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			for Lauren Korn, Lisa Pratt,

			and all the others in the health care community 

			who listen to our stories and help us to heal

		

	
		
			“There is no honor in suffering.” 

			—a female Marine
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			Introduction

		

		
			More women are serving in the U.S. military and seeing combat than ever before. Since the military’s ban on women serving in combat was lifted in 2013, numerous frontline positions have opened up to women, and before that, many women saw combat in Afghanistan and Iraq, where the battlefield did not always follow Pentagon policy. The Department of Veteran Affairs expects female veterans to number more than two million—close to 10 percent of the veteran population—by 2020.

			Because more women are serving today, they are at greater risk for the same physical and emotional wounds as the men, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain injury (TBI), military sexual trauma (MST), suicide, and homelessness. But though men and women confront similar issues after military service, there are differences. For example, PTSD and TBI present themselves differently in women than in men. According to the VA, some PTSD symptoms are more common in women than men. Women are more likely to be jumpy, to have more trouble feeling emotions, and to avoid things that remind them of the trauma than men, who are more likely to feel angry and to have trouble controlling their anger. Women with PTSD are more likely to feel depressed and anxious while men with PTSD are more likely to have problems with alcohol or drugs.

			While one in four homeless people is a veteran, the fastest-growing segment of the homeless veteran population appears to be women, many of whom have children. Statistically, female veterans are between two and four times as likely as their civilian counterparts to become homeless, according to recent studies. And if they’re young and black, those chances seem to rise. According to Lily Casura, a journalist who was awarded a grant to report on homeless women veterans, “While America might recognize an older, Vietnam-era white male as representative of veteran homelessness, it can miss the new face of veteran homelessness in the shadows—increasingly young, black, female, a recent veteran, often a single mother, with children in tow. Even male veterans are shocked to hear how common a problem precarious housing is for their sister comrades. Because they haven’t seen her holding up a cardboard sign at an intersection, panhandling for change or sleeping out in the open, they mistakenly assume—as most of America does—that women veterans aren’t going homeless.”

			Problems such as these show the enormous need for healing after war and military service in general. In this book, I explore the ways our female service members are embracing their trauma and post-traumatic growth and the ways they have committed to their healing. Sometimes the agent of healing is physical, sometimes emotional, sometimes both. There is a mystery to healing. No one knows when or where it will begin or even how long it will take.

			Women veterans go to counseling and take medicine to help themselves heal. There’s nothing surprising here. In fact, most, if not all, have at least tried counseling and medicine. Those are often, though not always, the first steps in the process toward healing. Some women stay the course with counseling and medicine because it has worked. But many have branched out, often at the suggestion of a counselor, to try different coping skills. Let’s face it: when it comes to healing, one size does not fit all. Different approaches work for different people. And more often than not, it takes a variety of activities and people to help someone heal. All the women in this book are warriors who have been challenged physically and emotionally by war or sexual assault, and they have emerged stronger and wiser. They became aware of their challenges and at some point chose to face them head on. These women, against many odds, have chosen to embark on the painful yet rewarding journey of post-traumatic growth.

			In order to see the recovery process that has taken place, the reader is first transported back to the early emotional and physical challenges the vets faced. Then you will see the bravery and the resiliency they used to transform and reclaim their lives. For some the road is direct and smooth, but that’s seldom the case. “The road to healing is long, hard, messy and incomplete,” said Vietnam veteran Linda McClenahan. The book begins with Jen Elliott, a young woman who has just returned from war and has had very little time to address her health needs. As the book progresses, the women have been back for a longer period of time, from conflicts such as Desert Storm and Vietnam; these veterans have the experience of years guiding them.

			While this book has to focus on trauma to show the healing that is needed, it’s what happens when they return that I want you to focus on. It’s what the military and VA did and did not do for them. It’s about the resources that are, or must be, available. It’s about what the women did for themselves, for ultimately, healing comes from within. The individual must have the will power and desire to heal. Then the community of people and resources can benefit the individual.

