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For my A-Driver and my Doc.

You already know why.

We made it back. Not all of us did.

This is for the ones still trying.



Part I: Downrange Doesn't End


Chapter 1: The Blast

It wasn't loud at first.

That's the part people don't get. Everyone thinks it's this massive Hollywood explosion, sound blowing your ears out, flames and screaming and all that shit.

Nah.

First thing I remember is the silence.

Then the pressure.

Like the world punched me in the chest and forgot to stop.

I was in the truck, same as always. Same road, same dust, same stupid routine we'd run a hundred damn times before. I was thinking about nothing. Probably food. Or sleep. Or getting the hell out of there.

Jonesy had been riding me all morning about some bet he lost back at the FOB. Something about a card game, twenty bucks, and a guy named Perkins who apparently cheated. I wasn't listening. I never listened when Jonesy got going about Perkins. It was like background noise. Familiar background noise.

Then it hit.

Truck lifted. Not like a bump. Like God himself grabbed it and said, nah, fuck this one.

Everything went white. Not black. White.

I don't remember hitting anything. I don't remember screaming.

I remember trying to breathe and not being able to.

That part sticks.

You ever try to breathe and your body just says no? Like it forgot the instructions? Like someone hit a reset and the reboot's taking too long?

That's when I knew something was real bad.

Then the noise came back. Not normal noise. Just ringing. Like someone shoved a knife in your ear and twisted it slow.

I couldn't see straight. Couldn't hear right. Hands didn't feel like mine. I was looking at them like they belonged to someone else. Some dumb bastard who made bad life choices.

I kept thinking: where's Jonesy?

I tried to move. Couldn't tell if I was moving or not.

Everything smelled like burned metal and dirt and something else I don't like thinking about.

Then voices. Far away. Or maybe close. Didn't matter.

Somebody yelling.

Somebody always yelling.

And then...

"Stay with me!"

That was Doc.

Always Doc.

I remember trying to laugh. Don't know why. Just felt stupid not to.

Couldn't get the sound out.

Next thing I knew, I was staring at the sky.

Just blue.

Calm as hell.

Didn't match anything that just happened.

That's the moment that screws with me the most, even now. Not the blast. Not the pain. Not any of it.

Just that sky.

World falls apart. Sky doesn't care.

Bastard.



Chapter 2: Dust and Silence

They told me later it was a good hit to survive.

Good.

That word stuck with me. Good hit. Like it was a decent shot at the range or something. Like I should feel proud. Maybe frame it.

I lost time. Weeks maybe. Hard to tell. Hospitals all blur together. Same walls. Same smells. Same fake calm that everyone wears around you like a costume.

People kept asking how I felt.

I didn't know what the hell that meant.

I was alive. That's what I knew. Everything else was static.

The Army has this thing they do. Lot of forms. Lot of nodding. Lot of people in nice offices who've never been downrange explaining what your experience means. There's a word for it. Several words. PTSD. TBI. MST. They love their acronyms. Makes it easier to file, I guess.

I didn't fight it. You get tired of fighting paperwork.

But something wasn't right.

Not in my body. That was healing. Slow and painful and boring as watching grass die in August, but healing.

In my head.

Like something got left behind over there and nobody bothered to tell me.

I'd wake up at three in the morning and just sit there. Not scared. Not sad. Just awake and waiting. Like some part of my brain was still on watch. Still scanning. Still running threat assessment on a room that was just a room.

Nothing out there. Just dark. Just quiet.

I hated the quiet.

You know what's loud downrange? Everything. Generators. Vehicles. Radios. People. There's always something happening, always something running, always noise. You think you hate it. You count down the days til you can sleep in silence.

Then you get the silence and your brain doesn't know what to do with it.

Mine filled it in. Supplied its own soundtrack.

That's a real fun thing to discover about yourself.

Jonesy came by once. While I was still in the hospital. He looked worse than I did, which was saying something because I'd seen myself in a mirror by then and it wasn't encouraging.

We didn't talk about the blast. We talked about food. We talked about some movie that was supposed to be good. We talked about nothing, because nothing was the only thing that worked.

When he left he stopped at the door.

"You good?" he said.

I told him yeah.

He knew I was lying. I knew he knew. We were both fine with that.

