THE SWIMMER IN THE DESERT


He always wakes just before the alarm. Lifting the gauze of his mosquito net, he nudges the fan, directing the beam of air across his chest and face. It’s luxury time, those ten minutes on his bunk in the dark. The only noise is the soft white hum of the fan. He lies with his hands behind his head and imagines himself back home. Sunday tea-time snoozy from too much lunch, his mum stroking his hair with thin, indifferent fingers as he reads. Always a shock the shriek of the alarm. Someone curses him in a sleep-rusty voice. He turns off the alarm, swings his legs over the edge of the bunk, and fumbles in the darkness for his clothes.

There’d been a sandstorm the day before. A great swelling blindness of dust that blew down from the hills and covered everything. He’d panicked for a moment as the sand swept over them and he plunged his face to the ground and breathed in the hollow of his cupped hands. He’d felt as if his mouth were full of bandages, as if he were sucking air through a mouthful of swabs. When the storm abated they’d looked like ghosts. Ten of them rising to their knees like zombies shaking off grave dust. Now sand still pours from the pockets of his trousers, the cuffs of his jacket.

He rises to his feet and steps out of the fan’s cool stream into an ugly fug of hot, damp air. Even at 3 a.m. it’s stifling inside the tent. The week before someone had stolen his fan and he’d half-slept in a froth of sweat. Only after he’d gone to the Chief was the fan returned. He feels under the bunk for his boots. He’d put them there last night after emptying them of sand and cleaning them. He was the first in bed as he’d wanted to read. His mum has sent him a torch that clips onto the covers of his books, casting a blue-white shard of light onto the pages. He read for an hour before sleeping. He has trained himself not to hear the others when they come into the tent from the mess. He uses the torch now to look for the boots. The area around his bunk is uncluttered, just a few orderly piles of books and clothes. The boots aren’t there. He looks at his watch, swears quietly, and straps on his belt. He walks barefoot through the tent and out into the courtyard.

It’s still very dark. There’s no moon and the stars are faint in the sky, an impression of stars, hardly there. He’d thought, before getting here, that it would be cold at night. But it is never cold in the desert. Even the night air feels as if it has been breathed a million times, as if some desert djinn is panting stale air straight into his lungs. A cat scuttles across the courtyard and into the mouth of a tunnel. Moments later, another cat follows, hissing. He walks into the ammo shed, a low, grey building on one side of the courtyard. He switches on the light, opens his locker and picks up his pistol and two rounds of bullets. A pair of binoculars on a strap around his neck. Out again, hurrying now.

He’s in the main compound tunnel. Fine rock underneath his bare feet, breezeblocks supporting the sides. There are no roofs here, although in some places a rough hatch of branches and palm fronds stretches overhead. The main risk is grenades thrown over the compound walls. The tunnels had been built when there was still the threat of mortar fire from the hills. To be half-buried like this gives the impression of safety, he thinks. But there’s no safety here. He comes to the foot of the watchtower above the main compound gates.

- You’re late, private. An angry whisper from above.

He shrugs and waits for the lieutenant to climb down. 

- Nothing. Couple of black hawks over at midnight but bugger all else.

He nods at the lieutenant and then climbs up the ladder, his toes curling around the metal rungs. At the top is a small chair, a .50 caliber machine gun on a swivel turret, a radio linked to the compound’s ops room. He sits and waits for dawn.

He’d been reading a short story the night before about a man who goes swimming. He’d liked how the man in the story had a “cartographer’s eye.” That seemed real to him. He often looks out at the landscape through his binoculars and imagines it on a map: contour lines lazily waving or rushing thickly together, the secret messages within the course of a river, the cool relief of mountain lakes. He mainly reads short stories because they seem more like life – or his life at least – than novels. He is three months into a six-month tour at Checkpoint Salaang. He spits over the side of the tower and pats the handle of the revolver in his belt.