			My hope is that women who have served will read these stories and find affirmation to help themselves. These remarkable examples of resurrection from the ashes of pain and suffering have much to teach not only women who have served, but men as well. The women in Soul Survivors, having emerged from the crucible of trauma with resilience, courage, and compassion, have much to show all Americans, who want to help veterans but don’t always understand their problems or know how to assist. It’s our turn now to learn from them so that others can find their way home. 
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			Trial and Error: The Early Stages of Healing

			SPC Jen Elliott

		

		
			I met Jen Elliott at a restaurant in Sacramento, California. I arrived first. When Elliott walked in, her petite frame, blonde hair, and girlish looks reminded me just how young she was: twenty-two. She was out of the Army now and dressed in civilian clothes. Nothing about her features or clothing screamed soldier, yet I knew Elliott was the warrior I was waiting for because of the tattoo that covered the top half of her chest. Yes, it was that visible. And it had a clear military look to it. Sure enough, the tattoo tells a story, as they so often do with soldiers who endure a war zone: the story of pain and of healing.

			But first a little about Elliott. Like many of her fellow soldiers, Elliott comes from a broken family. Her parents split up when she was five. Her mom, who raised her in Rocklin, California, counseled recovering heroin addicts, although with iffy qualifications. Both Elliott’s mother and father abused drugs and alcohol, and they exposed Elliott to meth at a young age—she was told it would make cleaning the house less of a chore. When she was fifteen, she started experimenting with cocaine, which became her drug of choice.

			Elliott’s mom raised Jen and her brother while also earning a master’s degree. During those years, Mom passed on her love of education to her daughter. She wanted her children to have a better life than she had. Elliott excelled at school and was selected for a statewide program called GATE (Gifted and Talented Education) in the fourth grade. She graduated when she was sixteen by passing the California High School Proficiency Examination. Graduating early was okay with Elliott, who was a loner and struggled with social anxiety. She started college at seventeen but couldn’t afford to stick with it.

			That same year, she began dating Mike, who told her of his plan to join the Army. Elliott knew little about the military, but discovered that the Army would pay for her college education, which, for such an avid learner, was an attractive incentive to enlist. After Mike joined the Army, Elliott enlisted. She was seventeen and a half and had postponed her education with plans to return to it in the future—tuition free. She and Mike broke up several months later.

			Elliott was excited about the Army because it helped her get off drugs. She never really wanted to do drugs in the first place; they were just familiar to her. Fortunately, the recruiter needed one more person to meet his quota, so he overlooked the fact that she was still using.

			In July 2008, Elliott got sober and loved it. She was proud to be a soldier. She deployed to Afghanistan in April 2009 and became a heavy-wheel vehicle operator, driving semi-trucks. Having grown up on a farm, Elliott liked shotguns and considered herself a good shooter, so she also volunteered to be a .50-caliber machine gunner in the rear truck on convoys. As a gunner, her job was to protect the convoy from the enemy.

			For the first five months in Afghanistan, Elliott worked every day, without a single weekend off. She was in the respected 32nd Transportation Company from Fort Carson, Colorado. While some companies flipped their trucks because they were top-heavy and driving in mountainous regions, her unit excelled at driving in the mountains and picked up many of the transportation missions over there.

			Although she was stationed in Bagram Airfield, Elliott spent most of her time on the road. Her unit did lots of “turns and burns,” which meant that if they were on the road for eight hours or less, they would drive to their destination, unload, and then return to their home base. If the mission lasted more than eight hours, they would bed down for a maximum of five hours of sleep. They spent the majority of their time sleeping in tents or on cots. In the summer they put their cots under the truck for shade or tied ponchos together into a canopy. In the winter, when a foot of snow covered the ground, they slept in their trucks and ran the heater.

			Her unit was divided into transporters and convoy security. Elliott did security from the rear of the convoy. Several months into the deployment, her convoy got into a firefight. One soldier nearly lost his leg when a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) went through his truck. It was hard for Elliott to see her friend wounded.

