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			‘Between stimulus and response there is a space. And in that space is our power to choose our response and, in that response, lies our growth and our freedom.’

			 

			Viktor Frankl, Auschwitz survivor, in Man’s Search for Meaning, 1946
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			Author’s Note

			The fact that I am writing an author’s note feels surreal: becoming an author was not something I had planned at all. Although my life has been filled with an abundance of challenge, adversity, adventure and excitement, I didn’t for a moment think that these experiences, or the ways in which I have overcome the more traumatic aspects of them, would be worthy of a book. However, with friends and clients alike telling me that they have been inspired by my stories of resilience, that they have found them to be helpful and motivating, and that they’d love to hear more, I’ve been encouraged to write. So, here we are!

			Only a lucky few navigate life without trauma: the majority of us face challenges that leave scars: some physical, others mental. Yet, despite the likelihood we will experience trauma at some point, most of us are ill-equipped to deal effectively with it. By sharing some of my experiences and arming you with some practical advice for overcoming adversity, building resilience and overcoming life’s toughest obstacles, I hope that you may be better able to face your own challenges with confidence.

			While much of this book is the product of my personal and professional experience, it benefits in large part from the expertise of Dr Jess Miller. It is her neuropsychological knowledge that transforms my lived experience into meaningful skills, tools and techniques; elements that I hope you – the reader – will find useful. To that end, we have included simple practical exercises addressing core themes and, for those who have a deeper interest in the research around trauma and resilience, after each exercise, Jess digs into the ‘Science and Thinking’ of the psychology covered in each chapter. To create a cohesive narrative, I have written the text in a single voice, but where psychological insights are captured in my narrative, I want to give due credit for Jess’ input.

			

			 

			There are many scenes, stories and examples of a personal or otherwise sensitive nature in this book. To protect the privacy of individuals, names and identifying details have been changed or removed. I have endeavoured to do so in a way that does not fundamentally alter the truth of the experiences I relate – nor what is to be learned from them. Additionally, the locations and details of some of the military operations featured have been redacted to protect the security of those involved and the operating procedures of British and other coalition forces.

			I hope very much that you will find this an interesting, entertaining, but above all helpful and inspiring read. And, even if you don’t, remember that I am donating all author’s profits to two veterans’ charities, namely Royal British Legion Industries (RBLI) and The Gurkha Welfare Trust (GWT), who do so much to provide mental and physical support to those most in need as a result of their service.
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			Bees and Bullets

			Learning to Adapt When Things Don’t Go to Plan

			‘In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.’

			Sun Tzu, Chinese strategist and philosopher, in The Art of War

			This was a day when everything went horribly wrong.

			It was Halloween, but rather than spending the evening trick-or-treating with family and friends back home, I found myself, dressed in combat clothing and body armour, sweating profusely, preparing for a complex military night operation.

			Intelligence suggested that our target was responsible for coordinating the construction of hundreds of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) that had, for months, been responsible for indiscriminate carnage and loss of life. Although I didn’t consciously make the connection at the time, an ability to recognise a higher purpose being at stake can be an effective way to prime the brain when dealing with immediate threats.

			That night’s plan saw my team travel to a coalition outpost near the bombmaker’s home, which doubled as a factory. From this temporary forward operating base, we would move to the target under cover of darkness, to carry out what we hoped would be a speedy operation. The route would take us along a newly constructed motorway, since abandoned by an increasingly wary civilian population and now littered with the twisted carcasses of burned-out vehicles − evidence of recent insurgent activity and a salutary reminder that the threat to life was real.

			

			Travelling in unarmoured open-top vehicles gave us excellent manoeuvrability and visibility, but left us both exposed and vulnerable to attack from every angle by a wily and enterprising enemy.

			Following a nerve-wracking, but thankfully uneventful, transit we reached the dusty coalition base just a few miles from where we hoped our target would be. There, we met up with a coalition unit tasked with supporting our mission, with whom we had a close working relationship.

			After delivering a set of confirmatory orders, during which the mechanics of the mission were outlined − including several contingency plans should things go awry − we carried out last-minute equipment checks before rolling out towards the target.

			I glanced at my watch. It was just before midnight.

			Although late, much of the heat from the day remained and, as our vehicles bounced along potholed streets piled high with household waste, the warm night air was thick with the sickly scent of decay.

			The drive was short. In less than ten minutes we arrived in the vicinity of the bombmaker’s house, now illuminated by infrared lasers; dancing green lights visible only with night vision goggles (NVGs).

			Dismounting our vehicles as silently as possible, we began to secure the area around the compound in which we hoped we would find our man, in order to prevent unwanted vehicles or people encroaching as the mission progressed. Our coalition partners would clear the buildings on one side of the street as we took responsibility for those on the other.

			

			Once all teams confirmed that the cordon was in place, we made entry to building number 37, as identified on the gridded satellite map I’d attached to my wrist for ease of reference.

			Given the fact that our target was believed to be prolific in terms of his links to IEDs, suicide bombers and trafficking fighters, we had to move deliberately and carefully for fear of inadvertently detonating defensive booby traps, whose presence had become increasingly common.

			Such caution was justified.

			Although buildings 35 and 36 were clear, we hit the jackpot at number 37.

			No sooner had the lead team entered through the main gate than they located a vehicle containing a fully constructed IED loaded casually in the back.

			As was the trend at the time, this IED specialist had taken an old artillery shell and encased it in a concrete mould, the intention being that it would resemble an ordinary kerbstone for a sidewalk, which could then be positioned at the side of the road. So placed, insurgents would camouflage it with rubbish and other detritus before retreating to a safe distance. From there they could detonate devices safely, using command wire or remote control, as soon as an unsuspecting security or coalition force convoy or rival insurgent group drove past.

