyone incoming I should know about?’
Her mouth had gone dry; her lips were somehow stuck to her teeth. She smiled at Miles’s interest, keen to secure the scoop. If only. She closed her eyes, thinking for a glorious second that if she couldn’t see anyone or anything then they couldn’t see her, like an ostrich or baby playing peek-a-boo.
She opened her eyes slowly; he was still there with his long curly hair and his fixed expression. ‘No, Miles, nothing like that. I’m here on my own.’
‘It’s OK, Poppy; you don’t have to look so scared.’
         
‘I look scared because I am.’ She had to concentrate on not crying because the truth of the matter was, she was really frightened. Afraid of so many things, like crying in front of all those people and making an idiot of herself, of being thrown off the base, not being allowed to fly, being made to fly; but primarily she was scared of not getting to the place she needed to, so that she could find her husband and bring him home.
‘Miles, what am I doing?’
He pushed the glasses up on his nose. ‘Come outside, we haven’t got long.’
Poppy didn’t know where she was going or what he meant, but she followed him anyway. Sometimes in life you just have to go with your instinct and listen to that little voice that tells you to trust, to follow. It is usually right.
They turned left out of the automatic doors and, once outside, stood against the wall of the terminal building. Poppy looked at the red bricks that firmly placed its construction in the nineteen seventies. She was trying to think of anything other than what he might be about to say to her. She had been asking herself a question; how far do you honestly think that you will get, Poppy? Now she was only seconds away from the answer, she had made it to the flight terminal, and that was that, only to be busted by Miles.
He held her arm as though this was the best way to get her attention. She noticed that his fringe was far too long and thought about offering to snip it for him, she was fully qualified after all. Gone was the jovial banter of their coffee shop encounter, he looked deadly serious; no trace of anything in his expression other than urgent.
         
He spoke quickly. Poppy understood that time really was of the essence. ‘Poppy, what are you doing here?’
‘Truthfully? I’m not too sure. I’ve got half a plan…’
‘Christ, I shouldn’t have told you I was flying out today. Is it my fault that you’re here?’
         
Poppy shrugged, unsure how to answer, it was partly his fault. She wouldn’t have known there was a flight today if he hadn’t told her, but she hadn’t expected to bump into him directly, figuring there must be several flights a day and if you missed one, you could hop onto the next, like the circle line but with fewer stops and better air conditioning.
Miles ran one hand through his hair and with the other he held his chin. ‘Shit.’
‘Is that good or bad shit, Miles?’
‘Honestly?’
Poppy nodded.
‘I don’t know.’ He paced to the left and right before stepping closer; once again Poppy felt he was too close to her. He spoke quickly and sounded even posher than he had before. ‘How did you get to this point? Did you use a false name?’
‘A false name?’ She laughed out loud accompanied by one of her unattractive nose snorts that she had a habit of producing. Who the bloody hell did he think she was? She was Poppy Day not James Bond! ‘No, I didn’t use a false name. I used my own name and I didn’t have my passport, so I showed them my bank card and my library card.’
         
It was Miles’s turn to laugh. ‘You are kidding me, right? You waltzed into the security checkpoint with no passport, you filled out the relevant documentation with your real name and details, that being the wife of the most highly publicised British soldier at this point in time, and they allowed you to breeze through; and you have now taken the identity of a Danish journalist who is probably stuck on the A40 right now, hoping that she doesn’t miss her flight?’
         
‘Yes, that’s about it.’
Miles shook his head as though it was unbelievable, but believe her he did. ‘Poppy, we haven’t much time. I need to understand the situation, because if you are trying to do what I think you are trying to do, I just might be able to help you and if you are not, then you just might be in a whole heap of trouble, so speak to me and do it very quickly.’ He looked at his watch, making Poppy feel as if she was being timed, which only made her gabble and rush. She wasn’t sure that she made any sense.
         
Poppy swallowed, knowing that she had to trust him, and that she had to talk. ‘I have decided to go and get Mart. I am going to find him. I know that sounds crazy, but no one is looking for him, Miles. I know this for a fact because I trust Rob and he’s already told me way more than he should have done. I said to him, what if it was Moira? I think that made him understand a bit of what I was going through. I feel that if I don’t go and look for him then he will be lost, possibly gone for good. The idea that you and Mr Veerswamy can jump on planes and be minutes away from him while I’m stuck at home is horrible. The foreign secretary told me that I should go and get Mart as a kind of joke and then my nan, Dorothea, said that I should bring him home. It wasn’t just one of her turns, like the whole Joan Collins thing or leaving Nathan a million pounds. She had that look in her eye like she does when she talks about things that she remembers, like Wally. It felt real and it felt like the only solution that I had been offered. I can’t stand looking at the walls of the flat for one more day, knowing that he is being held and possibly hurt and I wasn’t doing anything to help him. It’s like I have no choice. I have to find him and bring him home because he is my husband. And I know, for a fact, that if it was the other way around, that he would be on his way to get me, without even thinking about it, without blinking, because he loves me.’
Miles shook his head slightly. He took off his glasses, pinched his nose and closed his eyes. He opened them again. Poppy wondered if he too was hoping that when he opened them, she might be gone. This she understood, having herself only recently played a similar game. But she wasn’t gone; she was standing in front of him and wasn’t going anywhere, like one of those enormous tuna fish stuck in Dorothea’s net.
         
‘What?’ His confusion was evident.
‘What do you mean “what”? You’ve said that twice to me now, Miles, and it makes me really flustered.’ Poppy genuinely didn’t understand the question.
‘What do I mean what? I mean, what do you mean? I still don’t get the plan. What is it you are planning to do and why?’
         
‘I am going to go and find Mart! I know that sounds crazy, but no one is looking for him and I think that if I don’t there is a danger that he won’t ever come home—’
‘OK, stop there. I don’t need to hear about Joan Collins or whatever the hell that other stuff was.’ Miles was confused, words were his craft and it was very unusual for him to be hearing and using words that did not make perfect sense to him. ‘Does anyone else know that you are trying to get over there, Poppy?’
‘Yes.’
‘Who?’
‘I’ve already told you, my nan.’
‘Your nan?’
‘Yes, as I said, my nan Dorothea. She’s in a home and she’s a bit bonkers some of the time. In fact, most of the time.’
‘Are you sure no one else? Poppy, this is very, very important.’
‘No. No one else.’
‘No one?’
Poppy looked him in the eye and repeated what she had already told him, ‘Absolutely no one.’
‘Right, OK, think, think.’ He pinched his nose again. Poppy wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or himself. ‘Are you sure that you want to do this?’
She nodded.
         
‘Do you have any concept of how dangerous this could be for you, Poppy? For others? Even for your husband?’
‘Yes,’ she lied. It was obviously convincing.
‘If you are absolutely determined, Poppy, then I am going to have to ask you to trust me and do exactly what I tell you. Do you understand?’
Poppy’s thoughts were whirring. What did he want from her? What was in it for him? Could she trust him? The answer to all three was that she didn’t know. Once again she had that feeling of being backed into a corner. By her reckoning she had two choices; she could sink down onto the floor and give up the game, or she could come out fighting and face the challenge that was ahead of her. ‘I understand.’ A deal had been struck, he was to lead and she was to follow.
Poppy felt relief at handing over the reins to someone that might have a better idea of what was going on than she did. It gave her a feeling that wasn’t dissimilar to when Dorothea had stroked her hair the previous night. Was that only the previous night? It could have been a lifetime ago.
‘Stay close to me, Poppy. Do not speak unless you absolutely have to, OK?’
‘OK.’ She smiled at him, feeling far from OK. She, in fact, felt terrified and sick with fear.
Poppy ambled behind Miles back into the terminal, where they joined the press group. The three girls once again caught Poppy’s eye. They had formed a triangular hugging monster, reminding Poppy of those Siamese stuck-together-for-life twins that feature on freak shows masquerading as documentaries. The ones where the reporter asks the question that the whole world is willing him to; namely, how one of them managed to get married and have S-E-X whilst joined to the other one. Random arms sticking out from the mess clutched at used tissues. They had collapsed; each dependant on the other to remain upright.
         
There was no one left for them to wave to. The soldiers were no longer in sight; having passed through the double doors, they were now out of reach. Poppy decided this must be the hardest part; their men were gone, yet still close. They were the furthest point in time they would be from seeing their loved ones again, but were, in reality, only a few feet away from them on the other side of a swing door.
Flight Lieutenant Ward was coughing again. The media teams looked in his general direction. ‘Righto, chaps, and chapesses,’ this was the cue for titters from those who found his particular brand of humour amusing, ‘your body armour and helmets are ready for collection before you pass through. No need to put it on until you’re boarding the final flight to your transit destination, the usual drill.’
Poppy didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. Body armour? Second flight? Transit destination? What was the usual bloody drill? She bit her thumbnail, feeling so out of her depth that she was fearful this whole thing could only end in disaster.
Poppy had been so preoccupied with her identity and worrying about getting discovered that she hadn’t thought about getting on a plane. She had never flown before, hating the idea, the very thought of it, yet knowing she was going to have to do it and soon. Her stomach manufactured another layer of butterflies to add to the ones that were already fluttering around in there. It must have been like the insect house at London Zoo.
         
The press group formed a line and made their way through the double doors to the departure area. Each was holding a navy blue vest of body armour and a helmet with matching blue cover. Poppy collected hers from a pile as did Miles and they joined the queue.
‘Are you all right, Nina?’ He accentuated the word ‘Nina’; his way of reminding her of her new name. She was no longer Poppy Day, not for a while.
         
Poppy nodded, unable to speak.
There was a further security check. Miles handed the man his passport, and responded to the usual questions. Had he packed the bag himself? Did he have any of the following items in his luggage? Knives? Gels? Liquids? To each point raised, Miles answered with a definitive, ‘No.’
Poppy found the line of questioning interesting, having earlier witnessed soldiers checking in weapons and ammunition. God forbid Miles might inadvertently smuggle on a bottle of hand cream whilst sat next to the gun-toting warriors. Poppy remembered her perfume and lip gloss. ‘Shit!’ She rummaged around until she located the two offending items and held them over the plastic bin, placed for oversights just as this. Her grip tightened as her hand hovered; it was her only bottle of scent, a birthday present from Martin and she didn’t want to throw it away. There was no option. She closed her eyes as the glass bottle clattered against tins and jars similarly disposed of. ‘I’m sorry Mart.’ Poppy sighed at the thought of her fifty quid bottle of contraband, so easily discarded.
         
The man tried to wave Miles through but he stayed put. Turning to Poppy, Miles gestured with his hand for her to come forward. She took three faltering steps until she was by his side. Miles addressed the man, ‘This is my colleague Nina Folkstok.’ He turned to Poppy, ‘Pass?’ This he uttered with a vaguely Nordic slant to his phrase.
Poppy pulled out the laminated plastic square stating, if not confirming, that she was Nina Folkstok from Denmark, fellow journalist of Miles Varrasso, freelance.
‘Miss Folkstok had her passport and her documentation stolen this morning from her car. We have already cleared it with Flight Lieutenant Ward, but he said that I should just have a word with you. Nina’s English isn’t too great.’ He spoke the last bit of the sentence out of the side of his mouth as though Poppy wasn’t meant to hear, yet making sure she could.
         
Poppy stared blankly at the man; trying to look Danish and like her English wasn’t too great.
‘That’s a nightmare. Makes you proud to be British, doesn’t it?’ His sarcasm was well meant.
Miles smiled at him, ‘Absolutely. It was a really horrid experience for her.’
         
‘Well, I guess if it’s already been covered and she is with you, sir, then it should be fine. I will just check the manifest, if that’s OK.’
‘Yes, yes of course.’ Miles smiled at Poppy and then at the guard, who disappeared to check the flight manifest and was reassured to see the name Nina Folkstok on the list, nestled between Mike Fisher and Nick Foster.
He returned satisfied. ‘Tell her she is clear to go through as long as she can get me Peter Schmeichel’s autograph. I’m Man U through and through!’ He smiled then, happy to show that he was far from ignorant, he knew someone from Denmark, even if he couldn’t have told you where it was on a map.
Miles turned to Poppy. ‘Você gosta de microplaquetas ou de salada, Peter Schmeichel?’
Poppy smiled and laughed, nodding her head at the security guard. Miles laughed as well a little too loudly. It was some time before she learnt that he had asked her if she wanted chips or salad, in Portuguese.
The partners in crime went through and sat on more plastic chairs bolted to the ground. There had been little problem for Poppy, the impostor, gaining entry into this secure and sensitive environment amongst hundreds of servicemen and their weapons unchecked and uncleared, but God forbid they might try to move a chair.
         
Jason approached them before they had a chance to confer. ‘Aha! Aren’t you the award-winning journalist Miles Varrasso? Confidant of some of the world’s baddest baddies and expert at writing foolproof copy while a sniper is trained on your arse?’
‘You are a funny guy, Jase, leave us alone.’
‘Ah! It all becomes horribly clear – leave US alone! Miles, you dark horse, and there was me thinking that you batted for the other side.’
‘Jesus, you are incredible. Just because some of us prefer our sleep to going out wherever we are in the world and scoring, does not make me gay.’
‘You’re right, that was a bad thing for me to have said, especially in front of Freckles, but you really don’t have to call me Jesus, “sir” is fine.’
         
‘Piss off, Jason, please.’
‘OK. I am pissing off but bagsy sit next to you on the plane!’ Jason skipped away from them.
Poppy was unsure what to make of the whole encounter.
‘He is an acquired taste, like anchovies.’
‘I’ve never had anchovies.’
Miles looked at Poppy as though it was the most shocking thing that he had heard. Forget the fact that she was illegally schlepping out to Afghanistan under a false identity to try and bring her captive husband home. Never had anchovies? My God! They were from different worlds.
Poppy decided to give him another shock. ‘I’ve never flown on a plane before either.’
He continued to stare at her, but his expression didn’t look quite as critical as it had at her anchovy revelation. ‘There is nothing to it, you just sit back and someone else does all the work. Before you know it, you are right where you expected to be and how you got there is forgotten. Besides, I will be with you and there is nothing to worry about.’ He pushed his glasses up further onto his nose and smiled at her. He reminded Poppy of a calm and interested teacher, a bit like Nicholas Nickleby, a righter of wrongs, the voice of the underdog. Was that what she was; the underdog? A cause? She smiled, knowing that she was both.
         
When they finally boarded, Poppy felt a flutter of excitement, she had almost done it! She was going to get Martin; she would bring her husband home. The first plane was a regular civilian passenger jet, like any that she had seen on TV, and Miles was right, the actual flying wasn’t too bad. The noise of take-off unnerved her but everyone else’s calm demeanour was infectious.
         
Within minutes of the plane lifting from the tarmac, Poppy fell into a deep sleep. It was a combination of exhaustion, nerves and an instinctive sense that this was to be one of the last sound sleeps that she would have for a while. She slept through both the food and movie. Miles gently shook her as the plane approached Kuwait, where they were to get their connecting flight. There would be no food, movie or sleeping on this one.
Kuwait was hot and smelt foreign, different. Despite having seen hundreds of men dressed in every type of regional costume from all over the world within five feet of her own front door, Poppy found the men in Arabic garb fascinating. It was the first time that she had been the foreigner.
Miles checked regularly on his charge, assuming a brotherly role that both were comfortable with. It made her feel safe. This was a feeling that was not to last much past the next twenty-four hours. They boarded the Hercules in full body armour and helmets, which for Poppy felt bizarre, uncomfortable and restrictive; as though she was dressing up or playing a part, which was funny because, of course, that was exactly what she was doing. She may have looked like Nina Folkstok, hardened war journalist on the outside, but on the inside she was most definitely Poppy Day, shit-scared hairdresser from Walthamstow.
         



    

  
    
      
         
Eleven
            

IT SUDDENLY WENT dark, not pitch black, but the light was minimal, just enough to make out shadow and form. Poppy felt a new level of scared, she was terrified. She had a scale for fear that was concerned, alarmed, scared, frightened, terrified and petrified. She thought she was as scared as she possibly could be, but within a few days of her arrival, would discover a whole new level of fear, where you almost wished for death because the escape would be better than the degree of terror you were experiencing.
         
They were packed like lambs in transit, only they weren’t standing on the slippery floor of a moving truck, but were instead strapped into seats. The seatbelts were woven canvas, harness-like; the sort of thing Poppy could imagine wearing if she were parachuting. Poppy and Miles were clad in body armour and helmets as per their instructions. Those that carried weapons had them clamped between their knees or placed in the racks behind the seating that lined the walls. Poppy hated seeing the guns, being so close to them.
She closed her eyes and once again had the vision of when Martin was taken. She saw it quite clearly, his tanned face, his desperate tone, ‘Over here! Jonesy! I’m over here!’ His eyes wide, with the whites around his iris exposed. He looked petrified. Again she saw the blow to the stomach, and then nothing but darkness and quiet. Poppy was jolted back to the present. She didn’t want to picture his capture, not then.
         
At the back of the plane were two large metal pallets on rails, with bags and equipment strapped under taut cargo nets. They looked like captured beasts; irregular shapes straining under their ropes, two giant bundles waiting to be launched. The plane suddenly jerked to the right, then immediately to the left and then back to the right, zigzagging in the air in a jumpy, uncontrolled way. It was, of course, neither of these things, not jumpy or random in any way, but carefully planned in its execution. It took a huge amount of skill to fly the cumbersome behemoth in that way.
         
Miles reached across and took her hand. Despite her dislike of physical contact from strangers, she was very glad to know that there was someone else there in the dark. There were nearly a hundred or so occupants being thrown this way and that, but despite being in a large group, Poppy felt alone. She felt lonely as well as scared.
He squeezed her hand slightly in a very reassuring way and she smiled in the darkness. The plane was silent, apart from the obvious engine noise and the creaks and groans of the metal. There were no human noises, no talking, no moving and hardly any breathing. The atmosphere was electric. It was better that Poppy was unaware that the darkness and manoeuvring were to avoid any insurgent’s tracking device that may be watching and waiting for their arrival.
Poppy considered the silence and how it felt. It’s easy to be silent when you are alone, but she had never been in a situation before where there was a communal silence; it made it more eerie, more special. She suspected that mass worship must be similar, but the only sombre service she had ever attended was on Remembrance Day and her experience was very different. It was never solemn, meaningful or an opportunity to ‘remember’. It was always, always more about avoiding the comments, waiting for the next joker to say something that she had heard a million times before. It was always far from special and was completely crap for her, actually.
         
The mass hush was for a number of reasons. It was certainly the first time that the situation became real, dropping and swerving in a dark plane over a war zone. For those that had never been on tour before it was a sobering moment, realisation that there was no going back. They had arrived, but were they ready?
For those that had experienced it before, the banter and excitement of the travelling was over as realisation dawned that it would be a very long time before they were on a plane heading in the opposite direction, back towards their family and loved ones. This was the primary reason for the noiseless reflection; the collective visualising of those that had been left behind. The wives, husbands, children and parents, the girlfriends and boyfriends; all were being missed. The longing had started. It was a dull ache that no letters, emails or phone calls could cure. This was quickly followed by the ‘what if?’ thoughts: ‘What if I don’t get home alive? What if I am home soon but injured? What if something happens while I am away? What if no one misses me or, worse still, fills the gap that I have left? What if I am replaced or forgotten?’
         
When they disembarked from the Hercules, Poppy was overwhelmed by strong emotions. She was euphoric, wide awake, excited, nervous and full of energy. She had to stop herself from running forward and shouting at the top of her voice, ‘I am coming, Mart! Hang in there, baby, I am on my way!’ She felt so close that he would be able to hear her. She had done it; she had managed to get to Afbloodyghanistan!
She put her hand in her mouth to stop the shouts and whoops from escaping; such was her joy and excitement. She wanted to run up to every soldier and say, ‘Do you know Martin Cricket? Do you know where he is? It’s all right, you can tell me what you know, I’m his wife!’ It was still a few hours before she realised that she didn’t have a plan and that she was in danger, but in those first few hours of arrival, it was really incredible.
         
When Poppy had sat in The Unpopulars with her nan, thinking that she should go and get her husband back, she didn’t think beyond getting to the country in which he was being held. If she was being totally honest, she didn’t think that she’d get that far. How would she? No passport, no money, no transport, no friends and no legitimate reason to be there. It was such a huge and impossible task that she daren’t believe that she would arrive. Yet there she was, only eighteen hours after closing her front door.
         
She shook her head and thought about her achievement; she had got through passport control and security with an assumed identity, been given food, drink and protection, had flown there on a military plane and made a friend who would help her in ways that she couldn’t even begin to imagine. As for a legitimate reason, what better reason could there be other than to bring her husband home?
         
Poppy wanted to see everything; wanted to ask a million questions. She was abroad, she was in a war zone, but, most critically, she was in the place where her husband had lived and worked up until a couple of weeks before. It was all-consuming; amazing and scary all at the same time. She desperately wanted to see where Martin had slept. She would have liked to touch his things, place her head on his pillow or against his clothing to see if she could smell him, but of course she could do none of these things because she was Nina Folkstok, impartial journalist from Denmark.
         
Minutes after leaving the plane, things happened very quickly. It felt like organised chaos. Poppy’s nostrils filled with the smell of jet wash and the baked clay of the earth. Despite the hour of the night, it was still uncomfortably hot. Hundreds of people milled around, yet the groupings were not indiscriminate, there were queues of sorts. Poppy and her party were whisked into the terminal. Large groups of soldiers were taken off into side rooms, briefed then shipped from the airport to the base in buses, like the ultimate school trip. Civilians were being met by minibus or private cars. Some of them were contractors, working for security companies, or engineers off to help with the infrastructure, logistics or military support. Poppy stared after them, truly unable to understand why they would go out to a place like that unless they absolutely had to. The money was good, agreed, but the possibility that they too might be forced to go through what she and Martin were going through was a price that was too high. What amount of money was worth losing your life or liberty for?
         
Poppy shadowed Miles like a child nervous of being separated from its mum.
         
He turned to her. ‘Are you all right, Nina?’
She nodded, knowing that he was checking she was OK, but also reminding her to stay in character.
The journalists were taken into a room for a briefing; the soldier that delivered the session seemed tired, fed up at having to repeat the same information on a daily basis. His voice was flat, he sounded bored and uninterested. He informed them if the siren sounded, when it sounded, they should respond by getting as flat as they could on the ground as quickly as possible. Body armour and helmets, if not being worn, were to be kept to hand at all times. Poppy listened intently to the fact that they would receive daily briefings and military personnel would be made available who would act as their media buddies, guides and protectors. Poppy prayed that none of them would be Danish nationals; she knew she couldn’t get by for long by repeating West Jutland and nodding.
         
The journalists were a group to which Poppy started to mentally align, believing her assumed role, although her mission was slightly different to everyone else’s. The group was herded on to a separate bus and taken into the camp. The Media Centre was where they would live and work for the duration of their trip.
         
Miles sat next to her on the bus. ‘How are you doing?’
‘I’m all right, actually. A bit nervous, but I’m fine.’
He smiled his lovely open smile that crinkled up his eyes and changed his whole face from serious to happy. ‘That’s good to hear. There are a couple of things that I wanted to say. Firstly, don’t talk to too many people, far better they think you are serious and aloof than blow your cover.’
Poppy laughed out loud because he had said ‘blow your cover’. It sounded so hilarious and, once again, she felt as if she was in some crappy spy movie.
‘Poppy, this is not a joke, you will be in serious danger if you do not do and say exactly what I tell you. Do you understand?’
His reprimand made her tears gather. Her emotions were extreme, strong feelings at either end of the spectrum hovered near the surface, one minute laughter, the next crying. Poppy was unaware of how much danger she was in and didn’t fully appreciate how much danger she was placing others in. It still felt like a spontaneous adventure, making her sound naive, juvenile and, with the glorious gift of hindsight, she would admit she was a bit of both. OK, a lot of both.
‘I’m sorry, Miles. I promise I will do what you tell me. I’m grateful for all your help.’
‘As I’ve said, don’t talk to too many people and, secondly, when you encounter anyone new, tell them you were a student in London and that’s where your accent comes from, OK?’
Poppy nodded. ‘OK.’
‘Good. Finally, keep close to me and keep in regular contact because that’s how you will keep safe and that is how we will get you close to your husband. I’ll be the catalyst, Poppy, but if anyone, anyone at all gets a sniff that all is not as it should be, we are both on the first plane out of here and my career is in the shredder. Do you understand?’
         
‘Yes.’ Although she wasn’t sure that she did fully understand, not at that point.
         
She was waiting for him to tell her more; having hinted that he had the semblance of a plan, she was intrigued when Max Holman and Jason Mullen appeared in the aisle.
‘Hey, aren’t you that award-winning journalist that I read about? Can I have your autograph?’ Max delivered this with a slight American twang.
‘Are you never going to let it drop, Max?’
‘Sure I am, big shot, in about twenty years’ time…’
‘Oh, when you get recognised, you mean?’ Jason quipped in defence of his friend; Max clearly needled him as much as he did Miles.
Jason addressed them both, ‘Well, young lovers, here we are back in theatre. Ah the smell of the greasepaint! The roar of the crowd! Wouldn’t you simply die without Marlowe?’ He collapsed onto the empty chair to the other side of the aisle in a mock faint.
         
Miles laughed, ‘He’s nuts.’
Poppy had turned her attentions to the other side of the window. It was dark, but she could make out rows of tents and makeshift buildings all the colour of dung. Then, beyond the perimeter fence; nothing. Not just a little bit of nothing either, but nothing as far as you could see, they were in the middle of nowhere.
The journos were shepherded off the bus and taken to their accommodation. Poppy’s gait was lumbered; she was still unused to the body armour and helmet that would be her constant companions. The Media Centre was actually just a group of tents. Poppy was freezing; she hadn’t known that as the sun went down and the day slipped into night it would be so cold. She had always pictured this landscape with camels, hot sun and sand. Her teeth chattered in her gums, you would think being born and raised in Denmark she would have been more accustomed to the sub-zero temperatures…
         
There were approximately ten tents grouped together; each one slept up to five people, although they weren’t full. Poppy was shown to her accommodation. Inside, the tent was divided by what looked like thick mosquito netting, more to give each occupant some private space than to offer any protection. Within each netted area was a cot; a rickety camp bed with a sleeping bag and a pillow folded neatly on the end. To the left of the bed was a hanging canvas rectangle, which unzipped to reveal shelves and a small mirror; Poppy’s own personal space for her meagre belongings. Had she thought about it with any level of sense, she would have packed very differently. It was another subconscious gesture, illustrating the doubt that she wouldn’t get further than the North Circular.
The other beds in the tent were bare and unoccupied; this she registered with a mixture of relief and disappointment. Poppy didn’t want to have to talk to anyone, remembering Miles’s instructions; similarly she hated the idea of sleeping alone, especially in such a strange environment. Miles, Jason and a couple of the others were in the tent opposite. She was glad of their physical proximity, figuring they were only a shout away from coming to the rescue, should the need arise.
Bastion wasn’t like any campsite that she had seen or imagined. It was more like a city whose buildings were made of corrugated iron and canvas. It was huge. Crude signs were everywhere so you wouldn’t get lost. The pavements were made up of pallets; the walkways covered with a plastic duckboard made up of little hexagonal shapes where the sand lodged in the corners. Poppy ate with the other journalists in one of the large canteens; the food was part way between motorway service station and school. It was served on disposable white plastic trays with dents in for different foodstuffs. They were a standard prison issue, quite disgusting really, but the food was warm and plentiful and she was hungrier than she had realised. Eighteen hours of travelling and the constant rush of adrenalin had given her an appetite.
         
Poppy didn’t speak to many people; following Miles’s instructions, appearing ‘serious and aloof’ turned her into quite a novelty. She didn’t really care.
That first night she climbed into the sleeping bag fully clothed and pulled the spongy cover up over her shoulders. She placed her hand on her flat stomach. Poppy had secretly hoped to conceive before Martin had gone on tour, thinking being apart might be easier if she carried their baby while he was away. To have part of him growing inside her would certainly ease her sense of abandonment and would be the beginning of the family that she craved.
In moments of daydream she saw how it would happen. Martin would come home from tour and she would hand him his son or daughter. ‘Thank you, Poppy! Thanks for doing all that hard work while I was away. You have grown a beautiful baby while I was sat in the desert building sandcastles.’ But there was no baby for Poppy, not that night.
Her empty womb pulsed with longing for both the presence of her husband and the stretch against muscle of her baby’s limbs. It was a craving that she couldn’t satisfy, an ache that no amount of stroking or words of consolation could allay. In the same way she pictured Martin lost and waiting for her to claim him, so she pictured her unborn babies – Peggy for a girl, Charlie for a boy – swimming in limbo until she could give birth to them. Her palm rested on the cool skin. ‘Hang in there, baby, I’m coming.’
         
Poppy could hear the dull echo of people moving and the muted tones of speech all around her. She felt strangely close to Martin, willing him to feel her getting closer. ‘I love you, Mart. Sweet dreams, darlin’.’
She also sent a message to Dorothea, telling her that she loved her and hoped she wasn’t wondering where she had got to. Poppy had never thought of their little flat as luxurious, but as she lay her head down on the sagging cot, she pictured her lovely IKEA bed and realised that there were worse places to lay your head every night, much worse.



    

  
    
      
         
Twelve
            

MARTIN THOUGHT A lot about their bed at home. He longed to feel the soft mattress under his skin. He wanted to lay his head on the floral pillowcases that Poppy had chosen, the ones he had mocked as girly, whilst secretly applauding her taste. He wanted to feel her chest rise and fall as she slept close to him. He knew that when he lay on that mattress with his beautiful wife nestled in his arms that he would truly be home. That was Martin’s definition of home, he and Poppy in bed together, her snuggling up to him for warmth.
         
