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Winner of the Nautilus Book Award and the Military Writers Society of America Gold Medal.A
young combat veteran hides in his closet under a pile of clothes on bad nights. Another, home
for five days, can’t figure out how to talk to his wife. And a commander’s spouse recounts the
soul-draining effect of attending nearly one hundred memorial services…When therapist
Elizabeth Heaney left her private practice to counsel military service members and their families,
she came face-to-face with unheard-of struggles and fears. Emotions run deeply—and often
silently—in the hearts of combat veterans in this eye-opening portrait of the complex, nuanced
lives of service personnel, who return from battling the enemy and grapple with readjusting to
civilian life.Presenting the soldiers’ stories—told in their own words—as well as her own story of
change, Heaney offers an intimate perspective, not of war itself but of its emotional aftermath.
Some of these stories scrape the bone; others are hopeful, even comical. Every one reveals the
sacrifices of those on the front lines and the courage, grace, and honor with which they serve.
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NOTENames, ranks, and physical descriptions have been changed to protect privacy. Changes
were made to details—such as how many times I talked to the soldier, where the soldiers came
from, their ethnic backgrounds, if they had deployed, whether they were married or had children
—as long as doing so wouldn’t alter the underlying nature of the actual exchange, the crux of the
conversation, or the essence of the soldier’s concerns. Some interactions described represent
an amalgamation of conversations I had with many different service members. It’s likely many
soldiers could imagine a described scene is about them, but I have taken precautions to make
sure individuals are not otherwise identifiable. In order to further preserve privacy, specific bases
and base locations are not named.Members of the United States Marine Corps are officially
called Marines; members of the Air Force are airmen; Navy service members are sailors; Coast
Guard members are coasties; and those who serve in the Army are soldiers.For the purposes of
this book, the term “soldiers” is used generically, although service members from each of these
branches of the United States military, except for the Coast Guard, are represented in these
stories. Because the Army is the largest branch of the armed services, the language used is
Army-referenced for simplicity’s sake, since the military terms and colloquialisms can vary
widely from one branch to another.MILITARY RANKS, ABBREVIATIONS, AND
TERMSRANKSCaptain (CPT)Command Sergeant Major (CSM)Corporal (CPL)First Lieutenant
(1LT)Lieutenant Colonel (LTC)Major (MAJ)Private (PVT)Private First Class (PFC)Second
Lieutenant (2LT)Specialist (SPC)Staff Sergeant (SSG)ABBREVIATIONS15N (military
occupational specialty of avionic mechanic)CAO (casualty assistance officer)DFAC (dining
facility)FOB (forward operating base)IED (improvised explosive device)MOS (military
occupational specialty)NCO (noncommissioned officer)PCS (permanent change of station)PT
(physical training)PX (post exchange)SOF (special operations forces)TERMSblock leave: when
most or all of the unit takes leave at the same time, which commonly occurs before and after
deployments or during the summer and Christmas holidaysclass A: dress uniformdownrange:
soldiers’ term for combat overseasin-process: a regular procedural practice soldiers must
undergo when they return from deploymentoutside the wire: beyond the boundaries of the base



of operationsre-up: reenlist for a specified number of yearstasked (to do something): assigned to
do itPROLOGUE“Here’s how it was: if something moved, I had to shoot.” Corporal Springer’s
face is ashen; all the color drains out as he remembers deploying into Iraq at the very beginning
when the killing was crazy and out of control. “You understand? If it moves, I shoot.”“I
understand, corporal. If it moves, you shoot.” I keep my voice and my gaze steady,
direct.Springer is out of the Army now; he came to the base for counseling when his symptoms
began to be too much to manage. He doesn’t like having to interact with people, so he works as
a landscaper, spending his workdays alone and silent. He has just started seeing
me.“Everything was so damned hyped up.” As he speaks, his body becomes agitated, his hands
flailing. “We were clearing buildings, moving through the worst parts of the city—dangerous,
dangerous neighborhoods. If something moved, I couldn’t take the time to figure out what it was.
If I hesitated, I’d be dead.”I look at him and nod, but I stay quiet, wanting him to keep telling the
tales he can’t bear to hold inside anymore. He tells me he and his buddies were fighting hard,
never knowing who the enemy really was. Someone who looked like an innocent shopkeeper
might be carrying a bomb; a young woman leaning against a doorway might be spying on troop
movements.“It was insanity. I shot at anything that moved. Could’ve been a sniper or a dog or
even a little kid. You understand?”This battle-ravaged soldier wrings his hands and then runs
them back and forth across his buzz-cut blond hair. His square jaw is set, his face like stone. He
sits on the edge of the worn gray couch in my counseling office at the battalion building, not
looking out the window, not glancing around the room. When he’s not looking intently at me, he’s
gazing downward at the cloud patterns in the linoleum floor.“When I went over there, I was
nineteen. I thought I was hot shit, all gung ho, let’s do this! I thought I was prepared, you know?
But when I got there, it wasn’t anything at all like what we’d been told in the training . . .” His voice
trails off and he shudders.“My buddies were dropping like flies. I lost count after the first week or
two. I thought I would be next—every minute, every single day. Then it became so simple: just
keep shooting. Shoot at everything. Shoot first. It was gonna be me or them, and I had to make
sure it was them. That was the deal. By the end of my first month, I felt like a goddamn monster; I
still had a whole year left in my deployment.”Springer studies the linoleum floor as if it holds
answers; his body is frozen in the memory of how it felt to be on high alert, fearing for his life and
taking the lives of others. As we talk, there are times when Springer gets anxious and looks like
he’s going to bolt out of the room. He tells me it’s extremely difficult to suppress the urge to run.
In those moments, he goes quiet and sits statue-still, forcing himself to stay seated until the urge
to flee has passed. At other times, he speaks so fast and so frankly, I can hardly keep up with his
words. This fast/slow rhythm mirrors the jolting pace of his out-of-control nervous system.His
voice drops. “Here’s the thing, ma’am. Sometimes, when the fighting was close-up, I saw the
guy’s face. Just before I pulled the trigger, we would look at each other. I remember their faces. I
remember them, ma’am. And now I keep wondering, ‘What will God think of me?’ I know I had to
shoot. But what will God think of me? I was raised Catholic. I used to go to church. Now I don’t
know if God will even look at me.”Springer’s voice is nearly a whisper. He’s barely



breathing.“That’s what you’re trying to sort out, right? ‘What kind of person am I if I did all these
things?’”Springer nods and we sit in silence. After a while, he looks up and says there’s more he
wants to tell me, but that’s enough for today. He tells me he’ll stop by soon to talk some more,
and I shake his hand as he leaves.When he shows up at my office again a few days later,
Springer begins with a statement: “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”He comes back to this phrase again
and again as he tells me the things he feels compelled to do: He checks his refrigerator a
hundred times a day, even though he knows exactly what’s in it. While driving through his quiet
neighborhood, he scans the side of the road for bombs or hidden enemies. He feels instant,
raging frustration if he has to wait in line for any reason at all, so he avoids grocery stores and
home improvement stores. Since crowds make him nervous, he usually skips going to movies or
to the mall. Stadiums or arenas are out of the question.After confessing each of these difficulties,
Springer looks at me with his piercing blue eyes and repeats, “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”I assure him:
he’s not crazy. He’s doing the things soldiers do when PTSD is scrambling their inner world. He’s
trying to find ways to feel safe while his neurological system is telling him danger is immense
and immediate.Even though it’s been seven years since he returned from Baghdad, Springer still
wakes up every night, screaming and sobbing, from heart-splitting nightmares of the things he
saw and did. He lives by himself. “That way, ma’am, no one hears me scream; no one will think
I’m crazy.”Springer stays quiet for a while and I watch him as he stares downward, swimming in
his fears and memories, trying to piece together what’s happened to him. I sit quietly, knowing he
needs these silent moments to gather himself before we wade further into the turmoil. A few
minutes pass before Springer looks up, fixes his gaze on me, and says, “I don’t fit in real life
anymore.”With this statement, it’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. He’s stating
one thing no one ever wants to admit: I don’t fit. He’s not talking metaphorically or figuratively.
He’s not saying he feels like he doesn’t fit. He’s admitting a clear, straightforward knowing that
resides like a scalding ember in his core.At this point in our conversation, Springer looks
particularly stressed. He scoots up to the very edge of the couch and leans forward intently, as if
he’s getting ready to jump right off the edge of it. His body is like a tight spring, coiled and
tensed.“Ma’am, I have to tell you something.”I nod.“Ma’am, when I came back, I was glad to be
home and out of that hell over there, but life didn’t make sense anymore. It seemed like I was
supposed to just go along as if nothing had happened and nothing had changed. But I wasn’t the
same person at all, and I had all kinds of weird things going on inside me. I tried to act like I was
OK, but I could tell people thought I was fucked-up. I wasn’t myself and everyone knew it, no
matter how much I tried to fake it.“After a couple of months, my enlistment was up. I left the Army
and went back to Montana to stay with my parents. You know, I just didn’t know what else to do.
My family there, they kept telling me, ‘You’re different. You’ve really changed.’ But I couldn’t help
it.”His eyes well up and he tucks his hands under his thighs, willing himself to stay on the couch’s
edge. There’s a kind of pleading in his eyes.“Ma’am, I . . . I . . .” He keeps his eyes on me like he
needs ballast for the next part of the story to come forward. Finally, he blurts out, “Sometimes I
hide in my closet. I can’t help it. I know I’m a grown man, but I can’t help it.”“It’s OK,” I tell him, “I



know you can’t help it. You’re just trying to not be so scared.”“Yeah.” His voice is very faint as he
slips into the image of himself in the closet. “I get way back in the corner. Sometimes I pile
clothes on top of me. I pull things off hangers and try to cover myself up with them. It’s dark and
quiet in there.”“Right,” I say. “It’s quiet and nothing happens. You’re safe for a while, aren’t
you?”Springer’s face flushes. He nods and takes in huge gulps of air, tears streaming down his
face.“But I have to tell you something else.”I nod.“One day, when I’m in my closet, I hear my dad
calling my name. He’s walking through the house, calling me and looking in different rooms
trying to find me. I know it’s him. I mean, I know it’s my dad. But I can’t get myself to move. I hear
him getting closer. He walks into my room to see if I’m in there. He starts to leave, but then I can
hear him walk over to the closet and he turns the doorknob. He sticks his head in and sees me,
and for a long time we just look at each other.“Then my dad gets down on his knees, crawls into
the closet, pulls me into his arms, and he starts crying. He just holds on to me real tight and we
both cry like babies.”Springer breaks down and sobs; his body shakes violently.“I’m glad you
have a dad like that,” I say quietly.When he looks up, his hard stare has weakened ever so
slightly, and his gaze holds a tiny hint of vulnerability that wasn’t there before. He’s finally
beginning the long journey home.CHAPTER 1As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan dragged on,
military leaders began to recognize the impact of multiple deployments on combat veterans and
their families. To help soldiers and families cope with the enormous stress of lengthy
separations, war injuries, and death, the Department of Defense initiated a program on military
bases that offered soldiers free counseling that was strictly confidential. To implement this
program, civilian counselors were hired to work on military bases all over the world.As a
counselor with little knowledge of the military, I was surprised and impressed when a few of my
colleagues became part of this new program, signing up to work on bases where soldiers were
getting ready to deploy into combat or just returning from combat deployments. When I first
learned of their new jobs I thought about the possibility of joining them, but I relished the
freedom of my private practice work and enjoyed the wide variety of clients who came to see me.
Working for a company that would send me to one base after another—and working with just
one population of clients—seemed limiting and unappealing to me, so I dismissed the
opportunity.A year or so later, however, circumstances changed my mind. I was in my midfifties,
single and childless, and for a couple of years I’d been grappling with a strong inner urge to
make big changes in my life. As the months passed, the urge to change became more and more
forceful and persistent. The feeling was also confounding: Where would I live? What would I do
for work? Why should I leave the place I had loved and enjoyed? As the urge grew, my
pleasantly settled life began to shift underneath my feet, without my assent. I began to feel
pushed out of all that was familiar, and I sensed that this inner demand for change simply would
not be ignored.As the ensuing upheaval rolled through my life, it was as if Tucson withdrew from
the embrace I had felt during the twenty-six years I had lived there. I spent my last two years in
Tucson grappling with a cascade of losses unlike anything I had ever experienced before. The
experience of driving along Campbell Avenue, River Road, or Speedway, streets that had been



