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				For my son Zachary and all the other children around the world, who have grown up during the War on Terror.

			

		

	
		
			
				Rest and Recreation

				 

				Two weeks earlier…

				Billy Baxter was sure he had the best dad in the world. His dad was funny and silly but also smart. Billy thought of his dad as a super-hero because he was a major in the British Army.

				His father, Major, Joe Baxter, had been to Afghanistan, five years earlier but Billy did not have much recollection of that trip because he was only five-years-old, at the time. But he did remember the trip his dad had taken three years ago when he went to Africa on a Humanitarian Mission. He also remembered missing his dad every single day he was gone. Now at the age of ten, Billy truly understood what his dad did in the army and thought his dad was simply awesome.

				As Billy was laying spread-eagled on the grass in his garden he was thinking about what he might do during his school holiday break. He decided that there was nothing he would prefer more than to spend time lounging around and playing computer games with his dog, Tank. 

				Tank was just a mutt that the family had collected from the Dog Protection Pound a few years before but Billy thought that Tank was pretty amazing. He was sure that Tank had special abilities but had never told anyone about them because he didn’t think that anyone would believe him. He was amazed at how many people there were in the world that were quick to disbelieve things they were told so he kept the incredible things that Tank did to himself. 

				Whenever Billy spoke to Tank he could tell that Tank understood him. He had seen the way Tank would wag his tail, blink his huge brown eyes, and look knowingly at him during strategic times. Billy knew this was not a coincidence but was Tank silently communicating to him and that the only reason Tank did not talk was because he didn’t have the same vocal chords that humans do.

				‘Come inside now please Billy and take a bath. You’re filthy and I would like you cleaned up in time for the special dinner I am making tonight,’ said Billy’s mother, sticking her head out of the kitchen window. Billy’s mother, Penny, was a tall thin lady with yellow coloured hair. Billy sensed that his dad must still really fancy his mother because of the way he always nestled into her when they relaxed together of an evening. He was pretty sure his mum must still fancy his dad, too, because she always made sure her hair was neat and her lipstick was on before his dad came home each day. 

				Billy would often think about how lucky he was. He was fairly sure there wouldn’t be many kids in the world that had a super-hero for a dad and a mum as pretty as his was. Billy knew that lots of kids didn’t have parents that lived together in the one house.

				There were times that Billy worried that his ‘bubble’ might burst. Hewas quite prone to worrying thoughts but at those times he would remind himself that there always seemed to be an order to things in the majority of movies he watched. At the beginning of most movies people are generally happy but then something usually happens to change that. But later, after some misunderstanding, mayhem and mishap, things usually turn out okay. Billy took comfort in the thought that if things generally ended well in movies they would in his life too. Besides, he was living in real life and the really awful things only happened in books, comics and films.

				Suddenly, Billy remembered that his mum had asked him to go inside for a bath. He called Tank and walked towards the house where his mother was at the door to greet him. ‘Yes, Ma’am!’ said Billy, standing up straight and saluting her. His mum shook her head as he and Tank marched inside in unison. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Situation Report

				 

				Billy noticed the way his parents were looking at each other during dinner. They seemed to be using their eyes to silently communicate with each other, in the same way that he and Tank did.

				Billy glanced at Tank who was sitting under the table and saw that Tank had also sensed that something was not right because he was wagging his tail frantically. Billy nodded to Tank in agreement. 

				Billy’s mother made his favorite meal that night. Billy had macaroni cheese with bacon while his parents had steak and salad. Just as he finished his macaroni his mum said, smiling ear to ear, ’Guess what I have for dessert tonight? Triple chocolate chip with fudge brownie, cookie and marshmallow ice cream!’

				Billy was gob smacked. He tried to think of a reason that might cause her to allow him to have such a decadent dessert. She normally referred to this type of food as sugar filled ‘garbage’. It was not his birthday and nor was he ill, he thought to himself. Billy struggled to remember other occasions where his mum had let him eat this much ‘garbage’ for no special reason.

