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Oh god, I thought. I don’t want to do this. I was a professional jumper with thousands of jumps behind me, but this would be my first skydive in over a year and, as the small plane climbed, everything felt familiar but it also felt wrong. My mind kept wandering to my two babies waiting for me at home. April was almost three years old and Ben was only five weeks. I should be with them, not here.

The jump had been my husband Emile’s idea, something we could do together, he’d said, which is mainly why I agreed. I also thought it would prove one way or another whether I still enjoyed skydiving, or whether I should give up my role as an instructor.

In the end Emile didn’t join me as he couldn’t find anyone to look after the children, but he’d encouraged me to jump by myself.

I rose from my seat in the small aircraft as it circled above the airfield, and clambered to the open door near the tail. The jumper in front of me leapt from the plane and disappeared into the clouds. Now alone, I crouched by the exit, strapping my helmet up tightly. Sound engulfed the plane in a roar of engine and wind, and my nerves bubbled. Still, I couldn’t back out now. Just get on with it, I told myself. Then you can go home.

My helmet was strapped in place with the visor lowered over my eyes, but I gave it one last tug to make sure it wouldn’t budge. Below the plane was a 3,000-foot drop and as I stared down, searching through the clouds, I spotted the airfield. It looked like a dot on the ground and I started to feel sick. I held my breath, waiting until the previous jumper was far enough away. It’s now or never, I decided. Pausing for a split-second, I pushed my fears to the back of my mind. Without another thought, I jumped.

The cold air hit my face and immediately I felt calm. I know what I’m doing, I thought, letting the relief wash over me. Expertly, I spread my arms out in front of me, maintaining control of the fall, and with my right hand I reached for the parachute strapped to my back. I found the toggle at the base of the rig and pulled down, deploying the parachute. Its canopy billowed out above me but instead of slowing me down, I felt an uneven jolt.

That’s odd, I thought, looking up. I was shocked to see that the lines keeping me tied to the parachute were twisted. This is nothing I haven’t fixed before, I told myself, and immediately my mind went into autopilot. I kicked through the air in a circular motion, skilfully unravelling the ropes. As they came free I felt a second of relief, quickly replaced by horror.

I’m still not slowing down.

I tried releasing the brake lines and pulling hard on the opposing riser to the spin, but that didn’t help either. It didn’t make sense. My eyes were fixed on the parachute above me, willing it to cooperate, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t control the violent spinning. When none of the solutions my training had taught me seemed to work, I knew what I had to do. I’m going to have to cut it away. It had to be a snap decision. With the ground hurtling closer and closer, I hurriedly pulled the cut-away pad on the harness, detaching the main parachute, and deployed the reserve handle. It was a back-up parachute for emergencies like this and I knew it was the only option now.

I held my breath, preparing for the sudden jolt the reserve would give, but as it opened I felt nothing. I snapped my eyes up. The reserve had only half inflated and now I was spinning wildly. The parachute threw me across the sky until I was almost upside down. I tugged at the risers, trying desperately to gain some control. The children need me, I thought. I have to sort this out. But it was no use. Plummeting helplessly, still pulling down on the risers, fighting to survive, all my attention was focused upwards. I had no idea how far I was from the ground.
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The Army

‘Why don’t you tag along and see what the army’s about, Vicky?’ my friend Kate said.

She was going to an officer training presentation for the military, aimed at medical and nursing students interested in joining the Royal Army Medical Corps.

I had moved to Glasgow to study physiotherapy at the university there and, while I had been a member of the cadets at school, joining the army as an adult was something I had never seriously considered before now. It could be fun though, I thought to myself. I was always keen for new adventures and, at a loose end, I agreed to go along.

As soon as the presentation began, with action shots flashing across the screen, the prospect of excitement and service in the military captured my imagination.

‘There are endless opportunities to work in different places,’ one of the presenters at the front of the lecture room told us, flicking through a slideshow of officers treating people around the world. ‘Many of our officers end up travelling all over the globe, it’s a life-changing experience.’