			Either through overconfidence, carelessness or perhaps inexperience, not only had the bomber made no attempt to conceal the bomb, other than partially covering it with a small, dirty rag, but he’d also left two yellow wires protruding from the concrete casing, making it obvious even to the untrained eye that this was an IED. Although the night was young, with the potential for many things still to go wrong, this early success gave us confidence that we were on the right path and the small spike in our feel-good dopamine at this stage in the mission gave us a welcome boost; something I’ve since learned to train myself to seek out and make a bigger part of my daily routine – something we can all do, and a theme we pick up on this later in the book.

			

			The team checked that there was no obvious or immediate danger from the device itself (the bomb had not been connected to a power source) and proceeded to the house, within which we could see the dim glow of a lamp.

			Forcing the front door to gain entry to the main living area, we found a family eating at the kitchen table.

			As the lead team member rapidly scanned the room, the emerging picture was not exactly what you would call normal.

			Although obviously a family home, the house clearly doubled up as a bomb factory: IED-making paraphernalia littered almost every surface. For the bombmaker, apparently, leaving grenades, fuses and detonators lying around, all within reach of small children, was not an issue.

			Whether or not the adult male was the bombmaker or just a member of the insurgent network, he put up no resistance. After processing and collecting other key personal details, we passed him to the local coalition unit, who took him away for further questioning. This handover allowed us to stay focused on the remainder of our task, without distraction. In neuropsychological terms, I have learned that this constitutes what is known as a ‘safety cue’, something that allows the brain to mark one threat as being over and to move on to preparing for the next. Something I would become quite familiar with during my army career.

			

			We now had a decision to make: either accept this as the end of a successful mission − which it was − or press on and clear the remainder of the street, with a view to gleaning additional information about the local dynamics and potentially valuable intelligence about other insurgent activity in the area?

			Given that we’d made such an effort and taken some risk to drive all that way, as well as having managed to assemble a potent package of ground- and air-support assets, all of which remained on station to support us, we decided to stay a little longer and see what else we could unearth.

			Adapting the plan on the fly, we split the group into several smaller teams and began to patrol the remainder of the still empty target street, knocking on doors and chatting to (rather than formally questioning) the families living there.

			As we moved methodically from house to house, we found that all the occupants claimed to have neither knowledge of nor affiliation to any insurgent groups: no surprise there. Despite our scepticism about the veracity of such claims, we found no incriminating evidence to suggest otherwise, so we kept moving.

			While some dwellings showed signs of life, with shafts of light spilling out onto dusty courtyards and gardens, or the chatter of children playing inside, others gave little or nothing away, apart from the occasional low growl or angry bark from a dog chained up or lurking somewhere within.

			Having cleared house number 18, my team of five leapfrogged another group to move onto building 22, an imposing compound with high stone walls and a solid-looking metal gate.

			As I strained to peer through the small hole in the centre, through which a padlocked chain was threaded, I could see nothing obvious to suggest that anyone might be inside. The fact that it had been secured from the outside gave us further cause to believe that the place was indeed empty.

			

			The compound was larger than most on the street, effectively a double plot, with an open area immediately to the front and side of the main house, which took up the left half of the walled perimeter. The building itself was an imposing structure, spread over two floors, with columns supporting a roof terrace extending several feet out from the first floor.

			Apart from random piles of bricks and other building materials in the garden, this had all the hallmarks of a plot still under construction; in other words, an empty compound that should not take too long for us to clear.

			However, whoever owned it, clearly didn’t want anyone snooping around; the large padlock was evidence of that.

			Despite using bolt cutters to remove the main barrier to entry, the gate remained stubbornly closed, unwilling to admit us. Instead, we turned to the crowbar for a second attempt, but with my colleague Chris struggling to gain enough purchase, I resorted to kicking the now straining metal. This did the trick and the right-hand panel sprung open far enough to reveal, in hazy green hues through my NVGs, the dusty, rubbish-strewn courtyard.

			Without additional commands being issued or needed, the team moved quickly through the gap: Chris and Paul to the left, Ed moving in and to the right. I was just behind them, with Mike bringing up the rear, on my right shoulder.

			We pressed forward and left, towards the front of the main building, all the while scanning for potential threats.

			So far so good.

			

			Then, just as I glanced up to the roof, all hell broke loose. If there was any shouting before the shooting started, I certainly didn’t hear it.

			The first thing I saw at that moment was what appeared to be a swarm of orange, stinging bees flying towards us. Of course, they weren’t bees (which would have been preferable) but bullets – hundreds of bullets raining down from the roof on me and my team from multiple machine guns.

			Although we didn’t know it then, far from being a deserted dwelling, we had inadvertently stumbled across a house packed with fighters who were undergoing training, before being trafficked to other parts of the country to carry out their own attacks.

			Very much a ‘trick’ rather than a ‘treat’ kind of welcome from the occupants of number 22.

			We would later learn that some of the insurgents decided to escape as they saw us approach, but the majority who remained were determined to fight and had positioned themselves on the roof to do just that, no more than 20 or 30 feet from us. Thanks to their commanding position above us, they had an excellent view of the courtyard below into which they were firing with everything at their disposal.

			Frustratingly, and unlike many other firefights in which I found myself later in my career, far from time slowing down on this occasion, everything happened very much in a blur.

			To say it came as a shock would be an understatement: this was like nothing I had ever experienced in my life, and it all felt very out of control.

			Having made our way just inside the high compound walls as the first bullets were fired, we were placed perfectly in the killing zone – the most opportune ground into which one seeks to bring weapons to bear during a pre-planned ambush – with no immediate cover and very few options for escape, other than out of the partially open gate through which we had just entered.

			

			As the leading ‘bees’ reached us, things were not looking good, but the enemy fighters made an already confusing situation worse when they began firing rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) in our direction as well. The other coalition unit, now watching the situation unfold from neighbouring roofs where they had taken up overwatch positions to observe the surrounding area, had assumed that we must have triggered a booby trap on making entry.

			With the high-explosive warheads travelling at around 600 miles per hour, the first we knew of these weapons being added to the mix was when they exploded on the compound wall behind us, peppering me and my teammates with boiling hot, razor-sharp shrapnel and kicking up yet more dust and dirt.

