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Preface

It’s been said that it’s not so much what happens to us that matters; it’s how we respond to what happens that does.1 In my years as a trained investigator, hostage negotiator and international peacekeeper, I was privileged to meet and observe people from all walks of life, each with unique stories, attitudes and experiences. I watched how an almost identical set of circumstances frequently affected individuals very differently, due in part to their backgrounds, their ability to process thoughts and the value that they would attach to an event. I’ve witnessed very different responses from hostage victims who had experienced similar events, and I have marveled at the choices they made because of those events.

While we are each endowed with a fundamental ability to choose our responses to whatever injustices, hardships and dilemmas come our way, factors such as fear can and often do eat away at our confidence. The resulting indecision, if allowed to rule and dominate, can quickly become a sad pattern perpetuating itself unconsciously—which in turn can easily become a syndrome. You may not even see it coming. This is the essence of being taken hostage by your self, whether external forces are the instigator or whether the cause lies entirely within your own personal perception. And once our “self” is made aware of our self-sabotage, this becomes the pivotal moment when choosing must occur—that is, the choice to continue the powerless-seeming state in which you find yourself, or to direct yourself to apply the un-hostaging principles set out in this book—to follow the guideposts I offer you and to exit the misery of being held hostage. Bear in mind that each adversity that takes you hostage can either defeat you or strengthen you, depending upon what you choose to do with it. Also bear in mind that choice—choosing—is an action. Action requires muscle. And change does not happen simply because we want it to. We must consciously exercise our minds to make it happen. We must choose the positive over the negative. The guideposts I have set out in this book will be there to lead you as you embrace this process of choosing and of change.

And in the process of guiding you out of a state of hostage, this book will challenge you to become more conscious of your thoughts, of the emotions they are evoking as they enter your conscious mind, and of the technique of interrupting those thoughts and emotions that cause pain or simply do not serve you or your overall goals, be they personal or professional or both. To this end, each chapter begins with a story that introduces a principle. May you enjoy the stories and learn from the principles. That’s what I’m after for you.





Prologue

My Journey to Manhood

Like many others, I was raised in an environment that required me to depend on myself at a very young age. My father was a violent alcoholic who often took out his rage on my mother, my siblings and me. From as far back as I can remember, I felt defenseless to protect my family and myself from my father; and at the age of about seven, I decided that when I grew up I’d become a policeman so I could arrest men like my father. He never gave me the chance to arrest him, however. He killed himself before I would ever join the police.

Without my father as a role model, I had to learn about growing into a man by examining and modeling the behavior of others. As is often the case with abused children (and before I eventually found my way into manhood), I frequently misbehaved in school and was appropriately labeled a troublemaker. My delinquent classroom conduct assured me regular strappings. My grades were so poor that I developed the beliefs that I couldn’t retain a thing and wouldn’t amount to much either. That misguided way of thinking was reinforced in me by the very people who should have been building me up: my teachers.

I came to believe the bad-boy image others had labeled me with and suffered the sting of many wooden rulers on the palms of my hands for my disruptive behavior. A consistent failure, I somehow managed to graduate from one grade to another. I suspect that I passed simply because my teachers didn’t want me in their classes the following year. I often felt humiliated and inferior to my classmates, and they came to know me as a disruptive, rebellious, troublemaking bad boy.

Remarkably, in Grade 7, things took an unexpected and wonderful turn. One of my teachers was preparing our class for a test. In his “Let’s go, team!” speech to the classroom, he told everyone he expected them to pass—except for me. He singled me out, saying, “I know everyone is going to pass this test—except for you, Nadeau. I already know you’re going to fail.”

That was the pinch I needed to turn things around. I felt an overwhelming sense of shame and embarrassment, and for the first time, I studied my heart out. I was motivated to prove that teacher wrong. The next day I wrote the test; as was customary in that class, once the teacher had graded the tests, he distributed the papers by first calling the person with the lowest grade to the front of the classroom, followed by the second lowest and so forth. I had always been the first to stand and collect my paper. I had become conditioned to believe that I was a failure and behaved accordingly. But on that day, the teacher didn’t call my name first. Name after name, my classmates were summoned to the front of the classroom to collect their papers. I was the second last to be called.

