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This book is dedicated to those who gave their lives in twenty years of conflict in Afghanistan.




PROLOGUE

Rebirth

THERE’S NO PAIN, no theatrical agony. No screaming, no shouting. The kill shot is catastrophic and conclusive. I slump silently on to my knees and topple forward, head first, into the dirt. The lads have seen enough death to assume mine is instantaneous. The lights are out. That’s him gone.

The 7.62mm high-calibre bullet entered my neck just below the ear, hit the spinal cord, shattered the spinal column, and fragmented. Since it destroyed the phrenic nerve, which descends through the thorax to the diaphragm, I stopped breathing immediately. My team stepped over my body, into the unknown.

Only later would they try to rationalize their emotion, or lack of it. The continual process of containing the flow of cortisol, the stress-inducing hormone that narrows the arteries while another hormone, epinephrine, increases the heart rate, messes with your head. We each retreat into ourselves, to deal with demons.

When will my time come? What job will I be on when the odds overwhelm me? How will it happen?

We give thanks for sacred certainties. No man is left behind. That’s the cardinal rule. I was dragged out of the compound by a mate and a medic. They were the closest to me, and they saved my life. It was business, but deeply personal. The desire to protect one another is fundamental. A casualty evacuation had already been called for. They found a strong pulse, to their astonishment, but had no idea where I had been shot.

They felt around in pitch darkness. The exit wound at the back of my neck was terrible, a mess of shredded nerves, muscles, arteries, veins, ligaments and lymphatic glands. The entry wound, which wrecked the second cervical vertebra from the base of the skull, was a gaping hole into which they had no option but to stick their fingers, to try and stem blood loss.

Everyone in the Special Boat Service is medically trained. We work logically under extreme pressure, by instinct and inclination. The guys’ job was to keep me alive by any means possible until the casevac helicopter landed, which it did around twenty minutes later. I’ve been told I wasn’t breathing during that time, suggesting the near certainty of significant brain damage, but they did attempt to force air into my lungs.

It’s a void I revisit periodically. It irritates me, because I am chasing ghosts, images without shape or substance. I have no choice but to see things through the eyes of friends and colleagues who were there. They have sketched out events for me in microscopic detail, second by second, but the only tangible evidence of that operation is my Kevlar helmet. It is cracked and chipped from taking a second round from an AK-47, which ricocheted away without finishing me off. Other than that, I have to trust my experience and imagination. The bittersweet irony is that the brain’s natural self-defence system ensures that my memories of the night of 13 November 2009 end almost at the moment the insurgents were engaged.

We were more than halfway through my second tour of Afghanistan. I had been wounded in the shoulder two weeks previously, but refused the offer of a ticket home. I didn’t come from a strong, supportive family. Those guys were all I had. The bond, forged by the knowledge you are willing to lay down your life for one another, is emotionally overpowering and unbreakable.

What passes as the real world doesn’t offer such intimate reference points. We take pride in being the best of the best. Elite UK units select a handful of recruits each year, from across the armed forces. Even being accepted into the selection process is an achievement. Respect is mutual, unspoken, unifying. No one else can truly understand what we do, and why we do it.

Life isn’t an exact science. It creates holes that need to be filled. Many in the Special Forces come from broken homes. Some of us have character flaws. I was a borderline alcoholic teenaged delinquent. We represent the two halves of man, made whole. The loving, caring person who wants to do good deeds merges with a violent, near-psychotic aggressor.

An extended tour taxes body and mind, but this was as routine a job as it gets. The rituals and rhythms were familiar. The checks came naturally. My rifle was prepped. Cable ties, medical pack, radio, pistol, spare magazines, knife, and two types of grenade, flash and regular: all present, correct and in full working order.

Orders had been issued with practised formality. We had studied satellite footage of the target, and visualized the intricacies of the compound layout. We knew the type of terrain on which we would be dropped, and in which direction we would land. Call signs were set. Air support was confirmed. Emergency procedures were in place.

Most nights ended in enemy contact.

They began with us piling noisily into vehicles in the last of the light, and driving to where our helicopters were ready to go. We walked up the tailpiece of our assigned helicopter, and sat, left and right, facing one another. Once in the air, we were silhouettes, framed by faint instrument lights. The sweet scent of fuel filled our nostrils.

