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  PROLOGUE




  Nad-e Ali, Helmand Province, 2010




  I took a brief moment to rest. I knew it would be short-lived. The enemy were close and it wouldn’t be long before we would be in action again. Holding my rifle by my side I gulped as much water down my throat as I could, spilling most of it down my front in the process. The temperature was unbearable, forty degrees, and I was sweating so much that my body felt lubricated, as if covered in oil. I constantly shuffled the two radios, spare ammunition, spare batteries and water in my rucksack to allow the air to get up under my shirt, albeit briefly. I glanced at my watch. We’d been on the move for four hours now. I was going to have to change my radio batteries soon.




  It was late summer 2010. The previous year alone had seen a hundred and eight British servicemen killed in this sweaty, stinking, blood-soaked acreage. We were on eighty-eight, and it wasn’t even the end of August. Joint UK/US operations in the spring had cleared a lot of enemy from key districts around Marjeh but also squeezed many of them up to northern Nad-e Ali, where I was now plying my trade for the third time in four years.




  Firefights canor short, ferocious or rather quiet. Sometimes they just become a deadly game of cat and mouse. Today was like that. We moved slowly, carefully; avoiding obvious ambushes and channels for IEDs – improvised explosive devices. After a few hours like that the senses dull, but I could still hear my pulse in my ears as the hairs on the back of my neck began to rise again. I knew we were approaching the climax of this patrol.




  I leant against the forward edge of a ditch and peered through the grass along the lip; I could see across the field straight to the compound that lay between us and our patrol base. The high mud walls of the compound enclosed a simple square building that peeked over the top. It was quiet. Bullet holes around a small aperture in the wall marked the location as a previous Taliban firing point, also known as a murder hole. It was perfect for the enemy, just big enough to aim a rifle through, looking directly over our patrol base with an easy escape route into a treeline and another crop of compounds to the rear. They used these holes to pour murderous machine-gun fire onto our patrol base. I should have destroyed the compound months ago. Two five-hundred-pound bombs would do it, or a couple of guided rockets. Last time I attempted it we waited for six hours in this ditch, while battalion headquarters worked out the ‘environmental impact’ of me turning it into dust. What would happen to the watercourses? How would the trees recover afterwards? British soldiers’ lives were tumbling down priority lists out here.




  I rubbed my eyes. The fucking sweat always blurred your vision after a while.




  Looking at my watch, I worked out it would have been 0710 in the UK. Families would be waking up, getting ready for school. The morning commute would be well underway – trains packed out and roads jammed. All listening to the Today programme on Radio 4, Nicky Campbell on Radio 5 or even Chris Moyles on Radio 1. All the suits, picking up their coffees. I could have been one of them, but for some reason I chose this instead.




  I glanced left along the patrol group. I was the ‘tail-end Charlie’– the last guy. The section commander was looking at me. He was a young lad; bright, engaging and determined. We’d been intercepting the Taliban’s radio comms and knew they’d been tracking us for more than two hours now.




  ‘Are you pushing through it?’ I asked him.




  ‘Roger, boss. What do you reckon?’




  ‘I’m happy if you’re happy,’ I lied.




  There was no real way of bypassing this compound without getting into further trouble. We knew the enemy was very likely to be inside. In this crazy fucking war, we were about to advance across open ground, no doubt containing IEDs, towards a murder hole in a compound that was almost definitely going to fire on us. We’d been patrolling out twice a day every day for four months now, trying to create space for peace to take hold, and every day the Taliban had told us to go away, in their own inimitable style – with their AK47s.




  I heard retching and saw the young soldier at the front of the patrol bent over his Vallon metal detector, throwing up.




  I scrambled along the ditch, winked at the section commander on my way past, and scuttled in next to the lad at the front. His puke was just bile – no food. It was fear.




  ‘You all right, bud?’ I asked him.




  ‘Yeah,’ he replied.




  He can’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen, but had been patrolling for the last four hours not with his weapon looking for the enemy, but with a metal detector looking for IEDs buried in the ground. We had stopped a few times while he had fingered a suspicious mound of dirt to see what lay beneath. He had risked injury, if not death, every single day of his tour.




  We’d had a good patrol, despite being heavily ‘dicked’ – followed around by young men on motorbikes who were reporting our movements back to the Taliban. By being careful, and taking it slowly and methodically, we’d avoided contact thus far. But patrols always got hit in this area eventually – it was a question of when, not if. The Taliban knew you had to return to your PB and they usually left a present for you on your way back in.




  I looked back at the patrol; they were all quiet, sucking on CamelBaks. As they gazed at me I thought some of them looked like pandas – the dust on their faces interrupted only by the sweat around their eyes. Salt had crystallized on their cheeks. Yet their eyes were wired; they knew what was coming as well as I did.




  ‘Give me the Vallon,’ I said to the lead man. I don’t know why. I didn’t even know how to switch it on.




  ‘No, boss, I’m fine,’ he said.




  In his eyes I saw nerves, but also a steely determination. I wasn’t going to get that Vallon off him.




  ‘We’ll advance together, side by side, and I’ll put shots into that murder hole the moment he opens up,’ I said. We both knew that, being at the front, there was a strong chance we’d be dead before I heard or saw anything.




  ‘Sounds like a plan,’ he replied, wiping his mouth.