For me, that was a defining moment. For the first time ever, I discovered that I could do so much more than I had come to believe I could; and although my original motivation to succeed had been misdirected, that was the day I began to believe in myself. My former thoughts and beliefs about my abilities and limitations had been captured, and I was no longer a hostage to them—or to myself. From that moment on, I applied myself, and my life unfolded in ways I had once believed impossible. My quality of life changed drastically and wonderfully because I now attracted success by simply improving my thoughts, attitudes and actions. That new confidence led to an unbeatable attitude, and that attitude resulted in success with whatever challenges I chose to undertake.

I managed to “un-hostage” myself from the negative thoughts and beliefs that had once held me captive, and I eventually joined the police as I had promised myself years earlier. As an officer, I became a subject matter expert in many specialized areas of police work, including sexual assault and child abuse, hostage negotiations, international peacekeeping, anti-terrorism and criminal investigations. Each of those positions provided me with hundreds of opportunities to learn from experts how to help those who felt hopeless and in need. My work required me to study psychology and develop an understanding of human behavior necessary to recognize how people think and behave—both victims and perpetrators. I interacted and worked closely with dozens of highly skilled specialists from all walks of life, including behavioral scientists, psychologists, criminologists and university professors. I developed the necessary acute listening and communication skills needed to deal with every situation and individual I encountered, and eventually I became more than a “protector,” as I had first set out to become. Along the way I picked up valuable skills and discovered I could help broken, discouraged and misdirected people.

The lives I helped along the way were a testament to my childhood dream to serve and protect others. And in the process, I discovered that I too could crack and feel broken; but I also discovered how to repair my broken pieces. Human beings are not that different from one another after all. Perhaps we are far more alike than we are different. And it has been my experience that the key to healing lies in our ability to establish and nourish that interconnectedness.

In conclusion, it is my conviction that what I’ve discovered on my ongoing journey will be of help to you too.





Introduction

Why a book on taking control?

With all the self-help books available on motivation and self-confidence out there, what makes this book different? The response to this question lies not only in the “what,” but in the “who,” and in the “how,” as you will discover as you wind your way through the chapters.

The “what” We as human beings are all too familiar with this fact: we are “hostaged” to the pressures of a world in a state of dynamic change and are often left feeling as though we need to be rescued; and we need support in varying degrees to navigate this increasingly and often overwhelmingly complex contemporary landscape. Support in this book comes from a series of guideposts that grew out of all the experience I lived during my career, and the stories I encountered of hostages who found their way to freedom.

The “who” We all—all—can find, in this book, a beacon of light in the darkness of a world that, despite our best efforts, too often scares us with its uncertain future (which one might say is the main hostage-taker of our time). Accompanied by an assortment of hostage-taking fear factors—from the cultural phenomenon of breakdowns in personal relationships to job insecurity, terrorism, global warming and those little voices in our heads that tell us we’re not good enough, to name but a few—we are left feeling powerless against seemingly absolute power.

 The “how” We all not only can but must develop a capacity to un-hostage ourselves, given that we have no choice but to navigate, loosely speaking, a hostage culture that’s a de facto consequence of modern life, the speed of which does not allow us the luxury of infinite time to find solutions to our discomforts. An underlying sense of alienation and panic has become not the unusual but the norm, whether we are conscious of its effects or not.

So, why a book on “becoming a hostage”? Because this book dares to forge ahead with hope in the form of guideposts, tried and true, that can equip you with a personal sense of empowerment, whether your hostage challenge comes from outside yourself or within yourself—where you become your worst enemy. Hostage is hostage, whatever the cause of its existence, and must be met not with fear, but with confidence.

Why me?

I hadn’t planned to write this book. It was written after sharing a number of my law enforcement and international peacekeeping stories with myriad people, many of whom enjoyed and appreciated hearing the discoveries I had made in helping victims and suspects alike over the years and suggested I put what I had experienced on paper. Upon much reflection, I found myself compelled to share, in this book, what I had discovered, so that it could bring hope and help to those who read it—to you, the reader.

My professional life as a detective, a hostage negotiator and an international peacekeeper has been dedicated to the service of others, and has allowed me to develop a keen understanding of what protects people once adversity strikes. This, in turn, has given me rare and firsthand insight into human behavior—into how people may and do respond quite differently from one another when things go wrong. I’ve seen a broad spectrum of reactions among people, from those who choose to respond negatively to those who choose to respond positively, the latter determined to beat their setbacks. And beat them they do. What is it that leads to such opposite reactions, I queried? And as I questioned and began to discover patterns, I began to document these reactions as guideposts in a diary, which led to the writing of this book.

