
“By faith in his name, Jesus Christ the Lord, has made this man who you see and know, strong. The faith which goes through him, has given him perfect soundness in the presence of you all.” -ACTS 3:16
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Soldiers who returned home from the wars in support of the Global War on Terrorism after 9/11, Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom, experienced difficult times adjusting to civilian life upon returning home. This is my experience...

THIS IS A TRUE STORY...
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Lying on my back in the middle of the night as “The Witching Hour” approached. I was staring at the ceiling fan watching it spin, listening to every tick the clock was making in the other room, hearing the dog snore, and my wife asleep next to me. Nothing was out of the ordinary to regular people. I started to drift, and the sound of the clock turned into a loud wishing sound like a helicopter. The sound turned to a double rotor like the sound of a chinook transportation helicopter. The pattern on the ceiling turned into a rock type pattern. The next thing I knew, I was in a Chinook helicopter descending from the air.

As we descended towards Combat Outpost Lowell, in the Kamdesh region of the Nuristan providence in Afghanistan, where Apache Troop Sixth Squadron, Fourth Cavalry Regiment, Third Brigade Combat Team, First Infantry Division (The Big Red 1) would be spending the next twelve to fifteen months. My adrenaline was pumping hard throughout my body. This was my first combat deployment. It was also my first combat deployment as a non-commissioned officer where I oversaw three soldiers who had never gone through a deployment themselves. My previous stint in the Army was in Germany, and I spent a small amount of time in Korea. Though I had gotten valuable experience, this was my first combat experience during the global war on terrorism.

I looked across the aircraft at my buddy who was a Staff Sergeant (SSG) named Tyler. He was one of the section sergeants in the platoon. I will not be using people's last names, only first or nicknames. He was my roommate at Fort Hood before we deployed. We always busted each other's balls, made funny motions and made remarks to each other. Tyler and I were both mesmerized by the terrain. It felt like the Chinook would never stop descending. How high was this mountain? Tyler motioned at me in a funny way like asking, “where are we going?” 

From the window of the aircraft, all I saw was a rock face that looked straight down, and it felt like it would never stop. I could not gain leverage to look down far enough to see the ground so that was nerve-racking. There were a lot of mixed emotions as we descended. Before we left Jalalabad (JABAD), Afghanistan, waiting for hours in130° heat on the tarmac in the middle of the Afghan desert.  Our platoon Sergeant, a Sergeant First Class named Jody, addressed the entire platoon the night before. He explained to us that we were going to the most dangerous place in the entire world. The tone he used told the whole story. 

Finally at the bottom of the window, I saw the top of what looked like a man-made structure. On the other side of the structure, I saw a river flowing adjacent to a dirt road. Everyone in the aircraft suddenly felt a big shift as the aircraft touched ground in the middle of the day on the 4th of July 2008. I then released the safety belt, stood up with my assault pack in front and me and everybody exited the rear of the aircraft.

Once we cleared the landing zone the Chinook took off and headed back to where our brigade headquarters was, which is about twenty-six clicks (Kilometers) away.  FOB (forward outgoing base) Bostic in the town of Nuray, which is in the Kunar Providence in Afghanistan. Transportation by helicopter was the only way to get to Combat Outpost Lowell. The terrain was too rugged and dangerous to do any type of vehicle maneuvering, so the air was the safest way. As I looked around, I could see that the outpost was surrounded by hills and mountaintops, which looked like a toilet bowl. As I followed the rest of the men off the LZ (Landing Zone), Tyler caught up to me, and we both looked up at the North Face. It was a huge flat hill side facing outside of the main entrance on the other side of the river. Tyler said, “what the fuck kind of place is this?”  The guys who had deployed to Iraq were even flabbergasted by the terrain. This was new to everyone.

Not a lot happened in the first couple of days as we were in transition with 173rd Airborne, who we were replacing. Once the transition was complete and 173rd left, it was only the sixty-five of us in First Platoon, Second Platoon, members of headquarters, command, and control. Our first little mission was just outside the front gate to the town of Kamu, while our leadership introduced themselves to the town leadership. Our mission there was to block Taliban smuggling routes in and out of Pakistan and win the hearts and minds of the local people. 

In this case we pulled security around the meeting in teams of two, and I just so happened to be next to my buddy Sly from Massachusetts, and he is a diehard Red Sox fan. For a brief time, the Marines gave out donated clothes to local nationals in the area. As Sly and I were pulling security, two kids walked by and one was wearing a New York Yankees hat, and the other kid was wearing a Los Angeles Dodgers hat. Sly and I just looked at each other and was like “What the fuck.” Me being originally from the Bay Area and a diehard San Francisco Giant’s fan saw the irony in that.