We had our night vision goggles on and our headphones in, listening to personalized pre-combat playlists. My moodsetters were provided by Linkin Park, Metallica, AC/DC and Seether, a South African nu metal band. The finishing touch was supplied by US alternative metal band Disturbed and their anthem ‘Indestructible’, the story of ‘a master of war’:


Another mission

The powers have called me away

Another time

To carry the colors again

My motivation

An oath I’ve sworn to defend

To win the honor

Of coming back home again



No disrespect to pop royalty, but it’s hard to get amped up to Ed Sheeran or Elton John.

Whatever their tastes or preoccupations, people really switched on when the pilot began the countdown to landing. Fifteen minutes. Ten. Five. Two. Whump. Wheels down. Go Time.

On this particular night we had an arduous walk to the target, having been pitched into stunning desolation. There was no light pollution, so the night sky was vivid and picturesque. There were more shooting stars than I could count. We preferred to think of them as symbols of good fortune, rather than succumb to the suspicion they were the harbinger of a moment of personal destiny.

Eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness. Shapes and contours emerged as hints from what felt like a Martian landscape. All you could hear was the crunch of the boots of the man in front as he negotiated brittle, barren territory. A heightened smell announced our arrival in what we call a green belt, where people congregate around a river.

Humanity is signalled by the aroma of decay. Rotting vegetation, spiced with the shit of several species. Hand-built canals, designed to irrigate meagre crops, feature ditches that can entrap the unwary. The silence is comforting, though when it is broken by the whine of the occasional dog, smelling the scent of strangers, it usually indicates a target is within reach. Compounds tend to be mud-walled mazes.

My mind went blank at the point a group of insurgents moved out of a back door, to another compound, approached by a courtyard, where I’m told another door was locked by a heavy chain. We couldn’t use explosive ordnance, because of the presence of women and children nearby. A line of scruffy trees reduced our field of vision. As one of the lead team, I was literally in the line of fire.

In theory, entering a building involves sweeping through a visual arc, to seek out immediate threat. The eyes are drawn into the darkest corners. Experience tells you not to get too close to internal walls, in particular. Instead of ricocheting straight back, high-velocity rounds run along them haphazardly, left and right.

In practice, I advanced into a hail of gunfire and fell like a sack of spuds. No one understands how I survived, despite the advances in battlefield and trauma medicine. I don’t know, and I don’t think I will ever know. It’s a mystery, a phenomenon. The medics worked on me as I lay bloodied and inert on the floor of the rescue helicopter. They put a bag over my nose and mouth, squeezing air into my lungs at a constant rate.

This failed to stabilize me, because of the nerve damage. My pulse rate rose and fell continually during the forty-minute flight to an American base, where I was unloaded on to a trailer, towed by a quad bike. I was incapable of conscious thought, but on some level I distinctly remember one of my mates saying ‘We won’t see him again’ before the helicopter took off, to return to the combat zone.

There is a spiritual element to survival, as well as a physical aspect. I was young and extremely fit, but that couldn’t entirely explain why I defied medical logic and remained alive. I am positive I am not imagining this for dramatic effect, but I felt a strange sense of serenity even before I was ferried to the hospital at Camp Bastion, another two hours away, and placed in an induced coma.

I had heard of people on the verge of death being presented with the choice of walking through a mystical doorway to eternity. I blatantly refused to do so. I didn’t care if a higher force told me it was my time. I resolved still to say no. I subconsciously ran through a mantra: I will not give in. This is not my time. As spooky as it seems, my memory of mental defiance is stark and graphic.

That’s why, several years later, I had a tattoo etched over my chest and heart. It features a lion with the inscription ‘Never will I die’. Chris Webster, my childhood friend, has the same tattoo. It has been our mantra since we were ten years old. It is the code we promised ourselves we would live by.

We would repeat it to ourselves just before we did anything daft or dangerous, like an insane jump on a dirt bike, or a gnarly cutback on a huge wave. We fed off the energy of its boldness, and often made each other laugh by repeating it in a funny accent.

Its meaning became more nuanced as we grew older, and life became more complicated. We became more self-aware, more sensitive to our moods. When one of us was down, or having a bad time at home or school, the other would simply say: ‘Don’t worry, bro. Never will I die. Never give up.’

I’ve never been a religious person, but the effect of survival on me was profound. It made me question everything, without worshipping anything other than the power of the human spirit. It was almost as if I was celebrating my rebirth. In a split second, I had become a different being. The twenty-four-year-old adrenaline junkie, bursting at the seams with a zest for life and a determination to be recognized as the ultimate warrior, was lost for ever.

