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			To Lori: Thank you for believing in me, encouraging me, and guiding me to become the person I needed to be.

			To Jordan, Kristen, Jacob, Rebecca, and Naomi: Your love and strength sustained me when I needed it most.

			To Teresa: Thank you for gently challenging me to grow beyond my comfort zone.

			And to you, the reader: May this book inspire the courage to take your next step towards healing, joy, and the life that awaits.
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To the Reader

			This isn’t a battlefield memoir. I won’t be detailing the missions, operations, or the specifics of my time overseas. If you’re looking for that, there are powerful books written by fellow veterans who do it justice. This book is about the battle that came after.

			This book is intended for informational and personal reflection purposes only. The author is not a licensed therapist, psychologist, psychiatrist, or medical professional. The content herein is based on personal experience and is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. 

			If you are experiencing suicidal thoughts or feeling like you might harm yourself, please reach out right now. You are not alone. You deserve compassion, hope, and a chance to write your next chapter.

			Canada (24/7): 1-833-456-4566 (Talk Suicide Canada)

			USA (24/7): 988 (Suicide & Crisis Lifeline)

			International: Find your country’s help line at https://findahelpline.com

			



	

Introduction

			I’ve wanted to write ;IGY6 for some time now. I have complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD), post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), Crohn’s disease, celiac disease, and I’m lactose intolerant. It’s a heavy list, and my doctor, a gastrointestinal specialist, calls me his medical miracle because he’s never had a patient with this combination. Lucky me.

			PTSD can be extremely difficult, but doing nothing about it is a big mistake. If sharing my experience helps you to take a step I waited too long to take, then it’s worth every word.

			“;IGY6” stands for “I got your six,” military slang for “I’ve got your back.” But there’s much more to it than that. The “6” is your six o’clock position—your back—and “got your six” is a pledge to be there for each other. The semicolon at the front is a symbol from the suicide-prevention initiative called Project Semicolon, and it represents a pause instead of an ending, a reminder that your story isn’t over.1 When paired with IGY6, the semicolon sends a powerful message to those living with PTSD: “You’re not alone, and we’ve got your six.” A related movement, the ;IGY6 Foundation, highlights the sobering statistic that an average of twenty-two US veterans die by suicide every day.2 Imagine a world where we all watched out for each other. That’s the promise at the heart of this book.

			My aim with this book is to have my brothers’ and sisters’ backs by offering tools that help them regain control of their lives. I’ve distilled what I’ve learned from books, documentaries, and countless therapy sessions into one guide to help people like me who are learning to manage PTSD and navigate life’s other obstacles.

			Or at least that is what I was going for. 

			PTSD will not go away; there is no magic pill or button to push to cure it, but we can reduce the impact of those episodes and manage our symptoms so we feel genuinely happier. Many of the options I cover might sound familiar, and that’s okay. Treat it as a review and remember that you might still come away with something new to help manage your PTSD. If we open our minds to trying something new, the results can be limitless.

			The saying, “It takes a village to raise a child” applies here as well. It takes the same village to help those who need it most. I hope you will find useful tools for yourself or someone else who is suffering with PTSD. If you find that this helps you, please let me know and pass on that help to another who needs it.

			This is the story of how I came to have PTSD, how I pushed it deep inside, tried to hide it, sometimes learned about it, and then buried it even further down because I didn’t know what else to do. It was like being trapped in my own version of the Sisyphus myth: pushing a massive rock uphill, only the hill was a shifting sand dune and the rock was made of everything I refused to feel. I share some of the mistakes and accomplishments that have brought me to a place that is good and always getting better.

			This is not a book to get you to shave your head, wear orange robes and sell flowers at the airport. No one will ask you to hug trees half-naked or even join a commune. It’s about finding yourself, your journey, your path, your dharma that you were meant to be on while managing your PTSD. It doesn’t matter whether you already prescribe to a religion, practice some kind of spirituality, or you’re an atheist because it comes down to how you approach moments in life moving forward so you feel in control of yourself. It’s about learning how to manage those moments that are triggers, recognizing them, and having a plan to stay calm and in control. I have found that when I am open-minded to the idea of trying something new and believe it will work, I’m already on the right path. I invite you to try this as well.

			We all want to be happy, have a good relationship with our family, work at a decent job, have good friends, right? Of course we do, and you can get there. So how do we begin moving towards that better place? How do we recognize the negative thoughts and behaviours tied to PTSD? How do we feel joy again and stop criticizing others—or ourselves? How do we start loving ourselves, maybe for the first time in a long time? 

			One of the many things I have come to learn is that PTSD may influence us in our day-to-day lives, but it doesn’t rule us. It may feel like it’s in control—like it’s grabbed the wheel and is driving us off the rails—but it doesn’t own us. We have control. We always have. 

			Being open to the concepts I unpack in this book can help you learn to turn down the volume on the negative noise in your head and take that control back. 

			Sound good? Then let’s get to it.