			A split-second later, I was ‘stung’ several times by bees unleashed in a long burst of automatic fire.

			I am occasionally asked what it feels like to be shot.

			Although fired upon many times in later incidents, this was the only occasion during my army career when I was physically wounded by gunfire, so it remains my only point of reference, but one that is seared in my consciousness. Even now, I can still picture the scene vividly and remember the same feelings I had at that moment, as if it was yesterday.

			In those first confusing seconds I didn’t register that I had been hit, let alone with a bullet in each leg. Rather, I felt a mixture of sensations that I had never before experienced and which my brain was unable to process satisfactorily in the moment.

			What I felt initially and most acutely was the sense of being winded, as the force of the bullets knocked me backwards through the gate and into the street, where I fell awkwardly, weighed down by my equipment.

			

			Over and above the shock of finding myself in an ambush, the most intense feelings were of nauseating blunt trauma, combined with a strange sense that I had blocked or disrupted the path of objects travelling at considerable speed. Combined with this was a burning, stinging sensation from the grenade shrapnel now buried in my arms and legs, as if I was a voodoo doll being stabbed by hot needles.

			With debris flying all around and bullets ricocheting off every surface, and while enemy fighters continued to fire indiscriminately, I struggled to piece everything together.

			I was now very aware that we were caught in a big gunfight but there were many questions that remained unanswered.

			Where did they come from?

			Why hadn’t I seen them before they opened fire?

			Why hadn’t the surveillance aircraft above us reported movement on the roof?

			How many enemy fighters were there?

			Where was the rest of my team? Were they OK and the other teams safe?

			Our NVGs helped us see well, even in the darkest of nights, but white light, or in this case bright explosions and tracer fire at very close range, blinded us all, adding to the chaos.

			While many colleagues have experienced similar confusion in their first significant combat interactions with enemy fighters, it didn’t make it any less frustrating that I didn’t yet have the experience or muscle memory to make faster decisions or see the full picture in those first moments. That still bothers me.

			As the enemy continued to hit us with sustained bursts of automatic fire, we were far from safe. But, rather than looking for answers to the questions fizzing inside my head, all I knew was that we needed to get out of the killing zone as quickly as possible and neutralise the threat the insurgents still posed, or we would all pay a heavy price. This was not a time for rumination, but a time for action.

			

			As I staggered unsteadily to my feet, I found myself with Paul and Chris, who’d both been just in front of me when we made entry. Now a team of three, we would attempt to fight our way out of the enemy ambush and find cover a few houses further down the street, to the left of the target compound. From there we could regroup.

			Although we didn’t discuss it, I assumed that Ed and Mike had already moved as a pair, having both been on my right, and that they had extracted themselves in the opposite direction. Either way, they had seemingly both vanished.

			Paul, Chris and I began our fire and manoeuvre drills, just as we’d practised thousands of times in our infantry training; a procedure that enables team members to move while the others cover them with sustained fire. We hoped that this would give the enemy cause to keep their heads down and take cover for long enough to enable us to get to better protected positions.

			I shouted to the others to move first, as I had a good view of the roof and felt well placed to provide the initial covering fire. Emptying almost an entire magazine of aimed shots into the area of the parapet, behind which the insurgents were now hiding, Paul and Chris could begin their extraction down the street.

			Once they’d found relative cover, maybe 30 feet or so to my left, they too began firing, with one of them shouting at me to take my turn. I needed no further encouragement.

			By this time, one of our own vehicle-mounted machine guns had also begun to lay down a significant weight of fire onto the area of the roof, which was very welcome.

			

			Although in some pain and aware now that I was bleeding, I still hadn’t realised that, of the three bullets that had hit or grazed me, one had impacted around half an inch above my left knee, and another was embedded in my right thigh. The upshot of this was that my left leg ignored all instructions to work – the one thing I really needed it to do during the extraction.

			This was not ideal.

			Each time I tried to put weight on it I fell flat on my face.

			As the tactical commander, I was carrying several radios to enable me to communicate with the supporting aircraft flying above, other coalition ground units, as well as with my own team. This weight was in addition to the body armour and other equipment we wore as standard. The upshot was that once I’d fallen, without being able to use both legs, I struggled to get up, instead flailing around like an upturned tortoise.

			I felt the panic rising.

			Acutely aware that I needed to stop faffing about and get into cover, the more I willed my leg to work, the less it seemed to cooperate, leaving me and my team dangerously exposed. With bullets continuing to buzz all around, the situation remained chaotic.

			After falling on my face for the second time, still within the killing zone, I heard someone shout into the radio, ‘Zero Alpha is down! Zero Alpha is down!’: in military parlance, this meant that I’d been killed or seriously wounded. Yes, I was down, but I was not out, and I remember thinking when I heard it, ‘Hang on, I’ve just fallen over!’, slightly worried that, in the heat of the ambush, if they thought I was dead then I might be momentarily left behind.

			Although I was still very much alive, I can only imagine what it must have looked like to see me drop like a stone, covered in blood, with the firefight still raging and angry bees looking for targets.

			

			Feeling more than a little anxious, aware that this was not a great place to be left for dead and spitting dust and sand from my mouth, I managed to communicate loud enough over the machine-gun fire to confirm that I was alive and shouted at one of them to ‘Please come and pick me up!’.

			To my relief, help arrived quickly and, with Chris providing a shoulder to lean on as well as some choice words related to my ‘idleness’, we managed to hobble away from the immediate danger.

			Once out of the killing zone, we made it to the empty plot a few houses further down the street, where there was a degree of protection, affording us a moment to take a breather and regroup. At this point the extent of all our injuries became a little clearer.

