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A Note on How This Book Was Made

This is a book about a wound that does not show up on an X-ray. It is built from two kinds of material, and the reader deserves to know exactly where the line between them runs before the first chapter begins.

The first kind of material is fact. Every statistic in this book, every clinical study cited, every date, every military operation, every piece of legislation, every diagnostic history, and every resource listed at the back of the book is real and drawn from publicly available sources: the United States Department of Veterans Affairs, the National Center for PTSD, the RAND Corporation, peer reviewed journals including The Journal of Clinical Psychiatry and Clinical Psychology Review, the National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study and its forty year follow up, and on the record journalism and historical record concerning the wars discussed here. Where a number appears in this book, someone counted it before I wrote it down.

The second kind of material is the human story that carries those facts into a reader's chest rather than past their eyes. Trauma testimony is intensely private. The men and women whose experiences inform these pages did not sit for a single, unified interview that I can point to and call a source. Their experiences live instead in thousands of oral histories, support group transcripts, clinical case studies stripped of identifying detail, journalism produced over five decades, and the author's own conversations with veterans, family members, and clinicians who asked, reasonably, not to have their precise words and identifying details printed in a commercial book.

So I built composites. Each major figure in this book, Daniel Okafor in the Vietnam chapters, Renata Souza in the Gulf War chapters, Wyatt Pruitt and Aman Rahimi in the Afghanistan chapters, Theo Marsh in the Iraq chapters, and Lucia Albrecht and Idris Karam in the Syria chapters, is a composite. None of them is a single real individual presented under a changed name. Each is constructed from documented patterns: the specific texture of a firebase at night, the particular cruelty of a 1971 airport homecoming, the exact bureaucratic shape of a disability claim denial, the real clinical signature of a blast concussion, the real grief of an interpreter left on a tarmac in 2021. The events that happen to these composites are the kinds of events that happened, repeatedly and verifiably, to real people in these wars. The people themselves are constructions built to carry that truth without exposing any single living person's private history.

This is a long standing and respected method in narrative nonfiction about war. It is how Sebastian Junger wrote parts of his reporting from Afghanistan, and how oral history projects at the Library of Congress and the VA itself have long protected contributors while still publishing their experiences in aggregate. I am telling you this plainly, in the second paragraph of the book, because a reader who trusts a book enough to read it in a single sitting deserves to know exactly what kind of trust they are extending.

What you will not find in this book is anything invented about the clinical or institutional facts of post traumatic stress. The diagnostic history of PTSD, the actual prevalence numbers by war era, the actual mechanisms of blast injury and traumatic brain injury, the actual evidence behind treatments like Cognitive Processing Therapy, Prolonged Exposure Therapy, and EMDR, and the real helpline and resource information at the back of this book are all accurate as of this writing and sourced from the institutions named above.

War changes the people who fight it, and it changes the people who only watched it happen nearby. This book is an attempt to sit with that change for as long as it takes to actually understand it, rather than the length of a news segment. I hope you read it in one sitting. I hope it costs you something to do that. That is, in the end, the only honest thing a book about this subject can ask of a reader.

Marcus T. Halloran

 


 

PART ONE


	The Pattern Begins

 


CHAPTER 1


	The Boy Who Came Back Older

The mortar round landed close enough that Daniel Okafor felt it in his teeth before he heard it, a pressure wave that arrived a half second ahead of the sound itself, the way lightning arrives ahead of thunder. He was nineteen years old. He was lying in a slit trench outside Landing Zone Bird, near An Khe, in the central highlands of South Vietnam, and it was the eleventh of May, 1968, though he would not have been able to tell you the date if you had asked him in that moment. Time had stopped working the way it was supposed to. There was only the next five seconds, and then the five seconds after that.

He had been in country for eighty one days. He would remember that number for the rest of his life with a precision he could not summon for almost anything else from that year, not because eighty one was significant in itself, but because it was the number his mind had been counting toward something with when the counting stopped meaning anything. Before Vietnam, Daniel had been the kind of young man who kept track of things. He had kept a batting average for his high school baseball team in Gary, Indiana, in a spiral notebook with a green cover. He had kept track of how many days were left until graduation, until his girlfriend Patrice's birthday, until the bus to basic training. Counting was how he held the world steady. By his eighty second day at Landing Zone Bird, he had stopped trusting numbers to mean anything at all.