			During that same firefight, in which Elliott returned fire, she also had to call for help. This job normally went to another soldier, but that soldier froze and wouldn’t call. The medevac, for whatever reason, miscommunication or error, landed in the rear of the convoy while they were still in the kill zone. The medevac was not supposed to land in the kill zone. Elliott was unable to connect with medevac on their radio frequency in the truck, so she had to use her portable radio on top of the vehicle to tell them to get out of the kill zone and land in front of her, where they had front and rear gun support, once they got to the floating rally point. They returned fire and pushed on until they reached the floating rally point about a thousand meters from the firefight. This was the closest area outside the kill zone where the troops felt safe enough to check their ammo and supplies and to assess the wounded. Elliott called her company and told them what was happening. She let the medevac know what color smoke they were going to pop to show where it was safe to land and retrieve the wounded.

			“It was the most real feeling in my life,” Elliott said. “The sky lit up from the RPG fire, and the debris from the chopper sand-blasted my face.”

			Also riding in the convoys were long-haul jingle trucks, wildly painted Afghan trucks decked out with paintings and with chains attached to the bumper that jingled and chimed as the truck rode over the rough roads. (Supposedly the more chains, the more successful the truck owner and the more he is loved by his wife, a driver told Elliott.) The jingle trucks, commercial vehicles that carry cargoes throughout Afghanistan, often rode in the convoys for safe passage. Sometimes the U.S. military put the jingle trucks in their convoys before and behind trucks carrying super-explosive materials. That way if they were attacked there was a good chance that the Afghan trucks would absorb the blast and be destroyed—and not the Army trucks. Occasionally the plan worked and jingle trucks got blown up.

			One day Elliott noticed a jingle truck trying to get into her convoy. Soldiers have rules of engagement, escalating from hand signals to warning shots. She shot at his tire and at his engine. It turned out the driver had been in the convoy, fallen asleep, and then lagged behind the safety of the convoy. He had just been trying to get back in.

			Elliott’s most memorable day in Afghanistan was September 19, 2009. They had finally moved from living in tents to metal dorms at the airfield in Bagram. Elliott had had a bad day in the motor pool. She had just returned from a mission and wanted to rest, but her sergeant had other plans for her. She had received an award for becoming soldier of the month (think of it as similar to being named employee of the month) and was training to be soldier of the quarter (like soldier of the month, but for a longer and more prestigious three-month period). After being on the road all day and sending the other soldiers on their way, her sergeant made Elliott stay at the motor pool for a couple of hours to work on assembling and disassembling her weapons, which seemed like some form of punishment. When she finally made it back to her barracks, she was exhausted. All she wanted to do was lie down and relax.

			At 7:00 in the evening, while most were away, her dorm took a direct hit. Elliott was lying on the top bunk. The last thing she remembers is reading a Nora Roberts book. The explosion knocked her out. When she awoke, it was pitch black. “I thought I was dead,” she said. “I couldn’t see or hear anything at first.”

			Her ears were ringing. She doesn’t know how long she was lying there on the floor. Maybe a couple of minutes. Then she heard voices. People yelling. She stumbled outside; she did not remember who and where she was until she saw Army uniforms. Her memory returned slowly.

			She had been near improvised explosive device (IED) explosions while on past convoys, but this one was different. The sergeant who had made her stay behind and assemble and disassemble her weapon was in the room above her. The explosion killed him. His bed dropped through Elliott’s ceiling. Survivor’s guilt kicked in almost immediately and continues to trouble her. “I still don’t understand it,” she said, five years later. “He was married and had children and died. I was eighteen and had nothing going on in my life. I shouldn’t have made it.” At the very least, she thinks she should have been wounded. She didn’t even get hit by shrapnel like the thirteen soldiers outside the barracks who were sent to medical with shrapnel wounds.

			After the sergeant was killed and her own near-death experience, Elliott stopped training for soldier of the quarter. The social anxiety that had plagued her in high school returned. She stopped hanging out with other soldiers during the little free time they had; she hid from everyone. She felt God was trying to tell her something by keeping her alive—that maybe she still has a purpose. Otherwise she believes she wouldn’t be alive. What made the death of the sergeant even more difficult is that Elliott felt guilty. She had been angry with him at that moment for making her stay behind.