				He did recall the time after the infamous visit to the dentist. Billy was still suspicious about that day. His mum had told him that he only needed a check-up at the dentist but when he got there he ended up having a cavity filling. Billy remembered that he almost fainted when he walked into the dentist’s room and saw the tray with the syringe and other instruments already prepared for what turned out to bemuch more than a “check-up”! That night he had been allowed to eat as much ice cream as he wanted. 

				There was also the time when his dad had taken Loco (the dog he had before Tank) to the vet because he was poorly. After a thorough examination the vet decided Loco needed to live at a special dog farm. He would get better at the farm and would live happily-ever-after with all the other dogs. Billy’s dad had followed the vet’s orders and took Loco to the farm. He came home and told Billy that Tank had settled in fine but unfortunately this farm didn’t allow visitors. Billy remembered that for some reason that night he had also been able to eat whatever he liked.

				As Billy was sitting at the table still thinking about his dessert his dad cleared his throat and said, ‘Billy, as you know I have been training and working for some time now in the Royal Logistics Corp. I have now passed all the tests and have been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel.’

				‘Isn’t that wonderful?’ said Billy’s mum.

				‘Yeah,’ said Billy nodding and feeling proud.

				Billy’s father was deep in thought and had a frown on his face as he said, ‘Usually with a promotion comes a transfer and my transfer is to Task Force.’ At this point he coughed into his fist. ‘Billy what I am trying to say is, well - it is now time - my turn - to be mobilised. So, what do you fancy watching on TV tonight?’ 

				Billy’s brain was ticking like a clock. He was aware that a while back his dad had moved from infantry soldering to training in ammunition and stuff. He was now quietly mulling over the words promotion, transfer and mobilised. 

				Then he got it! Billy dropped his fork as he realised what this change actually meant. ‘No!’ Billy exclaimed. ‘You can’t go overseas. No way.’

				Tank placed a paw on Billy’s foot to calm him. His mum was looking at her plate whilst chewing her bottom lip.

				‘Yes, Billy,’ said Billy’s dad, ‘I do need to go. I am being deployed to Afghanistan once more, on September second.’

				Billy’s eyes popped wide open as his thoughts raced as fast as a harrier jet. With a quick mental calculation he had worked out that it would only be two weeks before his dad would be deployed.

				His dad continued, ‘Logistics experts in ammunition are seriously needed and I have to do my duty. I am a soldier and this is what I have been training for. You know this, Billy.’

				Billy was stunned. How long had his parents known about this and not told him? He had once overheard his mum telling her friend that his dad got around six months’ notice before being deployed.

				

				Come to think of it, Billy thought, feeling increasingly bitter, his dad had been disappearing for weeks at a time recently. No doubt he had been doing his pre-deployment training which is mandatory before going to war. Billy thought that his parents must think that he was stupid but he certainly wasn’t. He knew all about what his dad did in the army.

				Billy realised now that his parents had known about this for a long time but had not told him. Billy couldn’t think of a reason why they would do this to him. He felt betrayed.

				Billy spoke up as calmly as he could. ‘S-so, that means you’ll be gone for-for-?’

				‘About six months,’ his dad replied, ‘then I can come back for two whole years before I will be deployed again!’

				‘But you’ll be in Afghanistan! You’ll be in the desert. The dangerous Afghan desert! Where people want to kill you,’ wailed Billy. His calm had now officially done a bunk.

				Then it happened. Billy felt his heart flutter. He had a lump in his throat making it hard to swallow. It was like having a helium balloon in his tummy slowly travelling up to his chest making it hard for him to breathe.

				‘On t-the n-news they show p-people coming back in c-coffins,’ said Billy as tears started to stream down his face.

				His voice became a high shrill as he said, ‘EVERY NIGHT IT’S ON THE NEWS! They show the people standing on the street crying as they watch the black cars go by carrying the coffins in them. The f-faces of …’

				At this point Billy’s mum jumped up from her chair and wrapped her arms around him. ‘Heeeey,’ she soothed, ‘that won’t happen to your dad.’ 

