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I first met Barry on an unremarkable Monday afternoon. It was overcast and a little bit chilly, which wasn’t unusual in Syria around February. He was nestled stubbornly in a mountain of strewn rubble that had fallen from a nearby school. It looked like he was hiding, whimpering, under a slab of concrete the size of a door.

Barry was only small, and visibly frightened. I felt a deep sadness looking at this small dog, who was crying, surrounded by fragments of a school that was now scattered everywhere. He was a portrait of innocence, and I couldn’t help but wonder what path in life had brought him to these crossroads.

I couldn’t get a good look at him, but despite all the devastation that surrounded him, he seemed relatively unharmed. Relatively being the key word.

I’ve been a soldier for most of my adult life, and I have seen the terrible consequences that war can have for all it touches; our morning drives into Raqqa were a slideshow of such horrors. We’d pass miles of buildings scorched from years of bombing, homes whose walls were decorated with bullet holes. War is unrelenting, and Barry was born in the belly of the beast.

Barry’s ears were a shade darker than the rest of his body, which was white all over but for his head, which was stained with splotches of black and brown. His ears sat comfortably on either side of his small round head. There was a layer of dust that covered him like a blanket; I could see it trembling on the surface of his fur.

‘I’m scared too,’ I said to him. He didn’t know this, but when I was five, I was attacked by my neighbour’s Rhodesian Ridgeback – mean old dog – and that experience had stuck with me, so I was a little apprehensive to say the least.

But I thought to myself, to hell with it. Worst case he bites me, and I tell everyone it was a massive dog that mauled me.

‘Hi, I’m Sean. What’s your name?’ I asked, maybe a little hopefully.

He didn’t respond, I mean, he’s a dog, but he didn’t even grant me the courtesy of a glance. His head remained fixed in position, firm and uncompromising. Instead, he gave me the cheekiest of side-eyes. This is a sassy one, I thought.

‘You need a great name, a worthy name,’ I said to him. I wanted him to have a cool name, none of these cutesy names like Rufflers or Marshmallow. Or Freckles – God, not Freckles. That’s not you, I thought. I looked at him, inspecting him closely, and then it hit me.

‘Barry. I’ll call you Barry!’ I said.

One of my team members – we were called Team 1 and comprised nine men – was actually called Barry, but as much as he wants to believe the dog was named after him, it isn’t true.

Barry was now my mission. Despite all the sass he was showing me, it took just a cursory glance from him for us to reach the point of no return. I was smitten.

I’m thankful to have found him, not least because when I first heard him cry, I thought Barry was a Syrian child who was trapped, or possibly hurt.



We were at the end of a long day of work in Raqqa, previously ISIS’s capital, where my team was tasked with creating a Green Zone, an area that had been cleared of IEDs and was safe for civilians.

We had blown up a tonne of shit throughout the day. ISIS were an unforgiving and deceitful bunch and they left plenty of traps and bombs for us to find. By 3 p.m. we had finished clearing the last of the IEDs in a government building off the banks of the Euphrates river in the south of the city. We were tired, and cold, as the sun was hiding behind whopping white clouds. We headed back across the river to a petrol station where our vehicles were parked, and enjoyed some warm chai tea.

When I say we blew up a tonne of shit, I mean a lot. I was a bomb disposal expert in the middle of the most bombed city in the world; the cacophony of explosions and gunfire was so consistent that it eventually just blended into the background. You just become used to it. Hearing an eardrum-shattering explosion in Syria won’t raise most eyebrows but, that day, hearing Barry cry felt like being in an empty room where only his scream echoed all around you.

In bomb disposal there is a set process we go through from the point we find the IED up until we disarm or destroy it – typically the latter. There is always a moment of silence after an IED has been identified and the plan to disarm it set in motion. Essentially before the identified area becomes a Michael Bay movie set, we would stop and let everyone know what we’re doing over the radio.

This is important, very important, because above all we need to ensure everyone’s safety. Structure and organisation are critical if you want to survive out there. You don’t want to be in a war zone and hear an unexpected explosion. Trust me, that is not what I would call a fun day out.

