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To Elisha “Perk” Perkins, may “one day” be today.






Introduction


Authenticity isn’t about oversharing. It’s about alignment. When who you are on the outside matches who you are on the inside, you stop burning so much energy just trying to exist. You stop pretending, and you start just being.

—Tyler Grey, former Army special operator, actor, author



Bridging the Darkness … or Life-and-Death Storytelling in New York City

New York, New York, 2015

James’s hundred-yard stare had me worried.

The bustle and blare of Midtown Manhattan was just outside the hotel’s revolving doors, but none of it registered on James’s face. Stoic and distant, he stared blankly forward. He was somewhere else.

I had a good idea where: Afghanistan. Surrounded by mountains and rock. A desperate place. James was stuck in that fateful moment, changing his rifle magazine for the ten thousandth time, reliving the firefight he’d just told me about, the one where he hadn’t been fast enough. The one where he couldn’t get a good bead on the flanking Talib who’d killed his Green Beret teammate.

Trauma isolated James, like so many other combat veterans. Guilt stole his sleep. He was purposeless and badly in need of an emotional tourniquet. He was, in a word, suicidal. I didn’t just sense this, he’d said as much. “I’m done, Scott. Fuck it.”

I had to do something.

James stood and walked out onto the busy city sidewalk. I followed and pulled up next to him. “Hey, James, can I tell you something?”

He didn’t speak but gave me a slight nod. My heart hammered. “A few months ago,” I said, “I was standing in my bedroom closet with a pistol under my chin.” My voice cracked as my own trauma came flooding in. I was suddenly on the verge of being a blubbery mess. “Fuck,” I said quietly, wiping my nose and eyes with the back of my hand. It felt like all of Manhattan had stopped moving to stare at me and James.

I looked down at my feet. James let out a long exhale. After a moment, I forced myself to turn and look James straight in the eyes. He was with me now, in my closet. Not in Afghanistan.

“Really?” he asked. “You serious?”

“Completely. I’d been planning it for a while. My transition back to civilian life was a shit show. My wife Monty and I got in a big fight over finances, and I hit the ‘go’ button.” I took another breath, knowing he needed to hear my story no matter how painful it was for me to say it. “My middle son came home before I could find the stones to do it. I didn’t want him to be the one to find me. That little chance event saved my life. I’ve never been that close, man … and I never told anybody. Until now. Not even Monty. But I just want you to know …” I trailed off, feeling like I was going to fall over and curl up on the pavement.

But James stepped closer and put an arm around me. “I know, man. I know.”

I gathered myself and straightened. After a moment, I said, “You’re not alone, James. You’re not crazy. You’re right here, and I’m right here, and we are going to figure this shit out. But I need you to stay alive. I don’t think I’d get over it if I lost you like that. You understand, motherfucker?”

We both laughed.

“Thank you, man,” he said.

“I want to talk more,” I said, slapping his shoulder. “But first, let’s eat.”

“Roger that.” We walked into a nearby restaurant, ordered burgers, and talked for hours. In the end, James didn’t take his life. Instead, he got counseling. He started working with other veterans who were going through their own challenging transitions. His scar, and mine, became stories of struggle that would go on to serve thousands of people.

I didn’t know it at the time, but this was a turning point in my life. A story I shared from a very dark period cut through the noise and reached James when he needed it most. It was a transformational experience that taught me a universal storytelling truth: Scars are internal blemishes on our soul, and we all have them. Rather than hide our scars in shame, we are meant to repurpose them so they can be shared as stories in the service of others.

There is generosity in a scar, if you’re willing to pay the price.
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What about you? Is there a story that keeps you awake at night as you lie there staring at the ceiling? Imploring you? Screaming, “Let it out!”? Do you think you have a bigger message to share with the world? You’ve run some miles in your life. You’ve had a few wins. You talk about those all the time. But you’ve been scuffed up a lot more than you’ve won.

And you have the scars to prove it.

Those scars have something to say. Something bigger and more impactful than all your wins and accomplishments. Something that can cut through all the noise. Something the rest of the world needs to hear.

If only…

If only you could craft and share a story worthy of the emotions pulsing through your veins right now, then maybe you could change some lives.

You might even save some, including your own.

Sharing the story about my mental health issues with James opened my eyes and profoundly changed my life. It taught me that as we share stories in the service of others, we’re also healing ourselves and making sense of our lived experience.