The mortar round that landed near his trench that night did not kill him. It killed a soldier named Wendell Cho, who was lying eleven feet away and who Daniel had spoken to for the first time only six hours earlier, when Cho had shown him a photograph of a dog he had left behind in Sacramento, a beagle mix named Soup. Daniel would carry the name Soup for the next fifty years the way other men carry shrapnel, a small foreign object lodged permanently in a part of the body that cannot be safely operated on. He never again, in his entire life, was able to look at a beagle without his chest tightening in a way that had nothing to do with the dog in front of him and everything to do with a photograph he had glanced at for four seconds in May of 1968.

•  •  •

This is a book about what happens after. Not the firefight, not the ambush, not the eighty one days or the year that followed them, but the fifty years after that. It is about what the human nervous system does when it is asked to live, for months at a time, inside the expectation of sudden death, and what it continues to do, long after the expectation is gone, because the nervous system does not know the war has ended just because a calendar says so. It is about five wars, fought across more than half a century, by people from different countries, different services, different politics, and different decades, who came home and discovered, in five different ways, that home no longer felt like a place they were allowed back into.

Daniel Okafor's story, and the stories of the other men and women in this book, are composites built from documented patterns rather than single case files, a method explained fully in the note at the front of this book. But the central fact they illustrate is not a composite. It is one of the most thoroughly documented findings in modern psychiatry: that war injures the mind through mechanisms that are now well understood, that the injury can last decades, and that for most of the history covered in this book, almost nobody in a position to help was looking for it.

Daniel's war began in earnest on a Tuesday in March of 1968, when his unit, part of the First Cavalry Division, was airlifted into a valley west of An Khe to relieve a unit that had taken heavy casualties three days earlier. He remembered the door gunner on the Huey helicopter shouting something he could not hear over the rotor noise, and he remembered thinking, with the particular clarity that fear sometimes produces, that he had made a mistake joining the Army that no amount of later effort would be able to undo. He was wrong about that in one sense and right about it in another. He would survive the war. He would not, in any way he recognized as survival for the next two decades, come home from it.

The science of what happened inside Daniel's body during those eighty one days, and during the two hundred and four days that followed before his tour ended, has a name now that did not exist in any official capacity in 1968. Post traumatic stress disorder would not appear in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 1980, twelve years after the mortar round killed Wendell Cho and seven years after Daniel's own discharge. For most of the war he fought in, and for the entire decade he spent trying to live a civilian life afterward, the condition that was rewiring his brain's threat detection system had no diagnostic code, no insurance billing category, and, in the eyes of the Veterans Administration as it then operated, no official existence at all.

What we now know, and what Daniel did not know in 1968 because almost no one knew it yet, is that the amygdala, the almond shaped structure deep in the brain responsible for detecting threat, does not simply register danger and then release the memory of it once the danger passes. In a brain exposed repeatedly to mortal threat, particularly threat that arrives without warning and without a clear endpoint, the amygdala can become, in the language researchers now use, sensitized. It begins firing the body's alarm system in response to stimuli that resemble combat only in the loosest possible way: a car backfiring, a Fourth of July firework, the smell of diesel fuel, a particular quality of humid heat. Daniel would spend the better part of three decades flinching at sounds that had no actual relationship to danger, while the part of his brain responsible for telling the difference between 1968 and 1985 simply failed, again and again, to do its job.

•  •  •

Two months after the mortar attack, Daniel's unit was sent into what the after action reports would later describe, in the flattened language of military documentation, as a sustained contact lasting approximately ninety minutes. Daniel remembered it as lasting somewhere between four minutes and four hours; his sense of duration during the firefight itself had detached entirely from the clock. He fired his weapon. He watched a man nine feet away from him, a soldier named Hutchins from Tulsa, take a round through the throat and go down without making the sound Daniel had somehow expected him to make, a sound like the movies, a cry or a scream. Hutchins simply folded, the way a puppet folds when the hand inside it relaxes, and Daniel spent the next several minutes doing the work he had been trained to do, which was to keep firing and stay low and trust the men on either side of him, while a part of his mind that had nothing to do with training stood somewhere just outside his own skull and watched, in a kind of horrified suspension, as Hutchins's body settled into the red dirt and did not move again.

