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Dedication

The Echo of Silence has been a heartfelt story to write, and honestly, a bit of therapy as well. I want to dedicate this book to all my brothers and sisters I’ve served with, and to those who still put on the uniform. I truly appreciate the sacrifices you’ve made and continue to make. To all those battling those negative internal demons and mental health challenges, I pray for you on your journey to find peace and acceptance. It takes guts and work to get to a place of comfort. To my dear friends, The Horsemen, you made life brighter when things got dark. For my mom, I miss you. Thank you for showing me what courage looks like. You never stopped fighting, and in the end, you won. To my lovely family and the best children a guy could have: your love, laughter, and spirit fill me with hope and a desire to do better. Then, to my soulmate, the love of my life, my amazing wife ... thank you. Thank you for everything I have, for being there in my time of need, for your smile, and for your love. 
Praise for The Echo of Silence

“The Echo of Silence moved me emotionally in ways I haven’t experienced since my own recovery from military service. A powerful and deeply human story, The Echo of Silence captures the unseen battles that often follow long military service and war—the struggles, the fractures within, and the enduring search for peace. This is not just a war story—it is a story of survival, identity, and the long road toward healing. The Echo of Silence is an intimate journey that exposes harsh internal battles often fought in silence. Brendan T. Kelly weaves the past and present—from the chaos of the Iraq–Kuwait border to the quiet, stillness of civilian life—into a vivid, deeply personal narrative. The Echo of Silence resonates with authenticity and heart, and leaves readers with a lasting impact.”

— CPT Kelly J. Galvin, USA (Ret), author of the screenplay, PowerPoint Ranger, based on his book, PowerPoint Ranger: My Iraq War Logs

“The Echo of Silence pulls back the curtain on what coming home really looks like, capturing both the physical and emotional toll of service. By painting a clear image of what coming back can look like and Jack’s struggles with Post-traumatic stress and chronic health problems, I hope that other veterans will feel validated in their experiences and empowered to seek the help and support they need.”

— Megan Falk, Military Writers Society of America Medalist, The SEAL Saga series

“Brendan T. Kelly hits an absolute homerun with his novel The Echo of Silence, an emotional roller coaster filled with the highs and lows of life spent in the service of others. From the opening pages of the book, I felt an instantaneous deep emotional connection with Jack Mercer. His experiences, personal vulnerability, and struggles he faces will resonate strongly with any soldier and their families that may be dealing with the uphill battle that warfighters face post-combat. For me, this was not just a story, and Jack Mercer was not just a character; it hit close to home. I commend Brendan for eloquently writing about topics that the veteran community far too often pushes into the shadows.”

—SSG (R) Joe Troutman, author of Gods of War: The Legend of Blackhawk Company 1/23 Infantry

“In The Echo of Silence, Author Brendan Kelly has allowed Jack Mercer to be a window into his life. What we all see looking through Jack is Brendan’s journey back from the abyss into a life of purpose.”

— Travis Partington, Host of Oscar Mike Radio
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Chapter One: A Haunted Soul
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The fog that rolled in overnight stayed well into the morning, thick and low, like a woolen blanket draped over the golden hills of Marin County. It clung to the redwoods and eucalyptus trees, quieting the world into a hush that felt almost angelic. In the distance the Golden Gate Bridge’s foghorn sounded its slow, deep song, warning the vessels maneuvering around it. For most, it symbolized a peaceful start to the day. But for Jack Mercer, it was a reminder of what might have been.

He sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on knees, staring at the floor as if the carpet there might offer some form of motivation or at least tell him how he should get his day started. He stayed like that for some time, pondering, adrift, and then finally stood up slowly and stretched out toward the ceiling. The house was quiet. His wife, Elena, had already left for work. She always left quietly now, careful not to wake him. Or maybe she felt she was running out of things to say, tired of her words of encouragement fading away, seemingly unheard, into the stillness of the room. Jack couldn’t blame her.