What if I did join the army? Where would it take me? I knew already that my dad would be supportive. Both of his parents had experience of military service and he would be so proud if I carried on the family tradition. Watching the gallery of pictures flick past, I imagined the fast-paced life of the army and what it would be like in training, learning military skills and going on operations. It would be a far cry from my loving and comfortable childhood.

I was born in Edinburgh’s Western General Hospital in 1975. My mum was Scottish and my dad was from Devon. They met in the students’ union at Edinburgh where my mum was a nursing student and my dad was studying to be an actuary. My childhood had been reassuringly normal. Mum and Dad had a warm but disciplined approach to parenting. At a push, I would probably say I was a daddy’s girl, but not notably so – I adored both Mum and Dad and the happy life they’d created for me. Mum gave up her job as a nurse to stay home and bring me up, while Dad went out to work (he started as a programmer for Standard Life and worked his way up to an information systems development manager). When my little brother Christopher came along four years after me, we became the perfect nuclear family who all sat down to dinner every evening. Haddington, some twenty miles east of Edinburgh, was a quiet town in the eighties and we could be left safely to our own devices. Busy with school and activities in the week, I filled my weekends with horse riding. I absolutely loved the horses, figuring I could quite easily spend my entire life tending to them. I was a secure and well-balanced child who couldn’t imagine that anything would threaten life as I knew it. It wasn’t until I was fourteen years old that my first taste of heartbreak arrived.

‘What is going on with Mum and Dad?’ I asked Christopher one day, cornering him in the living room. He simply shrugged.

‘Who knows,’ he replied, not seeming to take much notice of the change in the house. ‘It’s probably nothing.’

I wanted to believe him, but I had suspected something wasn’t right for weeks. It was as though the whole house swelled with an unspoken secret. My parents seemed unusually quiet as we sat round the dinner table, and I’d catch them sharing knowing glances and whispering when Christopher and I were out of earshot. One day I saw Dad muttering something to my mum by the half-open bedroom door. He saw me and closed it completely. Something is definitely going on, I thought, unable to ignore how carefully they were keeping us from reality.

Despite this, I tried my best to brush it aside, choosing to ignore the niggling feeling inside my head. There’s nothing I can do about it if they’re not going to tell me, I reminded myself, and so I decided to play along with them. In the safe haven of our family home, I was so content with our life in Haddington and, terrified of anything bursting our little bubble, I was more than happy to assume everything was fine until told otherwise. It was the only way I knew how to cope, to pretend everything was normal. Eventually, though, that too was shattered when one Saturday morning Mum and Dad came into my room to wake me up, and I finally discovered the devastating truth.

‘Morning, Victoria,’ Dad said softly, perching himself at the end of my bed. ‘We need to talk to you.’ I heard the tone in his voice and my stomach began to do flips. I knew whatever it was, it would be something I didn’t want to hear.

‘Sure,’ I replied, sitting up in my bed. I wrapped my arms around myself protectively, bracing for what was to come.

‘We were hoping we wouldn’t have to tell you this, but we think it’s time for you to know,’ Dad began to say, and I noticed his head lowering as he spoke. ‘Your mum has cancer.’

The news swooped in like a punch to my stomach and for the first time, I had a dizzy feeling in my head. This isn’t happening. Of all my theories of what could have been wrong, this was ten times worse. It felt as though the bottom of my world was about to fall out.

‘Oh,’ I mumbled, frozen in place, my face still. My mind raced but I was at a loss for what to say.

‘We’re not sure what the prognosis is yet,’ Dad continued, looking up at me. ‘But she’s going to get treatment.’

‘Treatment?’ I asked, confused by all of the information being thrown at me.

‘Chemotherapy, Victoria,’ Mum chimed in, giving me a quick smile. ‘They’re hoping it will fight off the cancer.’ My eyes flicked from Mum to Dad and both of them stared back, waiting for me to react, but I still didn’t flinch. My body had gone into shock and I retreated into myself in the face of such a huge emotional obstacle. (It was the first but not the last time this would happen.) On the inside, however, the thought of my mum having cancer was almost too much to bear. I had so many questions, but I had no idea where to begin. Do I even want to know the answers? I wondered.