My experience with James demonstrated the growing isolation between individuals in today’s modern world. People are hurting. They are desperate for connection, even if they’re not always aware of it.

I understood where James was coming from. Like him, I was isolated from my own pain, and I was beset by an internal enemy: Shame. My relevance to James was muffled by the embarrassment I felt around my own past suicidal ideation. I’d moved through it. I’d found a way out. Yet my scar from that shameful moment almost kept me silent. The internal self-sabotage of Resistance almost took us both out.1 Almost.

In my previous leadership book, Nobody Is Coming to Save You, I wrote at length about the Churn, and we’ll get deeper into it here.2 At bottom, it’s the daily grind of modern life, with all its distractions, diversions, and internal Resistance. Much of it comes from our increased dependence on technology and the isolation that dependence brings. The Churn often keeps us locked in our heads and not engaging with people or the natural world.

Humans must be connected, and the Churn is the enemy to human connection.

The Churn is a force that divides and isolates. It feeds the appetite of our internal Resistance. And when our Resistance is feasting on the banquet of the Churn, it is at its most powerful, its most insidious.

That Resistance nearly killed me when I was standing in my closet with that pistol in my hand. And then, a few months later, the shame of this experience nearly caused me to hide my scars from James at the precise moment he needed to see them. It almost caused me to clam up. It might even have helped James pull the trigger.
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We all hide our scars. Green Berets, corporate leaders, travel ball coaches, addiction counselors, aspiring public speakers, CEOs, parents, small business owners. We’re all ashamed of something, and we’re all frustrated with how the Churn blocks our ability to connect.

This book is about the act of storytelling, not necessarily the product, which is the story itself. More to the point, it is about the act of authentic oral storytelling. This always has been and always will be the most impactful form of storytelling. No matter how you intend to leverage this book—TED Talk, nonprofit work, sales, writing your memoir, speaking at your daughter’s wedding—it starts with authentic oral storytelling.

There are dozens of books on business storytelling, but most of the lessons contained in them don’t stand a chance against the relentless, external Churn that divides us and the internal shame that muzzles us. It’s not enough to write a compelling story. You must also deliver that story in the face of these external and internal forces.

When I came home from two decades of military service, much of it in war, the Churn of division in this country haunted me. I was in a deep depression fueled by suppressed guilt and the human loss caused by war. I was tormented, and I was rendered silent.

I was a Green Beret, and I knew I had something to offer: the interpersonal skills I’d developed and honed in the Army. I knew how to bridge gaps between disparate people and get results in high-stakes, low-trust places. But that was in theaters of war, where my Resistance wasn’t as prevalent. Here, back home in an environment of relative peace, my Resistance reigned.

Every time I attempted to stand in front of civilians to share my experience, I backed out.

Every. Single. Time.

I called this reticence “quiet professionalism,” but I knew what it really was: guilt, shame, and a debilitating impostor syndrome that oozed from my own embarrassing scars.

“What the fuck are you doing, Scott?” my mind would yell at me. “Who are you to stand in front of a bunch of corporate people? You don’t belong here. You’re a fraud. You couldn’t help people in Afghanistan, and you can’t help yourself now. How are you going to help anyone else? Your mental health is a shit show compared to what’s happening in corporate America. No one wants to hear your sob story. Let someone else do it.”

Resentment, regret, self-sabotage. That purgatory of having a relevant message screaming to get out of my body and not knowing how to share it almost killed me. Literally.

But my conversation with James changed that. That day, I learned that my ugly, invisible scar was actually a critical asset. I found a way to make sense of the shit in my life by leaning on a specific and rigorous oral storytelling process that I had been practicing but had not yet used on others. And for James, it worked. But that was one-on-one. What if I could reach more people?

This is the path I’ve been on ever since. Figuring out a way to repurpose my shame—my scars—in the service of others. Devising strategies for bridging gaps between people, like I did with James. Developing a process for getting around, over, under, and through the Churn.

I call this process the generosity of scars.

The generosity of scars can be summed up like this: finding relevance to those I serve by revealing my own personal struggle, and by conveying this in a relatable, authentic oral story told in real time.