A new life had formed, reliant on a ventilator and protected, initially, by a hallucinogenic cocktail of drugs. A new person, similar in so many ways to his predecessor, but different in many others, had a second chance. He’s the reason why I want to share my story. It took ten years to place him into perspective. Even now, I pause and wonder what he tells me about myself.

I was quickly repatriated to the UK from Bastion, on a Hercules converted into a field hospital. I had been in Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham for a couple of weeks when doctors followed my family’s wishes, that they should ease me out of my controlled coma. My initial reaction to the hazy, out-of-focus transition to reality was sheer panic.

I was actually in quarantine, as a precaution, because they could not be sure what bugs I had picked up on the battlefield. That’s standard protocol, but threatening when you have misty visions of being in a small, square room in which you are constantly being watched by strangers.

I was convinced I had been captured, and was undergoing chemically assisted interrogation. The medical staff seemed sinister, manipulative figures. They worked in sterile, white-walled anonymity, like mortuary assistants. It felt as if I was trapped in a place where no one could hear me scream. I reverted to training mode, and refused to talk to the enemy.

One of the phases of elite training involves survival, evasion and resistance to questioning under duress. My aggression was instinctive fearful and probably exaggerated by my drug regime. I refused to believe anything anyone said to me. I was determined to avoid becoming the victim of a mind job, designed to extract information.

Eventually the medics had to bring in my regimental sergeant major to debrief me, face to face. He tapped into the mutual trust on which an elite soldier operates, and explained that I was not strapped down, as I imagined. I was simply incapable of movement. It was only then, listening to a familiar voice from another time, that I started to believe the story of my rescue was not an elaborate ruse.

Paranoia eased by personal contact and a reduction in the strength of my meds, I took stock of my surroundings. That’s when it dawned on me that I was paralysed. I followed a basic instinct and obsessively tried to move. The whole process was so forced, so unnatural. My faith in fate dissolved, and was replaced by another bout of confusion and anger.

What’s going on? Why the hell can I not move? This is bullshit. These things happen to other people. They can’t be happening to me. It’s got to be a bad dream.

My first reflex action was to attempt to move my arms, then my hands and fingers. I was so frantic that my heart rate climbed dangerously, beyond 160 beats a minute. The doctors decided to sedate me again. I was plunged back into a nightmare netherworld of chemical fantasy and subconscious revelation.

Midazolam is a sedative which can induce controlled amnesia. It has proved useful for reducing fear and anxiety in dental patients. Propavol, which is used in the behavioural management of patients with involuntary movements, such as those with cerebral palsy or learning difficulties, is an entirely different dose of juju. It is a milky fluid. I referred to it as White Rabbit, after the Lewis Carroll character that led Alice down the rabbit hole into Wonderland. It took me into a weird world in which all kinds of shit were going on. It was acid-head crazy. I was no stranger to Class A drugs as a kid, but I’d never experienced anything as hallucinogenic.

It took three weeks to wean me off those two principal intravenous drugs. I dropped in and out of reality, chronically muddled and suspicious. Sometimes I would scream incoherently at the staff, demanding to know why I had changed rooms, when I had remained flat on my back in the bed to which I was originally assigned.

There were almost too many tubes in me to count, besides the one leading from my throat to the ventilator that still keeps me breathing eighteen times a minute. There were three in each arm, draining excess spinal fluid from the back of my head, and facilitating regular blood transfusions.

My features were grotesquely swollen. Scar tissue had built up on my arms, inside my elbows and around my wrists, where nurses sought new arteries to drain. I looked like a cross between a crack addict and the Michelin Man. My emotions ran wild, between illogical shame, guilt and gratitude.

My brain was overloaded. At one extreme I was struggling to process my plight, praying that I would one day wake up, soaked in sweat, from a horror movie of a dream. At the other, the pragmatic side of my character took control and endeavoured to put my problems into perspective.

I don’t care if I’m paralysed, at least I’m here. I don’t know where I am or what’s going on but thank fuck I’m alive.

The space between was pretty trippy, and thought-provoking. Somewhere, somehow, buried in an unresponsive body locked into artificial hibernation, a light flickered. I had involuntarily started going over past experiences. Some were distorted, repeated in a blaze of psychedelic colour. Others blurred the boundaries of time and space. I had vague visions and surreal flashbacks.