			Today a memorial tattoo for her sergeant covers the top half of Elliott’s chest. In the center of the tattoo is a grenade, representing a weapon like the one used to kill the sergeant. The valves of a heart are tattooed on the grenade to show that he is now a part of Elliott’s heart. Wings on both sides of the grenade represent the sergeant’s ascent to heaven. On top of the wings, tattooed skulls symbolized that a part of her had died that day. The skulls have since been replaced with roses. Now she does not want to equate the sergeant’s death with a part of her dying, but rather as an experience to learn from. She wants the tattoo to be a memorial, not a reminder of the guilt she felt.

			Life in Afghanistan continued to take a turn for the worse after the sergeant’s death. Elliott was off the day after the attack. The following day she went back on the road. This wasn’t the time to process the death of a comrade. They had a mission. “Charlie Mike,” she was told. Continue mission.

			But as she continued those missions, she began to have trouble distinguishing between what was real and what was generated by her imagination, by her guilt. She’d see things happening that weren’t really happening. Or she would actually see people shooting and blowing things up but wouldn’t know if it was real. She wouldn’t know if she was supposed to shoot back.

			Elliott kept it together as best she could. She was fortunate because when the convoy came under attack, it was usually the front of the convoy shooting back and not Elliott in the rear shooting back. In most attacks she had time to figure out a response, but that dangerous delay in her mind as she tried to determine whether the firefight was real meant possibly fatal danger if the enemy attacked her end of the convoy. Also working in Elliott’s favor was the length of the convoy, which stretched out for three miles or more, which gave her time to respond.

			In addition to losing her sense of reality, Elliott started to have flashbacks about things she imagined had happened, and migraines from hitting her head against a wall or locker the night her dorm was attacked.

			These weakening side effects from the war were tough for Elliott, who took pride in being a soldier. There were few female gunners. She didn’t want to ruin it for other women by telling her chain of command that she was often unable to distinguish the actual from what she imagined while on convoys. To avoid that reckoning, she pretended nothing was wrong.

			Elliott had been through a lot in her young life—her parents splitting up, their drug use, and subsequently her own drug use—but she had been able to move on. But in Afghanistan, she was having a hard time dealing with firefights and rocket attacks, which she did not understand. And as time passed, as convoys came and went, her doubt grew and fear kicked in, the deadly kind of fear that causes bad things to happen, or lets them happen.

			She thinks back to that first day in Afghanistan when she went on a convoy. How fearless she was. She was so new that another soldier had to teach her what to do as a gunner. Yet that’s how the craft of being a soldier is really taught—on the job. A soldier gets much preparation for fighting the enemy, but when that time comes, it’s critical to have someone on hand who’s done it before. At the time she was an assistant gunner in training, an AG. If a firefight flared, Elliott would hand the gunner the ammo. Sure enough, right away they got into a firefight. She went on autopilot, handing one can of ammo after another to the gunner. She was cool. She was a badass. She wasn’t scared because nothing could happen to her; that she knew.

			And now? “Now I’m so scared of everything. I fear for my life when I shouldn’t or don’t need to,” she said.

			When she joined the Army, Elliott knew she was invincible. “I think that’s what makes me struggle now. I thought it would be so fucking cool. I was going to blow shit up. I was wrong.”

			Odd effects struck. For instance, before the war she was never afraid of heights; now they terrify her. On one mission, she was a driver, or transporter, instead of a gunner, a disruption in her routine that framed another episode.

			She had also learned to drive a convoy semi-truck. At some point, regardless of the particular driver or how carefully he or she drives, a convoy truck’s tires were going to hang partially off the edge of the rough mountain roads. She told the NCO in the truck that she was afraid of heights and shouldn’t drive. She would be fine, he said. She closed her eyes, hit the gas, but dangerously overcompensated. Steering sharply away from the edge, she drove into the mountain. Elliott’s panicked maneuver damaged four tires and banged up half the truck. They waited two hours for the truck to be repaired.