Before I could help anyone else, I had to heal myself. I was the first beneficiary of my scar story. As my narrative work gave my life a deeper sense of meaning, things shifted. I became obsessed with my newfound craft and benefiting others. If human connection was my superpower, then oral storytelling was my cape, my utility belt, my web slingers. Using these tools has allowed me to inspire, teach, train, persuade, and influence, not for my benefit but for the benefit of those I tell my stories to.

Reluctantly, I started to speak on stages. Small ones at first. Then bigger ones. It wasn’t easy. I was racked with anxiety and self-doubt. But I stuck with it and got professional help to manage my anxiety. I also worked with instructors who helped me with breathwork, body movement, and theatrical presence. None of it came naturally, all of it was difficult.

I started doing corporate keynotes, and I was offered the chance to do a TEDx Talk. I did it. Then I did it again, and again. I began coaching TED speakers, including my dad as he recovered from cancer. I wrote several books, one of which hit The New York Times bestseller list. A speaker bureau picked me up. This led to many more keynotes at corporations and associations. Dozens turned into hundreds. I began appearing on TV, on podcasts, in front of Congress for testimony.

Then I wrote a play—and took on the leading role. It was all about scars, war, family, teammates, loss, and how to let go in order to save lives, starting with my own. The entire cast and crew were made up of veterans and their family members. We took it on the road to thirty-six cities across America. I’d never acted in my life, but learning the craft in that crucible made me a deeper storyteller.

There are two reasons I tell you this. One, I never should have achieved any of this shit. To say I am massively underqualified to succeed in any of these endeavors is an understatement. I am just a country boy from Arkansas and Appalachia.

Two, I want you to understand what you’re getting from me in this book. You’re busy. Investing time to read any book is a big deal. Thank you. I made it here because I’m committed to sharing my ugly scars in the hopes of being relevant, and my approach is rooted in our primal hardwiring. This practice of mine is decidedly anti-Churn. It flies in the face of our transactional, tech-obsessed, rat-race culture.

I’d love to say it has been an intentional, thoughtful journey to this point. Hell, I can’t even claim that much. This narrative journey sent me to the edge of bankruptcy, mental decline, and isolation. It nearly killed me on a couple of occasions. Yet, somehow, I’m still here with you. And I took some damn good notes along the way.

My storytelling approach has one goal: to build human connection through the generosity of scars stories and teach others to do the same. I know I’ll never arrive at mastery. It’s about practice. There are good practitioners, poor practitioners, and those who don’t practice. I want to get you on the path of generous storytelling, and once you’re on it for real, you’ll understand that you’re moving toward something, always improving, but you will never actually reach the destination. And that is A-OK.

My commitment as a student of oral storytelling pushed me to overcome my own internal Resistance and move toward what I regard as my true purpose: training others in the craft.

After all, that’s the Green Beret way.

Why This Book?

When someone shares their scar story effectively, it serves as the blinking buoy on a stormy sea, welcoming us into safe harbor. No one has the market cornered on struggle. Yet we don’t know what to do with it in this time of Churn. That’s why I wrote this book.

As I witnessed the leaders I’d coached find freedom and create impacts with their own generosity of scars, it became apparent that sharing stories of struggle in the service of others was affecting people in all corners of the globe, and I became obsessed with sharing this approach as widely as possible.

I’ve seen so many leaders, parents, and coaches move beyond the pain of struggle, pick up the mic, and find meaning in things that don’t make sense. They do it to provide an antibody through storytelling to the Churn of division, to connect when everyone is isolated.

What if your ugliest scar could be your greatest asset? What if your story of struggle could be repurposed into a strategic tool for healing, influence, and impact in this modern world of distraction, disengagement, and division?

What if you shared your scar story?

How We’ll Get There

Right off the bat: This book has a lot of stories in it, but it’s meant to be a practical guide.

My approach is predicated on two major components: craft and instrument. Craft is the process that births your scar story into the world. Instrument is the mechanism that allows you to deliver it. To understand how both work, this book is divided into four parts.

Part 1. Getting Below the Waterline. You’ll be more likely to employ this unconventional storytelling process if I show you the no-shit way it works. This part of the book will build on the human operating system framework from Nobody Is Coming to Save You and help you understand what a story is, how stories of struggle can cut through the Churn of modern life, and why you should care about the generosity of scars as a concept.