This dissociative experience, the sensation of watching oneself from outside during extreme trauma, is now recognized by clinicians as a distinct and measurable phenomenon, sometimes called peritraumatic dissociation, and research conducted decades after Vietnam found it to be one of the strongest single predictors of who would later develop chronic PTSD and who would not. It is not a sign of weakness or a character flaw. It is, current researchers believe, an ancient and in some ways protective neurological response, a way the brain creates distance from an experience too overwhelming to process in real time. The cost of that protection is deferred, not eliminated. The mind that steps outside itself during the worst five minutes of a person's life often has to find a way, years later, to let itself back in.

Daniel did not let himself back in for a long time. He finished his tour in November of 1968, was discharged at Fort Lewis in Washington State three days after that, and flew home to Gary, Indiana, wearing his uniform because the Army had told him to and because he owned, at that point in his life, almost no other clothes that fit. He was twenty years old. He had killed at least one man that he was certain of and possibly several more that he was not certain of, in the chaotic mathematics of a firefight where muzzle flashes and incoming rounds make individual responsibility nearly impossible to calculate. He had watched two friends die at close range. He had not slept more than four consecutive hours in eleven months. He had eleven dollars in his wallet, a duffel bag, and a plane ticket, and he had been told, in the cursory exit briefing the Army gave departing soldiers in 1968, almost nothing about what to expect from the part of the war that was about to begin.

•  •  •

There is a particular kind of silence that exists only in a combat zone between contacts, and Daniel spent more hours inside that silence than he ever spent in actual gunfire. The fighting itself, brutal and disorienting as it was, accounted for a small fraction of his time in country. The rest was waiting: on ambush patrols that lasted all night and produced nothing, on resupply helicopters that were delayed by weather, on letters from Patrice that arrived in clumps of four or five after going missing for weeks at a stretch. Researchers who study combat stress have come to understand that this waiting, far from being a relief from danger, often does as much damage as the danger itself. The body cannot distinguish between a threat that is happening and a threat that might happen in the next ten seconds. It produces the same flood of cortisol and adrenaline for both. A soldier on a six hour ambush patrol where nothing occurs has, in the strict chemical terms of his own nervous system, been at war the entire time.

Daniel described this years later, in a conversation that forms part of the documented pattern behind this composite portrait, as the worst part of the year, worse even than the firefights. In a firefight, he said, there was at least something to do with his hands. In the waiting, there was only the inside of his own skull, and the inside of his own skull had started, by the autumn of 1968, to feel like unfamiliar territory. He noticed that he had stopped being able to remember what Patrice's voice sounded like, even though he had heard it dozens of times before he left and would hear it again dozens of times after he returned. He noticed that he flinched at the sound of his own boot snapping a dry branch, an instinctive full body drop that left him breathing hard in the dirt while the men around him glanced over without much reaction, because the same thing had happened to all of them by then, so often that it no longer seemed worth mentioning.

This is one of the quieter cruelties of sustained combat exposure that the historical record on Vietnam makes clear: the men inside it normalized symptoms among each other that would have alarmed any outside observer. A soldier who could not stop his hands from shaking, who woke from naps swinging at the air, who had begun talking in his sleep in a voice none of his friends had heard him use while awake, was not unusual at Landing Zone Bird in the autumn of 1968. He was, statistically, close to the median. The men around Daniel were not failing to notice the damage being done to him. They were failing to notice it because the same damage was being done to nearly all of them at once, and a room full of people experiencing the identical symptom rarely identifies that symptom as a problem. It identifies it as simply how things are now.

•  •  •

That part of the war, the part that happens to the nervous system in the gaps between firefights and continues happening long after the war is officially over, is the subject of the rest of this book. The firefights end. The trenches get filled in or grow over or become farmland again, as the one outside Landing Zone Bird did, decades later, when Daniel's son visited Vietnam on a research trip and sent his father a photograph of a green hillside with nothing on it but grass and a single grazing water buffalo, a place that bore no visible resemblance to the position Daniel remembered defending. What does not end, for a documented and significant percentage of the people who fought in modern wars, is the war the brain continues to wage against itself, in bedrooms and kitchens and parking lots, for decades after the last shot was fired in the theater of operations.

Daniel Okafor's plane landed at Los Angeles International Airport on a gray Tuesday afternoon in November of