my daily routes, felt “flat”—the roads suddenly seeming foreign and unknown. My favorite cafés,
bookstores, and shops—Bentley’s, The Cup Café, Antigone Books, Feast, and Beyond Bread—
no longer held any appeal for me. All the lovely threads that had been holding me closely
entwined with my city were cut, one after the other. I might as well have been in Morocco or
Tanzania, for I felt no sense of connection to Tucson at all. I was stunned, and I felt uprooted as
other unwelcome changes took my life apart.During these months of dismantling, my house was
broken into. Twice. The first time it happened, I walked into my ransacked house to find my
grandmother’s marcasite watch from the early nineteen hundreds; the delicate gold and
miniature-pearl necklace I’d been given for my First Communion; an antique gold necklace my
parents purchased at an estate sale; and “junk” jewelry given to me by my grandparents—pieces
that sparkled with blues, greens, and purples in fanciful detail—all gone. The intruders also had
taken the TV, the stereo, the microwave, and any furniture that could be easily carried. I found my
dog cowering underneath an end table, traumatized by the break-in.During the second burglary,
the thieves took my computer and the computer’s backup system, along with my cell phone, the
printer, and some of my clothing. By taking my computer’s backup system, the burglars
effectively wiped out my entire electronic history. I lost all my music, all my photos, fifteen years’
worth of notes, outlines, handouts, and tests from classes and workshops, and twenty years of
essays and other writing. For months, I couldn’t think of the loss without crying.One night shortly
after the second break-in, I woke to find myself standing in the middle of my bedroom, half-
crouched, heart pounding, my hands out in front of me, ready for a fight. In my startled-awake
state, I didn’t know what had propelled me, still asleep, into the middle of the room. I must have
heard a noise while I was sleeping and leapt into a “defensive position” before I was even fully
awake.Over the twenty-six years I’d been in private practice in Tucson, I’d built a good reputation
and had a steady stream of clients. I often had a waiting list of folks who wanted to work with me
as soon as I had an opening in my schedule. As this chapter of upheaval in my life unfolded,
however, the phone literally stopped ringing. Without any logical reason that I could think of, my
appointment book became page after page of barren time slots. I now had only a few sessions
scheduled per week, and a slew of empty days in which I wasn’t sure what to do with
myself.Floundering emotionally, I took long hikes by myself in the Catalina Mountains, spent a lot
of time at the branch library two blocks from my house, and watched TV with vacant eyes. I
fought off a sense of panic over the fact that I couldn’t stop the destruction of my comfortable life.
The losses moved through one area of my life after another, and I began to slip into days filled
with struggle and fear. I had the distinct experience that the changes were happening to me, as
opposed to seeing things I was doing that might lead to the shifts.Close friends wondered aloud
what the heck was going on with my life. They had always known me to be a steady, grounded
person whose life lacked drama or upheaval.“I’m sorry. I don’t get it,” said Terry, after I called and
told her of the latest calamity to befall me.I’d gone for a hike in the nearby mountains to burn off
some stress, and while I was on the trail, someone threw a large rock through my car window
and then stole my wallet, including my credit cards, and all the tools in my trunk. This happened



the week after I had taken my car in for a very minor repair that had ended up costing me several
hundred dollars. It seemed as though every time I spoke with Terry, I had new hardships to
report.“This isn’t like you,” Terry said. It felt like a rebuke.“Well, it’s like me now,” I told her sadly—
and a little defensively.In her eyes, I had become someone who called up to talk about one sad
drama after another. In the past, we had laughed and shared our lives with pretty consistent
optimism. Now, my voice was flat, I struggled to see anything good in what was happening, and
my sense of humor was completely gone.She seemed to think I should hold it together better,
that I should keep myself in a more positive frame of mind. I felt like Terry didn’t understand at all.
As she began to sound vaguely impatient with my reports, I felt like I’d worn her out with my tales
of hardship and suffering. She seemed frustrated with my failure to do something that would
reverse my string of misfortunes. Eventually, her frustration and her inability to grasp my
helplessness in the face of mounting losses led to the end of our twenty-five year friendship, and
I grieved yet another loss.Other friendships ended, too. I dropped out of touch because I couldn’t
manage to return phone calls or answer emails. At times, I was too weary from the difficulties to
keep up the effort of being sociable. I began to feel more and more alone.One friend, Jonathan,
had been a brother to my heart for twenty-five years. I’d spent countless Christmases, Easters,
and Thanksgivings with him, his wife, and his family. I’d gone to family weddings with them, and
we’d camped and hiked all over the Southwest together. Our bond felt as solid as the earth
beneath my feet. One morning, out of his New Age perspective on life, Jonathan gently shared
that he felt I was “creating” the difficulties I was grappling with. That hurt. If a person had been
through this sort of tsunami of loss, he would grasp that no one would choose to “create” this
kind of trauma.I had known for many years that Jonathan sincerely embraced the paradigm that
we all create our experiences in life. While I didn’t always share that perspective, it had never
resulted in a conflict between us. Now, however, in his view, I had to be doing something to
create all of the catastrophes I was experiencing. I knew with every cell of my being I wasn’t
causing all these things to happen. After that, an unbridgeable gap opened between us, and we
stopped communicating—and I spent even more time alone, wondering how to get through the
storm.Some friends showed great compassion toward me, but even with them, I heard baffled
helplessness in their voices as they listened to my ever-evolving tale of struggle and loss. One
friend said it was my “Saturn return” (an astrological construct for huge life-shifts). Another
believed it was a midlife crisis, while yet another framed it as an “identity crisis.” Whatever it was,
as time went by and the losses continued, I wondered whether it was even worth trying to share
these experiences with others. My friendships seemed to have become a one-sided tale of
woes.Morning after morning, I dressed as soon as I woke up and headed out on long, rambling
walks to stave off anxiety. I felt slightly frantic and on guard, wondering which thread of my life
would come unraveled next. I began to live in fear of the next unexplainable event, the next
unexpected loss. If I didn’t begin walking as soon as I woke up, the anxiety and dread would get
a foothold and my body would start trembling. Tucson streets are laid out in a simple east-west/
north-south grid. I’d walk east toward the dawn and watch as the sun rose over the mountains,



then I’d turn around and walk home.During the second year of unraveling, my sixteen-year-old
dog died, and my heart stumbled with fresh grief. I had found Ojito tossed out on a dirt road
when she was a tiny, five-week-old pup. She had been a source of true joy and companionship
all through those years, but now she was gone, too. My dad ended up in the hospital after a bad
fall; my sister faced cancer.I thought, Good Lord, I’d better leave here, or I’m not going to have
anything left. My life was being stripped down to the studs. Or more accurately, down to the
foundation. The process felt relentless and brutal, but it also felt very purposeful; there was an
almost surgical precision to the way my life was being dismantled. Something important was
unfolding, and while I wasn’t yet privy to the exact purpose, I could intuitively feel the pristine
intentionality of it. Strangely, it was in the darkest moments that I tapped into this intuition about
the process. Waking in the middle of the night, shaky with fear, I would quiet my breathing and
slowly dive deep down inside to steady myself. In the inner depths, I began to find the feeling
that there was a sense to all this, even if I didn’t understand what it might be. Whenever I felt
panicky, I’d whisper to myself, “Shh . . . something important is taking place. See if you can hang
in there.”Nothing had happened in my life to start all this; no event had triggered the landslide of
loss. Still, every day of the last two years I lived in Tucson, the disorienting process of change led
me to feel like I was wearing clothes that didn’t fit. I didn’t fit in that life anymore. In the end,
moving away and starting again seemed like the only option.As I struggled to imagine my future,
I remembered the military job and realized it would buy me some time. I didn’t take the job out of
any dedication to helping service members. I simply figured it would give me steady work while I
sorted out what to do next, and it would move me around the country so I could explore new
places to live.And so, on an already-hot June morning in Tucson, I slammed my trunk lid down
with a solid thunk and walked around to the driver’s side door. I leaned against the side of my
twenty-year-old Honda Accord and took a long last look back at my house. The front porch I had
once filled with pots of bright-blooming flowers was bare. The windows that once held sweet
lace curtains were dark and vacant. The tin roof that had often thrummed so beautifully beneath
monsoon storms was silent.I had spent the past several weeks sorting out what to put in storage
and what to pack into the car as I began my new life as a roving counselor. I couldn’t take much,
so I chose small comfort items—my favorite pillow, a few cherished photos, a cozy comforter
that was threadbare from use. I made room for Ojito’s sweetly worn-out dog collar, a few books
that would carry me until I landed near a library, and the road atlas that would soon be tattered
with wear. I took basic living items, too—kitchen utensils, laundry needs, work files, and office
supplies.I stood in the shade of a hundred-year-old eucalyptus tree, listening to the cicadas’
loud chirring and contemplating the threshold I was about to cross. I tend toward teariness in
poignant moments, but this moment was much more than poignant, and too complicated for
tears. It was relieving and freeing and frightening and sad and overwhelming to be leaving. What
I felt was a kaleidoscope of strong feelings. I was turning away from the place where I had lived
for most of my adult life, had developed my career, and had come to understand how to navigate
the ins and outs of daily life. With my car packed and house emptied, I now made the final



surrender to change.Turning out of my driveway, I didn’t look back. I drove across town and got
on the interstate, aiming for a military base in the Deep South—a part of the country I’d never
been to before. My new life was, at that moment, not at all clear to me; all I knew was where I
needed to report in a couple of weeks.I had no idea then of the journey I was about to begin. If I’d
had any inkling, I might have put my belongings back in the house and clung to what was
familiar.As a therapist, I was skilled enough to work comfortably with clients whose lives were
different from mine, so I had no concern about the actual counseling I would be doing with
soldiers. I was capable of rolling up my sleeves and giving them the support they needed. But as
I drove across the country to my first assignment, I mulled over the vague, uninformed notions I
had about the military and about service members.Back then, I thought I’d be dealing with a
bunch of war-obsessed people who mindlessly followed orders; I thought I’d get bored because
the counseling conversations would be about post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), all day,
every day—as if that were the only issue any service member ever struggled with; I thought
every soldier would be a cookie-cutter repeat of every other soldier, all individuality having been
stomped out of them in boot camp. I never thought about the soldiers’ families. They weren’t in
my consciousness at all, as if soldiers floated around in disconnected islands of squads and
platoons, without loved ones to embrace them and miss them.As I approached the eastern edge
of Albuquerque, New Mexico, I pulled to the side of the road at the top of a rise, got out of the
car, and looked back across the vast Rio Grande valley down below. Clouds were scudding
across a wide blazing-blue sky, and I felt like I could see the edge of the world, out there to the
far west. I said good-bye to my beloved Southwest, not knowing when or if I would ever come
back. I knew that once I drove past these mountains, I would drop down onto the plains of
Middle America, and “home” would fade from the rearview mirror.LEAVINGLeaving is an integral
part of soldiers’ lives: they leave their homes, their families, and all that’s familiar to join the
military. They leave on deployments that take them to the other side of the world, and, over the
course of their military careers, they repeatedly leave for new assignments on distant bases
where they are assigned new duties and new roles, once again leaving the familiar behind.
Eventually, they leave the military to rejoin civilian life.At any given time, service members are
deployed to one hundred fifty countries around the globe, for a variety of reasons—including
combat missions, peacekeeping, and humanitarian or security missions.1 According to Defense
Department data, about 2.5 million service members deployed during the Afghanistan and Iraq
wars. More than a third deployed more than once, and nearly thirty-seven thousand Americans
deployed more than five times.2In combat deployments, soldiers leave families, spouses, and
loved ones. They leave daily routines and responsibilities. They leave safety and ease. Many
combat veterans told me they acted like leaving was OK—their parting gift to loved ones was
walking away strong and assured. But in quiet conversations, they talk about how those leave-
takings really feel: the grief over missing children’s birthdays, holidays, and special occasions
back home. A son’s first baseball game, a daughter’s first steps, a wedding anniversary. They
grapple with the loneliness of being a world away from spouses, parents, dear ones. They feel