When things go awry, waiting on confirmation from other teams is a heart-pounding, gut-wrenching couple of minutes. You wait for the radio to start buzzing with casualty information, hoping for the eerie silence to be interrupted.

It’s common sense, but it’s still important we do this as we need to be 100 per cent certain that we’re the only ones doing any blowing up of any kind.

Barry’s crying broke that eerie silence. It was sudden and piercing. I immediately started sprinting towards the origin of the sound. As a soldier you have maybe a second to let yourself feel the emotions, but then you need to compose yourself and act. I believed this could become a rescue mission.

Raqqa is not as deserted as you might imagine – it’s a somewhat bustling city. Or at least it felt that way. There was traffic on our way in each morning, there were markets, and children playing in the streets. More often than it should have ever been, we would find the bodies of children who took one wrong step and paid the ultimate price for it.

There’s a small panic that sets off in your head, which is impossible to shut off, when you think a child could be in danger, but that’s offset almost immediately by the realisation that they can still be saved. And that becomes the one and only thing you focus your mind on. This is your mission, this is what you’ve trained for.

I had a translator so that I could communicate with my Syrian boys, but in that moment he was wholly unnecessary. All nine of us began scanning the landscape, listening for another cry.

The sound had come from just a couple of hundred metres away from where our cars were parked, from this school that was completely caved in on all sides. Raqqa was not in good shape; the landscape was just rubble and dust for as far as the eye could see. Wind pushed through cracks and crevices and carried grey dirt around the city; it made an eerie sound, like a prolonged whisper.

I think Barry was trying to let us know where he was, as he let out another cry like a homing beacon.

‘That way!’ I bellowed, pointing towards a collection of rocks that cascaded down from the second floor of the school, forming a staircase for us to climb.

We had to patiently tread towards him, but we had not secured the area for IEDs yet, so the process of reaching him wasn’t as quick as you might imagine. It wasn’t like in the films, where you start sprinting frantically towards the casualty. It took a while. We continued to scan our surroundings for Barry, but also for any hints of a booby trap or wire on our path there.

It was a very common ISIS tactic to have a child scream to draw in first responders. This was a reality out here, one that still makes me sick to my stomach. Each step you take is more important than the last out in Syria, and we were always conscious of this fact.

After pushing through some more rubble, I finally found him shivering under a massive concrete plinth. I tucked my arms underneath it and was joined by three of my Syrian boys.

One more joined us to check under the plinth, to make sure there were no wires, tripwires, pressure switches or motion detectors there to surprise us. He lowered himself gently to the ground and caught a good glance. It was all clear.

‘On three. One . . . two . . .’

On three we lifted the plinth and launched it over the top of the rubble. It was heavy, at least 100 kilos. Then, the few waves of sunshine left in the day swept over him, and revealed him to be not a Syrian child but a scared puppy.

It was a gruesome scene; he was surrounded by three other dogs and one big dog, which I assumed was his mother. Barry was the lone survivor of the unspeakable horror that unfolded around him. When I looked at him, he had this lonely expression on his face. I think, on reflection, I can say I felt that same quiet loneliness too. We often forget that war doesn’t only devastate human lives, but all forms of life. Dogs are supposed to be man’s best friend, but these dogs were never afforded that love and compassion. They only knew fear.

I had a biscuit with me, so I took it out and tried to negotiate. He must be hungry, I thought. Who’d reject a nice biscuit? But my attempts to tempt him with a bite were immediately shut down. Instead, he tried to bite me, three or four times. Ferocious little thing.

I wasn’t ready to push too much – God knew he’d been through hell and back, and I didn’t want to make him feel threatened in any way. Not that I was afraid of him; he was just a little puppy the size of a football, what would he do to me? But just in case, I wore my combat gloves, the extra-thick kind, and slowly transferred the biscuit towards him with medical clamps.

I wasn’t scared of him, but when you’re in a war zone it’s generally a good mindset to be as cautious as possible. Okay, perhaps I was a little scared, just a little.