Weirdest of all, I couldn’t get rid of an earworm, a song which must have lodged itself in my brain when someone – I don’t know who – brought in a radio to pass the time during bedside vigils. It was number one in the singles chart at the time. Cheryl Cole wasn’t my musical type – I can hardly imagine her writhing to an extended thrash metal guitar solo – but it felt as if she was singing directly to me when she promised to ‘fight, fight, fight, fight, fight for this love’.

Songs can set a mood, or capture a moment, but this one was ridiculously removed from anything I would normally listen to. It echoed eerily as it went round and round my head, the only record on an infernal jukebox. I couldn’t work out why until I realized that, in my semi-conscious state, I thought she was singing about life, rather than love.

Apologies, since I’m embarrassed by the corniness of this line, but I was willing to fight, fight, fight, fight, fight for this life.

Other out-of-body experiences kept on coming. I clearly remember looking down from the ceiling of the hospital ward at myself and wondering what the hell that thing was, hanging off my neck. Why couldn’t I get rid of it? Had I become some sort of android? As I searched for answers, I fell to earth and landed in South Africa.

I was lying on the floor of the petrol station along the road from my main childhood home in Randburg, in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg. Suddenly, without warning, I was standing outside the front gates leading to my house. An unseen force was preventing me from opening them, and going inside.

Everything was pitch black. I wandered aimlessly around my neighbourhood, Fontainebleau. The tree-lined roads were deserted. I lingered on Hans Strijdom Drive, which would be renamed Malibongwe Drive in a new multi-racial nation. It felt as if I was the only survivor from some sort of apocalypse. I was lonely, dazed and confused.

The next thing I knew I was back at primary school, sitting on the back benches with Chris Webster. We’ve been together since the age of five. His face, along with that of my brother Ben and his best friend Ramon Sherriff, floated by as I drifted in and out of sedation. I was somewhere in there, still alive.

I hadn’t been a pretty sight in the early days at QEH. I’d had 5.5 centimetres of my spinal column removed. My head was, to all intents and purposes, being kept on by fifty-one staples, inserted from ear to ear. Surgeons, led by Professor Sir Keith Porter and Jonathan Wasserberg, performed three separate eight-hour operations on me. One was extended by six hours when a specialist had an idea on the way home, turned his car around, and went straight back into theatre.

They cared all right, but were obliged to make a clinical appreciation of the odds stacked against me. They had no conclusive proof how severe the damage was. It was terrifyingly close to my brain. They couldn’t predict, with any certainty, the impact of sustained oxygen starvation. The body might have been going through the functions of everyday existence, but I could easily have been brain dead.

The doctors did their duty. They explained the brutal realities of my situation to Chris, Ramon and Ben, who had travelled over from South Africa to be with me. My mother, Ann, had returned home. They had done all they could and now faced the critical decision: was it worth bringing me out of the coma? Their reluctant advice to my friends and family was to switch off my life support, and let nature take its course.

Whew …

Every time I think of that moment, it gets to me. It always gets to me. Always.

You see, they were not talking about an inanimate object. Don’t ask me how, but I was in on the conversation. The consultants talked about a 50/50 choice. They explained I would pass away peacefully. It would be at least six months before I could speak properly but inside, behind those closed eyes and apparently frozen flesh, I was screaming for dear life.

‘Hell, no … I need to live … Listen to me … I don’t want to die … Listen …’

Ben came through for me. Thank God he was strong enough to play God. I honestly don’t know whether this is a product of an overactive imagination, but I can still see and hear him saying: ‘We want to give him a chance, absolutely. Let’s wake him up out of this, to give him that chance. Yeah, that’s the decision.’

I understand why the experts thought I wasn’t going to make it. The stresses and strains on my body were enormous. I had suffered what was officially described as a catastrophic penetrative brain injury. Even today I cannot have an MRI scan because of interference caused by shrapnel left in my neck. It is simply too dangerous to attempt to remove it, since it could shift and cause further damage.

How did I survive? My physical fitness had to be significant. I had always been hyperactive, a surfer, a long-distance swimmer and ultra-marathon runner. I loved that feeling of sharpness, sacrifice and well-being. I was prepared to flog myself through mad gym sessions and endurance events because I thought scouring myself with prolonged exercise said something good about me.