  ‘Let’s get this done,’ I said quietly to the patrol commander. We all stepped out of the ditch together, advancing on the compound very slowly.




  As promised, I kept my weapon up and trained on the murder hole, waiting for it to flash. It was hard to breathe.




  I thought I saw the curtain behind the murder hole move and felt bile in the back of my throat. It was just the wind, I decided. Another step, then another.




  Whack-whack-whack!




  That was incoming 7.62 rifle fire.




  I kept scanning. Someone to the right of me returned fire.




  I couldn’t see the flash but I could see the curtain moving rhythmically. He was in there. I fired six shots, fast and deliberate, into the murder hole, and then took a knee.




  The firing stopped. The patrol froze where we were, in the open. We couldn’t break left or right, for the IED threat. We couldn’t rush the firing point for the same reason. We couldn’t really see the firing point properly so had no idea if he was dead. It was fucking frustrating.




  In the sudden quiet I could hear my own breathing. I looked at the Vallon man in the prone position on his front. He stared back at me. I should have been lying on the floor too, but I couldn’t see anything from down there, and in this lethal game of cat and mouse, I smelled blood. I wanted him to take another shot and expose himself. Turning my head to the right, I caught the patrol commander’s eye and gestured to indicate that we should go around the left-hand side of the compound and head straight up to our base. The gesture wasn’t in any manual, and I got a puzzled stare in return.




  Giving up, I called over to him.




  ‘Don’t go in there,’ I said. ‘I reckon it’s riddled.’ The Taliban’s tactics were nothing if not cunning. Entice the Brits in with a shoot and scoot; lace the place with IEDs.




  ‘You happy to lead us back in?’ The section commander said.




  ‘Yep. Follow me,’ I replied.




  In single file, me and the Vallon man at the front, we moved slowly around the side of the compound. About five minutes later, exhausted and wild-eyed, we entered the patrol base through the rear gate. We gathered around and had a quick wash up. I made sure everyone understood what had just happened.




  ‘Don’t flap; always think,’ I said. ‘Good work.’




  I went back to my camp cot and opened another carton of cigarettes. Drawing the smoke deep into my lungs, I wondered if I’d killed the shooter. Probably not, but I didn’t really care either way. Another patrol chalked off.




  I saw the company commander having a piss into the piss tubes that ran through the wall of our compound. Still in his pants and T-shirt, he was up late – I’d actually got the day wrong. It was a Sunday. There would be no morning commute. Instead, my family would be going to chapel. A few years ago, I had been a nervous, confused little boy sat in those pews on a Sunday, trying to understand and live within a very strict set of rules. It almost destroyed my mind.




  This Sunday morning, I might have killed someone – the ultimate sin apparently.




  I exhaled. I couldn’t give a fuck. One day less. One day more. Not many more months left in this war.




  







  1




  I remember little of my childhood. Some say I have chosen to forget which is probably true. I was born on 17 August 1981 in Dartford General Hospital, the sixth of my parents’ eight children. I had four older brothers, Neil (14), Keith (13), Stuart (11) and Sam (6), and just the one sister, Heidi (3). My father worked in the local branch of Lloyds Bank and my mother was a retired paediatric nurse. We were not well-off at all, which was a source of anxiety for my parents.




  We lived in a small terraced house in Dartford – two up and two down. It was a tight squeeze, and managing our daily lives meant my mother was run off her feet. A military routine was adopted to ensure baths, showers, mealtimes and bedtimes ran as planned.




  This disciplined approach to life was nothing new for my parents; my father in particular came from a harsh home which was anchored by religion. In fact, my family history on both sides is marked for at least three generations by a strong religious devotion. My parents’ Strict Baptist faith governed every minute of every day for them and had done so for their entire lives. It was an impressive – if at times destructive – devotion that defined my very early years and shaped our family relationships.




  But there came a moment in time where this traditional religious life and modern British society collided. As the 1970s became the 1980s, and then the 1990s, it became impossible to insulate one’s family from the rest of society, its culture and behaviour. My parents found the encroachment of the outside world very difficult to deal with.




  Strict Baptist life was dominated by Sundays, or the Sabbath as my father would call it, greeting it each week like an old friend. And Sunday would be dominated by the chapel. A Strict Baptist chapel is not a church; we did not think much of people who ‘went to church’. It is a ‘brethren’ built around a common, strict and literal interpretation of Biblical texts. Those who worked for the chapel were called ‘deacons’, but the whole set-up was commanded by the Pastor, who was held in almost mystical adoration by some. According to our Pastor, having a late night on a Saturday was the devil’s work because full focus and concentration were required on a Sunday. And he wasn’t wrong: three ninety minute services, plus some Sunday School, needed serious effort.




  Most churches in the UK have services spread through the course of a Sunday to enable those with varying commitments, and perhaps children, to attend one at their convenience. My father saw it rather differently. In his eyes, these services simply presented multiple opportunities to plug into some Old Testament truths, and we attended as many as possible, to the extent that we sometimes took a packed lunch so we could remain in our pews between the services. As a very young boy full of pent-up energy, with hairless legs that stuck to the varnished mahogany benches, I felt as if I was spending most of my life in chapel.




  The ceremonies, or ‘services’, themselves generally all followed the same format. An opening hymn would be followed by a longish reading of ten or fifteen minutes from the gospels. We would then sing again and that would be followed by a long, single prayer of over twenty minutes in length. This seemingly endless prayer was an opportunity for the Pastor to improvise around a number of topics linked loosely to the reading we had just heard, but could also run to local and world current affairs.