After some push-back, he reconsidered his position, shifting his round nose towards the biscuit and taking a tiny nibble. Good call, I thought. I ever-so-gently placed my hand – still protected by army-grade gloves – over his head and petted him softly. It was joy, pure unadulterated joy.

‘Hello, Barry!’ I said, rather enthusiastically. ‘Who’s a good boy?’

He had the most quizzical and confused look on his face as I repeated the question for the eleventh time. What can I say? I wasn’t sure if he knew who the good boy in question was. On reflection, I was probably just some weird large shape yelling things at him, and he was just terrified of any loud noise.

He continued to ignore me even as he gobbled up my dinner snack, which I’d actually been really looking forward to eating. Once he started chomping away, the biscuit disappeared in just a few bites. Around me, I realised my entire team was in fits of laughter. I’m a rather big lad, with a big bushy beard, and big tattoos all over, so I don’t think they quite expected my reaction. They must not have known I was fluent in baby-talk, I thought.

We all took turns to take a peek, and even in the short time we spent with Barry that day, he revealed a humanity in us all that wasn’t always so clear in these parts of the world.

The good days in Syria were boring, the bad days were deadly. That day was different. There were smiles worthy of Colgate commercials plastered on all my boys’ faces. ‘Barry! Barry!’ they sang. We forgot where we were for just a moment that afternoon. It’s funny, sometimes I really miss those moments. Even though we were out there in the most unwelcoming of places, those feelings still resonate with me today.

As day turned to night, I realised I had to leave Raqqa and head back to camp. I had to leave him there, but I promised him I would be back.

‘I’ll see you very soon, Barry. Very, very soon.’ I wanted that to be true so badly. I wasn’t sure what Barry and I would share, or if we’d have a relationship at all, but he represented hope out there, and I wanted to keep that as close to me as possible.

I reached out to pat him once more, to make sure he felt some extra warmth and love. I didn’t imagine he had experienced much affection in his young life, and I wasn’t sure if I’d find him again. Yes, I lied to him, but a white lie can sometimes be good.

We left him with some water and set off to our camp. Tabqah was west of Raqqa, roughly one hour away, which gave me plenty of time to daydream about a future with Barry. I’m not trying to be a hopeless romantic, that’s not who I am, but I was driving away into the sunset thinking about him.

At the base I couldn’t stop telling everyone about Barry.

‘He was just hidden under some rubble!’ I’d exclaim, still genuinely incredulous about the fact that I’d found the dog. Andy and Digger, who would become godparents, of sorts, shared my excitement.

‘What’s his name?’ Andy asked.

‘Barry!’ I replied. ‘I’m going to try and find him again tomorrow.’

‘You named the dog after Barry?’ a somewhat puzzled Digger chimed in. ‘Like our teammate Barry?’

It was a fun night with the lads. I spent the evening in the gym, as I usually did, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the dog. If he’s there tomorrow, I’m bringing him back with me.

I’d taken a couple of videos while I was out there, as I always documented everything I did in Syria. I posted a short video on Instagram of the discovery of Barry, and by the time people in the UK were awake, he was a bona fide superstar. Through the power of social media, a video of an abandoned puppy in Syria made its way to Essex, and the messages started pouring in.

My family, bless them, were completely floored by Barry. Non-stop questions and waves of love that made me feel a little jealous, I’m not going to lie. Suddenly there was a demand for Barry videos, and I was being told there was no way in hell I was leaving him out there by my friend Netty, who’d become Barry’s mum.

That was the beginning of Barry Watch, and the beginning of a new life for the two of us.
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A day, a mood, can change in an instant in Syria.

We were still reeling from Barrie’s sudden arrival, and we tried to carry the positive momentum forward into our jobs in Raqqa. On the morning of 14 March, we were all having a laugh. Barrie was literally barking orders; she’d taken a supervisory role into her own paws.

We spent most of our morning sweeping through a mass grave, where we’d found piles of bodies dumped on top of each other. I felt a gelid breeze fizzle through me that morning. We could see fingers poking through the earth, fingers small enough to have been those of children. It was a harrowing walk.