An hour later the first silver line of dawn traces the outline of the mountains and he realises he can hear water. He has heard it before in the stillness of the morning, but never this clearly. The snows are melting in the high Kush, sending emissary streams needling down the slopes, feeding the wadis of the plateau, the poppy fields that glow red in the foothills. As the air around lightens, he can make out the stream in the distance.

He’d passed the dry bed a few days earlier. He was with the Multiple on foot patrol – eight hours with guns and ammo and water, climbing into the nearest hills, always walking with one foot tapping the ground ahead like a blind man’s cane. They’d found an IED on the main Lashkar Gah road. A basic device buried under a mound of blue-grey aggregate. Later, he’d stood for a while in the centre of a poppy field, the heads of the flowers nodding lazily in a soft warm breeze. He picked one of the flowers and tore the petals off, like tearing the wings from an insect. He’d thought how strange it was that this flower had meant something so different to him when he was young. Church, old people, poems. Now it would always be this: the fierce heat of the sun.

On the way back they’d crossed the riverbed through which now tumbles a stream of babbling dark water. He leans out over the side of the watchtower as if drawn by the noise of the stream. The sun begins to rise, and not with the pink diffidence of the sun at home, but already white and cruel as it explodes over the peaks of the Kush. The coming of the light changes the sound of the water. There is something urgent now. His throat is dry and he reaches down to his belt for his flask to find it too is missing.

He doesn’t know who has been taking his things. It has become part of his life here. Part of a more general deprivation. He barely notices. He licks his dry lips and sighs. He came here because he thought it would make something of him; in fact it is unmaking him. The road leading up to the gate of the compound is lined with Hesco barriers. They look fragile, almost transparent. He imagines them as Chinese lanterns, imagines lighting them and seeing them float up into the pale sky. He looks at his watch: an hour to go.

He lifts his binoculars and follows the course of the stream. A mile to the east it passes under the lip of a rocky levee and fans out into a pool. It looks cool there in the shadows cast by the rocks. Silver flowers open and close on the sandstone lip that juts above the water as the sun catches the stream. He hasn’t swum since he’s been here. Still throwing his eyes down the black cylinders towards the stream, he remembers swimming with Marie.

They had skipped school one Wednesday in May and cycled out to Cochno Loch. Marie’s dad was a teacher at the university and they lived in a posh house near the botanic gardens. He said he’d pick her up even though it was out of his way because he didn’t want her to see where he lived. They’d cycled up Maryhill Road. He remembered the way her tongue stuck from the corner of her mouth as she pedaled. Her hair flew out behind her like smoke from the chimney of her head. They rushed past Dawsholme Park, over the canal, and then they were in the countryside.

They pushed their bikes up the steepest part of the hill and then stood on the crest looking down. Two lochs – Jaw and Cochno – separated by a narrow isthmus. The water danced in the early summer sunlight. They got back on their bikes and flung themselves down the rutted dirt road. Swooping and soaring down the hillside they came, through a grove of pines and across the carpark and then skidding to a halt beside the water and the momentum of their descent carried them out of their clothes and into their swimming costumes and then the sharp embrace of the water where they swam urgently, joyously, out to the centre of the loch.

They’d met at a Belle and Sebastian gig. – It’s Marie, alright, like starry. I’m not fuckin’ French, she’d yelled in his ear as he passed her a pint of cider in a flimsy plastic cup. And after their swim, when they dried off on the banks of the loch, she’d looked around with quick, narrow eyes and unfastened her bikini top, letting the sun and his gaze fall upon her as she stretched out on the tufty grass. When he kissed her it felt like they were swimming again, nervelessly, over deep water.

It is time for his relief. The sun is higher now, near-unlookable. He hears the reveille – a short, brutal blast over loudspeakers, and the clatter of breakfast being prepared in the mess. Someone is singing in the shower block. He feels a moment’s happiness, knowing that one day he’ll be in a position to look back on this, that, minute by minute, the future is becoming the past. He’ll forget the heat and the fear and acronyms – the FOBs and the IEDs and the CCPs. He’ll call Marie. She has gone to university down south somewhere. No, better than that, he’ll get on a train and turn up with flowers and kiss her and tell her about it. Tell her in a way that will make it real for her. He smiles and feels his lips crack.