  During this eternity, the congregations would be seated, heads bowed and eyes shut. This was of great amusement to us children, who saw it as our opportunity to communicate with each other through glances and perhaps even pictures. But woe betide you if you gave cause for one of the worshippers – in your family or not – to break from their prayer and cast you a killer look.




  Strict Baptist chapels can be frightening places; large and cold and usually filled to five or ten per cent capacity. It was rare to meet another family our age; if we did, friendships were either chased desperately in order to seek solace in shared experience, or avoided to miss the awkward conversations about why we were so strange.




  Most worshippers wore very sober colours to chapel. As a family we mirrored this; us boys in shorts or trousers (if over the age of eleven) and a plain shirt and tie, while poor Heidi often looked like she’d just stepped off the Mayflower with the Pilgrim Fathers. Whether on the Sabbath or not, Heidi was not allowed to wear trousers, and none of us were permitted to wear jeans. Pop music was ‘rubbish’ that was not to be played in our house and the radio was not to be switched on at all on a Sunday. When I began my short-lived career as a chorister, I did an interview with the local BBC radio station which was broadcast on the Sabbath. I remember very clearly the angst betwixt my very strict father and my ever-so-slightly more relaxed mother, and then the novelty of firing up the wireless on a Sunday, all of us wondering what on earth was played on a Sabbath that prevented us from listening to it. Television was banned, as was a great deal of literature that would sit in the traditional 1980s or 1990s family home. The things children or ‘non-believers’ our age knew about – TV shows, politics, pop music and so on – were totally foreign to us.




  My father was and remains a very complex man. He knows that I think he is driven almost exclusively by guilt, be it guilt over spending money or enjoying the odd earthly pleasure. He wrestles with it daily – I can still see the fight in his face. He possessed and demonstrated an iron will and commitment to a literal interpretation of scripture that inevitably revealed itself in a quick temper. He could be extraordinarily attentive – once building me an entire train set for one of my birthdays as I slept – but he was not happy, and our home life suffered for it.




  The truth is, he longed to live in a society swept by the evangelical fervour of Charles Wesley or Martin Luther – so much so that I was given Luther’s surname as my middle name. He was entirely ill-equipped to deal with modern society in almost any sense. Children, home, women, immigration, work – almost anything outside of chapel – challenged his matrix of views, and he simply could not cope. He was one of those most confusing of men – those who believe that God’s will is unchallengeable, that we are all doomed unless we commit ourselves ever harder to the literal translation of the gospel, but who also draw hard at the ATM of forgiveness for their own contradictory shortcomings.




  My mother was slightly (if not enough of) a different person. She was extremely subservient – as she was instructed to be in the scriptures – and always deferred to her husband’s wishes, especially on any matter pertaining to disciplining the children. Her love for her offspring was clear, but she too was commanded by a higher calling – seemingly a ‘hotline’ to God – and that drove her behaviour. But at the same time, she had an uncanny ability to mask any unpleasantness in front of people outside the family – she would have been an extraordinary actress – and cover and excuse my father’s moods. At the time, I could not understand her silence; in later life my view did not change even as her behaviour changed towards me.




  Apparently, I was a very naughty child who needed strong discipline, but this may have just been an attempt to excuse the inexcusable. The presence of our parents’ Christian faith seemed to legitimize this ‘discipline’ – God was in control, after all – and because this faith would simultaneously speak of ultimate forgiveness and inability to challenge God’s will, I was left feeling confused, scared and vulnerable. I developed coping mechanisms that still cast shadows to this day. All this before the age of ten was not healthy.




  At a young age, I decided that my parents were more concerned with the world’s perception of me than they were about ensuring I was a well-rounded, secure, stable little boy. Understanding their true priorities made things around me easier to understand, but the insight brought its own kind of deep sadness.




  Home was not just a physical test to get through; it was also wildly inconsistent. There is no doubt that I can recall some good times, when the clouds would part and the sun would reveal itself. I remember being taken away by my father for a couple of nights in a bed and breakfast; I remember laughing as I jumped on the autumn leaves in the bin, squashing them down so that we could fit more in as we cleared up the garden together. But – and it is a deep regret of mine – these memories were swamped by others less pleasant. My family could embark on a fantastic day out without any cross words, which would end with sudden explosions of temper, for reasons I as a boy simply did not understand, but were usually to do with the impending Sabbath. And yet on the rare occasions I was listening at chapel, I heard tales of qualities which could have changed my life at home: gentleness; peace; forgiveness; children sitting on Jesus’s knee.




  When things were good they were good. When the moments were bad, they were very hurtful and scarring, and it is these memories that endure.




  The first real collision between the 1980s Mercer family and the outside world happened when my two eldest brothers, Neil and Keith, went off to join the Royal Navy. We had a strong family heritage within the Senior Service: Jack ‘Boy’ Cornwell, who was killed winning a VC at the Battle of Jutland in 1916, was a relative of mine. My grandfather was a radio operator in the Second World War. My father then signed up my two older brothers on their sixteenth birthdays and both attended HMS Raleigh in Torpoint, Cornwall, as ratings.