			Chris had blood dripping from under the front of his helmet, where a good-sized piece of shrapnel had struck him in the centre of his forehead, but without penetrating too deep, thankfully. Only once back at our base did he realise that the chest plate of his body armour had also deflected a direct hit and, incredibly, another bullet had passed under his armpit between his chest and his bicep, scorching a perfect, circular hole in his shirt but leaving him otherwise unscathed.

			Paul had also been hit in the face, as well as taking some metalwork in his arm.

			In my case, while I knew something was wrong with my legs, in the dark I didn’t know specifically why my left leg had been so uncooperative and given way. It was only once we turned on a small torch that I saw the tears in my trousers, where the bullets and shrapnel had passed through and from which blood was leaking down my legs and onto my tan-coloured desert boots.

			On closer inspection, we confirmed that one bullet had hit my left knee just above the joint. Entering at the base of the vastus lateralis muscle on the outside of my thigh, it had travelled a short distance internally above my patella, damaging my quadriceps tendon before lodging in the vastus medialis muscle. This explained why it had been difficult to run without falling over.

			

			I was less aware of the bullet that had entered my right inner thigh, but this wound appeared to be several inches deep and, given the fact that the bleeding was slow and steady, we figured it must have missed vital bones and arteries – phew! A much lower priority.

			As another colleague, Steve, and his team arrived, he helped me strap a first field dressing to my left knee to stem the bleeding. It was a relief to see that there were no exit wounds, suggesting that both bullets were probably ricochets, thus losing much of their velocity before impact and therefore reducing the extent of the physical trauma. Although the most obvious wounds were the holes in my legs − the source of the dull ache making me feel nauseous − I was now increasingly aware of the smaller pieces of shrapnel beginning to hurt.

			The most acute pain, however, was coming from my left buttock, but as it was out of my sight and hurting more than anything else, I was concerned that whatever was going on there could be the more serious wound. I asked Steve if he could ‘Please check my arse!’ – something I am still teased about to this day. Although he confirmed that there were no obvious wounds, it continued to sting like hell. Only after examination by nurses a few hours later did the source of my discomfort become clear: I had been grazed by a third tracer bullet, whose phosphorous tail had damaged several layers of skin as it whistled by. Despite the burning sensation, I was extremely lucky to have got away with something so minor.

			At this point, either through loss of blood or going into shock, or both, I began to feel quite faint. I remember saying to Steve, ‘You’ve got to keep me awake’, a phrase I repeated ad nauseam.

			

			Looking back on my career, I think this was the most scared I ever got.

			I was not worried about the fact we were still taking incoming harassing fire. I was instead plagued by a niggling worry that, due to the blood I’d lost (conspicuous in the expanding deep crimson stains on my clothing), if I were to pass out, I might not regain consciousness. Even though I later realised that my situation was far from life-threatening, it was the first time I had experienced anything like this. There was a lot to take in, not only medically, but also because I was the team commander with wider responsibilities.

			As the heavier vehicle-mounted weapons from our teammates continued to pound the compound, we began to piece together who had seen what and tried to account for the rest of the team.

			One colleague reported that Ed, who’d been just in front of me when we made entry, had fallen hard inside the compound as the firing began: status currently unknown. Mike, who’d been just behind me, was still nowhere to be seen, with none of us having any positive news about what might have happened to him after the firing began.

			I have no idea how long this regrouping phase lasted, but we were brought back down to earth with a bump when further bursts of automatic fire kicked up dirt near to where we were hunkered down; far too close for comfort.

			As the team once again took cover, I screamed in the general direction of the enemy fire, ‘For f**k’s sake, come on, time out!’. Rather than respecting my request − how rude! − the enemy, who had leapt from roof to roof to follow us down the street and continue their assault, kept firing, forcing us to move again. By this stage, some of the additional adrenaline was wearing off and the stiffness in my legs meant that I struggled to pick myself up off the ground.

			

			It was around then that one of my radios sprang to life.

			The supporting aircraft were offering to strafe building 22, where the initial ambush had taken place. Both stated that they had ‘eyes on’ armed men moving around on the roof, as well as in the adjacent compounds. But when I asked the pilots to confirm exactly which buildings and locations they were referring to, it became clear that they were unaware we still had our own ‘friendly’ forces in the area, so allowing them to engage risked harming our own people.

			Typically, as soon as I tried to pass the message that they were authorised only to monitor and not cleared to fire, unless given express permission to do so, interference on the designated frequency prevented me from receiving acknowledgement that they had received and understood my message. Although we really needed to move into a safer location, we couldn’t do so until we were sure the message had made it through. As the aircraft conducted dummy strafing runs over our heads, my order finally broke through the static and both sets of aircraft gave positive confirmation that they would hold off until actively called in to fire.

			Unbeknown to us at the time, Ed, who we were still trying to locate, was far from dead. After taking shrapnel from one of the RPGs, he’d managed to get himself to the back right corner of the compound and set himself up for a big last stand. Deciding that it would be too risky to try and exit through the main gate, where the firing had been fiercest, he calmly built himself a makeshift sangar out of bricks and lined up his remaining magazines and grenades. He made the decision that he wasn’t going down without a fight.

			My group had been unaware of the enemy’s attempts to jump between buildings and follow us to the empty plot, but Ed had a perfect view and was able to stop several of them from successfully making the leap, which no doubt helped prevent us from being overwhelmed by a greater weight of fire when they finally caught up with us further down the street.

			

			Although I had been unable to raise Ed on our team radio, he’d managed to signal to other teammates in the compound next door that, although wounded, he was able to hold his own until an opportunity presented itself to make a break for it.

			However, colleagues from the neighbouring team were not willing to wait and a couple of them decided to conduct an audacious rescue before Ed’s situation deteriorated. With complete disregard for their own safety, John and Simon rushed the compound to extract Ed.

			Having made it in unscathed, somewhat unexpectedly, their return journey was far from guaranteed. Rather reinforcing this point, as each of them made their way out of the compound they were trailed by hundreds more ‘bees’. How they avoided getting stung, I have no idea. Luck certainly played a part but Ed, John and Simon’s brazen courage and refusal to allow the enemy to call the shots was almost certainly the deciding factor.

