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Introduction

We all see moments of crisis in our lives, whether it’s something personal that happens to us and our families, or to our community, or something that we experience more at a distance, as part of being in the world. The last few years, living inside a pandemic, means that we are all disaster survivors now. We all know loss and grief of various kinds. We will see failure and disappointment and heartbreak. We may say goodbye to a beloved pet, wait for a consultant to give a life-changing diagnosis, separate our lives from a partner. There will be times that feel hard and relentless, with no moment to breathe out.

My own experience of disaster is different to most other people’s because of the job I do. I am an emergency planner. I have worked on almost every disaster involving British citizens in some capacity and given advice on others overseas for years. Emergency planners work before the disaster, during the disaster and after the disaster. We make big, long lists of all the things that can go wrong in the world and then work out what to do about them. We think about the winter in the spring. You will find me alongside those who prepare us for emergencies and those who try to prevent them. I am not a first responder; the calls to me come in later. My own particular speciality is in the aftermath, the clean-up and, hopefully, the rebuild. I am the last responder.

In my work, I have come to know what survival means in the context of some of the world’s biggest tragedies. The capsized ferries. The wreckage of airliners within collapsed buildings. I have seen a single day’s death toll counted in hundreds of thousands. I have seen two million personal effects belonging to victims gathered in a year-long operation. I have seen people pick themselves up after their home has literally washed away.

 

This is a book about what a life in disaster has taught me about how we go on, during and after terrible times. It’s about the lessons that have revealed themselves to me through witnessing the weeks and months after disaster over and over again. And about the lessons that have come home with me and mended me when I needed them.

It is also a responsive book, born out of listening to people from all around the world who are trying to make sense of the challenging times we are living through. People are more interested in what comes next than I have ever known. As the climate changes and tensions between countries ignite, people are worried and looking for new ways to navigate this territory. But those pathways have always been there, and it is often in the stories of past disasters that they become clearer.

The preparation and planning work my colleagues and I do usually goes unheeded by the world outside my small professional community. You don’t get to see all the near misses we prevent or the times that we do meet everyone’s needs in a crisis. These things don’t make the news. So the times that we learn and teach good, helpful things, things that can make the difference, get lost. When we do have profound impact on a situation, the work does not get seen. It’s time to hear about the wins as well.

This book comes from my desire to share the good, helpful things I have learned with people who are trying to navigate some of the hardest things in human experience, the everyday personal disasters, and who might feel lost and in need of guidance. Perhaps you have found this book because you have been trying to find a path through your own cataclysm. And you are getting through. Though you probably are not giving yourself nearly enough credit.

I want to share with you the tools and lessons that I have seen have a real impact in getting an individual or a community through a disastrous event. So each chapter deals with my experiences from working in disasters and distils a truth that can help us not just survive but grow and learn from our difficult experiences. Lessons about how to triage your life to avoid feeling overwhelmed, letting go of failures and disappointments, making sure you compartmentalise the pain to give yourself a break from it, planning for the slump that so often follows the initial trauma, helping others experiencing a disaster and what good help looks like.

Some of what I have been taught in my career has surprised and challenged me, but has also ultimately comforted me, and I think it will be useful to you too. I have seen green shoots of new beginnings and moments of the purest of joys. I have seen over and over again how the pressure of crisis gives a visual acuity that focuses the mind like nothing else. My real hope is that these stories and the lessons I have learned from them might change your life.

 

The long, difficult years of the coronavirus pandemic and the global lockdowns showed that disasters don’t just happen to other people. Every one of us experienced the pandemic differently and with different types of loss. But all of our lives were bent out of their normal shapes by something over which we had no control.

In early 2020, at the start of the Covid pandemic, while I was still coughing incessantly from my own serious encounter with the infection, the calls started to come in confirming that the thing we had feared was here. A pandemic had been at the top of the lists we create to identify and prioritise risks in the UK. It was time to get very ready.

At first, people did not want to think about it in terms of a disaster. I would watch them wince at the D word when I used it in the early stages of the pandemic. I still see some resistance now – a closing of faces and an attempt to bat the toll away. But the pandemic gets to take its place as a world-changing catastrophic event. We have all been forced to recognise that serious things happen that are well out of our hands. We have faced our mortality and our fears. The helplessness, the sudden loss of ‘normal’ life and routines, the railing against the arbitrary nature of fate, the feeling of powerlessness and often anger against authority. There are the obvious losses for some, like bereavement or loss of health, and then other losses that you can’t quite put a finger on – the grief for the ‘before’, perhaps.

For a time, we were all briefly united by one specific disaster and it is something that will always be part of our experience. We are now in the ‘after’ and all of us will have learned things about ourselves, and about life and death, from those years. Life will continue to bring all sorts of hardships, from the large scale to the small scale. Some of these things will be out of our control. They will seem to be without reason or fairness. But what is in our control is how prepared we are for them – for both the road ahead and the aftermath – so we can survive with as much of ourselves whole as possible. We can be forever changed but still here.