I don’t possess a degree in psychology or psychiatry. Rather, my knowledge of human behavior is founded in hundreds of firsthand encounters with victims (of abuse, neglect, substance misuse and hopelessness, among other undesirable and unfortunate human conditions), as well as with witnesses, innocent bystanders and criminal offenders. Most importantly, the combination of these encounters led me to discover certain fundamental principles that motivate people’s innate capacity to rescue themselves from a state of being held “hostage.” As they tapped into their own latent motivation for survival and grabbed onto the guidepost directions I held out to them—the result being that the cages and cells that once held them hostage were blasted open, leading the way to freedom of choice and direction—I realized, firmly, in my role as catalyst, that anyone, anyone, can be galvanized into action with the right stimulus. Furthermore, I discovered that self-sabotage operates in much the same way for anyone who falls prey to its crippling effects. It is a learned behavior, and not one into which one is born. The pattern of hopelessness that it perpetuates is often difficult, once ingrained, to modify and extricate oneself from. But it’s not impossible. That which we learn, we can unlearn; and as self-healing takes place, with the right stimulus and direction, the results are astonishing.

Goals

My goal in writing this book is to help you identify the cause(s) that might lead you to hold yourself hostage or allow you to be held hostage by a personal or professional relationship, a career, a thought or a series of thoughts (or any of the many other life situations and circumstances that can promote this syndrome); identify the subsequent learned behaviors that accompany and perpetuate the hostage state; recognize the pivotal moment when self-sabotage occurs and takes hold of you, dominating your thoughts and shaping your subsequent actions, which in turn forms a behavioral pattern of repetitive self-sabotage; and un-hostage yourself, freeing yourself from negative thoughts and feelings of regret, blame and worry. You have the power to take control of your life and your thoughts. I want you to remember that.

Now, most victims of self-sabotage have difficulty accepting the notion that it is we who choose to allow a hostage-taking syndrome of negative thoughts, self-destructive actions and the inevitable subsequent behavioral patterns that follow to take control of us and dictate our outcomes. It is a choice, and one that can be unchosen once the key to our mindset has been turned and the door to understanding that choice has been opened. I view my role in the adjustment of your thinking process and the act of un-hostaging yourself as simply that of educator, facilitator or coach. In this book, I offer you not rules—for rules smack of the authoritative, and, if broken, can foster a sense of guilt—but rather, principles that act as guideposts, derived from a set of critical life skills that encourage you, the reader, to reclaim power and control over yourself: over your thoughts, choices and actions. I say “reclaim” because your power and control are never truly taken from you. More often, they are simply pushed into a dark room in your mind, waiting to be given permission to resurface. Only you can provide that permission. With determined application of these principles and faithful attention to—and application of—the guideposts, it will become second nature for you to perform the actions to un-hostage and reclaim your “self,” and to let go and discard whatever does not serve you and your best interests.

So, my ultimate goal is to share this process with you and to affirm, from first-hand experience (my own and that of the countless people that have been positively impacted by adherence to the simple strategies laid out in this book), that a more confident, creative, hopeful you can resurface and leave the self-hostage experience behind permanently as you move forward with renewed purpose, passion and focus. And who, you might well ask, is included in the you for whom this book is intended?

You, the reader

When I began thinking about writing a book on hostage-taking that would reference my long career experience, I knew that book would prove eye-opening to those interested in a career in law enforcement, investigations or security. However, I also knew that the concept and reality of hostage-taking is not limited to its traditional definition of a person or a group physically taking someone hostage. I knew that we as humans are quite capable of taking ourselves hostage in any number of ways, for any number of reasons and with many manifestations, some recognizable, others less so. And while hostage-taking is an unfortunate fact of life with increasing frequency in some regions of our current geopolitical world, it is also a pointless and unnecessary syndrome enacted by individuals who fall into the trap of self-sabotage for a plethora of reasons beyond the scope of this current work. And so, the book has evolved into more of a direct conversation with you, the reader from any and every walk of life.