  It is hard to comprehend, yet alone describe on paper, the soul-chilling contrasts that my brothers experienced in the weeks that followed their first days of naval service in the early 1980s. It was tough enough joining back then simply on the grounds that if you didn’t have an eye-patch from the Falklands War you weren’t really worth talking to. Added to that, Royal Navy basic training was famed the world over for being intrusive, destructive and degrading. Tough for your average young man then; indescribable for my brothers, whose upbringing meant they were entirely unequipped for any of it.




  In chapel as children, we were encouraged not to mix with the ‘unbelievers’. School was manageable, in that its influences were necessarily limited – we all went home afterwards. But for Neil and Keith, thrown together with the unbelievers full-time for military basic training and reluctant to tell them that they were going to hell for – amongst other things – not observing the Sabbath, the experience was deeply challenging.




  Venturing beyond the confines of home was a tremendous shock for me and all my siblings, as it became clear to our young minds that not everybody in the world was a Strict Baptist. Shortly after we understood that other people were not the same as us, we realized we were going to have to get on with them anyway – and that these people could actually be our friends. It gradually dawned on us that some of them might be more stable anchors than our own points of reference – our parents or church groups. These ‘friends’ would end up looking out for us and some – as mad as it seemed – would end up loving us. This journey of emotional discovery was both remarkable for us and very hard to understand.




  Neil and Keith were the first to grapple with these issues, and I will never forget the unique and deep challenges they faced, that dull but do not disappear with time.




  In the early 1980s we moved from Dartford to Purley in South London, where my sister Naomi was born, before settling when I was five in Crowborough, East Sussex, the home of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes.




  In Crowborough, my mother had one more daughter – Mary – finally bringing an end to my father’s reproductive efforts. We lived in the old parsonage on the main road running up to Crowborough Cross, which is still there to this day. The two older boys had left for the Navy, so there were six children all crammed in as we got on with growing up.




  There was a small personal benefit to me from Neil and Keith leaving, and widening their horizons, so early in my life. They were home on shore leave for Christmas 1987 when my father took issue with me again, this time for feeling Christmas presents under the tree. Neil and Keith caught my father disciplining me, and made it clear to him that if he didn’t calm down he would come to regret it. They saved me that day, and although the discipline did not disappear altogether, there was certainly less of it.




  It was around this time that my father became the area manager for Lloyds Bank. (I wouldn’t have fancied going to him for a loan; reckless borrowing and lending was not a problem in south east England in those days – he single-handedly took care of that.) Simultaneously, my parents decided to set up a nursery school in our home. Crucially for me, this process made our home life more public, which was a very good thing.




  It was a lot of work running a highly regulated Montessori nursery, and we all had to get stuck in to some extent. I had to get up early every day and clear either leaves or ice from all the paths around the house. I would then put out the toys for the children to play with in the garden, and put them away again when I got home from primary school. In those days I attended St John’s primary, a mile and a half’s walk down the road. I also cleaned out and fed the animals with which we now shared our lives, including some surprisingly aggressive guinea pigs and rabbits.




  Life was definitely changing. Thanks to the nursery, my mother and father had to employ and engage with members of the general public more than they had ever been required to before. My parents were beginning, very slowly, to relinquish control over our lives, as their older children’s independence made them realize the limits of their influence. At the same time, the stress this caused them was almost intolerable, and we all felt it in various ways.




  I have a number of memories scarred on my mind. The time Keith drove up from Royal Naval Air Station Culdrose in Cornwall to see us at the parsonage, only to be shooed away from the door with a chair by my mother until he paid for his accommodation for the night. I remember another brother coming home for Christmas all the way from Derby on the train and asking for a lift from the station from my father. My father refused, and my brother re-boarded the train and returned to a lonely Christmas on his own. My parents’ reaction to their loss of control became desperate; it was heartbreaking to watch and is still upsetting to recall.




  These are rather distant memories now, but I cannot forget them. My parents have grown old, changing physically and emotionally as life has taken its toll. But crucially for me, I now have children of my own, on whom I obsessively check in whenever I wake in the night. I had hoped that being a parent would expose me to the sort of stresses and frustrations that I assumed lay behind my father’s behaviour, and that I’d gain some insight into and perhaps a bit of peace with what went on. Unfortunately, it pushed me the other way, and I still can’t comprehend much of my childhood. I love my parents; they have indeed changed and time heals much. But it can never change what actually took place, or the effects of what happened to me at the most formative and precious stages of a child’s life.
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  A combination of my father’s career upturn and the lucrative Montessori nursery school in our home meant that when I was seven my parents could afford to send me away to boarding school.




  Temple Grove preparatory school was in Heron’s Ghyll, just three miles from home in the opposite direction to my primary school. It is now converted luxury accommodation for the wealthy of East Sussex; then, it was a delightful old country house. My younger sister Naomi went to the pre-prep, but Heidi and I boarded. Our parents could have sent us as day pupils or weekly boarders, but chose the option of full boarders who stayed at the weekends too. Although I was pretty devastated at the time to be separated from my mother, it was probably best for all of us.




  I’m told I loved some of the boarding experience, but my memories can be somewhat hazy. I remember corporal punishments, such as being made to eat a bar of soap for saying ‘shit’. I remember plenty of ‘double baths’ with my male friends – the sort of thing that would perhaps land a school in trouble these days. I also remember the first time my mother bought me a Kinder egg for getting a ‘plus’ certificate. I rarely saw her, so when she did things like this it melted me.