The emotional pain pricked my skin like goosebumps, but I did my best to remain calm and collected. What good would it do for Mum to see me cry? I thought, determined to stay strong. That would only make things worse.

Christopher, who was only ten, was too young to fully understand what was happening, but I later learnt it was bowel cancer that was making Mum poorly, and that during a routine operation to remove her appendix, the doctors had discovered the true extent of her condition. I was devastated.

I coped with the news the only way I knew how, and that was to distance myself from it all. There’s no point in dwelling on it, I told myself, wishing but never really believing it was that simple. The doctors will get rid of the cancer.

The initial surgery was followed by bouts of chemotherapy. Each time we were all hopeful that it would be good news and my parents always tried to stay positive for me and my brother, but it took a toll on us all. I felt that I just had to get through the days, weeks and months, and that it would be fine in the end. I never let myself believe that she might die and that was never directly suggested to Christopher and me. I took up additional hobbies at school to immerse myself and distract my thoughts. I joined the army cadets and started drumming. I was the first ever female side drummer in the school’s Pipes and Drums band. I got heavily into rock and metal music and would spend all my free time listening to tapes of Metallica and Nirvana. Music, drumming and horse riding were my escape. The teachers at school knew about my mum, as did my best friend Catriona, but they didn’t broach the topic unless I did. A couple of times my emotions got the better of me at school, and I remember sitting in a study period when I just couldn’t stop the tears. I kept turning up my music but it wouldn’t drown out the pain. Catriona wrapped her arms around me and held me until it stopped. But aside from the occasional blip, I outwardly presented a ‘normal’ persona to the world.

In between her regular appointments and gruelling procedures, Mum was resilient. She would come home from the hospital and pick up with normal life where she had left off, continuing to make our school lunches and carry on as best she could. It was no use though. After a couple of years, my parents decided it was time to head off on what Dad referred to as our last family holiday.

‘If it’s the last time we’re all together,’ Dad announced to Christopher and me, ‘we want to make sure we create some happy memories.’ Each word Dad used to describe the trip made me feel sicker than the last.

‘I don’t want to go,’ I blurted out before I could stop myself, and I watched in horror as my mum’s face fell. I felt awful.

‘But we’re going to Hawaii,’ she tried to coax me, and that only made me feel worse. ‘You’ll have a lovely time.’ I knew this was going to be hard for them as I shook my head in disagreement.

‘I can’t go,’ I replied, feeling numb. The idea of a family vacation with my parents did sound wonderful but knowing it would be our last was too devastating to think about. I’m not ready to say goodbye, I realized. The thought of going along felt like I would be accepting Mum’s fate. If I don’t go, she can’t die. I was struggling to comprehend the reality of her situation and, for me, the most pragmatic solution was to ignore it altogether.

‘What are you going to do while we’re away then?’ Dad asked, but I already had an idea in mind.

‘There’s an equestrian camp this summer,’ I told them. ‘I could go there instead.’ Just by the looks on their faces I knew my parents were heartbroken, and I felt terrible but I would not change my mind. They must have realized this was my way of coping and ultimately they respected my wishes. I waved them off as Mum, Dad and Christopher headed to the airport, a small sinking feeling settling into my stomach as the car pulled out of the drive. What else could I do? I thought to myself. I couldn’t take Mum’s cancer away and the thought of losing her petrified me.

Deep down we all knew there was no hope, and within weeks of returning from their dream holiday, Dad had more bad news to break to me.

‘We’re going to have to move your mum to a hospice.’ At the time, ‘hospice’ seemed synonymous with hospital to me and so, watching as the health assistants helped her into her room, I had no idea that there was no hope of her ever coming home again. I don’t think I completely understood, or perhaps I chose not to understand what was going on, but either way I pretended this was all a normal part of the cancer treatment. We visited Mum as much as we could and on one of our trips to see her, she took me by surprise when she asked what I planned to do with my life.