You are anyone and everyone who realizes that your path forward, as well as the quality of your life on a more or less daily basis, is cluttered with self-defeating patterns and thoughts that leave you feeling as though you’re not in control of your choices, and are indeed hostage to forces not only from the outside world (that is, external circumstances), but from within—for the two become so inextricably intertwined as to be two halves of a whole, often leaving you struggling for oxygen and for hope. May I assure you, dear reader, that we are all taken hostage by our thoughts at some point, at times repeatedly, despite who we are or what walk of life we have chosen. No one is exempt—not even the biggest and brightest of stars, the biggest millionaires or billionaires, even the greatest of motivational speakers. We are all capable of succumbing to the self-hostage phenomenon.

When I cast my mind back to my upbringing and my life overall, I recognize the times when I was hostage to factors that set me desperately searching for rescue. To me, rescue implied that an outside force, a person or persons, would appear to help me out of my unhappy circumstances. But no one appeared. No rescue was at hand. I could have sat on the rock of my solitude until I was a very old man, awaiting some nameless, faceless rescue party like someone lost in the wilderness. But when I realized that the wilderness was a landscape of my own making—and of my own mind—I began to feel a strong impetus to take action to get out of the uncomfortable place in which I had somehow landed. That rescue, I eventually concluded, could only come from within myself.

And so began the gradual evolution of the strategies you will learn about in the pages of this book. Whenever I have felt discouraged or been knocked down, I have spiraled right back to the things I’ve written about in these pages: the strategies I learned growing up and understood more deeply in the trenches helping others, strategies that have enabled me to adjust my life-navigation system when necessary for survival. These strategies are yours for the taking, and they will serve you for the rest of your life, whether you’re a teenager having a tough time with bullying (psychological, verbal or physical); a grad student trying to pay off seemingly insurmountable debt while simultaneously striving for a career opportunity or even just a job; a struggling dreamer with goals you fear are unattainable; a professional in an unrewarding career; a person “trapped” in a complex, perhaps stifling or even intolerable relationship; or really anyone who, for any number of reasons, has temporarily lost focus and hope. This book is for you.

In this book, you’ll discover


	the difference between being taken hostage by force and taking yourself hostage—the key concepts in both types of hostage share some psychological similarities, and understanding them will help you find the key to freedom;

	the importance of regular “self-examinations” as a step to positive and lasting change from within—learning what your weaknesses and strengths are by being brutally honest during self-examinations can lead to self-directed action and self-improvement;

	who your “hostage-takers” are and how they can manipulate and control your beliefs and actions;

	how these hostage-takers become your captors, and their effect on your internal monologues;

	the role your power and control over yourself plays in your life, and how to reclaim that power and control once it’s been hidden from you;

	the importance of finding the root cause of your captivity and using that knowledge to help free yourself from whatever is keeping you captive;

	the steps to take to free yourself from your captive and sabotaged state;

	Stockholm Syndrome and how it can brainwash you and take you hostage;

	learned helplessness and how to recognize if you’re in such a state and get the hell out; as the inimitable Winston Churchill so cleverly said, “If you find yourself going through hell, keep going”;

	how to make the right choices and decisions (based upon what you want and not what someone else wants or expects from you) when faced with adversity via a process of thoughtful planning, and how to summon the courage to make tough choices, take action and readjust if things don’t work out the first time—just because you step off the path doesn’t mean you have to keep off it;

	the vital importance of taking positive action to reach your goals; simply thinking about doing something is not enough, but directed and positive action will help you reach your dreams;

	why some things in life are “empty and meaningless,” and how you should keep them that way until you can attach the right meaning to them; and

	the importance of gratitude and faith in living a happier life.



Finally, throughout these pages I’ll be referring to self-defeating, intrusive and negative thoughts as “hostage-takers” and “zombies.” I’ll be discussing the importance of detecting who or what the offenders are, the methods they use to commit their “crimes” (their general modus operandi or MO), and how to effectively plan against their incursions.

In this book you will discover ways to recognize signs of an impending attack on your state of mind, and the methods to free yourself when you’ve been taken hostage by your thoughts. You’ll become a cautious “thought detective” and will enforce the principles that, through thinking and choosing, will protect you from becoming a victim of a hostage-taking.

And so begins the journey into your future, where power and control belong not to the crippling forces of fear and doubt but to you. Yes, to you!