  It wasn’t all such raucous fun. The weekends, when most of the other kids would go home, were staggeringly lonely, and I’d cling onto my poor sister Heidi like Velcro. I loved the outdoors where I could go and do whatever I liked without recourse. I was never scared outside on my own and I was fascinated by the darkness where no one could see me. I could be as odd as I liked, repeating identical prayers like a mantra or reading my ‘Olde Englishe’ King James Bible, which I had won at Sunday School for reciting long parts of scripture by heart. I did find almost everyone else at the school intimidating, at least to some extent, and darkness gave me the opportunity to hide from a world about which I was extremely confused. Some of my form masters seemed to enjoy holding a position of authority more than actually stabilizing a child who was clearly deeply affected by his early years. My friends were so much more worldly wise and able to cope with school than me. I struggled to find my feet and, bizarrely, longed to run away home.




  I used to work out how I could walk cross-country to the parsonage, how long it would take and what food I would need to sustain me. This was indeed odd, given the unhappiness of family life, but I think I missed the routine and regularity of home. In addition, now that Mother had opened a school and we had ‘outsiders’ coming in every day, the parsonage seemed a slightly more appealing prospect than boarding school.




  I was eight years old when Heidi outlined the folly of making my way home – I would only be driven back to school again. I had to adapt and overcome, and forced myself to do so. She was in the choir, and invited me to join, promising me it wasn’t like singing hymns at our Strict Baptist chapel down the road. Singing treble was easy for me, and I seemed good at it. It was a gift; one I did nothing to earn.




  I had made friends at school and knew they were good people. But I also found it tough to have friends who did not share my family’s beliefs; the Church taught that it was wrong and my guilt was simply too stifling. I felt pulled in two distinct directions; one minute I could be having fun with my friends, the next I’d be hating myself for breaking God’s rules by playing football on a Sunday. Looking back, I couldn’t have asked for better friends. I think people had an inkling about my home life and instead of bullying or teasing there was simple sympathy meted out by most staff and pupils alike.




  Lots of people say that they don’t care what others think of them; in my case being seen as so odd already by other children and their parents meant that by the age of nine I genuinely didn’t give a shit what people thought of me.




  So when it came to singing, I just got up there and did it.




  And I seemed to make people really happy. Some would cry when I sang, others would clap and get on their feet. I moved to Stoke Brunswick, an idyllic little prep school in West Sussex, that was better for music. There I was taken on by an inspirational and extremely talented music teacher called Mrs Barber. She managed to craft a pretty ordinary group of children into an award-winning choir that starred in BBC documentaries and won through to the finals of the Choir of the Year competition. Individually, I entered an X Factor-type competition to find the best chorister in the land – the National Choirboy of the Year Competition. I won the regional finals and came runner-up in the national final in 1993 to a boy whose voice broke shortly afterwards. As a result I fulfilled some of his singing commitments, while being trumpeted as Choirboy of the Year and instructed not to tell of his demise!




  I sang at the Royal Festival Hall, for the Queen at the Albert Hall and at the VE Day fiftieth anniversary celebrations in 1995 in Hyde Park, and abroad at international competitions for my school and on my own. And, of course, I sung in almost every bloody church in Sussex at Christmas.




  In the process, I gained admiration and respect in spades; just not from the two people I, for some reason, still wanted to impress. Outwardly things looked great; once the car doors slammed life was still very different.




  Heidi was extremely gifted on the piano and went to Wadhurst College to advance her music skills there, but I was joined at Stoke Brunswick by my younger sister, Naomi. Bizarrely, my homesickness remained chronic. I had a wonderful matron called Miss Warriner who consoled me through some excruciating scenes involving my parents as my sister and I were dropped off again, usually on a lonely Sunday afternoon, at the huge, empty prep school. Miss Warriner often let me watch some TV (yes, even on a Sunday) to calm my nerves, despite telling my friends and parents she didn’t. She had a special place in my heart.




  I enjoyed much of Stoke Brunswick – particularly the sport – and made some friends, but I never really saw them outside of school. I seemed to be popular enough, but remember feeling desperately lonely, particularly when Naomi seemed to settle in so much easier than me. Quite simply, I felt I was very, very different to my peers; most were extremely wealthy and privileged, and had home lives to return to that were entirely dissimilar to my own. Regrettably, I began to wonder what was wrong with my head: Why did I find being away from home so tough when I didn’t even really like being at home in the first place?




  The main thing I did enjoy as a boy was breaking free from the confines put on me by authority figures other than my parents. My parents’ rule was so fearsome that others held no terrors for me, and I treated their rules with a distinct lack of respect. I would lead ‘dormitory raids’ from the boys’ to the girls’ dormitories in the small hours. Having achieved our objective, I would sit triumphantly on some poor girl’s bed before leading the raiding party back to our room. I was completely disinterested in the girls; I simply enjoyed the excitement of potentially ‘being caught’, whatever consequences that might have. I also managed to pick the lock on the tuck cupboard and regularly led a night-time patrol to raid some tuck, which I would then sell on to raise cash for all sorts of things I did not have – including a pair of jeans.




  Despite my bad behaviour at Stoke Brunswick, in 1995 I sung my way to prestigious music scholarships for myself and Naomi, who was by now my closest and dearest friend, to Eastbourne College, a beautiful Victorian secondary school.