But was there something more? The drive to survive and the desire to achieve stimulated by my Special Forces training highlighted the age-old dilemma: nature versus nurture. Does the squadron produce the person or does the person already exist before he joins? As so often in life, it is not a black-and-white situation; the answer lies in a particular shade of grey.

I believe the foundation blocks were already there when I backed myself to prove myself worthy of the best fighting force in the world. The training enhanced those qualities, honed them and made them relevant to the role I was expected to fulfil. If you think we are all about bravado or blind aggression, consider the implications of the SBS motto.

By Strength. By Guile.

Strength comes in different forms. Nothing could have prepared me for the mental strength I needed when I was transferred to the neuro intensive therapy unit (ITU) ward at QEH. It was a large basement room, with no natural light. Four beds on each side, all occupied by patients in induced comas. It was deathly silent, except for the subtle hum of the air conditioning and the occasional electronic alarm.

Trust me. If you’ve been there for any length of time you wouldn’t tolerate the obvious smartarse line about it being the land of the living dead. I don’t.

Doctors felt I was still too vulnerable to move, even when I gained a degree of consciousness. So there I was, flat on my back, unable to move or talk, eyes flicking left and right, trying to make sense of it all. There were no windows. The lights were on in the ward, 24/7. That was logical, in a warped kind of way, because everyone was sedated to a greater or lesser degree.

I saw four patients die while I was there. Two of them had their life support switched off. Whole families were ushered in, to say their goodbyes. It’s like any other intensive care ward; there are only flimsy curtains drawn around a bed at a time of crisis. I had to lie there and listen to the sobs and screams. Parents hold it together pretty well until the machine is turned off. When their loved one stops breathing they break down. It’s the sort of sound that haunts your dreams.

One of the victims was a little girl, battered over the head during a racial attack. Imagine the inhumanity involved. Her family’s grief tore my heart out. I’m trained to be in extreme circumstances in combat where people die, yet it is easier to come to terms with losses on the battlefield because, deep down, you are expecting them.

Truth be told, I didn’t know how to deal with the loss of that child. She could have been no more than eight years old. I had my own trials to endure over the weeks, months and years to come, but the psychological trauma of seeing the guys from the morgue arrive to place her body in a box stays with me, as a reminder of the worst period of my life.

All I could think of was their purple protective gloves. ‘Oh no. It’s going to be me next …’




Life One




ONE

Family

I WAS AN annoying little shit, rooting around where I should not have been. My stepdad’s standard-issue kitbag, a chance discovery at the bottom of a cupboard, was bulbous, made of hard-wearing beige tarpaulin, had a single shoulder strap and felt intriguingly heavy. It carried the promise of hidden gold.

I glanced around quickly, to check my mischief had not been noticed, and loosened the drawstring, which had been woven tightly through metal hoops. The first piece of treasure trove was a pair of South African military leather boots, deep ox-blood, almost burgundy in colour. They still had soil from a foreign land, brittle and desiccated, on the soles.

Medals and badges, drawn from deeper into the duffel bag, were covered in dust. Then, at the bottom, I hit pay dirt: bullets of all types and sizes. Some were in small cardboard boxes, others lay loose. Knowing what I know now, most were traditional 7.62mm high-calibre rounds, copper-coloured with a brass casing.

I was only five, and fascinated by echoes of war. No one in our house gave a damn about age restrictions, so I had already watched too many Arnold Schwarzenegger movies. I loved Commando; retired US Special Forces Colonel John Matrix was my hero. He snapped necks and impaled enemies to avenge members of his former unit, murdered by mercenaries. He rescued hostages too.

Now, thirty years later, I understand the shallowness of such stylized violence and theatrical pain. When blood is shed in battle it pulses from arteries, rather than seeping from artfully concealed capsules. Old soldiers are pursued to their graves by ghosts of fallen comrades and the sins and sacrifices of their youth.

My stepdad, Tony Drew, rarely spoke about his experiences as a conscript on six-month tours of duty in Angola, where South Africa was drawn into a civil war that began soon after that country’s independence in 1975 and continued until 2002. That conflict merged into so-called border wars in Zambia and what is now Namibia. It included an equally ruthless bush war in Zimbabwe.

It was the Cold War by proxy, with communist guerrillas attacking supply routes in small groups and dressing as peasants to stalk South African troops. Both sides turned a blind eye to atrocities. In many ways it was our Vietnam; the public knew only half the story. To this day, many veterans feel duty bound to suppress their memories of a brutal, undeclared and unconventional war.