‘Um,’ I hesitated, caught off guard. I had always loved the idea of becoming a vet, doing call-outs to different farms and stables and rescuing injured animals, but I knew my grades weren’t up to scratch. ‘Being a physio seems interesting.’ The answer hadn’t been plucked out of nowhere. I was completely mad about horse riding and so I figured my keen interest in the equine world could be put to use by caring for injured horses. But to do that, I would need to study physiotherapy.

‘That does sound interesting.’ Mum smiled at me from her bed. The question felt daunting but I understood why she’d asked. She wanted the comfort of knowing what direction our lives would take after she was gone. I spent nearly every day with her, quietly noting that each time we went, she seemed weaker and more fragile. Even though the sinking feeling I had told me that she wasn’t going to recover, I just couldn’t imagine a world without her in it.

It was in September, one month before my sixteenth birthday, when we kissed Mum goodbye. We were all in a state of shock, Dad, Christopher and I, unsure of what life would look like without Mum. For the first few days we were kept busy.

‘We’re so sorry for your loss,’ the constant stream of relatives would mutter, passing over bits of food to help with making our dinner.

‘Thank you,’ I answered quietly, not knowing what else to say.

My mum’s parents came to stay with us for a while, and between entertaining them and helping Dad plan the funeral there wasn’t much time to think. The day we laid my mum to rest was, and still is, the hardest emotional event I have ever endured. I tried my best not to cry, willing myself to be strong for the family, but the pain I felt was an all-encompassing physical agony. It was devastating to sit through – I thought my heart would split. Afterwards, the house was flooded with family dropping in to pay their respects, but eventually people stopped coming round and the house fell quiet. That’s when reality finally sunk in: it was just the three of us now.


Dad coped with Mum’s death the same as I did, the only way either of us could. He retreated into himself, quietly ignoring the fact that there was a place missing at the dinner table.

He was still working full-time and, with no one else to help, I did my best to ease the strain on him. I took over as much as I could, doing the washing and attempting to produce meals after school so he didn’t have to, but even so the house felt segregated. Christopher would retreat to his room, Dad would be doing his own thing, and we didn’t come together much as a family. My escape became the music room at school and, spending as much time there as I could, I threw myself into drumming, both for the pipe band and playing along to tapes of heavy metal bands. While I wasn’t sure if the other pupils were aware of what had happened, the teachers let me be, giving me the occasional sympathetic glance if I passed them in the corridor.

One day, I was on my way to drum practice when I noticed a poster hanging on the school wall. Partake in a Charity Parachute Jump it read, and instantly I knew I wanted to do it. This is exactly the kind of escape I need, I thought, eager for any activity to lose myself in. It was the promise of something entirely different, something fun. I noted the details of the first meeting in the corner of the poster and, taking my seat in the school hall that afternoon, I couldn’t wait to sign myself up. I already knew which charity I wanted to support – to raise money for bowel cancer research in memory of my mum.

More than sixty pupils attended that very first meeting, but when the day of our jump finally came, it was just the five of us that piled into an Austin Metro borrowed from one of the parents. We all drove down from Edinburgh to Nottingham and it felt like my first real adventure away from home. I laughed and joked with the other students as we made our way across the country, a mixture of nerves and anticipation fluttering in my stomach. I had always been reasonably fearless as a kid – all of the horse riding had taught me to relish adrenaline – and I fizzed with excitement at the thought of jumping out of a plane. As we drove up to Langar Airfield, I peered out at the small aircraft parked in the distance and felt apprehensive for the first time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a plane that small. Dad had told me how much fun the jumps he’d done when he was younger were, and so I thought to myself, let’s give it a go, letting any mild nerves vanish from my mind.

‘We’re here,’ our driver announced, and without hesitation we all bounded out of the car.