He rubbed his face with both hands, the stubble rough against his palms. Forty-seven years old, and 22 of those spent in the Army. His Army time had consisted of numerous duty stations, assignments, and deployments—three tours in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. His uniform had accumulated an array of medals that seemed pointless now, and he had a head full of ghosts that kept him company. To him, the ghosts made sense—not that he enjoyed them, but he knew why they were there. Jack had survived IEDs, ambushes, and the slow erosion of his own mind. But civilian life? That had turned out to be the real war. Finding a place to fit in, a place that felt right. A place that provided purpose. He needed a purpose.

In the years since his retirement from the Army, he had yet to find a place that felt right. Had yet to find a real connection with others he worked with. Teaching high school had come close. But he had never truly bonded with the other teachers; they had been cliquish and gossipy. It was with his students he had felt a connection. He had understood the challenges they faced, the hardships of growing up in poor, single-parent families. Overall, they had been good kids. Just like many, they simply needed guidance and structure. He had been strict with them, but fair. He had treated them like adults and done his best to prepare them for life after high school.

He had taught for six years. It could have been longer, but he accepted a position with the Department of Labor. It had offered more money, no micromanaging parents to deal with, and it brought him and Elena back to Northern California, this time to the San Francisco Bay Area. To this day, he still received occasional text messages from students. Pictures of them and their families. Wedding notifications and even a few birth announcements.

The thought of his past students put a small smile on his face.

It was still early. He shuffled to the kitchen, his joints aching like rusted, oil-thirsty hinges. The coffee was already brewed—Elena’s silent kindness. He poured a cup, black, and stepped out onto the back deck. The fog was thick today, swallowing the tops of the trees and the distant hills. Somewhere out in that murky grey air, the world moved along. Without him. Not needing him.

Jack took a sip and closed his eyes. The silence was almost too much. There was nothing serene about it. It was a static of nothingness. Only the occasional sip of coffee and his steady breathing broke the quiet. Far too often in the Army, silence meant danger. It meant something was coming. Goosebumps would run along his arms when he knew something was about to happen. A sixth sense. Now, it just meant he was alone with his thoughts.

And that was the problem.

He had tried to explain it, to Elena, to the VA therapist, to himself. The feeling of being untethered. Like a balloon cut loose from a child’s hand, drifting higher and higher until the sky swallowed it whole. That’s what retirement had felt like. Not freedom. Not peace. Just ... a disconcerting weightlessness. Still, a large part of him was happy to have retired. To have ended his part in a never-ending cycle of deployments. He was at peace with the decision.

The Army had given him structure, purpose, and a reason to get up every morning. But the price for that was nightmares, a jacked-up left shoulder, and a limp in his right leg, plus a list of names he couldn’t bring himself to say out loud. But at least he’d known who he was.

Now? He wasn’t sure.

The old Adirondack chair creaked beneath him, the wood weathered by the elements. The steam from his coffee curled upward in the cool air. He watched the fog slowly waltz over the hills and tried not to think about the pills in the bathroom cabinet or the Golden Gate Bridge, just a few miles away. A popular destination for so many, but for Jack, it held dark memories.

Thankfully, those were just passing thoughts now. He’d still find himself playing the story in his head, but he was able to push it away. It hadn’t always been that way. He had given in to the darkness before.

PTSD, depression, and anxiety had haunted his soul and bled his life dry. Now, in the creaky chair, he thought of those memories. They are a part of me. For better or for worse, until death do us part.

As he got up and walked through the living room, he picked up a book he had been reading, Creatures of the Day by Irvin Yalom. He opened to a dog-eared page and read a line he had highlighted: “We must give up the hope for a better past.” Those words had stopped his train of thought when he first read them. Seeing them again, he realized how much time he had spent hoping and wishing for things to not have happened, how much time he had spent fighting to change the past in his life and in his mind.

But of course the past had happened. It had left deep scars and painful memories.

All those damn memories.
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Chapter Two: Deserving Better
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Jack’s first time had been at work, in a seldom-used storage room full of old furniture and dated recruiting pamphlets. The door was closed, pill bottle now empty. He’d sat there for what felt like an eternity, waiting for peaceful darkness to come. But it didn’t. One of his soldiers, Sergeant Hart, had returned early from an appointment. For some unknown reason he had entered the storage room and found Jack, slumped over and making fragmented attempts to speak. He grabbed Jack and managed to get him into his car and to the small local hospital where the doctors and nurses pumped his stomach and gave him IVs.