the anger that can come with the pressures of war and the loss of warrior friends. They stare
down the fear of never coming home.Even coming home entails a very complicated kind of
leaving for the soldier. Warriors who return from deployment get to rejoin their families, but that
also means leaving their battle buddies, who in turn rejoin their own families. They’ve spent
every day in extremely close quarters for months on end, and they’ve bonded with each other
intensely in the service of saving one another’s lives. They’ve seen each other scared or
wounded or brave or hysterical. When they come home, they greet loved ones, drive across the
base, and leave behind their shared experience to live separate lives.“It feels weird to leave
them,” the soldiers tell me. “I just can’t get used to it.”Leaving is a part of a military career, right up
through the conclusion of it. When they end their careers, many soldiers lose the sense of
purpose and honor they lived with during their military years. Most say they struggle to find deep
purpose in civilian life. And their years of military professionalism and achievement might count
for nothing in the civilian world. One service member—a thirty-year veteran—said to me, “You
know, I achieved so much. I worked hard to get to this rank. I gained a lot of respect and helped a
lot of soldiers on the way up. But the day after I retire from the military, I’m nothing.”Before I
started working with soldiers, I didn’t have any idea how much leaving they faced. Perhaps
because I had just left so much behind, I had “new eyes” that allowed me to see the ways leaving
is woven through military lives, bringing with it everything from fresh starts and new successes to
true sadness and aching grief.CHAPTER 2In my new job, assignments were to last anywhere
from one month to six months. My first assignment was a sprawling base of tens of thousands of
soldiers, where I was to work for three months. Small installations might have only one or two
counselors assigned to them; massive bases (like the one where I started) might be assigned
twenty-five counselors or more. My job description stated that it was my duty to offer support to
soldiers, spouses, and civilian employees. I was expected to interact with them in facilities all
over the base: offices, dining facilities, motor pools, common areas, base stores and libraries,
family gatherings, staff briefings, and various troop celebrations.The prospect of arriving at, and
acclimating to, my first military base was as unnerving and mysterious to me as the idea of
landing in the wilds of Borneo and trying to sort out how to relate to the local tribe. When I pulled
up to the guardhouse and presented my paperwork to the guard, my posture changed: my back
stiffened and straightened, as if the act of ordering my body upright would help me fit in. I looked
at the guard—taking in his uniform, his curt politeness, his stiff instructions to put this paper here
and that I.D. there—and I thought, Here we go. I tucked the paperwork above my car visor and
pulled forward.In that moment, my relationship with the military world began.That small distance
—fifty yards, from off base to on base—felt like a monumental transition from one world into
another. This feeling of marked transition occurred every time I drove onto a base, throughout
the years I worked with soldiers.As I pulled onto the base, I slowed to twenty-five miles per hour
—the posted speed limit on this and most bases—and searched for the brigade building where I
was to report. I passed manicured lawns and trim, orderly landscaping. Groups of soldiers
walked along sidewalks with an air of purpose. Every building was signed or numbered with a



large plaque on the front facade: “Housing Services,” “Chaplaincy Office,” “Wounded Warrior
Unit,” “Bldg. 17-S.” The area where I was going to work had been developed more recently than
the rest of the base. The modern cube-shaped buildings were two stories high, painted a bland
shade of tan on the outside, and squares of dark tinted windows striped the sides. I could tell the
land had been scraped bare before construction of the buildings had begun because the
landscaping remained sparse. The way the buildings were arranged around massive parking
lots reminded me of a community college campus.Driving at the lower speed limit was a striking
experience for me—no rushing, darting, honking craziness here. The slower pace, the clear
signage, and the meticulously ordered buildings created an atmosphere that was calm and
serene.I had imagined the base environment would feel rigid and harsh, but it actually felt
somewhat calming, even pleasant. The palpable difference between this ordered calm and the
more chaotic, jumbled, jacked-up civilian world made me wonder how it was going to feel to
navigate the gap between the two every day. I also wondered how soldiers felt as they navigated
this split between the military world and the civilian world.When I found the brigade
headquarters, I pulled my car into a nearby parking space and walked up the wide sidewalk to
the glass front doors. Off to the right of the entrance, a gigantic old black cannon stood on
display. A huge concrete sign proclaimed the name of the brigade, and beneath the name, bold
script quoted a proud phrase for which the brigade was known. (I would soon learn, as I moved
from base to base, that most brigades and battalions had these proud phrases.) Apache
helicopters skimmed by overhead en route to training areas, the rotors’ deep whopp-whopp-
whopp reverberating through my body. Mortar rounds exploded in distant woods, where armored
troops were practicing field exercises. The flood of new stimuli served to remind me just how far I
was from my familiar environs.Inside the brigade headquarters, I made my way to the
conference room where my colleagues and I were to participate in a counselors’ orientation
meeting with one of the brigade commanders. I took a seat at the huge U-shaped conference
table and opened my notebook, ready to take notes.The commander walked in and strode to the
front of the room just after I was seated, followed closely by two soldiers. The atmosphere
changed immediately—tension blanketed the room as if a freezing wind had just blown in. I don’t
remember the commander’s name or rank, but I remember her intensity and bearing. She had
close-cropped dark hair and held herself as tightly wound as my most basic soldier
preconceptions would dictate. Her uniform couldn’t have been more pristinely clean and crisp,
although she was wearing the same digitally patterned camouflage uniform that all the other
soldiers wore. She turned toward us with a precisely executed step-and-stop movement. She
was all business.The room fell silent. As she made eye contact with every single counselor in the
room, her face remained stoic and serious. She definitely had our attention.Twenty-five of us
counselors looked back at her from around the faux mahogany table. The room’s off-white walls
were covered with framed photos of past commanders and complicated battalion insignias
made up of swords, cannons, guns, and unfurled wings.“You’re all adults,” the commander
stated, looking again at each and every one of us. “You are capable of getting yourselves where



you need to be on time, are you not?”A few folks murmured, “Yes.”“That would be ‘Yes,
ma’am.’”“Yes, ma’am.”I looked at the clock on the wall behind her. What was she talking about:
“on time”? The minute hand was straight up, nine o’clock on the dot: exactly the time our
orientation had been scheduled to start. I had always considered it part of my professional duty
to be very conscientious about showing up on time, beginning and ending sessions on time, etc.
Her tone was unnerving, and I felt like I had failed a very basic part of my duty. People shifted in
their seats, not sure where this exchange was going.“OK. Then you should understand that in
my military, being on time means you’re here and ready to start at least fifteen minutes before
the scheduled time. Fifteen minutes. While you’re working in this brigade, that’s the expectation.
Any questions?”I avoided eye contact with her but studied her face any time she looked at the
colleagues on the other side of the conference table. Not a hair out of place, no flinch in her
gaze, no relaxation in her ramrod straight bearing. I felt like a teenager who had brought home
bad grades, sweating and wondering what my pissed-off parents were going to do when they
lowered the boom at the end of the talking-to. It had been a long time since I felt so out of place
and intimidated.“If you’re going to work in my brigade,” she continued, “you’re going to have to
step up and perform. If you can’t do that, we don’t need you to be here. I want you on time. I want
you in the battalion building you’re assigned to. I want you supporting our soldiers and spouses. I
don’t want to hear about any of you slacking off or performing poorly. Is that clear?”“Yes, ma’am,”
the entire group chorused.“We’ve not had counselors in this brigade before. And I’m not sure if
we really need you here. So, we’re going to see how this goes. In other words, we’ll be watching
you. Do we understand each other?”“Yes, ma’am,” we chorused again.I squirmed inwardly—
though not outwardly. I wasn’t going to show my discomfort in front of her. Less than five minutes
into the job, and I had already screwed up a simple cultural norm. I took a lot of pride in handling
my professional duties well, so this was an unusual situation for me. My heart rate was up, the
tension was palpable, and I saw a few colleagues shifting in their seats. My eyes were riveted to
the commander’s face; I wasn’t going to miss another cue. (Nor would I make that mistake again.
For the next two and a half years, I was at least fifteen minutes early for every meeting I was
asked to attend, no matter which base I was working on. Very often, the soldier I was to meet
with was already there when I arrived.)“You’ll each be assigned to a battalion, and there will be
someone to escort you to your assigned office. Captain Dodge, do you have that list?”“Yes,
ma’am,” Dodge responded, his eyes riveted to her, too.“Any questions?” she asked the
group.Not willing to hazard a rough encounter, we all stayed silent.“All right. I’m going to turn
things over to Captain Dodge. He will go over your assignments and the protocols you’ll need to
follow. I will just say again that I expect more from you than what I saw today. Thank you.”Her
thank-you was more a curt dismissal than an expression of gratitude. She turned and walked
out, followed by the two soldiers who shadowed her.As Captain Dodge moved to the front of the
room to take over the discussion, dread flooded through me: what had I gotten myself into? I’d
left a private practice where I was in control of my every decision, and where I’d felt extremely
competent and clear about how to handle my duties as a counselor. Now, expectations were



razor-sharp, and I’d already gotten myself thoroughly scolded. Captain Dodge read out the list of
assignments, pointing to the soldier who would take each counselor to his or her assigned office.
Soon he called my name and read out the name of my assigned battalion, a jumble of numbers
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NOTENames, ranks, and physical descriptions have been changed to protect privacy. Changes
were made to details—such as how many times I talked to the soldier, where the soldiers came
from, their ethnic backgrounds, if they had deployed, whether they were married or had children
—as long as doing so wouldn’t alter the underlying nature of the actual exchange, the crux of the
conversation, or the essence of the soldier’s concerns. Some interactions described represent



an amalgamation of conversations I had with many different service members. It’s likely many
soldiers could imagine a described scene is about them, but I have taken precautions to make
sure individuals are not otherwise identifiable. In order to further preserve privacy, specific bases
and base locations are not named.Members of the United States Marine Corps are officially
called Marines; members of the Air Force are airmen; Navy service members are sailors; Coast
Guard members are coasties; and those who serve in the Army are soldiers.For the purposes of
this book, the term “soldiers” is used generically, although service members from each of these
branches of the United States military, except for the Coast Guard, are represented in these
stories. Because the Army is the largest branch of the armed services, the language used is
Army-referenced for simplicity’s sake, since the military terms and colloquialisms can vary
widely from one branch to another.AUTHOR’S NOTENames, ranks, and physical descriptions
have been changed to protect privacy. Changes were made to details—such as how many times
I talked to the soldier, where the soldiers came from, their ethnic backgrounds, if they had
deployed, whether they were married or had children—as long as doing so wouldn’t alter the
underlying nature of the actual exchange, the crux of the conversation, or the essence of the
soldier’s concerns. Some interactions described represent an amalgamation of conversations I
had with many different service members. It’s likely many soldiers could imagine a described
scene is about them, but I have taken precautions to make sure individuals are not otherwise
identifiable. In order to further preserve privacy, specific bases and base locations are not
named.Members of the United States Marine Corps are officially called Marines; members of
the Air Force are airmen; Navy service members are sailors; Coast Guard members are
coasties; and those who serve in the Army are soldiers.For the purposes of this book, the term
“soldiers” is used generically, although service members from each of these branches of the
United States military, except for the Coast Guard, are represented in these stories. Because the
Army is the largest branch of the armed services, the language used is Army-referenced for
simplicity’s sake, since the military terms and colloquialisms can vary widely from one branch to
another.AUTHOR’S NOTENames, ranks, and physical descriptions have been changed to
protect privacy. Changes were made to details—such as how many times I talked to the soldier,
where the soldiers came from, their ethnic backgrounds, if they had deployed, whether they
were married or had children—as long as doing so wouldn’t alter the underlying nature of the
actual exchange, the crux of the conversation, or the essence of the soldier’s concerns. Some
interactions described represent an amalgamation of conversations I had with many different
service members. It’s likely many soldiers could imagine a described scene is about them, but I
have taken precautions to make sure individuals are not otherwise identifiable. In order to further
preserve privacy, specific bases and base locations are not named.Members of the United
States Marine Corps are officially called Marines; members of the Air Force are airmen; Navy
service members are sailors; Coast Guard members are coasties; and those who serve in the
Army are soldiers.For the purposes of this book, the term “soldiers” is used generically, although
service members from each of these branches of the United States military, except for the Coast