  I was the first in my family to go to public school, something that caused consternation amongst my brothers. They were so deeply scarred by their upbringing that they almost resented any opportunity, however self-earned, that was presented to the younger members of the family. Because I was the only boy in the younger half of siblings, their resentment fixated on me. But I still saw the scholarship as an opportunity. Towards the end of my time at Stoke Brunswick I realized the folly of my homesickness; by the time I got to Eastbourne College it was largely cured, although the mental challenges of dealing with an unorthodox upbringing would manifest themselves in another way. Eastbourne College meant I could be truly away from home, and aged fourteen on a top music scholarship I thought musical greatness beckoned.




  It didn’t work out quite like that.




  For one thing, although their children’s musical talents had started off as something to be nurtured, they ended up as an obsession for my parents. We were required to perform as a family whenever relatives or friends from chapel would come over to our home. There was a rigidly enforced timetable for music practice, and some quite bizarre rules to go with it. I had taken up the violin by now. My mother was impressed at a recent concert by how high a violinist had held her violin; for many months afterwards I had a round pencil eraser placed (not attached) under the bridge of my violin. It was not to fall to the floor as a result of the violin not being perfectly flat under my chin, no matter how many hours I practised. Bizarre, and bloody torturous. It was even worse when my sense of guilt made me continue the exercise at school, in case God was watching and told my mother. Humiliating doesn’t cover it. My interest in music waned somewhat, and I focused on other aspects of school life.




  I particularly loved sport, where I didn’t have to interact verbally with others but could just run my guts out and collapse at full time. I couldn’t play enough football, rugby and cricket. My rugby and football skills were poor compared to everyone else’s but I wasn’t too bad at cricket, and did a summer school to beef up my skills. I was very good at striking things in general and my father also introduced me to a pastime where you could stare at something and hit it as hard as you can without having to go and get it – the golf driving range.




  With no children left at home except Mary, my father’s outlet for his frustrations was said driving range, and I would go along too. Eventually he bought me a half set of clubs and I was hooked. I used to break in to the Royal Eastbourne at hole four and play until hole seventeen, where I would duck out and walk the four miles back to the school campus without paying a penny. Everyone at the club must have known what I was up to, but they let me get on with it; I was never challenged.




  I represented Eastbourne College at football, cricket, hockey, tennis, rugby and golf. Despite never being the most talented, I was usually made captain. I wasn’t loud – quite the opposite – but I found it easy to self-motivate, and others would simply follow my lead. Looking back, perhaps the leadership bug had infected me already, without me knowing it.




  While outwardly I was the popular sports captain getting stuck-in and appearing relatively ‘normal’, behind closed doors I was enduring a sort of mental, religion-based torment. I felt the heavy hand of religion on my shoulder wherever I went. Before bed every night I said the same prayer in my head that my father had taught me, thinking the right things at the same time. If my mind wandered I would have to start again, lest harm come to someone. I believed this would be my fault, and that my father would find out. I was to read the Bible every day, and I did so, petrified of misunderstanding it and thinking thoughts in my head that were wrong, and of God judging me.




  Whenever I shut my eyes and tried to sleep my mind became a battleground, as I wrestled with growing up in a world full of ‘temptations’ such as television on a Sunday, while being haunted by the contradictory and guilt-driven religion I had ingrained into me. My mother and father were very clear – deviating from what was taught at our Strict Baptist chapel would result in ‘eternal flame and gnashing of teeth’. It is difficult to articulate the effects of this on an adolescent boy, and I developed quite a case of obsessive compulsive disorder. Nights when everyone else was in bed, I was staring at taps, flicking light switches on and off, and washing my hands to the extreme, sometimes emptying a 500ml liquid soap container in one go. I was terrified people would find out and realize I wasn’t coping with home life as I should be, and I tried to do most of it in private when everyone else was asleep. Weirdly, the days were an entirely different matter, and none of the guilt really bothered me. It was just when I shut my eyes. I was an extremely disturbed young kid who went through boarding school barely getting more than four or five hours’ sleep a night.




  I made some extremely good friends at Eastbourne. I was still very different to them, and rather ashamedly begrudged their ‘normality’, but on the whole they didn’t judge me for my ‘different’ home life, and I didn’t end up in too many scraps with the posh kids. There were four of us in particular – Olly, Dan, Mike and me – who always seemed to end up in the same sports teams and at each other’s houses (except mine) when time allowed. From sixteen onwards we were also trying to get into pubs and drink, pretending to be the adults we most certainly were not.




  I completed my GCSEs and then A Levels with lower than average results – ten GCSEs grade A–C and three A Levels C–E. I almost completed my Gold Duke of Edinburgh Award (my mother had already bought her hat for the palace) but got caught taking a taxi when I’d had enough on one of the practice yomps and was thrown off the scheme. I wasn’t too upset; by then I was starting to pay a little more attention to females and had mainly used the expeditions as a chance to chat to girls in a captive environment – their tent on a rainy night – and to get away from bloody music practice.




  I remember the dreaded day when my A Level results came through. I had been working a series of jobs and saved some money to go abroad after I’d finished the exams, so I was away from home when the results came through. I don’t know why I was shocked by how poorly I had done, but I still was. My wonderful sister Naomi kept ringing up UCAS clearing, trying to get me a university place that I didn’t really want. In the end, I called off the chase. I was done with full-time education.