‘You’ll be staying in the bunkhouse,’ a member of staff said, greeting us at reception before showing us to our cabin at the parachute centre. The evening was spent socializing, but that night my stomach flipped with nerves and excitement so I couldn’t sleep, and by the next morning I was exhausted. We went down to the airfield after breakfast to attend some ground schooling and then, with our equipment ready to go, we heaved on our kit before heading out to the aircraft. We would be doing a tandem skydive and had each been assigned an instructor to jump with. Boarding the plane, I was jittery with anticipation. At first everyone seemed giddy, excitedly chatting with one another as the plane took off, but the higher the plane flew, the quieter we became.

‘OK,’ one of the instructors called out once the plane had levelled. ‘Everyone ready?’ He had to shout over the noise of the propellers and I strained to hear him. A few people gave him a thumbs-up and, one by one, our instructors shuffled us towards the open door. I was petrified as I hovered over the edge of the plane. I could see the sandy circle where I’d be landing, in a patch of green grass surrounded by yellow wheat fields. The smell of aviation fuel washed in and time seemed to slow down. There was a moment of calmness, waiting for what was to come. It’s too late to back out now, I thought in a last-minute panic. But the second I tipped forward, leaving the aircraft, all of my anxiety washed away. It was amazing. The icy air rushed past me, almost burning the sides of my face, and right then, a couple of thousand feet above any of life’s worries, I felt utter freedom. It was euphoric. We fell freely for a few seconds before a sharp jolt snapped us out of the air and the parachute opened. When we landed safely on the ground, the adrenaline rush kicked in and immediately I wanted to go back up and do it again.

‘That was incredible,’ I gushed to the other students, the group of us excited by what we had just accomplished. I could happily do this every day, I thought to myself, the spark of a new passion lighting up. That evening, when the car pulled out of the parachute centre to take us back to Scotland, I felt a sense of sadness. I envied the instructors. They have such a cool job, I thought, wishing I could have stayed there to learn the ropes. But I was seventeen, with no real disposable income – it was unrealistic to expect I’d ever jump again.

Four years later, as I listened to the army officer’s training presentation, I thought back to my skydiving experience. The adrenaline rush was still so vivid in my mind and I imagined a similar feeling being part of the armed forces, especially during a conflict.

‘Have you ever considered joining the army?’ one of the speakers asked me at the end of the presentation. Kate had wandered off to the bar and I was standing alone, looking through the leaflets for the military.

‘No, I’m training to be a physio,’ I admitted. ‘Is there even a place for physios in the army?’

‘Absolutely,’ he replied, and handed me a card with a contact number on it. ‘Get in touch if you want to schedule an interview.’ I took the card and gave the presenter a smile before going to find my friend. After that evening, the notion of a new opportunity, a new escape, stayed with me.

On paper, I had it all together. I had secured a postgraduate job at a local hospital, I had a few close friends that I regularly spent time with, I was living with my boyfriend – and I was ever so slightly bored. I want to do something with my life, I thought, horrified by how everything seemed to be mapped out for me. Itching to start afresh, I had already looked into working as a physio abroad but now, with the idea of joining the army planted in the back of my mind, I knew I had to leave Glasgow. I’ll just see if I get in first, I resolved, signing up to attend an interview. It can’t be easy to get picked. I imagined endless months of waiting before never hearing back, but a few weeks later I clutched my acceptance letter in my hand: the escape I had been searching for.

Can I really just up and leave? I wondered, but I already knew the answer and, while breaking the news to my boyfriend was difficult, I knew I was making the right decision. It would be six months before I could join up, so after my degree I worked at the local hospital until the time came for me to pack everything I owned into the back of my Nissan Micra and drive down south, leaving everyone and everything else behind.

I knew the job awaiting me would be full of excitement, but nothing could have prepared me for how quickly I would be thrown into the deep end. I started my initial training at Keogh Barracks in Aldershot, where we were taught the basics. Our kit was issued, and we were instructed how to iron and wear it properly. There were endless drills and lessons on army doctrine. It was an essential course for anyone joining who already had qualifications, to learn more about how the army worked. Then it was on to Sandhurst, where I began a basic infantry course.