The sun detonates above him, pulverizing him with its heat, blazing into the space behind his eyes. His head is a molten orb on his shoulders. He’s aware of every patch of exposed skin. His relief is late. He tries to force his mind back to the image of Marie swimming in the loch, but it is too distant, too cool a picture. He looks over towards the pool of water and sees that it is still in shadows. He feels an urgent need to swim. In the short story he read the night before, the main character is scornful of men who don’t throw themselves violently into pools. He imagines standing on the lip of the levee and hurling himself into the water.

An hour passes. He is sitting in the narrow band of shade on the floor of the watchtower, no longer even pretending to keep watch. Every so often he rises and scans the maze of tunnels for sign of his relief. He knows that they want him to leave his post. That some shameful plan was hatched over beers in the mess the night before, the snaking path of its plot ending in his humiliation. He feels himself pitching as if on a boat. He rises again, but this time, binoculars to his eyes, he looks at the pool.

He hasn’t swum since the trip to the loch with Marie. More than anything now, he wants to feel water on his body. An urge that grips him physically. Given a choice between drinking water and swimming water, he’d choose the latter. He sucks his lower lip and finds that it’s bleeding. He knows about the water gardens in this part of the world, the wide avenues of whispering trees and babbling fountains. There is a religion of water here. He can understand that. He can see that God is dancing in the water under the levee.

Dejectedly, he climbs down from the watchtower. His joints creak, his binoculars slap against his neck, his sweat spirals to the ground as he descends the ladder. He pauses at the compound gates. With a sudden instinct, moving in the free space before solid thought can form, he reaches out and opens the door that is set into the right-hand gate. It opens with a groan. Still walking fluidly, in a trance, he steps through the door and out into the world.

He sets off at a brisk pace across the burning, fulvous earth. His feet are scorched by the heat, torn by the sharp spines of scrub, cut on rocks. He doesn’t even think about IEDs. He begins to run. He takes off his jacket and lets it drop to the ground behind him, peels off the white t-shirt to reveal his bone-thin body. He draws in a deep breath of air and lets it out with a low, delighted whoop. In the mountains above he catches a momentary flash of sun on glass, ignores it, and presses onwards. He is sprinting now, leaping rocks and brush, full of mad and childish delight.

When he comes to the levee he looks back to the compound and can see that the watchtower is still empty. He undoes his belt, pulls down his trousers, his boxer shorts, is suddenly pleased by the burn of the sun on his body. He edges to the lip of the levee and stands there, like an angel perched on the rim of a cloud. There is a crack, and it is the sound of a body plunging into water, the sound of thunder, the sound of a rifle shot in hill country. 

He plunges downwards into cool water that retains the memory of snow. Water that wound between grazing goats, through poppy fields, beside the small house where two of the young men live who now stand above the stream, looking into its shadowy depths. The water carries in it iron, zinc, silica, traces of goat and human faeces, the spit of a grandmother from Chitral, opium and poppy stems, the petals of flowers from a wedding at Kachil, potassium, magnesium, gunpowder, human and dog urine, the sweat of a man who bathed that morning at dawn in Tang e-Gharu. Despite the weight of all that it carries, the water bounds along the stream bed, dancing and tear-clear. The young men shoot their guns into the pool for effect and then scamper back to the truck parked at the foot of the levee.

Already the force of the current has carried his body onwards, over jagged shallows where the water roils white, into another, deeper pool, where swimming creatures are congregating, insect larvae thrusting themselves from the sandy bed into green depths. His foot snags on a root and he is caught, trembling, in the stream, his eyes wide and bright under the water. A plume of blood escapes like the ghost of a watersnake from the hole in his head, is caught by the current, and carried away.
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