  It wasn’t that I was lazy – I was a bloody hard worker – I just found concentrating on one thing particularly difficult when I had such mammoth internal battles going on. I had no idea what I was going to do with my life. Only when I was physically exhausted did I seem to manage a modicum of internal peace, when my mind would stop ticking over. I needed to try and get to grips with it all. There was very little awareness about ‘mental health’ in those days. I just felt like I was mad.
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  I got my first job at the age of fourteen, as a paperboy. The early starts, coupled with the criminal pay, were only ameliorated by the chance to flick through the latest Playboy with the other lads in the newsagent. We’d have about five minutes before we’d be sent on our way to deliver them through people’s letterboxes, together with the Kent and East Sussex Courier. It was always awkward when I recognized the name from chapel.




  Being a paperboy was followed by working as a waiter and slops man on the washing up machines at the Spa Hotel in Tunbridge Wells. Being a waiter was harder work than I hoped for, but I made up for it with regular sit-ins inside the walk-in refrigerator, tasting the delicious yoghurt or wolfing down a cold croissant because I hadn’t got up early enough to eat breakfast.




  When I was eighteen, I progressed to Lighting Department Manager at a department store. I say I was the manager, but I didn’t manage anyone. What I did manage to do was get together with the head of the menswear department, who was a very attractive girl five years my senior. Unfortunately, she was also the girlfriend of a notorious hard man, who was quite upset when he found out. Overhearing a conversation between her and the regional manager in the store cafe, when he told her that being with me was ‘not good for her career’, was a low point.




  Luckily, I found a more serious job through Olly from Eastbourne College, who had essentially became my surrogate brother as we went through our teens. His father owned a farm in Sussex, and I could stay there during school holidays, for as long as I wanted, in exchange for chores. I spent most of my summers there. Olly Pile overlooked the many oddities that I had developed in my childhood, and was still trying to shake off in my adolescence, even though I reckon they made me pretty hard work to hang around with. We spent long, hot summers driving illegally across the South Downs on his motorbikes or drinking ale for the first time, listening to Oasis and Blur. One thing I had to put up with was his family’s determination to drink milk straight from the cow, without any skimming or treatment. We often went shooting, with mixed results. I was no dead-eyed Dick, but Olly really struggled with a gun. I would often drive the truck right up next to a rabbit in the dead of night, only for Olly to shoot the wing mirror off. Awkward conversations at breakfast with his long-suffering father were the norm.




  Somehow Olly managed to get us both a job in London through some rich uncle of his. We’d be working for a fund manager in Farringdon, and our role there was to answer the phone, do the admin for some of the fund’s products and try to start a career in finance.




  We lived with one of Olly’s family friends just off the King’s Road. I passed the financial exams but found the rest of it mind-numbingly dull, and consequently messed around far too much in an attempt to escape my mental wrestles. By day, I looked at my fellow workers and was filled with sympathy that this was their lot in life – an office in London, the daily commute, a very small world. By night, I was drinking far too much in an effort to sleep, and being a dick in the process.




  I spent the majority of my time trying to get with a girl who worked in the office, but had once been a dancer in one of those gentlemen’s establishments. I wore her down and eventually she taught me a thing or two. I always pitied my partners in those days; my nocturnal pseudo-religious behaviour meant they must have thought me very odd indeed. Her boyfriend was rather unhappy with me as well. Incidentally and rather ironically, he was also some sort of hard man from Essex. Looking back I’m not sure what sort of girls I was going after . . .




  Before long, it was clear that spending far too much money, drinking a fair amount and chasing posh girls down the King’s Road, while trying to build a career in something that failed to hold my interest at all, was not enough for me.




  My father, who had relaxed a great deal by now after many years of strict adherence, wanted me to join the military like my brothers. I agreed that this might be something I’d be interested in, but I certainly wasn’t set on it. While I wavered, he succeeded in getting me an interview with a retired General he knew through his work at the bank.




  The General got the measure of me within a few minutes (it wasn’t hard), and told me he had a plan for me. He paid for me to spend two days in February with a couple of his old soldiers, who had left the Special Air Service to set up a civilian training and leadership company. The course was held in the woods not far from my family home. We dispensed with the teambuilding tasks and high-wire courses pretty early on, and spent much of the day and late into the night chatting.




  They outlined how much they had enjoyed the military, and were very honest about why they left. They had achieved what they had wanted to as young men, and they carried the air of confident, self-assured professional and personal satisfaction that I longed for but found entirely missing in London. They had lived a boy’s dream – friends, the SAS, operations, war, holidays. And, crucially, they seemed stable and happy. I wanted that.




  They made me feel that even I could join the Army, despite knowing so little about it. I should join a specialist unit, and then I could be the outdoors loner of my youth on exercise and operations but a ‘normal’ person in barracks – a perfect mix, it seemed to me.




  I said I wanted to sign up as a soldier and do it ‘properly’. I didn’t really fancy being an officer. I didn’t want the responsibility, or the discomfort I’d already experienced at Eastbourne College of spending my time with much wealthier, and better educated and bred men than me.