Chapter 1

Hostage

There are several definitions for the word “hostage,” but the simple one is this: a person whose freedom and movements are being directly or indirectly controlled by someone else under threat of physical harm and/or imminent death. This book, however, extends the definition to include the notion of taking oneself hostage. The hostage-taker differs in these two definitions: the first is an outside taker; the second is within yourself.

This chapter demonstrates the difference between being hostaged2 by external forces and being hostaged by the internal self. Someone taken hostage by another or others has no choice in the matter, whereas someone who hostages himself or herself may choose not to be a hostage. Thus, there is a simple difference: in the latter situation, you choose. It’s that straightforward. Understanding this key principle will help you deal with those times when you find yourself becoming your own hostage.

April 2005

It was five months into the mission. I couldn’t believe I had made it to Jordan to serve as an international peacekeeper during the Iraq War. It was a decision I had wrestled with because of the danger involved and the fact that I would be leaving my precious daughters for several months, knowing that I might never return alive. But the thought of serving my country and making a difference, however small, outweighed my fears. I would be working for something greater than myself. My family’s permission to let me go made it a bit easier.

This mission was Canada’s way of not sending soldiers to the front line during the Iraq War. Instead, Canada had elected to deploy peacekeepers to train Iraqi police cadets. Our mandate was to train three thousand cadets every eight weeks in matters of self-defense, weapons, survival, criminal investigations, human rights, democracy and procedures of arrest. Initially, I was in charge of the Criminal Investigations Division, teaching human rights and investigative techniques, with two instructors under my tutelage: Willie Burns, a wonderful Brit who soon became a true and lasting friend, and an Aussie, Jill Henry.

As the mission progressed I was selected to join the Advocacy and Counselling Branch, winning out over seventeen other international trainers who had also applied for that position. I really thought I had heard everything until I met the brave Iraqi men who dropped by my office for counseling and told me their stories, often sad, disturbing and heart-wrenching.

My partner was a Finnish officer by the name of Jarmo Uttalla. Jarmo stood a foot taller than I and was one of the kindest men I had ever met. We had immediately bonded, as is essential when fighting an enemy, and had become exceptionally effective partners. We watched each other’s backs vigilantly, for ours was an unarmed mission, which added to the dangers we knew existed each and every day. We accepted these dangers while being able, nevertheless, to experience moments of normality: whenever the office wasn’t busy with cadets in need, we would access a music directory on our computers, and I would try to stump Jarmo by playing just a few notes from a variety of hundreds of classic rock tunes for him to identify—he knew them all.

Soon after joining the unit, I also met an Iraqi colonel who had an office a few doors down from mine. He invited me into his office one morning and asked me what I thought about the academy. He asked if I really understood what was going on with the cadets. I answered that I did not entirely understand, acknowledging that there were layers of complexity beyond my scope of knowledge. He went on to explain that for many of these cadets, money and food for themselves and their families were so scarce that becoming a policeman made financial sense. It came down to survival. He said that keeping themselves and their families alive had lured many cadets to join the police—and the ranks of terrorism, as it unfortunately turned out. He asked me to imagine an economy so bad that putting your life on the line for an income outweighed deciding between right and wrong. Many of these young men were seductively recruited into terrorism by the promise that not only would they and their families be provided for and taken care of, but if they completed a suicide mission their families would be cared for forever. In addition, their portraits would be mounted on a wall of heroes and they would be honored as such.

The colonel went on to say that these desperate men seeking jobs would often take on contradictory roles, such as the job of policeman but also of terrorist—not because they believed in any jihad, but because their families were starving and would be taken care of by way of recompense. He then informed me that there were terrorists among us in the guise of police cadets, and that efforts were being made to identify and extract them. This explained why some of my previous students had disappeared from my class overnight. He warned me to watch my back, a warning I took seriously. The colonel liked me and regularly invited me to join him for morning tea. Through his guidance I became a much more informed and astute advocate and counselor, connecting with most of the cadets who came in to see me for help and consultation, just as I did in my role as an instructor.

We were very aware the academy could come under attack at any time; that was a given. Most of the cadets welcomed the efforts the west was making to help. Some did not. We also knew there were many extremists who co-mingled, undetected, among us, following direct orders from Iraqi terrorist cells. One of our greatest concerns was getting hit by a missile in the canteen area, where about a thousand cadets and internationals at a time were fed, three times a day. This seemed like the most logical place for an attack. By striking the canteen, the terrorists would wipe out, in one shot, as many of us as possible and receive international news attention.