That's the thing about guys who've been through it together. You don't need to say the real stuff out loud. Sometimes you just need someone to stand in the doorway for a second and then leave.

It was enough.

For a while.



Chapter 3: Back in the World

Coming home is weird.

People don't talk about that part enough. They talk about the homecoming. The airport. The yellow ribbons. The neighbor who puts a sign in the yard like you're a Little League team. They don't talk about what happens two weeks later when everyone goes back to their life and you're standing in a grocery store staring at forty-seven types of cereal and you want to put your fist through the shelf.

Forty-seven types of cereal.

I counted.

Honey Nut Cheerios. Fine. I get that. But then there's Honey Nut Cheerios with extra honey. And Honey Nut Cheerios with oats. And Honey Nut Cheerios Medley Crunch, whatever the hell that is.

I stood there for probably ten minutes.

Then I left without cereal.

That's not a joke about grocery stores. That's what every decision felt like. Too many options. Too many normal. Too much of a world that had kept spinning fine without me and didn't especially need me back.

The Army tells you there's a transition. Transition assistance program. More acronyms. Classes. Checklists. They give you a folder.

I still have the folder. I never opened it.

Kate was there when I landed. She had that look. The look people get when they're trying to be happy and terrified at the same time. She hugged me hard. I remember being surprised by how small she felt. I didn't tell her that.

She cried a little.

I held on.

And I thought: I should feel something right now. Something big. This is the moment. All those months and here's the moment and it should feel like something.

It felt like standing in an airport.

I figured that was just the adrenaline wearing off. The adjustment. Give it a week.

Give it a month.

I gave it seven months before I admitted to myself that the week idea hadn't panned out.

Work was another thing.

I'd been a mechanic. Vehicles. Recovery ops. That's what I knew. So I got a job at a shop outside of town. Decent enough place. The guy who ran it, Paul, had done two years in the Marines back in the nineties and never once mentioned it unless you asked, which I respected. He didn't make it a thing.

The work was fine. Familiar. Grease and metal and problem-solving. I was good at it. Always had been.

But every now and then a truck would backfire in the parking lot and I'd be somewhere else for about three seconds.

Three seconds doesn't sound like much.

Try explaining those three seconds to your coworker who just asked if you wanted Subway for lunch.

* * *

The nights were the worst.

I'd sleep three, maybe four hours. Then I'd be awake. Fully awake. Like I'd been plugged into something.

Kate would reach over and I'd already be sitting up.

She stopped asking if I was okay around month three. Not because she didn't care. Just because she could read the answer in the silence and had run out of things to do with it.

I didn't blame her.

I blamed myself, which is at least geographically closer to accurate.



Chapter 4: Kate Tries

Kate was good.

I want to be clear about that. She wasn't some saint and she wasn't a doormat. She was just a genuinely decent person who'd signed up for something she thought she understood and found out she didn't. That's not her fault. It's not anybody's fault. It's just how it goes sometimes.

She'd watch me like I was something she could figure out if she just paid enough attention. Like a problem. Like a puzzle that came with all the pieces but the box had gotten wet and the picture on top was ruined.

I didn't blame her.

Hell, I didn't understand me either.

She'd say things like, you're home now.

Yeah.

That's the problem.

She read articles. I know because I'd see the tabs open on her laptop. Things like helping your veteran partner and what not to say to someone with PTSD and understanding hypervigilance. She was trying. She genuinely was. And I'd see her trying and I'd feel guilty about it, which made me pull back further, which made her try harder, which made me feel worse.

Fun cycle.

There was one night. We'd gone to dinner at some place her friends picked. Nice restaurant. Low lights. Nice enough. I sat with my back to the wall because of course I did. Kate knew to ask for that table. She'd learned.

Her friend Dana was there. Dana's husband Greg. Another couple I couldn't remember. They were all talking about something. A trip somewhere. Italy maybe. Or Portugal. One of those places where the food is good and nobody's trying to kill you.

And I sat there and I tried to follow it. I really did. I was present. I was nodding. I was doing the thing.

But some part of me was already calculating exits. Had been since we walked in. Two doors. One kitchen entrance. Bar crowd's thinner on the left side. That table near the window is a liability. These thoughts aren't dramatic. They're not even loud. They just run in the background like an app you forgot to close.

Kate touched my hand. Brought me back.

"You okay?" she said, quiet, just for me.