Part 2. Leading with Scars. The generosity of scars isn’t a hack. It’s a way of life. This section will show you how to put your stories into action every day; how to develop the approach into a practice that can help you in all your meaningful interactions; how to build a training regimen that creates top-notch storytelling acumen; and how to integrate narrative generosity into a way of being in the world.

Part 3. Designing Your Scar Story. Here we will learn how to help our listeners make sense of things that don’t make sense. Thanks to scientists and researchers, we now possess unprecedented insights into what we need from a story in order for the mind to assign it meaning, even in times of Churn. This is a massive competitive advantage. Most people—especially in business, but really across a vast range of environments—communicate in a way that just pisses people off. We won’t do that. Ever.

Part 4. Delivering Your Scar Story. This is where we will learn to grab people by the (fill in the blank). Your story will be so engaging, they’ll forget they have a cell phone. This is the secret sauce to oral communications. Even if you don’t use storytelling, this section will carbonate that drab PowerPoint presentation and make you much better at the physical act of engagement.

Perk Nearly Got Blown Up

You won’t find a more impactful, diverse group of scar storytelling practitioners and sidekicks than the ones in this book. There will be ones you might remember from Nobody Is Coming to Save You, like my dad, Rex; Romy and Gaby; Dr. Ivan Tyrrell; and my own story coach, Bo Eason. But there are new characters too.

Take Perk.

I dedicate this book to First Lieutenant Elisha “Perk” Perkins because I can’t think of a better avatar for the generosity of scars. In 2011, Perk was leading a convoy in Kunar, Afghanistan, a.k.a. the Valley of Death, when her lead vehicle hit a massive IED. Everyone in her truck was killed—except Perk. She was blown five hundred feet from her vehicle and was nearly cut in half. Somehow still conscious after the blast, she looked down and could see into her own pelvis. A soldier from another vehicle behind her responded and dragged her to safety. Still taking intense small arms fire, she remembers him handing her a rifle and saying, “Use it if you have to.” Then she blacked out.

Life after this attack has been a fog for Perk. She struggles with survivor’s guilt and wonders if she’ll ever be able to tell her story to the world, even though she rewrites it every day in her journal as she desperately searches for something she missed, something that might have kept her teammates alive.

This scar story is one Perk doesn’t want to tell the world. She has built massive Resistance around it.3 But this is a clue. In my experience, when a scar story has this much Resistance around it, it is the very story that can change or even save lives.

Perk is not alone. You know it and I know it. It’s not just veterans or first responders who are holding in their scar stories. It’s not just Gold Star families or health care providers recovering from COVID. It’s your client. It’s your employee. It’s your neighbor.

It’s you.

The fact is, we all have one thing in common: scars.

Scars are a biological necessity. They are part of the healing process, and they cover up old wounds and leave a mark. Sometimes we talk about them, sometimes we choose not to. I hope by the end of this book you’ll understand the power of being generous with your scars.

For me, it started with James and my revelation that I’d nearly killed myself. For you, it could be something at work. Maybe a junior employee made a mistake and instead of chewing her out, you share a scar from when you made a bigger mistake and tell her what you learned from it.

Or maybe your teenager is struggling with peer pressure to use drugs, and you share your past struggle with addiction.

Maybe you see a lack of confidence in your company’s new leaders, and you recount a struggle you faced years earlier as the newbie.

I’ve learned a lot of things over the past decade or so, but the primary one is this: Scars don’t have to be big to have a big impact.

What You Can Expect

This book focuses on oral storytelling onstage and in presentations. Oral storytelling is our most basic and primal form of communication. If you can integrate this into your bones, then you can modify it to other forms of communication, including writing, one-on-one client engagements, work presentations, even social media content. But it starts and ends with storytelling as a craft. We will keep coming back to the oral storytelling of scar stories.

Authentic storytelling is our endgame.

I demand a lot from those I train, because the generosity of scars demands a lot from you. We are in the deep, roiling sea of the Churn. You can’t see the bottom. It’s often difficult to see the shore. The stakes are high. People are in pain, they are isolated, and some are on the brink.

I normally train storytellers in natural settings such as ranches, retreats, or around a firepit, where oral storytelling was born in humanity’s ancient past. These spaces are necessary for building a true narrative impact when the Churn rages against us. We can’t do that through a book, but if you’re able, I encourage you to find your own sacred space where you can drop deeply into the work.