Now, my usual morning routine involved going to the academy as the sun rose, before the cadets attended their classes, to file paperwork. I often had a number of transfer requests that needed to be signed by the academy director. First I had to determine which cadets should be repatriated to Iraq for any number of issues, including a mental illness such as extreme depression. Most of the cadets who attended the academy had not been adequately or properly vetted, and one of my duties was to determine who stayed and who went.

A couple of months after I joined the Advocacy and Counselling Branch, a young cadet who had been dropping by my office regularly warned me that an attack on the academy was being planned from within. He knew it was going to be soon but didn’t know exactly when. I alerted our security division immediately, but all would continue to be business as usual. Despite this information about an imminent terrorist attack, there was no question of sending anyone home; no international peacekeeper gets to go home during a war just because things are getting dangerous. We were simply required to remain strictly alert. But, as it turned out, we didn’t have to wait long for the moment of forewarned crisis. A few days following the warning, early in the morning, with the temperature about 110°F (43.3°C) and a foul and fetid stench emanating from a nearby pig farm and lingering mercilessly in the air, the moment arrived . . . a moment that my partner Jarmo and I had discussed and in anticipation of which we had strategized, as much as one can strategize over the what and where and when and how of any terrorist attack. The why had long since ceased being a question for us—we had been trained to accept the de facto reality of acts of terrorism rather than ponder their senselessness.

And I was glad to be in Jarmo’s company as the moment arrived on this morning among mornings. But on this morning among mornings, nothing would exist outside of the moment. Jarmo was at my side and we had just left the director’s office, which was a few hundred feet through the desert from our building, after having our documents signed. We weren’t far from our building when we noticed them . . .

For days, countless cadets—some terrorists and some their supporters—had been gathering makeshift weapons from within the camp: sticks, rocks and whatever potentially harmful implements they could get their hands on to attack and seize the academy as per the orders that their terrorist leaders had issued. Today was the day. Two hundred and fifty or so cadets were prepared to attack and had ventured out of their barracks, while another 2,750 remained in their bunks, choosing not to participate. Not all of the 250 to take up arms were full-blown terrorists, but they were ready to follow those who were. Suddenly, Jarmo and I were alerted to the swift approach of about forty of these armed and angry Iraqi cadets emerging threateningly from behind our building. With lightning speed, they surrounded us, obviously intent on giving us a severe beating—or worse. They had simple orders: to forcibly control and destroy the academy. As to whether they had been given the kill command, I can only speculate. But if I were a betting man, I’d drop all I had on that being a “yes.” What was clear to me, however, in that moment, on that blazingly hot morning, was that not much of what I had discovered about terrorists mattered. Jarmo and I knew we were in for the fight of our lives; he glanced down at me, patted my head and said, “This is going to hurt, little buddy.” I looked up at him and answered, “Yeah buddy, it sure is . . .”

Although I was momentarily frozen with fear at the thought that I might never see my two daughters again, I was determined to fight with everything I had, and quickly focused on meeting the attack of the angry mob. And as their menacing whoops and cries and screams assaulted my ears, my heart raced at breakneck speed as if it would puncture my chest of its own volition. But then something startling occurred, as, almost simultaneously, within the chaos and cacophony, a distinct voice emerged. I could hear one of the men shouting my name: “Mr. Paul! Mr. Paul!” Dominating the screams, he was barking commands in Arabic, and without one of my trusted language assistants by my side, I had no clue what orders were being given. But suddenly, as suddenly as we had been grabbed with unmistakable force, the men released their grip on us and backed off en masse. The attack stopped and the circle they had made around us broke apart. Just like that. Yes. Stopped. Just stopped.

One moment we were hostages about to suffer a severe beating or death; the next moment, we were freed. Jarmo and I, as you can well imagine, were reeling with both the shock and the relief. But we waited with bated breath and some skepticism, wondering what exactly had happened, and whether the reversal of taking us hostage was firm or was some ploy to play with us. Second-guessing the actions of terrorists is a futile and dangerous occupation at best. However, as they cleared a path for us—almost like the parting of the Red Sea—I mused over our good fortune, and the fact that we had been provided the opportunity to leave unharmed. We knew some blessing had occurred, a miracle I felt, with us the most grateful recipients.