"Yeah," I said. "Portugal sounds great."

She squeezed my hand.

We both knew I hadn't heard a word about Portugal.

That was the thing about Kate. She loved me enough to let the lie slide. And I loved her enough to keep trying to mean it.

For a while, anyway.

* * *

There was a different night. Earlier. Maybe two months after I got home.

We were in the kitchen. Late. She was making something, soup, I think, something that required actual effort at eleven PM because she'd worked all day and still came home and made real food instead of cereal. That was Kate. She did things like that without making a production of it.

I was sitting at the table watching her and the kitchen was warm and the light was that yellow kind that makes things look like a painting. And for maybe four minutes I wasn't anywhere else. I wasn't running threat assessment. I wasn't two-in-the-morning Jake or grocery store Jake or restaurant Jake.

I was just there.

She turned around and caught me looking at her.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing," I said. "Just. This is good."

She tilted her head. Trying to figure out if I meant the soup.

I didn't mean the soup.

She smiled. The real one, not the careful one she'd started wearing around me. The one from before.

"Yeah," she said. "It is."

Four minutes.

I held onto that for a long time. Still do, if I'm honest. Not in a sad way anymore. In a grateful way. For the four minutes I had it right, before I let everything good get too heavy to carry.



Chapter 5: The Noise That Won't Shut Off

It's not like the movies.

In the movies, PTSD is a guy diving under a table when a car backfires. Maybe some shaking. Maybe a flashback where the screen goes blurry and you see fire and then he snaps out of it and someone hugs him. Roll credits.

Real version's quieter. And uglier. And a lot more boring, weirdly.

Mine was mostly noise.

Not sound. Thought.

The brain running its own commentary track on everything, all the time, uninvited. A loop that starts before you're even fully awake and doesn't shut down until you drink it quiet or tire it out. And some nights you can't drink it quiet and you can't tire it out and you just lay there and listen to it.

Reliving things you can't change. Rehearsing things that won't happen. Worst-casing everything.

My brain decided about six months in that its primary job was to keep me alive at all costs. Noble, maybe. But the threat assessment was off. The calibration was shot.

Grocery store: potential threat.

Crowded restaurant: definite threat.

Loud kid at the park: spike, recovery, spike again.

I wasn't scared. Let me be clear about that. It didn't feel like fear exactly. It felt like being switched on. Being in a state that made sense once and now had no off switch and no legitimate purpose.

Like a really well-trained dog that's been brought inside and keeps alerting at squirrels through the window.

You're not in danger, buddy.

Try telling that to the dog.

I started avoiding things without really deciding to. Big crowds. Loud bars. Events. Places where I couldn't see the whole room. Places where I was expected to be normal for a sustained period of time.

Kate noticed.

Of course she noticed.

We stopped going places. I told myself that was fine. I'd been overseas, done enough going. Staying was fine. Staying was a choice, not a retreat.

Staying was a retreat.

I knew that. I just wasn't ready to do anything about it.




Part II: Unraveling


Chapter 6: Whiskey and Static

First drink wasn't about getting drunk.

It was about getting quiet.

Big difference.

People think addiction is about chasing something. The high. The escape. They picture someone reaching for the bottle because they want to feel good.

Nah.

It's about shutting something off.

Two fingers of whiskey and the


















Chapter 7: The Pattern






























Chapter 8: Pushing Back
































Chapter 9: The Fight That Ends It




























Chapter 10: Alone With It





























Part III: The Old Sergeant


Chapter 11: He Shows Up








































Chapter 12: No Sympathy, Just Truth


























































Chapter 13: The Old Ways


































Chapter 14: Sit With It



























Chapter 15: Breaking Before Bending






































Part IV: Rebuild


Chapter 16: Learning to Breathe Again
























Chapter 17: Pain Without Running




























Chapter 18: Small Wins























Chapter 19: Slip

























Chapter 20: Letting Go of the War




































Part V: Something Like Peace


Chapter 21: A Different Kind of Life















Chapter 22: New Love, No Bullshit





















Chapter 23: Carrying It, Not Being It


















Chapter 24: Still Here











































If You’re Still Here: You’re Not Alone


Crisis Support

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline


Veterans Crisis Line





Find a Vet Center Near You



Substance Use Support



For the Ones Trying to Understand
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