We were there on a job, but it was impossible to escape that feeling of disquiet while walking through it. These people were all tortured before being thrown in here like animals. They had families and friends, who were never allowed to mourn them. We stood there, just for a second, to pay our respects.

There was a strong stench of death. It was thick, you could almost feel it with your hands.

‘This isn’t right,’ I muttered to myself. It simply wasn’t. Who knows what lives these people could’ve lived, what experiences they could have had? These were people, human beings. Yet all that was left of them was rotting flesh and bones, crawling with maggots and God knows what else. I wondered if anyone missed them or remembered them. If their memory died with them in these graves, lumped on top of hundreds of unnamed victims.

When you’ve spent a couple of hours in that environment, you need to shake it off. We tried to lighten the mood up a bit after that. I hadn’t managed to fit in my morning workout that day, so instead I decided to pick up one of my Syrian boys to do some squats. He must have weighed about 60 kilos, and factoring in 15 kilos for the gear, it was a legitimate workout.

I went up and down, up and down. He started crying in fits of laughter. We needed to be silly every now and then, if we didn’t want to go mad.

Then, in the distance, we saw puffs of dust forming. It was a small convoy of cars heading in our direction. Syrian Defence Force (SDF). They were the good guys.

They told Fareed that they were going to go and search this olive grove that was situated less than a kilometre south-east from where we were.

Olive groves were not a fun place to hang out. My first olive grove experience was quite memorable; it was my first week in Syria and I found about seventeen IEDs scattered across it. That wasn’t the memorable part, although seventeen IEDs is a hell of a lot; there was this mad geezer who was farming when we got there, and he continued to farm long after we left.

We’d been working on this area for a couple of weeks by now, so I asked Fareed to tell them that I’d interviewed a man in his home on Monday, who’d told me that this olive grove was full of IEDs. He said that four or five children had died there in the past month.

Fareed tried to dissuade them from going but there was nothing we could do. I even showed them a video I’d taken of the interview, but they insisted that they needed to go in. They’d been given orders to investigate the olive grove, and we had no authority to stop them.

They made entry into the olive grove, and about an hour later there was a massive explosion. At first we could see the eruption of smoke shoot into the sky, and then a second later we heard it.

We were trained for situations such as this one, we had set routines we practised time and time again. My team knew what to do. First, we put Barrie in the boot of my vehicle.

‘In you go, Barrie,’ I said to her, instructing her to sit quietly. ‘Be good, I’ll be back.’

Everyone else packed their kit and got into their respective vehicles. They knew the cars had to be ready to go. We hadn’t decided on a course of action yet, but this is what our training is for. It was likely that we’d have to evacuate and get the fuck out of there ASAP.

I sprinted towards the last marked safe point, a road that led to the source of the explosion. Harry Cripps, my team leader, as well as one of our medics and two security guards, ran with me, too.

One of their soldiers yelled out for a medic. There was no way we were going to risk any more lives by entering the olive grove, so we asked them to bring him to us.

It all happened so quickly.

We gave them one of our stretchers to place the casualty on. They carried him arm-in-arm and scrambled to get him on the stretcher and to the safe road. The medic and I began addressing the casualty and the medic immediately tried to stop the bleeding. Arterial bleeding, it’s not looking good. There was no way we could save this man out here. He needed to be taken to a hospital.

I radioed Fareed, who told everyone to get vehicles ready so that, no matter what we decided to do, we’d be ready to move.

At this point we’re focused on getting everyone out of there, the entire area is compromised. At any point there could be an ISIS cell, or a trap, so time was not our friend.

We found out that our injured friend was named Mohammed. Our medic focused on trying to stabilise him, but his face was completely messed up. Blood was gushing everywhere. His limbs were all in the wrong places. Our medic frantically wrapped four tourniquets around each severed limb to stop the arterial bleeding.

‘We need to get him the fuck out of here.’ I looked to Harry, who radioed our camp to inform Mark Buswell of our plan of action. Everyone was in position, everyone was doing their jobs as they were trained to.

The SDF had an ambulance as part of their convoy, and we needed to get Mohammed into the ambulance.