The Promise of This Book

I’ll give you all I’ve got. I will give you a deeper appreciation for the primal realities and benefits of storytelling in a disconnected world. I will unpack the science of repurposing struggle in the service of others and the art of speaking these stories into the world. You will emerge from this work with a scar story and, more importantly, with a narrative process for repurposing struggle into story for the rest of your life.

You will learn to be a better storyteller when on stages or giving presentations. That is the focus of this book. It appears narrow, but I’ve found that if you can be an effective storyteller from the stage, you can adapt it anywhere, anytime. The generosity of scars is both a mindset and a skill set. The oral storytelling process it entails will serve you in all aspects of your life as a storyteller.

You will take a journey, one that is not always comfortable. I am not a researcher or academic. I’m a practitioner. Like everyone, I’m flawed and I’m still learning, but I’ve learned some useful stuff along the way and I’ve had the good fortune to gain a lot of wisdom from researchers, academics, actors, therapists, and other regular people who have learned the power of the generosity of scars.

I will be with you the whole time. Not literally—although I know from experience that I will end up meeting some of you along the way—but certainly in spirit. I’ve helped bring forth thousands of scar stories from reluctant hearts hidden behind thick iron plates of Resistance. I’ll also reveal every objection to sharing scars that I’ve told myself or that others have placed in front of themselves before any of us got past our Resistance, told our story, and changed the world in the process.

Cool?

Now here is what I expect from you:

Accept that your struggles are your greatest narrative gift. A good scar story is one you don’t want to tell others; a great scar story is one you don’t want to tell yourself. This isn’t a casual endeavor. I get it. But repurposing your scars in the service of others is the most generous thing you can do as a leader. If you’re willing.

Fight for your story. No one else will. It must be you. Either you can own your story or it can own you.4

Work through discomfort. As you develop this skill set, you’ll want to pull back. You’ll want to avoid the physical and emotional aspects of the work. You’ll want to succumb to Resistance and fall back into your comfort zone. Don’t. Work through the anxiety. Think less about yourself and more about the impact your scar story will have on others in need.

If you are still feeling reluctant, even afraid, know that I’ve got you. I didn’t just write this book for Perk, I wrote it for you. I’ve been there too. I won’t suggest a best practice if I haven’t done it myself or witnessed someone else do it firsthand. Promise.

Finally, go back to Nobody Is Coming to Save You. If you haven’t read it, please do. If you have, reread it. At a minimum, check out chapter 2, “The Human Operating System”; chapter 7, “Storytelling”; and chapter 8, “Struggle.” Having these fresh in your mind will help you use this book in the most efficient way.

A Final Note on Our Old Friend and Enemy, Resistance

“But I don’t want to talk about abuse, or addiction, or guilt, or loss. I just want to deliver my ideas and be done. I don’t want to bring people down. I don’t want to talk about personal stuff. I don’t want my trauma to define me. I don’t want to get emotional in front of my audience.”

I hear these kinds of “I don’t want tos” a lot. They make total sense. It’s how we’re conditioned to engage today. Data. Facts. Logic. Transactions. Be brief. Be gone.

I struggled in my initial design for this book. The smart play might have been to write for the corporate presenter who just needs to be more influential. After all, there are far more people looking for helpful advice on how to speak publicly than there are people with scar stories to tell, right?

Bullshit.

After a decade of teaching storytelling in every industry under the sun, I’ve learned one thing: Occupation doesn’t have a damn thing to do with influence or engagement. Getting hung up on occupation is a distraction. Worse, it’s dismissing your authentic message because of some preconceived industry construct that isn’t even real. We have each lived our own version of struggle. Daniel Coyle says struggle is a biological necessity. Sebastian Junger says we are a community of sufferers. Buddhism places suffering at the center of its belief system. We are each scuffed up in ways that have immense strategic value, in ways that can make you more relatable to those you serve.

Disclaimer, though: This work can result in optimal health, but it isn’t a substitute for counseling or professional intervention. If you have questions or doubts, talk to your therapist before proceeding with this narrative leadership approach. If you have struggles that are unresolved and are “white-hot” in how they affect you emotionally, work through those in therapy first. But it doesn’t end there.

So what if you haven’t yet resolved your experiences. This is not an excuse to ignore your scar stories. In fact, the results of repurposing your scars, especially the tougher ones, into stories that serve others are out-of-this-world profound.