			Another time her convoy approached a tunnel. As tunnels usually are, these were shaped like an inverted U, so that to clear the tunnel with their high-stacked loads a driver had to steer through the tunnel’s very center. Elliott was a passenger in a load truck and had fallen asleep. She was having a nightmare that her truck got blown up by an IED. In that dream-instant, the driver failed to stay dead center. Rolling along at about 45 mph, which is fast for one of these workhorse trucks, the vehicle hit the tunnel with a bone-rattling halt. For a brief, terrifying eternity, it was again a nightmare-come-true experience.

			On both occasions, driving into the mountain and then into the tunnel, Elliott was certain she had died. Unaware of where she was, she grew confused and started crying.

			She turned to medication. After her dorm was bombed, she could not sleep. She always had slept on her back, but she’s been unable to since her sergeant died in the explosion. She was lying on her back when the explosion occurred. In Afghanistan, Elliott sought psychiatric help. Her sleeping problems grew progressively worse, so she began taking Benadryl. That worked for a while, but then she moved on to “benzos,” drugs like Valium and Xanax.

			Today, Elliott also takes Imitrex for migraines and Ativan for anxiety. She has been told the explosion that threw her off her bed messed up the part of the brain that tells you when to go to sleep. “I can stay up for days if I don’t take a sleeping pill. I won’t sleep. Anytime I go somewhere overnight, I have to have my sleeping pills.”

			She sought psychiatric help to get medication but didn’t have time for counseling. She was also prescribed Adderall to help her stay awake for long stretches during missions that ran anywhere from twenty-four hours to eighteen days. Imagine the effects of such a combination: drugs to sleep, drugs to keep awake, drugs to calm the nerves, drugs to stop the pain. What could go wrong?

			Coming home—first to Fort Carson, Colorado, and then to California—has been an exhausting emotional, mental, and physical roller-coaster ride for Elliott. At first she thought she was fine because soldiers just like her surrounded her. She felt normal until she fell apart. Before she went to war, she was strong emotionally and mentally. Now she was weak. It didn’t make sense.

			To compensate for this unfamiliar feeling, she bought a semiautomatic rifle that she sleeps with every night still. Elliott was never a drinker but started drinking vodka, first with orange soda and then straight. Then she got into trouble for drinking and fighting. The drinking sent her further out of control, yet she didn’t know why, or how to deal with it. She attended anger management classes. She was hospitalized twice, once for attempting suicide and later for being a risk to others. She was a mess.

			Today she says she “was mad about everything that happened to me in Afghanistan and I didn’t understand. I joined the Army to go to college and be a doctor, and that’s not what happened.” Before Afghanistan, Elliott thought going into the military was a good idea; it was after 9/11 and her boyfriend, Mike, had joined the Army. Elliott knew there was a chance she would go to war, which was fine with her. She hated her life and was looking for a cause bigger than herself. She wanted to serve her country. Now she gets mad at young adults who want to go to war.

			At Fort Carson, Elliott busied herself to keep from having bad thoughts and to stay out of her own head. It was her way of surviving. She enrolled in school online and got her associate’s degree in business. After finishing the associate’s degree, she started a bachelor’s degree in psychology. She needed to keep very busy, to distract herself from creeping darkness. When she wasn’t working, studying, or playing racquetball, she was taking care of cats and dogs at a shelter in Colorado Springs. She couldn’t have an animal of her own because she lived in the barracks; the shelter was the next best thing. Every day Elliott did the same thing. The routine was one she could live by, even though she was still drinking at the time.

			In 2012, after one year in Afghanistan, Elliott left the Army after four years and returned to California. Although she had considered staying in the Army and even put in orders to go to Fort Drum, New York, when she learned that the unit was deploying to Afghanistan, she freaked out and decided instead to finish her enlistment and get out of the Army. It wasn’t until she moved away from the other soldiers that she realized how much help she needed. “I had no idea how much my stuff was bothering me,” she said. “No one really talked about it.” She and the other soldiers had built an unspoken support system. They knew what each other was going through and supported one another, almost by osmosis. In California, Elliott didn’t know any soldiers. Instead, civilians who often made inappropriate comments surrounded her. “Did you kill anyone?” “It must have been so cool being a gunner.” “Being in explosions must have been awesome.”

			Then the panic attacks started, one of which caused a seizure. She still experiences flashbacks. When they occur they last for hours and Elliott doesn’t know where she is.