When Tony did refer to army life, usually at weekend braais where the wives of friends would come armed with cake and custard slices, he preferred soft-focus reminiscence. He would talk of the depth of the friendships he’d formed on active service, and the lighter side of military life – touch rugby on the beach during downtime. Tales of firefights were off limits.

The situation was complicated by apartheid and the racism of senior South African officers. The regime tried to manipulate public opinion by sending largely black regiments to do the dirtiest work; true equality could only be found in units of the Special Forces such as the mixed-race Buffalo Battalion. Propaganda was designed to stoke anti-Soviet sentiment.

I had no conception of apartheid at the age of five. I was too young to understand that black people, like our maid Sarah, were not allowed into the city to work without a permit. I just thought it was the norm that all the kids in my nursery school and my brother’s primary school were white. As strange as it is to imagine today, racial discrimination wasn’t even talked about.

I was born in Mill Park Hospital, Johannesburg, in 1985. My brother Ben is three years older; my sisters Natalie and Jessica are younger. We lived initially in Benoni, in the East Rand. An old gold-mining settlement, whose name means ‘son of my sorrows’, it has been heavily developed in recent years; our small house was on a dirt track.

I attended Over the Rainbow nursery, where teachers were predominantly Afrikaans. They were pretty staunch, and didn’t mess around. If you stepped out of line – which, to be honest, I did on a fairly regular basis – you got a clout with a wooden spoon. Looking back, I had a need for strong male guidance.

Family life was complicated. My parents emigrated from England in the late seventies, but split up when I was three. My dad, Andy, wanted to have a bachelor’s lifestyle and disappeared overnight. My mum, with three kids under the age of six, quickly settled down, after a fashion, with Tony.

They never married but Tony, a civil engineer like my dad, threw himself into the fray. My fondness for him grew into a deep and abiding love. He was the perfect combination of a father figure, a funder and a friend.

He gave us his time and a regular supply of treats. He would come back from the video store on Friday night with the latest VHS tape, and knew he was on to a winner when he turned up with the new Schwarzenegger movie, Predator.

Move over Colonel Matrix, there’s a new sheriff in town. How could a kid resist Major Alan ‘Dutch’ Schaefer, a Vietnam vet summoned from a beach to lead an elite mercenary rescue team against a green-blooded alien?

My stepdad bought me my first BMX bike when I was four, and taught me how to ride it by taking me to the top of the garden. He held the back of the seat as I got on, then pushed me downhill, towards the small driveway, before letting go. It was a classic survival situation. I either dealt with the problem, or fell off.

Damn, I loved that bike. We both bore the scars of my childhood. I lost count of the number of cuts and bruises on my knees, caused by cannoning around in the dirt. I regarded the scratches on the paintwork as badges of honour. When I close my eyes today I can still see my stepdad smiling indulgently at my persistence, and hear his soft voice, offering encouragement.

He wasn’t tactile. His affection was expressed in what he said, and how he said it. He was always there when I needed him, and I knew I could ask him anything. In later years, when I was really struggling, he would quietly help me with school work. He helped my brother Ben with his science projects, and built things out of nothing.

He was a grounded guy, who could pretty much fix anything, and was stubborn and self-reliant when he set his mind to do something. He spent hours on his own, mending his cars, which were old and under constant threat of the scrapyard.

He taught me how to fish. He showed me how to tie knots. He bought me my first pocket knife. He literally taught me how to be a boy but also taught me how to become a man. His life lessons have stayed with me. When he was around, it was awesome. When he was away, on his tours of duty, days dragged, months merged. I so hated to see him leave.

He was a short, stocky guy with very dark hair that towards the end of his life was tinged with grey. He had a Tom Selleck Magnum PI moustache, fashionable in the eighties, and, since he was rather flat-footed, walked with a bit of a wobble. Though naturally shy and quiet, he had a wicked, very dry, sense of humour.

We used to laugh at some crazy stuff. Food was his thing. We went through a phase of daring each other to invent outlandish meals; some were inedible but others, like the triple-stack cheese, bacon and egg burger, became family favourites. Any chance we got we had a braai. He loved cooking on an open fire.