Once again he dreamt that he was woken by Poppy, again she stroked the hair away from his forehead. Her voice gentle, ‘Mart… Mart… I’m here.’ It made him miss her so much his gut ached with longing. He didn’t want to open his eyes, knowing that he would lose her all over again, but she was fading…
The door banged against the wall, Poppy was gone in an instant. It was unusual for it to be opened in such a way; there was never any need to startle him, his captors could be certain that he was always in the same spot, exactly as they had left him. Their entrance sounded aggressive and urgent; Martin instinctively knew that something was wrong. Life in captivity had become mundane and this had led him into an almost false sense of security. He had forgotten the horror he felt when first taken; not that it had gone completely, there was always a lingering, subdued anxiety in the pit of his stomach, but the raw terror, that life-or-death feeling, he had almost erased. It returned in an instant, an energy-zapping fear that fuelled his anger, but also rendered him weak.
         
Martin sat up on the bed, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes, trying to go from asleep to alert as quickly as he could. He snagged his broken finger against his face, but there was no time to consider the throb of pain which would become insignificant soon enough. Two men stood in front of him, with shemaghs tightly wrapped around their heads, covering most of their faces, apart from a small gap around their mouths that was exposed. They wore sunglasses and, more worryingly for Martin, were carrying Kalashnikov assault rifles. One of them shouted an instruction in his native tongue. The words meant nothing, but Martin could tell by the man’s tone and speed of speech that he wanted him to act quickly.
         
He leapt from the mattress. This was apparently the wrong thing to do. The second man ran forward and smashed the butt of his gun into Martin’s face, the force of which knocked him back down onto the bed. His teeth, already a little loose in their gums, proved no resistance to the hard wooden stock as it collided with the soft pulp of his face. Fragments of tooth, mixed with the warm swell of blood, filled his mouth. His swollen tongue snaked over the crumbly remnants of at least two of his teeth. He was shocked and in pain, but his overriding emotions were panic and fear. Fear of what came next.
         
Martin thought a lot about Aaron’s demise and had only recently considered how strange it was that people gave so little thought to their own death. It occurred to him that it was the only certainty, highly unconsidered. Hours could be spent mentally frittering lottery wins, romancing the unattainable or celebrating a victory goal in the shirt of your nation, yet very little thought was applied to how your life might end.
         
He guessed that most people outside of this war zone, if pushed, would envisage a warm bed in old age, eiderdown tucked under chin, a clutch of grandchildren whimpering into hankies on the floor below and slipping into a blissful dream that lasts for eternity. Yet at every minute of every day, all around him, people young and old came face to face with the grim reaper after encountering pain, shock and confusion. Not so much a happy release, but more often a grapple with crushing, asphyxiation or the agonising shutting down of organs that meant vitality. Death could of course be peaceful, calm and poetic, but in many cases brutal, violent and disturbing. Martin felt confident in that moment that he could predict which category his own end would fall into. His final wish, however, was not for himself, but that Poppy should, when her time came, experience the exact opposite.
         
The shouter came over to the bed and pushed him downwards, rolling Martin onto his stomach. He pulled at his arms until they were behind his back. Martin felt the familiar bite of plastic ties as they cut into the skin of his wrists. He could almost predict what came next; it was his old friend, the lice-ridden sack. Martin felt sick and frightened; his brain tried to process the answers to the many questions that were firing inside his skull: ‘Are they going to rape me? Am I being set free? Am I being moved? Where would they move me to? Are they going to kill me? Where will they kill me? Will they kill me how they killed Aaron? Will anyone know that I have been killed? Help me. Help me, someone. Hear me, God. Please, help me, please help me, God.’
         
His captors hauled him up onto unsteady, bare feet. He walked with the faltering steps of a new calf; his head swooning with the exhilaration. Unable to see, and with his hands tied, he felt a new level of vulnerability. The muzzle of the Kalashnikov jabbed at his lower back; his captors wanted him to walk. He felt a strong yearning to stay in that shitty room, the rat-infested hovel that he had longed to escape from, the home of his beatings, his prison for an indeterminate number of days and nights. He could not be certain that where he was heading wasn’t going to be that much worse and, if he was being taken on his final walk, he wanted to delay it.
         
With his guards walking behind him, Martin very quickly found himself outside. This told him that he had been in a small building, or at least on the edge of a larger one, closer than he had imagined to the outside world. He could hear voices in the distance; it sounded like children, chatting and playing. How could that be? Martin found it hard to understand that everyday life was going on right outside those walls where his own world had fallen apart.
         
He stumbled forward as jagged stones, chunks of brick and shards of glass bit the soles of his feet. The guards didn’t want him to walk any slower just because he couldn’t see and had no idea of what was in front of him. Martin could have been at the top of some stairs, the side of a road or the edge of a cliff, the butt of the rifle now prodded his back, making sure he kept the pace up.
He tripped and almost lost his footing. His captors found this most comical; his legs were out of practice. He wobbled and wavered like a drunk. Then he nearly fell, floundering and stumbling, threatening to fall down, but not quite. The reward for keeping his balance was a swift kick in the stomach, which caused him to stagger then sprawl onto the floor. He lay, trying to catch his breath.
Falling without being able to put out his hands was both horrendous and painful. Instinct caused his elbows to jolt upwards as nature tried to apply brakes, but with his hands so tightly secured, it was futile. Martin felt his face receive even more collateral damage. He breathed slowly, trying to recover. The men drew pleasure from their brutality, there was no need to kick the man that was already down, but kick him they did. Martin yelped as the leather sandal carrying a man of weight crushed against his spine.
         
His breathing returned to a natural rhythm and as it did so, Martin felt awash with a strange calmness, inner warmth that could do little to soothe his body, but certainly helped focus his mind. He thought about Poppy and was so, so glad that he had dreamt about her. It made him feel close to her. He thought about how he wanted to be seen, if these were going to be his last few minutes on the planet. Did he want to shrivel and bend like someone apologising? No. No he did not. He was a British citizen; he had fought for his Queen and his country. Martin decided to hold his head up. He thought of Aaron and he thought of Poppy. He wanted to make her proud. He thought of his dad, he would show him, the bastard. He would show him what courage was. He would be defiant, he would make a stand. He would be a man.
Martin stood slowly with difficulty, until he was rigid and tall, holding his head high. Sucking in his stomach, pushing out his chest and ignoring the pain, he practically marched. One of his captors held his arm. ‘Don’t touch me, you bastard!’
The guard didn’t understand the words, but Martin’s tone was sufficient to reveal the sentiment. The guard removed his hand immediately.
Martin laughed as blood dripped in large globules from his lacerated mouth, soaking the hessian sack. Once again he swooned with the exertion. One of his eyes was swollen shut; his head felt heavy, too heavy for his neck, his words were slurred, ‘I am Martin Cricket, Infantryman with the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment. I am a soldier with the British Army, the best. I am your prisoner, but I am also a man. I am someone’s husband; I am a man who is loved.’
         
He felt powerful, in this desperate situation, bound, hooded and without a weapon. He felt invincible. It was a strange sensation, almost of time standing still. Martin wanted it to be over, half thinking, just shoot me you bastards, shoot me and get it over with, but there was another part of him that wanted one last gulp of air, one more image of Poppy, one more prayer. It was an adrenalin-fuelled combination of anticipation and suspense, nerves and excitement, but strangely Martin wasn’t afraid. He had no fear at all, quite the opposite.
         
He felt a hand on his chest and held the position, standing still. Waiting. The blood pulsed in his temples, his heartbeat was steady. He thought about his wedding vows; Poppy had looked so beautiful and he was honoured to be her chosen one. He envisaged the moment he placed the small gold band on her finger…
He heard the dry drawing of metal inside metal, followed by the telltale click as a weapon was made ready for firing, or it could have been the smooth slice of a sharp edge against leather as the blade was drawn from its sheath. He couldn’t be sure which. It didn’t really matter, not now.



    

  
    
      
         
Thirteen
            

THE NEXT MORNING Poppy showered in the communal block, careful to avoid eye contact and conversation with the two female soldiers that passed through. She waited until they had both left before washing out her pants in the sink. With only one other pair, she was going to have to rotate their use. She smiled; contemplating the fact that only she would travel to the other side of the world in a daring rescue attempt, to liberate her husband from a band of religious fundamentalists, with a packet of Polo Mints and sunglasses as her weapons of choice.
         
Miles met her outside the block. ‘Morning’.
‘Gud morrnink, Miles,’ Poppy laughed, her accent was an intriguing mix of Polish and Muppet Swedish Chef.
‘Did you sleep OK? These cots take a bit of getting used to.’
Poppy was ashamed to admit that actually she had slept brilliantly, having fallen into a deep and exhausted slumber, not stirring until there was activity outside the tent that very morning.
         
‘Let’s go somewhere and chat.’ He guided her off the path.
They ducked into an empty Portakabin that inside looked like a makeshift internet cafe. Four high-spec computers with tired keyboards blinked on separate tables, each with a payphone to the side and a plastic chair; no comfort, no privacy. She ran her fingers over one of the grubby keyboards, knowing instinctively that Martin had been there, this was where he had emailed from on the odd occasion. ‘Hang on, baby. I’m coming.’ This was her silent mantra.
         
Miles jolted her into the present with his words, his urgency and inability to look at her face. ‘Poppy…’
         
‘Yep?’
‘Poppy…’
‘For God’s sake, Miles, you’ve already said that! What is it? What’s going on?’
Miles ran his fingers through his hair and finished by pushing his specs over the bridge of his nose. ‘Oh Poppy. I need to talk to you…’
She knew he was playing for time, trying to phrase the words correctly in his head and it scared her. It scared her a lot. ‘Well you are talking to me, so spit it out,’ she smiled, half joking.
‘I have made a few enquiries. I had an idea. I didn’t want to promise anything, but I was pretty sure that I could get us in front of the ZMO.’
‘Really? How?’ She was absolutely captivated; this was wonderful news, the first real glimmer of hope.
‘The award that I got last month…’
‘The one that Max is so sore about?’
‘Oh you noticed that too? Yes, that one. Well, basically I got it for an interview that I did with a well-known Taliban leader in the mountains in Pakistan. It was an amazing experience, blindfolded in and out to preserve their location, and an opportunity to sit face-to-face with one of the most politically influential men in the world at the moment. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity and I got lucky. These groups like my anti-invasion standpoint; the widely held view is that because I am so against this war, I’m in some way sympathetic to their cause…’ Miles was verbose and edgy.
         
‘That’s bloody brilliant! Yes, do it! Get us in front of them, Miles, and we can negotiate something, this is great!’ Poppy drew her clenched fists up under her chin, the anticipation was overwhelming.
He drew a deep breath. ‘I’m afraid that something has come to light and it’s something that has thrown me rather, and this is what I need to tell you.’
         
She nodded, silently anticipating what might come next.
‘I heard a rumour from a fairly reliable source, they had some news. It concerned Martin.’
‘What news?’ Her voice was a tiny whisper. She wasn’t sure if he had heard.
‘Sit down, Poppy.’
She sat. Miles bent low in front of the office swivel chair on which she perched and looked up into her face. ‘I started to make my enquiries about a possible meeting and was told that there was no point because things had developed, Poppy, and not in a good way…’
‘In what way then?’ This was worse than the knock on the door moment, far worse.
‘The rumour is that Martin may have been hurt.’ He bit his bottom lip.
‘Hurt badly?’ This time she knew her voice was too small to be heard.
‘Poppy, it is unsubstantiated, but I’ve been told that he may have been killed.’
Her breath came in huge gulps, too big for her aching lungs to cope with.
‘I’m sorry, Poppy, I really am.’
‘Who told you that? How would they know? They’re lying to you, Miles. They are bloody liars!’
‘They could be, but there is no value in them lying, Poppy, it’s what they believe and we have to consider the possibility that they might be telling the truth.’
‘No. No. No. No. That’s not it, that’s not what has happened. No. I’m sorry, but no.’ She shook her head, gasping for breath.
         
‘I understand that this is the worst thing for you to hear, but you are not alone, I will help you get home, we can make arrangements—’
         
‘I don’t want arrangements. I want Martin! I’ve come all this way to get my husband, Miles, I’ve come to take him home and whether I walk back with him holding my hand or I carry him in a box, this is what I am going to do. Do you understand? Do you bloody understand?’ Her voice was hoarse. Tears gathered around the corners of her mouth and nostrils. ‘I won’t leave this horrible place until I have him with me. I will not. It’s as simple as that.’ She leapt from the chair and made for the door.
‘Pop— Nina, please don’t run out, we need to talk about this!’ Miles called to her back as she ran from the building.
She found solace inside her sleeping bag, welcoming the dark that enveloped her. Hours slowly ticked by. There were no more tears, just a dark, cold stain of grief that spread until it filled her. She dozed in and out of sleep. Poppy remembered a time when they were about nine, sitting on the swings in the gloom. ‘You’re my best friend in the whole world, Martin…’ It was dark, but Poppy knew that he was smiling, ‘And I would be very sad if ever you moved away or couldn’t play with me any more.’
‘That’s never going to happen, Poppy. Where would I go?’
She had shrugged in response, unable to picture where he might disappear to.
‘I promise you, Poppy, that I will always be your best friend. It’s like we are joined together by invisible strings that join your heart to mine and if you need me, you just have to pull them and I’ll come to you…’
Poppy had laughed out loud, loving the idea of their invisible heartstrings, ‘… and if you pull yours, I will come to you, Martin. That way, I’ll always know if you need me.’
         
He reached out a hand in the dark until he found Poppy’s small fingers and he placed them inside his own.
Poppy sat up in her sleeping bag. Her heart strained inside her chest. She was grinning. Donning her shoes, she ran from the tent. Sod being low-key and elusive, this was important! She spotted Miles in the canteen at a far table and raced through the tray-wielding masses before crashing down into the chair opposite him. ‘Do it, Miles, organise your meeting if you can, get us in front of the ZMO. Martin is alive.’
         
‘Poppy, you don’t know that for sure—’
She interrupted him and raised her palm to stem any negative comments. ‘Oh, but I do. I do know it, Miles!’ She beamed at her friend and co-conspirator.
         
‘Who told you… how?’ His investigative brain wanted facts.
‘He did, Miles; Martin did, he pulled on my heartstrings!’
‘He what?’
‘It doesn’t matter, mate, and you wouldn’t understand even if I did try and explain. It would be like the whole Joan Collins thing, but I have never lied to you, Miles, and I am telling you that he is alive. I can feel it.’
         
‘Maybe, Poppy, that’s just what you want to feel…’
Again she raised her palm, there was no room for his doubt or hesitation. ‘Trust me, Miles, please trust me like I do you, he is alive!’ She swiped at the tears that splashed onto the table.
And for no other reason other than the conviction with which this extraordinary girl spoke, Miles believed her. He removed his specs and rubbed at his face.
‘How are you going to do it? Is there someone here that can help?’ Her energy was infectious.
‘Not exactly, but the point is, Poppy, that I am trusted and I’m current. If anyone can get in front of the ZMO it’s me. I have a contact that I was planning on seeing later today to try and organise a meeting, an audience if you like with the head honcho, Zelgai Mahmood himself.’
‘Oh my God! Oh my God, Miles. That is absolutely brilliant! Do it, Miles, meet him, make it happen!’ Poppy put her head forward and pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes, the tears sprang regardless. This was real, it was actually feasible.
         
‘Poppy, this is still only a possibility; it is not set in stone and it’s a bit of a long shot. We still don’t know for sure that Martin is with them or if he’s—’
‘Don’t say it.’ She placed her fingers over his lips. He resisted the temptation to kiss the soft pads of her hand, the exertion made him dizzy.
‘I just want you to understand that there are no guarantees, there are never any guarantees. These negotiations and plans can fall over at any point, at any time, so until we, you or I, get in front of the person that we need to, it is not a done deal. It is so important that you realise that, I don’t want you to be disappointed.’
‘I do understand, Miles, I do!’ she lied through her tears.
‘I don’t believe you, Poppy, but that’s OK. I will do my best. I’m not doing it for completely altruistic reasons – if I can pull this off then I will officially be THE Western voice of the terrorist. It will keep me in business for years! I’ll come and find you when I get back.’
         
‘Can I come with you?’
‘No. No you can’t. This is very risky and very dangerous…’
‘Miles, I don’t care! Let me come with you, please.’
‘No. One hundred per cent no. I will go alone and I’ll come and find you when I get back. Jesus, Poppy, does nothing scare you?’
She thought for a moment. ‘Yes, the idea of not seeing my husband alive again.’
That shut him up.
 

Poppy spent the day lying on her cot, waiting. The hours passed unbearably slowly. She listened to the daily bustle of the camp around her, catching snippets of conversation, the odd cough and at least three different songs being hummed. She looked at her watch every few minutes and was convinced that at one point time went backwards. Her mind started to wander down doom-filled alleyways and into booby-trapped corridors, imagining all sorts of frightening things. Supposing they kept Miles too? What if they hit a roadside bomb? She realised for the first time how much she had come to rely on Miles in a very short space of time. He wasn’t only her protector and advisor, but also the only person that actually had a plan, the only person who was giving her concrete hope.
         
To everyone else she was Nina Folkstok, but he knew who and what she was. Poppy realised that she drew enormous comfort from having one person that she could be herself with. She started to think about what would happen to her if he didn’t come back. She couldn’t visualise it, the prospect was too scary; doubt started to creep in. What was she doing? She was supposed to be in her flat in Walthamstow, cutting hair in Christine’s salon and visiting her nan. Instead she was in a tent, on an army base in Afghanistan, masquerading as a Danish journalist. It was so bizarre, it was almost funny.
Poppy would have sworn that she was awake for the whole day, but apparently she had fallen asleep because she was being woken up. Miles shook her shoulder. She sat upright, instantly alert. ‘Oh my God! Well?’
‘It’s nice to see you too, Poppy.’
‘Sorry, Miles. It’s just that I’ve been waiting for you all day! It’s been awful; I was really worried. I’ve imagined all sorts of terrible things. I thought you were never coming back.’
‘Well here I am. It’s been quite a journey in a slow and unreliable car, and then there was the wait for transport back. It’s been a very long day, I’m shattered.’
         
‘How did you get on? Are they going to see us?’
‘I don’t know yet. I met with a representative from the ZMO. He was there with an armed guard; luckily for him I hadn’t sharpened my pencil. He asked lots of questions about the other interview. They are interested in my credentials and my views on America.’
         
‘What did you tell him?’
‘What he wanted to hear, Poppy, and it seemed to work. He has taken away my request for contact. He’ll get word to me whether it is possible or not.’
‘When? When will he get word to you?’
‘Goodness, have you ever thought of becoming an editor? You are so demanding!’
‘I know I am. I’m sorry; it’s just that I am really impatient.’
‘I hadn’t noticed.’
‘You’re a funny guy!’
Poppy felt a surge of hope. Miles had made contact with someone that would know where her husband was and whether he was alive or… He had to be alive. No one would allow her to come that far only to discover that she had arrived too late. All they could do now was wait, wait and hope. Exactly as she had for the last couple of weeks, only now she had to wait in a sandier environment and without the means to make a decent cup of tea.
Three days later, Poppy’s whole world was turned upside down. Three days that felt like weeks. The worst thing about waiting was the interminable boredom. Her iPod had long since run out of charge and trying to pass time when there was absolutely nothing to do was torturous. She hid away during the day, unable to wander freely. The real journalists were conducting interviews, typing up copy, tip-tapping and sending it around the world on their laptops. Not Poppy, she was without laptop; instead she had her notebook and pencil for company. It was bloody boring and bloody hot.
         
She wished that she could have a gossip and a coffee with Jenna; she missed her mate, and her nan, for that matter. Poppy was desperate to know that she was OK and couldn’t bear the idea that Dorothea might think she had abandoned her.
         
It was a cold night in the desert. Poppy was initially thankful for the respite from the heat, but quickly became uncomfortable. She closed her eyes and envisaged their big, fat duvet on the bed at home. She wanted an extra blanket or thicker pyjamas, or ideally, her husband to snuggle up to. She hated being cold, it reminded her of her childhood.
         
Poppy never had a coat. When she’d asked for one, the response from Wally dozing in the chair of power had been, ‘Stop moaning, you’re waterproof. If you get wet, you’ll dry off soon enough.’ You know what? He was right! Clever old Wally, the sleeping, moaning dickhead.
What he didn’t understand was what it felt like for a little girl to get so wet on the way to school that she remained so for most of the day, shivering as her hair dripped onto her artwork, turning every poster paint creation into a smudged rainbow river. At the exact moment her wool and polyester jersey finished steaming, it would be time to go outside for break, where she would get wet again, remaining so until just before lunch when she would get rained on all over again.
         
Poppy spent hours shaking so hard that she couldn’t concentrate on what the teacher was saying. She could only hear the word ‘C… c… c… cold’ repeated over and over in her head, chattering through clenched teeth. In her mind, there were whole days, if not weeks, when she was permanently soggy. A small puddle would form under and around her chair. Her socks remained moist and her toes pruney-skinned inside them until she could get home and put the damp grey strips on the heater. This would fill her grotty bedroom with a damp, cheese-like smell. Her wet hair clung in thin, brown stripes across her pale face, which, for Poppy, seemed like prison bars. She felt isolated, trapped and bloody uncomfortable.
         
Poppy decided that when she had a little girl she’d buy her a big furry winter coat with a hood, a set of matching hat, scarf and gloves and a little cagoule folded up into a bag that she could carry around her waist for ‘just in case’.
It was the early hours of the morning in her desert home when she stopped shivering. It was maybe four or five a.m., someone was standing by her cot. Poppy gasped and jumped up, still inside the sleeping bag. She stood like a large green, padded slug, unable to run or move; a stationary target, trying to focus on the shadowy figure that loomed ahead of her.
‘It’s all right, Poppy; it’s me, its Miles.’ He put his hand on her shoulder. He was holding a piece of dark cloth.
She flinched. ‘Blimey, you scared me!’
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to call out and risk waking anyone else. Get dressed, Poppy, and put this headscarf on. We’re off.’
‘What do you mean? Off where? When?’
‘Now! We are off now. I’ve just had word from my contact and it’s on, but we have to go right now, to meet our lift. This isn’t unusual, Poppy; they often do it this way, not giving anyone a chance to plan, tell anyone or predict the outcome. Listen to me, and listen carefully: you are Nina Folkstok, don’t forget. Do not speak, Poppy, I am telling you this because it is really important that you understand. Don’t speak until I tell you that you can and let me handle everything. Do you understand?’
Poppy nodded, not trusting herself to speak anyway. This was it; she was being taken to the people that had her husband. She was going to get Martin. It was unbelievable, exciting and scary all at the same time. She didn’t know why she was scared, didn’t know why she should be scared. She would find out soon enough.
She had only once before felt this level of anticipation and that had been a long time ago for a very different trip; she prayed that the outcome of this adventure would be better. Poppy was six when she went on a school outing to London Zoo. Boy, was she excited, the anticipation was almost unbearable! The night before she couldn’t sleep and spent the hours jumping around the bed, her head full of all the possibilities of what the day might bring. It was to be an epic adventure; Poppy never went anywhere or did anything. She desperately wanted to study a sea horse, having only recently learnt they were not mythical creatures as she had believed. She pondered this fact every night leading up to the big day, promising herself to similarly investigate mermaids. She glued the typed out, photocopied note about it on the wall above her bed, reading it over and over:
         
The coach will leave from the main school gates at approximately 9 a.m. Children should bring a packed lunch and come equipped for rain…
            

Poppy could still recall it word for word. When the day of the big trip dawned, Poppy got up early to make her packed lunch. The distraction and excitement meant she didn’t notice the freezing air inside her bedroom, or the cold plastic of the bath against her skin, which, despite the warm water, did nothing to relieve her chills. In the tiny kitchen, she clambered onto the Formica work surface, rooting around in the cupboard to find something to take. The contents of that packed lunch would stay with her forever. Jam sandwiches – the standard two slices buttered, strawberry jam smeared then stuck together – were cut in half. The butter, too hard to spread, pulled the soft white dough into large holes, but she didn’t mind. There was a piece of cheese wrapped in foil and three cubes of uncooked jelly, lime flavoured.
         
Poppy put the whole lot inside an empty bread bag and set off. She was happy to be going to the zoo and just as excited to be in possession of a packed lunch. There were kids in school who enjoyed a packed lunch daily, but she couldn’t possibly have prepared food every morning as well as get her uniform ready and Dorothea up and into the bathroom. Besides, she was entitled to free school meals; buying supplies for a packed lunch every day would have been out of the question for her.
         
Poppy skipped, bread bag in hand, along the pavement, circumnavigating the dog poo and hopping over the cracks. Jenna was already sitting halfway up the coach with her brother. Poppy didn’t mind a bit, she was, at that tender age, already assured of her place in Jenna’s affections. Poppy placed the plastic bag on her lap. She ran her fingertips over the shiny seat next to her, feeling the smoothed surface where a million excited bottoms had wiggled away the nap of the once plush fabric. Harriet sidled into the space and sat next to her. The catchment area of Poppy’s school included the council estates and flats where she grew up, but also the big houses near the tube where the money brokers and city traders raised their families in seven-bedroomed Edwardian splendour. The children from this side of the street would leave the school at eight and dance off to fancy prep schools. This left holes in the violin teachers’ schedule and meant that the Harvest Festival offerings from the upper years was always pitiful. They were two completely different worlds, each equally fascinating to the other.
         
‘Good morning, Poppy.’ The way she spoke made Poppy feel ordinary. Harriet was the sort of girl that always had Tipp-Ex, a spare pen and a sharpener in her pencil case, while Poppy and her mates scrabbled around in the disused ice-cream cartons to find something to write with. No matter what topic was being discussed, from Victorian railways to the Egyptians, Harriet always had a relevant book, relic or objet d’art to bring from home. In later years, Poppy wondered if she had an ‘in’ at the British Museum.
         
Harriet was very clean and very pretty, but the most amazing thing about her on that particular day was her lunch box. It was a pink plastic suitcase, the perfect size for sandwiches and a couple of treats. Poppy was desperate to look inside. Ten minutes into the journey she was rewarded when Harriet casually flipped the lid to reveal the most wonderful sight. Tiny brown bread triangles, the crusts missing, were filled with ham. It made Poppy think of her nan, who would have said, ‘No crusts? She’ll never ’ave curly hair!’ This was one of her many sayings, turned into belief based on nothing more than repetition. The sandwiches were on one side, making space for a carton of orange juice with its own little plastic straw. An individual pot of yoghurt with a teaspoon sat neatly in one corner and there were not one but two chocolate biscuits. Most intriguing of all was the plastic twist of cling film with four washed, sugared strawberries in it. It was a glimpse into another world, a fantastic sugary, crusts-deliberately-missing-on-your-sandwiches, world.
         
Poppy was transfixed.
Harriet saw her staring. Lifting the box, she held it towards Poppy’s face. ‘Would you like something, Poppy?’
Again, with that way of speaking that made Poppy think she should definitely do Harriet’s bidding, whatever it might be. Poppy wanted all of it, but how could she say that? Instead, she shook her head, too shy to be honest, trying to ignore the rumble in her tummy. Poppy dug deep, plucked up the courage and found her voice, ‘I like your lunch in its little box, Harriet.’
‘Thank you, Poppy.’
‘Did you make it yourself?’
‘Did I make it?’ Harriet’s eyes widened, her eyebrows shot upwards towards her blond fringe. It was as if she had heard something outrageous, unfathomable. She laughed, revealing flossed and polished teeth. ‘Of course not, silly! Mummy made it for me, but I chose what I wanted from the fridge and she said I could have treats even though it isn’t Thursday, which is sweetie day in our house!’
         
Poppy was enthralled. There were two things about Harriet’s fabulous insight that gripped her completely. Firstly, she couldn’t imagine living in a house where these sorts of goodies were hanging around in a fridge waiting to be picked. Secondly, in Harriet’s house they had a sweetie day, which Poppy now knew was Thursday. This information left her with a large void in the base of her stomach, an acute ache that she carried with her until she fell properly in love with Martin Cricket some years later. These facts filled her throat with the bitterest of bile, making her feel utterly hopeless.
Cheryl would not know if her daughter had eaten much less what she had eaten. If Poppy didn’t get supper for her and Dorothea they would both go to bed without food. Cheryl would be too busy putting on her face or watching something on the telly. Harriet’s mum not only had a fridge bursting with treats, but crucially cared enough about Harriet’s health, teeth and well-being to only allow her sweets once a week! Poppy felt bloody sick and bloody jealous. She realised at that precise moment, looking at her squashed jelly cubes and the jam sandwiches with big holes in them that had gone hot on her lap, that her mum was really quite crap.
         
She scrunched up the bread bag with its sordid contents and pushed it down the side of the coach seat. It was a crappy packed lunch that reminded her of her crappy life. She wasn’t sure if the empty aching feeling in her tummy was hunger or something else entirely. Sadly, this was Poppy’s overriding memory of that day. She couldn’t remember if she got to study a sea horse and didn’t recall the elephant that sprayed its trunk on cue. Instead, her strongest recollection was of her packed lunch and the fact that she grew up a bit more; lost even more of the magic…
         
Back in the real world, Poppy tried not to think about the man with the gun in the front seat. It wasn’t a little pistol that she might have been able to ignore, but was one of those great big machine guns, the ones you see in films, where the owner also has a large row of bullets over his shoulder accompanied by a big droopy Mexican moustache and a fat cigar clamped between his teeth. Miles and Poppy sat in the back seat; they’d handed over their bags and their pockets had been emptied. They looked out of the windows, purposely not looking at each other. Poppy felt sick. She had always had a tendency to feel sick in a car, but this was different. There was an element of her ailment, but she was also frightened sick, it was horrible.
She looked at the empty dusty roads as they bumped along; wondering if this was where he had been captured. The image of Martin on his knees, winded, with his head covered, came into focus again. It was still relatively dark outside; the car headlights threw two beams out to light the way ahead. The landscape was that of her vision, it could have occurred anywhere; the image of him on his knees was, in fact, everywhere she looked.
         
The driver had his face wrapped in a scarf and was wearing sunglasses. He reminded Poppy of The Invisible Man; she considered the possibility of unwrapping the man’s headgear and finding nothing.
         