			One day in California, Elliott saw a dead dog on a railroad track. In that microscopic instant she was back in war. “That’s what we saw in Afghanistan,” she said. Dogs were stuffed with bombs and left on the side of the road. “It was very fucked up.”

			After seeing the dog, Elliott went home to get her cell phone; she wanted to take a picture of the dog on the track. She had a message on her phone. It was an automatic Facebook message asking her to celebrate the birthday of a friend who had been killed in Afghanistan. She broke down. Then came New Year’s Eve and fireworks. She just wanted to crawl under her bed—with her gun. Elliott didn’t know how to deal with it all.

			Help came in many forms, including her dog, detox, group and private therapy, and Narcotics Anonymous/Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. She credits her German shepherd/wolf named Timber with saving her life. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Timber,” she said. When Elliott gets upset, Timber lies down with his head on the back of her neck. When she has nightmares, he jumps on her back, wakes her, and stays with her until she has calmed down. “Everything that I do and plan is about my dog,” Elliott said. “My dog is my Prozac. He gave me something to care for because I didn’t think I had anything when I came back. I didn’t think I had anything to offer. I had a degree and had been in the Army but had no hope, no joy, no positive outlook on life. I just didn’t care anymore.”

			Elliott continued drinking a lot and when she couldn’t quit on her own ended up in detox. She had become so antisocial that she could not connect with anyone. She wasn’t using the VA as a resource. She tried to kill herself again. She has a history of overdosing on pills when she doesn’t know what to do, and she did not know what to do when she got out of the Army.

			After she went through detox and got out of recovery, Elliott decided she could do this. She could heal and cope with her mental health challenges, her post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and her traumatic brain injury.

			She began to work hard at her recovery. There were times when she attended group therapy three to four times a week, including a women’s group, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), and Seeking Safety therapy. The women’s group was led by Katie Grace Bell. Elliott, who’s been around enough counselors to know, describes Bell as the best she’s come across. “She has been the most influential person in my life,” Elliott said. “I wouldn’t be sober if it weren’t for Katie. She got me into detox and then transitional living. I couldn’t stay in a place by myself because I wanted to get high. Katie has a huge heart and will help anybody.”

			In 2013, while in transitional housing, Elliott met Barrett Rupp. He became her boyfriend and helped her talk about her PTSD. He was one of the first people she opened up to. They got sober and moved in together.

			Elliott began volunteering at the VA; she finished her bachelor’s degree. Her goal when she came back from Afghanistan was to continue schooling because she loved to learn. She chose psychology, thinking she could learn about herself. Elliott loves psychology, but now she doesn’t want to be a psychologist. She made a realistic appraisal of her life and believes her problems will never go away. Elliott needs to learn how to cope with her issues, which she feels is the best she can hope for. “I go to someone for therapy because I want to talk to someone who knows their shit and can give me advice because I have no idea,” she said. “I don’t want to go to some person who knows nothing about it and is so fucked up that that’s why they decided to become a psychologist. That would have been me.”

			Elliott’s goal is to give back by working with veterans who suffer from PTSD and substance problems. The process is effective, she said. In just three months of working with the vets, she could tell she had come a long way. “I’m still not healed. I don’t think I’ll ever be healed. I know that,” Elliott said. But if she keeps adding to her toolbox of coping skills, when a stressful situation occurs she is prepared and not taken off guard.

			For Elliott, healing is about having serenity in her life. “I’ve felt moments of serenity. They come and go. Things get really good and I feel it and start doing a lot.” That’s often followed by feeling overwhelmed, when she has to take a step back and regroup. That’s the cycle. The key for Elliott is to keep herself from obsessing and to maintain a positive attitude. “I do have a lot of hope today and I know things are going to get better,” she said. She is better able to put things in perspective. These sound like clichés, but Elliott realizes that change will not happen overnight or on its own.

			“I’ve always been cut off from the world because of my anxiety and never really interacted with people,” she said. Elliott’s never had many friends, which means she hasn’t had people close enough to her to point out what was wrong or how she had changed. Elliott lived and
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