Timing matters, though. Only when your scars are resolved can you bring them into this generosity of scars process. But don’t let the fact that you might have unresolved scars stop you. There are likely plenty of other scars from your life’s journey that are not white-hot trauma or grief.

This process is helpful well beyond veteran issues or nonprofits. As you’ll find in this book, conferences, all-hands meetings, and sales presentations are just a few of the venues starved for authentic storytelling.

Your stories can be used to introduce or amplify the data and talking points that you’re otherwise sharing. They can be used to counter objections from a prospective client. But they must include elements of struggle that stand between you and the goals you’re trying to achieve. This is not optional. No struggle, no story.

To leave this out is to surrender to a form of homogenized and bland communication that renders you irrelevant and unwatchable. In the following pages, I’ll teach you how to design and deliver scar stories that are most appropriate for whatever context you’re in. What I won’t teach you are cheap hacks or transactional tips that give the patina of substance where none exists. Because, at the end of the day, those are just tactics. They might gain and hold attention for a while, but they won’t resonate with your audience. Worse, they can often expose you as a fraud or a bullshit artist.

The only way to gain strategic influence with your audience is to emotionally resonate with them. And only authentic storytelling does that. Therefore, you must train and live the life of a storyteller.

The world needs storytellers right now. The stuff you resolve and repurpose into oral stories is the same stuff that’s kicking everyone’s ass. We need what you’ve got.

Here’s the deal: If you lean into this book, if you do the work, you’ll have everything you need to design and deliver a powerful scar story that frees you from the internal pain of your scar, raises your frequency above the Churn for authentic connection, inspires your people, teaches your associates, trains your new managers, persuades prospects and clients, and bridges the gaps between you and your desired audience. You will be more authentic, relatable, and relevant. That’s what people follow.

Even if you pick and choose the parts of this practice that work for you and throw the rest away, the return on this emotional investment will be a newfound sense of self-worth and full-blown human connection that changes lives through generosity—the generosity of scars.

You in?

Good. Let’s begin.

Footnotes

1 I will capitalize “Resistance” throughout this book out of respect for the amazing Steven Pressfield, who coined the term and gave so much to this universal effort to overcome self-sabotage.

2 Since the Churn is public enemy number one to human connection, we’ll capitalize that diabolical word as well. Perhaps it will cause us to respect our enemy enough to lean into this communications approach with more rigor and intention.

3 Full disclosure: I am not outing her here. I have her full permission to write about this and to write about it in this way.

4 Dr. Diego Hernandez, psychologist and high-performance coach, Rooftop Leadership live workshop, April 2018, Tampa, Florida.
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CHAPTER 1

Back to Basics


Storytelling is knowledge and wisdom, it’s a meta-psycho-technology that empowers us to survive and thrive… but it can also be weaponized as the most potent force of destruction on earth.

—Shawn Coyne




Scar Story Principle #1: Storytelling Is an Ancient Gift That the Modern World Craves.


Let’s start with a story. Better yet, let’s start with a primal story.

In Nobody Is Coming to Save You, I share a short fictional story about a saber-toothed tiger to explain the ancient reality of emotions. I’d like to reframe this to show how the ancient power of storytelling can save lives. To place you in the story, let’s make you the main character.

Imagine it’s thirteen thousand years ago somewhere in North America, say modern-day western New Mexico. You’re part of a small tribe struggling to survive a terrible winter. I’m right there with you. Blizzards are a daily reality. Food is scarce. Our people are starting to fall ill from the onset of starvation.

You volunteer to lead a hunting and foraging party on a multiday expedition. I sign up. There are ten of us in the party. We head out, but our luck is awful. After several days, all we have are meager prizes: dirty roots, frozen herbs, and a few small game animals. Not enough.

Finally, we call it and hobble home, famished and dejected. As the group leader, you’re in front, heading a column of half-starved hunters. Snow starts to fall. The wind picks up. Things are getting serious. If we return with so little food, people will die. Even your little daughter is starting to show signs of malnourishment. As the chill sets in, you are shaken from your stupor of worry by a high-pitched whimpering. You notice a small saber-toothed tiger cub lying on the side of the trail.