As the journey continued, the day cast its light over the sand until it was bright. The creamy terrain caught the early sunlight, giving the whole landscape a pink hue. As the morning progressed and the light changed, the dunes went from yellow to gold until the large red sun shone high in the sky and the earth positively glowed the colour of burnt cinnamon. It was beautiful. The spectacular scenery, however, did little to relieve her anxiety. Supposing Martin wasn’t there? Supposing he was hurt or worse? She had wanted this for a long time; it had been her dream since the day that he’d been taken, to get him back and to make a difference. Yet now she was getting close to achieving some or all of that, she felt nothing but fear. She whispered under her breath, ‘I am coming, baby. You hang in there, I am coming.’
         
After some hours she spied a small settlement ahead of them; a selection of houses, a larger building and what looked like a derelict mosque. It had to be where they were heading. Poppy’s heart rate increased and she was sweating. Miles turned towards her and placed his finger on his closed mouth, reminding her that she was Nina Folkstok and that she mustn’t speak, as if she could have forgotten. She smiled at him with her mouth, but her eyes were frozen with an expression of trepidation.
         
The car began to slow and then stopped. The man with the gun opened the back door; apparently they were going to walk the rest of the way. She wasn’t prepared for what happened next. He went to Miles and placed a black scarf over his eyes and tied it tight. Miles spoke loudly, ‘That’s right, we are now blindfolded and will be until we are inside, all quite normal and it won’t be for long.’
Miles, bless him, was telling her not to be scared, that it would soon be over. It went against all her instincts to stand still, allowing the man to cover her eyes. She wanted to pull it off and shout in protest.
The scarf man then took her hand and placed it on Miles’s shoulder. Poppy could tell it was Miles’s shoulder by the fabric of his shirt beneath her fingertips, thin corduroy. This was how they walked the rest of the way, in a blind conga without the music or leg kicks. This would have made Poppy laugh under any other circumstances, but she was too scared to find anything funny.
         
It was a further twenty minutes before they were inside and their blindfolds removed. Poppy found herself in a large hallway, with a wide staircase and a wrought iron banister that wound around in a circle. It reminded her of an entrance to one of those posh hotels that you saw in the West End. There were several doors leading from the hallway, each had a guard with a gun. There were more men with weapons on the stairs and one or two hanging down over the ornate balcony; they were surrounded. Poppy couldn’t have spoken if she’d wanted to, her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth and there was no spare spit to loosen it.
One of the doors opened and a tall man in traditional Afghan dress came out. His beard was really long, almost down to the middle of his chest and on his head was one of the scarves that all the men seemed to own, but it was wound around into a turban. He stepped forward,
‘Hello and welcome. I hope that your journey was a good one.’ With palms upturned and hands splayed, he looked and sounded like the perfect host, not the fearful warlord that she had been expecting. It was surreal; he seemed oblivious to the guns and the tension. Poppy stared at him.
Miles took a step forward. ‘Thank you for your welcome. The journey was fine, although we are glad to arrive.’
‘Glad to arrive, yes I am sure,’ he laughed in acknowledgement of the shitty roads and the whole blindfold incident. It was bizarre, the whole thing. Poppy had pictured him as a monster, but he was chatting to Miles like an old friend of the family, someone you might meet in the supermarket that you only know a little bit. So you talk about traffic and the parking, enquire after their health… Then hope that you don’t bump into them again in the fruit and veg because you have exhausted everything you might possibly have to say to them. It was like that, they stood making small talk. It was the weirdest moment for Poppy. He shook Miles’s hand. ‘I am Zelgai Mahmood.’
         
‘I am Miles Varrasso.’
Zelgai bowed his head slightly. Poppy knew he was coming to her next. She knew it, anticipated it, yet Miles hadn’t told her that she could speak. But it was too late; he was there, in front of her, with his hand outstretched, ‘You must be Nina.’
She placed her shaking hand into his. ‘Yes, I am Nina Folkstok.’
Again he bowed slightly. ‘I have never been to Denmark. It can be very cold, I understand.’
She drew breath and spoke quietly, not wanting to give away too much of her accent, ‘Yes it can be very cold but beautiful.’
‘Your homeland is always the most beautiful place in the world, is it not? No matter where it is.’
Poppy nodded and glanced at Miles, who winked at her quickly. It told her all that she needed to know; so far, she had done well.
Zelgai put his arm out to indicate the rest of the house. ‘Shall we go into my office?’
‘Thank you, yes.’ Miles was happy to speak on their behalf. Poppy was happy to let him.
Zelgai walked slowly, the two followed at an almost reverential pace. The man from the car with the gun walked behind them, another conga-like procession. They approached some double doors made of dark wood with elaborate carvings. The armed guard who had been blocking them turned the handle and pushed them open. The room was vast and could have been Tristram Munroe’s office, if you replaced the rugs with pictures and the tiled floor for carpet.
         
There were two Arab men already seated at either side of the desk. Zelgai took the vacant leather seat in the middle, Miles and Poppy sat on smaller chairs in front of the trio. Poppy crossed and uncrossed her legs before clasping and unclasping her hands. Zelgai laid out the rules of the interview, ‘You may make notes with a pen and paper, but not use any electronic equipment.’ The two were still without their bags and their pockets were empty; where he thought they might be hiding electronic equipment, God only knew.
         
‘We will tell you what questions to ask and we will refuse to discuss anything that we do not wish to discuss. The interview will be over when we say it is and you will be taken back to the base in the same way that you arrived. Is that all straight forward?’
Miles again leant forward, the official spokesman. ‘Yes, that is all understood. May I please take this opportunity to thank you for speaking to us today, Mr Mahmood?’
Zelgai nodded. The man in the chair to the left of the desk spoke in a low whisper. Zelgai turned around and listened. They spoke in the throaty Arabic that barred Miles and Poppy. The conversation was brief. Zelgai suddenly stood, as did the man sat to his right; this man now addressed them, as he and Zelgai did a form of do-se-do and swapped seats. Poppy glanced at Miles who kept his eyes facing forward.
‘I must apologise for the subterfuge. I am Zelgai Mahmood.’
Miles seemed totally unfazed, whereas Poppy was thinking, what the shitting ada is going on here?
Miles bent forward slightly, with the hint of a bow. ‘I am most grateful for the opportunity to meet with you, sir.’
The real Zelgai just nodded as if to say, ‘Yes, you should be’. He was fastidiously groomed, his beard close and neat, his brows trimmed, his nails had the perfect almond shape and lustre of a recent manicure. His eyes were like tiny chips of grey flint, cold and blank. Whether it was because Poppy knew who he was and what he was capable of, or whether it was the truth she would never know, she was certain that she had never seen such malevolence in any eyes. It was as if she could see into his soul and the colour was black. A shudder ran along her spine, causing her shoulders to jerk.
         
He turned to Miles and said, ‘I am familiar with your writing, Mr Varrasso. I like your work.’ His voice was accentless, with the clear-cut precise vowels of a BBC announcer. His perfect English placed him firmly on the playing fields of a good public school; he might even have been in the first fifteen with Tom and Tristram…
         
Miles piped up, ‘Thank you, sir.’
‘I think that your view is balanced, which is not something I can always say of your colleagues.’ Zelgai and his associates laughed. Miles chortled softly so that he wasn’t left out; although Poppy bet that he didn’t find it that funny.
‘Tell me, are you a rugby man, Miles?’
‘Err… not overly. I’ll watch if it’s on, six nations, that sort of thing.’ It was diplomatic, concessionary.
Zelgai nodded, noting there was little point in asking Miles for an update on the Harlequins’ progress. It was the thing he missed most.
Without warning, he sat back in his chair, resting his chin on his hand. He turned to Poppy. ‘Who are you?’
She lowered her head slightly; when she spoke her voice was again quiet, ‘I am Nina Folkstok.’
He stared at her for some seconds, before exhaling loudly with a low, irritated hum. When he spoke again, it was as if time stopped; her stomach shrunk around her intestines, which had turned to liquid. She clenched her buttocks to prevent an accident. Her heart had moved into her throat, which she could not only hear beating, but which prevented her from breathing. He smiled at her, now sitting upright with his long fingers forming a pyramid over his lap. ‘No. No you are not.’ He shook his head. ‘I asked you a question and I would like an answer. Who are you?’ He was still smiling, but it was the sadistic smile of a madman, not the friendly smile of someone trying to put you at ease.
         
‘I… I… am…’
Miles started to speak, ‘She is a journalist, she—’
‘You shut up!’ Zelgai’s voice boomed around the room. He stood as he shouted, pointing at Miles. He conversed with the guards in his native tongue, the double doors opened; the gun-toting, blindfold man came in. He marched over to Miles as Zelgai fired off short bursts of instruction. The guard yanked Miles from his chair and spun him around until he was facing the door; with his gun in Miles’s back, the man began to push him from the room.
         
Miles stammered over his shoulder as he was forcibly removed, his sentences fragmented as the pleas stuttered in his mind, ‘Please, she… I, let me, it’s not… please…’
Poppy didn’t move, couldn’t move. She sat repeating in her head, ‘Please don’t kill Miles. This is my fault, it’s nothing to do with him, please don’t kill him!’
‘What are you going to do with him?’ Poppy hadn’t realised that she’d spoken aloud until Zelgai answered.
‘That depends on how honest you are. If you lie to me, I will kill him.’ She could tell by his tone that he meant it. Poppy was terrified. Zelgai sat down, all the while looking her squarely in the face. ‘I ask you for one final time, who are you?’
Poppy could hear Miles’s words in her head, ‘Don’t speak! You are Nina, don’t say a word, you are Nina Folkstok.’ She didn’t have the strength to lie; too frightened to think straight, let alone concentrate on an elaborate story. She took a deep breath. ‘My name is Poppy Day. I am English. I’m a hairdresser. No one knows that I’m here, no one has sent me. I came here because I believe that you have taken my husband and I want him back, please.’
         
No one spoke for what seemed to Poppy like an age. She felt as if her legs did not belong to her body. She was shaking. Zelgai spoke to his compatriots without averting his gaze. They stood and left the room. Poppy thought that without the scrutiny of the audience it might be less scary, but it was quite the opposite. She did not want to be alone with him. He stroked his beard. ‘Tell me one more time, exactly who you are and what it is you want.’
         
Poppy held his gaze and told him the truth, ‘My name is Poppy Day. I am married to Martin Cricket, a British soldier. I am English, I’m a hairdresser. No one has sent me or knows that I am here. I have come because I believe that you are holding my husband hostage. I felt that nothing was being done to get him released and I want him to come home. I really want him to come home.’
He waited until Poppy had finished before starting to laugh, a real belly laugh as though she had told him the funniest joke in the world. He thumped his thigh, trying to regain composure and then wiped at his eyes.
Poppy felt small and helpless. She was six again, there was no one to look after her and no one cared. She missed Martin more than ever; she wanted to be at home. She wanted them both to be home as though none of this had ever happened, as if he had never been away.
‘Oh my goodness. Why do you think that I will listen to you? Why do you think that I will do anything to help someone like you? Why do you think that you can come before me in my own country and make any demand at all?’ He spoke quietly, with menace. Poppy had always associated anger and aggression with loud, violent speech. She now knew that this was not always the case.
         
She shook her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts. ‘I don’t know how to answer you. I hadn’t thought about why or how you should help me. I just knew that I couldn’t sit at home and do nothing. I am not one of these girls that can sit by the phone and hope the problem will sort itself out. I am smarter than that, I wanted to take control and I wanted to fix it. I thought if I could get in front of you and tell you that I miss my husband and that I want him to come home, that this mess is nothing to do with us—’
         
He interrupted her. ‘You are right, Poppy Day, it is a mess. But don’t be so ignorant as to believe that it is nothing to do with you. It is you that have voted in your government in your democratic society. It is your husband that chose to join an army whose weapons are trained on Afghan families every minute of every day, killing innocent women and children, destroying communities. It is you that live in a society that is sliding into moral decay without looking over its shoulder or pausing for breath. So do not sit there and try to tell me that it is nothing to do with you. It is everything to do with you!’
Not for the first time in her life, she felt very alone. Poppy didn’t know what to say or do next. She didn’t have to; he was in control, calling all the shots.
‘Do you love your husband?’
The question took her by surprise. ‘Do I love him? Yes, of course I love him! I love him more than anything.’
‘More than anything?’
‘Yes, more than anything.’
‘More than you love yourself?’
Poppy paused for a moment. Martin was her whole world, the only person who had made her crappy life bearable and without him she had no life. ‘Yes. I love him more than I love myself. I have since I was a little girl.’
‘I like that.’ He nodded his approval.
He stood then and walked around to the front of the desk, as though in deep contemplation. He was wearing a long, pale blue cotton kaftan and black leather slippers. He leant on the desk and folded his arms across his chest. ‘OK. You can take your husband home. You are both free to go.’
         
Poppy daren’t trust what she had heard. She sought confirmation, ‘Really?’ She didn’t want to give him the chance to change his mind, but similarly had to be sure that she had understood correctly.
         
‘Yes, really. You are both free to go. I will arrange for a car to take you both to the base that you came from.’
‘Is he here then? Is Mart in this building?’
‘Yes, he is in here in this building. Only a few walls and a couple of guards separate you right now.’
‘Oh my God! I can’t believe it. Can I see him? Can I see him please?’ Poppy felt her tears pooling. She placed her shaking hand over her mouth, unable to hide her absolute joy, relief and happiness. She was overwhelmed, simultaneously beaming and crying. She felt the weight lift from her shoulders, her spirit as light as a feather. Martin was here! She had done it, she was taking him home!
Poppy dashed away the tears with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, she wanted to be composed. ‘I want to say thank you to you, sir. Thank you so much. This means everything to me, to us. He’s my whole world and he has always looked after me. You have no idea what this means. None at all. I am so grateful to you. Thank you. You have made all my dreams and wishes come true.’
         
He spoke slowly, ‘I accept your thanks. You may both go in the morning.’
‘In the morning? OK, thank you. Thank you so much.’
It didn’t strike Poppy as a particularly odd request; she assumed it was a transport issue. She didn’t care; if they were together she could happily spend the night anywhere. My Mart, my love, I’m coming.
         
‘There is one condition. Tonight you spend the night with me and in the morning I return you to your husband and you are both free to go.’
‘Spend the night with you?’ Poppy smiled as she spoke, the reality of what he was asking hadn’t sunk in. It wouldn’t sink in; it was too awful to comprehend.
‘Yes. You will spend the night with me as my whore and in the morning you will both be free to go. If you refuse, I will rape you and then I will kill you. Then I shall give the order for your husband to be killed. We will show him your body before we cut off his head.’ He was smiling now.
What Poppy was hearing was so offensive to her senses, so shocking to her ears that her brain refused to accept it. She had to replay his words to try and get them to make sense. He was speaking English, perfect English, but it was as if it were a foreign tongue that she couldn’t grasp. She studied his face, hoping for some sign of reprieve, a hint of flexibility; there was none. He was made of stone; he was indeed the monster she had thought he was.
She nodded. Fear rendered her unable to speak, or move.
‘Good.’ He turned away, preoccupied with some paperwork on his desk.
That was his final comment, ‘Good’, this one small, mediocre word that sent Poppy’s world spiralling out of control.
         
She was taken up to a bedroom, told to wash and wait for Zelgai. She spent the next few hours in the guise of an automaton. Poppy knew that if she thought too much about what was about to happen, she would go mad; not in a metaphorical sense, but she felt quite literally that she could lose her mind.
         
She bathed and put on the white nightdress that she had been issued with. The room was sparsely furnished, the bed being the most dominant piece. It was lavishly dressed with a grey silk counterpane and white linen cushions piled high. Poppy tried to lie down, but the pillows smelt greasy, with the tang of male sweat and unwashed hair. It was disgusting. She sat on the mattress with her knees up under her chin and she waited. Poppy didn’t cry or make a noise, she didn’t do anything.
         
She thought about Martin, whom she had been told was under the same roof. She thought about her nan. She even thought about her crappy mum. She tried to fill her mind with anything other than what was about to happen. She pictured her body, naked beneath the white linen, deciding to think herself away, mentally escape…
Poppy was thirteen when she got her first period; it wasn’t the Victorian shock it was for her nan’s generation. She didn’t sit crying in the bathroom with the door locked because she thought she was going to die. She knew exactly what was going on thanks to a small cardboard-bound book handed out by the school nurse. Although, frankly, the cartoon shapes with oversized coloured-in organs in This is Your Body looked nothing like anything on or near her body!
         
When Poppy first saw the diagrams at the age of eight, she took a few minutes to look for the large black arrow pointing downwards from her belly button after reading, ‘below is a picture of you.’ She then spent the evening in a state of high agitation, wondering how to broach the subject with her mum that she was in fact one, if not two, large arrows short of being normal.
         
Poppy confided in her nan, not so much for guidance, or because she needed the obvious supplies, but rather she wanted to share the news with someone, to mark the rite of passage. Well, she did and she didn’t. It felt embarrassing and important all at the same time.
Poppy slithered up to her chair. The curtains were drawn, telly on. ‘Nan? I’ve… err…’
‘You’ve… err… what?’ Dorothea looked away from the TV as she stubbed the little rolled-up cigarette into the square pewter ashtray that was permanently on the arm of the chair. It defied science, often teetered, but never actually fell. It was also never washed, the best it could hope for was a quick bang against the inside of the kitchen bin to release the ash, sticky filters, bits of paper and flecks of tobacco that were stuck to its sides with spit. ‘For Gawd’s sake, Poppy Day, whasamatterwivyou?’
         
‘I think I’ve started,’ she mumbled the phrase that she’d heard the girls on the estate use, hoping this would be enough to convey her latest state to her nan. No such luck. Poppy tinged puce to her very tips and sucked her cheeks into her back teeth to stem the tears.
‘You think you’ve started what?’
‘You know…’
‘No, love, I don’t bloody know!’ Dorothea moved her head away from Poppy’s body. The chef on the TV began to reclaim her attention; pulling her into the pixelated vortex in the corner.
Poppy had to act quickly or lose her to the vacuous rubbish being transmitted. ‘My period, I think I’ve started my period.’ Poppy cringed as she tested out the alien word, a grown-up word heavy with connotation and expectancy.
Dorothea sprayed laughter over her granddaughter. ‘Jesus, Poppy Day! By the look on your mush, I thought something terrible had happened!’
‘It is terrible!’ Poppy wailed, finally unable to curb the hot tears. She wasn’t entirely sure why it was so terrible or why she was crying, but she struggled to find anything positive about it.
‘Oh Poppy Day! What you crying for? If you think that’s bad, girl, wait till you have to give birth. It’s like pushing a watermelon through a straw, now that is terrible. Or when you get your heart broken. Or both. These will cause you real pain. You don’t know you’re born, love. It’s just life, it’s just normal!’
         
Well great. That made it a whole lot better, knowing that there was far, far worse to come. Poppy still carried the mental image of a watermelon going through a straw; it made her clench every muscle she had. It was easy for her nan to say the words, but it didn’t feel just like life, or just like normal; in fact, it made everything feel different and not good different either.
‘Don’t tell Mum, don’t tell anyone.’ It was Poppy’s parting shot and her undoing.
‘Why “Don’t tell Mum”?’
‘Just because!’
‘Just because!’ Dorothea mimicked Poppy’s voice.
‘I mean it, Nan.’
Dorothea squeezed her granddaughter’s hand. ‘What do you think I’m going to do, Poppy Day? Put an advert in the Walthamstow Gazette?’
         
It made the little girl laugh; it made her smile, big. Big event over. Or so she thought. Poppy came home from school five days later to find her nan sitting at the little table under the window, doodling her finger on the floral oilcloth and chuckling over a cup of tea.
         
‘What you laughing at?’ Poppy waited for her reply, knowing that it could be a million things; nearly all of them not considered funny by anyone else.
         
‘You know the other day when you said not to tell people about you know what?’
Poppy reddened. ‘Yes.’
‘Well, I got a bit confused. Did you say do put an advert in the Walthamstow Gazette or don’t?’
         
Poppy’s mind spun. ‘You didn’t!’ Dorothea didn’t answer immediately. ‘Nan! Nan please tell me you didn’t!’
Producing the folded paper from under the table, she held it out of her granddaughter’s reach.
         
‘Oh no, Nan! Please no. Oh my God!’ Poppy ran around the table, grabbing at her nan’s arm until she managed to hold it fast and pulled the paper from her grip. A two-inch square had been red-ringed with a felt-tip pen. Her heart beat too fast. Her eyes, sticky with tears, squinted, concentrating on the wording:
Your nan loves you  
                  
Poppy Day and she  
                  
always will! XXX
                  



She smiled, knowing that she loved her nan right back and that she always would.
Poppy swallowed, whispering a missive to Dorothea, ‘Nanny, my nanny, please help me, please…’ It was similar to grieving, her heart felt like it would break, this. This was mixed with the most terrible fear. Her limbs shook and spasmed involuntarily. She couldn’t breathe properly. It was during that period of waiting that Poppy thought that death might be preferable; she was petrified. Had it been only her death, she might have considered it, but it wasn’t, and she couldn’t begin to imagine being responsible for the execution of her beloved husband, her Mart, who was under the same roof as her, just as she had wished, as she had dreamt of.
         
As she sat waiting, her blood turned to ice in her veins, her heart slowed to an almost near-death state and she started to count, one… two… three… Poppy counted the seconds that she had remaining. She counted the last seconds of her old life before it was changed forever. She spent the last few moments of being her, the proper her, counting.
Zelgai entered the room some hours later and initially ignored her. He turned the main light off. The only remaining glow was that which came from under the door and a lamp that shone brightly through the window. The room was bathed with honey-coloured radiance. She watched him move around the room, realising that she had lost a bit of her fear of him. She knew the worst that there could be, or thought she did; there was nothing else for him to threaten her with.
         
‘How do I know that I can trust you? How do I even know that Mart is here?’
He didn’t respond.
She spoke quickly, nerves fuelling her speed. ‘I said, how do I know that you will keep your word, because you might not? You might… do what you plan to do, do what we have agreed…’ Poppy couldn’t say the words ‘sleep with’ or ‘have sex with’; it would have made it real and, right up until the moment where she couldn’t deny it any more, it wasn’t real. It was nothing more than a horrible thought. ‘And then you might kill me, you might kill us both, and so I want you to tell me: how do I know that I can trust you?’
He stroked his neat beard before his mouth twisted open into a smile of sorts. She noticed for the first time that the gap between his front teeth was wide, almost wide enough for a small spare tooth. He pushed the tip of his tongue through the gap until it rested on his top lip; his mouth was wet and open. It made her shudder with revulsion. He scratched at his chin a few more times, as though it was a neglected pet. Then he stopped and popped his tongue back into his mouth. ‘It is simple, Poppy, you cannot.’
‘What does that mean?’ Poppy knew what it meant but needed to hear the clarification.
He rubbed his palms together and walked towards the bed. His fingernails were beautiful and longer than most women’s that she knew. He leant back, tilting his head to one side as he breathed out deeply. ‘I think you heard me, Poppy. It’s simple really, you cannot trust me, but you are not stupid, are you? You have told me that already. So I’m sure that you do not trust me; thus proving you are smart, because only the stupid are dumb enough to trust me and most of them are now deceased.’
         
Poppy understood loud and clear. For the first time in her life she felt far from smart, how clever had she been to get into this nightmare situation? She prayed then. She prayed to God and to Martin, asking one of them, or both of them, to help her, ‘Please help me, please, please help me.’ Neither of them appeared to be listening at that particular moment.
‘Are you scared of me?’
Poppy nodded, ‘Yes.’
This made him smile. ‘That is a good thing.’
Poppy shivered as he walked closer to the bed. She tried to make herself very small. He sat on the edge of the mattress which sagged under his weight, raising his dress slightly to sit down. Poppy could see that he had cotton pyjama-type bottoms on underneath. He leant towards her and as he spoke, she could smell the mint of mouthwash and toothpaste on his breath. It was the way Martin smelt when he got into bed. Her mouth filled with water, she swallowed it quickly. This was no time to be sick.
‘I like your name, Poppy. Poppies are my business.’
She bit her lip to prevent the words ‘and raping, kidnap and killing’ from tumbling out.
‘It suits you much better than Nina Folkstok,’ he laughed.
‘How did you know?’ Poppy didn’t know where she found the courage to talk to him. She was shaking with fright.
‘My organisation is in touch with Ms Folkstok and that was why she was travelling out here. She is known to us and you are clearly not she.’ The way he emphasised the word ‘clearly’ told Poppy that Nina was superior, better and smarter.
She stared at him. How could she have known? How could Miles have known? They couldn’t, they didn’t. It was that luck thing again, only this time it was a bad luck thing.
         
Without warning, he put his hand out, gently pushing the cotton sleeve up over her wrist. He touched his fingertips against her inner arm, softly he stroked the pale area where the tiny purple rivers of blood forked and meandered under her skin. It was as if he had cut her. She physically jumped backwards, gasping loudly. He withdrew his hand, and she settled slightly. Then he slowly reached forward, putting both of his hands around the tops of her arms.
         
Poppy could feel his hands on her, and his beard centimetres from her face. She knew that it would possibly be the last chance that she had to speak; she searched for the words and even though they came out jumbled and confused, she was glad that she spoke, glad that she tried. ‘Is my Mart close by? Is… Is he near me now? I have only ever… only ever Mart, no other man, ever. I… I… can’t… I… My husband… He’s my husband…’
He spoke so quietly that his words were barely audible; she had to really concentrate to hear. ‘If you say his name, speak again, cry or flinch, I will cut you.’ He then reached into the top of his pyjama bottoms and pulled out a very shiny, silver-coloured knife with an ivory handle. He placed it on the pillow and told her to lie down.
         
Poppy couldn’t breathe properly. She could only breathe in shallow pants; unable to get a lung full of air. It was as if he was lying heavily on her chest, crushing the air from her, but he wasn’t, not at that point. It was her very own, personal, made-to-measure torture. Poppy wondered whether he could read her mind, see her fear.
         
He kissed her neck and stroked her face with his elegant fingernails. He kissed her for what felt like an eternity. It made her feel nauseous. She had to fight back the tears and concentrate on breathing. She didn’t want to be cut. Then she prayed again, inside her head of course, ‘Please, please help me’. But nothing happened. She pictured her heartstrings and she mentally pulled them as hard as she could…
         
Zelgai reached over for his knife; with one hand he held Poppy’s wrists over her head, and with the other he used the blade to cut away the thin fabric of the nightdress. The material fell against her naked skin in ribbons. She was trembling. It was worse than Poppy could have imagined. Her nudity, the feel of his hands and face against her skin was more of an ordeal than what came next, much worse. The worst of it was the combination of intimacy and close contact, her greatest fears brought to fruition, her nakedness, his hands on her skin and his mouth against her neck…
         
Poppy didn’t sleep at all that night. Not once did she close her eyes, the pull of the moon could not lull her into slumber. She was wide awake, alert and yet strangely vacant. Zelgai left at some point. He crept from the darkness, furtive, rat-like, but Poppy couldn’t have told you when. She thought he might have set a trap and was waiting for her to fall into it. She was paralysed and lay unmoving, expecting him to come back, dreading him coming back; yet if he was coming back, wanting it to be soon to get it over and done with, anything to take her closer to the morning.
         



    

  
    
      
         
Fourteen
            

POPPY HAD WATCHED the purple bruise of night fade to the softer, pinky hue of daylight. The door opened, indicating morning. A flunky came in carrying a silver tray with a drink and bread roll on it. Poppy didn’t want anything, only the chance to leave and to take Martin with her. It was a strange reversal for Poppy. She had wanted nothing more than to see her husband for so long, yet, at that point in time, the idea of Martin seeing her was horrific. She felt sure that she was changed, physically marked in some way. The man also carried her clothes which had been washed and dried. Poppy looked at the pile of her possessions, the jeans and sweatshirt, items that reminded her of her life, clothes that had felt the touch of her nan’s hand, soaked up the spills and splashes of food cooked in their home and bore the sweat of every mile she had walked in pursuit of her husband. They were now tainted. She knew that as soon as she was able, she would throw them away; the very sight of them offended her. Where they had been, and who had handled them, was ingrained in the fabric and would always be enough to transport her back to that room.
         
He placed everything on the table without acknowledging Poppy. She swung her leaden limbs from the bed and slipped into the bathroom. She ran the shower, watching the water cascade, listening to the sound of it hitting the tiled floor. She looked down at her body and knew that she was altered. It was as if part of her had been taken, a vital piece that made her the shape she was, that made her Poppy Day. It was gone forever. This made her so sad. She was broken. Poppy knew that no matter what happened from then on, those hands and that face against her skin would always be but a blink away in her thoughts. Without warning she threw up, her vomit splattered into the shower tray. At that moment, Poppy truly would not have cared if he had come back and killed her. She felt like she had died inside.
         
Standing under the shower, her shock subsided somewhat and she cried. She had been spoiled for Martin. She had done it for him, without option or consent, but these facts seemed irrelevant, she had the most awful feeling that the cost had been too high.
         
It occurred to Poppy as she scrubbed at the stain of Zelgai’s violation, that she had often spoken and thought about the cost of getting Martin safely back. In the most bitter and ironic of twists, she had become the currency. She was the price that had been paid.
Poppy sat on the bed in her freshly laundered jeans, trying to gather her thoughts, trying to hold it all together. Her tears stopped eventually. The tray man came back, gesturing with a flick of his head that she should follow him.
Poppy was shown along a corridor to a wooden door that looked like all the others apart from the two guards outside, both armed. One of the men she recognised as the fake Zelgai from yesterday. She bit the inside of her mouth to stop from quizzing him about Miles, still unaware of his fate. She couldn’t look at him directly, figuring he would know where and how she had spent the night; yet, he seemed totally disinterested in her.
Tray man stopped outside the door. Fake Zelgai nodded to him before turning to Poppy. ‘Your husband is in here. Be ready to go in half an hour.’ He delivered his words above her head into the middle distance, as if she was dirty, contaminated. She wanted to say to him, ‘You are right, I am both!’
Poppy stared at the door handle. Could this really be it? Was it possible that there was only four or five centimetres of wood separating her and her husband? She felt a swell of excitement in her stomach, despite the tempest that raged inside her. The fake Zelgai said something to the guard; he opened the door, stepping aside to let her pass. Poppy flattened her fringe against her head and pulled her sweatshirt down; she wanted to look as nice as she possibly could for Martin.
         