Royal Military Academy Sandhurst was as intimidating but also as thrilling as I had imagined. From day one it was tough. Very tough. We had the trade skills, but the staff had to assess whether we had the strength of character to be an officer. There was a packed schedule, with constant physical activity, minimal breaks and limited sleep. At least I formed strong friendships with my peers, which would be key in helping us cope in the more stressful conditions of operational tours.

We were allowed one telephone call a week, and I remember calling my dad when I was at an all-time low – sleep-deprived, hungry and fed up of being constantly shouted at. I seemed to be on all the weekend duties and felt like the kicking ball of my platoon colour sergeant, a short squat Welsh guardsman. My dad was incensed at his daughter seemingly being bullied and sworn at, and it was all I could do to stop him calling the staff and giving them a piece of his mind. That would really not have helped my situation!

‘Once you’re in the army, you’re an officer first and your trade comes second,’ one of the training officers told us at Sandhurst. ‘So it is vital for you to learn what is required of soldiers and how to function both in camp and out on tour.’

The months of training, learning more about military medicine, infantry skills, leadership and weapon handling, went by in a blur and before long it was the passing out parade. By this time Dad had married Frances and both were at the parade to watch me. Everyone who had completed training was allowed to put forward their preferences for where they wanted to be posted. I hoped to be sent somewhere further north, a bit closer to Scotland and my dad, so when I saw where they were sending me, my heart sank.

‘Oh no,’ I groaned. ‘Not HMS Drake.’

HMS Drake was a naval base in Plymouth and it hadn’t even been on my list of preferences. That’s got to be the furthest from home they could have possibly placed me while still being on the same piece of land, I sighed to myself, but I had no choice.

In Plymouth, I went to work for 3 Commando Brigade, part of the Royal Marines. At first, I felt out of my depth. I had just spent months learning about the army and now I had been sent onto a naval base where everything was slightly different. While I was still excited about another move, living at the base I felt isolated. I worked part-time on the naval base and part-time at Derriford Hospital and, returning to the mess after my shifts, it was usually quiet. Homesick for my friends and family, the loneliness crept in, but I forced myself to keep busy and as it turned out I wasn’t at Derriford for long. After seven months, the army moved me to a new placement in Aldershot to start on New Year’s Day. Arriving at the garrison mess sometime over the Christmas period, I expected the place to be a ghost town, but it was full of hospital staff who had been on duty over the holidays. I marvelled at the festivities taking place, a far cry from the quiet base I’d just left. To get to my room, I needed to go past the bar area, but as I shuffled along with my bag, suddenly I heard someone calling my name.

‘Over here, Vicky!’ I turned to find a group of people that had been on my course in Keogh Barracks. ‘Come drink with us.’

It was about twenty-four hours before I actually made it to my room, and from then on life in the military was much more fun. I lived with all the military hospital staff and that, combined with the fact 5 Airborne Brigade were in Aldershot at the time, meant there were a lot of parties and nights out to attend. I also met a young man in logistics named Brett who lived in the same mess as me and ended up in the same party group. He was fun to be with, happy to give any new experience a go, but also very kind and caring. It was the first serious relationship for both of us.

I was placed at Frimley Park Hospital where I felt I was starting to find my feet. Frimley Park was one of the few Ministry of Defence Hospital Units, an NHS hospital with a military wing. It’s vital for military healthcare workers to keep their skills up when not deployed and I spent six months on the intensive care ward, then the military orthopaedic ward. I loved being back in an army environment, working at the hospital during the day, running or doing exercise after work, then going out and socializing with other people from the mess. But all of that was about to change.

Like everyone in the UK, I’d been watching the news stories about the Balkans conflict. In June 1999, 1 Para Battle Group – as part of 5 Airborne Brigade – were deployed to North Macedonia, where they waited for two weeks at the Kosovo border for the call to move forward. There was a lot of tension in Aldershot just prior to them deploying, as the word was that they might be doing an operational parachute jump. This never happened in the end, and they were inserted by helicopter to secure the road to Pristina, the capital of Kosovo. After two years of fighting, a peace plan had been brokered between Serbia, who controlled the country, and Kosovan Albanians who wanted independence. Serbian troops were withdrawing, and the paras were sent as part of a NATO force to keep peace in a bitterly divided country. And now I was going to Kosovo too, as part of 22 Field Hospital. Although I was nervous about what lay ahead, I couldn’t wait to get started. This is the first time I’ll actually get to do the job I signed up to do, I realized. I felt ready for the challenge that awaited us.