Guard, are represented in these stories. Because the Army is the largest branch of the armed
services, the language used is Army-referenced for simplicity’s sake, since the military terms
and colloquialisms can vary widely from one branch to another.MILITARY RANKS,
ABBREVIATIONS, AND TERMSRANKSCaptain (CPT)Command Sergeant Major
(CSM)Corporal (CPL)First Lieutenant (1LT)Lieutenant Colonel (LTC)Major (MAJ)Private
(PVT)Private First Class (PFC)Second Lieutenant (2LT)Specialist (SPC)Staff Sergeant
(SSG)ABBREVIATIONS15N (military occupational specialty of avionic mechanic)CAO (casualty
assistance officer)DFAC (dining facility)FOB (forward operating base)IED (improvised explosive
device)MOS (military occupational specialty)NCO (noncommissioned officer)PCS (permanent
change of station)PT (physical training)PX (post exchange)SOF (special operations
forces)TERMSblock leave: when most or all of the unit takes leave at the same time, which
commonly occurs before and after deployments or during the summer and Christmas
holidaysclass A: dress uniformdownrange: soldiers’ term for combat overseasin-process: a
regular procedural practice soldiers must undergo when they return from deploymentoutside the
wire: beyond the boundaries of the base of operationsre-up: reenlist for a specified number of
yearstasked (to do something): assigned to do itMILITARY RANKS, ABBREVIATIONS, AND
TERMSRANKSCaptain (CPT)Command Sergeant Major (CSM)Corporal (CPL)First Lieutenant
(1LT)Lieutenant Colonel (LTC)Major (MAJ)Private (PVT)Private First Class (PFC)Second
Lieutenant (2LT)Specialist (SPC)Staff Sergeant (SSG)ABBREVIATIONS15N (military
occupational specialty of avionic mechanic)CAO (casualty assistance officer)DFAC (dining
facility)FOB (forward operating base)IED (improvised explosive device)MOS (military
occupational specialty)NCO (noncommissioned officer)PCS (permanent change of station)PT
(physical training)PX (post exchange)SOF (special operations forces)TERMSblock leave: when
most or all of the unit takes leave at the same time, which commonly occurs before and after
deployments or during the summer and Christmas holidaysclass A: dress uniformdownrange:
soldiers’ term for combat overseasin-process: a regular procedural practice soldiers must
undergo when they return from deploymentoutside the wire: beyond the boundaries of the base
of operationsre-up: reenlist for a specified number of yearstasked (to do something): assigned to
do itMILITARY RANKS, ABBREVIATIONS, AND TERMSRANKSCaptain (CPT)Command
Sergeant Major (CSM)Corporal (CPL)First Lieutenant (1LT)Lieutenant Colonel (LTC)Major
(MAJ)Private (PVT)Private First Class (PFC)Second Lieutenant (2LT)Specialist (SPC)Staff
Sergeant (SSG)ABBREVIATIONS15N (military occupational specialty of avionic mechanic)CAO
(casualty assistance officer)DFAC (dining facility)FOB (forward operating base)IED (improvised
explosive device)MOS (military occupational specialty)NCO (noncommissioned officer)PCS
(permanent change of station)PT (physical training)PX (post exchange)SOF (special operations
forces)TERMSblock leave: when most or all of the unit takes leave at the same time, which
commonly occurs before and after deployments or during the summer and Christmas
holidaysclass A: dress uniformdownrange: soldiers’ term for combat overseasin-process: a
regular procedural practice soldiers must undergo when they return from deploymentoutside the



wire: beyond the boundaries of the base of operationsre-up: reenlist for a specified number of
yearstasked (to do something): assigned to do itPROLOGUE“Here’s how it was: if something
moved, I had to shoot.” Corporal Springer’s face is ashen; all the color drains out as he
remembers deploying into Iraq at the very beginning when the killing was crazy and out of
control. “You understand? If it moves, I shoot.”“I understand, corporal. If it moves, you shoot.” I
keep my voice and my gaze steady, direct.Springer is out of the Army now; he came to the base
for counseling when his symptoms began to be too much to manage. He doesn’t like having to
interact with people, so he works as a landscaper, spending his workdays alone and silent. He
has just started seeing me.“Everything was so damned hyped up.” As he speaks, his body
becomes agitated, his hands flailing. “We were clearing buildings, moving through the worst
parts of the city—dangerous, dangerous neighborhoods. If something moved, I couldn’t take the
time to figure out what it was. If I hesitated, I’d be dead.”I look at him and nod, but I stay quiet,
wanting him to keep telling the tales he can’t bear to hold inside anymore. He tells me he and his
buddies were fighting hard, never knowing who the enemy really was. Someone who looked like
an innocent shopkeeper might be carrying a bomb; a young woman leaning against a doorway
might be spying on troop movements.“It was insanity. I shot at anything that moved. Could’ve
been a sniper or a dog or even a little kid. You understand?”This battle-ravaged soldier wrings
his hands and then runs them back and forth across his buzz-cut blond hair. His square jaw is
set, his face like stone. He sits on the edge of the worn gray couch in my counseling office at the
battalion building, not looking out the window, not glancing around the room. When he’s not
looking intently at me, he’s gazing downward at the cloud patterns in the linoleum floor.“When I
went over there, I was nineteen. I thought I was hot shit, all gung ho, let’s do this! I thought I was
prepared, you know? But when I got there, it wasn’t anything at all like what we’d been told in the
training . . .” His voice trails off and he shudders.“My buddies were dropping like flies. I lost count
after the first week or two. I thought I would be next—every minute, every single day. Then it
became so simple: just keep shooting. Shoot at everything. Shoot first. It was gonna be me or
them, and I had to make sure it was them. That was the deal. By the end of my first month, I felt
like a goddamn monster; I still had a whole year left in my deployment.”Springer studies the
linoleum floor as if it holds answers; his body is frozen in the memory of how it felt to be on high
alert, fearing for his life and taking the lives of others. As we talk, there are times when Springer
gets anxious and looks like he’s going to bolt out of the room. He tells me it’s extremely difficult
to suppress the urge to run. In those moments, he goes quiet and sits statue-still, forcing himself
to stay seated until the urge to flee has passed. At other times, he speaks so fast and so frankly, I
can hardly keep up with his words. This fast/slow rhythm mirrors the jolting pace of his out-of-
control nervous system.His voice drops. “Here’s the thing, ma’am. Sometimes, when the fighting
was close-up, I saw the guy’s face. Just before I pulled the trigger, we would look at each other. I
remember their faces. I remember them, ma’am. And now I keep wondering, ‘What will God think
of me?’ I know I had to shoot. But what will God think of me? I was raised Catholic. I used to go
to church. Now I don’t know if God will even look at me.”Springer’s voice is nearly a whisper. He’s



barely breathing.“That’s what you’re trying to sort out, right? ‘What kind of person am I if I did all
these things?’”Springer nods and we sit in silence. After a while, he looks up and says there’s
more he wants to tell me, but that’s enough for today. He tells me he’ll stop by soon to talk some
more, and I shake his hand as he leaves.When he shows up at my office again a few days later,
Springer begins with a statement: “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”He comes back to this phrase again
and again as he tells me the things he feels compelled to do: He checks his refrigerator a
hundred times a day, even though he knows exactly what’s in it. While driving through his quiet
neighborhood, he scans the side of the road for bombs or hidden enemies. He feels instant,
raging frustration if he has to wait in line for any reason at all, so he avoids grocery stores and
home improvement stores. Since crowds make him nervous, he usually skips going to movies or
to the mall. Stadiums or arenas are out of the question.After confessing each of these difficulties,
Springer looks at me with his piercing blue eyes and repeats, “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”I assure him:
he’s not crazy. He’s doing the things soldiers do when PTSD is scrambling their inner world. He’s
trying to find ways to feel safe while his neurological system is telling him danger is immense
and immediate.Even though it’s been seven years since he returned from Baghdad, Springer still
wakes up every night, screaming and sobbing, from heart-splitting nightmares of the things he
saw and did. He lives by himself. “That way, ma’am, no one hears me scream; no one will think
I’m crazy.”Springer stays quiet for a while and I watch him as he stares downward, swimming in
his fears and memories, trying to piece together what’s happened to him. I sit quietly, knowing he
needs these silent moments to gather himself before we wade further into the turmoil. A few
minutes pass before Springer looks up, fixes his gaze on me, and says, “I don’t fit in real life
anymore.”With this statement, it’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. He’s stating
one thing no one ever wants to admit: I don’t fit. He’s not talking metaphorically or figuratively.
He’s not saying he feels like he doesn’t fit. He’s admitting a clear, straightforward knowing that
resides like a scalding ember in his core.At this point in our conversation, Springer looks
particularly stressed. He scoots up to the very edge of the couch and leans forward intently, as if
he’s getting ready to jump right off the edge of it. His body is like a tight spring, coiled and
tensed.“Ma’am, I have to tell you something.”I nod.“Ma’am, when I came back, I was glad to be
home and out of that hell over there, but life didn’t make sense anymore. It seemed like I was
supposed to just go along as if nothing had happened and nothing had changed. But I wasn’t the
same person at all, and I had all kinds of weird things going on inside me. I tried to act like I was
OK, but I could tell people thought I was fucked-up. I wasn’t myself and everyone knew it, no
matter how much I tried to fake it.“After a couple of months, my enlistment was up. I left the Army
and went back to Montana to stay with my parents. You know, I just didn’t know what else to do.
My family there, they kept telling me, ‘You’re different. You’ve really changed.’ But I couldn’t help
it.”His eyes well up and he tucks his hands under his thighs, willing himself to stay on the couch’s
edge. There’s a kind of pleading in his eyes.“Ma’am, I . . . I . . .” He keeps his eyes on me like he
needs ballast for the next part of the story to come forward. Finally, he blurts out, “Sometimes I
hide in my closet. I can’t help it. I know I’m a grown man, but I can’t help it.”“It’s OK,” I tell him, “I