After experiencing something as world-altering as a global pandemic, when we were all taught to be afraid, it’s hard not to feel on edge, more anxious, seeing danger and possible disaster round every corner. But is the world actually any more dangerous than it ever was? It’s a difficult question to answer. The world can seem much more threatening, partly because of how we consume news about it, how increased access to information forces us to be more aware of the risks. One of my coping strategies for dealing with this head on is to read a lot and to constantly vary the sources of the information I consume. Advances in medicine mean that disease is much less likely to kill us. But advances in warfare mean it is easier to take out whole populations than ever before. Geopolitical tensions are high. And then there is the changing climate. There is certainly a constant stream of world events to keep me busy. And there is newer and more urgent need to understand survival and recovery than we have seen for decades.

The way that we are being exposed to a world in crisis is changing and that can leave us terrified and exhausted. In my work, we are using the word ‘permacrisis’ a lot – a constant sense of hurtling from one major event to the next without fallow periods or the time to draw breath. The imagery that accompanies permacrisis is immediate, unedited and unfiltered. As people see more and more images and videos posted of conflicts around the world (from Sudan, Gaza, Ukraine and ninety other wars currently raging), they exclaim that now war is different, doing new harms. Sometimes they ask me how it’s possible to cope when you have seen the human form torn into shreds. But to me, these photos and videos are the same as the ones I had seen many times before. War has looked like that for centuries. In the past, though, prior to widespread access to social media, the videos were captured, yes, but not broadcast by news corporations. Before, they were kept by the military and the police to be played on big screens at the training events that I have spent my career attending. Now people are exposed via their social media to things that only responders, the military and the people caught up in the events used to see. The imagery darts into their eyeline when they least expect it. Bad news, delivered breathlessly, sells. But have the risks actually gone up? That question is complicated, even for someone like me who has made risk their job. Risk is not spread equally, but for some communities life is as dangerous as at any other time in history.

 

Being an emergency planner means, naturally, that I am a planner. I believe in the merits of having a plan and then making sure it has some flex in it. I loathe the adage that ‘plans don’t survive contact with


























End Note

Whatever Next

‘Life is a preparation for the fullest enjoyment of the next minute, but to be aware of death is to appreciate the never-to-come-again worth of that minute, free of the dark.’40

 

Life changed forever in April 2023 when I lost my dad. My dad was a great big Ent, the tree-like beings of Tolkien’s Middle Earth known for their strength and their presence and the way that they think. There is only a before and an after without him. People die and then there is a hole that never fills. I think we need to be more comfortable and less confronted by the idea that the loss never gets any smaller. It is just there. It wasn’t his style to want to be immortalised in a book but he would have liked the idea very much that people right now have some help. He always thought people were great and he could almost always find some common ground or something good in them. He had no sense of an inner circle – everyone was his neighbour and his kin.

I think he knew that he wouldn’t make old bones, and although he was desperately sad at the thought of leaving my mum, I honestly think he was OK with that. People forget now, and need to forget now, that in spring 2020, none of us knew how long we had. Some of us did not make it. My dad had received a letter from the health secretary, facsimile signature, reminding him that he was ‘clinically extremely vulnerable’ and telling him to stay inside. By then, with a planner’s weather eye I had already moved him and Mum in with us.

Dad and I would sneak off to the garage, while food was cooked and children read to, and talk about what next. I would spend all day being a grown-up and a planner, a lantern bearer, telling others about how to get ready. But with him, finally, I could admit I was scared. He would remind me that there was nothing to be afraid of. We were together. We had right now. And that living has always been done in the gaps. The idea that there has ever been anything other than living in the gaps was a fallacy we tell each other to get to sleep.

His mum, my gran, had this wonderful habit of shaking her head with mock exasperation at whatever antic her children, grandchildren and then eventually great grandchildren had got up to and saying ‘whatever next’ with great flourish. I loved it as an expression. I saw the enquiry within the statement. What was next I wondered, from the earliest age. I took the next stage apart, piece by piece. And later on, I would find others who take great comfort in doing the same. It’s a scary question but such a helpful one too.

Gran Lucy knew that the answers to that question could be infinite and dark. Born under the looming clouds that led to the First World War in early 1913, she was a fervent learner with a particular love of Latin and Ancient Greek. She played lacrosse for the county. But then her life, and so many others, was turned upside down. Her brief typewritten notes reflecting on the early days of the Second World War capture her shock when war was declared on 3 September 1939. A few days later, she found herself in a long queue at a registry office to get married. She wrote that she and my grandfather had said they would marry if war broke out and it had, so there they were. The queue was full of other young, frightened couples doing the same.