‘We need to get him into the ambulance, right fucking now.’ I was yelling instructions at the SDF soldier via Fareed. When we reached their ambulance, it was totally empty. No med kit. It was just a car dressed as an ambulance.

‘What the fuck is going on?’ I looked to Fareed for answers. This is a joke. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, or what I wasn’t seeing.

Fareed told me they were instructed to bring a medical vehicle with them, so they brought an ambulance with absolutely nothing inside it because they didn’t have anything to put inside it. It was absurd, but that was the reality out there. These guys were fighting a never-ending war, but they didn’t have the basic tools to survive. They still don’t.

We had an ambulance and we took Mohammed, but by this point he’d lost too much blood and he was barely conscious. Our medic kept talking to him, trying to keep him awake.

There were three steps we had to follow to have a chance of saving Mohammed. Stabilise the casualty, get them in the ambulance, get them to the closest hospital.

We barely managed to get Mohammed into our ambulance. I told the SDF soldiers to join our vehicle pack.

My vehicle was at the front, followed by the medical vehicle, team vehicle, then kit vehicle.

There was a US Special Forces base north-west from our location, roughly twelve kilometres away, which was the closest place I was happy to take him to. There was another hospital a similar distance away, but I knew the American Special Forces surgeons were better than your everyday Syrian medics, and they were probably better equipped to deal with this, too. I made the decision, radioed Mark, and we set off. They were now contacting the base to let them know we were coming.

Six and a half minutes. That’s the time between hearing the explosion and when we drove off. It all happened in a flash.

Raqqa was a busy city. We had to weave our way through traffic, potholes, roads that no longer were roads, as quickly as possible without any sirens or lights.

Our Land Cruisers jounced through the furrowed streets of Raqqa, slaloming between civilian cars that were being instructed to move aside by the frantic flailing of arms from our vehicles.

As we arrived at the base we stopped all the vehicles on the road very abruptly. I jumped out of my car and onto the bonnet of the ambulance and instructed them to drive to the gates.

We just about made it.

The guard threw the gate open and I started sprinting in front of the ambulance to get to the doctors first and give them a fighting chance to get themselves ready for Mohammed. My security guard sprinted with me. He was like my shadow – wherever I went, he went. I’d written a 9 Line report, the standardised report for casualties, so they could prepare for what was coming.

They took Mohammed and at that point everything went quiet. The adrenaline began to wear off. It was just us and the SDF soldiers and we didn’t know each other’s names, we couldn’t really communicate with each other; all we knew was that we’d just gone through hell and back together.

One Syrian soldier fainted. The events of the day had worn him out.

We all stood outside the surgery, waiting together. The hospital wasn’t really a hospital, it was a dishevelled house whose walls weren’t even painted. The operating theatre would have been someone’s living room. But out here, this was the best there was.

Now that we’d done all that we could possibly do, I could start checking on my boys. The period after is the most difficult, because you keep replaying the events over and over again. I checked with the medic first. He was completely drenched in another man’s blood, and I needed him to know he’d done a top job. He said he was okay. So were the rest of my boys. Barrie, too, she was fine.

After about ten minutes we drove back to our base.

The drive back was heavy, because you can’t help but think about what’s just happened, and what you could have done better. I’d been communicating with Mark and Harry throughout our journey back, recounting the events as I saw them. Each decision, each reaction, each result.

This was normal. Out there, we had to document everything we did. The details of the events were crucial. You had to see it as black and white.

When we reached our base in Tabqah, we parked our cars and took the ambulance to the wash point, where we cleaned it of all the blood. We stood around in silence, spraying the back of the ambulance with a hose, and then swept the blood away with brooms.

All this blood, I thought. All this blood was flowing in a man’s body just a couple of hours ago. Now, the blood was being washed away into drains.

Harry and I briefed Mark on what had happened, then got to writing our reports for the day, as best we could. Even on nights like that, you had to be clear and lucid. We were team leaders, so we couldn’t allow ourselves to be emotional about what had happened.

We have a set way of doing things in the military. ‘My job, my kit, our kit, my team, then me.’ That was the order of importance, so I had to make sure the job was done, that our kit was sorted and cleaned, that my team was all right, and then I could see to myself.