Once he was stabilized and released, Jack and Sergeant Hart returned to the office in silence, only to have their unspoken thoughts greeted by the echo of the tick-tick from the wall clock. “Thank you,” Jack said, finally finding words. He paused and took a deep breath. “I appreciate your help, and I am deeply sorry. I guess you can see I’m going through some shit?” he said, his defense mechanisms kicking in.

It took Sergeant Hart a few moments to get words out, and when he did, he sounded nervous. “I don’t know what to do. I’ve never ...”

Jack interrupted him with a raised hand. “You don’t have to do anything. But please keep this between us.” He tilted his eyes down. “I know it’s a big ask.”

Sergeant Hart looked at Jack, serious and with concern in his eyes. “I think ... I think you need help.”

“I do,” Jack nodded. “I am going to get help. I promise. But I can’t have this incident getting out.”

Sergeant Hart’s words were direct and filled with unease, but he relented. “I won’t tell anyone. But you have to get some help.”

That day was a dark cloud between them, an unsettling secret neither wanted to accept. Jack had not even considered he was dealing with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, depression, and anxiety. He blamed his problems on his assignment with the United States Army Recruiting Command. The extreme hours, the never-ending mission of finding new recruits, and the chain of command that always demanded more, even when numbers were achieved.

Jack recalled a conversation with his First Sergeant right before Christmas. “You made mission, so now you’re just going to quit on me and take it easy! I want two more fucking bodies in this month from your station!” he shouted and then hung up the phone.

Jack had sat in his office, attempting to control his anger. The control lasted one minute, then he grabbed the phone from his desk and threw it against the wall.

Those had been tough days and nights for Jack, and, despite his promises to Sergeant Hart, the Golden Gate was calling him. A second chance to finish the job. Elena would drop him off at the bus stop, as she did most mornings. He would get on the bus as usual, but he would exit at the bridge stop and end the madness once and for all.

Elena had recognized his dark mood that morning not long ago, cold and silent. She stopped the car and tried to reach him, but ... nothing. Jack looked down and began to cry. Then he began to yell. The 911 operator told Elena to get Jack to the nearest hospital immediately.

Jack broke through the mania three days later, waking up in the mental health wing of Marin General Hospital.

He was lucky to have a room to himself. No frills. A bed. A dresser attached to the wall. A bathroom with no door. A desk bolted to the floor, which sat in front of a frosted and barred window. The only thing he had control over, that he could move, was a wooden chair. He’d sit on it at night, legs propped on his bed, and read the books Elena had brought him.

A nurse had to buzz people in and out of the wing. The small outside courtyard was surrounded by a tall fence with barbed wire running along the top. Inside, endless rooms lined the corridors, some for sleep, others for meetings. Jack noticed a couple of them had padded walls. In the mornings and evenings, he walked laps around the inside, hands behind his back, observing everything and everyone around him.

The doctors prescribed Jack multiple medications, trying different strengths and combinations to help with anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Slowly, Jack’s darkness began to lift. He asked questions during group sessions. He meditated in the mornings before breakfast. When the arts and crafts room was open, he drew and painted.

He spent two weeks in the hospital and another three months in an outpatient program. Elena and his family remained by his side, trying to help him find his way out of the darkness.

He had led men and women with strength and bravery, he had reached people and helped them learn, he had mentored people to believe in their efforts and in themselves. But for himself, all the advice felt hollow. It was incoherent. Made-up.

Yet, there was never a third attempt. Not because he didn’t want to, but because he couldn’t put Elena through that again. She deserved better. He finally accepted he deserved better.

But he wasn’t whole. He felt fragmented, like shards of a man who once was something. But in those shards, he saw a reflection and, maybe, a moment of connection. Aren’t we all a little broken?
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Chapter Three: The Storm Breaks
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Jack drove into Mill Valley, a charming, artsy town nestled at the base of Mount Tamalpais, just off Highway 101. The road curved gently through groves of redwoods and eucalyptus, the air cool and fragrant with the scent of damp earth and salt carried in from the nearby bay. As he cruised into town, the trees gave way to narrow streets lined with ivy-covered cottages, boutique shops, and cafés with chalkboard menus and flower boxes spilling over with color.