As I regained my complete focus, I scanned the area for the cadet who had given the order to stop and, lo and behold, recognized him as one of my former students. He had the biggest grin on his face and kindness in his eyes. He gestured that we should make our way to our nearby advocacy building, all the while with a radiant smile on his face, reflecting his own pleasure at having done the honorable thing. At that moment I realized we could find humanity in terrorism.

Jarmo and I made it safely out of the academy that morning, and I credit the miracle of our safe passage out of possible death to the fact that I had always treated that young cadet and each of my cadets with dignity and respect. He was rewarding me in his application of some unwritten law—a code with its own principles of justice—informal, yet based upon a unique sense of right and wrong.

The foregoing account, of course, is a situation of classic hostage-taking by an external force. And, believe me, notwithstanding the outcome of our being freed, the experience was, to say the least, traumatic—with all of the concomitant factors that accompany trauma: fear, panic, a sense of helplessness, a rapid rise in heart rate and blood pressure, among other reactions. What, you may ask, is the connective tissue between being taken hostage by external forces and being taken hostage by yourself? What are the markers that announce to you that you are under attack by your own thoughts and emotions and headed for a situation in which you sabotage yourself—your peace of mind, your freedom of thought and of choice?

Well, first and foremost, regarding thoughts and emotions that hostage your free and easy state of mind, it is essential to note the speed and urgency with which they arrive to encircle you (just as we were encircled physically by our would-be hostage-takers in our desert mission): one moment you’re free of them; the next, they strike and have you in their grip. Being alert, prepared and ready to fight is crucial to your survival in a physical hostage-taking. And so it is with self-hostage-taking. Having the skills and energy to handle hostage-taking thoughts and responses is critical. Knowing and, moreover, embracing the power of our own thoughts, and recognizing and acknowledging the power that the subconscious mind (which houses millions of thought fragments and emotional memories) can exert over the conscious mind, seemingly randomly and at will, and at any time, is absolutely essential to eradicating and nullifying the power of destructive, negative thinking.

Physical hostages, when seized, are deprived of the choice to move about freely and carry on with their lives as a result of the actions and demands being forcibly imposed on them by someone else. The hostages are held captive against their will and are at the mercy of the hostage-taker. To resist may realistically result in violence against them and death. Hostages often experience hopelessness and a complete loss of choice and control. And similarly, many of these factors apply to taking yourself hostage—or allowing yourself to be taken hostage emotionally or psychologically through corrupted thought processes. By doing so, you become your own gatekeeper—choosing to restrict your movements, actions and myriad better choices. Not because of the fear of losing your life, but because of the fear of taking positive action. And these factors apply when you find yourself hostage to toxic relationships—with yourself or with others—be it through negative self-talk of any kind, self-defeating internal monologues, a haunting sense of guilt long overdue for a purge, remarks from someone toxic to your self-esteem, or perhaps crippling expectations imposed upon you by family, friends or employers. All are discouraging, all are disheartening and all are harmful to your overall sense of well-being and, moreover, to your actual well-being. And that’s how you take yourself hostage: through that negative self-chatter telling you that you’re not good enough, not worthy enough, and a million other things that have no right to be going through your head.

In conclusion, let’s remember, and remember well, these two steps.

Step 1: Understand the process of hostage-taking, and how taking yourself hostage or allowing yourself to be taken hostage happens, in your head or in a relationship, for instance. This is the first and foremost step to rendering that process null and void.

Step 2: Recognize, acknowledge and accept that you are endowed with an innate, dynamic, personal power to interrupt the process of taking yourself hostage. You have the absolute power to un-hostage yourself.

Next, let’s examine two headline hostage-taking situations.

Hostaged by force, case study 1: Patty Hearst3

Around 9:00 pm on the evening of February 4, 1974, there was a knock on the door of apartment #4 at 2603 Benvenue Street in Berkeley, California. When the occupants answered the door, a group of armed men and women rushed into the apartment, seized a shocked nineteen-year-old college student by force and beat her fiancé. That young woman was Patty Hearst. She was thrown in the trunk of a car, and from that moment she became a hostage. Patty Hearst had been kidnapped by a group of armed radicals who called themselves the Symbionese Liberation Army, or SLA. Led by a hardened criminal by the name of Donald DeFreeze, the SLA wanted to incite a guerrilla war against the American government and destroy what they called the “capitalist state.” As a domestic terrorist organization, the SLA included women and men, blacks and whites, anarchists and extremists from various walks of life.