We flew over in a Hercules, a military aircraft designed for the armed forces, and as I stepped off the plane at Skopje airport, the overwhelming dry heat hit me. A large bus arrived to take us to our base, and as we set off we passed a land mine at the side of the road. We’re not playing at being in the army any more, I thought as our surroundings began to sink in. The hospital had already sent over an advance party from the UK who had set up in Lipljan, a small town in east Kosovo. The military had commandeered a building beside a local prison, not an ideal location as it turned out. As soon as we arrived, I was shown to the ward I’d be working on. The space looked like a large gym that had been converted to make room for the patients. Three lines of beds ran down the room, one line for the Serbs, one line for the Albanians and one for NATO soldiers, so as to segregate them as best we could.

My four months working in Kosovo were my first real exposure to just how evil people can be. One by one, patients would be rushed into the hospital, the effects of what the Serbs and Albanians were doing to each other etched on their bodies in the form of bullet wounds, bloodied clothes and missing limbs. More often than not it was children who were injured by mines, blown up while they were playing in the fields.

Our accommodation block was a concrete two-storey building with rooms big enough for five or six single bed frames. I was sharing with five nurses I knew, either from basic training or Frimley Park. When we first entered the room we all fell silent. It smelt and it was dirty. There was no glass in the windows so dust was pouring in, and there were suspect brown smears all over the walls. The only water in the block came from a pipe in the toilet. The dirty bed frames had no mattresses. This was to be our home for the indefinite future. We got to work and cleaned it as well as possible with a brush and damp rags. We found some clear plastic and taped it over the windows. We had roll mats and sleeping bags, and strung up some rope to hang our clothes on. Initially there was no electricity or running water, the Serbs having cut off the water supply. Whilst we waited for the Royal Engineers to come in and set up generators and a bore-hole, we used torches and bottled water. We got two bottles a day each for washing, and unlimited drinking water. With temperatures in the forties, it was needed. We soon learnt that getting by was all about making connections and who you knew. Having a boyfriend in logistics came in handy when Brett managed to source us some solar showers, which were a godsend. Warm showers: bliss.

One night, I was startled awake by the trauma alarm blaring across the hospital. Still half asleep, I immediately sprang to life, throwing on my uniform before rushing off to the meeting point within the hospital. I thought I’d find staff preparing to admit crowds of injured civilians, knowing all too well that the alarm could only mean a mass-casualty scenario, but when I arrived there were no new patients in sight.

‘The Serbs have got hold of a load of Albanian farmers,’ I heard someone say as we waited to find out where we were needed.

‘We’ll be expecting a lot of casualties then,’ someone else replied. I remained silent, on tenterhooks, wanting to know what was happening. This was the job I had been preparing for and I paced around the room, expecting to be called any moment. An hour dragged slowly by.

‘All of the non-critical staff can stand down,’ a senior member of staff announced at last. ‘Go back to bed. The alarm will go off if we need you again.’

Slowly, around half of the staff started to file back out of the room. My role at the hospital was ‘P3 Casualty’, which meant I treated the walking wounded and therefore was no longer needed for the night. I guess it’s not as bad as they thought, I decided. With nothing else to do, I retreated to my bed and, lying in silence, I let my thoughts swirl. If the alarm went off then where are the casualties? I wondered, confused. Then, suddenly, I heard it. Pop, pop pop – the crackling sound of shots going off in the distance. I lay still, straining to listen to the noises. The gunshots rang out again and I bolted upright, ready to run back downstairs if I was needed. But the alarm didn’t go off and, a few minutes later, the stand-down signal called across the hospital. My stomach dropped and as the horrible, sick feeling settled, I knew there were going to be no casualties that needed treatment because there were no survivors. The next morning, I would discover that the shots I had listened to were twelve farmers being killed by the Serbs.