  But the two men told me not to be such a prick. If I was good enough I should be an officer – the Army needed good officers from all sorts of backgrounds – and who was I to judge where I best fitted in? I could, after all, spend all my time with the blokes if I wanted to. I didn’t have to become a moleskin-wearing, corduroy-jacketed wonder overnight.




  I asked what was the most pressurized and demanding role in the Army. They suggested that controlling joint fires – meaning coordinating aviation, air, artillery and mortar fire – while people were being shot, was very testing. It came with a lot of pressure and responsibility. I would have to master multiple technical and communications skills and operate at the highest professional standards; mistakes killed people. And I would get to scrap with the enemy too. Apart from the last bit, I was sold.




  I did some research and found the only unit of the Army that I thought ticked all of these boxes. In Plymouth, on the south coast, there was a specialist unit called 29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery. The mix of soldier and seamanship that my family history demanded was a bonus. You had to pass the notorious All Arms Commando Course to join them, and then work your way up through the guns and reconnaissance jobs before you could become a fires controller – the job I was after. Training would take a few years and I could build a career. What came after that, I would have to wait and see, but I would always be a Commando. I might have a wife and a family by the time I had finished, who knows? One thing was certain – Plymouth was a long way away from Sussex.




  That was what I was really after, if I’m honest. A family of my own in my own part of the world, where I could stand on my own two feet and perhaps put the past behind me. Home still defined everything I did. I found Christmases extremely sad; epic fall-outs were inevitable as we all struggled to readjust to a changing family dynamic – parents and siblings alike.




  The battleground in my mind had become debilitating, and interfered heavily in my daily life. I felt I had blown it: by attending Eastbourne College, I had been given academic opportunities that were beyond so many; I simply had not made enough of them. My fear of my parents was now replaced with an almost sympathetic view of them. Despite their shortcomings, they had worked hard to earn money to enable me to go to that school. I felt like an incredibly wasteful kid sometimes.




  But it was out of my hands. I was unstable and unhappy, and I longed for some inner peace from the religious torment that engulfed me every time I went to bed. Despite slowly becoming an adult, I felt like a boy emotionally. I thought that I struggled inordinately due to some strange lack of robustness. I had moments – days even – when the battles would leave me. But they always returned. My self-esteem was affected enormously.




  As I turned nineteen, I knew I had to leave all this stuff behind and re-shape myself before my mind was lost. The Army was for me.




  I sat my Regular Commissions Board – the entrance exams for officer training – in 2000; for the first time I really wanted to pass something and perform to my capacity, rather than let my performance be shaped by my internal struggles.




  Inevitably, I totally cocked it up. If one could simply leave one’s internal struggles behind at the flick of a switch, the world would be a very different place. I was shy around the other candidates – all these ‘hooray henrys’. I would have happily sat there and taken the piss out of them all day, but struggled to discuss the finer points of Field Marshal Slim’s principles of war. Insecure piss-takers were not really what the Army was looking for.




  I felt like a bit of a fraud, and let it show. Having taken on some significant ‘timber’ during my time in London, I was painfully slow during the physical assessment. I went home convinced that for the first time I had had a lifeline hung out for me and I had thrown it away.




  While I was at Westbury, where the RCB was based, I was told about a course for those who hadn’t failed the Board outright, but were generally considered ‘below par’. Those who passed it would win a place at Sandhurst. Called Rowallan Company, it was the sort of course around which countless legends brood and was designed to build character through leadership for those a bit rough around the edges. It was made for me.




  By now I was living with my brother Keith in Lewes, Sussex which had a good rail link to get to London for my job with the fund manager in the City. Keith had given up his career as a naval aviator to earn some money and have some fun flying for Virgin Atlantic. And having fun he was. He would often take me on trips with him, but what we got up to cannot be committed to paper. Keith also introduced me to curry, and we had a cracking local pub, full of Sussex hippies. There we would while away the evenings, putting our piano skills to good use and singing old songs, updating them with ruder and ruder lyrics about hippies until we were inevitably asked to leave, laughing as we were booed out of the door. We did have an extraordinary fraternal bond, borne out of the shared experiences of our upbringing.




  I remember the summer morning at Keith’s when I got my results letter from Westbury. The words on the posh paper were shouting out at me. I had scraped through with a ‘Rowallan Pass’. They even sent me a video of the course, showing some lads my age running around in rugby shirts carrying what looked like a telegraph pole. It seemed like fun. Life was a little bereft back then.




  When I informed my father, to his credit he was adamant I should attend Rowallan. I wasn’t so sure, by now only half-committed to a potential career in the Army. Then something happened that changed the world profoundly, and cemented my decision to join up.




  I returned early from working in London one day and flicked on the TV. It was 11 September 2001. I watched the first plane, and then the second, crash into the Twin Towers. Then the first tower fell. I saw a couple of jumpers – those faced by the agonizing choice between burning in the building or falling to their death. I was talking to Olly on the phone as the second tower came down.




  If I’m being entirely honest, there wasn’t much nobility in my initial decision to join the Army. The idea of travelling the world, playing sport and getting away from home life was enough for me. However, in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 those motivations began to be rivalled by another; one that affected many that day, and that had affected generations before me in times of great national change.




  I grew up with the IRA creating havoc in the UK and dominating our news agenda. Their victims were often unconnected to the province and wholly innocent of wrongdoing. On 9/11 a lot of those who died hadn’t even heard of Al Qaeda; many were Muslims. Dead for going to work.
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