The room was dim and smelt fusty, as if men had slept in it for a while with all the windows shut. Poppy fought the desire to gag. There was another armed guard on the other side of the door, which made her smile; the situation was absurd. Martin had never been a scrapper; even she could wrestle all five foot seven of him to the floor and get him to submit with some strategic tickling. What did they think he was going to do against at least two armed guards? Poppy looked around the room. It was sparse but clean enough; not quite the bug-infested hellhole that she had pictured and for that she was relieved and grateful.
         
Her eyes were drawn to a man asleep on a bare mattress. Poppy studied him in the shadowy light. She didn’t recognise him. He was skinnier than Martin, had the beard growth of a man that hadn’t shaved for a month, and when she got closer his stench was overwhelming. It was a combination of sweat, faeces and the acrid nasal sting of ammonia. She was now inches from the face, a face that was smashed, covered with blood, crusted sores and pus. It was disgusting, but it was, at close range, unmistakably the face of her beloved husband.
His mouth was swollen, bloody and open slightly. His breath was a rattly snore. Poppy could see that some of his teeth were missing. This made Jenna flash into her mind: ‘See, Pop, should have gone for that insurance. I told you that his teeth would be buggered.’
Dried blood filled his nostrils, his eyes were a mess. Her heart jumped in her chest, he was hurt, injured. Her poor man, her baby. What had they done to him?
         
Poppy hadn’t planned what she would say or how she would say it. Thoughts rushed into her mind at that point. Had he been drugged? Would he recognise her? How badly was he hurt? Had he broken anything? Would it be too much of a shock? She had no option other than to trust her instinct. She sat gently on the edge of the bed. His mouth closed slightly; his profile, while battered, was that of the face that she’d loved since she was a little girl.
She put her hand out and stroked his hair away from his forehead. It was hard and sticky, a combination of blood and sweat. Her voice was almost a whisper, ‘It’s OK, baby. I am here, Mart, and I have come to take you home.’
As he slept, his mouth twitched into the beginnings of a smile. Still he didn’t move. Poppy spoke a little louder, aware that they had to leave in half an hour. ‘Mart, it’s me, it’s Poppy. We are going home, baby.’
Poppy hoped her words would filter through and be real to him. She touched his beard, which seemed to be full of scabs; it hurt him slightly, causing him to flinch.
Martin had slept quite soundly, which was unusual. The guards, which they doubled up at night, had thankfully been quiet. Some evenings they would gabble away, or take it in turns to sleep, which was even worse; a couple of them were real snorers that kept him awake with their wheezing and snorting. To get lumbered with that at night when you were tired was bloody awful.
Martin had his favourite dream. He dreamt that he was woken by Poppy. He could tell it was Poppy by her touch and smell. She was stroking the hair away from his forehead and saying his name. He could hear her gentle voice, ‘Mart… Mart… It’s OK, I’m here, I’m right here.’
The sound of her voice and the touch of her fingers against his skin made him so happy. It felt so real, he could feel her, sense her. It made him miss her so much that he wanted to cry. He didn’t want to open his eyes and lose the image. It usually ended there, but today it was different. ‘Open your eyes, baby. It’s all over, I am here and I have come to take you home.’
         
Martin didn’t open his eyes because he didn’t want to lose her. The words, the very idea was so wonderful that he wanted to hang on to her for as long as possible. He would then spend the whole day remembering every little aspect of the dream. He felt her hand on his face; his beard was pulling on his skin where she was stroking it. It hurt. Martin thought it was odd, he didn’t usually feel this irritation in his dream. It made it feel even more real.
Martin opened his eyes slowly and it was as if she was right there! He could see her so clearly perched on the edge of the bed, her beautiful freckles and her toffee-coloured hair. She was in her sweatshirt and jeans. ‘I’ve come to get you, baby; it’s all over.’
Martin thought he was mad. He considered his hallucination and the realisation scared him. He thought that he’d finally lost the plot. He could see and feel her, but it wasn’t possible, he knew it wasn’t possible, so the only other possibility was that he had finally lost his mind. He looked at the guard who raised his hand and then stepped outside the door, leaving them alone.
The vision spoke to him again, ‘It’s all right, baby… It’s all over, I’ve come to take you home.’
He looked at Poppy, but didn’t see her; he was in fact looking through her. Poppy was unnerved by his expression, it was a look of madness and the look of someone that was unsure of what was reality. A person that had seen too much.
The two sat for a couple of minutes; he staring in disbelief and she cooing and stroking his skin, coaxing and reassuring. Martin tentatively reached out, like a small child, enraptured by the thrill of bubbles blown for their amusement. He blinked and it was as if something clicked. He sat up, and with trembling fingertips ran them over the curve of her jaw, her lips.
         
‘Aaaaaaagh!’ His release was a guttural, primal wail.
He allowed himself to believe that she was real. He continued to howl in a loud cry that seemed to go on forever; he couldn’t help it. He sat looking at her with tears running down his face and into his mouth. He made the most awful sobbing noise, a cross between a scream and a gurgle. He was a drowning man; he couldn’t stop it.
         
He pulled her into his chest and held her as tightly as his unconditioned arms would allow. Poppy lay her head in the curve of his shoulder, it felt like Martin, it felt like her husband. He crushed her to him and the two sat locked together. He cried into her hair. Martin knew that he would never fully be able to describe exactly what it felt like to feel her body against his, to smell her, to hear her voice, it was… magic.
Martin couldn’t stop the tears that soaked into her hair and clothes. She too cried with unrestrained emotion. They sat like that for some minutes, trying to fully comprehend that they were together, that it was all nearly over.
Poppy drew away and looked into his face.
‘Help me, Poppy, help me.’ His voice was cracked, his tone beaten.
Poppy knew there and then that she had done the right thing. She knew that, in spite of everything, in spite of everything, she had been right to go and get her husband.
         
Martin could hardly speak. He kept repeating her name, ‘Poppy… Poppy…’ and then ‘Help me… help me, Poppy.’
She could only respond with, ‘It’s OK, baby, I have come to take you home.’ He believed her, without question, he believed her. She was real and he knew that she had come to take him away from this prison.
Poppy was desperate to be out of that house and heading back to safety. She was conscious of not hurrying Martin too much, but also didn’t want there to be hitches. She had been told that there was transport leaving in half an hour and, no matter what, they were going to be in it, on it, or riding it, whatever it was.
         
She helped Martin walk into the bathroom adjacent to the room. He was wobbly on his legs, as weak as a lamb. She hated seeing him like that, but was glad that she was the one there to help him. She thought about the vows that they had giggled through, ‘in sickness and in health’. Martin shook his head at her, they laughed at the ludicrous situation and it was good to see him smile. His breath, however, was disgusting, reminding her of rotting meat, but with a sickly sweet undertone; it was repellent. Poppy did her best not to show him.
She hated the fact that he was wearing traditional Afghan clothing. It made him look like them. She knew that it was a small point, not one to be discussed; her priority was to get him to safety, to medical care and then home. When they got home, he could tell the army what they could do with their job and they would start over. She had it figured out, a plan for their future.
She thought about the green spaces that she had seen around Brize Norton; it was another world and one that she wanted them to explore. It was just what they needed, a new start in the countryside where they could have babies and keep them all safe, a good place to make their little family.
Martin was still amused by the novelty of a bathroom. Poppy had no idea that he had only been moved there recently and couldn’t understand how excited he was to see that room. There was a proper loo, which Martin found painful to sit on. He had been kicked and smacked across the buttocks and lower back, his bones still ached. He’d lost a lot of weight and sitting on the porcelain, with his weight pushing down on his bony bottom, felt quite painful. He smiled; after spending so long dreaming about sitting on a proper loo it hurt so much that he almost longed for his trusty bucket.
         
Ordinarily, this small disappointment would have further broken his spirit, but not today, today was one of joy. Martin walked over to the little sink in the corner. There was a small rectangular mirror screwed to the wall. He glanced into it and physically jumped backwards. He looked behind him to see who had come into the bathroom, but there was no other man there. He looked back slowly – it took a second or two for him to realise that it was his own face that he was looking at. He could never have imagined looking into a mirror and not recognising his own face; the idea and the reality were both shocking.
He had a thick beard. Having only ever had a weekend’s worth of stubble at most, he looked unkempt. His long whiskers held both sores and food. His mouth was a swollen mess, bloody and misshapen, thanks to the butt of the Kalashnikov and the hard floor. The teeth that hadn’t fallen, or been knocked out, were stained and vile. His left eye drooped slightly. Martin was blissfully unaware that the infection he had contracted would permanently damage his sight. He ran his fingertips over the eyes that were red and oozing; one was bruised black and yellow, another memento from his recent fall. His hair was longer than he was used to seeing it and stood on end like tiny rats’ tails; it, like the rest of him, needed a good wash.
Poppy watched him survey the damage as she leaned against the wall; there was nothing that she could say, no words of solace. Martin could see the reality before him, any condolence would only have served to patronise.
‘Look at the bloody state of me, Pop.’ His voice was still a hoarse mumble. His tears fell again unchecked. He ran his hand over his face and head, his tears abated as anger took over. He was mad that his wife had to witness him like this. It was no accident, someone had made him look this way, someone had so changed his life and his luck that he looked into the mirror and didn’t know who he was.
         
‘What have they done to me, Pop?’ There were other, endless questions. What right did someone have to do this to a human being? What right did anyone have to bend a human being to their will, to deny them freedom and play with their mind? Why had it happened to him? To them?
Martin knew that as far as his captors were concerned, he wasn’t a person and if he wasn’t a person, then what was he? What was less than a person? When he thought about the answer to that question, he wasn’t just angry, but filled with frustration and rage.
‘Baby, I don’t want to rush you, but we have to get going, we have to get out of here.’ Her tone was urgent, despite her attempt to soothe.
Martin was embarrassed to be so weak; he stumbled and teetered like a toddler. Poppy had to prop him up. He found it hard to accept that she was there. He had a fear that at any moment he might open his eyes from a drug-induced state and she would be gone, and he would be back on that mattress. He shook his head as though this would help clear the fog, help him find the reality.
Martin’s eyes darted around, trying to take in every small detail; it was the novelty of not having his eyes covered as he moved. He tried to memorise the layout, any detail that might help identify where he had been held and by whom; his training kicked in.
Poppy thought about the last time she had trod the stairs, she had been different. It had been before… before… There was no time to think about it, to mourn or reflect; they weren’t safe yet.
The two ventured out into the hallway, fake Zelgai and one of the guards from the previous day were waiting with blindfolds. Once again they were marched conga-style, with Martin leaning heavily on Poppy’s frame, until they were guided into a car, which, by the echo of their footsteps, sounded as though it was parked in a garage. Poppy couldn’t be sure, but it felt like the same car that had delivered her and Miles the previous day. She couldn’t believe that it was only the day before – it felt like a lifetime ago. Poppy thought about Miles then, praying that he was OK. She said a lot of prayers over that twenty-four-hour period, not all of them were answered.
         
Martin and his wife sat close together on the back seat. Poppy was comforted by the fact that she could feel his thigh against hers. She thought about the times they had sat on their sofa watching the telly with their legs touching, at home, safe and sound. Twenty minutes passed and their blindfolds were removed. It was the first proper opportunity they had to look at each other in the light. Poppy was newly shocked by her husband’s deterioration; he looked like an old man or a tramp, someone that you wouldn’t choose to sit in close proximity to. He kept shaking his head, as though he couldn’t believe that she was there. Every time he did this, she gripped his hand as if to confirm that she was real, by his side and that she always would be. His eyes screwed shut every time she squeezed. She thought it was high emotion, unaware that his finger was broken and every time she applied pressure he was in agony.
         
Despite having so many unanswered questions, the two were strangely quiet, both acutely aware that they were in the custody of his captors, more specifically, their captors, with their big guns. Although unspoken, both shared the fear that they would not be delivered safely to the base, anything could still happen.
         
Poppy didn’t fear death at that moment. If those were to be her last minutes, then she was glad to have had the chance to see Martin and feel his arms around her one last time. She figured that if her one last act had been to show her husband how much she loved him by attempting his rescue, then that would be no bad thing.
         
Martin, although outwardly calm, was gripped by a new terror. What if they didn’t take them back? What if they were driving them into the desert to kill them? He thought of Aaron, he pictured what they did to his friend and he pictured them doing it to Poppy. Aaron’s last moments were vivid in his mind, but it was Poppy’s face that stared back at him, her expression pleading with him to do something, anything to help her… His stomach lurched. He knew it would be his own private hell on earth. He couldn’t stand the thought of it. He would have pleaded, begged, he would have done anything. Courage and dignity in death would not have entered his head; it would all have been about saving his Poppy. They could do what they liked to him, but he couldn’t let anyone lay a finger on Poppy.
The silence was a welcome balm.
The road started to look familiar and, sure enough, as Poppy squinted into the daylight, she could see the edge of the camp. It was tiny and high up in the distance, reminding her of mud-coloured Lego. It looked wonderful. She felt a surge of hope and relief that they were going to make it. They were going home.
         
When Martin saw the camp in the distance he knew that it was nearly over. He felt himself breathe for the first time. His muscles started to unclench.
The car slowed and stopped some way outside the base. The guards were almost polite, opening the doors and standing aside, before driving off without a word. Martin thought it strange, after all that they had done to him, all he had been through, they simply got into the car and left. Naively, he would have liked some reconciliation or explanation. There they stood, husband and wife, not speaking, not moving. It was a mixture of shock and relief. It was surreal.
They stood for a minute or two, until Poppy put her arms around Martin’s waist and held him tight. They enjoyed being able to touch without being watched.
         
‘How did they do it, Poppy? How did the army get you to me? Why did they risk using you? It doesn’t make any sense to me.’
‘They didn’t, Mart. They don’t even know that I’m here.’
‘What d’you mean?’
‘I mean, Mart, that I came by myself. The only people that know I am here are a journalist that helped me, and my nan.’
Martin was thoroughly confused. ‘How? How, Poppy?’ He wobbled again and nearly fell.
‘Don’t worry about it now baby. We have all the time in the world for questions; let’s just concentrate on getting you to a doctor.’
‘Poppy?’
‘Yes, baby?’
He held his hand out towards her. Pinched between his thumb and forefinger was a tiny white feather. ‘I got your feather; it gave me so much hope. Can you look after it for me?’
‘Of course I will.’ She popped it inside the fabric of her jeans pocket. Poppy didn’t fully understand the significance of the talisman, but it had been important enough for Martin to keep and that made it special to her too. Martin’s relief was evident, he could now relax knowing that his feather was in safe hands, her little calling card that she had sent to him when he needed her the most.
The duo was spotted by one of the cameras placed around the edge of the base. A soldier in the observation station alerted his superior. It was an extraordinary conversation that would be traded over a cup of coffee more than once.
‘I think you should take a look at this, sir.’
‘Take a look at what?’ the officer snapped at the young soldier, who seemed intent on disturbing his reading.
‘It appears to be a young white male, in Afghan dress, supported by a young white female, in jeans and sweatshirt. They look like they might be dancing or swaying, but certainly laughing…’
         
The officer abandoned his flask and reluctantly swung his boots off the desk and onto the floor. ‘Swaying and laughing in the middle of the desert, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt?’
‘Y…Yes, sir, I think…’ The officer’s tone sufficiently filled his subordinate with enough fear to doubt his own judgement.
‘I think you need a better pair of binoculars, soldier!’
‘Yes, sir.’
The officer grabbed the glasses and trained them in the middle distance. ‘What the…?’ It wasn’t often that he was lost for words. ‘Get the quick reaction force out there in the Snatches, immediately.’
The first Land Rover approached them at high speed, slowing as it got closer. Two men, with SA80 rifles trained on them, jumped out of the vehicle and another four took up positions behind them. As they got closer, one of them shouted out, ‘Stop! Stand still and show us your hands! Do not run! Do not move!’
Adrenalin coursed through Poppy’s veins. The soldiers had come out of nowhere, British soldiers, which she assumed meant a friendly welcome. She couldn’t believe that she was at the wrong end of yet another gun.
The soldier shouted again, ‘Do not move! Show your hands!’
Martin fainted. Poppy felt it was her time to respond. ‘Don’t move? You’re having a laugh! Where the bloody hell do you think I’m going to go? I’m stood in the middle of the sodding desert, my husband has fainted and I’m trying to hold him up!’
The two soldiers at the front of the group looked at each other. ‘Who are you?’
‘I am Poppy Day. This is my husband Martin Cricket. I’ve just gone and got him from the ZMO and he is getting very heavy.’
There was a pause while they spoke into their radios. Poppy listened to the crackle and response of distorted voices as she lost her grip on Martin; he started to slip to the ground. One of the soldiers ran forward. The others remained stationary with guns trained over their colleague’s back. ‘Martin Cricket?’ He looked alternately between Poppy and Martin, his expression one of sheer disbelief.
         
‘Yes, Martin Cricket. I think he’s fainted; he’s not in good shape. Can we get him to a doctor, please?’
The soldier signalled over his shoulder, two of his colleagues ran forward. The pair lifted Martin from her arms and carried him to their vehicle. ‘Did you say you are his wife?’
‘Yep.’
‘His wife?’ he repeated.
Poppy placed her hands on her hips. ‘Yes, I am Poppy, his wife. I came to get him and bring him home because you lot sure as hell can’t be trusted to look after him, look at the state of him!’
‘Are you hurt?’
Was she hurt? She didn’t know what to say, her heart was ripped in two at the sight of her husband. Her spirit had been rendered numb by what she had endured. The state of extreme fear that she had been forced to live in over the last few hours had taken its toll. With the adrenalin subsiding, she was mentally exhausted, thirsty and confused.
         
‘I’m fine.’
‘Stay close to me.’
Poppy walked very close to her armed soldier and smiled. She had been alone and unarmed with a murderer for a number of hours, while his knife smiled at her from the pillow. She had travelled in cars with gunmen capable of killing in remote deserts and he was worried about her walking four feet into an armoured car, whilst surrounded by armed British soldiers.
The two men carrying Martin placed him on the back seat; he was slumped, still unconscious. They were squashed into the first vehicle. One of the soldiers smiled at Poppy. ‘I’m a mate of Martin’s; it’s brilliant to have him back. I can’t believe it.’
         
‘Did you know Aaron too?’ Poppy didn’t know why she asked. She wasn’t thinking straight.
He nodded.
The vehicle trundled over the sand in silence, all occupants lost in memories, apart from Martin, who hadn’t yet woken up. Poppy almost envied him.
As soon as the Snatch had cleared security, they were driven further into the compound. Martin was rushed off to the medical centre. Poppy ambled from the car to find herself surrounded by people. It was hard to assess the numbers in such a confined space, but it felt to her as if hundreds of people were approaching her, all with questions or some just wanting to have a look. She spied Jason Mullen among the crowd. ‘Jason! Is Miles here? Is he OK?’
         
‘He is OK, Freckles; worried about you, but fine!’
Poppy wanted to cry, but couldn’t, not with all those people around her. She was relieved and so happy, Miles was safe. ‘Will you tell him I’m fine, Jason? And tell him thank you!’
‘I will, Nina!’ He winked at her, any subterfuge clearly forgiven.
This was the point at which Poppy felt most like she had succeeded, mission accomplished. Martin was safe, she was back and Miles was OK. It was wonderful news, the best.
Someone placed their arm on her back and seemed to be pushing her in a particular direction, a soldier leant towards her. ‘Come with me, we will get you checked over and then there are a few people that would like a chat with you.’
‘Sure.’
They entered a large building that still had the air of Portakabin, but was clearly some sort of high-tech communication headquarters. There was a bank of computers and large screens on the wall showing Sky news, below them sat rows of telephones. Seven people sat at various desks. One of them she recognised instantly.
         
Major Anthony Helm was angry. Poppy could tell by the way his face was red and blotchy. She noted how he bit into his lip to stop himself from saying something that he would regret. She did that too and recognised the trick. ‘Mrs Cricket.’
‘I’ve already told you to call me Poppy.’
He ignored her. ‘Are you hurt or injured in any way? Do you need medical attention?’
His clipped tone told her that he didn’t care whether she was hurt or not.
‘No, I am fine. How is Mart?’ As usual she couldn’t give a stuff if she’d offended the major; her only concern was for her husband and his well-being.
‘He is dehydrated, his ribs are badly bruised, he’s broken a finger and cheekbone, but he will live.’
Poppy knew that he meant this literally and not in the way that a civilian might use it. Once again she was relieved. ‘Can I go and see him?’
‘Can you go and see him?’ He narrowed his eyes, anger finally getting the better of him. ‘What do you think this is, Poppy, a cottage hospital? We don’t have visiting times as such; there isn’t a nurse’s station for you to drop off flowers and chocolates! This is an operational theatre where people are engaged in combat. This is a bloody war zone!’
‘So does that mean I can see him or I can’t?’
Anthony balled his fingers into fists and took a deep breath. ‘How did you get over here, Poppy?’
Poppy had already decided that her best option was to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Lying had got her into too much trouble already. ‘I came over on an army flight from Brize Norton, a few days ago, maybe a week ago now, I’m not entirely sure, time seems to have gone a bit fuzzy.’
         
‘You came over on an army flight from Brize Norton?’
She nodded.
He looked at the others in the room, who looked at him and then looked away. ‘So, let me get this straight, you just pitched up and said, “Hi, I’m Poppy Day, here is my passport and I would like to get on this flight to Afghanistan please”?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Not exactly?’
Poppy wondered if he was going to repeat everything that she said. ‘No.’
‘Enlighten me, Poppy; tell me why “not exactly”?’
‘Well, I didn’t have a passport.’
‘You didn’t have a passport?’
She shook her head and thought about saying, ‘Anthony Helm is a dickhead’, to see if he would repeat it. ‘No, I didn’t have a passport because I don’t own one.’
‘What ID did you have then, if not a passport?’
Poppy knew before she spoke that he wasn’t going to like her response. ‘I had my library card and my bank card.’
He almost spat the words, ‘Your library card?’
She nodded.
‘You used your real name, your real details, you showed your library card and they let you get on the flight?’
‘Well, yes kind of, I was crying. I was very upset. I think the guard at the first security desk felt sorry for me…’
‘Jesus H. Christ!’ Once again he looked at the others, scanning their faces, wanting someone to blame; again they averted their gaze.
         
‘I didn’t get straight on the plane though, I made out that I was a Danish journalist whose passport had been stolen and the other guard at the second check let me through.’
         
‘Did you cry for him as well?’
‘No.’
He was visibly twitching at having to control his anger. ‘And then, Poppy, once you had arrived, how did you get into the camp and where did you stay?’
‘I got on the army bus and I have been staying in the media tents.’
‘In the media tents?’
Here we go again… ‘Yes, the media tents.’
‘But that’s where I stay.’
‘Hey, we’re neighbours!’
Someone in the room laughed; this sent him over the edge. As he spoke, spit flew from the corner of his mouth. His accent was the strongest that she’d heard it, as if he couldn’t do angry and voice control at the same time. ‘You seem to find this whole episode extremely amusing. Let me assure you, Mrs Cricket, that there is nothing vaguely funny about what you have done. If you had been killed, can you imagine the conversation that we would be having now?’
Poppy couldn’t help it, she knew she shouldn’t have said it, but she did, ‘…well we wouldn’t be having one, would we, if I had been killed?’ Her inner monologue was screaming ‘Oh my God, shut up, Poppy!’ This was Martin’s boss after all.
‘I can see that there is no point trying to engage you with any kind of logic, but just what did you hope to achieve? Why could you not sit back like every other army wife that I have ever met and let us handle the situation?’
‘I am not “every other army wife”. I couldn’t give a shit about coffee mornings and convention! I told you why once before; my exact words were that I had a lack of faith in you and your army, which started on the day that my husband was failed by you and taken hostage while doing his bloody job! That was further compounded when, over a week later we still had no idea where he was and you were no closer to getting him back. With that in mind, I decided to go and get him myself. I didn’t believe that you could do it and I was right. As for the question, what did I hope to achieve? I hoped to get in front of Zelgai Mahmood and to negotiate the release of my husband.’ Poppy swallowed as a picture of the ‘negotiations’ swam into her head. ‘I am happy to report, Anthony, that I achieved both.’
         
This time everyone looked at her. ‘You met with Zelgai Mahmood?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you negotiated Martin’s release?’
‘Yes.’
The major walked backwards and sat on a swivel chair. He placed his head in his hands as though this final piece of information was too much. ‘Jesus H. Christ.’
         
Poppy noticed that this was the second time that he had said this, what was he asking for? Help? Divine inspiration? She almost felt sorry for him, having been looking for both herself only recently.
Everyone was looking from him to Poppy and back again. The tension in the air was tangible. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, seeming to reach a conclusion in his head. ‘OK. OK. Enough. I don’t know how you managed to achieve what you did, Poppy, and I can see that what you have done could be interpreted by some as a great success, but it was reckless, dangerous and could have meant loss of life for a lot of innocent people had it all gone wrong. That aside, what we are left with is potentially a public relations disaster on a monumental scale, and I am left in the unenviable position of having to ask you for your help.’
         
He had her interest now. ‘Of course I will help you. I will help you in any way that I can. I didn’t want to cause trouble for you, Anthony, or anyone else, I only wanted my husband back.’ Poppy meant it, she really meant it. His smile looked genuine; it was his turn to be relieved.
         
 

When Martin awoke he was lying on a trolley in the medical centre.
‘Hi there.’ The medic was staring at him, as if she had been waiting for him to wake up.
‘Hello.’
‘How are you feeling?’
‘Fine,’ Martin lied. He felt weak and more than a little bit confused.
She bent over and shone a light into Martin’s eyes. ‘You’ve got badly bruised ribs, a knackered finger and your cheekbone is cracked. You have other severe bruising and a nasty case of conjunctivitis, but other than that you are doing all right. You fainted with dehydration, that’s why we have you on a drip. We will leave you hooked up to the IV for a little while longer and then we can move you somewhere more comfortable. If you need anything just shout.’
Martin nodded. ‘Where is my wife? Where’s Poppy?’ As the question left his lips, he felt fearful that he might have imagined the whole thing, that the medic might say, ‘Your wife? Oh mate, you’ve had a bump on the head…’
She didn’t. ‘Ah yes, Lara Croft. We haven’t seen her down here. I expect she is being debriefed, we can probably get a message to her if you like.’
‘Yes, can you tell her…? Can you tell her…?’ Martin couldn’t speak through his tears, she was real; he hadn’t imagined it. What did he want to tell her? There were no words that he could say to his amazing girl, nothing to begin to describe his gratitude. He would try to tell her in his own time, when they were alone, when they were home.
         
 

All personnel had been asked to go, leaving Anthony, Poppy and a Colonel Blakemore. Someone had given Poppy a cup of tea; it was the sweetest nectar, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten, drunk or slept in a very long time. It also reminded her of home. She thought about her nan, sitting in her little room with the telly turned up too loudly.
Anthony took control. Poppy hated the way he spoke to her as if she were stupid. She hated that from anyone, more than anything. ‘We find ourselves in a very delicate situation, Poppy. It is, of course, wonderful that Martin is back safe and relatively unharmed, that was always our sole objective…’
Poppy bit her tongue, said nothing.
‘…however, the British Army is so much more than its daily activity and its soldiers. Do you understand what I mean by that?’
She shook her head, thinking, ‘Sorry, Major; once again you’ve lost me.’
‘We have a reputation and it is our reputation that precedes us in every campaign that we enter into, every deployment we undertake. Our reputation is everything.’
Poppy nodded to show understanding; gotcha so far, Tony.
‘This war against terrorism and terrorists is different to any other war that we have been engaged in. On 9/11 our world changed, your world changed and what we have now is rarely a physical battle, but much more a battle of wits, if you will. It is a matter of intelligence and counter-intelligence, covert activity and high-tech endeavours, specialisms if you like. Gone are the days when brute force and who has the biggest guns equalled success. Above all, Poppy, it is about perceptions and belief…’
She was still listening.
‘… it’s not only about what our soldiers in theatre, and what the public at home perceive and believe, but also what our enemies perceive and believe. I cannot begin to describe the damage that your foray could do to our reputation and peoples’ perceptions if it were to become public information.’ Anthony was quiet, awaiting her response.
         
‘I can see that it would put you in a difficult position. If it was known that the Special Forces operation to rescue Mart failed because you got the wrong house, yet me, a twenty-two-year-old hairdresser, managed to breach every aspect of your security and meet with the head of the ZMO to bring my husband back. I guess it wouldn’t do much for your fearsome reputation and the perception that your force is a force of excellence.’
‘Quite.’ She noticed that a nerve twitched below his right eye.
‘So, what are you suggesting?’ Poppy wasn’t being clever; she was genuinely struggling to see where he was heading with his argument.
‘When we get back to the UK, there will be a press conference to announce that Martin is back and safe. We would like to confirm that it was a Special Forces operation after weeks of negotiation that made it possible. How do you feel about that?’ He looked at Colonel Blakemore.
         
Poppy watched them nervously awaiting her response. She was quiet for a while, thinking it through. She was tired and this made thinking about anything difficult. She closed her eyes and rubbed them with her fingertips. ‘I don’t really care how you say he was brought home. I don’t care because to me it isn’t important. I was only ever interested in getting him home, not in showing up your army, or for any personal glory.’
         
They both sighed, visibly relieved to hear this. ‘That’s good, Poppy. It would have been terrible for Martin to get home, only to have you imprisoned for the many violations that you have committed. The breaching of two countries’ immigration laws alone carries a custodial sentence, without even looking at the penalties for trespassing on an MoD airfield and stowing away on a military aircraft…’ Anthony finished on the threat, letting it hang in the air. The bastard.
         
It was some hours later before Martin was well enough to scan the out-of-date newspapers that someone placed in his hands. He couldn’t believe what Poppy had achieved. She was on the front page, asking for his release! He read every word over and over, wanting all the detail. It felt very strange to be reading about a situation that felt like a story, an awful, sad story, but just that. When he stopped to think about the fact that it was his story, their story, with Poppy’s picture staring back at him, it was surreal.
Poppy made her way to her tent. The little cot was there, just as she had left it. She ran her hand over its surface; it was a different person that had laid her head there so many hours before. She had been so preoccupied that she had managed to push what had happened out of her head, but as she sat on the end of the little bed all alone, she broke her heart. She thought about what Zelgai had done to her and she sobbed. Her skin prickled in revulsion and shame. What had she done? What on earth had she done?
         