			The enemy had not foreseen how well-trained, professional soldiers behave when fighting with and for their mates.

			While the rescue was in full swing, I was in conversation with my headquarters’ leadership. I accepted, grudgingly, that I, and the other wounded members of my immediate team, ought really to be extracted to receive medical care, before our injuries risked putting others in danger.

			Yet, I remained anxious that the risk of friendly fire, from well-meaning but not fully situationally aware fire support assets, had the potential to go wrong, and very quickly. As I was the only Brit carrying the necessary radios to communicate with both coalition ground and airborne assets, I wanted to remain on the ground until I could be certain that I was handing over leadership of the tactical battle, with all critical information having been shared and understood with the coalition soldier tasked with overall fire control.

			

			At that moment, an armoured personnel carrier screeched to a halt in front of us, temporarily deafening us, as its large metal tank tracks skidded, throwing up more loose dirt. The thick, armour-plated rear door opened like a drawbridge, hydraulic pumps squealing, revealing a dimly lit interior. In the shadows, I caught a glimpse of several pairs of eyes staring out as Paul and I were bundled in the back for the short drive to an area near the original target compound.

			Although Chris had sustained several shrapnel wounds, they were not deemed serious enough to require emergency treatment, meaning that he could stay. Happy to know he was able to fight on, Paul and I were still more than a little frustrated that our injuries didn’t allow the same. However, the Sergeant Major was not in the mood for negotiating.

			I have always hated being stuck inside armoured vehicles – particularly those without windows – as you lose situational awareness and can very quickly become disorientated. Already feeling nauseous and light-headed from blood loss, the jerky movement as the tracked vehicle spun and twisted its way to the extraction point was an unpleasant experience, flinging us around like balls in a pinball machine.

			When the vehicle’s main machine gun began firing bursts from just above our heads at targets we couldn’t see from below, it made an already disorientating journey even worse.

			I don’t know what route we took to get to the helicopter landing site (HLS), but we must have been close to the enemy, given the distinctive ‘ting ting’ of bullets bouncing off the vehicle’s armoured plates, on which we were leaning.

			The patch of open ground about 75 yards from the front of compound 22 was designated as the emergency HLS for the medical evacuation helicopter.

			

			On arrival, we were delighted to leave the oven that the rear troop compartment had become. Moving with some difficulty, I hobbled with Paul to a cluster of vehicles now firing long lines of tracer at anything and everything they considered probable enemy movement.

			Although it was hard to make sense over the din of the machine-gun fire, I located my equivalent coalition commander, to make sure he was happy with the current situation, including my concerns about friendly fire and the broad intent to neutralise all remaining threats, including clearance of the main ambush compound.

			Now confident that all friendly assets had retreated to a safe distance, we gave authorisation for the supporting aircraft overhead to do a few ‘gun runs’ to neutralise the threat from all remaining insurgents still firing from or hiding on the roof.

			At that moment, Ed appeared from the back of another vehicle.

			It was only then that we began to learn of his adventures and his expectation that he was going to have to fight to his last bullet. With Ed’s reappearance, we had now accounted for my team, but we were still unsure what had happened to Mike, who’d been temporarily attached to our team for this operation.

			Ed then relayed the news that we’d all been dreading. He had not made it. Tragically, Mike, who’d been standing so close to me when the firefight began, had been hit fatally.

			It’s hard to put into words the thoughts and feelings at that moment, but hearing this news opened a complex wave of emotions. Not only did it reinforce how lucky I and my teammates had been to make it through with only a few bullet and shrapnel wounds, but I was also overcome with the realisation that, as the team commander, I had failed to keep everyone safe and bring them all home.

			

			Sadly, it would not be the last time I would experience this in my military career.

			Bearing witness to these thought processes in similar situations, be they relief, regret, grief or gratitude, enabled me not to be hijacked by any of them for too long. I’ve never denied the emotion; what I seek consciously to do is watch it and make room for it until it passes. The first step in being able to do this is the ability to recognise a thought when it comes. In neuropsychological terms this is called ‘metacognition’. In other fields it can be called self-awareness, mindfulness or cognitive agility. Whatever we want to call it, being able to do this, whether in the moment or after we are out of immediate danger, gives us a bit of breathing space to manage the ups and downs of our mental life.

			During the transit with Paul to the HLS, I had initially felt a wave of euphoria, leading to a brief fit of giggles as we both struggled to comprehend how we’d survived such an intense ambush, particularly at such close range. But this initial sense of relief evaporated the moment the realisation that Mike hadn’t made it began to sink in. Any feelings of joy were replaced immediately by a sickening sense of loss and failure.

			I began to replay what had happened over and over in my head, trying desperately to picture the situation just before the first bees stung us, when Mike must have been hit. I wanted to find clarity and to make sense of my own actions during those critical initial seconds of the ambush and immediately after I was shot.

			I needed to know what I’d missed. What could I have done differently that might have led to a more positive outcome? But it was still all too confusing to make any sense.

			The overwhelming need to collate facts and ascertain my sense of responsibility within this and other traumatic incidents is part of the brain’s natural response. This is particularly the case, when invested in the situation, when one is in a position of responsibility and accountability. For professionals such as soldiers or first responders, this is important to do. Yet, for anyone, it needs to be approached with caution. There will inevitably be times where one can neither ascertain a logical reason why events unfolded the way they did nor attribute accurate responsibility for it. Right now, I was unlikely to find the answers I was seeking. I needed to move on.

			

			It was at this point that the medical evacuation or medevac chopper, almost unbelievably, began its final approach, while the battle still raged. Touching down, we were once again enveloped in a filthy dust cloud, as well as being bombarded with loose stones, battering our exposed and already damaged skin.

			With the helicopter on the ground, we had to move quickly, as it was now extremely vulnerable to enemy fire; a scalp the enemy would dearly love to claim. After a rapid handover of my radios, Ed, Paul and I were loaded into the back for the relatively short flight to hospital.