The first troops in contact (TIC) we got into were short and did not last very long. When we were going through the transition, the leadership for 173rd told us about their experience on that outpost. The outpost had gotten hit more than any other unit in the history of the Iraq and Afghanistan war combined. In this case the attack was just a small burst of fire that came from one of the target reference points that we had designated to the south. There was a group of our guys standing near the LZ (landing zone) when they heard a burst coming from the South Face, which was the hillside to the south of the outpost. Everybody on the Outpost ran to get their gear and got into position in case a big fight broke out. In this case it did not but the Taliban was starting to assess us and our reaction.

Attacks like this would go on throughout the rest of July and into the month of August. Around the beginning of August, I was bitten by something on a patrol. My arm swelled big to where I had to go to Forward Outgoing Base (FOB) Bostic where our squadron headquarters was. That was where I witnessed my first American soldier die. I was supposed to be there healing and the headquarters NCO at Bostic, and I heard a burst of fire coming from the hard stand next to ours. When we ran next door to see what was happening, there were already medics on site. A young eight-teen private first class was lying there bleeding to death. He and another soldier got into a fight and the other guy shot him. The young kid did not make it. I did not see him die though, just him suffering covered in blood scared for his life as the medics tried to save him. He was pronounced dead in the triage center. 

I was only at Bostic for a few days and when I healed up from the infection, I was on the next Chinook back to COP Lowell. The very next day, on a quiet day in mid-August, the reality of that place showed its true colors. It was just after evening prayer, as the sun was coming down over the mountains. Our outpost was in the middle of three towns in the area. The closest town was our ally town Kamu. We considered the town as allies, because we would contract the locals to do work for us throughout the deployment. The town government did their best to keep peace with us. 

COP Lowell wasn’t all fighting or preparing to fight. We had chores and details to do to keep the Outpost up. Two of the tasks were burning trash and human fesses in burn pits. Now that I look back, we were constantly exposed to these pits, breathing in all kinds of toxins. At the time you don’t even think about it, because it’s part of the deployment. While you’re deployed, you don’t think about the non-combat things that can hurt you. You are so worried about being shot or blown up, you don’t consider what you breathe in or what gets on your skin.

I was in the headquarters hooch with my buddy, Fletch, who was a Staff Sergeant. His MOS (Military Occupational Specialty) was a cavalry scout just like most of us but worked in headquarters instead as a line platoon soldier. We were sitting there talking about stuff when we heard a loud explosion coming from outside followed by small arms fire. Fletcher headed to the Tactical Operating Center (TOC), and I ran to get my gear. Before running out to the fight I threw a dip in my mouth. I have two grenade pouches on my person. One had a grenade, and the other one had my Copenhagen. Me and my squad ran out and because it was dawn, you could see the tracer rounds going back and forth from the mountainside to the outpost and vice versa. Tracer rounds are rounds that are in a chain linked gun that have a paint on the tip that glows when heated so when you're firing it you can see where the rounds are hitting. 

A lot of us were on the patio of the “castle.” The castle is what we call the main structure of the outposts where the TOC was. The castle was a decent sized structure and had fighting positions surrounding it and on top of it. It was the former king of Afghanistan’s hunting cabin. The other fighting positions were HMMWV’s that did not move. They were only put there by 173rd to put a cruiser of weapon on it so we can fight from there. The only problem with that was, if the Taliban were to cross the wire, it would be easy for them to overrun the outpost because once they get past the HMMWV’s, they would easily be able to advance to overrun us. Especially the Afghanistan National Army (ANA) compound which was in a vulnerable spot on the outpost itself. Our platoon sergeant Jody would address this later and get it fixed but right now we were in the middle of it and had to go with it.

During the fight I was running around trying to get accountability of my guys. I had two of them, Specialist (SPC) Glen Sewell and a Specialist I was in charge of named Jameson up at the castle along with other personnel with me, but I couldn't find Private First Class (PFC) Solo, which had run to the front gate 50 caliber machine gun position. We had a HMMWV with a crew-served weapon on it at the front gate. It was so loud with all kinds of chaos going on. Fire coming in, fire coming out. The sound of mortars landing on the outposts, and outgoing mortars being shot out towards the enemy who was firing at us. It was complete chaos. “Sergeant Bertron! Go to Solo ant the front gate!” my section sergeant who was a Staff Sergeant named Mario yelled, and I barely heard him Because it was so loud due to the amount of fire coming in and going out. I didn't hesitate one second as I ran out of the castle area and down to the ground level and started to sprint towards the truck at the front gate where Solo was.