That night was an eye-opener, but it was just one of the many tragedies I witnessed that brought home how lucky I was to live in the UK, while the civilians of Kosovo had their lives torn apart on a regular basis. Whenever we went outside the hospital gates we had a vehicle convoy with us and, as a physio, I was required to do regular clinics in other areas of Kosovo. It was easier to send me out with a convoy than try to bring individual soldiers into the hospital to see me, and so it wasn’t long before the trips outside became routine. It didn’t stop the nerves jittering every time the hospital gates opened though. I kept my rifle with me at all times, the fear of the unknown forcing me to stay alert. And we soon realized that being situated next to a prison was going to bring us added problems, since it acted like a magnet for unpleasant men. Presumably they went to visit friends or relatives inside, then turned their attention to us. When our staff were threatened, the Gurkhas were brought in to provide a more intimidating security presence.

‘Look at the destruction,’ I remarked to my driver on one of my first trips. From our Land Rover we silently surveyed the ruins of what had once been a thriving village. I had joined the army for greater exposure to the world and to support soldiers, and so I would never wish to change this period of my life, as upsetting as it was at times. We become numb to the world’s atrocities when we see them on television and in the media. It is something else to be in amongst it and feel the fear, pain and heartache all around you. It changed the way I saw life and made me appreciate what I have. Nothing I’ve been through has approached the hardship that I witnessed on tour.

I was halfway through my shift at the hospital one day when a man rushed in with his two nieces, who had survived a horrific attack but were suffering trauma. They were about seven and ten years old. My heart broke as I listened to an interpreter explain their situation.

‘She’s had surgery on her wrist,’ the interpreter reported as the uncle spoke, referring to the older of the two girls. ‘She was shot in the arm and survived.’ The interpreter paused. ‘But the majority of her family was lined up and shot at point-blank range in front of her and her sister.’ Her sister had been shot in the shoulder and had limited movement and a hideous scar, but was functioning best of the two.

‘Right,’ I said, forcing my face not to react to the news. Gently, I touched the older girl’s arm, noting the surgery marks on her forearm. ‘It looks like she needs some physio work on her wrist.’

Looking the child in the eye, it was incredibly hard not to cry in front of her, but instead I smiled. ‘We’ll fix you up,’ I promised.

Over the next few weeks I discovered the full impact the tragedy was having on the little girl – she refused to talk at all during our sessions. I’d had no training in paediatrics or helping patients cope with psychological trauma, so I went with instinct, making sure she understood what I was going to do before I did it. Her wrist gradually started to move again and she was able to hold items in her hand. It felt like a huge breakthrough when she smiled at me for the first time, and she would nod as I spoke to her but she always remained silent. It was heartbreaking to see what had been done to these children and the effect it had on them. All I wanted was to be able to help them, but I was due to leave the hospital, swapping over with another team.

Just when I’ve started to make inroads with her, I agonized. I desperately wanted to stay and continue to help. This little girl had already lost so many people and I was just starting to gain her trust. I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her behind, but I had no choice. Another field hospital was on its way to replace us. I was coming home.

The transition back to life in the UK was a lot harder than I ever expected it to be. How am I supposed to go back to a normal life now? I wondered, suffering tremendously with the guilt of leaving all those injured people behind.

‘This queue is ridiculous,’ I overheard one woman tut at a crowded supermarket. The remark made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Since returning from Kosovo, I couldn’t help but notice an anger build up inside whenever I was in a crowded place or shopping centre. Hearing people complain about such trivial stuff made me want to snap. As I listened to the woman continue to moan about the busy supermarket, my blood boiled. I envisioned myself storming up to her, pushing her silly shopping trolley out of the way. Have you got any idea what’s going on right now a few hours away? I wanted to ask her. You have no idea how good you’ve got it.

It took a few months for that anger to start subsiding. I was forced to put it to the back of my mind when I was promoted to captain and moved to a new posting, this time at the Defence Medical
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