			Being a former army helicopter pilot, I know all too well how challenging flying at night can be, even under normal conditions. But, to do so on operations, relying solely on NVGs, while under enemy fire, is another level altogether.

			In our case, these medevac pilots were not responsible for the actions that led to our injuries being sustained, but they played a critical part in the solution. It would have been obvious to them that they would be landing on a hot HLS but they still chose to do so, putting our needs well ahead of their own. Recognising when others step up for us, when they show resilience for our own benefit, is something that not everyone has a chance to experience nor express. Yet, even in everyday life, there may be far more opportunities than we think to take a second to recognise someone quietly putting us first, all of which can be helpful in putting our own challenges into perspective.

			

			After a few very uncomfortable minutes on the ground, and with the helicopter’s side door barely shut, we finally leapt into the air, desperate to find safety in the inky blackness of the night sky. How one of the many bursts of automatic fire failed to hit us remains a mystery, given how close we were to the enemy stronghold, but we were all grateful to get airborne without further incident.

			Although the inside of a helicopter is extremely noisy, being in the back of this one after all we had just been through provided us with relative sanctuary and calm.

			The flight was surreal.

			We were all classified as ‘walking wounded’, even though Ed had ceased being able to walk without considerable difficulty and my own attempts had not been entirely successful. That said, we were all conscious and able to communicate.

			I was so grateful, as were they, to be alive, particularly given the devastating news about Mike.

			It struck me again how much luck is involved in those crazy moments when all hell breaks loose.

			The element that chance plays in life often goes overlooked when we are conditioned to make sense of events and take responsibility for them. Yet, especially in extremely unpredictable circumstances, like so many military operations, given there are so many variables that can influence an outcome, it would be illogical to refute that happenstance is a major player among them.

			I felt immense pride at how bravely Ed, Paul, Chris, John, Simon and the wider team had all fought, and I could not have wished for a better bunch of guys with whom to face such challenges.

			

			And, as Ed, Paul and I looked into each other’s eyes, sharing relief, pain and sadness, we took each other’s hands and retreated into our own thoughts.

			Although there was no doctor on board for the flight, paramedics came to each of us in turn, to provide preliminary triage and treatment prior to arrival at the emergency room.

			As the paramedic attached a laminated injury card to my shirt I saw that he had scrawled in black Sharpie marker pen ‘GSW [gunshot wound] no exit’ by each leg, with arrows indicating approximate entry points. As I tried to decipher other codes scribbled on the card, his colleague offered me morphine to ease the pain. I refused initially, not because I was trying to be brave or pretend my injuries didn’t hurt (because they did) but because I had the voice of my dear friend ‘Spud’ ringing in my ears. She had given birth, with some drama, to twins only a few weeks before, without any pain relief other than two paracetamol. So, perhaps fuelled by adrenaline or, rather, stupidity, I had the (what now seems a rather ridiculous) idea that there was absolutely no justification for my taking morphine, as her experience of childbirth sounded far more challenging at that moment than my current issues. It seemed important at the time to demonstrate grit and determination (to myself, rather than anyone else) as a kind of analgesia, although in hindsight, I can see that this wasn’t exactly logical.

			As I fought to stop the medic inserting the intravenous line in my arm, I tried to explain to him Spud’s recent birthing experience and to share my logic. It was clear, however, from his incredulous expression that he neither understood what I was going on about nor had the patience or inclination to battle me over it, so he left me alone for the remainder of the flight.

			Drifting in and out of sleep, the orange glow beginning to light up our faces indicated that we were approaching the city. As we descended towards the field hospital’s HLS, I could see that there was a medical team waiting to receive us.

			

			Following a verbal medical handover by the paramedics and hospital staff, we were loaded rather precariously onto the back of a quad bike for the short ride to the emergency department.

			Once inside, we were relieved not to be split up.

			I certainly felt the need to be close to Ed and Paul, after what we had all just been through. Although we were all in the same room, separate trauma teams worked independently to triage and treat each of our wounds.

			What was left of my bloodied, ripped trousers were cut off to enable a full examination of my legs. The quartermaster was going to be irritated, of that I had little doubt. As expected, the doctor confirmed gunshot wounds both to my left knee and right inner thigh. From their placement and angle, we surmised that both must have been sustained in the initial burst of fire, when I had been standing, weapon raised, left leg forward. As if I needed reminding, the doctor commented that if the bullet in my left knee had impacted just a fraction lower, it would have likely severely or catastrophically damaged my knee joint, rendering him with few options other than amputation. Eek.

			The nurses then cleaned the numerous grenade shrapnel cuts on my arms and legs, while the doctor made notes and decided what operations, if any, he wanted to proceed with, and which could wait until I got home. He determined that the simpler of the two was the removal of metal lodged in my right thigh, as there appeared to be no obvious damage to bone or artery.

			What remained of the bullet lodged in my left quadriceps, the doctor recommended leaving to a more specialist orthopaedic surgeon in the UK, as he already had a list of more serious operations to attend to before the end of his shift.

			

			A different nurse hooked me up to several bags of saline via the IV cannula in my arm and, only once I began to feel decidedly woozy did I realise that she’d also added morphine. If this was to shut me up and give them some peace from the constant abuse that Ed, Paul and I were giving each other, I couldn’t blame her.

			The distance from the trauma triage area to the operating theatre was short and, what seemed like only a few minutes after I was wheeled in under the bright lights, the doctor informed me that he was done, having dug out a decent chunk of twisted metal buried several inches deep. He also took the opportunity to extract several smaller pieces of grenade shrapnel, close to the surface or sticking out of my skin.

			Once out of surgery, we were each presented with a specimen jar containing the pieces of shrapnel. Seeing these (now clean and shiny) bullet and grenade fragments rattling around in a sterile plastic container, it felt bizarre to think that only a matter of hours earlier, these had been fired by insurgents intent on killing us.