A figure entered the tent. She sat up and tried to stop crying. It was Miles. Poppy was delighted to see him, delighted to see anyone at that point. She needed the comfort and reassuring presence of another human and she was so glad that it was him. Jumping up, she threw her arms around his neck and carried on crying. He held her close against him. She felt safe, protected and was so glad to see him alive and unharmed.
‘Oh Miles, I am so glad to see you! I had imagined all sorts. Jason told me that you were safe, but I knew that I wouldn’t be happy until I had seen you!’ Poppy looked up to see that he was crying too. ‘What’s the matter with you, you silly sod?’
Miles removed his glasses and pinched his nose as was his habit, trying to pull himself together. ‘You’ve been worried? Jesus, Poppy, you have no idea! I begged them to let me stay with you. I had no clue as to what they were going to do with you and it was entirely my fault. I took you there; I put you in that danger; I didn’t think it through. I was arrogant and selfish. I am so, so sorry…’
         
‘Don’t be daft! I insisted on you taking me with you; you gave me the solution! You have protected and helped me all the way along, Miles. I couldn’t have achieved anything without you. None of it would have been possible. I’d still be stood like a silly cow, trying to hitch a lift back to London from Brize bloody Norton, wherever that is. It has all been possible because of you, all of it, and I will never ever forget what you have done for me, what you have done for us!’
‘I could never have forgiven myself, Poppy, if anything bad had happened to you…’
Poppy shook her head and lied to her friend, her dear friend, ‘Well, Miles, nothing bad did happen to me so you are in the clear, mate, off the hook!’
He rubbed his palm over his stomach, trying to settle the swirl of emotion, a hurricane at his very core; it was relief and something else too. Miles recognised the stirring of a deep and unrequited love. He knew that the object of his desire was forever bound to a greater man than he. Their future and their history had been scripted and sealed, long before he arrived.
 

Martin’s visitors were restricted; he didn’t get the chance to catch up with many of his mates, which he would always regret. He was informed that Aaron’s body had been recovered and had, indeed, been given the burial that he deserved. Martin took great comfort from this, and hoped that Aaron’s family did too.
He was told the story that they were to stick to at the press conference. He agreed, but was suspicious of how something that everyone was talking about at Bastion was going to be contained, and how exactly they were going to prevent the truth from leaking out. He figured that they knew more about it than he did, so kept quiet. He was so proud of his wife and that was all that mattered to him at that point.
         
By the time he got on the plane to travel to Brize Norton, Martin had been given a much needed haircut, a shave and generally cleaned up. He still looked rough and haunted, but a million times better than when Poppy had found him.
         
Martin couldn’t believe that he was actually travelling back to England, going home! It was the most wonderful feeling. There had been times in the previous weeks when he had felt sure that he was never going to get back there, or even if he would live to see another day, and there he was, in a clean uniform, with his beautiful wife by his side and he was going home.
It felt wonderful.
So many people in the camp wanted to shake his hand and wish him well. For some it was relief, glad that it hadn’t happened to them. You know; the whole statistic thing? If a soldier was taken hostage, let’s say once every three years, then they were safe.
         
Poppy and Martin were told there would be a press conference when they got back, that the media would probably be there, but they had no idea of the scale or the level of interest. The army had no clue either, no idea of exactly what they were dealing with, none at all. It was completely overwhelming.
         



    

  
    
      
         
Fifteen
            

POPPY BARELY REGISTERED the fact that she was flying; her fourth plane journey had quickly become the ‘usual drill’. She felt nothing but relief to be leaving the arid planes of Afghanistan. The touchdown on British soil was bumpy, nervous titters were audible as the plane skittered for a split second on the wet tarmac. Martin marvelled at the grey drizzle that greeted them, he had never seen weather so beautiful. The party were led off by Colonel Blakemore with Major Helm kowtowing behind him. The Crickets gripped each other’s hands as they walked down the steps to face a sea of people in the distance. Poppy wondered what they were waiting for. It didn’t occur to her that the reception might be for her and Martin.
         
A car met them on the tarmac. Their destination: a room in the main block that had been set up for the press conference. As the car drove along, flashes from cameras fired through the window, people were waving flags, hands, scarves, anything they had. Some were crying, others cheering. Hand-painted banners and posters read Welcome home! and Martin our Hero! It was complete madness. Martin was excited and overwhelmed by the reception. He closed his eyes; it smelt like England, felt like England. People cheered and clapped, they were going crazy. Children were hoisted up by the armpits to see and be seen. They were waving home-made placards as if greeting pop stars. It was incredible, ordinary people had turned out to say hello and wish them well. Martin was humbled by the outpouring; he wanted to thank them all. They were brilliant, every single one of them. The faces in the crowd were mainly service families, whose loved ones were on tour and who watched with heavy hearts from the same positions as the coffins returned home, flanked by comrades. For them, Martin was a symbol of hope, something to be thankful for and a reprieve from the burden of worry.
         
The car snaked its way through the masses. Anthony Helm seemed not to notice the celebration or the sheer numbers; he was distracted, fractious. The party eventually pulled up at the back door of a low building and were led through a narrow corridor. Even Brize Norton personnel craned their heads around office doors to catch a glimpse of the man that got away. They too were seemingly not immune to the furore surrounding the Crickets. Poppy wondered if a certain female security guard was around so she could get a glimpse of the girl that had travelled somewhere after all… At the end of the passageway, a door was held open and the two were led up the steps to a podium.
         
Martin, resplendent in freshly laundered desert fatigues was next to Poppy, with Anthony and the colonel on either side; like the top table they never had at a wedding beyond their means. There were at least eight microphones set up in front of them. Poppy was anxious, but this wasn’t about her; she was there to support her hero, her Martin, who looked pale. He reached for her hand under the table. They knew what was going to happen; Anthony was going to read out a prepared statement, Martin would then answer questions about it. He couldn’t imagine what he was going to say that would be of interest. He also felt like a fake. It was Aaron who was the real hero, and Poppy too; what she had achieved was unbelievable. He needn’t have worried.
It took a while to attain order in the room and for it to fall quiet. The small space was packed with people at different levels. Some stood at the back, the lucky few were on chairs, and even more were crouched down on the floor in front of the podium. All were holding microphones, mobile phones, tiny tape recorders or PDAs, some clutched old-fashioned spiral notepads and pens.
         
Anthony pulled his tunic taut and shot his cuffs before speaking. Poppy noticed that he was using a strange posher than usual voice, his telephone voice probably. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I thank you for coming here today on the wonderful occasion of welcoming Private Martin Cricket back home…’ He paused while there was an impromptu round of clapping and cheering. Martin squeezed his wife’s hand tighter, squashing her fingers.
‘…we are, of course, entirely grateful for the interest and immense support that the British public and media have shown for this story, and we are delighted that Martin is safe and well, here with us today. We would like to confirm that after weeks of negotiation, it was a Special Forces operation on the ground that made this remarkable rescue possible…’
Major Helm was part way through his statement. Martin was aware of a cheer every time his name was mentioned. He was busy thinking about the questions he might get asked, when utter chaos broke out.
It was as if someone had thrown an invisible switch. A hundred different voices were screaming and shouting at Poppy. Martin found it quite funny at first but this quickly turned to anxiety. The noise was deafening and Martin knew too well what an aggressive crowd was capable of. He couldn’t make out too much of what they were saying, but could clearly hear his wife’s name, ‘Poppy! Poppy!’ They were shouting it in every direction he looked.
Poppy wasn’t sure who yelled first, but it was as if someone had shouted ‘GO!’ There were screams and shouts from all corners of the room. The noise was thunderous. They surged forward, a seething mass, mouths opening and closing in an uproar of words and questions. It was impossible to decipher which words came from which person. Through the cacophony, she could distinctly make out the following:
         
‘Is it true, Poppy, that you went and got your husband back?’
‘Is it true, Poppy, that you masqueraded as a journalist to get into the country?’
‘Poppy! Poppy! Over here! What was Zelgai Mahmood like?’
‘Were you armed, Poppy?’
‘Do you like the nickname Lara Croft?’
‘Were you scared, Poppy?’
‘Do you think you will go back to hairdressing, or will that be too boring?’
‘Poppy, your mother has said that you were always adventurous. What are planning on next? Tackling Hamas, maybe?’
         
‘Martin, did you expect your wife to come and get you out?’
‘Poppy, what did you know that the British Army did not? How did you do it?’
The two were dumbfounded and shocked. Poppy couldn’t speak, couldn’t answer. The flashbulbs blinded her and the noise made it hard to think straight. She felt a hand on her shoulder; it was Major Helm. He was trying to make her stand, but was looking at Martin. His voice had lost its haughty tone. ‘Get her the fuck out of here. Now!’
Poppy wanted to say to him, don’t you talk to my husband like that! But it was pointless, no one would have heard, and she could see that Martin wanted to get out of the place, quickly.
Major Helm stood with his shoulders back, as if on parade. He looked ready to explode. Martin resisted the temptation to say I told you so. He’d known they wouldn’t be able to contain the news that his wife had been instrumental in his release; too many people at Bastion knew and it was too incredible. It was the sort of story that people would phone home to tell their families, who would then tell their mates, who would tell their families, who would then tell their mates… What Poppy did was a victory for everyone that has ever felt that the world was too big a place for them to make a difference in. She proved that it isn’t. It was the sort of story that newspapers would find irresistible, at least, that was what he thought and it turned out he was right.
         
They were ushered off the stage. Martin, Anthony and Poppy found themselves in a narrow corridor between the makeshift press conference room and some offices. The din next door had quietened. Martin turned to his wife and started laughing. She laughed back as he fell into her. The two slumped, weak-kneed against the wall, giggling into each other’s hair under the full glare of the fluorescent strip lights. It was partly nerves and partly because it was hilarious.
Poppy looked over Martin’s shoulder into Anthony’s face. He was staring at her with hatred in his eyes. She hadn’t done anything wrong and didn’t think she deserved to be looked at like that. ‘What?’ she asked him. It stopped her laughter.
‘What? What?’ His nostrils flared with each ‘t’.
         
Oh God, he was back to repeating everything. Poppy stared at him. ‘Tony, do you think that you were a parrot in a former life?’ She didn’t know why she said it, possibly to make Martin laugh more. It worked, he was near collapse, but this only made Anthony even more furious. Poppy, however, didn’t expect the tirade that followed, didn’t expect him to be so nasty.
‘I expect you think you are very clever. Did you have a word with your journalist friends, Poppy? Do you think this all some kind of fucking game?’ He was spitting at her, small gobs that hit her face and the wall behind her.
She shrank backwards, feeling frightened, unsure of what to do next. She hated the way that he spoke to her as if she was nothing, but was confused because they were on the same side; he was one of the goodies, supposedly.
         
‘Do you recall nothing about the conversation we had in Bastion? Do I need to spell it out to you? You want to be very careful, Poppy Day, because you do not know who you are messing with…’
Martin was shaken sober from his laughing fit. He caught the major by the lapel. ‘What do you mean she doesn’t know who she is messing with? If you’re threatening my wife, sir, it will be you that needs to be careful!’
‘Remove your hand from me, soldier!’ he shouted loudly. Martin stood rigid. He was caught between wanting to sort the bloke out and the fact that the major was his superior officer. He had to act in accordance with that. It was unbelievable to him that this man threatened Poppy. Martin wasn’t going to let him talk to his wife like that; he wouldn’t let anyone talk to his wife like that. Mindful of Helm’s position, he faced a horrible dilemma – any other bloke on any other day and he would have socked him one.
It was as if someone had held a touchpaper to them. One minute they had been euphoric with a feeling of real excitement, then suddenly, the anger and venom. Major Helm continued to stare at Poppy as if she was responsible, but it wasn’t her fault; she had only done what she needed to do to get her husband home. Poppy considered the smiling, waving faces of the people outside. Why couldn’t he be like them? Why did he treat her as if she was in some way deceitful, guilty?
         
Colonel Blakemore popped his head into the corridor, having heard the kerfuffle. He addressed the major. ‘All OK?’ and then continued without waiting for a response, ‘They are not going to settle or be satisfied until they have asked her some questions, or she has at least given a statement.’ He spoke directly to Major Helm, as though the ‘she’ in question was not present.
         
With his hands on his hips, the major turned to Poppy. ‘Well, it looks like you get your fifteen minutes anyway.’ This made Martin furious all over again, as if Poppy had done it for the fame and the attention.
She looked at her husband. ‘What shall I say, Mart?’
‘The truth, baby, tell them the truth.’
The major jumped in. ‘The truth?’
Martin was glad Poppy didn’t start with the parrot thing again.
‘She can’t just go out there and tell the truth! We will be a laughing stock!’ He was quiet then, cupping his chin, contemplating the best angle for damage limitation. ‘Right, you get out there and you tell them the watered-down truth. You say that there was a wider Special Forces operation that you were part of, and success was down to detailed local intelligence gained on the ground after a covert operation. OK?’
         
He spoke to her as if she were one of his soldiers. She squeezed past him, still holding her husband’s hand. They made their way back up onto the podium.
It seemed more ordered the second time, as though the collective media had been reprimanded and were on their best behaviour. Poppy could tell by the eyes trained on her, fingers and pens poised, that it was her that they wanted to talk to. She hoped Martin didn’t notice.
         
The colonel spoke, ‘Questions from the floor, please.’
It seemed like a million hands went up in the air and about a dozen shouts of, ‘Poppy! Over here! Poppy!’
The colonel pointed at a reporter in the front row. ‘Martin, what did you think when the rescue party turned out to be your wife?’ It was strange for him to hear someone that he had never met using his name like he was an old mate. It was weird that so many people seemed to know all about his life, or, at least, about a bit of his life and he didn’t know anything at all about them.
         
Martin was more nervous than he realised. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, he mumbled his response. ‘She’s amazing and nothing surprises me when it comes to Poppy.’
Instantly another voice shouted out and Martin’s response was all but swallowed in the fray. ‘Poppy, Poppy! Did you see any evidence of anyone else that had been taken? Did they discuss or acknowledge that they had murdered Aaron Sotherby?’
She bit her lip. ‘I didn’t see very much at all. I only discussed what the army had told me to…’ She had been coached well and did Major Helm proud.
Martin got the feeling that no one had any real interest in what had happened to him or to Aaron, it was all about Poppy. After one quick question, it was whoosh! straight on to the matter in hand. He felt like the support act.
The crowd were baying to get at her, although now quieter, their collective stance was still one of impatient confrontation. She was the one with the story, the one that would sell their papers. Martin didn’t mind that he was surplus to requirements, but he was bothered that a good man, a father, had been murdered, yet it didn’t seem to be that important. He was also worried about the level of attention that Poppy was getting, as usual putting her welfare first. There was no jealousy on his part; he was, instead, proud and very glad to be safe, home.
         
Poppy didn’t want to talk about Aaron, and by the way Anthony glared at her across the podium, she figured that he didn’t want her to either. She answered the question in the way that she had been told.
Max Holman stood out from the crowd. He wasn’t doing anything to stand out particularly, but because Poppy knew him, recognised his face among the sea of strangers, he seemed to be bigger and clearer to her than anyone else in the room. His eyes were wide and bright, his expression one of real excitement. Poppy thought it was because he knew her, that maybe he was pleased that with so much competition in the room, he had a route in. He was clearly confident that he was going to get his question answered over and above every other journalist because he knew Miles, he had shared a bus with her and he knew what she had been through. Poppy didn’t know just how much he knew about what she had been through.
         
‘Yes, Max?’ She felt assertive in asking the question.
‘Hi, Poppy,’ he smiled as if greeting an old friend.
Poppy was pleased to see him. ‘Hi, Max.’
He continued to smile as he spoke, ‘Your story is a remarkable one—’
         
‘Thank you!’ she interrupted him; some of the assembled crowd laughed.
‘—but it wasn’t without a price, was it, Poppy?’
Her voice faltered slightly as she started to lose the thread of what he was saying. ‘Sorry, I…?’
‘What did you have to do to get Martin back, Poppy? It is incredible and unbelievable in its truest sense that you simply waltzed into the house of a ruthless warlord and demanded that he give you your husband back. And he did, just like that, because you asked him to? Do you expect us to believe that he rolled over like a puppy and gave you what you asked for without compromise or bargain? It doesn’t wash, Poppy. So I ask you again, what really happened? What did you do? What did you have to do to get your husband released?’
Zelgai’s form swam before her eyes. She heard his words with absolute clarity just as he had spoken them, ‘Why do you think that I will listen to you? Why do you think that I will do anything to help someone like you? Why do you think that you can come before me in my own country and make any demand at all?’
         
Max had spat the words from his mouth, almost a snigger. Of course, it wasn’t Poppy he was having a go at. He was trying to get at Miles, Miles the award-winning journalist, the superior journalist, superior man. Did he think there was more to their relationship than there was? Did he not know that she loved her husband? Had her actions not proved that point?
Poppy felt as if the room had lost its air. She couldn’t breathe properly, feeling every pair of eyes in the room on her, the collective breath of all present was held, awaiting her answer. She felt her skin blush crimson. Despite being hot, the sweat was cold against her skin. She could feel the brush of a beard against her neck, the rake of manicured nails against her arm, the whisper of unfamiliar breath as it tainted the air around her mouth. She thought she was going to pass out.
         
The next thing she heard was her husband’s voice; which echoed slightly, ‘Enough!’
 

When she awoke, she was in the back of a car.
Martin had listened to the stuck-up prick taunting his wife. ‘What he…? He just let your husband go, did he? Just like that?’ It was like listening to the major all over again, as if she had been lying. He felt his fists bunching in readiness when he looked at Poppy and could see that she was going to faint.
The colonel and he more or less carried her to the car that had been organised to take them to the hotel in London. Martin sat in the back with Poppy next to him. His ribs throbbed in pain, but it was a discomfort he could happily tolerate; he was glad to finally be heading back to his home town. Home, finally.
When Poppy came round in the car; she found herself in a big, flash motor with leather seats and a chauffeur. Her head was on Mart’s shoulder, he was stroking her hair. It was one of the first times they had been alone since his release. The driver was preoccupied with the M4, meaning they could talk without being overheard by Anthony Dickhead Parrot Helm, Colonel Blakemore, a guard, a chaperone, one of a million journalists, or someone wanting to wish them well. It felt lovely to be with her man, but she was agitated, nervous.
         
Her mind was racing. She didn’t know how Max Holman knew, she wasn’t sure what he knew, but he sure as hell knew something. Maybe he, too, was in contact with the real Nina Folkstok. The way he had looked at her, his mouth set in a sneer; it made her feel sick, afraid and dirty all over again. ‘I love you, Mart.’ She wanted to reassure him that she did and that no matter what she had done, it had all been because she loved him.
There was something in her tone that got Martin thinking. It was reminiscent of the old bad news sandwiched between two bits of good to soften the blow. More relevant, it was the tactic employed by someone who wants to finish a relationship with you: ‘It’s me, not you, I will always love you, but I can’t do this any more…’ As if the fact that they love you and the fact that it’s not your fault makes it easier; it doesn’t. It would still make you feel really shit, not any less shit.
Martin knew Poppy so well, knew her every mood and expression, that he caught the same tremor in her voice that he would expect to hear in those exact circumstances. His heart constricted when she said, ‘I love you, Mart.’ He almost expected, ‘but…’ to be her next word. It ripped his heart open, the thought; the very idea of her saying those words to him was enough to induce panic, especially now when his head was such a mess, when he needed her more than ever. He knew that to hear rejection from her lips would be, in its truest sense, to quote that other dickhead from the press conference, unbearable.
For Martin, the love of Poppy Day was like fuel, the thing that allowed him to wake up with a smile on his face and go to bed happy for nearly his whole life. No matter what the day threw at him, he had the love of Poppy to make everything better. It was a safety blanket that warmed and protected him; it was all he had and the one thing, the only thing, that made him special, made him someone.
         
Poppy never had a secret from Martin, never, not one. Having always known each other, there had never been anything to hide. He knew her back to front and inside out, as she did him. All the crappy things that had happened to Poppy as she was growing up, all the things that she carried around in her head, he knew it all because all those experiences were what made her into the person she was. He never laughed at her many foibles, like her obsession with sticking tiny scraps of soap together to get one more use out of them, rather than throwing them away. He knew she remembered not having soap and the idea of being unclean horrified her. That’s how they existed, without one single secret. Until now. She hated him not knowing what had happened to her. The facts sat in her stomach like heavy rocks that she hauled around all day, the facts that made eating and sleeping impossible. She hadn’t told him because she didn’t know if she had the courage to say those words to him, or to anyone; even the idea of it would send her to the loo to be sick. The idea of having to phrase it, say it out loud, to admit to it, would then make it true somehow.
         
She tried not to think about it, tried not to remember; it was easier that way and she hoped that one day she would forget enough to be able to move forward. The worst thing now was the idea that someone else knew and that ‘someone’ could easily tell Martin. He would find out those dreadful details from someone else and not her.
The car was driving along The Embankment in no time. It was lovely to be back in London, really lovely in the way that being in a familiar place after any time away is. Poppy looked at Martin, who was staring at the river and the buildings; he looked like a kid taking in the sights for the first time, wide-eyed and excited. She wanted to talk to him, really talk to him, but couldn’t find the right moment.
         
Poppy continued to rest, her head on his shoulder. He stroked her scalp, feeling her silky hair slip through his fingers. He always felt the most love for her when she was sleepy or asleep, leaning on him. He loved the feeling that he was protecting her and that she trusted him enough to fall into a deep sleep, knowing that he would be there, keeping watch. He thought that she looked small and vulnerable; he quite liked it.
         
They were getting closer to the hotel. Martin was looking forward to seeing their room and to having a kip, he was exhausted. Poppy looked up at him and she did it again. She wrinkled her nose and brow as though she had something to tell him, hesitating for the briefest second before she spoke, ‘I really love you.’
Martin knew then. He didn’t know what, but he knew that she had something to tell him. He also knew that it was something he really didn’t want to hear.
         
They walked into the hotel reception, both feeling horribly out of place, it was so posh. There was a red velvet board up behind the reception, Tariff was written across the top. Poppy couldn’t believe it; she had to squint to confirm the numbers. A double room was nearly five hundred quid a night! A night! There was a junior suite for six hundred quid. That was more or less their monthly outgoings, including rent, for one night.
         
‘Why would anyone pay that?’
Martin shrugged in response.
Yes, it was nice but six hundred quid a night nice? Poppy couldn’t get her head around it.
They were shown up to their room along a tiny striped corridor with striped paper on the walls and striped carpets. Poppy supposed it was chic, but she could only think that it was like walking through a barcode. They were shown into a suite, not a junior suite mind, but your full on, with own sitting room and bath big enough for two, suite. When the porter left the room, they ran around, laughing and mucking about, opening the doors, looking in cupboards, examining the biscuits and the little soaps. They flushed the loo, ran the gold taps and then collapsed on the enormous bed to admire the view of Hyde Park.
         
Poppy lay with her head on Martin’s shoulder. He put his arms around her. It felt lovely to have her man back, to feel him so close, and lovely because it was intimate, without either of them wanting anything more. Neither was ready for that, for very different reasons.
They must have drifted off because it was about an hour later when they were being woken by the telephone…
Martin woke with a start and felt instantly ill-at-ease. The opulence was the polar opposite of what he had experienced in recent months and the step change was almost unbearable. It was like giving a starving man a cream gateau, when all his body desired was a simple broth, slowly, slowly… The initial novelty of their environment had worn off, he felt out of his depth. He had never been in, let alone stayed, anywhere like it and, if he was being truthful, he didn’t like it that much. It was amazing, flash and smart, but Martin felt like an intruder. He was tense as though at any time someone was going to come in and say, ‘Who the bloody hell let you in, Cricket? Get out!’
He would much rather have gone straight home to his own bed. It was exciting for about two minutes to have a good nose around the room, but all he really wanted was to go home, he wanted to go home.
They lay on the bed. Poppy still had her head on his chest. It felt how he had imagined it would on so many nights away from her, waking with his wife in his arms, it was wonderful… The bloody phone continued ringing and couldn’t be ignored any longer.
         
It was Rob Gisby. Poppy was disappointed that the moment was over, but was so pleased to hear his voice.
‘I’ve been having difficulty getting hold of you, Poppy. Have you been away?’
Poppy laughed; funny old Rob. ‘I couldn’t have told you, Rob, I couldn’t have told anyone.’
‘Poppy, you are an enigma. An exasperating enigma, but an enigma nonetheless.’
‘Is that a good thing?’
‘It depends who you are asking. I would say yes, a very good thing, off the record, of course!’
‘Of course!’
‘But, if you said the same thing to Major Anthony Helm, you would get a different response.’
‘I bet I would.’ Poppy recalled the major’s twisted mouth as spittle flew past her head.
‘Don’t make me say another word, Poppy; you’ve got me into enough trouble as it is. Listen, I need to come and see you both and talk you through the next few days, if that’s all right?’
‘Yes of course, it will be great to see you, Rob.’
‘In about an hour?’
‘See you then!’
Poppy wanted Martin to be excited, to look forward to meeting him, but he wasn’t. Martin couldn’t get enthusiastic about it. In fact, if anything, he didn’t want to meet him at all. Poppy had mentioned him frequently in the most glowing terms, it made Martin feel ill at ease that there was this bloke, senior to him, who he had never met, who appeared to have got very close to his wife while he was away. She seemed impressed with him and, no matter how obvious the platonic nature of their encounters, Martin was jealous nonetheless.
         
Martin also resented the fact that Rob was coming over to tell him how he was to spend the next few days of his life. He wanted to be in control of his own destiny, eat when and what he wanted, sleep in his own bed, wear his own clothes and shut his own front door on the world. He also wanted time alone with Poppy, unwilling to share her with anyone, no matter how nice or well-meaning they were.
An hour later it was too late to voice this opinion. Rob walked in and shook his head. For Poppy it was another dad moment; he was pleased to see her, yet mockingly disapproving.
‘Come in, come in! What do you think of this?’ She swept her arm around the room.
‘I think it’s very you.’
‘It is, isn’t it? I reckon we could get used to it!’
She pulled him over to the corner where Martin was sitting in a small chair behind a table, surveying the view. He looked distant. Poppy couldn’t tell by his expression what he was thinking, which bothered her. Prior to his capture, she could always gauge his mood, guess at his thoughts, but there was a new place in Martin’s mind in which he would wander and Poppy had no access.
‘Mart?’ He jumped slightly at the sound of her voice. ‘This is Rob who I’ve told you about…’
He stood and pushed his chest out as though standing to attention. ‘Sir.’
Poppy didn’t like hearing Martin talk to Rob like that. Not Rob who had drunk from their cheap cups and sat on the sofa that Martin had paid for monthly in their little flat. It made her feel awkward.
Rob ignored the comment almost. He stepped forward and shook Martin’s hand. ‘It is good to meet you at last, Martin.’
         
Martin blushed.
‘Good to be home, I expect?’
‘I don’t know. I haven’t been home yet.’ It sounded slightly aggressive, his resentment simmering.
Poppy realised at that moment that she hadn’t thought things through from his perspective; he had been dragged all over the place, following instructions. She could see at that point that he probably just wanted to go home, have a pint and put his feet up.
Rob understood this. He ignored Martin’s tone. ‘I’m sure it won’t be too much longer now until you can. Is this all a bit much for you?’
Martin nodded and looked down at the floor; yes, it was all a bit too much for him. It made Poppy feel a big surge of love for her man, who was only ever an expression and a gesture away from being her little friend in the playground.
Martin looked up at Rob. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’
Rob placed his hand on his arm. ‘You don’t need to say sorry, son. You’ve been through a lot; and it’s Rob.’
Mart sniffed his tears back up and nodded at the carpet.
Poppy felt strange then; it was lovely to see her husband taking comfort from someone like Rob, but the way that he had called Martin ‘son’ sent a small quiver of jealousy through her. Maybe she wasn’t so special to him; maybe he was everyone’s dad.
         
Poppy made them strong tea in dainty little cups with a band of gold painted around the top. They sat like three old ladies, perched on the edge of the overstuffed cushions, sipping tea from the bone china as they admired the view of the park. It was very The Importance of Being Earnest; it made Poppy laugh. They talked about nothing much, ordinary things, Tottenham Hotspur, the weather, the price of their room per night. They didn’t talk about Martin’s capture, Poppy’s adventure, the mental anguish, the future… keeping it light and trivial. They spent a lovely hour; it was like having an old friend to visit.
         
‘Right then, the next few days.’ Rob drew them into the present. ‘Tomorrow there will be a press conference in Whitehall. Are you both up to that?’
They nodded.
‘Then straight after, the foreign secretary has invited you and Colonel Blakemore to attend a lunch hosted by him.’
Again they nodded, they were MoD pawns.
Rob took a deep breath and continued, ‘There have been several requests for interviews from just about every newspaper and news agency on the planet. The danger is that if we don’t give them a story, they have a tendency to create their own, which makes it very hard for us to control what gets published, factually. You have a number of options open to you; we will help and guide you through every one of them. For example, you could prepare a statement that we can distribute and someone from our end can fill in the blanks, or we can organise for someone from the press office to come over and interview you both and then we can distribute that interview accordingly…’
         
Poppy didn’t wait for more options; she was already preoccupied with her own idea. ‘Can Miles do it?’
         
Martin looked at her. ‘Can Miles do what?’
‘Interview us! I don’t think I want to talk to a stranger, but I’d be happy to talk to him and I know that you would be OK talking to him, Mart, because, in a way, it is his story too, or at least part of it.’
‘Would he want to do it?’ Rob asked.
‘I don’t know. I’ll ask him.’
Martin once again felt as if he was being swept along, but had to admit that after speaking to Rob, he did feel better. Poppy was right, he was a nice bloke. Even though it was relaxed, he kept thinking in the back of his mind about what he had been doing that time last week; strangely he could only picture himself as if he was a character in a book, or that he was watching himself in a film. It looked like someone else, unshaven, incarcerated and wearing traditional Afghan clothing. It wasn’t him, it was someone else.
         