				Billy looked over his mum’s shoulder and saw that his dad was frowning.

				‘D-Dad,’ said Billy, wanting to ask some more questions.

				Billy’s father interjected. ‘I want to make plans with you Billy. Plans for when I return.’ Billy thought he his dad sounded like he was reciting a speech.

				‘Mum said that you wouldn’t be killed. She’s right, isn’t she?’ Billy was on the brink of completely losing it. 

				‘What is the point of being a h-hero,’ Billy said, ‘if your f-family is left all a-alone? We are more important aren’t we?’

				Billy’s dad was shocked at his reaction.

				At that moment Billy’s mum started to rub his back as a way of comforting him. Irritated by this, Billy shrugged her away with his shoulders. She stood back hugging her chest with her arms. Billy’s dad did not know where to look. His eyes swept to and fro from Billy to his mother and then back to Billy again. His dad began to explain. ‘Billy, no one knows the future. Yes, there is danger in Afghanistan; I won’t lie to you.’ Taking a deep breath and frowning he continued. ‘I do love you Billy. I um, look. You see, talking about stuff isn’t my strong point. Therefore, I have arranged for someone I work with to come here tomorrow to have a chat with you.This person is also in the army but his job is to help kids like you to …’

				Billy’s father said awkwardly. ‘Erm, his job is to help kids like you to better understand and deal with … adjust to.Yes, that’s the word I am looking for. His job is to help kids adjust to their new circumstances if they have a parent that needs to um, go away for a bit.’

				‘Your dad and I will both be here for you tomorrow when this person comes,’ said Billy’s mum. ‘The three of us will sit together with the army minister and discuss your father’s deployment. We know - well, your dad and I have discussed how highly strung you can be sometimes.’

				Billy thought sorrowfully about what his mum had said. He remembered his mum taking him to a special kid’s doctor some time ago over the way he reacted to things that happened to him and those close to him. He did not know how to pronounce the name of the syndrome that this doctor said that he was showing signs of but did not quite have. 

				Billy had dismissed what the doctor had said, anyway. After all, he thought, how can anyone nearly have a cold so surely no one can nearly have a syndrome? Besides, his dad had called the doctor a “quack” when he heard the diagnosis, which made Billy laugh lots.

				Billy’s mum continued. ‘We think this minister will be better at explaining the situation to you. Well, he will be better than we are at explaining it to you, at any rate. Now, let me get that ice cream I promised you. We can eat it while we watch television together.’

				With that, Billy’s mum walked into the kitchen at a much quicker rate than she normally walked around the house. She was trying to be strong but Billy sensed that she was worried about his dad, too.

				Billy thought about what his parents had said. An army minister … a vicar … a priest was coming? Billy couldn’t help but think about death when he thought about the role of a priest in the army. A priest is someone that deals with death, he thought to himself. With this, he felt his stomach beginning to bubble again. 

				While his parents were talking, Billy had been using the breathing exercises that the kid’s doctor had taught him. The exercises were working because he was now breathing normally again. 

				Billy’s dad smiled as he ran his fingers through his greying hair. He leaned back in his chair and said, ‘It is going to be okay. You will see! Simply remember this is your old man’s job and nothing more.’

				Billy felt miserable. 

				At this point Tank nudged Billy from under the table. Billy had forgotten that Tank had been sitting under the table the whole time. He lifted the corner of the tablecloth to peer at Tank who was now sitting up looking back at him with eyes that were expressing what he was unable to communicate in words. 

				‘May I be excused,’ mumbled Billy. He knew that he and Tank needed to hold an urgent meeting in his room.

				His dad looked at him quizzically and said, ‘Er, yes, are you sure you’re alright?’

				Billy’s mum returned from the kitchen with the ice cream and handed it to Billy sympathetically. Billy took the ice cream and with Tank following close behind, walked to his room. His mum and dad didn’t object.
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