know you can’t help it. You’re just trying to not be so scared.”“Yeah.” His voice is very faint as he
slips into the image of himself in the closet. “I get way back in the corner. Sometimes I pile
clothes on top of me. I pull things off hangers and try to cover myself up with them. It’s dark and
quiet in there.”“Right,” I say. “It’s quiet and nothing happens. You’re safe for a while, aren’t
you?”Springer’s face flushes. He nods and takes in huge gulps of air, tears streaming down his
face.“But I have to tell you something else.”I nod.“One day, when I’m in my closet, I hear my dad
calling my name. He’s walking through the house, calling me and looking in different rooms
trying to find me. I know it’s him. I mean, I know it’s my dad. But I can’t get myself to move. I hear
him getting closer. He walks into my room to see if I’m in there. He starts to leave, but then I can
hear him walk over to the closet and he turns the doorknob. He sticks his head in and sees me,
and for a long time we just look at each other.“Then my dad gets down on his knees, crawls into
the closet, pulls me into his arms, and he starts crying. He just holds on to me real tight and we
both cry like babies.”Springer breaks down and sobs; his body shakes violently.“I’m glad you
have a dad like that,” I say quietly.When he looks up, his hard stare has weakened ever so
slightly, and his gaze holds a tiny hint of vulnerability that wasn’t there before. He’s finally
beginning the long journey home.PROLOGUE“Here’s how it was: if something moved, I had to
shoot.” Corporal Springer’s face is ashen; all the color drains out as he remembers deploying
into Iraq at the very beginning when the killing was crazy and out of control. “You understand? If
it moves, I shoot.”“I understand, corporal. If it moves, you shoot.” I keep my voice and my gaze
steady, direct.Springer is out of the Army now; he came to the base for counseling when his
symptoms began to be too much to manage. He doesn’t like having to interact with people, so
he works as a landscaper, spending his workdays alone and silent. He has just started seeing
me.“Everything was so damned hyped up.” As he speaks, his body becomes agitated, his hands
flailing. “We were clearing buildings, moving through the worst parts of the city—dangerous,
dangerous neighborhoods. If something moved, I couldn’t take the time to figure out what it was.
If I hesitated, I’d be dead.”I look at him and nod, but I stay quiet, wanting him to keep telling the
tales he can’t bear to hold inside anymore. He tells me he and his buddies were fighting hard,
never knowing who the enemy really was. Someone who looked like an innocent shopkeeper
might be carrying a bomb; a young woman leaning against a doorway might be spying on troop
movements.“It was insanity. I shot at anything that moved. Could’ve been a sniper or a dog or
even a little kid. You understand?”This battle-ravaged soldier wrings his hands and then runs
them back and forth across his buzz-cut blond hair. His square jaw is set, his face like stone. He
sits on the edge of the worn gray couch in my counseling office at the battalion building, not
looking out the window, not glancing around the room. When he’s not looking intently at me, he’s
gazing downward at the cloud patterns in the linoleum floor.“When I went over there, I was
nineteen. I thought I was hot shit, all gung ho, let’s do this! I thought I was prepared, you know?
But when I got there, it wasn’t anything at all like what we’d been told in the training . . .” His voice
trails off and he shudders.“My buddies were dropping like flies. I lost count after the first week or
two. I thought I would be next—every minute, every single day. Then it became so simple: just



keep shooting. Shoot at everything. Shoot first. It was gonna be me or them, and I had to make
sure it was them. That was the deal. By the end of my first month, I felt like a goddamn monster; I
still had a whole year left in my deployment.”Springer studies the linoleum floor as if it holds
answers; his body is frozen in the memory of how it felt to be on high alert, fearing for his life and
taking the lives of others. As we talk, there are times when Springer gets anxious and looks like
he’s going to bolt out of the room. He tells me it’s extremely difficult to suppress the urge to run.
In those moments, he goes quiet and sits statue-still, forcing himself to stay seated until the urge
to flee has passed. At other times, he speaks so fast and so frankly, I can hardly keep up with his
words. This fast/slow rhythm mirrors the jolting pace of his out-of-control nervous system.His
voice drops. “Here’s the thing, ma’am. Sometimes, when the fighting was close-up, I saw the
guy’s face. Just before I pulled the trigger, we would look at each other. I remember their faces. I
remember them, ma’am. And now I keep wondering, ‘What will God think of me?’ I know I had to
shoot. But what will God think of me? I was raised Catholic. I used to go to church. Now I don’t
know if God will even look at me.”Springer’s voice is nearly a whisper. He’s barely
breathing.“That’s what you’re trying to sort out, right? ‘What kind of person am I if I did all these
things?’”Springer nods and we sit in silence. After a while, he looks up and says there’s more he
wants to tell me, but that’s enough for today. He tells me he’ll stop by soon to talk some more,
and I shake his hand as he leaves.When he shows up at my office again a few days later,
Springer begins with a statement: “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”He comes back to this phrase again
and again as he tells me the things he feels compelled to do: He checks his refrigerator a
hundred times a day, even though he knows exactly what’s in it. While driving through his quiet
neighborhood, he scans the side of the road for bombs or hidden enemies. He feels instant,
raging frustration if he has to wait in line for any reason at all, so he avoids grocery stores and
home improvement stores. Since crowds make him nervous, he usually skips going to movies or
to the mall. Stadiums or arenas are out of the question.After confessing each of these difficulties,
Springer looks at me with his piercing blue eyes and repeats, “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”I assure him:
he’s not crazy. He’s doing the things soldiers do when PTSD is scrambling their inner world. He’s
trying to find ways to feel safe while his neurological system is telling him danger is immense
and immediate.Even though it’s been seven years since he returned from Baghdad, Springer still
wakes up every night, screaming and sobbing, from heart-splitting nightmares of the things he
saw and did. He lives by himself. “That way, ma’am, no one hears me scream; no one will think
I’m crazy.”Springer stays quiet for a while and I watch him as he stares downward, swimming in
his fears and memories, trying to piece together what’s happened to him. I sit quietly, knowing he
needs these silent moments to gather himself before we wade further into the turmoil. A few
minutes pass before Springer looks up, fixes his gaze on me, and says, “I don’t fit in real life
anymore.”With this statement, it’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. He’s stating
one thing no one ever wants to admit: I don’t fit. He’s not talking metaphorically or figuratively.
He’s not saying he feels like he doesn’t fit. He’s admitting a clear, straightforward knowing that
resides like a scalding ember in his core.At this point in our conversation, Springer looks



particularly stressed. He scoots up to the very edge of the couch and leans forward intently, as if
he’s getting ready to jump right off the edge of it. His body is like a tight spring, coiled and
tensed.“Ma’am, I have to tell you something.”I nod.“Ma’am, when I came back, I was glad to be
home and out of that hell over there, but life didn’t make sense anymore. It seemed like I was
supposed to just go along as if nothing had happened and nothing had changed. But I wasn’t the
same person at all, and I had all kinds of weird things going on inside me. I tried to act like I was
OK, but I could tell people thought I was fucked-up. I wasn’t myself and everyone knew it, no
matter how much I tried to fake it.“After a couple of months, my enlistment was up. I left the Army
and went back to Montana to stay with my parents. You know, I just didn’t know what else to do.
My family there, they kept telling me, ‘You’re different. You’ve really changed.’ But I couldn’t help
it.”His eyes well up and he tucks his hands under his thighs, willing himself to stay on the couch’s
edge. There’s a kind of pleading in his eyes.“Ma’am, I . . . I . . .” He keeps his eyes on me like he
needs ballast for the next part of the story to come forward. Finally, he blurts out, “Sometimes I
hide in my closet. I can’t help it. I know I’m a grown man, but I can’t help it.”“It’s OK,” I tell him, “I
know you can’t help it. You’re just trying to not be so scared.”“Yeah.” His voice is very faint as he
slips into the image of himself in the closet. “I get way back in the corner. Sometimes I pile
clothes on top of me. I pull things off hangers and try to cover myself up with them. It’s dark and
quiet in there.”“Right,” I say. “It’s quiet and nothing happens. You’re safe for a while, aren’t
you?”Springer’s face flushes. He nods and takes in huge gulps of air, tears streaming down his
face.“But I have to tell you something else.”I nod.“One day, when I’m in my closet, I hear my dad
calling my name. He’s walking through the house, calling me and looking in different rooms
trying to find me. I know it’s him. I mean, I know it’s my dad. But I can’t get myself to move. I hear
him getting closer. He walks into my room to see if I’m in there. He starts to leave, but then I can
hear him walk over to the closet and he turns the doorknob. He sticks his head in and sees me,
and for a long time we just look at each other.“Then my dad gets down on his knees, crawls into
the closet, pulls me into his arms, and he starts crying. He just holds on to me real tight and we
both cry like babies.”Springer breaks down and sobs; his body shakes violently.“I’m glad you
have a dad like that,” I say quietly.When he looks up, his hard stare has weakened ever so
slightly, and his gaze holds a tiny hint of vulnerability that wasn’t there before. He’s finally
beginning the long journey home.PROLOGUE“Here’s how it was: if something moved, I had to
shoot.” Corporal Springer’s face is ashen; all the color drains out as he remembers deploying
into Iraq at the very beginning when the killing was crazy and out of control. “You understand? If
it moves, I shoot.”“I understand, corporal. If it moves, you shoot.” I keep my voice and my gaze
steady, direct.Springer is out of the Army now; he came to the base for counseling when his
symptoms began to be too much to manage. He doesn’t like having to interact with people, so
he works as a landscaper, spending his workdays alone and silent. He has just started seeing
me.“Everything was so damned hyped up.” As he speaks, his body becomes agitated, his hands
flailing. “We were clearing buildings, moving through the worst parts of the city—dangerous,
dangerous neighborhoods. If something moved, I couldn’t take the time to figure out what it was.



If I hesitated, I’d be dead.”I look at him and nod, but I stay quiet, wanting him to keep telling the
tales he can’t bear to hold inside anymore. He tells me he and his buddies were fighting hard,
never knowing who the enemy really was. Someone who looked like an innocent shopkeeper
might be carrying a bomb; a young woman leaning against a doorway might be spying on troop
movements.“It was insanity. I shot at anything that moved. Could’ve been a sniper or a dog or
even a little kid. You understand?”This battle-ravaged soldier wrings his hands and then runs
them back and forth across his buzz-cut blond hair. His square jaw is set, his face like stone. He
sits on the edge of the worn gray couch in my counseling office at the battalion building, not
looking out the window, not glancing around the room. When he’s not looking intently at me, he’s
gazing downward at the cloud patterns in the linoleum floor.“When I went over there, I was
nineteen. I thought I was hot shit, all gung ho, let’s do this! I thought I was prepared, you know?
But when I got there, it wasn’t anything at all like what we’d been told in the training . . .” His voice
trails off and he shudders.“My buddies were dropping like flies. I lost count after the first week or
two. I thought I would be next—every minute, every single day. Then it became so simple: just
keep shooting. Shoot at everything. Shoot first. It was gonna be me or them, and I had to make
sure it was them. That was the deal. By the end of my first month, I felt like a goddamn monster; I
still had a whole year left in my deployment.”Springer studies the linoleum floor as if it holds
answers; his body is frozen in the memory of how it felt to be on high alert, fearing for his life and
taking the lives of others. As we talk, there are times when Springer gets anxious and looks like
he’s going to bolt out of the room. He tells me it’s extremely difficult to suppress the urge to run.
In those moments, he goes quiet and sits statue-still, forcing himself to stay seated until the urge
to flee has passed. At other times, he speaks so fast and so frankly, I can hardly keep up with his
words. This fast/slow rhythm mirrors the jolting pace of his out-of-control nervous system.His
voice drops. “Here’s the thing, ma’am. Sometimes, when the fighting was close-up, I saw the
guy’s face. Just before I pulled the trigger, we would look at each other. I remember their faces. I
remember them, ma’am. And now I keep wondering, ‘What will God think of me?’ I know I had to
shoot. But what will God think of me? I was raised Catholic. I used to go to church. Now I don’t
know if God will even look at me.”Springer’s voice is nearly a whisper. He’s barely
breathing.“That’s what you’re trying to sort out, right? ‘What kind of person am I if I did all these
things?’”Springer nods and we sit in silence. After a while, he looks up and says there’s more he
wants to tell me, but that’s enough for today. He tells me he’ll stop by soon to talk some more,
and I shake his hand as he leaves.When he shows up at my office again a few days later,
Springer begins with a statement: “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”He comes back to this phrase again
and again as he tells me the things he feels compelled to do: He checks his refrigerator a
hundred times a day, even though he knows exactly what’s in it. While driving through his quiet
neighborhood, he scans the side of the road for bombs or hidden enemies. He feels instant,
raging frustration if he has to wait in line for any reason at all, so he avoids grocery stores and
home improvement stores. Since crowds make him nervous, he usually skips going to movies or
to the mall. Stadiums or arenas are out of the question.After confessing each of these difficulties,