The next day or so seemed to have been mapped out. Martin nodded in all the right places, agreeing to go with the flow. Words like ‘Whitehall’ tripped off their tongues as though it was an everyday occurrence. They had been through so much that was bizarre and unimaginable, that having lunch with the foreign secretary was no stranger than anything else they had experienced.
That evening the two fell into a deep sleep. They slept through the night, which was unusual for them both of late, but they were completely exhausted. It certainly wasn’t down to an ordered mind and clear conscience.
The next morning Martin woke with a start, feeling confused; his breathing irregular. He didn’t know where he was. It was a foggy few minutes until he understood that he was safe, in London, with Poppy by his side. He decided to watch some football, wanting to see if doing something mundane and everyday, something that he always used to do, might make him feel more normal, but it didn’t. He had been desperate to watch a match while he was away, but found that he couldn’t care less about what he was seeing and hearing. It felt unimportant, irrelevant. How could he raise enthusiasm about a little ball being kicked around a patch of grass when Aaron had been killed and his life had turned to rat shit? His experiences had changed his perspective on what was important, on what mattered in the world and it wasn’t bloody football. These thoughts confused him because it used to be a big part of his life.
         
Poppy watched his agitated awakening and his thoughtful expression; she could tell that things weren’t right. That’s when everything began to unravel. She saw how he avoided the news and didn’t want to know what was happening anywhere in the world, especially anywhere that he had been recently. He could only cope with things that were neutral and safe, things that wouldn’t remind him. Poppy sat next to him on the bed as he watched the match.
‘What’s going to happen to us, Poppy?’ He continued to stare at the television as though the answer to his question might jump out of the screen.
She stroked his arm, which he pulled out of her reach. Poppy didn’t know if he did this as a deliberate or subconscious act; her gut twisted just the same. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean. What will happen to us? What will happen to me when we go back out into the real world?’
Poppy didn’t know how to respond. ‘We will go home and we’ll gradually get back to normal. We will learn to get back to normal, Mart, but I don’t know how long it’ll take. The one thing that you can be sure of is that I will be right by your side and we will do it together.’
         
He turned his face towards her and stared for a little while before he spoke, ‘I can’t remember what back to normal is, Poppy.’
She cried then, instantly and noisily, his words were so very sad. She understood that he had been through too much for her to understand, and knew that it couldn’t be fixed with a liberal application of tea and a few good jokes for distraction. She knew because it was the same for her.
‘Why are you crying?’ His words were threaded with hostile overtones. She read between the lines, ‘Why are you crying? Because you have no right to cry – it was me that was taken, me that was beaten, me that watched my friend killed and me that is having the nightmares.’
         
Poppy was trying to think of how to answer him when he started firing more words at her, ‘For God’s sake, shut up, Poppy Day. Stop crying! You have dragged me here into this bloody pantomime. This fancy hotel where I’m too nervous to leave the bloody room, with my head totally messed up. And you sit there crying as though it’s you that have been through all the shit, but it’s not, Poppy, it wasn’t you, it was ME! I feel like I am the only one that remembers that, it was ME!’ He was shouting. ‘I have given press conferences and sat there like a spare bloody part. I’ve played tea parties with you and your mate while my head’s spinning, and I have had enough! I saw them cut his head off, Poppy; they cut his fucking head off! It fell on the floor. I swear to God, before they made that first cut, before they put that blade to his throat, he was looking at me! He was looking right at me as if to say, help me. But I couldn’t help him, I couldn’t do anything and they killed him, Poppy. They fucking killed him!’
Poppy held him as they both shed tears of frustration and sadness for what they had lost. Poppy thought the time had arrived for her to tell him, because she did have the right to cry; Mart was wrong. She had been through shit too. She babbled, crying so hard that most of it was unclear. Poppy should have planned what she was going to say but didn’t. She just started talking, ‘Mart, it’s not only you! You have to help me, Mart, you have to help me and we have to help each other. I can’t do this on my own. Please, Mart, make it all go away, make that picture go away! Don’t let anyone touch me, don’t let anyone near me. Please, Mart!’
         
She verbally jumped all over the place. Her nerves were infectious, making his panic rise; tension seeped from his pores. He held her by the tops of her arms and, despite his anger, his anxiety, his hands felt weak around her muscles; the strength had gone from his arms. He wanted to hurt her because she was hurting him by not talking, by not giving it to him straight. He wanted to hurt her because he was angry and confused. His heart was racing, his breathing was out of sync, but of course he didn’t hurt her, not because he wasn’t capable of it, but because he would never and could never hurt her. He loved her.
         
Her babbling was unnatural, it scared him. He looked her in the eyes. ‘Tell me, Poppy, and tell me now.’ He said it through gritted teeth. He looked and sounded aggressive. She had never seen him like that.
He felt her shrink inside his grip; she visibly deflated as her head hung forward. It was as though her neck had gone floppy; her hair fell over her face. She couldn’t see him; didn’t want to see him. Maybe it made it easier to talk without having to see the look on his face. He could understand that.
‘Tell me, Poppy, please.’ His tone was softer now. He knew that frightening her wouldn’t help and hated the idea of making her feel like that. They were both quiet for a minute; she was getting ready to give him the information, mentally preparing, and he was getting ready to receive it, or so he thought.
When she eventually spoke, her voice was small. Martin held his breath so that no other sound got in the way of his hearing. She sat, slumped forward, reminding him of a rag doll, ‘I didn’t have a plan, Mart. I didn’t think things through, so I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know what would happen. I wanted to get you back. I was so frightened that no one was looking for you and I know that you would have come and got me…’ Her tears muffled her voice, dripping down her nose. She did nothing to stop them, or mop them, as she wept.
He held her close to him then, her head was still hanging down, but he held her tight. ‘Yes, baby, that’s right. I would have come and got you too.’
         
He held her tightly to him, squashing her face, but she didn’t care. She wanted to feel him that close, wanted his arms around her to make her feel safe. She knew that she had to keep talking because if she stopped she probably wouldn’t be able to start again. ‘I know I tell people how clever I am, Mart.’
‘That’s because you are clever, darlin’.’
This made her cry even harder, she shook her head. ‘No, no I’m not. I won’t ever think that I am clever again because I should have thought; I should have thought things through. How many people would jump on a plane and go to Afghanistan with only a notebook and a packet of bloody Polo Mints? That was really stupid.’
‘That wasn’t really stupid, that was just you were desperate to get to me and doing it in a hurry without thinking. The fact that you managed to get there and survive with a notebook and a packet of mints makes you very clever indeed, Poppy Day. There are grown men, trained soldiers that could not have got as far as you did and managed to survive in the way that you did.’
Martin felt relieved. He thought she was telling him that she shouldn’t have gone. He thought that maybe Major Helm’s words and criticism were finally getting to her, but he felt overwhelming relief because he knew how to cope with that. It wasn’t the big bad thing that he had been half expecting, it was just his lovely Poppy wobbling, over-analysing, probably with a bit of shock thrown in for good measure. He could cope with all of that; he could make it better…
         
Poppy hated him being so nice to her, not when she was trying to tell him something so terrible. ‘I also didn’t think about how I was actually going to get you home, how I was going to get you released. They could have killed me, Mart. They could have taken Miles and I deep into the desert, killed us, and no one would have been to blame but me. I put me and I put you in terrible danger and that was stupid.’
         
‘… but they didn’t kill you, Poppy Day. You are here and you are safe, we can carry on just as we were before. In fact, not just as we were before, but better because you did something amazing and brave for me. I knew that you loved me before, but now! Bloody hell, Poppy, how many husbands can say that their wives have ever done anything so incredible for them? Eh? How many?’
‘… I let you down.’
‘No, no you didn’t, Poppy, you could never let me down, never…’
‘I did. I let you down, Mart.’
‘… don’t talk like that, please, Poppy, you didn’t let me down, you couldn’t. You are wonderful and I love you, I love you so much…’
‘I am not wonderful; you don’t know what I did.’
For Martin it was as if the world stopped. Time stood still while he held his breath. He could feel the blood rushing in his temples, waiting, waiting for her to speak, waiting to hear the big bad thing that for a moment he thought he had escaped from, evaded, dodged. He hadn’t, it was only a reprieve and it had been there all along, hiding, waiting to jump out at him. Martin stared at the tears rolling down her lovely face, which magnified her freckles. His fingers twitched with the temptation to stroke them away from her skin. Neither of them spoke for a while, each hoping for a change of direction, but neither knew the coordinates. When Poppy finally spoke, it was with a quiet voice that he had to concentrate to hear. She looked just like Poppy Day in the playground when they were little, the Poppy Day he used to have to look out for and protect from the whole world, including Jackie Sinclair.
         
The next voice that he heard wasn’t Poppy’s; it was his own, ‘What did you do?’
         
Poppy lifted her head and looked into her husband’s eyes. She tried to find the words to tell him that another man had touched her skin, kissed her neck and seen her naked. Her heart felt like it would break in two, at the damage that she was about to inflict. ‘Mart… Mart…’
Martin heard his name, it sounded as though she was begging him to understand, but he couldn’t understand because she hadn’t told him anything. He went back to the words he had used earlier. The dictionary in his head had dried up, he couldn’t think of how to phrase want he wanted to say, so he repeated, ‘Tell me, Poppy, and tell me now.’
Poppy knew that she had to; she knew she had to tell him the secret that was destroying them both. She exhaled slowly and stopped crying instantly as though someone had figured out how to turn the tap off. She sounded calm, in control. ‘I didn’t want to do it, Mart. I want you to know that I didn’t have any choice, no choice at all. I also want to tell you that I love you very much, I always have and I always will. It has always been you, Mart, always you and only you, you know that, don’t you?’
Martin tried to guess what was going to come next: ‘but I have changed my mind and I want my freedom’ or ‘having had the chance to travel and have an adventure by myself, I want to do some more, I am leaving you…’ His heart leapt in anticipation of all the terrible possibilities. He was absolutely transfixed by her mouth, watching it quiver with emotion, listening to the syllables that would tear him in half.
         
What came next did tear him in half, but it wasn’t what he was expecting to hear. He stared at her though his eyes were screwed almost shut, his mouth twisted into a pre-crying pose, waiting for her to deliver the words, permission for the distress to start. She didn’t keep him waiting too long. ‘Zelgai made me spend the night with him and in exchange he set you free and he set me free.’ Her voice was cracked and wavering. It was a strange voice that she hadn’t used before, the result of trying to speak when her vocal chords and every muscle in her body were pulled taut with fear and anticipation.
         
Questions flew around his mind, stupid, naive questions that found their way out of his mouth, none of them logical. ‘You spent the night with him where? What did you do? Where was I? Did he touch you?’
He fired questions one after another. Poppy knew that he wasn’t grasping the reality of what she was trying to say, the facts wouldn’t sink into his mind and become truth.
She made it clear for him. She wanted to spare herself the horror of having to slowly explore each aspect, figuring it was better to say it out loud and be specific, rather than answer one question after another until the details had been wrung from her. ‘Pretty soon after we arrived at the house, they sent Miles away and I thought they were going to kill him. Zelgai told me that you were in the house and that he would set you free. I was so happy, Mart, and so grateful, I even said thank you! But it was a trick, he let me show him how happy I was that you were to be set free, then he told me that if I didn’t sleep with him he would kill us both. He told me how he would do it and it was… horrible, terrible, even the idea of it was terrifying. I had no choice and that is why I am so bloody stupid, because I walked into that house completely innocent, thinking I could appeal to his better nature. He made me have sex with him, Mart! You know how I can’t stand anyone to touch me! He touched me and I can still feel his vile beard against my skin, no matter how much I scrub myself. I can still smell his breath just before I fall asleep. It was the worst thing that I could ever have imagined, Mart, but I didn’t imagine it, it really happened! It happened to me!’
         
She was screaming at him, talking too quickly for it to make a lot of sense. He sat looking at her with tears pouring down his face, his arms around his body. He looked like the Martin that she knew when he was a little boy. She wanted his arms around her, needed him to put his arms around her and tell her it was all over and it would be OK, he was taking her home and they would start over… But he didn’t.
         
Martin could hear what she was saying, but it didn’t make any sense to him. It was like watching TV when the words and pictures are out of sync and you have to concentrate on making it all match up. She was talking too quickly for him to take it in. There were two facts that swirled around, settling on every surface of his brain: ‘He told me that you were in the house’ and ‘He made me have sex with him.’
It was all he needed.
Martin cast his mind back to the day before his release. He had been dozing on the mattress when the door opened and in walked his old friend Man U. He was, of course, pleased to see him. He was always pleased to see him, someone familiar and friendly. Martin knew that he would never forget his small kindnesses that made the biggest of differences to him.
He was beaming as usual. Martin could always tell when he had brought him something, or had something really urgent to tell him; well, to try and tell him. This was one of those times. He bent over; a bit too close, personal space wasn’t his speciality. He said, ‘David Beckham.’
         
Martin nodded, ‘Yes, David Beckham!’ knowing that this could mean anything from soldier, to man, or footballer, or English, or any other number of bloke-associated words. It was what came next that now resonated.
‘Victoria Beckham!’ Man U pointed at the wall over his head.
Without really knowing what he was getting at, Martin repeated, ‘Ah yes, Victoria Beckham!’
Man U was practically jumping up and down, he was really agitated. ‘Victoria Beckham! Victoria Beckham!’ Again he was pointing at the wall and then the window.
         
Martin smiled and nodded. Man U seemed satisfied, but the reality of what he was trying to say only dawned on him now. He was trying to tell him that David Beckham’s wife was in the house; only David Beckham was him and it wasn’t Victoria, but his wife, his Poppy Day. She was bricks away, feet away and he didn’t know. He didn’t know that she…
Poppy and Martin had been brought up surrounded by sex: her mum, always catching up on it with any bloke that she could get to hang around for longer than five minutes; the kids on the estate laughed about it; the boys at school bragged about it, some of them even practised it. Their attitude, however, was prudish. A lack of liberalism meant that for Martin and Poppy, it was only ever each other. It was important that no other hand had touched his skin, no other eyes seen her naked. It was part of their commitment and a big part of what made them special.
On the day that Poppy became his wife he felt a shift in his world. He stood on the steps vacated by Courtney and her brood, looking at his mum and dad, who hovered on the edge of the crowd, not wanting to join in. The sour twist to his mum’s mouth told him that she wasn’t impressed with the day or her son’s choice of wife. He didn’t care; he knew the reality of his parents’ life. What he and Poppy shared was beyond comparison, thank God. Martin felt a surge of joy as he held the hand of this woman that wasn’t his mate, girlfriend or fiancée; she was his wife, the most amazing girl on the planet.
Yet, he had been in the house, lying on that bed, beaten and captive, while his wife had been under that same roof, a few metres away, having sex with the man that had kidnapped him; the man that had taken away his normal life; the man that had beheaded Joel’s dad.
The tears streamed down his face. He had never cried such desperate tears in his whole life. ‘No, no…’ he whimpered over and over as if, by saying it enough, he could erase it from his mind and make it all go away. Nothing that he had been through could have prepared him for the pain of her words. Poppy and he had only had each other; it was sacred, special.
         
She tried to reach out and touch him. He shrugged and flinched simultaneously at the very thought of their skin making contact. This made her stomach flip; she had to concentrate on not being sick. She tried to talk to him, tried to make him focus on her. ‘I did it for you, Mart. I did it for us. I pulled on my heartstrings as hard as I could, but nothing happened. I tried, Mart, I really did. I pulled and pulled, but you didn’t come! I wanted you home and that was the price that I had to pay, I paid it, Mart! I am still paying it! Mart, please talk to me, baby!’
         
Then he started laughing and Poppy didn’t know what to say or how to act. He thought again about Man U and how it hadn’t made any sense to him at the time, but it was now crystal clear, they had all known about it. His wife was in the next room with that bastard while he was lying there, his own fucking wife! He laughed because it was so horrendous, that if he hadn’t laughed, then he honestly didn’t know what he would have done. He thought about when she came to him that morning. He thought she was a dream, his angel, his beautiful Poppy Day and she had only minutes before left the bed… where she, where she had…
Martin tore around the room like a crazed thing, ignoring the pain in his ribs and the throb of his broken finger, shoving his possessions into a carrier bag and putting on his shoes. Poppy tried to get hold of him at one point, tried to physically stop him from leaving, but he made a noise not dissimilar to a growl, it was just like a growl. She shrank back on the bed. He left, crying and muttering to himself, as if consumed by madness. It was frightening and upsetting all at the same time.
         
Poppy didn’t know how long she sat in that same position on that massive six hundred quid a night bed after he had gone. It was about two hours. She kept repeating the same logical argument in her head over and over, ‘What had been the point? I did what I thought was best to get him home because I love him so much. I did what I had to do because I had no choice. It was the only way to secure his freedom and because of that I have lost him. It’s all been for nothing, it’s destroyed us.’ It was poetic, ironic and very sad.
Martin hailed a cab; breathing deeply he fought to control the rage inside him, the like of which he had never experienced.
 

The phone rang, stirring Poppy into action, rousing her from her stupor. She thought it might have been Martin, she hoped it was Martin. It wasn’t.
‘Car is ready and waiting for you, madam, come on down!’
‘Oh Rob…’ she cried into the receiver, there was no need to say anything else. He was in the room within what felt like seconds. He was suited, booted and obviously ready for the big day out. Poppy was sitting in her nightie with her hair still wet in places, no make-up, and her face streaked with tears. ‘He’s gone.’
Rob sat on the end of the bed. He didn’t get angry or remind her that she was supposed to be hosting a press conference. It didn’t matter to him that in an hour or so she would be keeping the foreign secretary waiting. He didn’t mention any of it. He exhaled slowly as though they had all the time in the world. He took his hat off and raked his hair with his fingers.
‘He’ll come back, Poppy, eventually.’
‘How long is eventually?’
He didn’t lie to her, or make some crappy comment that might have made her feel a little bit better for a little while. Instead he was honest, as she knew that he would be, as he always had been. ‘I don’t know, love, but I suspect that he doesn’t either. Neither you nor I can begin to understand what he has been through. The few people that I know that have been through similar or worse have come back changed, if they come back at all.’
         
Poppy knew that he was talking about Aaron.
‘The thing is, Poppy, Martin will be as confused as you are. There is no right way to cope with what has happened to him. He will have to figure it out in his own way and he will, eventually.’
‘There you go again with your “eventually’’.’
‘It’s the best I can offer, I’m afraid.’
His company and words were much appreciated, but she couldn’t see a glimmer of hope or a light at the end of any tunnel. She saw a black hole and everything she had counted on and thought that she knew was disappearing into it.
 

Martin sat with his hands clasped in the back of the taxi. His muscles bunched, his vision blurred. He had to get out of that room and away from her. He felt a mixture of fury and sadness. The only thing that he had ever been able to rely on had been taken from him. He had always felt like he and Poppy were in a little club, a team of two that no one else could touch. They lived in an impenetrable bubble; untouchable, unbreakable, he and Poppy Day.
Poppy was the one person in the whole world that he could trust. If you gave him a situation, any situation that you can think of, he would guarantee that he could predict how she would react, what she would do and say, how she would feel because he knew her. Or at least he thought he did.
He never would have thought or guessed that she… A small voice reminded him that she had no choice; that it was a matter of survival for them both and, of course, he believed her. It wasn’t a case of not believing her. He couldn’t imagine the situation that she was in, but he still felt really angry. Why did she put herself in that situation? Why didn’t she take greater care? Take more people with her? Anything! He couldn’t shake the thought that she could have done more, should have been more aware. If she hadn’t been so headstrong and impatient…
         
It was a dilemma that raged in his head. All the things that he loved most about her, her strong will, her toughness and the way that she would go for it, whatever ‘it’ was, were also the things that made him the most angry now. He wanted to shout at her ‘What the bloody hell were you thinking?’ He felt like a bastard because she had done it for him, for the love of him and yet, if he was being one hundred per cent honest, he looked at her after she had told him and he felt differently about her, not massively different, but a bit, enough. Martin couldn’t reconcile the fact that she had broken one of their rules, whether she wanted or not. Spiritually they had separated and he couldn’t see how they were going to repair the damage, or, even, if they could.
         
 

Rob made all the necessary calls to cancel their appointments. They could hardly have gone ahead, what with Martin having done a runner and not wanting to talk to or see his wife, and her still in a nightie, snivelling into a handful of Andrex. It was hardly what people were expecting, was it? Not so much Lara Croft as Lara gone soft.
Poppy felt the weight of blame. What had been the bloody point? She had done something reckless and, as it transpired, pointless, because in the process of trying to rescue and preserve their love, their life, she had destroyed it, had destroyed them.
         
Rob stayed with her for a couple of hours. Poppy was grateful. She hoped that he would always be in their lives. She could do with someone like him to turn to, they both could. He suggested that she get out of the hotel and go for a walk, go home, go anywhere other than sit and brood while staring at the six hundred quid a night wallpaper, lovely though it was. He was right, of course; it was exactly what she needed. There was only one place in the whole world that she wanted to go.
         
 

It felt wonderful to be walking up the path of The Unpopulars, not like coming home exactly, but pretty close. Poppy hoped that, by doing the ordinary things that she had done before, she could get back to how she used to be. Back to normal; well, kind of back to normal.
The door was opened by Bisma, who visibly flinched when she saw who it was. Poppy missed the open-mouthed smile that she was usually greeted with. In its place was the tight-lipped reluctance of someone who’s faced with a political agitator whose image had been plastered all over the papers. It almost overwhelmed her. Poppy wondered if this was how she was now destined to exist, with all those who had previously loved and liked her shunning her for undertaking a task to save the man she loved. How many more individuals would make her pay the price?
‘Hello, Bisma, how are you?’
The girl nodded, her eyes cast downwards.
Poppy decided to spare her any further embarrassment. ‘Good…’ she concluded as she walked down the corridor. She could feel beautiful Bisma’s eyes on her back and wondered what she saw.
Poppy stood in the doorway and watched her darling nan sitting exactly as she had left her. She recalled the high hopes with which she had left this very room less than two weeks before. How she had changed in a matter of days; her spirit was raw and her trust in tatters. Poppy had envisaged standing before Dorothea in triumph, instead, she felt an overwhelming sense of desolation and despair at what she had endured and for what lay ahead. The relief at seeing Dorothea was wonderful.
         
Poppy didn’t know what she had expected. The chances of her nan having got her nose pierced or taken up fire juggling were slim, but it felt as if she had been gone for a very long time, time enough for changes to have occurred. They hadn’t. She was still her old nan, sitting in the chair in her little room with her cardy wrapped around her, watching a crappy cookery programme on the telly with the volume too loud. Poppy stood and reacquainted herself with her look, her manner. She thought she was studying her unnoticed, when the old lady turned quite suddenly, ‘You coming in then, girl, or what?’
Poppy ignored the belligerent tone and sat on the plastic visitor’s chair, kissing her nan’s head as she passed. ‘What are you watching?’
‘Anything, Poppy. I watch anything, any old rubbish to fill my time.’
‘I have missed you, Nan.’ She held Dorothea’s hand and watched as her skin wrinkled up under the pressure of her thumb. It didn’t go back into place immediately, like scrunched up tissue paper.
‘Of course you have, love, because coming here and sitting in this shitty room with me every day is bloody wonderful…’
‘It is wonderful for me. I love you. You are all I’ve got.’
‘You got him back then?’ Dorothea dismissed any sentiment by ignoring the words and cutting to the chase.
‘Yeah I got him.’ Poppy felt like she wanted to cry but didn’t. What was the point? There was no way she could have told her nan about the price she’d paid, how part of her had been lost forever.
Nathan appeared in the doorway and stood waiting to be introduced. They smiled at each other. To their mutual shock Dorothea turned to him, ‘Give us a minute please, Nath…’ before continuing, ‘It was on the telly. I said to Mrs Hardwick, “That’s my girl. That’s my Poppy Day. It wasn’t any special bloody soldiers that got him back, it was my Poppy Day.” She told me to shut up and said I didn’t know what I was talking about! The old cow. But I did know, it was you, wasn’t it, Poppy Day, just like we talked about? You went and got him back, didn’t you?’
         
‘Yes, Nan, you were right, that Mrs Hardwick doesn’t know what she is talking about. I did go and get him back.’
‘Did you take your mother with you?’
‘Mum? No, no I didn’t.’
‘She wrote to me you know, saying that he was being well looked after and that if I wanted she would send me a photo, but I didn’t bother. I couldn’t see the point really.’
‘Who? Mum? She wrote to you about what? Mart?’
‘No, Poppy! Why don’t you listen? Simon’s mother, his new mother. She said she’d send me a photo but I didn’t reply. I knew there was no point; I wouldn’t have been allowed to keep it anyway.’
‘How did Mum feel, Nan, about giving him up?’ Poppy decided to pry, to grab the chance of salvaging a fact before it slipped through the net; something, anything that might give her a clue to her shitty childhood.
‘She didn’t know about him, no one did.’
Poppy sighed, another dead end, more frustration. ‘I see.’
‘Well why should she? I never told her. I never told anyone, not even Wally. I’m sure he heard the rumours, but he wouldn’t have cared, as long as he was fed and was left in peace to sleep… His dad was St Lucian and he shone to me, Poppy, like a bright light in a very ordinary world; made me feel special. Our baby was my secret, my lovely little secret. My Simon, my little boy, my beautiful baby. “That Dorothea is no bloody good; we’ll send her away for a whole year! We won’t even write to her and ask her if her heart is breaking or if she is ready to come home, and when she comes back we’ll have no mention of it in this house!” That’s what my dad said, Poppy. I still hear it over and over. A whole year, Poppy Day, one whole year. It felt like a lifetime. No one came to rescue me and I was only in Battersea not bloody Afghanistan. I wasn’t even allowed to say his name, not ever, not once, let alone have a bloody photograph. My little boy, my Simon.’ She cried, sending her eyes instantly bloodshot. Dorothea’s tears clogged her throat and muffled her voice. It was rare to see someone of her advanced years in such a release of emotion. Life experience had usually taught people in their eighties a certain level of containment, or was it that they had simply cried all their tears? Maybe any skeletons that were going to fall out of the closet had already fallen, been exposed and subsequently grieved over. Maybe, but not always.
         
Poppy rubbed the back of her nan’s hand, holding it in both of hers. Her own tears came thick and fast then. ‘It’s all right, Nan; it’s all OK. It was a long time ago.’
‘I know that it was a long time ago, darlin,’ but how, Poppy? How is it all right? You never had a proper family. You never had anything at all; you were a poor little cow. Even though I loved you and your mum loved you in her own way, we were all so busy fighting our own demons that no one looked after you. I am sorry, Poppy Day, I am so sorry, my darlin’ girl, but you have turned out wonderful! I’m so proud of you, and your mum would be too if only she would take her head out of her arse long enough to see what she’s got. You’re my whole world, Poppy Day, and I think the day that you stop coming here is the day that I will give up and fall over. There’ll be no point because you are everything to me.’
‘Don’t talk like that, Nan. I am not going anywhere. I’ll always come and sit with you, always. I promise.’
         
‘That’s good for me to know, Poppy Day, but I don’t want you here when I have disappeared.’ She was emphatic.
‘What do you mean when you have disappeared?’
‘You know very well what I mean. Like now, Poppy, I am here and I know that I am here, but often, in fact, more and more often, I am not here. I don’t know where I go, but I know that I am not here. It’s like I’ve vanished and the gaps between me being here are getting bigger and bigger until I won’t be here at all and I will disappear. You know that, Poppy Day, don’t you? Tell me that you know that because it is very, very important to me that you understand. I want to know that you understand.’
         
‘I do, Nan, I do. I know that one day you will disappear.’
‘I want you to know that I would never choose to leave you, but I can’t help it, and when I have gone I don’t want you to waste your life sitting here with me because I won’t even know it. It is the most terrible thought that you might see me and I won’t know you. Promise me, Poppy Day, that when I have gone, you won’t come here, please don’t do that to me, please!’
Poppy understood. She had never and would never lie to her. ‘It’s OK, Nan, I do understand and when that happens, when that day comes, I promise I’ll do what you want.’
         
They held each other tight.



    

  
    
      
         
Sixteen
            

MILES SET UP SHOP while Poppy looked on. Initially the unfamiliar surroundings of the hotel room gave an element of formality to their interactions. It didn’t last long.
         
He thought it was funny that she was holed up in the flashiest hotel in London, a slightly better arrangement than she was used to of late, at least now she had room service. The rules of the interview had been established before his arrival. He understood how important it was that their story be told truthfully and openly in a way that didn’t glorify any aspects, giving a respectful account of what happened to Aaron. It was also best for all that he interview them separately, considering the current circumstances.
         
He positioned a small microphone on the table top; twisting the plastic stand to ensure that it would be facing her throughout. ‘Righto. Have you got everything that you need?’ He used his index finger to push his black square spectacles up and over the bump on the bridge of his nose, as was his habit.
         
‘Well I think so. I’m only going to be talking, so I guess apart from my gob I won’t need anything else!’
‘OK, clever clogs. I meant are you comfortable, happy to start, in need of a bathroom break?’
She liked the way that he phrased things, most people would say, ‘D’you need the loo?’ or worse. Not him, he made it sound quite genteel. ‘I’m fine thanks, Miles. How about yourself? Do you have everything you need?’
He smiled, liking the way she responded to him. ‘Yes, thank you. I have done this once or twice before.’
         