I sometimes wonder about the rapidity and the laser-sharp certainty of that decision-making and how it’s especially honed in times of crisis. Our bodies are trained to focus down to the tightest of peripheries; our pupils literally shrink in. We focus in in a way that modern life rarely asks us to and are able to see with a different sort of clarity. You think harder and faster than at any other time. Every night could be your last night.

She taught in a school in the daytime as the bombs fell. She had been nervous about whether the headmaster would allow her to carry on, as the convention was not to continue to employ married women. But most of the other young women had hastily married too, she wrote, and he was left with no choice. In the evening, they cooked meals for the dockyard workers. She trained in air raid precaution and was responsible for sounding the sirens. For letting people know with as much warning as she possibly could of what was ahead. She worked alongside the tin-hatted wardens and in her notes remarked on their strictness. ‘They would be very firm with those who neglected their blackout. Not a light must show.’ But eventually, it would be their jobs to lead their frightened neighbours back out into the wreckage, bearing a lantern.

Grandma Lucy could be a stern woman with exacting standards, but I always noted that she did something that I also do – she savoured. She took time with a piece of apple pie, in case it was the last slice she ever had. She would clasp her hands together with delight and do a little stim at something mundane yet also wonderful – cress seedlings on a paper towel, a gifted box of toffees, a new cardigan, a new grandchild. Each a precious wonder that counteracts the darkness over there. Sometimes, when life is too comfortable, we forget the precious.

Dad took ‘whatever next’ to the next level. He would say out loud where the path might go, including the darker tributaries. It is behaviour that his daughter turned into a career and a practice he shared with soldiers in elite units around the world. There is a particular technique in the Special Forces world that involves talking out loud about each stage of the most likely trajectory of a worst-case scenario. If they are going to be captured and tortured, what that might look like, how this will all come to an end. They air their own demise and then they step into it, cores rigid and minds set. This technique of spelling out the worst can be an anathema in other places and settings, but I have come to understand that it can be an essential tool. I think back to talking with Bex over our pancakes and how we believe fully in the motto of the No 1 Parachute Training School RAF that ‘Knowledge Dispels Fear’.

The world is changing around us, just like it has always done. If we are going to live alongside ‘permacrisis’, what does that look and feel like? Many of us have begun to question whether recovery, or even recovering, of a place or its people is possible. But I think we keep the faith in the value of a plan for both before and for after. A plan doesn’t have to be rigid, it can be a conversation, a hymn even, that tells us what principles to follow. And then I think back to Dad and I in the garage, sat under strip lighting with a mug of tea, when he told me about what would come next. People were going to need people more than ever. There would be great uncertainty and more conflict, truths muddied, help slow to come.

Many people around the world live with intense precarity every single day and often are the best preppers. For everything that comes next, we will need every single lesson in this book and so many more. One of the many gifts that this work has given me is a chance to share lessons and practices internationally. It has also shown me how wrong we get it sometimes. Our ways of living alongside disaster are not working. We will need to rethink our relationship with place and with resources and with each other. We have to stop shouting at each other and using fear as a big stick. We have to do something truly difficult – both live in the now and prep for the winter. Everyone will have to be our neighbour.

One of the last conversations Dad and I had involved me chastising him lightly that he had not prepared me very well for my working world, where people can be cruel or thoughtless. He didn’t understand not caring about something or not taking an interest. He couldn’t bear the thought of not being humane. It was only when I went out into the world that I realised how rare his qualities were. He never really understood or would accept what a genuine treasure he was – so kind, frustratingly generous. As his daughters, we were sometimes a little anxious about how much he would do or give away. Always paying for the young mum in front in the queue whose debit card was declined while everyone else tutted. So consistent – such an underrated virtue – just always there, no false promises, humble, so loving, so ready to help. And he was so gentle, which is also not really understood by the world as an attribute. So patient, even when in pain, and such a great listener. He was a gentle helper, a passionate believer that it would all work out in the end. And most importantly of all, he believed it all mattered, this all mattered, and was worth the effort.

Life is uncertain. What comes next is uncertain. But knowing that sharpens the mind into narrow focus. My biggest lesson of all, relearned once again, these last two years? That there is no guarantee of tomorrow. All you ever have is today. Be acutely aware of the time limits placed on you and allow that to focus you. Trust me that minutes are precious. There is no other way to live now but alongside the uncertainty, and with great delight.
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Further Reading

I hope that this book has given you some support and guidance in coping with crisis. For further reading, I include all of my articles and podcasts on my website www.whatevernext.info. I also really recommend the following books which have seen me through difficult times and taught me important things.