Tony used a potjie pot, a heavy, traditional cast-iron cauldron. He would layer meat in it, the tougher the better, and cook it for twelve hours over a fireplace, barbecue or campfire. The trick was to resist the temptation to stir the stew. It was allowed to bubble and simmer, so that the meat almost melted. It created the smell and taste of my childhood. Cooking almost became a performance in itself. My stepdad was a very good guitar player, and would strum along as we waited impatiently for him to start serving.

He was a massive rugby fan, like most South Africans. At weekends we would watch the Golden Lions, whose official name has changed, in our multi-racial democracy, from Transvaal to Gauteng Lions. Those matches form some of my favourite memories. I loved seeing him wrapped up in the drama of a game, and listening to him explaining its hidden rivalries and sacred loyalties.

Sport formed an important element of my life from nursery school, where they took us to a local 25-metre pool twice a week and gave us swimming lessons. On second thoughts, ‘lessons’ might be pushing it a bit. They lined batches of half a dozen of us along the side of the pool, told us to extend our hands towards the water, and ordered us to go in, head first. Anyone who dithered was given a gentle nudge. The incentive to learn to float tended to do the rest.

That sink-or-swim mentality suited my character. I was buzzing. I loved nothing more than facing a fear, getting hyped up on adrenaline, and meeting the challenge. That was me down to a tee. I was always climbing the highest tree, pushing myself to do something crazy. More formal sport, compulsory cricket, rugby, football and hockey, came later, in primary school.

By that time we had moved to Fontainebleau in the northern suburbs, and my dad re-emerged occasionally, usually when he was between relationships. He has remained a fleeting character in my life, but as I’ve grown older I’ve appreciated him more. Though I didn’t see him that often growing up, I recognize that he had a subtle but powerful influence on me.

It’s dangerous to play amateur psychologist, but I wonder whether he, too, was searching for something. Although I have only a vague outline of his life, he was adopted as a boy and brought up in the London area. He met my mum when he moved to Bristol.

He was a rough character, in his element outdoors. He loved game drives, and photographing wildlife. I inherited his free-spirited nature, and we share other characteristics. He was hugely into physical fitness, and forced his love of swimming and triathlons on to us. Failure wasn’t regarded as an acceptable option.

We only saw him once a month, at most, when he would take us to events. Ben and I did our first triathlon together when I was eight; he did the swim, and understandably took his time, so I was the last competitor on the road for the 3-kilometre cycle section. I was alone, fearful that I was lost and merely guessing I was on the right route, but managed to finish.

Sure, I was shattered. I felt sick and scared. But the fact that I didn’t quit stayed with me.

The lesson was quickly reinforced when my dad entered me for the Midmar mile, the world’s largest open-water swimming event, held annually in February at the Midmar Dam north of Pietermaritzburg. It involves thousands of competitors sprinting across a muddy shore through the shallows until the water is deep enough to swim.

The people come in three-minute waves. It’s mayhem; they swim over and across you in a stampede to get to the other side of the dam. Again, I was on my own, terrified. There were times when I thought I wasn’t going to make it. Yet, somehow, and in some strange way, I refused to give up. I just kept going. I conquered myself.

Dad made us do it every year, and I’ve never thought to ask him why. I suppose, deep down, I know the answer. I’ve only seen him once since my injury, in early 2020. He has married a lovely lady named Mary-Ann, who comes from traditional Afrikaans stock. It must have involved a degree of culture shock, since he remains very English in his outlook.

I wasn’t aware of outright hostility as a child, but anyone from an English family is given a crash course in Afrikaans slang. We were known as rooi nekers, because of the propensity of pale English skin to burn in the sun, or soutpiel, which is a more direct, and less delicate, reference to the difference between the cultures. Put simply, sout means salt and piel means penis. We were derided as having one foot in South Africa, and one foot in Britain, with our cocks dangling in the Atlantic Ocean.

It is hard sometimes to grasp their logic and mentality, but once you begin to understand the conventions of their disciplined society, and the pride they take in their heritage, Afrikaaners are not the ogres many make them out to be. They’re a contradiction: they can be wonderfully bonkers and terribly strict. It doesn’t take much for their bluntness to come across as arrogance, but they form firm friendships.

My best mate, Chris Webster, gatecrashed my life on our first day at the Robin Hills primary school. He was a long, skinny kid assigned the seat next to me at the back of the class, which, in hindsight, was a schoolboy error by the teacher, who compounded the mistake by leaving the classroom to answer a summons from elsewhere.