			



	

Putting It Into Words

			I didn’t just hit rock bottom, I crashed into it. 

			Anger coiled in my chest with every step towards the gun cage. As I started to unload my service revolver, the world blurred, like I was watching a movie in slow motion, every sound muffled and distant. Time collapsed into a black tunnel. 

			Snap out of it, I told myself. 

			The next thing I knew, I had pressed the barrel under my chin, trigger at the reset. Just then, I heard someone whistling—light and unaware—behind a row of shelving. My breath froze. Instinct took over, and I eased my finger off the trigger, put the gun down. I quickly unloaded it and locked it away.

			Holy fuck. 

			I was drenched in sweat, shaking so violently I could hardly breathe. It was the closest I’d come to using it. I stumbled into an empty office and picked up the phone. My voice was shaking, but the words were clear: “I need help. I’m having suicidal thoughts.” My union rep didn’t hesitate. He told me to call my doctor, to get therapy, to reach out if the thoughts got worse. I hung up and texted Suzanne: 911.

			She called back before I could take another breath.

			“Dean, are you safe?” she asked.

			“No,” I whispered, voice cracking.

			



	

Tensions Rising

			On April 6, 1994, I held my newborn daughter Kristen in my arms for the first time. Her fingers could barely wrap around my pointer finger, and my two-year-old daughter Jordan stood beside me, curious about her new baby sister. For a few brief moments, the world was perfect.

			Later that evening I turned on the news. A plane carrying the president of Rwanda, Juvénal Habyarimana, had been shot down. That single event would ignite one of the most horrific genocides the world has ever seen and eventually send Canadian soldiers, including me, into the heart of it. We’d already been receiving briefings at the regiment about the rising tensions in Rwanda and were on forty-eight-hours-notice-to-move. The second I saw the footage, I knew we were going.

			Even before that day, the country was a powder keg. The two dominant ethnic groups, Hutu and Tutsi, had been in conflict for generations, with deep-seated resentment and a long history of violence. The rhetoric had reached a boiling point. Hutu extremists had begun broadcasting messages over the radio urging citizens to “Rise up and destroy the cockroaches,” a chilling term that dehumanized the Tutsi population. The airwaves became weapons, spreading hate, priming fear, and stoking rage. The fuse was lit when the president was assassinated. Hell was unleashed on the Tutsi people, and the world watched in silence.

			I was a corporal with the 1st Canadian Divisional Headquarters and Signals Regiment (1CDHSR) out of Canadian Forces Base (CFB) Kingston. Our regiment was selected to deploy to Rwanda under the United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda (UNAMIR II) as part of a peacekeeping force. From April through August, we were pushed through intense mission-readiness training. Range drills. First aid refreshers. Physical conditioning. Country briefings. We drilled until the scenarios became second nature, prepping not only for operations, but for the unknown.

			Oddly enough, that first aid training turned out to be useful sooner than I imagined. One afternoon just after a bath, Kristen—only a few months old—stopped breathing. Her lips turned blue, her skin went ashen. I froze. Panic surged, and I leaned out the window, yelling to the neighbours in front to call 911. Then the training kicked in. We’d gone over infant CPR just the day before. I followed the steps as best I could, and by some miracle, she started to breathe again.

			She was taken to the hospital and checked out, but the doctors never figured out why it happened so they signed her off as healthy. That day still haunts me, but it also reinforced something I’d carry with me into Rwanda: Sometimes you don’t have time to think. You just act.

			When we arrived at Kigali, it had been raining. Egrets lifted from the water and settled in the trees, and the earth glowed red against the lush green forests. Buildings were riddled with bullet holes, some reduced to rubble by explosions. Locals stared at our vehicle parade with dead eyes. 

			The genocide—or “war,” as some called it—had officially ended only about a hundred days after it began, but the scars were fresh, and the killing hadn’t completely stopped. I spent two weeks in Kigali, first at headquarters and then attached to a small airborne unit as their radioman. After that, I was transferred to Kibuye, a small town on Rwanda’s western edge overlooking Lake Kivu. 

			On the road to Kibuye, I saw a person who had died in a kneeling position, left arm wrapped around their chest, right arm reaching skyward, head tilted back. They’d been burned alive. The soldiers had nicknamed him “Bernie,” on account of the burns. It was gallows humour, a way to cope with the unbearable. But I couldn’t laugh. I kept thinking about the monk in Vietnam who set himself ablaze in protest. This wasn’t protest. This was agony. That image lives in my mind to this day.

			There were five of us in Kibuye: a sergeant, three others, and me. We provided communications for the Senegalese airborne battalion stationed there under the watch of a Ghanaian major serving as our military observer (MILOB).

			At first, the dead were everywhere. Bodies lined roads, slumped in doorways, and filled shallow ditches. The heat made the stench of rot cling to the air, heavy and inescapable. Flies swarmed thick in the sun, and the silence was broken only by distant weeping or the occasional shuffle of survivors moving through what
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