			By the time my team had been discharged, the rest of the group had rolled into our base after a long transit home. After we’d left the battle, they had meticulously cleared the compound, gathering valuable information.

			The mood was understandably subdued, but after a ‘hot wash-up’ of key actions on the target, we gathered in the dining room to toast our fallen comrade Mike. Then we slept.

			The following morning, I checked the rest of the equipment I’d been wearing. Only then did I realise how incredibly lucky we had been. Two more bullets had ripped through and torn the fabric of my backpack, just a few inches behind my head, melting the zipper as they passed. Other rips and tears from grenade fragments peppered the rest of the bag; the toll on our team could have been even worse. To have come so close to death, without doubt, changed me and my outlook on life, although it would take some time for the significance of this incident to sink in.

			

			In the days that followed, as Ed and I waited for news about our repatriation to the UK for follow-on surgery, I had a lot of time to think. Given how well the initial operation had gone, I played over in my mind why and how our plan ultimately took such a spectacular turn for the worse.

			Once repatriation was the agreed course of action, there was a flurry of activity to ensure we would be given space on the aeromedical repatriation flight back to the UK. Ed and I were both reluctant to leave and tried to convince everyone that, if we stayed, we could still be useful, but the decision had been made and it was the right one. We should go home, regain our health and return to the fight as soon as practicable.

			With our departure date looming, it was a difficult time; something I know others felt, too. I continued to analyse what I had or hadn’t done and was frustrated that it had taken me precious seconds to comprehend what was going on after the ambush was sprung. I was not yet a hardened combat leader, not yet able to roll with the punches and adapt as deftly as I needed to when faced with complex, dynamic situations. The overwhelming feeling that I had failed as a leader when it counted most hit me hard.

			Despite having friends and colleagues around me, never, since my childhood, had I felt so alone. And I didn’t feel particularly resilient either.

			Losing friends and colleagues in combat is, psychologically, a hugely traumatic event for those who witness it, and a tragedy for the families and friends left behind. And, while our training always drummed into us that we should be ready to deal with death and injury, it did nothing to alleviate the raw pain and emotion when it actually happened, particularly for the first time.

			

			Although I considered myself to be relatively resilient up to that point, this experience and others like it would require me to build and draw on a whole new level of skills to get me and my team through it.

			Despite periods of deep reflection and sadness, they were interspersed with waves of positivity and hope.

			This tragedy gave us all an opportunity to focus on the things we did have, as much as on what and who we had lost. I, for one, recognised that luck had played a huge part in the outcome and, as such, I am fortunate not to have suffered unduly from ‘survivor’s guilt’. Once Paul, Ed, Chris and I analysed how close each of us came to sustaining considerably more catastrophic injuries, given the proximity of our wounds to vital organs, we thanked God that all of us managed to walk, or hobble, out of danger, even if we had collectively used up a considerable number of our nine lives.

			What I failed to acknowledge or think much about until many years later was the impact that this battle and aftermath had on other members of the wider team, as it was not something we ever really discussed.

			Only some 15 years after that action did another colleague confide in me how what he had seen that night had deeply affected him. He had been in the compound next door when the firing started and, as he poked his head briefly over the dividing wall between the two properties, he had a brief glimpse of the courtyard where we were fighting for our lives. Whereas I describe the moment the enemy opened fire as being attacked by a swarm of angry bees, he provides a different, but no less chilling, perspective.

			

			As he watched tracer rounds bouncing off every surface, in a kaleidoscope of red and orange, he said it looked as if our team was caught in the middle of a washing machine spin cycle.

			After several bullets winged dangerously close to him as well, he ducked back down. What hit him after witnessing the scene was a feeling of helplessness − an inability to change the outcome − combined with a deep sense of foreboding that nobody was likely to survive such a ferocious attack in that confined space, just a few feet away from him.

			Consciously acknowledging how others see an incident can be helpful. It takes us out from having an ‘egocentric’ view, which can feel personal and all-consuming, to seeing others’ views from their perspective (‘allocentric’ processing), from which we can gain objectivity; making room for a sense that we did not experience adversity in isolation and that we are not alone in our response to it (a topic we will cover more in Chapter 6, ‘Relationship Breakdowns’).

			In the years that followed, I read numerous accounts of serious trauma, written specifically by veterans who’d struggled to process what happened to them and others around them.

			The more I read, the more a common thread began to appear. Namely, those who were whisked away from the battle to receive life-saving treatment, before they’d had a chance to discuss and process things with their mates, often struggled more. In our case, we were grateful to have a few days together before being split up, but the calm after the storm occasionally gave us too much time to think.

			Since becoming an advocate for mental health awareness and support for the military (as well as others who serve their countries and communities in non-military frontline roles), I am now far more aware of the signs of trauma. I am also more aware of the dangers, particularly for those who are exposed, but are unable to get the specialist help they may need or are not able to talk about their experiences. My desire to do more comes, in part, from the fact that after this incident I don’t remember being offered any counselling or specialist support, over and above my friends and unit leadership being kind and trying to be empathetic.

			

			I am not saying that anyone was at fault for failing to provide what is now considered non-discretionary trauma risk management support, but the conversation about mental health was almost non-existent at that time. I, therefore, remain extremely grateful that I didn’t suffer any long-term mental scars from this or other operational incidents early in my army career, not least as I had little idea where to go or with whom to speak if any one of us had been struggling.

			Thankfully, towards the end of active service, it became more commonplace for psychological support to be offered as standard, but this was slow in coming.

			Through work with amazing charities including the Royal British Legion Industries (RBLI) and Combat Stress, as well as with my wider global military network, I’ve met thousands of veterans living with the mental and physical scars of their service. But one thing in particular has struck me: trauma does not discriminate. Trauma not only impacts the individual in the heat of battle but can also affect those far from the fight and those we love, many thousands of miles away, making it a very complex and personal issue.