Springer looks at me with his piercing blue eyes and repeats, “I’m not crazy, ma’am.”I assure him:
he’s not crazy. He’s doing the things soldiers do when PTSD is scrambling their inner world. He’s
trying to find ways to feel safe while his neurological system is telling him danger is immense
and immediate.Even though it’s been seven years since he returned from Baghdad, Springer still
wakes up every night, screaming and sobbing, from heart-splitting nightmares of the things he
saw and did. He lives by himself. “That way, ma’am, no one hears me scream; no one will think
I’m crazy.”Springer stays quiet for a while and I watch him as he stares downward, swimming in
his fears and memories, trying to piece together what’s happened to him. I sit quietly, knowing he
needs these silent moments to gather himself before we wade further into the turmoil. A few
minutes pass before Springer looks up, fixes his gaze on me, and says, “I don’t fit in real life
anymore.”With this statement, it’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. He’s stating
one thing no one ever wants to admit: I don’t fit. He’s not talking metaphorically or figuratively.
He’s not saying he feels like he doesn’t fit. He’s admitting a clear, straightforward knowing that
resides like a scalding ember in his core.At this point in our conversation, Springer looks
particularly stressed. He scoots up to the very edge of the couch and leans forward intently, as if
he’s getting ready to jump right off the edge of it. His body is like a tight spring, coiled and
tensed.“Ma’am, I have to tell you something.”I nod.“Ma’am, when I came back, I was glad to be
home and out of that hell over there, but life didn’t make sense anymore. It seemed like I was
supposed to just go along as if nothing had happened and nothing had changed. But I wasn’t the
same person at all, and I had all kinds of weird things going on inside me. I tried to act like I was
OK, but I could tell people thought I was fucked-up. I wasn’t myself and everyone knew it, no
matter how much I tried to fake it.“After a couple of months, my enlistment was up. I left the Army
and went back to Montana to stay with my parents. You know, I just didn’t know what else to do.
My family there, they kept telling me, ‘You’re different. You’ve really changed.’ But I couldn’t help
it.”His eyes well up and he tucks his hands under his thighs, willing himself to stay on the couch’s
edge. There’s a kind of pleading in his eyes.“Ma’am, I . . . I . . .” He keeps his eyes on me like he
needs ballast for the next part of the story to come forward. Finally, he blurts out, “Sometimes I
hide in my closet. I can’t help it. I know I’m a grown man, but I can’t help it.”“It’s OK,” I tell him, “I
know you can’t help it. You’re just trying to not be so scared.”“Yeah.” His voice is very faint as he
slips into the image of himself in the closet. “I get way back in the corner. Sometimes I pile
clothes on top of me. I pull things off hangers and try to cover myself up with them. It’s dark and
quiet in there.”“Right,” I say. “It’s quiet and nothing happens. You’re safe for a while, aren’t
you?”Springer’s face flushes. He nods and takes in huge gulps of air, tears streaming down his
face.“But I have to tell you something else.”I nod.“One day, when I’m in my closet, I hear my dad
calling my name. He’s walking through the house, calling me and looking in different rooms
trying to find me. I know it’s him. I mean, I know it’s my dad. But I can’t get myself to move. I hear
him getting closer. He walks into my room to see if I’m in there. He starts to leave, but then I can
hear him walk over to the closet and he turns the doorknob. He sticks his head in and sees me,
and for a long time we just look at each other.“Then my dad gets down on his knees, crawls into



the closet, pulls me into his arms, and he starts crying. He just holds on to me real tight and we
both cry like babies.”Springer breaks down and sobs; his body shakes violently.“I’m glad you
have a dad like that,” I say quietly.When he looks up, his hard stare has weakened ever so
slightly, and his gaze holds a tiny hint of vulnerability that wasn’t there before. He’s finally
beginning the long journey home.CHAPTER 1As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan dragged on,
military leaders began to recognize the impact of multiple deployments on combat veterans and
their families. To help soldiers and families cope with the enormous stress of lengthy
separations, war injuries, and death, the Department of Defense initiated a program on military
bases that offered soldiers free counseling that was strictly confidential. To implement this
program, civilian counselors were hired to work on military bases all over the world.As a
counselor with little knowledge of the military, I was surprised and impressed when a few of my
colleagues became part of this new program, signing up to work on bases where soldiers were
getting ready to deploy into combat or just returning from combat deployments. When I first
learned of their new jobs I thought about the possibility of joining them, but I relished the
freedom of my private practice work and enjoyed the wide variety of clients who came to see me.
Working for a company that would send me to one base after another—and working with just
one population of clients—seemed limiting and unappealing to me, so I dismissed the
opportunity.A year or so later, however, circumstances changed my mind. I was in my midfifties,
single and childless, and for a couple of years I’d been grappling with a strong inner urge to
make big changes in my life. As the months passed, the urge to change became more and more
forceful and persistent. The feeling was also confounding: Where would I live? What would I do
for work? Why should I leave the place I had loved and enjoyed? As the urge grew, my
pleasantly settled life began to shift underneath my feet, without my assent. I began to feel
pushed out of all that was familiar, and I sensed that this inner demand for change simply would
not be ignored.As the ensuing upheaval rolled through my life, it was as if Tucson withdrew from
the embrace I had felt during the twenty-six years I had lived there. I spent my last two years in
Tucson grappling with a cascade of losses unlike anything I had ever experienced before. The
experience of driving along Campbell Avenue, River Road, or Speedway, streets that had been
my daily routes, felt “flat”—the roads suddenly seeming foreign and unknown. My favorite cafés,
bookstores, and shops—Bentley’s, The Cup Café, Antigone Books, Feast, and Beyond Bread—
no longer held any appeal for me. All the lovely threads that had been holding me closely
entwined with my city were cut, one after the other. I might as well have been in Morocco or
Tanzania, for I felt no sense of connection to Tucson at all. I was stunned, and I felt uprooted as
other unwelcome changes took my life apart.During these months of dismantling, my house was
broken into. Twice. The first time it happened, I walked into my ransacked house to find my
grandmother’s marcasite watch from the early nineteen hundreds; the delicate gold and
miniature-pearl necklace I’d been given for my First Communion; an antique gold necklace my
parents purchased at an estate sale; and “junk” jewelry given to me by my grandparents—pieces
that sparkled with blues, greens, and purples in fanciful detail—all gone. The intruders also had



taken the TV, the stereo, the microwave, and any furniture that could be easily carried. I found my
dog cowering underneath an end table, traumatized by the break-in.During the second burglary,
the thieves took my computer and the computer’s backup system, along with my cell phone, the
printer, and some of my clothing. By taking my computer’s backup system, the burglars
effectively wiped out my entire electronic history. I lost all my music, all my photos, fifteen years’
worth of notes, outlines, handouts, and tests from classes and workshops, and twenty years of
essays and other writing. For months, I couldn’t think of the loss without crying.One night shortly
after the second break-in, I woke to find myself standing in the middle of my bedroom, half-
crouched, heart pounding, my hands out in front of me, ready for a fight. In my startled-awake
state, I didn’t know what had propelled me, still asleep, into the middle of the room. I must have
heard a noise while I was sleeping and leapt into a “defensive position” before I was even fully
awake.Over the twenty-six years I’d been in private practice in Tucson, I’d built a good reputation
and had a steady stream of clients. I often had a waiting list of folks who wanted to work with me
as soon as I had an opening in my schedule. As this chapter of upheaval in my life unfolded,
however, the phone literally stopped ringing. Without any logical reason that I could think of, my
appointment book became page after page of barren time slots. I now had only a few sessions
scheduled per week, and a slew of empty days in which I wasn’t sure what to do with
myself.Floundering emotionally, I took long hikes by myself in the Catalina Mountains, spent a lot
of time at the branch library two blocks from my house, and watched TV with vacant eyes. I
fought off a sense of panic over the fact that I couldn’t stop the destruction of my comfortable life.
The losses moved through one area of my life after another, and I began to slip into days filled
with struggle and fear. I had the distinct experience that the changes were happening to me, as
opposed to seeing things I was doing that might lead to the shifts.Close friends wondered aloud
what the heck was going on with my life. They had always known me to be a steady, grounded
person whose life lacked drama or upheaval.“I’m sorry. I don’t get it,” said Terry, after I called and
told her of the latest calamity to befall me.I’d gone for a hike in the nearby mountains to burn off
some stress, and while I was on the trail, someone threw a large rock through my car window
and then stole my wallet, including my credit cards, and all the tools in my trunk. This happened
the week after I had taken my car in for a very minor repair that had ended up costing me several
hundred dollars. It seemed as though every time I spoke with Terry, I had new hardships to
report.“This isn’t like you,” Terry said. It felt like a rebuke.“Well, it’s like me now,” I told her sadly—
and a little defensively.In her eyes, I had become someone who called up to talk about one sad
drama after another. In the past, we had laughed and shared our lives with pretty consistent
optimism. Now, my voice was flat, I struggled to see anything good in what was happening, and
my sense of humor was completely gone.She seemed to think I should hold it together better,
that I should keep myself in a more positive frame of mind. I felt like Terry didn’t understand at all.
As she began to sound vaguely impatient with my reports, I felt like I’d worn her out with my tales
of hardship and suffering. She seemed frustrated with my failure to do something that would
reverse my string of misfortunes. Eventually, her frustration and her inability to grasp my



helplessness in the face of mounting losses led to the end of our twenty-five year friendship, and
I grieved yet another loss.Other friendships ended, too. I dropped out of touch because I couldn’t
manage to return phone calls or answer emails. At times, I was too weary from the difficulties to
keep up the effort of being sociable. I began to feel more and more alone.One friend, Jonathan,
had been a brother to my heart for twenty-five years. I’d spent countless Christmases, Easters,
and Thanksgivings with him, his wife, and his family. I’d gone to family weddings with them, and
we’d camped and hiked all over the Southwest together. Our bond felt as solid as the earth
beneath my feet. One morning, out of his New Age perspective on life, Jonathan gently shared
that he felt I was “creating” the difficulties I was grappling with. That hurt. If a person had been
through this sort of tsunami of loss, he would grasp that no one would choose to “create” this
kind of trauma.I had known for many years that Jonathan sincerely embraced the paradigm that
we all create our experiences in life. While I didn’t always share that perspective, it had never
resulted in a conflict between us. Now, however, in his view, I had to be doing something to
create all of the catastrophes I was experiencing. I knew with every cell of my being I wasn’t
causing all these things to happen. After that, an unbridgeable gap opened between us, and we
stopped communicating—and I spent even more time alone, wondering how to get through the
storm.Some friends showed great compassion toward me, but even with them, I heard baffled
helplessness in their voices as they listened to my ever-evolving tale of struggle and loss. One
friend said it was my “Saturn return” (an astrological construct for huge life-shifts). Another
believed it was a midlife crisis, while yet another framed it as an “identity crisis.” Whatever it was,
as time went by and the losses continued, I wondered whether it was even worth trying to share
these experiences with others. My friendships seemed to have become a one-sided tale of
woes.Morning after morning, I dressed as soon as I woke up and headed out on long, rambling
walks to stave off anxiety. I felt slightly frantic and on guard, wondering which thread of my life
would come unraveled next. I began to live in fear of the next unexplainable event, the next
unexpected loss. If I didn’t begin walking as soon as I woke up, the anxiety and dread would get
a foothold and my body would start trembling. Tucson streets are laid out in a simple east-west/
north-south grid. I’d walk east toward the dawn and watch as the sun rose over the mountains,
then I’d turn around and walk home.During the second year of unraveling, my sixteen-year-old
dog died, and my heart stumbled with fresh grief. I had found Ojito tossed out on a dirt road
when she was a tiny, five-week-old pup. She had been a source of true joy and companionship
all through those years, but now she was gone, too. My dad ended up in the hospital after a bad
fall; my sister faced cancer.I thought, Good Lord, I’d better leave here, or I’m not going to have
anything left. My life was being stripped down to the studs. Or more accurately, down to the
foundation. The process felt relentless and brutal, but it also felt very purposeful; there was an
almost surgical precision to the way my life was being dismantled. Something important was
unfolding, and while I wasn’t yet privy to the exact purpose, I could intuitively feel the pristine
intentionality of it. Strangely, it was in the darkest moments that I tapped into this intuition about
the process. Waking in the middle of the night, shaky with fear, I would quiet my breathing and