It is only a few weeks old. It looks to be slightly injured. It’s not exactly an epic prize, but it’s a few pounds of food! Then you remember lessons your father taught you about solo cubs. Momma is likely nearby. This type of cat is what we now call a Smilodon—a feared predator. Is it possible your party might be able to take the mother as well? That would be a lot of food. You pace around rapidly, processing your next move, as the rest of the party huddles close for warmth.

Then, movement to your left. The youngest warrior in the clan, an impetuous, hard-headed but sweet young man named Dar, approaches the cub. He turns to you with a smile that says, “No way we can kill this little guy. We should keep it.”

You look around nervously and shake your head at him. You warn that the cub’s mother is probably nearby. You share with the party that it might be possible to draw the mother out with the cub as bait and return home with enough food to feed your group for at least a week, maybe more.

Dar is horrified. He’s a good forager. But when it comes to the ugly business of hunting, he always challenges authority. He walks toward the cub.

“Dar, stay away from the cub,” you command. Frustration swells as he recklessly picks up the shivering cat. He pulls it close. The cub immediately nuzzles its head into Dar’s neck, and he looks at you with defiance and certainty. He has found a pet.

Anger boils in you. An Arctic blast cuts into your exposed face. Then, you hear it. A low grumbling sound. Anger turns to cold fear. You know this sound.

The hair on your neck stands up. Shit. “Tiger!”

Too late.

A massive saber-toothed tiger leaps from the nearby underbrush. It spears into Dar with stiletto claws as he screams into the howling wind, slinging the cub into the bushes. The cat’s powerful jaws lock onto Dar’s throat, taking him to the ground. The shock and brutality of the scene is terrifying.

The impulse to fight, take flight, or freeze overrides everyone. Two of the hunting party immediately run. “Cowards!” you shout after them. But truthfully, you want to run too. The drive to survive has overpowered your rational and thoughtful mind. Your instinct takes over. Your heart races. Tunnel vision kicks in. Panic rises in your throat. It’s no longer about food.

You know that as the leader of the party, you must fight to save the rest of the group. This won’t be easy. None of you have eaten much in several days. You and a few others are the only ones with battle experience. If you fail, the tiger could take you all down. Worse, this would leave the rest of the tribe exposed to a slow, agonizing death of starvation.

There is no choice. You prepare yourself for battle as your father taught you.

You jump up and down, sending blood into your stiff limbs. You scream at the tiger. As you work yourself into a trance-like state of anger-based survival, your eyes widen.

The rest of us follow suit, jumping, posturing, screaming like animals. The energy of the warrior trance state is contagious. We move shoulder to shoulder on wobbly knees with our spears pointed forward. We mirror your steps and advance on the tiger. We scream even more wildly now, flashing our own teeth, flushing every conscious thought out of our minds.

You thrust at the tiger with your spear. The big cat wheels and slashes your face with her claws. It is a ghastly wound. Another spear is thrust. Then another. Several more slashes from the tiger strike home before it finally cries out in pain and rage, pulling back from the hunting party.

It’s working.

In the melee, the cub has escaped. The mother hears the muffled cries of her offspring and pulls back slowly, facing the party with a mighty roar and one last terrifying flash of her seven-inch teeth.

She turns and disappears. The cats are gone, and with them, food. But so is the threat. You survived. Well, most of you did. Dar didn’t make it. And to hell with the two who ran off. Let the storm be their judge, jury, and executioner.

Now you must get home and care for the wounded. The storm worsens. You rally each of us one last time and give hasty instructions. We nod and pick Dar up onto our shoulders. We slowly make our way back to our cave dwelling, desperately trying to beat the coming darkness.

Mile after tiring mile. Muscles ache. Hearts sink as fast as the sun sets without mercy.

“I see it!” The scout signals wildly.

You feel a sense of relief as mothers and children rush out to meet you. Shock follows as you share the news of your tribe’s loss. Weeping and wailing permeate the clan as Dar’s body is brought forward and the wounded are taken inside the cave.

The tribe tends to the injured. A funeral pyre is built for Dar, and the smoke carries his spirit into the afterworld. Other fires are lit. What meager food your party brought back is prepared. You pace in the corner of the large cave. Your hands shake. You vomit. The sympathetic nervous system is still activated, but subsiding. Tension in your body clouds your thoughts as emotions swirl in your mind.

Gradually, you feel the tingle of
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