Everyone hit the showers after that. No one spoke; not one sound could be heard, except for the steady burble of running water pouring down our bodies. The shower floors were stained a deep crimson. It’s always worse to wash off someone else’s blood than your own.

At six that evening I got called into Mark’s office. I knew then that Mohammed didn’t make it.

We learned that Mohammed was a tough motherfucker. He was a bomb disposal expert, he was one of us, and he’d survived a bomb before. Lost an eye in the process.

I called my team into our common room, and we sat around a table. My job now was to make sure everyone was okay, and that they knew they’d done a tremendous job.

‘It’s been a long and difficult day,’ I said to them. ‘It’s not the outcome we wanted, but I’m proud of all of you.’

It was the truth, but it didn’t make it any easier.

I let them know Mohammed didn’t make it. ‘We did everything we possibly could, we trained well, we were quick on the scene. We did everything we could.’

We had to shake it off, shove those dark feelings deep in the box. Most of us went to the gym for a late-night workout. I brought Barrie with me. She was always happy, and that made me happy.

On nights like those, the workouts were incredibly intense. You just keep pushing, pushing, pushing. The gym was my sanctuary, it was where I could block out the world, tire myself out to the point where I couldn’t think. I felt a deep red anger that night.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

I did repetition after repetition, lifting heavier and heavier weights.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

Each time I lifted the barbell up in the air I felt strong, like there wasn’t any weight I couldn’t carry.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

I let out a massive breath. Barrie was sitting quietly next to the bench I was sat on. She looks so peaceful, I thought. I let out another massive breath. By now, my tank top was heavy and drenched in sweat.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

The barbell clanked onto the stand as I finished my final rep. I sat for a moment on the bench, feeling exhausted. Exhausted from the workout, exhausted from everything really.

[image: _img3]

Back in my bedroom I was thankful I had Barrie with me. Over in Syria, it wasn’t like back in the army where we’d sleep in tents or barracks with all the boys. Here you were completely isolated. On days like the one we’d all just experienced, it felt especially lonely.

Things were different now with Barrie. I could talk to her and play with her. I took care of her, but she took care of me too.

She made me feel like everything was going to be okay.

‘Today was rough, Barrie.’

Mohammed and I were completely different people, from different backgrounds, who lived different lives. Yet, we were one and the same.

Rest in peace, you mad bastard. That night, like most nights, I tried to shut it all away.

On the floor, Barrie had only one thought on her mind: cuddles. She looked at me. She was upside down on her back, her paws raised in the air as if to ask me to hold her. I carried her slender body in my arms and felt the weight of the world lift off my shoulders.
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Barrie woke me up each morning by sitting on my face. She would crawl up onto my chest and tread up and down until I eventually abandoned my will to sleep.

The days that followed Mohammed’s death felt colder than usual. The Syrian winter was yet to relinquish its reign to the looming spring sprightliness.

Moving on from Mohammed was difficult and uncomfortable, but we had to move on. If we didn’t, we risked opening the floodgates for thoughts that none of us were equipped to handle. On top of that, we had a responsibility, and a job to do, and that didn’t end with his final heartbeat. It sounds cold, but out there this was the reality of it. Most days were uneventful, but the risk was always there. Raqqa didn’t stop being Raqqa overnight.

Our drive into the city was much the same as it always was. Barrie was in her favourite spot, wedged between the two front seats, so she could watch the world pass by.

Everything was the same that morning. I brushed my teeth like I always did, showered, briefed my team. We drove in the same car, set up our chai tea stand like we always did, and we searched for IEDs around Raqqa. Everything was the same, yet everything had changed. None of us had known Mohammed, but we all felt deeply connected with him.

Working made it easier to forget. When you’re clearing potentially life-ending bombs, you’re immediately locked back into that mindset where nothing else really matters. It’s just you and the IED. The structure, the systems in place, they allowed us to do our jobs. It helped that doing our jobs well was our best chance of not dying.

We were trained to function in this way. I remembered my training as a fresh-faced teen, how everything from the way I cleaned my boots, to the way I stood, to the way I spoke, was heavily scrutinised. It had to be perfect, and I had to be disciplined. Nothing else mattered.