Mill Valley was beautiful in a way that felt almost cruel—too perfect, like a postcard come to life. The kind of place where time seemed to slow down, where people walked their dogs with lattes in hand and children played freely in the park under the filtered light of towering trees. Sunlight dappled sidewalks, and breezes carried a faint sound of wind chimes and conversation. It was a kind of beauty that made Jack ache a little—not because it was unwelcome, but because it stirred something deep and nostalgic. A longing for simplicity. For peace. For something he couldn’t quite name.

He parked near the town center and wandered. He didn’t need anything; he just didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. He walked up the hill to the library, where he sat in the redwoods and listened to the creek. Beneath the massive redwood trees, the chilly air fell upon him. It was refreshing and helped wake his tired soul.

He made his way to the bookstore and lingered in the back, pretending to browse. The clerk gave him a polite nod but didn’t approach him. Jack appreciated that. He wasn’t in the mood for small talk.

Picking up a book on mindfulness, he flipped through a few pages and put it back. He didn’t need a book to tell him how to breathe. He needed something real. Something that didn’t feel like a Band-Aid on a bullet wound.

Outside, he sat on a bench and watched people pass. A young couple with a stroller. A man in cycling gear. A woman walking a golden retriever. They all looked so normal. Jack wondered if they ever felt like he did. Hollow. Disconnected. Like a ghost haunting his own life.

He reminded himself they certainly had their issues, too. His outpatient program had shown him that. He chuckled as he thought, The only one that has it all together is the golden retriever.

After a while he walked over to the market and grabbed a few things for dinner. He used to love to cook and had planned to go to culinary school after high school. But escaping the world he was stuck in back then was more important.

That evening, Elena got home later than usual. She looked tired. Her shirt was wrinkled, and her hair was pulled back in a loose bun. She smiled when she saw him in the kitchen chopping vegetables.

“You’re cooking?” she asked, surprised.

“Trying something new,” he said. “Figured I’d give you a break.”

She kissed his cheek, soft and brief. “Thank you.”

They ate in silence for a while. The clink of forks on plates filled the space between them.

“How was your day?” she asked eventually.

“Quiet,” he said. “Went into town. I walked around.”

She nodded. “That’s good.”

He wanted to tell her more. About the fog. The bookstore. The way he’d stared at the bridge on the long way home, thinking of what might have been. But the words stuck in his throat.

Instead, he said, “I’ve been thinking about going to some support group meetings, volunteering. Maybe at the county’s VA center. Or with one of those veteran outreach groups.”

Her eyes lit up a little. “That’s a great idea, Jack.”

“I don’t know. Just thinking.”

“Still. It’s something.”

He nodded. It was something. A start, maybe.

That night, he lay awake long after Elena had fallen asleep. The ceiling fan spun slowly above them, casting shadows that danced in silence across the walls. He listened to her breathing, steady and soft, and tried to match his own with it. He thought about the men he’d served with. The ones who didn’t get home. The ones who did, but never really came back. He thought about the desert, the heat, the explosions in the distance. He thought about the silence that followed each engagement, how the barrage of artillery and gunfire would fill the air and then suddenly there would be nothing, an eerie moment of peace.

The never-ending nightmares, in all of their strange and horrifying presentations, were fading. It had been routine for Jack to wake in the middle of the night, drenched in a cold, heavy sweat, heart pounding like a drum in his chest.

The nightmare always began the same way—trapped in a small, windowless room, the walls closing in, the air thick and stale. From the shadows emerged grotesque clowns, their faces twisted into exaggerated grins, eyes wide and unblinking, their makeup smeared like war paint. They moved erratically, laughing in high-pitched, broken tones that echoed off the walls. Jack had no voice—he couldn’t scream, couldn’t call for help. All he had was a large machete in his hands, and the overwhelming instinct to fight. He swung wildly, desperately, trying to fend them off, but no matter how many he struck down, more kept coming. The room never emptied. The clowns never stopped. It was endless—chaotic, surreal, and terrifying. Only when he jolted awake, soaked in sweat and gasping for breath, did the nightmare release him. But even then, the images lingered, clinging to the edges of his mind like a spider’s web.