Recovery: The Lost Art of Convalescence by Dr Gavin Francis (Wellcome Collection, 2022) is essential on re-thinking your own approach to the lost art of convalescence. I gift it to everyone I know who is unwell or about to have surgery.

The Gift of Fear: Survival Signals That Protect Us from Violence by Gavin de Becker (Bloomsbury, 2000) is one I use for thinking about intuition and personal safety, as well as Safe: How to Stay Safe in a Dangerous World by Chris Ryan (Coronet, 2017).

Rise: A First-aid Kit for Getting Through Tough Times by Sian Williams (Orion, 2016) is a beautiful companion when facing the life changes that cancer treatment brings.

When It Is Darkest: Why People Die by Suicide and What We Can Do to Prevent It by Rory O’Connor (Vermilion, 2021) is a powerful and necessary book about why people die by suicide.

Grief Works: Stories of Life, Death and Surviving by Julia Samuel (Penguin Life, 2021) has helped me and Mum, particularly when it felt like we might be getting it wrong. We also both got a lot of comfort from Jill Halfpenny’s memoir A Life Reimagined: My Journey of Hope in the Midst of Loss (Macmillan, 2024).

How to Feel Better: A Guide to Navigating the Ebb and Flow of Life by Cathy Rentzenbrink (Bluebird, 2023) is great on what not to say to people who might be struggling and how to think more about ways to help.

The Way We Survive: Notes on Rape Culture by Catriona Morton (Trapeze, 2021) is a difficult, important read on the aftermath of sexual assault and is insightful on how to help yourself and also how to help those who confide in you.

For thinking about coming back as a community I find Rebecca Solnit’s writing in Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities (Canongate, 2024) and A Paradise Built from Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster (Viking, 2009) incredibly powerful.

Jack Saul’s Collective Trauma, Collective Healing: Promoting Community Resilience in the Aftermath of Disaster (Routledge, 2022) reminds us that any recovering process is built on sustained and trusted relationships.

For thinking about how to empower children I found Myleene Klass’s book They Don’t Teach This at School: Essential Knowledge to Tackle Everyday Challenges (HQ, 2022) about essential knowledge for children tackling challenges, practical and social, really helpful here. For understanding more about supporting adolescents, I use Lucy Foulkes’ Coming of Age (Penguin, 2024).

Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in Difficult Times by Katherine May (Rider, 2020) is a great help for thinking about seasonality, rest and fallow periods.

As a new parent I also found Ruby’s Wax’s writing on mindfulness for parents, babies and children in A Mindfulness Guide for the Frazzled (Penguin Life, 2016), very helpful. As Ruby suggests, I would regulate my breathing to the baby’s and then we would look directly at each other. Even now that she is a lot bigger, I find my younger daughter can be calmed by holding her to my heart – particularly heart to heart.

I found The Curse of Lovely: How to Break Free from the Demands of Others and Learn How to Say No by Jacqui Marson (Piatkus, 2013) helpful on thinking about ways we might be editing out our own needs and becoming worn down by going along with the needs of others. She advocates thinking about all the times when you might be leaving out your own feelings.

For thinking about the changing climate and what it means for disaster management, I use Disasterology: Dispatches from the Frontlines of the Climate Crisis by Samantha Montano (Park Row, 2021).

I have taken great comfort from Gaia Vince’s work Nomad Century: How to Survive the Climate Upheaval (Allen Lane, 2023). Gaia takes inevitable global heating as a foundation to her work. She paints a bleak but necessary picture of the incremental changes that will continue in our world, particularly in a zone around the equator. People will move about a lot more, and Gaia challenges the framing of this as a problem or a threat.

For learning about listening better, I use Kathyrn Mannix’s book Listen: How to Find the Words for Tender Conversations (William Collins, 2021).

Dear Life:  A Doctor’s Story of Love, Loss and Consolation by Rachel Clarke (Abacus, 2020) is an incredibly soothing insight into caring for loved ones at the end of life.

For thinking about your needs as you get older, I am a great fan of the way that Dr Lucy Pollock talks about ageing in The Book about Getting Older (Michael Joseph, 2021) and The Golden Rule: Lessons in Living from a Doctor of Ageing (Michael Joseph, 2024).

I use journalist, podcaster and writer Elizabeth Day’s work a lot to think about how we frame failure and disappointment: Failosophy: A Handbook for When Things Go Wrong, (HarperCollins, 2020) and How to Fail: Everything I’ve Ever Learned from Things Going  Wrong (HarperCollins, 2019).

For tackling anxiety, I find Rewire your Anxious Brain: How to Use the Neuroscience of Fear to End Anxiety, Panic and Worry by Catherine M. Pittman and Elizabeth M. Karle very helpful. For new thinking around post-traumatic stress, I use The End of Trauma: How the New Science of Resilience is Changing How We Think About PTSD by George Bonanno (Basic Books, 2021).
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