slowly dive deep down inside to steady myself. In the inner depths, I began to find the feeling
that there was a sense to all this, even if I didn’t understand what it might be. Whenever I felt
panicky, I’d whisper to myself, “Shh . . . something important is taking place. See if you can hang
in there.”Nothing had happened in my life to start all this; no event had triggered the landslide of
loss. Still, every day of the last two years I lived in Tucson, the disorienting process of change led
me to feel like I was wearing clothes that didn’t fit. I didn’t fit in that life anymore. In the end,
moving away and starting again seemed like the only option.As I struggled to imagine my future,
I remembered the military job and realized it would buy me some time. I didn’t take the job out of
any dedication to helping service members. I simply figured it would give me steady work while I
sorted out what to do next, and it would move me around the country so I could explore new
places to live.And so, on an already-hot June morning in Tucson, I slammed my trunk lid down
with a solid thunk and walked around to the driver’s side door. I leaned against the side of my
twenty-year-old Honda Accord and took a long last look back at my house. The front porch I had
once filled with pots of bright-blooming flowers was bare. The windows that once held sweet
lace curtains were dark and vacant. The tin roof that had often thrummed so beautifully beneath
monsoon storms was silent.I had spent the past several weeks sorting out what to put in storage
and what to pack into the car as I began my new life as a roving counselor. I couldn’t take much,
so I chose small comfort items—my favorite pillow, a few cherished photos, a cozy comforter
that was threadbare from use. I made room for Ojito’s sweetly worn-out dog collar, a few books
that would carry me until I landed near a library, and the road atlas that would soon be tattered
with wear. I took basic living items, too—kitchen utensils, laundry needs, work files, and office
supplies.I stood in the shade of a hundred-year-old eucalyptus tree, listening to the cicadas’
loud chirring and contemplating the threshold I was about to cross. I tend toward teariness in
poignant moments, but this moment was much more than poignant, and too complicated for
tears. It was relieving and freeing and frightening and sad and overwhelming to be leaving. What
I felt was a kaleidoscope of strong feelings. I was turning away from the place where I had lived
for most of my adult life, had developed my career, and had come to understand how to navigate
the ins and outs of daily life. With my car packed and house emptied, I now made the final
surrender to change.Turning out of my driveway, I didn’t look back. I drove across town and got
on the interstate, aiming for a military base in the Deep South—a part of the country I’d never
been to before. My new life was, at that moment, not at all clear to me; all I knew was where I
needed to report in a couple of weeks.I had no idea then of the journey I was about to begin. If I’d
had any inkling, I might have put my belongings back in the house and clung to what was
familiar.As a therapist, I was skilled enough to work comfortably with clients whose lives were
different from mine, so I had no concern about the actual counseling I would be doing with
soldiers. I was capable of rolling up my sleeves and giving them the support they needed. But as
I drove across the country to my first assignment, I mulled over the vague, uninformed notions I
had about the military and about service members.Back then, I thought I’d be dealing with a
bunch of war-obsessed people who mindlessly followed orders; I thought I’d get bored because



the counseling conversations would be about post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), all day,
every day—as if that were the only issue any service member ever struggled with; I thought
every soldier would be a cookie-cutter repeat of every other soldier, all individuality having been
stomped out of them in boot camp. I never thought about the soldiers’ families. They weren’t in
my consciousness at all, as if soldiers floated around in disconnected islands of squads and
platoons, without loved ones to embrace them and miss them.As I approached the eastern edge
of Albuquerque, New Mexico, I pulled to the side of the road at the top of a rise, got out of the
car, and looked back across the vast Rio Grande valley down below. Clouds were scudding
across a wide blazing-blue sky, and I felt like I could see the edge of the world, out there to the
far west. I said good-bye to my beloved Southwest, not knowing when or if I would ever come
back. I knew that once I drove past these mountains, I would drop down onto the plains of
Middle America, and “home” would fade from the rearview mirror.LEAVINGLeaving is an integral
part of soldiers’ lives: they leave their homes, their families, and all that’s familiar to join the
military. They leave on deployments that take them to the other side of the world, and, over the
course of their military careers, they repeatedly leave for new assignments on distant bases
where they are assigned new duties and new roles, once again leaving the familiar behind.
Eventually, they leave the military to rejoin civilian life.At any given time, service members are
deployed to one hundred fifty countries around the globe, for a variety of reasons—including
combat missions, peacekeeping, and humanitarian or security missions.1 According to Defense
Department data, about 2.5 million service members deployed during the Afghanistan and Iraq
wars. More than a third deployed more than once, and nearly thirty-seven thousand Americans
deployed more than five times.2In combat deployments, soldiers leave families, spouses, and
loved ones. They leave daily routines and responsibilities. They leave safety and ease. Many
combat veterans told me they acted like leaving was OK—their parting gift to loved ones was
walking away strong and assured. But in quiet conversations, they talk about how those leave-
takings really feel: the grief over missing children’s birthdays, holidays, and special occasions
back home. A son’s first baseball game, a daughter’s first steps, a wedding anniversary. They
grapple with the loneliness of being a world away from spouses, parents, dear ones. They feel
the anger that can come with the pressures of war and the loss of warrior friends. They stare
down the fear of never coming home.Even coming home entails a very complicated kind of
leaving for the soldier. Warriors who return from deployment get to rejoin their families, but that
also means leaving their battle buddies, who in turn rejoin their own families. They’ve spent
every day in extremely close quarters for months on end, and they’ve bonded with each other
intensely in the service of saving one another’s lives. They’ve seen each other scared or
wounded or brave or hysterical. When they come home, they greet loved ones, drive across the
base, and leave behind their shared experience to live separate lives.“It feels weird to leave
them,” the soldiers tell me. “I just can’t get used to it.”Leaving is a part of a military career, right up
through the conclusion of it. When they end their careers, many soldiers lose the sense of
purpose and honor they lived with during their military years. Most say they struggle to find deep



purpose in civilian life. And their years of military professionalism and achievement might count
for nothing in the civilian world. One service member—a thirty-year veteran—said to me, “You
know, I achieved so much. I worked hard to get to this rank. I gained a lot of respect and helped a
lot of soldiers on the way up. But the day after I retire from the military, I’m nothing.”Before I
started working with soldiers, I didn’t have any idea how much leaving they faced. Perhaps
because I had just left so much behind, I had “new eyes” that allowed me to see the ways leaving
is woven through military lives, bringing with it everything from fresh starts and new successes to
true sadness and aching grief.CHAPTER 1As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan dragged on,
military leaders began to recognize the impact of multiple deployments on combat veterans and
their families. To help soldiers and families cope with the enormous stress of lengthy
separations, war injuries, and death, the Department of Defense initiated a program on military
bases that offered soldiers free counseling that was strictly confidential. To implement this
program, civilian counselors were hired to work on military bases all over the world.As a
counselor with little knowledge of the military, I was surprised and impressed when a few of my
colleagues became part of this new program, signing up to work on bases where soldiers were
getting ready to deploy into combat or just returning from combat deployments. When I first
learned of their new jobs I thought about the possibility of joining them, but I relished the
freedom of my private practice work and enjoyed the wide variety of clients who came to see me.
Working for a company that would send me to one base after another—and working with just
one population of clients—seemed limiting and unappealing to me, so I dismissed the
opportunity.A year or so later, however, circumstances changed my mind. I was in my midfifties,
single and childless, and for a couple of years I’d been grappling with a strong inner urge to
make big changes in my life. As the months passed, the urge to change became more and more
forceful and persistent. The feeling was also confounding: Where would I live? What would I do
for work? Why should I leave the place I had loved and enjoyed? As the urge grew, my
pleasantly settled life began to shift underneath my feet, without my assent. I began to feel
pushed out of all that was familiar, and I sensed that this inner demand for change simply would
not be ignored.As the ensuing upheaval rolled through my life, it was as if Tucson withdrew from
the embrace I had felt during the twenty-six years I had lived there. I spent my last two years in
Tucson grappling with a cascade of losses unlike anything I had ever experienced before. The
experience of driving along Campbell Avenue, River Road, or Speedway, streets that had been
my daily routes, felt “flat”—the roads suddenly seeming foreign and unknown. My favorite cafés,
bookstores, and shops—Bentley’s, The Cup Café, Antigone Books, Feast, and Beyond Bread—
no longer held any appeal for me. All the lovely threads that had been holding me closely
entwined with my city were cut, one after the other. I might as well have been in Morocco or
Tanzania, for I felt no sense of connection to Tucson at all. I was stunned, and I felt uprooted as
other unwelcome changes took my life apart.During these months of dismantling, my house was
broken into. Twice. The first time it happened, I walked into my ransacked house to find my
grandmother’s marcasite watch from the early nineteen hundreds; the delicate gold and



miniature-pearl necklace I’d been given for my First Communion; an antique gold necklace my
parents purchased at an estate sale; and “junk” jewelry given to me by my grandparents—pieces
that sparkled with blues, greens, and purples in fanciful detail—all gone. The intruders also had
taken the TV, the stereo, the microwave, and any furniture that could be easily carried. I found my
dog cowering underneath an end table, traumatized by the break-in.During the second burglary,
the thieves took my computer and the computer’s backup system, along with my cell phone, the
printer, and some of my clothing. By taking my computer’s backup system, the burglars
effectively wiped out my entire electronic history. I lost all my music, all my photos, fifteen years’
worth of notes, outlines, handouts, and tests from classes and workshops, and twenty years of
essays and other writing. For months, I couldn’t think of the loss without crying.One night shortly
after the second break-in, I woke to find myself standing in the middle of my bedroom, half-
crouched, heart pounding, my hands out in front of me, ready for a fight. In my startled-awake
state, I didn’t know what had propelled me, still asleep, into the middle of the room. I must have
heard a noise while I was sleeping and leapt into a “defensive position” before I was even fully
awake.Over the twenty-six years I’d been in private practice in Tucson, I’d built a good reputation
and had a steady stream of clients. I often had a waiting list of folks who wanted to work with me
as soon as I had an opening in my schedule. As this chapter of upheaval in my life unfolded,
however, the phone literally stopped ringing. Without any logical reason that I could think of, my
appointment book became page after page of barren time slots. I now had only a few sessions
scheduled per week, and a slew of empty days in which I wasn’t sure what to do with
myself.Floundering emotionally, I took long hikes by myself in the Catalina Mountains, spent a lot
of time at the branch library two blocks from my house, and watched TV with vacant eyes. I
fought off a sense of panic over the fact that I couldn’t stop the destruction of my comfortable life.
The losses moved through one area of my life after another, and I began to slip into days filled
with struggle and fear. I had the distinct experience that the changes were happening to me, as
opposed to seeing things I was doing that might lead to the shifts.Close friends wondered aloud
what the heck was going on with my life. They had always known me to be a steady, grounded
person whose life lacked drama or upheaval.“I’m sorry. I don’t get it,” said Terry, after I called and
told her of the latest calamity to befall me.I’d gone for a hike in the nearby mountains to burn off
some stress, and while I was on the trail, someone threw a large rock through my car window
and then stole my wallet, including my credit cards, and all the tools in my trunk. This happened
the week after I had taken my car in for a very minor repair that had ended up costing me several
hundred dollars. It seemed as though every time I spoke with Terry, I had new hardships to
report.“This isn’t like you,” Terry said. It felt like a rebuke.“Well, it’s like me now,” I told her sadly—
and a little defensively.In her eyes, I had become someone who called up to talk about one sad
drama after another. In the past, we had laughed and shared our lives with pretty consistent
optimism. Now, my voice was flat, I struggled to see anything good in what was happening, and
my sense of humor was completely gone.She seemed to think I should hold it together better,
that I should keep myself in a more positive frame of mind. I felt like Terry didn’t understand at all.