It’s in the moments when we’re left to our own devices, without the distraction of our jobs, when life becomes an inescapable hell. In those moments, Barrie was like a peppy source of joy.

That morning, Digger unravelled a stout hempen rope he’d brought with him. It must have been thirty metres long. He slung it round the back of our vehicle and tied it to the tow bar.

‘We’ll tie you right here, nice and secure,’ he said to Barrie. ‘This way you can run around and we don’t need to worry about you too much.’

We took turns throughout the morning to play with Barrie. She was our little escape, like a portal into a different place from where we were.

It seems silly, but none of us ever spoke about how Mohammed’s death affected us. We were soldiers, we didn’t do that kind of thing. We’re trained to block those emotions out, and most of us lived in denial of the atrocities that we witnessed.

Barrie allowed us to cope, helped us to cope, without ever having to speak about it.

As the sun began setting on the Syrian skyline, we had finished clearing a school of IEDs. With all that was happening, successfully clearing the school was a wonderful feeling. Knowing that we’d made a small sliver of Raqqa safer for its civilians was a reminder of why we were out there, and why it was worth it. It was a mixed bag, as we knew that even with all the work we were putting in to make these areas safe, this school would probably never be full of pupils again. But we had to find positivity wherever we could.

After what had been a long day, I untied Barrie and she leapt into my arms. I carried her back into the school we’d just cleared, walking her through the corridors where, at a different time, students would have shuffled around to get to their classes. In one classroom, the front half of the desks and chairs were still organised in orderly rows, while the back half of the classroom simply didn’t exist. This fourth-floor classroom had been blown open by bombs and was now a lookout overseeing all of Raqqa. The Syrian skyline wasn’t New York, but it was bizarrely beautiful watching the sun set that evening with Barrie in my arms.

‘This was once a city, Barrie, a city like London where you’ll be very soon. It wasn’t always like this,’ I said to her.

We continued our wander through the school. There were hundreds of holes perforating each wall.

‘These are gunshot holes,’ I said to her. ‘Children used to come here to learn before all hell broke loose with the war.’

Standing in that school filled me with a deep sadness. Something terrible had unfolded here. I imagined the terrified screams of children cowering behind the few walls that still stood to protect them, as gunshots sprayed violently across. And somehow, we had to just move on from it. It was one building of thousands. A checklist that we had to go through. We had to pretend that this was all normal.

I held Barrie tightly in my arms. I wanted to keep her safe from all of this. It was my duty to get her away from this devastation, from this place devoid of life.

‘A new life for Barrie’ – that’s what one of my Syrian boys said the day we brought her back, and it was something I was determined to do. For the two of us.

I shook it off. I couldn’t let myself think those things, I couldn’t afford to.

We turned round and made our way back to our vehicles, where my team was relaxing on plastic chairs, enjoying cups of warm chai. Barrie sprang out of my arms and began attacking the unsuspecting legs that dangled within her reach.

‘You’re going to be a problem when you get big, aren’t ya?’ said Digger, as an unrelenting Barrie attempted to boost herself onto his lap. Her legs were too small to make the jump, but Digger caught her in mid-air and stuck the landing for her.

Wherever Barrie was, laughter followed. It didn’t matter where we were, or what we were doing; if you caught a glimpse of her, a grin would quickly form on your face.

On our journeys back to Tabqah, Barrie would pass out almost instantly. Something about the bumpy ride back to camp made the perfect setting for her to start snoozing away. Harry and I would laugh, because she would snore so vociferously we wondered if perhaps she had a future as an opera singer.

I took advantage of how large our compound was to take Barrie for long walks around the perimeter fence. We’d go three or four times round, some evenings. It’s no secret that dogs need to be walked, but I think I needed those walks just as much as, if not more than, she did. We used to talk a lot. I’d do most of the talking.

‘It won’t always be like this,’ I’d say to her. ‘You’ll be in a different country, with massive parks, and very little rubble.’

I could speak to
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How a rescue dog and her
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