Was it the new medications, or the process of time? Either way, the lessening of the nightmares was a relief. He still would wake up scared, unsure of where he was, unsure of what was real. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but for the first time in a long while, he didn’t dread it. Tomorrow was no longer an enemy—not a friend, necessarily, but more of an ally. It would come. He would wake up. Get through the day. Eat. Then sleep.

Maybe for now, that was enough.
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Chapter Four: Opening the Door
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Jack drove to the Marin County Veterans Center and stared at the glass doors like they might open on their own and pull him inside. The building was modest, grey, with a small American flag fluttering in the breeze. The Center was in a multipurpose building with other businesses: law firms, investment companies, and some county offices. A few cars were parked out front, most of them older models with faded bumper stickers: Semper Fi, Army Strong, Support Our Troops, and a few Coexist.

He hadn’t opened these doors for over a year. The last time, shortly after he completed his outpatient program, he had attempted to sit through a group therapy session but left halfway through. Too many stories sounded like his own. Too many faces mirrored his pain. It had been too much. He wasn’t ready.

It was more than just facing his vulnerability. Veterans Affairs had put a bad taste in his mouth after he retired. While he was working as a high school teacher, he had gone through the draining process of filing a VA claim. Even with all of his medical paperwork, military records, and written statements from people he served with, they treated him as if he was lying. As if he was trying to get one over on the government. It was a constant run-around. Appointment after appointment to confirm what they had already confirmed.

During his last appointment at the Dallas VA, Jack had sat stiffly in the worn pleather chair, arms crossed, jaw clenched. The VA psychologist across from him was young—too young, Jack thought—and her questions felt rehearsed, clinical, detached.

“How did that make you feel?” she asked, for the third time in 10 minutes.

Jack’s patience finally snapped. “How the hell do you think it made me feel?” he barked, his voice rising. “I watched my friends die! I came home with pieces of them still in my head—their ghosts! And you’re sitting there wanting to know if I felt ‘sad’ about it?” He stood up, pacing the room. “You don’t believe me. You think I’m just another broken vet looking for sympathy. I don’t need sympathy, I need someone who gets it.” His hands were shaking.

The psychologist said nothing, just scribbled something in her notebook, and that made him even angrier. “Forget it,” he muttered, grabbing his jacket. “You’re not listening anyway.”

He had stormed out of the office. Fed up and irritated with the bullshit he had to go through just to get help.

After his inpatient stay at Marin, he tried with the VA hospital in San Francisco. To his surprise, they were quick to respond and he had an appointment within a week. The VA rep was polite, helpful. He hadn’t felt judged. “I have your records,” she said. “I know what you’ve been through. I’m sorry for your past experiences. We’ll take care of you here.”

And they did. Within a couple of months, he received a disability rating from the VA. The disability pay was deposited into his checking account, and he even received a check for back pay from when he had first filed.

During his outpatient program, Jack had learned skills—slowly, deliberately—that helped him confront everything he had been through. And everything he was still going through. The days were structured but gentle, designed not to overwhelm but to guide. The group sessions were filled with people from all walks of life, each carrying their own invisible weight. Some struggled with crippling anxiety, others with depression that had hollowed them out. A few, like Jack, carried a tangled mix of trauma, grief, and the lingering effects of years spent in survival mode.

The counselors were calm, grounded, and deeply empathetic. They didn’t try to fix anyone. They didn’t tell Jack how he should feel or what he should do. Instead, they encouraged him to simply notice what he was feeling—to name it, sit with it, and understand it. Each morning began with a round-robin check-in: “How are you doing today?” No pressure to share, no judgement. Just space.

It was during these sessions that Jack was introduced to Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, or CBT. At first, it sounded clinical, almost too structured for the mess he felt inside. But as the days went on, he began to see its power. CBT didn’t ask him to forget what he’d been through
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