As I was running past the mortar pit, I could see Solo in the hatch of the truck firing a 240B machine gun at the enemy onto target reference point one which was across the river up the mountain on a cliff. As I was running, I looked up and I could see the tracer rounds by the hundreds and thousands it seemed like right above my head. To my left was the hesco barrier full of dirt that protected the mortar pit. Upon sprinting past it and hearing small arms fire all around me I heard a whispering sound and then I saw a flash of a light. I do not remember anything further from that day. I had a headache for a week after that and would get dizzy spells. It is possible I was knocked down by an RPG blast that hit the hesco barrier. Anytime we got into a firefight like this, there were multiple storylines happening at once. I cannot verify this, but I had a concussion after that fire fight and just never addressed it.
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I popped out of bed swinging my arms around from a dead sleep. I was hyperventilating and gasping for air. I was soaking wet in freezing cold sweat. My pillow and sheets seemed like I had poured cold water on them. I was sitting there trying to come back to reality, when I realized that I was at home in San Jose, California. It was 03:00 in the morning, during the month of August. My new wife of only a few months woke up as well and witnessed the whole thing. She is the one who told me that I woke up swinging. I looked over at her and saw the look of confusion and terror in her eyes. She looked at me and asked, “Matt, are you okay? What happened?” I looked back at her and said, “I do not know! I just relived something!” I then got out of bed, went to the kitchen to wash my face off and got a drink of water. After that, I went to sit on the couch. 

I stayed up the rest of the morning until it was time to get ready to start the day. Nights like this have been happening for a couple of years now since I've been out of active duty. The Army had put me on temporary disability at the end of 2010 for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), because while on active duty I was showing noticeable signs like I just explained. During my time away from active duty, I went back to California where I'm originally from. My wife went to the same high school as me, but we did not hang out in school. We connected on a dating website shortly after I came back to California from serving in active duty. We eventually got together, engaged, and then married. Both my wife and I came from traditional families. I have two younger brothers, Kenny and Mark. My wife has an older brother who has nonverbal autism.

My mother was a teacher who has a high energy personality and does not take shit from anybody, however throughout my childhood I remember her overreacting to certain petty things. If it were something small that we could not control she would freak out. My mom had the reputation in my dad's circle of friends of being a woman they would not want to piss off. Anytime we would all be hanging out in my parents’ little circle, anytime my mother got over stimulated they would all make a joke like, “oh shit, we pissed off Jan.” It was never anything disrespectful, but they just knew how she got. 

I always say balance is the answer and the key to life. That is what my parents were to each other. My dad is the opposite of mom, and his laid-back patient personality balanced the family out. They had been together since high school, but the families have known each other since my parents were four years old. My parents met each other in the Sierra Nevada Mountain range where both their respective families had a family cabin. My dad's family cabin was right behind my mom’s family cabin just up the hill a little bit. Dad's family sold their cabin when me and my brothers were young, but mom's cabin was a huge part of our childhood growing up.

I knew my parents did not understand me after the war, but they knew something was off. Both of their fathers were World War II veterans. Papa Bertron fought in Europe under General Patton in the Battle of the Bulge and he also fought in Normandy in the second wave. Papa always told us kids, “The first wave was completely wiped out.” They did not know what PTSD was back then but I'm sure the signs I was showing were familiar to my parents since they grew up around it. Although I didn't share much with them. I felt distant from my immediate family, but I still went out of my way to go to family functions. I felt I would rather be uncomfortable than get a lecture from my family.

My wife certainly didn’t understand me. When we were dating, she dropped me off at my house one day and the condition was poking at me most of the day, so I was agitated. We got in this little disagreement as she dropped me off which caused my irritability level to rise. I remember feeling this anger for no reason. The side of me is reasonable by telling the other side to chill out but when my wife started saying things that I did not want to hear I became further agitated. I don't remember the exact context of the argument, which is why I'm stating it the way I am. My wife was laid back at the time, so she didn't raise her voice back at me but asked me to leave her vehicle and when I did, I slammed it shut. She broke up with me at that point, but Papa Bertron always said I could talk my way in or out of anything and I was eventually able to get her back.