‘Well pardon me. What’s that? A tape recorder?’
‘Yes. I record everything and only make brief notes as you talk. It allows me to concentrate on what you are saying and ask any questions without missing anything. I often use the recordings to edit my work at a later date.’
‘I see. Well, let’s get started shall we?’ She rubbed her palms together, trying to muster an enthusiasm that she didn’t feel inside.
‘Yes. Right, Poppy. I’m pressing record if you are ready?’
She nodded.
Miles opened his notebook and unscrewed the lid of his ink pen, smiling, trying to reassure her. ‘Here we go.’
‘How does this work? Do I just start talking?’
‘Yes, I have some questions that I’d like answered, points we need to cover, but essentially just talk and be comfortable. If I need to direct things, I’ll chip in.’
‘OK.’ Poppy swallowed.
‘I know it’s hard to get started, Poppy, so why don’t you tell me in one word what your life was like before this whole adventure started?’
‘God, that’s tricky. I guess my one word would be, uncomplicated. Actually, can I have two words? They would be uncomplicated and simple. Actually, I’m going to have three, uncomplicated, simple and boring. Don’t think of this as a bad thing though, in fact, quite the opposite. Compared to what the last few weeks have taught and shown me, I now think that uncomplicated, simple and boring is a great way to live. I can imagine what you are thinking, that you’d rather have anything other than that. Well, you’re not me. Is this OK, Miles? Do I just carry on talking?’
         
‘Yep, you’re doing great, just keep talking…’
‘Fine. I can do that. Some would say it’s getting me to shut up that’s the trick. Sometimes, when I think about what I’ve done and what has happened to me, it feels unreal, as though it has all happened to someone else. It’s like I’ve seen a film or read a book that was so all-consuming that some bits of it have stayed with me and replay in my head. Sometimes I wish it had all happened to someone else. In fact, that’s not true; I wish it all the time.’
         
‘Can you explain what you mean by that, Poppy?’
‘Well, I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that life can be, ordinary. Then one or two things happen and POW! Your whole life is skyrocketed into extraordinary and everything you thought you knew or could rely on has changed. I keep waiting for things to go back to how they were before, back to normal, but I’m beginning to understand that this is it from now on, my new normal. I guess you could say it for any life-changing event, couldn’t you? Like having a baby, or losing a loved one. What was unimaginable one minute becomes “normal” the next! Maybe not the baby thing so much because you do have nine months to try and get used to the idea, although having said that, I am twenty-two and I don’t think my mum has ever got used to the idea. I think she is the exception. God, I hope that she is the exception!’
         
‘You don’t mention your mum much. Are you close?’
Poppy snorted her laughter. ‘Err, no, not close at all. But I don’t want you to think that my situation can in any way be filed under “if only my mum had loved me more”. It’s got nothing to do with her. I do try to take stock, if only I’d made a different choice, said yes, said no, said nothing, whatever. I’ve done a lot of that. Could I have? Should I have? What on earth was I thinking? It always brings me to the same conclusion; that there is absolutely no point. I think of it like my whole life; my world was put in a wok and thrown up in the air, and when it landed, it was different. I once read a poem or had it read to me, I can’t remember which, about a man who spent his whole life looking at the floor. He walked bent over, looking at the pavement, studying the carpet and looking at his toes. Then, one day, a bird called to him and he looked up. For the first time he saw trees, the sky and aeroplanes, the tall roofs of buildings, clouds and pylons, a whole world above his head. Similarly, when he got home, he looked up at the ceiling. He saw lights and cobwebs, all the detail that he had been missing. His whole world had changed because he looked up. What fascinated me was that this man had a very specific outlook on the world, yet there was so much more all around him every day. If only he had looked up sooner! I’m like that man, Miles. I was walking looking down, studying my toes and now that I have looked up, I’m not sure I like the world that’s above my head. Actually, if I could have one wish, it would be that I could go back to looking at the carpet. The poem never mentioned that, the fact that once you’ve looked up, you can’t go back to only looking down ever again, because it’s always there. I now know there are things outside of my postcode and beyond my immediate horizon that I didn’t know about before; not necessarily good things.’
         
‘Surely it’s a good thing that you looked up, Poppy, and that you widened your horizons, because you have achieved a lot? You must be proud of what you’ve accomplished?’
Poppy looked towards the tree tops of the park opposite, at girls on horses cantering along the track, shiny-haired, white sock-wearing girls. ‘Am I proud of my achievements? No. No I’m not. I don’t mean to sound curt, but that’s the truth, that’s the way I feel. There’s no pride, just a feeling of stupidity; I was naive.’
‘Maybe it was your naivety, as you put it, that enabled you to be so brave. Could it be that an awareness of all the possible danger might have made you think twice, altered your decisions? I’m thinking about a stunt man who used to jump across canyons on a motorbike. His manager used to tell him that the distance was less than one he had already successfully jumped, and it was only after he landed safely on the other side that he’d tell him it was so many feet further. There is definitely something powerful about mentally taking something in your stride, having the belief that it will all be fine because you are unaware of the dangers. I guess the defining question is; would you do it again?’
         
Poppy held his gaze. ‘He raped me, Miles.’
‘What?’ Miles stared at her.
She shook her head, unable to repeat it.
‘Who?’ His finger jabbed at his glasses, as though visual clarity could help him mentally. He focused on the tape recorder, unsure if he should stop recording.
‘Zelgai. He threatened to kill me. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I hoped never to tell anyone, but Mart knows and it’s only right that you do too.’
‘Oh no, oh Poppy… I don’t know what to say.’
Poppy reached across the table and rubbed the back of his hand.
His words were both apologetic and self-reprimanding. ‘I should never have taken you there, I…’
‘No, Miles, you can stop that. It is not your fault. I would have found a way to get to him, with or without you, and in answer to your question; yes, I’d do it again because I needed to bring my husband home.’
It was some seconds before Miles answered; he knew that her words would resonate in his mind for always. That bastard had hurt Poppy. ‘I am so sorry, for you, for you both. It’s the most awful thing. I had no idea. You are amazing, Poppy. Martin is very lucky.’
‘I’m not so sure he sees it that way at the moment.’
The two sat in silence, digesting the newly shared revelations.
‘I’ve been wondering, Miles, do you think prayers have to be specific, you know like, “please send down a bolt of lightning and get this bastard off me,” or whether it’s OK to keep them general, hoping that the person or thing that you are praying to will instinctively know what you need or want? I need to give it some more thought. I read an article that asked the question, “does everybody pray?” The conclusion had been, no, not everybody prays. I don’t believe that. I really don’t. I think that believer or non-believer, in the right circumstances in everybody’s life, everyone would pray. What else is there at that final moment, when you hover in that black space of total despair, when all that remains is the possibility of an outstretched hand, a little bit of hope?’
         
‘Everyone I have ever met that has been in that position has certainly prayed. Call it whatever you like, wishing, asking, projecting, but essentially it’s praying, so I guess if people pray, it’s because at some level they believe that there is someone or something in existence to answer that prayer… You are shivering, Poppy, are you cold?’
         
‘No, I’m not cold. I can’t help it. It doesn’t matter how warm I am, when I talk about it, or think about it, it’s as if I am cold on the inside, really cold and I can’t seem to get warm.’
Miles swallowed to remove the ball of grief that had gathered in his throat. Poor Poppy, beautiful Poppy…
         
 

The Crickets’ flat was stifling; Miles loosened his collar before placing the laptop on his knees. It was unbearably hot. The central heating was turned up despite the relative warmth of the day. He drew his long legs together within the confines of the armchair. A cursory glance around the living space revealed Poppy in every detail. It was a fresh, light room with the odd quirky accessory. A wedding photo on the mantelpiece showed the couple in their finery, sipping Guinness through a straw from a shared pint glass. They looked happy.
Martin flopped down on the sofa opposite, barefoot and unshaven, his eyes swollen and red. Whether from crying or an ailment it was hard to tell. His sweatpants were spattered with food. A stained shirt with Herrick printed on it, looked crumpled and slept in; it bore the whiff of sweat and stale beer. He looked in bad shape. ‘Can I get you a drink?’
         
Miles guessed from the way Martin tilted the neck of the beer bottle in his direction that he wasn’t suggesting tea or coffee. ‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’
‘Goodo.’
Miles registered the sarcastic tone; there would be no point in conducting the interview if the subject was confrontational, reluctant or too drunk. ‘How are you doing, Martin?’
‘Peachy thanks, Miles.’
‘Martin, if you would rather not do this then I can come back another time. You seem a bit pissed off.’
Martin was quiet; he pulled his fingers through his hair, scratching at his scalp. He dug his toes into the carpet and chewed on his lip. ‘Well, Miles, I guess I am a bit pissed off. In fact, not a bit; a lot. It’s a bloody living nightmare. Every night when I close my eyes while I’m sitting up in bed… oh did you know that? I’m too scared to lie down, how funny is that? I fall asleep, then I wake up almost immediately because I don’t know whether I’m at home in my bed or still there, in that place. I’m afraid to sleep. I try and doze during the day so that I wake in the light and it’s not so frightening, but that’s difficult. Having no real sleep pattern, no routine makes me feel confused. I’m frightened of something that doesn’t exist, so how can I fix it? It’s not the monster in the wardrobe or the spider in the bath, nothing tangible that you can look for, remove or plan against. I’m afraid of something that has already happened, so I can’t prevent it. I’m scared shitless of a memory, so what exactly can I do about that? Bloody nothing, that’s what. So, yes, Miles, I’m angry. I keep asking, why me? Not that I’d wish it on anyone else. My anger is mixed with guilt; what wouldn’t Aaron and his family give to have him sat here feeling angry? Why did they kill him and not me? Who made that choice?’
         
‘I don’t know, Martin. There are people that you can talk to—’
‘Yes, yes I know; very helpful, good-natured people. Truth is, no one can help me, Miles, because it’s something only I can figure it out. Not some do-gooder that wants me to go to a paint therapy class, or to keep a bad dream diary; it’d have to be a fucking big book!’
‘These people are trained, they know what they’re doing, Martin, it might be worth—’
For the second time Martin’s diatribe cut across Miles’s good intentions, ‘I’ve heard about blokes coming back from tours and going a bit nuts. Those who’ve seen and done things that send them over the edge, but I thought I was different. I thought I was stronger, more together; more able to cope. The thing that’s hardest for me to explain, is not how it’s changed me physically, although what they did to me was pretty lousy, but how it’s changed me as a person; how I am and how I think. It might not be immediately obvious to people, but I feel … I don’t know what the right word is … jumpy. I’ve always been fairly confident that I could look after myself if I needed to, that I could defend Poppy. I’ve always been quite fit, but also because I’ve always lived where we live. All the local head cases and tough nuts are either people we were at school with or related to people we know. I felt protected, immune, I guess. Since I’ve been back, I keep looking over my shoulder, waiting for something bad to happen. I don’t answer the telephone or the front door, I’m hiding away. I was making a cup of tea earlier and my hand was shaking so much that I couldn’t pour the water from the kettle. That made me feel even weaker, more edgy; it’s a vicious circle.’
         
‘It’s going to take time, Martin. You’ve been through a lot.’
         
‘Haven’t I just! I find it hard to make sense of it all. How could it be that one minute I’m living in the flat with Poppy, eating fish and chips on a Friday night, going to the pub on a Sunday lunchtime to catch up with my mates, following Spurs and then BANG! I’m captured, in a hot foreign place where I don’t speak the language and I don’t fully understand what the issues are. How did that happen to me? What did any of it have to do with me? How did I get mixed up in a war so remote from my life, so far from what was important to me personally? It’s the sort of thing that you see on the news, not the sort of thing that actually happens. Maybe I shouldn’t say all that stuff, but it’s true. It’s true for me anyway.’
‘Do you think the army let you down?’
‘No.’ His answer was instant, emphatic. ‘People might think that, but they can’t imagine what it’s like out there. The landscape, the culture, the way the insurgents are organised. It’s very, very complicated and, having spent time out there and seen it closely, more closely than I would have liked, I’m not that much closer to understanding any of it or figuring it out. So, no, definitely not, I don’t blame the army. I know how tough it is to get the true picture or any useful information. They would’ve been trying really hard, I’m sure of that. They would have done what they could. I had no idea they tried to rescue me. It would have made a huge difference to me if I’d known. I hadn’t exactly given up on being found, but after a couple of days I began to have doubts. Your mind plays tricks on you, you feel constantly disorientated. I was thinking that maybe they didn’t know I’d been taken; maybe they thought I was dead, so why would they bother looking for me? Your brain wanders, I thought the whole patrol could have been wiped out; no one would have been able to get back and tell anyone that I’d been taken, maybe they’d assumed I was dead. Maybe they had told Poppy as much… These options all feel plausible when you’ve all the time in the world to consider them. The only thing that gave me hope, real hope, was Poppy. I knew that she would be suspicious of my lack of contact, so, if nothing else, I knew I could rely on Poppy to raise the alarm, to tell someone something, even if it was just that I was a lazy bastard that needed to write to her more. I was pinning all my hopes on Poppy.’
         
The irony wasn’t lost on either of them. Miles decided to steer the topic. He needed to glean certain elements of his story. ‘Why don’t you tell me about what it felt like to be incarcerated? Your experiences?’
         
‘God, it’s hard to know where to start. When I was confined to that little room, I became very reflective, as I guess most people would. With that glorious gift of hindsight, I kept repeating the fact that I should never have joined the bloody army; I should never have left Poppy on her own. I’m still sorry for that. I should have done things differently, told her things that I didn’t know that I would have to tell her. Almost like instructions. That sounds patronising, but you know what I mean, in the case of “x” do this and in the case of “y” definitely don’t do that. She probably wouldn’t have listened though.’
         
They both laughed softly, knowing there was no ‘probably’ about it.
‘I used to lie there, trying to work out which decision, which choices had led me to that place and time. What could I have done differently? I thought a lot about the garage where I used to work. I thought about the twat I used to work for, how he took the piss out of me for years. Then I started to think about what my life had been like. I was unfulfilled, bored and more than a little frustrated, but I also got to go home to my Poppy every night. I got to wake up with her hair spread over my chest every morning and, Jesus, compared to what I’d faced since joining up, it felt like a fabulous life. I just couldn’t see that when I was living it, almost as if I had to throw everything away and go through hell to appreciate what I had before.’
         
‘That’s often the way, Martin.’
‘I guess. It’s a harsh way, to learn a lesson.’
Miles nodded and thought about the lessons Poppy had learnt.
‘Every time I think about her, Miles, my heart beats too fast and my mind swirls. Part of me wants to run to her, hold her and part of me wants to run away from her, as far away as I can get. It’s complicated.’
Miles felt the pull between his professional self that needed to remain impartial, gather the facts, and Poppy’s friend, who wanted to give advice. The friend won. ‘I think she needs you right now, Martin.’
‘Ah, well, therein lays the problem, my friend. I need her too, but it’s not that simple. I feel isolated, very alone and the only person that could make that go away is my Poppy, my wife. She would have made this all better. She would have listened to me, helped me and taken away my loneliness. But now she can’t.’
‘Why?’
‘Because she has become part of it, she is mixed up in it. She was there and she was involved. She took away the one person that would have made this all better for me! She took that person away when she got on that plane, stepped into my world, and when she did what she did… I don’t expect you to understand, I am not sure that I understand. In fact, I know that I don’t.’
‘She did what she did for you, Martin, and she would do the same again.’
‘I wouldn’t want her to do the same again, Miles!’ He was shouting. ‘That’s the last thing I want her to do!’ Martin exhaled, trying to calm himself. ‘Poppy and I didn’t have to try very hard, we were truly happy and it was bloody magic. I trusted her. We had only ever been with each other. That was so special to both of us, very rare. We’d always rather be together than do anything else, absolutely anything. She is my other half.’
         
Miles was happy to note the change to the present tense.
‘God that sounds crap, Miles, but it’s true, she is. I love her beyond words. She is my world and every action that I undertake, every thought that I have, it’s all about her. I’m always thinking about what is best for Poppy. That’s why it’s not a question of laughing it off and going back to how we were before. It’s so much more complicated than that. I feel nervous about touching her, not only because of how she might react, but because I’m nervous about how I might react, how it might make me feel. I don’t want to feel or think anything negative about Poppy, so I almost don’t want to risk it. I don’t know if that makes any sense. To be honest it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. I’ve got so much going on in my head right now that I’m not a good person to be around. In fact, you are the only person that I’ve seen. I’m not ready to face Poppy yet, not yet…’
         
Again Miles steered the conversation, ‘Did you ever fear for your life?’
This made Martin chuckle. ‘When I was moved from the original building to the villa, yes, I thought they were going to kill me. I was in pretty shocking order. I heard a sound that I was convinced was either a gun or blade being made ready for my execution; it was neither. It was the click of a car door, but I was convinced it was my end. That was a surreal day, one that will stay with me always. I was being pushed forward slightly and a hand went to the top of my head, it cradled my scalp as I was folded into the back of a vehicle. This made me laugh, they had been happy to beat the crap out of me and watch me fall and smash my face, but God forbid I might bump my head as I got into the car! It was a small car with a narrow back seat and the vilest odour imaginable. I could smell diesel, but also something else that I couldn’t identify. It was like cigarette smoke but worse, stronger, like a mixture of cigarette smoke, cheap cologne and strangely, vinegar. I’ve been told since that it was the smell of heroin. I won’t ever forget it. It permeated the sacking that was over my head. It made me retch. At least one of the guards sat in the back with me. He kept the point of his gun in my ribs for the whole journey. I think the other guard was in the front seat; someone else was driving. They chattered in Arabic, I got the impression that they weren’t talking about me. That might be a distortion, but I’d listened to enough of their language over the previous couple of weeks to distinguish the tones quite well, when there was conflict, anger or humour.
         
The chat in the car seemed to be more general, like three mates out for a ride in their heroin-filled, stink-hole of a car. It made me think about our car journeys as a kid, off to Clacton for a day out with the Carpenters playing on the radio. What would our chat have been? “Would anyone like a mint imperial? Shall we play spot red cars? Or I-Spy?”
         
‘This made me smile behind my sack mask. I pictured the two thugs with their faces hidden, hands grasping their big guns, “Oh my turn! I-Spy with my little eye, something beginning with… H!” Then I imagined the other two shouting out, “Hostage!” as Karen warbled about delaying the postman for sixty seconds. Maybe it was the residue of heroin in the car, maybe it got to me. It was bizarre that for the three of them they were simply transporting cargo, all in a day’s work, whereas I’d gone through every human emotion imaginable, including contemplating, preparing for and expecting my own death. Despite the comedy of my situation, my heart continued to race. It was entirely possible that they were driving me somewhere remote to kill me. I sat tightly coiled in anticipation. Like I said, it was bizarre; you can’t imagine. I’m glad that you can’t, it messes with your head.’
         
‘Why did they move you?’
         
‘I don’t know. It’s not uncommon if they feel you are attracting too much attention or any rescue mission comes close. The car pulled into a garage. I know it was a garage because it had that echoey quality and I heard the metal door clatter closed behind us. There was also that unmistakable smell of diesel and old grease. The car door opened and the shouter and his gun-toting friend were on either side of me. I still felt quite confident; they had lots of chances to kill me, so I figured they would’ve done it by then. Why drive me into a house, or another building, only to kill me? Not when there were so many empty stretches of desert around, quiet and unseen. I thought of Aaron again. One of the guards led me by the arm and I let him, I didn’t want to take another tumble. I mean, I had to make my stand, but I’m not stupid.
         
‘The house smelt cleaner than the previous one and seemed more solidly built. The floor was tiled, I think, whereas in the last building it had been compacted dirt, dusty and horrible. I heard a door close. It clicked as it shut tightly into the frame, a solid wooden door in a frame that it fitted. The doors of the first place had been rickety, like stable doors with bars across, slapdash and made with cheap materials, peasant housing. This felt very different, more like a villa.
I climbed some stairs and my arm touched a staircase, which was cold and felt like wrought iron. There were very few buildings like this in the area; it meant money. I was taken into a room and pushed down onto the bed. Thankfully they took the sack off my head almost as soon as we had arrived. I don’t think I could have stood having that thing over my head for days like it was before. It still makes me shudder when I think of it. I looked around the room; there was a window, which made everything seem really bright. It was brilliant actually, to see light and white walls. The floor was covered with white tiles with a patterned border. The walls were rough plaster, painted white. There was a red and gold woven rug on the far wall and a few bits of furniture, a wooden chair and a little table under the window. The light fitting was a wooden chandelier. Compared to where I had been held, it was real luxury. The bed had a clean mattress but no bed linen. I didn’t mind and wasn’t exactly in a position to moan, was I?
         
‘I was glad to be still and settled. Kalashnikov boy cut off my hand ties. I put my hands on my face gently to try and survey the damage. I couldn’t tell which teeth I’d lost, my tongue was numb and swollen, so even though I felt the gaps in my mouth, I couldn’t trust the information it sent to my brain. I ran my fingers over my bashed-up face and I remember thinking that it was a good job I was an ugly bastard before it all happened!
         
‘Poppy always joked that we were so close, we were like twins. She used to believe the theory that if one of us was ever hurt or injured, then the other would feel it. I’ve always thought that it was total rubbish. But I swear to God, I was lying on my bed and I thought I heard her call to me. Not calling me out loud, but in my head, if you know what I mean. There was something else. I did feel a pain, but it wasn’t like I’d broken my leg or anything, it was as if I had a pain in my heart. I didn’t know why at the time.’
Martin’s tears fell freely. ‘She was pulling her heartstrings, Miles, and I couldn’t get to her. She needed me and I would’ve gone to her, I swear that I would have found a way. I would have helped her, but I didn’t know she was there or that she needed me. I was in the next room and I couldn’t save her. I’d always promised her that I would be there whenever she needed me, all she had to do was pull her heartstrings, but I couldn’t be there when she needed me the most… I can’t get it out of my head; she needed me and I didn’t help her.’



    

  
    
      
         
Seventeen
            

‘So, I THINK that’s probably it then, is it, Miles? Do you need anything more from me?’
         
‘I don’t think so, Poppy. I’ve certainly got enough to start. I’ll consult with you both as I go along, before a single word is printed, to make sure that you’re entirely happy with the content and the way that I’ve interpreted and portrayed things.’
‘I trust you to do good things with our words, Miles Varrasso; you are a great writer, a bloody good journalist.’
‘Thank you, Poppy. From one fellow journalist to another I take that as a great compliment.’
Poppy smiled, she liked being thought of a journalist, even if it was only pretending. ‘It’s like we’ve come full circle, isn’t it? It’s been weird talking about it, strangely healing in a way that I didn’t expect it to.’
‘Healing how?’
‘I think mainly with regard to me and Mart. It’s helped me to order my thoughts. I know that I love him. I’ve never doubted how much I love him, but now I know that we need to find a way to move forward, together. I don’t think it’ll be quick or easy, but I do know that we can’t sit brooding in dark corners, can we? I need to drag him out of whatever pit he has dug himself and we need to sort it out; otherwise, what was the point of going through all of that just to lose him now? That wouldn’t make any sense, would it?’
‘No, it really wouldn’t. How long is it since you saw him?’ He wanted to prepare her for the state she might find him in.
‘I haven’t seen him since he left the hotel. When was that now? It must be about a week ago…’
         
‘I’ve seen him a couple of times obviously, but he asked me not to tell you too much. It made me feel a bit disloyal, but I had to respect his wishes, Poppy. I’m sorry to say that he wasn’t in very good shape.’ Concern was etched on Miles’ brow.
‘It’s OK, don’t worry, Miles, I’m going to find him right now. I’m pretty sure he’s at the flat, but, wherever he is, it’ll be a darn sight easier to find him in E17 than it was the last time I went looking for him.’
‘How do you know that he will be at the flat?’
His question made her laugh. ‘Because that is where we live, Miles! It’s where we’re from, and where our friends are. Where else would he be?’
Miles shrugged. The idea of limiting your whole world to one postcode was alien to him; however, when the prize was a girl like Poppy, he could almost understand it. ‘You really love him, don’t you?’
She didn’t answer immediately, but, instead, gathered her words and thoughts slowly. ‘To say that I love him doesn’t feel like enough. It’s so much more than that, it’s a perfect and pure love. He is my person and I’m his, we are meant to be. It’s like all is right with my world when I am with him, I only breathe properly when I am near him. It’s like my heart waits for him. He is my guardian angel and for once it felt great to be his, to give him a glimpse of what it feels like, when someone has got your back and will travel to the ends of the earth and go through anything to bring you home. That’s what he has done for me my whole life. So, yes, Miles, yes I love him, I love him very much.’
Her words struck his heart like tiny daggers. In his head he heard the words he wanted to say; he imagined speaking them slowly, concentrating on not shouting, ‘I love you, Poppy Day! Even though you have never eaten anchovies and drive me crazy with your obstinacy. I absolutely love you!’
         
Instead, his words were muted, offered quietly, ‘You are both very lucky and I wish you both every happiness…’
She smiled at him. There was affection in their stance; people might assume that they were brother and sister, the symbiotic trusting and the reciprocated affection.
Miles turned to his companion. ‘I’ll give you a lift.’
‘Don’t be daft, Miles, I can jump in a cab. I’m only going to the flat.’
‘Well I know you can jump in a cab, jump on a plane… You can do anything, Lara Croft, but no, no, this time I insist.’
‘Well, if you insist.’
‘I do, Poppy. I also wanted to say thank you.’
‘What for? I haven’t done anything. Oh God, Miles, you’ve got that look again. You are not going to go all soppy on me, are you? I’ve seen that face once before when you were stood in my tent, blubbing like a baby girl.’
Miles laughed. He removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I want to thank you because you have done so much, Poppy. You’ve been open, honest and generous with your story and your words. People don’t always tell it from the heart but you and Martin both have, it’s made all the difference. People will be fascinated by your triumph, by your determination and by your nerve!’
         
‘Do you think so, Miles? I worry that it’s all a bit boring. I mean, who cares what a hairdresser from Walthambloodystow has got up to?’
‘I do, Poppy. I care, and, if I care, then plenty of people will.’
‘Well, if you say so. I mean you are, after all, the award-winning brain around here!’
         
‘I think we both know that that isn’t true, Nina Folkstok. You’re pretty smart yourself!’
‘Very funny. It’s your story too, Miles; my daring rescue would have stayed an idea if it hadn’t been for you. Are you glad we met? Has it been worth it, or do you wish you’d never bought me a cappuccino? Or that you’d ratted on me at Brize Norton?’
         
‘I don’t think me ratting on you would have made the slightest bit of difference. You’d have found a way.’
         
Poppy smiled, knowing this to be true.
‘… and yes, I am glad we met. You’ve taught me things, Poppy, I like the way you look at the world. My mother says that you are never too old to learn something new.’
‘Your mum’s right. I didn’t know sea horses were real until I was six; I thought they were imaginary, like mermaids.’
‘You mean mermaids aren’t real? Jesus, Poppy, next you’ll be telling me that the tooth fairy is a myth!’
‘Funny guy! I’m just going to spend a penny – see you down there, Miles.’
The phone on the bedside table rang. Poppy hitched her bag up onto her shoulder with one hand on the bathroom door handle. Miles looked at the phone. ‘Are you going to get that?’
Poppy had no intention of loitering a second longer than she had to, she wanted to get back to her husband. ‘Think I’ll leave it. It’s probably Rob; he’s the only one that calls me here. I’ll give him a shout later.’
Miles grimaced; leaving a ringing phone unanswered was as alien to him as not balling socks correctly or replacing a CD in its non-alphabetised slot, all acts that caused his OCD receptors to twitch.
         
‘Miles, don’t worry, I’ll call him later. You’re such a worry pants.’
‘That’s me, Mr Worry Pants!’
‘You go ahead. I’ll only be a mo. I’ll see you down there.’
She reached for the bathroom handle. Poppy placed great faith in her intuition, but on this occasion, she was wrong. It wasn’t Rob, but Martin on the other end of the unanswered line. As Miles closed the door of the hotel room, Poppy’s husband began leaving his message, ‘Pop… it’s me. I understand if you don’t want to talk to me, but I need to tell you that I am sorry baby. I love you, Poppy. I love you so much. I’m sorry for leaving you like that. I felt so angry for all sorts of reasons; none of them seem to make any sense now. I was bloody useless and I wasn’t there for you, the one time that you really needed me and I was only a room away… Please come home, Poppy, come home so that we can talk. I love you. I’ll be right here, waiting…’
         
 

Miles squinted as he walked into the late afternoon sunshine; it was a good day. As he pulled the key fob from his jacket pocket and walked to the driver’s side of the vehicle, he was thinking about Poppy’s words. He’d come to the conclusion that she was right; an uncomplicated life, simple and boring, without pain and heartache would be preferable.
         
It was almost simultaneous. As he pressed the button to open the door, so the man in the shadow pressed the small button on his little black box. The car exploded in a hail of fire and debris. Bits of metal, glass, wire and plastic that had only seconds before been recognisable as a car were reduced to an assembly of junk. A complex Meccano puzzle, with each component fragmented and twisted.
         
People standing within earshot of the blast dropped to their knees and held their heads in their hands, waiting for the fallout. The windows of the hotel popped, then flexed, before exploding into a million tiny prisms that flew through the air as shards of silver, seeking and embedding themselves in anything soft that would give them refuge, from clothing to flesh. The noise echoed in a ripple of sound waves that cracked the air, tearing it open, a hammer upon the peace of the day.
         
Following the blast, there was an eerie and disturbing silence that lasted too long for anyone to feel comfortable. For those embroiled, it was like watching a movie in slow motion. People saw blood trickle from new cuts and slashes, marvelling at its warmth and redness.
         
The hotel concierge laughed as his tongue slipped through a gap in his face that wasn’t his mouth – which was now missing – seconds before being robbed of consciousness.
A student, on her way to a date at the cinema, teased her hair behind her ears. A split-second later, she was staring at her lower limbs, trying to understand why and how they were detached, before slipping into the swirling icy current of death.
A man staying at the hotel kicked the hand of his wife that lay alone on the step as he stumbled forward. He knew it was hers because of the distinctive engagement and wedding rings that glinted in the sunshine. She, meanwhile, sat bemused and fascinated by her shortened arm; shock and adrenalin rendering her devoid of pain and understanding. Birds flew far away, and those that saw them go envied them their escape.
         