Chris and I just clicked. Within seconds we were rubbing our feet on the carpet, stealing up to the girls, and giving them shocks, through fingers charged with static electricity. While they were distracted and squealing, we stole their colouring books and started using the desks as climbing frames. All in all, it was quite the scene with which to confront the returning teacher.

Before I knew it I had been grabbed by my collar, lifted off my feet, and given a thwack across the back of my thighs with a wand, or rattan cane. I’d never felt anything like it. Once Chris had suffered similarly, we were marched off to the headmaster, who phoned our parents in tones reserved for a hanging judge.

The pain faded, parental disgust barely registered, and we continued, down the years, to make regular appearances in the principal’s office. Another party trick was to steal one of my mum’s packs of cigarettes, which we buried beside the tennis courts until second break, when we unearthed them and sneaked into the pavilion. I’m sure you can guess the script. Just as we lit up, marvelling at how we were ten-year-old kings of cool, we were caught red-handed. The nicotine hit was swiftly replaced by a more stinging blow, supplied by the all-too-familiar wand.

We remain inseparable, spiritually, though Chris recently sold up and emigrated to New Zealand with his wife and son.

Some of our schoolyard games were borderline psychotic. One, poetically entitled Hunt the Cunt, was staged in the so-called ‘after care’ period between the end of formal lessons at 2 p.m. and home time at 5 p.m. Basically, it involved younger boys hiding as best they could, and being hunted down by older pupils, including my brother Ben.

It was a feral form of hide and seek. When they found us, they beat the shit out of us. We just took our punishment, and hoped to God that the beating wasn’t too bad.

We learned to obey orders. One of the older kids somehow got wind of the fact that some of the local fathers were surreptitiously dumping their porno mags in the recycling bin at the front of the school. Together with a couple of the smaller boys, I was volunteered to rummage around in search of a quick thrill.

This was a perilous business. If we were caught sneaking outside the gates we would be in mega shit. If we became trapped inside the bin we would be beyond immediate rescue. The ends justified the means, though, when on an early foray we emerged with a copy of Mayfair, which was duly smuggled down to the tennis pavilion. There, we formed a disorderly circle, and gawped. The models might have had stars positioned primly over their nipples, but our imaginations were fired. It beat biology lessons every day of the week.

The chaos continued outside school. Chris, myself and another friend, Bobby Bullen, went through a phase of going round to one another’s houses at the weekend. It began innocently enough, building forts from spare wood and household rubbish, but once we introduced barbed wire and camouflage into our tree houses things quickly got out of hand.

Bobby’s air rifle was a game changer. We’d climb trees, take up residence, and scramble for cover after shooting at pedestrians walking below us. We were hardly inconspicuous. We fell from the branches occasionally, due to a mixture of excitement, fear and clumsiness, and would regularly be caught. That meant being dragged home to face all sorts of strife.

We weren’t bad kids, but we had our moments. It took its toll on my mum, whose relationship with Tony had started to break down. They had my youngest sister Jessica in 1995, but to be honest, I don’t know if they were ever in love. Their connection was convenient, and although my stepdad continued to take us to the cinema, and ferry us around, he wasn’t the disciplinarian we probably needed.

Things began to go badly wrong. For some unfathomable reason my mother, whose drinking problem was worsening, got it into her head that she wanted to forge a new life in the United States. She sold our house for a fraction of what it was worth, got rid of everything we owned, and suddenly uprooted all four of us. We flew to New York with all we could carry while Tony stayed in Johannesburg.

We stayed with cousins and did cool things, like going to the top of the Twin Towers, yet, all too soon, reality bit. We were herded on to another plane and deposited in a basically furnished town house in San Diego. Mum worked from home for a former boss, who lived just across the border in Mexico after leaving South Africa with suspicious speed.

Something didn’t feel right, but we had more immediate problems to contend with after being enrolled in a random local high school in mid-term. None of us had wanted to leave our friends; suddenly all we had was one another. We were isolated, picked on because of our accents, and couldn’t penetrate the cliques.

Ben describes the experience as like walking on to a film set where the skater jocks compete with quarterback teen idols, and the goth nerds skulk in the corner. I had my own Forrest Gump moment on my first day on the yellow school bus, looking for somewhere to sit. Most of the kids were in pairs; the few on their own glared at me, as if daring me to invade their space. In the film, Forrest finds acceptance from a girl named Jenny. I had no such luck, and simply plonked
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