My wife at the time was the second wife that I had. The first one is named Nicole, and she is from San Jose as well. We met on Myspace when I first got to Germany. We got together and did the long-distance thing after meeting while I was in San Jose on leave. We got married the next time I came home on leave. Nicole and I were only married for six months and that divorce broke my heart so badly. Nicole was my first ever love so it took me a while to get over her, but I was in Germany getting over her and that helped. From this point on, sleeping with random women became my calling and German women love American men and based on the time I was in Germany. Obviously, I was heartbroken but If Nicole were to leave, I am glad she left me when she did and not towards the end of my time there. 

My current wife did not know this but everywhere we went I was irritable. I hated leaving the house because I knew I had to deal with people. When I was out in public, my head was like a bobblehead. Looking everywhere and at everybody. I would walk through the store and if there was somebody walking past me, I would look to see where their hands were moving too. For what were they reaching? After they passed me, I would always look back to make sure they were continuing forward. 

I remember my wife sent me to the store one day and I walked in around the same time as a gangster looking guy and his girlfriend and he was hugging her from behind while walking. I was in front, and they walked into the grocery store right after I did. They were walking directly behind me, about six feet. I realized that day that I cannot have somebody walk directly behind me. My adrenaline was at an increases level. I tried to maneuver a certain way, and he kept walking behind me. I then purposely went down an aisle that I did not need to go down and he followed right behind. I had issues with Mexican gangs growing up, so my irritability wasn't just PTSD related. It was a memory from childhood when the Mexican gang members used to try to bully me all the time because my family was one of the only white families on the block. 

This time was different. This time I am a combat veteran, and I am not a scrawny little white kid anymore. I stopped in the middle of the aisle and looked back at the guy dead in his eyes and said, “why the fuck are you walking so close to me? Get the fuck moving on!” I thought he was going to get all ese (gangster) on me but gang members from that part of San Jose do not expect white boys to stand up for themselves because white people are the minority there. My adrenaline was off the charts, and I think he knew it. He did not know what to do. I stared at him so intimidatingly he didn't even say anything. He just walked on by giving me a side look. I didn't expect that, but I was proud that I didn't back down.

I didn't tell my wife about this altercation just like I kept a lot of things from her. As our marriage went on and at this point, we hadn't been married for a long time, only a few months, I was already starting to distance myself from the relationship itself. I did not want to go to all the family events with her. Even though I loved my wife, I still wanted to be independent sometimes like not going to every family function. We were supposed to go to her nana’s house one day and I went golfing with my dad on his birthday instead when we had this event planned prior. Any time I was in a group I just didn't fit in. If I was at one of her events I would just sit on a chair and kind of monitor everyone like people watching and kind of judge in my own head whether it was good or bad.

My wife and her mother were controlling people but for a reason. They always had a plan and always stuck to a routine. They were like this because of my brother-in-law, and who is nonverbal autism with epilepsy. Additionally, he has significant behavior management issues. Routine is especially important for people with his condition. Any change in routine can set off a trigger for him. So, they all lived as a family with a coordinated, controlled routine lifestyle. When I did not go to nanas house that was against the routine, and they were not happy with me.

I should have been able to relate to the structured lifestyle due to my time in the Army. The Army has a controlled schedule and a daily routine. When I got out of the Army, I had a sense of freedom, so my mentality was to rebel against that in the civilian world. On this day it was worse, due to the night I had just endured. In this scenario you get in a “fuck it” stage of mind. Meaning, you are just so overwhelmed that you just say, “fuck it" and nothing else matters. Everyone sucks and who cares. That is the mentality of myself when I am in that stage. I would always regret it and try and justify it after but never worked with my wife. I knew I was disappointed with her, but I would not change. I still felt that everybody else was fucked up in a way and they need to cater to me just like they do My brother in-law. Yeah, some man I was, right? This was my crazy logic at the time.

The following Wednesday after I got off work, I went straight home and waited for my wife to get home. Shortly after she arrived home from work, my mother-in-law showed up unexpectedly at our house. When I got into our condo, she asked her daughter to leave the room. She said she had to talk to me in private. Without hesitation, my wife complied with her mother’s order. I thought that was weird, but I was curious where this was going. 

My mother-in-law and I sat in the living room and then she started talking. She asked me why I was not at her mother's house the other day. I rolled my eyes at her and said, “No, I was golfing with my old man.” Sensing the vulgarity in her voice she looked at me with a half-smile on her face and said, “You married into my family. I run my family. Ergo, you comply with what I say. If we have a family function, I expect you to be there.” After hearing that and being a former non-commissioned officer in the United States Army, I was flabbergasted by these remarks. I was thinking, is this woman really in my house barking orders and expectations at me? I did not even defend myself against her. I just let her walk all over me. This was the side of me who was a pushover coming back after being defeated by the Soldier in me. It was like I just didn't want to engage. I did not think about it for too long, but I was also looking over my shoulder to see if my wife would come and defend me even though it was her mother. 