			Conscious of protecting my own family during this deployment, I had very deliberately not told any of them exactly where I was going. However, once it was clear that I was going home for medical treatment, I needed to come up with a decent story . . . I duly called my mother to let her know I had been wounded, but she happened to be with my twin sister. The fact that my mother was not alone was not ideal, as it was my siblings who I’d been most keen to protect. So, I warned my mum that I was about to share something potentially a little shocking and asked that she should try and sound as if I had told her something exciting, to avoid freaking my sister out.

			

			I could hear my twin chirping away in the background and made sure that my mum understood what I needed her to do, before explaining that we had been in an incident, that I and my team had been wounded and one of our guys had been killed.

			After a brief pause, as she processed what I had said, she responded: ‘Oh that’s lovely darling, well done!’

			I can only imagine what must have been going through her head and I felt bad for asking her to do that, but it did the trick. I went on to explain that I had been shot a couple of times and would be returning to have surgery on my left leg, but she should tell both my sisters only that I was coming home for keyhole surgery for an old knee injury (not entirely untrue). Thankfully, they believed me.

			The time for grieving and remembering would come, but this band of determined soldiers had work to do. In the hours and days that followed our Halloween incident, they picked themselves up, processed the situation in their own way and carried on.

			Although it was the first of many battles I would survive, this one proved to be a defining moment for me. It had taken many steps to get here but, having been tested, my inexperience as a combat commander was laid bare. In that moment, I recognised the need to learn some valuable lessons, not least that I still had a very long way to go. If I were to become a competent and resilient leader, I must adapt and grow from this experience and hope that next time I found myself in similarly chaotic and confused situations, professionally or personally, I would do better.

			

			I needed also to take maximum advantage of the fact I had got away on this occasion with being only walking wounded and prepare for what was to come.

			I wouldn’t have to wait long.

			PRACTICAL TECHNIQUE: ‘YOU GOT THIS!’

			In this chapter we have explored how hard it is to find your feet when all around you is in chaos. A very simple technique to cope in such circumstances is to release the reactive tension by exhaling deeply and saying to oneself, ‘You got this’. This settles the nervous system and takes the personal sting out of the situation, enabling you to have a sense of trust in yourself to respond carefully and not ‘react’.

			Science and Thinking

			Dealing with trauma linked to festivities

			Days of celebration, be they festivities like Christmas or anniversaries or birthdays, can bring with them a sense of frivolity or poignancy, even reflective gratitude. When things go wrong in life on these days and we find ourselves under threat and in harm’s way, this can make it very hard for the human brain to compute. RAIN (Recognise, Accept, Investigate and Non-Identify or Nurture) is a practical 201 Mindful Soldier technique adapted by psychologist Tara Brach. RAIN can help when we Recognise that making sense of suffering on a day of celebration is hard, Accept the discomfort, Investigate how it feels and gently let it be, taking care to Nurture ourselves (or Not to over identify with it as a ‘thing’ in itself to worry about).

			

			 

			Safety cues

			As mammals, our whole nervous system, our immune system and our emotional regulation systems – the mechanisms that help us to think well, be well and feel well – are inextricably linked to feeling safe: a notion that some even refer to as our evolutionary ‘right’ (Porges, 2022). Yet, when a sense of threat is pervasive, remembering what safety feels like can elude us. We need to remind our brains and bodies that our first core need is to be safe, and, from that, everything else can flow. This can be done deliberately and is something that police in the UK have been taught since 2019. Practically speaking, we can generate a safety cue by focusing our memory on the moment when we felt in our body the relief of a difficult incident being over. When did we sit back and sigh? How did it feel at that moment? By enriching that memory and keeping it alive, we can neutralise the toxicity of that which was threatening to begin with. Neuroscience suggests that this is best done within an hour of remembering an event (Hanson, 2020).

			 

			Episodic memory and time

			When we recall periods of acute stress, our brain’s depiction of the period’s timespan is often skewed by our heightened clarity of some moments over others. As our brains go through this detail, there is a sense that time must have slowed down. Sometimes, there is simply a blur because the circumstances were so fast-moving that the brain was unable to catch up and make sense as it was unfolding, resulting in a lack of detail in hindsight. What is healthy is recognising that sometimes we will remember things in slow-motion detail and other times we won’t. When we accept this, we have a better chance to settle with potentially unsettling memories. A practical way to iron out episodic memories like this is to ‘timeline’ an event to add in more evenly spaced contextual information, so we have a more complete memory to file away as past (Hope et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2020). We can even rewind to what may have been happening before the incident, and then fast forward from the end of the event to the present day, opening up the larger context of what happened and thereby diluting its toxicity.

			

			 

			Watching our thinking (not being a slave to it)

			Our ability to monitor our thoughts and learn how to respond to them is one of the most important advances in neuroscience in the history of the human brain (Livingstone, 2003). With this practical skill, we have the capacity to rewire our brain. Sadly, many people miss out on this adventure because they are put off by overuse of the clichéd rhetoric of ‘mindfulness’ in the early 2010s (Miller, 2022). Whatever we call it, without this skill we are simply at the mercy of an incredibly powerful organ, and the unhealthy ‘Default Mode Network’ (Liu et al., 2023) thinking it can lapse into, in which we develop dull habits of thought, such as narrating our own day, planning what we want to do next, comparing ourselves to others – all thought patterns that are known to lead to both anxiety and depression. Switching from thinking in the frame of threat perception to that of executive function redirects the flow of energy to the area of the brain that is most advanced, the prefrontal cortex. To do this, we can use a simple ‘noting practice’, where we take a few breaths and ask ourselves, what am I thinking about right now? How is this kind of thinking helping me right now? Is it useful? Is it interesting? If someone I care about was thinking like this – in this exact kind of situation – would I encourage them to think differently? In doing so, we force the brain’s energy and attention out of the Default Mode Network, into a zone which offers us objectivity, inspiration and self-compassion, all of which helps us maintain resilience (Miyagi et al., 2020).
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