Miles Varrasso was no more. He was returned to matter; no part of him remained intact. He was deconstructed, destroyed, dismantled, obliterated and erased. Gone forever. A valid, full and young life wiped out by the cowardly single press of a small button.
As the spirit was wrenched from his body, it headed for a leafy suburb in the West Country, where a middle-aged Classics teacher of Italian lineage sat at the desk in her study, preparing her class plan for the next day. When the news came through that would destroy her world and her faith, Claudia Varrasso would not feel her son’s strong hands as they rested on her shoulders, giving her strength and inner warmth across two worlds, but he was there nonetheless, trying to draw her pain. A small white feather that had been dispatched from a jeans pocket had followed Miles’s spirit. It would be sitting on the bedside table, waiting for her to discover in a day or so’s time, and, not for the first time, it would bring a human in need great comfort…
         
‘Miles! No! Miles! Please! Someone!’ Poppy’s screams from smoke-filled lungs could be heard above the siren and shouts.
As he walked from the wreckage, the figure in the shadows pulled out a mobile phone. Neither a drop of sweat, nor a tremor of hand was apparent. Nothing to betray his action, he was cool and calm.
The telephone rang in Zelgai Mahmood’s study. The mobile vibrated in Major Anthony Helm’s pocket. The receptionist at eleven Downing Street punched a call through to The Right Honourable Tristram Munroe. Who knows what two of them heard? But for one, the message was succinct and chilling, ‘It’s done.’
 

Martin lay with his arms around his wife, she trembled inside his grasp. He held her even tighter, he knew all about shock.
Poppy recalled the first ever conversation held with the man that would become her dear friend.
‘You won’t make old bones like that, Miles.’
‘Who says I want to make old bones?’
‘I guess maybe you don’t. I just assumed that no one wants to die before their time is up, before they have finished. I think that would be the worst thing, time suddenly running out for you without warning…’
Lying on their marital bed, with her chest gently rising and falling against his arms, Martin’s head stirred on the floral pillowcase. He couldn’t think about the what ifs, if he’d made the call a few seconds later, earlier… he was too busy enjoying the sensation of warmth against his skin. Martin inhaled the scent of her hair and closed his eyes. He felt at peace, never wanting to let her go, his love, his Poppy Day. Finally, he was home.
         



    

  
    
      
         
One year later
            

‘ARE YOU SURE you don’t want to come with me?’
         
‘Positive. Peggy and I are going to have one last look around here and say goodbye. I’ll drop her off with Jen and I’ll meet you up there, Mart, like we agreed…’ Poppy lifted the baby girl in the crook of her arm and placed a gentle kiss on her downy forehead. The baby splayed her tiny fingers before resettling them against her dozing chest.
‘Maybe you could come with me now and drop Peggy off later? Bring her to say hello? We could get a photo?’
‘I said no, Mart, please don’t. Let’s just stick to the original plan. There’s no point.’ Tears pooled in Poppy’s eyes, her mouth contorted, ready to cry. A promise was a promise.
‘It’s OK, darlin’, I understand. I just didn’t want you to miss an opportunity that might not come again.’
‘I can’t help it, Mart. I don’t want to see her. It’s not her any more. It hasn’t been her for a long time.’
‘You don’t have to explain again, Poppy. I was just thinking that once we’ve moved, it’ll be harder to get up to see her. Bordon’s not exactly got a tube station…’
Poppy pictured her new house in the Hampshire countryside. There was already a bird table and a swing in the garden and she couldn’t wait. Martin kissed his wife’s freckly nose and ran his finger over the mouth of his sleeping daughter, Peggy Alessandra, ‘Bye my beautiful girls…’
‘Your cap badge’s wonky; can’t have you at the Cenotaph looking anything less than perfect.’ Poppy twisted the REME horse that glinted on her husband’s beret. Martin wore his new regiment colours with pride. The transfer had been easy and in three days’ time he would start to train as a mechanic. Before they left London behind, there was the small matter of the Remembrance Day parade to attend, as guests of honour, no less. It seemed, somehow, more poignant this year; not only because of what they had been through, but because of Aaron…
         
 

It was a quiet day, much like any other at The Unpopulars. Twenty or so people that used to have lives, sat on squeaky vinyl seats, tapping the arms of the chairs with gnarled fingers in time to the Countdown tune. Balancing the odd cuppa and sipping the bitter liquid, trying not to think of a time when tea could be made in their own kitchen to their exact specification: a bit more milk, a bit less sugar, a favourite mug. A kitchen in a house where there were bills to be paid, calls to be made, grass to mow, groceries to fetch, the touch of human skin across the mattress at night. Trying not to think of a time when they had a life, before this…
         
They had been herded together for simplicity, fed and watered until a last breath took its toll on tired lungs. It would, of course, be for the best. They’d had a good innings and at least they never suffered. Never suffered? They had no idea.
‘Nathan?’
‘Yes, my love?’
‘There was someone that I wanted you to meet.’
‘Oh right. Who was that, Dorothea?’
‘I don’t know…’
‘Well, I’m sure it will come to you.’ He tried to change the subject, switch her focus, ‘How about a nice cup of Rosie Lee? I may even be able to rustle up a couple of choccie biccies, but don’t tell everyone, I save them for my favourites.’
‘Am I your favourite?’
         
‘Oh yes, you most definitely are.’
‘Can you get my mum for me? I haven’t seen her for a long time and I miss her.’ Dorothea’s breathing became irregular; she couldn’t understand where her mum had vanished to.
‘I’ll see what I can do. Now, let’s see about that cup of tea.’
Nathan looked up from the task in hand. ‘Ooh look, Dorothea, you have a visitor.’ He and Martin shook hands. ‘Wow! You brush up well! On your own, soldier?’
Martin nodded, ignoring the slightly accusatory tone. It was hard to explain just how difficult it was for his wife.
 

Poppy wandered the small rooms in the flat that had always been home. She felt a strange pull in her chest, desperate to be gone from the concrete confines of E17, yet reluctant to walk away from the host of so many memories. She pictured Wally, asleep of course; her nan laughing in the kitchen; and she thought about her mum, Cheryl, who, having given birth to Poppy at sixteen, had been denied the opportunity to ‘’ave a life’ in her early years, and had been determined to ‘’ave a life’ since… actually, since as early as Poppy could remember.
‘You have no idea, Poppy, what I’ve given up for you. I was going to go to sec-a-terriall college.’ Poppy could hear her saying that throughout her childhood and teenage years. It was, of course, total rubbish, complete and utter crap. She never gave up anything for Poppy; she didn’t have anything to give up in the first place. Instead, her daughter became, in her mind, the reason that she was not an air hostess, a croupier on a cruise ship or catalogue model. Why, generally, she had not set the world on fire, achieving all the things that she may or may not have dreamt about. It took the responsibility away from her; it was all someone else’s fault. More specifically, it was Poppy’s fault.
Poppy knew, however, that with or without her child in existence, Cheryl would rather have drunk, slept or smoked all day than haul her hung-over arse out of bed. Poppy never told her this. What would have been the point? She smiled at her sleeping daughter and knew that she would be a very different kind of mum.
         
In every recollection from her childhood, Dorothea was present like bold wallpaper or a loud song on repeat. She’d displayed a particular brand of eccentricity that was a combination of comforting and funny. It was both of these things until the ‘Dementia Express’ quickened its pace. As Poppy grew up, Dorothea made her life as happy as it could be. She never tried to make up for Cheryl’s shortfalls, but, whenever and wherever possible, she made her granddaughter laugh, making everything feel slightly better.
         
It used to puzzle Poppy that her nan felt no sense of responsibility for the way her mum was, as if she didn’t understand how her daughter had turned out to be quite so useless. In fact, similar to her mum in that respect, both seemingly believed that you could opt out of responsibility and, therefore, culpability. It was only now she could see that Dorothea was fighting her own demons and was also cleverer than Poppy had thought, encouraging her granddaughter to be independent and strong. Silently pulling all her strings, wise enough to know that the one thing she did have to ensure was that Poppy could live without her…
 

‘Hello there,’ Martin called to Dorothea.
‘You ’ere for me?’
‘Yes, it’s Martin, Martin Cricket.’
‘Martin Cricket?’
Martin smiled, ‘Yep.’
‘Bloody stupid name. Ooh, I’ve remembered! I was just saying to Nathan, there’s someone I want to introduce him to. It’s a girl, I think.’
         
‘Now I’ve already told you, Dorothea, the only girl I need is you.’ Nathan again tried to divert her.
‘I think she might be a relative, not of mine, of Mrs Thingy’s…’
Nathan turned away. Five months ago, the net had finally widened, allowing Poppy Day to slip through the gaps, turning her from tuna to minnow in a matter of moments.
‘Martin?’
‘Yes, darlin’?’
‘Don’t mention the girl to Mrs Whasername.’
‘No?’
‘No. It might make her sad. It doesn’t make sense…’
‘What doesn’t, my lovely?’
‘That girl, it’s odd… I miss my mum. Can you get her for me? I don’t know where she is?’
‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘I haven’t seen my mum for ages. Can you get her for me? I need to tell her something, but I don’t know where she is. She never came to see me, you know. I was only in bloody Battersea…’ Dorothea chewed her bottom lip and plucked at the buttons on her cardigan.
They were both silent for some seconds.
‘Martin?’
‘Yes, my love?’
‘What’s the girl’s name?’
‘Her name?’
‘Mrs Thingy’s special girl. What’s her name?’
He placed her dry palm inside his hand and stroked her fingers. ‘It’s Poppy Day. Her name is Poppy Day…’



    

  
    
      
         
 

Keep reading for an extract from Amanda’s next novel, What Have I Done?, available from all good bookshops and e-retailers in March 2013
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CHAPTER 1
         
TEN YEARS AGO
Kathryn Brooker watched the life slip from him, convinced she saw the black spirit snake out of his body and disappear immediately through the floor, spiralling down and down. She sat back in her chair and breathed deeply. She had expected eu phoria or at the very least relief. What she couldn’t have predicted was the anaesthesia that now gripped her. Picturing her children sleeping next door, she closed her eyes and wished for them a deep and restful sleep, knowing it would be the last one they would enjoy for some time. As ever, consideration of what was best for her son and daughter was only a thought away.
         
The room felt quite empty despite the blood-soaked body lying centrally on the bed. The atmosphere was peaceful, the temperature just right.
Kathryn registered the smallest flicker of disappointment; she had expected to feel more.
Having changed into jeans and a jersey, she calmly stood by the side of the bed on which her husband’s pale corpse lay. With great deliberation and for the first time in her life, she dialled 999. It felt surreal to put into practice the one act that she had mentally rehearsed for as long as she could remember, although in her imagination the emergency had always been a child with a broken leg or a fire in a neighbouring empty building, nothing too dramatic.
‘Emergency, which service do you require?’
         
‘Oh, hello, yes, I’m not too sure which service I require.’
‘You are not sure?’
‘I think probably the police or ambulance, maybe both. Sorry. As I said, I’m not too sure…’
‘Can I ask you what it is in connection with, madam?’
‘Oh, right, yes, of course. I have just murdered my husband.’
‘I’m sorry, you have what? This is a terrible line.’
‘Oh, I know. I’m sorry, I’ll try and speak up a bit. It’s always a terrible connection from here, even if I’m phoning someone locally. It’s because I am up in the main bedroom and the reception is very bad. My son thinks it may be because of all the big trees around us; we did cut them right back one year, but I can’t remember if it made any difference. Plus we get interference from the computers in the next building; we’ve been meaning to get it looked at, but that’s by the by. Right, yes. I said, I have murdered my husband.’
         
* * *

Kathryn blinked at the humming strip light that winked overhead; the bulb needed to be replaced. It was a distraction that could easily become annoying.
‘Did you do it?’
Roland Gearing rested his weight on splayed fingers, his hands forming little pyramids that, incredibly, supported his muscular frame as he leant over the table. He lowered his voice an octave; this was the one question he knew he had to ask and yet he was fearful of her response.
‘Did I do it?’
‘Yes, Kathryn, did you?’
He held her gaze, hoping to instil trust, trying to tease out the honest answer. He knew a lot about lying and relied on his gut instinct. Years on the job had taught him to monitor the interviewee’s pupils carefully.
         
‘It’s a question that I wouldn’t normally ask quite so early in proceedings, but as your friend – as Mark’s friend too – I feel I have to. Is that okay?’
‘Yes, yes of course. I understand.’
She gave a fleeting smile as her index finger and thumb looped her hair behind her left ear and then her right.
Her calm composure rattled him; there was none of the hysteria or fear that usually characterised these encounters. Women in similar situations were often almost insane with terror, rage or the dread of injustice. Kathryn, however, appeared placid.
She remembered her husband’s glassy eyes. The way his fingers slipped and missed as they struggled with an invisible tourniquet that stopped the breath in his throat. Her nose wrinkled; her nostrils still carried the faintest trace of the iron stench of Mark’s seeping blood. It had repulsed and comforted her in equal measure. It was as if she could taste it at the back of her throat. She hadn’t sought to ease his discomfort in his dying moments, nor had she offered any words of solace. She had in fact smiled, as though he would manage, was still the strong, capable man who could cut wood, paint walls and raise a hand.
She may have even hummed, as though she wasn’t hovering, desperate to witness the demise that would mean the end of the whole sordid chapter. When she had spoken, her tone had been nonchalant.
‘Take your time. I’ve got hours, nowhere to go and a whole lifetime ahead of me. A promise is a promise.’
Her flippant pragmatism hid a heart that groaned with relief.
‘I haven’t got long.’
His voice had been a waning whisper. His final words coasted on fragmented last breaths.
         
‘Too slow, painful. You’ll pay.’
She mentally erased the words before he had finished. She would not share, recount or remember them.
‘Oh, Mark, I have already paid.’
Bending low, with her face inches from his, she breathed the fetid air that he exhaled, sharing the small space where life lingered until the very end. Kathryn marvelled at the capacity for human animals to cling to the ‘now’. It was quite impressive, fascinating even, despite the obvious futility.
 

‘Yes. Yes, I did it, Roland. It was me. Me alone.’
There was a hint of pride in her admission, as if she were commenting on an achievement. Roland found it most disconcerting. He shook his head. Disbelief clouded everything, even after having seen and heard her confession. He looked at the neat, middle-aged woman with the pretty face sitting opposite him. The same woman who had handed him canapés on doily-decorated platters, served him percolated coffee and proffered homemade cake. The facts would simply not compute. She had been married to Mark Brooker, a man that he liked and admired. A man he had trusted with the education of his only daughter.
         
Roland exhaled slowly and scratched his chin where his stubble was at its most irritating. The hot, stress-filled environment of the interview room did nothing to help his sensitive skin. He wanted to go home and shower. Better still, he wanted to rewind the day and not pick up the 3 a.m. call that would disturb his family’s rest and destroy the community as he knew it.
Kathryn sensed his irritation, knowing he was the sort of man who cherished his sleep. She pictured him at home earlier that evening, enjoying sea bream with steamed vegetables and a chilled white, after having spent an hour in the gym, maintaining that flat stomach. Neither could have guessed that his Sabbath would have ended like this, with him facing her across the table inside Finchbury police station at this ungodly hour, trying to figure out what the hell was going on.
         
‘Are you sure you want to talk to me?’ he prompted.
His jacket fell open, revealing the hot-pink silk lining of his handmade suit. She imagined his fellow police officers taking the mick, but knew enough about Roland and the care he took with his appearance to realise that he wouldn’t pay them any heed. He would never be seen in the cheap, crumpled brands that some of his contemporaries wore. Kathryn recalled a conversation she had overheard between him and Mark in which he’d lamented the loss of his uniform, an inevitable consequence of climbing the ranks and becoming chief inspector. He had taken such pleasure in polishing buttons, shining boots and removing specks of lint from the wool of his tunic. She watched as he ran his palm over his abs, clearly enjoying the feel of himself against the inside of a crisp, white shirt.
‘Yes.’
‘You are absolutely certain that this wouldn’t be easier with a stranger?’
She noted the flash of wide-eyed hope.
‘I am positive, Roland. Thank you for asking, but there is no one else that I would rather talk to and I appreciate you coming and giving up your sleep, I really do.’
It was as if she didn’t get it, as if she had invited him over, rather than the fact he had been hauled from his bed in the early hours in response to the first suspected murder on his patch in eighteen years. There was no quaver to her voice, no hesitation or apparent nervousness. Her hands sat neatly folded together in her lap. She looked as calm as someone waiting for a doctor’s appointment.
         
Roland had been a police officer for twenty years. He had seen things – gruesome, unjust and amusing things. But this? It made no sense; it was shocking. It had stunned him, shaken him.
‘You seem very calm, considering your current situation.’
He wondered if she was in shock.
‘Do you know, it’s funny that you should say that, because I do feel calm. I feel very calm.’
‘That worries me greatly.’
‘Oh, Roland, there’s no need to worry, no need at all. It makes a pleasant change for me, this feeling of serenity. I had almost forgotten what it was like! In fact I don’t think I have felt like this since I was a child. That was a lovely time in my life, when I had absolutely nothing to worry about and I was very much loved. I had a wonderful childhood, a wonderful life. I wasn’t always this way, you know.’
‘What way?’
‘Oh, you know… afraid, edgy, contained. I was quite determined. Never racy or wild, but I had a quiet belief that I could set the world alight, blaze trails. I thought I would achieve so many things. My parents always told me that the only limit to my achievements was my imagination and I believed them. They are both gone now, and I don’t think about them too much.’
‘Why not?’
She exhaled deeply.
‘To tell you the truth, Roland, I have always thought that the dead might watch over us in some way, even have the capacity to protect us. If my parents have been watching over me, then I am ashamed for all that they have had to witness, mortified by what I have become. On the other hand, if they were able to protect me from their viewing gallery on high, why didn’t they? I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve asked for help, prayed for help, all to no avail. So I tend not to bother. It’s far too confusing and that’s one thing that I haven’t needed any more of – confusion.’
         
‘If you did it, Kathryn, then it begs the question, why? Why did you do it?’
With the small smile of one uncertain of where to begin, yet aware that she had to, Kathryn slowly formed her response.
‘It’s quite simple, really. I did it so that I could tell my story, unafraid.’
‘Your story?’ Roland was baffled.
‘Yes, Roland. I needed to tell my story to my children, to our family, our friends, even our community, without fear.’
‘Fear of what exactly?’
He had been listening to her for a while now, yet was still no nearer to understanding.
A small laugh escaped her lips. At the same time an unbidden tear rolled down her face.
‘Oh, Roland, I don’t know where to begin! Fear of pain, death, but most importantly fear that I would disappear inside myself and never resurface. I don’t know where I have gone, you see. I don’t know where the person that used to be me is any more. It’s as if I have become nothing, like I have been living outside of society even though I am within it. My life has felt so inconsequential, as if it doesn’t matter what happens to me. I have become invisible. Very often I speak but no one hears me. Earlier today something happened that changed me, Roland. I can’t say that it was a big, momentous or even a particularly memorable thing, but something happened and I knew that I had had enough. It was time, it was my time.’
He contemplated her words and decided not to ask just yet what that ‘something’ was that had changed her.
‘You need to consider what you are saying, Kathryn. I want you to think very, very carefully about what you say and who you say it to. Your words and actions from now on can dramatically affect how things turn out for you. Every scrap of information that leaves your mouth will be recorded and will affect your future.’
         
Again the small laugh.
‘Oh my goodness, Roland. My future? That’s another funny thing: the fact is I don’t have to think about anything very carefully now. I’ve already thought about it. I’ve had years to think about it.’
Roland paused and weighed up the options, trying to decide on the best course of action. His eyes widened suddenly. There was one possible way out for the headmaster’s wife.
‘I think it would be a good idea for you to see a doctor, Kathryn. For your own good.’
‘Ah, yes! A psychiatrist, I assume? That would be fine. You will see that I am very good at acting on suggestions, agreeing with statements and following orders. In fact, I can’t tell the difference between them any more! But I should warn you that after careful assessment and diagnosis, he or she will write you a long-winded, expensive report that will tell you I am one hundred per cent sane, rational and in full control of all my faculties. The fact is, I acted alone and with complete know ledge and understanding of both my actions and their consequences. But you go ahead; get this confirmed by someone with a gilt-framed certificate hanging behind their comfy swivel chair, if it makes it easier for you.’
         
‘It’s not about what is easier for me! Jesus Christ, Kathryn, I can only assume that you have had some kind of breakdown and that your actions are the result of some form of madness, temporary or otherwise.’
         
She laughed then.
         
‘Temporary or otherwise? I like that. The fact is, Roland, I am speaking the truth and I do so from a lucid mind. Can I tell you something?’
He prayed for some revealing rationale, a fact or piece of trivia, anything.
‘Yes, yes of course.’
‘There have been times over the last two decades when I could quite easily have lost my marbles, times when things felt so bleak and sad that I wondered if it wouldn’t be easier to let myself sink into depression and opt out. Two things stopped me from giving in to that, Roland, no matter how tempting. Dominic and Lydia. They have been my reasons for keeping sane and keeping going. I would have been no use to them if I’d gone a bit loopy. It’s been a battle, though, I can’t say it hasn’t. I would stare at my distraught face in the mirror day after day and wonder how long I could keep up the pretence. Turns out for quite a while!’
She laughed in a short, unnatural burst.
Roland stared at her, convinced she really had lost her reason, despite her protestations.
‘I have to say, Kathryn, that as a friend, and not as a chief inspector, I am worried about you, very worried about you.’
Her laugh interrupted him. She sighed, rocking slightly as she retrieved a damp square of kitchen roll from the sleeve of her cardigan and blotted her eyes and nose.
‘I am so sorry, Roland. I shouldn’t be laughing, I know. I’m a tad emotional. It’s been a difficult forty-eight hours.’
Neither of them commented on the gross understatement.
‘The reason I laugh is that I have been wanting someone to worry about me and help me for the last twenty years. But now, for the first time since the day I got married, I don’t need anyone to worry about me because I am finally safe.’
She placed her palms flat against the table, as if taking strength from its solidity, to emphasise the point that she could stand alone now.
         
Roland stood and paced the small police-station interview room; his hands were on his hips, his arms sticking out at right angles. He was starting to lose his patience, his frustration level rising in direct proportion to the lack of progress. He had the feeling that their conversation could meander like this for hours and that was time he didn’t have to waste.
‘Okay, Kathryn, I am going to level with you. I find myself in a very difficult position. I don’t mean professionally, but psychologically. I am having great difficulty in understanding what is going on with you. I have known you and Mark for… how long? Nearly ten years?’
Kathryn pictured the arrival at Mountbriers Academy of his daughter Sophie at the age of eight, with her little leather satchel, frightened eyes, freckles and swinging plaits. She was now a confident sixteen-year-old who had not only caught the eye of her own son, but every other boy in the year. Kathryn nodded. Nearly ten years.
‘And in all that time you and Mark have always been seen as a very close couple, a devoted couple. He speaks – spoke – very highly of you, Kathryn, always. So can you understand why this seems…?’
Roland stared up at the ceiling momentarily, steadied himself, and tried a different tack.
‘God, Kathryn, I am struggling to word this politely, so I’m going to stop trying and cut to the chase. Mark is… was… a much-respected and loved member of this community. He was the headmaster, for God’s sake! Only recently nationally recognised, well regarded by all. And you expect me… everyone, in fact… to believe that for the last twenty years you have been living a life of misery behind those high flint walls and sash windows? When all we have seen is a strong, happy couple who appeared devoted to each other? Do you see why people might have some difficulty with this?’
         
She smiled her hesitant smile and chose her words carefully.
‘I can see that some people will only ever see what they want to see, Roland. I do know that. But it’s also important to recognise that some people are great deceivers. Mark was a great deceiver and, to a certain extent, so was I. He was a monster who pretended to be otherwise and I was a victim and pretended I was not. Guilty as charged.’
‘Kathryn, do try not to use that phrase, please.’
She didn’t know if he was joking.
‘Okay, Roland. The point that I’m making is that it doesn’t really matter to me what people think or what people think they know. I know the truth and one day my kids will know the truth, and that is the only thing that matters to me. The fact is, I am guilty, Roland, and I do expect to pay the penalty. You should know that for me there is no punishment that would match the life that I have lived as Mark’s wife. None. I am not afraid, not any more.’
         
Roland sat down on the opposite side of the rectangular table. He stretched out his legs and crossed them at the ankles, clasped his hands behind his head and sighed. His mind flitted to the numerous times that he had sat at the table in the Brookers’ warm family kitchen, Kathryn wearing her floral apron and serving tea from a dotty pot. Mark would hold court and dish out the banter after Sunday service, debating the latest on the cricket while Classic FM hummed quietly behind the delicate clink of china on china.
None of it made any sense. Roland was fully engaged and prepared to listen. It was essential that he listened because he needed to hear. More importantly, he needed to understand.
         
He ran his hand over his face and finished by raking his scalp and patting his side parting.
‘I have been in this job for a long time and I know that things can happen, Kathryn. Sometimes on the spur of the moment; bad things, accidents—’
‘I think I know where you’re going with this, Roland,’ Kathryn interrupted, ‘but I should stop you right there. This was no accident. Not that I planned and plotted or anything like that, but it wasn’t an accident. I intentionally stabbed Mark and as I held the knife in my hand, I wanted to kill him. Thinking about it, I’ve probably wanted to do it for a long time, deep down. So whilst it was “spur of the moment”, as you say, it really wasn’t an accident.’
Raymond shook his head; she wasn’t exactly helping herself.
‘I tell you what would help me greatly… why don’t you give me some examples?’
‘Examples?’
‘Yes, anything that will help me to fully comprehend what you have been through. Give me something typical.’
‘Something typical?’
‘Yes. A snapshot, if you like. Paint me a picture to help me get it; tell me exactly how it was. Explain to me what he did to you that was so bad. Enlighten me in simple terms as to what he put you through. You talk of fear and torture, but I need you to make it real. Tell me what he did that made you so afraid. Tell me what he did that pushed you to take his life.’
Roland had abandoned the friendly angle and was now in full copper mode.
‘You want a snapshot?’
‘If you like, yes.’
‘Let me think. A snapshot, things that were typical…’
She paused.
         
‘It’s difficult to know where to start, how much to give you.’
‘Give me anything, Kathryn, other than the phrase “my husband was a monster”, which is a bit too generic and dramatic to be of real use. Give me something tangible, something that will help me to understand, any detail that will help me explain it to others.’
‘Righto. There is one thing that I would like to say, Roland, before I start, and that is that I will neither exaggerate nor understate the facts. I have told you and will continue to tell you only the whole truth and nothing but the truth – is that the phrase?’
Roland nodded. ‘Yes, that’s close enough, Kathryn. Ready when you are.’
Kathryn breathed in sharply and used her left thumb to spin her wedding band around her finger. It hadn’t occurred to her to remove it, but she now decided to do so as soon as she was alone. She pushed the gold sliver upwards and briefly pondered the groove it had notched into her finger, wondering how long it would take for the tiny track to disappear. That would mark a big step towards her emancipation.
‘Well, Mark was very fussy, obsessive, really. I wasn’t allowed to wear jeans or trousers, only skirts. Every minute of my day was more or less accounted for; there was very little time for free choice. I could decide what route to take to the supermarket or what veg to prepare for supper, but that was pretty much it. How and where I stored the groceries, when I served dinner, these things were all prescribed. I had to complete a round of chores every day, often pointless and repetitive chores that were designed to exhaust me and break my spirit…’
Roland pinched his eye sockets with his thumb and forefinger. He could just picture those words being repeated in court: ‘I  killed my husband because he was a little bit fussy, preferring me in skirts. And I had to do household chores.’ Jesus, if she got away with it, most of the women in the country would have justification. He hoped she had something better than that.
         
‘At the end of every day, we would climb the stairs together. With only a plaster wall between me and my children, I would kneel at the foot of our bed and Mark would allocate me points according to how badly he thought I had executed the chores that day. Extra points would be added if I had done anything to irritate or anger him.’
She had his attention.
‘These points would be on a scale of one to ten and depending on how badly I had scored – ten being bad – would determine what came next.’
Kathryn’s tears snaked their way into the waiting square of kitchen roll. Her breath stuttered in her throat, her distress as much for the shame in telling as for the memory of the events.
‘Points?’
Roland shook his head. Kathryn couldn’t gauge whether this was in pity or disbelief.
‘Yes. And then he would hurt me.’
This she whispered. Roland strained to hear.
‘How long had he been doing this to you, Kathryn?’
She coughed, collected herself and continued quite brightly, as if she could fool herself that all was well.
‘Well, looking back, I can see that I was bullied from the moment we met. It was little things at first: criticising the clothes I wore, the way I styled my hair, and disliking all of my friends. He put a halt to my career as an English teacher, which was a shame. He broke or threw away anything that I had owned prior to meeting him, monitored my calls, that sort of thing. I was slowly alienated from my family. All his actions were designed to destabilise me and make me more dependent on him, cutting off all my allies and destroying my self-esteem so that when he started the real abuse I was already a victim and quite alone. I had become unable to confidently make a decision, such was my confusion. I had no voice. At least that’s how it felt.’
         
‘And what you term as “real abuse” – how long had that been going on?’
‘Oh, let me see… since I was pregnant with Dominic.’
‘Who is now sixteen?’
‘Yes, that’s right, although it doesn’t seem possible! Sixteen… it goes so quickly, doesn’t it? You must find that with Sophie. Sometimes I feel as if I was chasing a chubby toddler around the house, then turned my back for a second to find he’s suddenly become this invincible life force, “a teenager”. Sorry, Roland, I’m going off-piste a little, aren’t I?’
She watched his expression, understood his predicament. Kathryn knew that it didn’t sound plausible; it sounded completely bonkers that she had been talking about Mark Brooker, the headmaster! She knew that Roland and every other parent would only ever be able to picture Mark offering a firm handshake and a clever quip. They would all agree that the whole affair was most shocking. What would Mark’s PA, Judith, make of it all? Kathryn smiled to herself as she considered the woman’s reaction, she could just imagine her statement: ‘Mark didn’t look like a nasty man, in fact he was quite gorgeous…’
         
Kathryn hoped that in time and once all the facts had been revealed, people would ask themselves one important question: if her life had been as perfect as Roland and everyone had thought, why would she have done it? Why would she fabricate the whole nightmare and then ask for punishment if it weren’t true? Unless she was crazy, of course. And Kathryn was determined to prove that she was anything but.
         
Roland took a deep breath and prepared to repeat his questions.
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What would you sacrifice to bring home the one you love?
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