After my mother in-law left, I went into my bedroom where my wife was “What the fuck was that? Are you fucking serious?! Who the fuck does your mom think she is coming to my house with that bullshit!” In defense of her mom, my wife yelled back at me, “She’s done so much for us! How dare you speak of her this way!” As my adrenaline and rage soared through my body as my wife screamed at me, I screamed back at her and said “Are you fucking kidding me?! You’re taking her side and not your husband’s? You have no idea what the fuck is going on in my fucking head right now!!” I then picked up a chair that was in the room, and out of total rage, I picked it up a threw the chair through the closet door! The rage and adrenaline in the moment were equivalent to being in a firefight at COP Lowell. My wife started crying with a look of total fear and confusion. Later she told me that I had the look as if I was going to kill her. That broke my heart to hear because I would never hurt her. After seeing the look in her eyes, I came back too. I told her I needed a minute, so I went to the Brit to cool off. The Brit is a British pub I used to go to in South San Jose. 

When I got there the guys at the pub could tell I was not in a normal state of mind. The guys I am referring to were older friends that I had who were regulars at the pizza sports bar I worked at in high school. After the war, I had a good relationship with people that were older than me rather than people my own age. These guys all respected me because of my service. They all knew something was off with me but never judged. Even the owners and bar employees admired and respected me. Although, one of the owners, who is an older Scotsmen would always make a joke how “unstable” I seemed.

I was sitting in my corner spot so I could see the door and the whole bar, dressed in my jeans, boots, and truckers’ hat, with a shot of whiskey and a beer in front of me. A bearded man walked into the bar dressed like me. He stopped after he walked in and looked all around the restaurant with a look of unease. I was familiar with it. He then sat at a small table where he could see the whole restaurant along with all the exits. I immediately knew he was a combat vet like me. I then told the server to get him a beer on me, so she did. As I was leaving, the man stopped me and asked why I bought him a beer. I told him, “Simple. I know my kind. Cheers, brother.” It turns out he was a Marine and we sat there and had a beer and shared a few military and war stories. Encounters like that seem to normalize me in my own subconscious.

The next day after work, and as always, I got home before my wife did. My wife, being on point with things, randomly asked me to show her how to take all my weapons apart I had in my safe. I should have known she had a motive, but being a combat vet and a weapon enthusiast, I was thrilled to teach her. At the time, in our gun safe, I had only a couple hunting rifles and a XD40 pistol I had bought in Texas when I was stationed there. It turns out that my wife asked me to teach her that in case I wigged out again and became a danger to her or myself. When my wife learned I had this war related condition she educated herself on veteran suicide and other things that combat veterans were victims of. The suicide rate is twenty-two veterans per day on average. So, the knowledge of weapons was for both of our safety. She had also made what they call a “bug-out bag.” A bug-out bag is a bag full of cloths, food, and water. She had a plan that if she had to leave there would be no way I could find or contact her. 

The wife and I can only afford small weekend trips so for my birthday we decided to go to Disneyland. Personally, I do not care for Disneyland much because of the crowds and it is just not my atmosphere. I would rather have gone to Lake Tahoe, which is my favorite place in the entire world but, this particular trip, I took the wife's recommendation to go to Disney because when I started to talk about Tahoe, she was already complaining that I would spend all the time down at the casino floor gambling. My wife was always concerned about money. To the people that know Disney and are questioning the money comment. Though the cost was still expensive for Disney tickets, it was not as expensive as it is now, and it technically was a cheaper trip assuming I lost all the money I would have gambled with in Tahoe.

Upon arrival in downtown Disney, where our hotel was, I noticed there was a ton of people around. My anxiety level immediately went up. We walked inside the hotel and up to the lobby. By this time, I had already scanned the whole lobby area and found out where every exit was. My wife had gone up to the front desk to check in. I stayed back with the luggage with people all over the place. I could not help noticing every movement of hand from every person that was walking next to me. I had to watch and see what their intention to walk near me was. At the same time, I kept seeing a shadowy figure in the corner of my eye. I noticed it but did not acknowledge it because of the crowd that was around me. When my wife was done checking in, we headed up to the room with plans to head out to the park.

After spending a few hours then the park, I was doing my best to tolerate the crowd and not make a scene. The last ride we went on before taking a dinner break was Pirates of the Caribbean. Pirates is one of the oldest and most famous rides in Disneyland. The ride consists
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