It was believed that Ms. Hearst was originally kidnapped to get the country’s attention, in addition to a large ransom for her return. She came from a wealthy and powerful family; her grandfather was newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, a famous nineteenth-century newspaper mogul and the founder of the Hearst media empire. The SLA’s plan worked and worked well: the kidnapping stunned the country and made front-page national news. But things took a strange twist in the hostage matter.

Soon after Hearst’s disappearance, the SLA began releasing audiotapes demanding millions of dollars in food donations in exchange for her release. They hoped to make her a poster child advancing their cause. But over the next few months, Patty Hearst joined her captors in their acts of terrorism. She had become a victim of what is known as Stockholm Syndrome. She had been taken hostage by force and later empathized with and joined her captors—a not-too-uncommon occurrence among hostages held captive for a sustained duration. We’ll examine Stockholm Syndrome in a later chapter.

Hostaged by force, case study 2: Ingrid Betancourt4

On February 23, 2002, Ingrid Betancourt was campaigning for the presidency of Colombia. A former senator and anti-corruption activist, she was en route to a remote village that was under the control of a group known as the FARC, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia. She thought she could pass through the village and go beyond it without trouble, but she was wrong. After being kidnapped at gunpoint and held hostage by the FARC, Ingrid Betancourt spent six and a half years in the Colombian jungle before finally being rescued on July 2, 2008. She stands as another well-known example of a hostage taken by force.

In these two cases, the victims were taken hostage by force by an external enemy. Both of these stories are unique, yet similar in essence. In both cases, the captors had an agenda. One woman fell victim to Stockholm Syndrome, while the other found ways to cope and maintain hope, despite never knowing whether the jungle would be the site of her grave.

The sad reality is that there are thousands of kidnappings and hostage-takings each year across the globe, and the numbers have increased exponentially in the last decade. Nigeria’s Boko Haram alone have taken hostage hundreds of schoolgirls and women, purportedly brainwashing them, and now use them to perform further violent acts at their command. Whether it is Somali pirates seizing ships off the coast of Africa in the Indian Ocean, or ISIS seizing random individuals to no good end, the cases of hostage-taking are legion and far too many to list. Spur of the moment hostage-takings occur in crimes gone wrong, domestic violence abductions, kidnappings for ransom and human trafficking, to name some situations. Nevertheless, as tragic as all these cases are, they are not, in and of themselves, the primary focus of this book. Rather, our main purpose is to examine the dynamics involved in taking ourselves hostage, an act that, while it doesn’t involve the violence and threat of physical hostage-taking associated with external force, nor the overt terror of SLA, FARC, ISIS or any other international group in active operation, does, however, cause loss of freedom and choice and a life lived within the shackles of a self-created prison—your self-created prison. And so, we shall now examine our third case study, which, while fictitious, represents a day in the life of anyone who falls


















































	There are two kinds of hostages: those who are physically seized and deprived of the choice to move about freely and carry on with their lives and those who hostage themselves mentally with thoughts that deprive them of the choice to experience the best and keep them from reaching their dreams and goals.

	Thoughts collect and coalesce into interior monologues within ourselves; when harmful thoughts are permitted to take root, they tend to grow and affect our state of happiness and peace. Being aware they exist is the first step to their eviction.

	It is this very moment in time that is most important to us, and it’s the only one that we can immediately influence and change. We have no power to change our past, and the future has yet to be lived. Making the right choices right now is what matters, and that often requires self-evaluation and brutal honesty. Don’t judge yourself too harshly, though. You are a unique and beautiful creature of the universe. Trying to conform to society’s or someone else’s image of you can, in and of itself, hostage you.

	A thought that is taking you hostage can lead your body to take action—or not. Thoughts generally lead to action, and the wrong kind of thoughts and beliefs can result in the wrong kind of action.

	If we remain in a state of unawareness or simply choose to ignore that we’ve become our own hostages, we leave our destiny up to random chance or to others. Awareness is power.
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