As she began to sound vaguely impatient with my reports, I felt like I’d worn her out with my tales
of hardship and suffering. She seemed frustrated with my failure to do something that would
reverse my string of misfortunes. Eventually, her frustration and her inability to grasp my
helplessness in the face of mounting losses led to the end of our twenty-five year friendship, and
I grieved yet another loss.Other friendships ended, too. I dropped out of touch because I couldn’t
manage to return phone calls or answer emails. At times, I was too weary from the difficulties to
keep up the effort of being sociable. I began to feel more and more alone.One friend, Jonathan,
had been a brother to my heart for twenty-five years. I’d spent countless Christmases, Easters,
and Thanksgivings with him, his wife, and his family. I’d gone to family weddings with them, and
we’d camped and hiked all over the Southwest together. Our bond felt as solid as the earth
beneath my feet. One morning, out of his New Age perspective on life, Jonathan gently shared
that he felt I was “creating” the difficulties I was grappling with. That hurt. If a person had been
through this sort of tsunami of loss, he would grasp that no one would choose to “create” this
kind of trauma.I had known for many years that Jonathan sincerely embraced the paradigm that
we all create our experiences in life. While I didn’t always share that perspective, it had never
resulted in a conflict between us. Now, however, in his view, I had to be doing something to
create all of the catastrophes I was experiencing. I knew with every cell of my being I wasn’t
causing all these things to happen. After that, an unbridgeable gap opened between us, and we
stopped communicating—and I spent even more time alone, wondering how to get through the
storm.Some friends showed great compassion toward me, but even with them, I heard baffled
helplessness in their voices as they listened to my ever-evolving tale of struggle and loss. One
friend said it was my “Saturn return” (an astrological construct for huge life-shifts). Another
believed it was a midlife crisis, while yet another framed it as an “identity crisis.” Whatever it was,
as time went by and the losses continued, I wondered whether it was even worth trying to share
these experiences with others. My friendships seemed to have become a one-sided tale of
woes.Morning after morning, I dressed as soon as I woke up and headed out on long, rambling
walks to stave off anxiety. I felt slightly frantic and on guard, wondering which thread of my life
would come unraveled next. I began to live in fear of the next unexplainable event, the next
unexpected loss. If I didn’t begin walking as soon as I woke up, the anxiety and dread would get
a foothold and my body would start trembling. Tucson streets are laid out in a simple east-west/
north-south grid. I’d walk east toward the dawn and watch as the sun rose over the mountains,
then I’d turn around and walk home.During the second year of unraveling, my sixteen-year-old
dog died, and my heart stumbled with fresh grief. I had found Ojito tossed out on a dirt road
when she was a tiny, five-week-old pup. She had been a source of true joy and companionship
all through those years, but now she was gone, too. My dad ended up in the hospital after a bad
fall; my sister faced cancer.I thought, Good Lord, I’d better leave here, or I’m not going to have
anything left. My life was being stripped down to the studs. Or more accurately, down to the
foundation. The process felt relentless and brutal, but it also felt very purposeful; there was an
almost surgical precision to the way my life was being dismantled. Something important was



unfolding, and while I wasn’t yet privy to the exact purpose, I could intuitively feel the pristine
intentionality of it. Strangely, it was in the darkest moments that I tapped into this intuition about
the process. Waking in the middle of the night, shaky with fear, I would quiet my breathing and
slowly dive deep down inside to steady myself. In the inner depths, I began to find the feeling
that there was a sense to all this, even if I didn’t understand what it might be. Whenever I felt
panicky, I’d whisper to myself, “Shh . . . something important is taking place. See if you can hang
in there.”Nothing had happened in my life to start all this; no event had triggered the landslide of
loss. Still, every day of the last two years I lived in Tucson, the disorienting process of change led
me to feel like I was wearing clothes that didn’t fit. I didn’t fit in that life anymore. In the end,
moving away and starting again seemed like the only option.As I struggled to imagine my future,
I remembered the military job and realized it would buy me some time. I didn’t take the job out of
any dedication to helping service members. I simply figured it would give me steady work while I
sorted out what to do next, and it would move me around the country so I could explore new
places to live.And so, on an already-hot June morning in Tucson, I slammed my trunk lid down
with a solid thunk and walked around to the driver’s side door. I leaned against the side of my
twenty-year-old Honda Accord and took a long last look back at my house. The front porch I had
once filled with pots of bright-blooming flowers was bare. The windows that once held sweet
lace curtains were dark and vacant. The tin roof that had often thrummed so beautifully beneath
monsoon storms was silent.I had spent the past several weeks sorting out what to put in storage
and what to pack into the car as I began my new life as a roving counselor. I couldn’t take much,
so I chose small comfort items—my favorite pillow, a few cherished photos, a cozy comforter
that was threadbare from use. I made room for Ojito’s sweetly worn-out dog collar, a few books
that would carry me until I landed near a library, and the road atlas that would soon be tattered
with wear. I took basic living items, too—kitchen utensils, laundry needs, work files, and office
supplies.I stood in the shade of a hundred-year-old eucalyptus tree, listening to the cicadas’
loud chirring and contemplating the threshold I was about to cross. I tend toward teariness in
poignant moments, but this moment was much more than poignant, and too complicated for
tears. It was relieving and freeing and frightening and sad and overwhelming to be leaving. What
I felt was a kaleidoscope of strong feelings. I was turning away from the place where I had lived
for most of my adult life, had developed my career, and had come to understand how to navigate
the ins and outs of daily life. With my car packed and house emptied, I now made the final
surrender to change.Turning out of my driveway, I didn’t look back. I drove across town and got
on the interstate, aiming for a military base in the Deep South—a part of the country I’d never
been to before. My new life was, at that moment, not at all clear to me; all I knew was where I
needed to report in a couple of weeks.I had no idea then of the journey I was about to begin. If I’d
had any inkling, I might have put my belongings back in the house and clung to what was
familiar.As a therapist, I was skilled enough to work comfortably with clients whose lives were
different from mine, so I had no concern about the actual counseling I would be doing with
soldiers. I was capable of rolling up my sleeves and giving them the support they needed. But as



I drove across the country to my first assignment, I mulled over the vague, uninformed notions I
had about the military and about service members.Back then, I thought I’d be dealing with a
bunch of war-obsessed people who mindlessly followed orders; I thought I’d get bored because
the counseling conversations would be about post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), all day,
every day—as if that were the only issue any service member ever struggled with; I thought
every soldier would be a cookie-cutter repeat of every other soldier, all individuality having been
stomped out of them in boot camp. I never thought about the soldiers’ families. They weren’t in
my consciousness at all, as if soldiers floated around in disconnected islands of squads and
platoons, without loved ones to embrace them and miss them.As I approached the eastern edge
of Albuquerque, New Mexico, I pulled to the side of the road at the top of a rise, got out of the
car, and looked back across the vast Rio Grande valley down below. Clouds were scudding
across a wide blazing-blue sky, and I felt like I could see the edge of the world, out there to the
far west. I said good-bye to my beloved Southwest, not knowing when or if I would ever come
back. I knew that once I drove past these mountains, I would drop down onto the plains of
Middle America, and “home” would fade from the rearview mirror.LEAVINGLeaving is an integral
part of soldiers’ lives: they leave their homes, their families, and all that’s familiar to join the
military. They leave on deployments that take them to the other side of the world, and, over the
course of their military careers, they repeatedly leave for new assignments on distant bases
where they are assigned new duties and new roles, once again leaving the familiar behind.
Eventually, they leave the military to rejoin civilian life.At any given time, service members are
deployed to one hundred fifty countries around the globe, for a variety of reasons—including
combat missions, peacekeeping, and humanitarian or security missions.1 According to Defense
Department data, about 2.5 million service members deployed during the Afghanistan and Iraq
wars. More than a third deployed more than once, and nearly thirty-seven thousand Americans
deployed more than five times.2In combat deployments, soldiers leave families, spouses, and
loved ones. They leave daily routines and responsibilities. They leave safety and ease. Many
combat veterans told me they acted like leaving was OK—their parting gift to loved ones was
walking away strong and assured. But in quiet conversations, they talk about how those leave-
takings really feel: the grief over missing children’s birthdays, holidays, and special occasions
back home. A son’s first baseball game, a daughter’s first steps, a wedding anniversary. They
grapple with the loneliness of being a world away from spouses, parents, dear ones. They feel
the anger that can come with the pressures of war and the loss of warrior friends. They stare
down the fear of never coming home.Even coming home entails a very complicated kind of
leaving for the soldier. Warriors who return from deployment get to rejoin their families, but that
also means leaving their battle buddies, who in turn rejoin their own families. They’ve spent
every day in extremely close quarters for months on end, and they’ve bonded with each other
intensely in the service of saving one another’s lives. They’ve seen each other scared or
wounded or brave or hysterical. When they come home, they greet loved ones, drive across the
base, and leave behind their shared experience to live separate lives.“It feels weird to leave



them,” the soldiers tell me. “I just can’t get used to it.”Leaving is a part of a military career, right up
through the conclusion of it. When they end their careers, many soldiers lose the sense of
purpose and honor they lived with during their military years. Most say they struggle to find deep
purpose in civilian life. And their years of military professionalism and achievement might count
for nothing in the civilian world. One service member—a thirty-year veteran—said to me, “You
know, I achieved so much. I worked hard to get to this rank. I gained a lot of respect and helped a
lot of soldiers on the way up. But the day after I retire from the military, I’m nothing.”Before I
started working with soldiers, I didn’t have any idea how much leaving they faced. Perhaps
because I had just left so much behind, I had “new eyes” that allowed me to see the ways leaving
is woven through military lives, bringing with it everything from fresh starts and new successes to
true sadness and aching grief.CHAPTER 1As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan dragged on,
military leaders began to recognize the impact of multiple deployments on combat veterans and
their families. To help soldiers and families cope with the enormous stress of lengthy
separations, war injuries, and death, the Department of Defense initiated a program on military
bases that offered soldiers free counseling that was strictly confidential. To implement this
program, civilian counselors were hired to work on military bases all over the world.As a
counselor with little knowledge of the military, I was surprised and impressed when a few of my
colleagues became part of this new program, signing up to work on bases where soldiers were
getting ready to deploy into combat or just returning from combat deployments. When I first
learned of their new jobs I thought about the possibility of joining them, but I relished the
freedom of my private practice work and enjoyed the wide variety of clients who came to see me.
Working for a company that would send me to one base after another—and working with just
one population of clients—seemed limiting and unappealing to me, so I dismissed the
opportunity.A year or so later, however, circumstances changed my mind. I was in my midfifties,
single and childless, and for a couple of years I’d been grappling with a strong inner urge to
make big changes in my life. As the months passed, the urge to change became more and more
forceful and persistent. The feeling was also confounding: Where would I live? What would I do
for work? Why should I leave the place I had loved and enjoyed? As the urge grew, my
pleasantly settled life began to shift underneath my feet, without my assent. I began to feel
pushed out of all that was familiar, and I sensed that this inner demand for change simply would
not be ignored.As the ensuing upheaval rolled through my life, it was as if Tucson withdrew from
the embrace I had felt during the twenty-six years I had lived there. I spent my last two years in
Tucson grappling with a cascade of losses unlike anything I had ever experienced before. The
experience of driving along Campbell Avenue, River Road, or Speedway, streets that had been
my daily routes, felt “flat”—the roads suddenly seeming foreign and unknown. My favorite cafés,
bookstores, and shops—Bentley’s, The Cup Café, Antigone Books, Feast, and Beyond Bread—
no longer held any appeal for me. All the lovely threads that had been holding me closely
entwined with my city were cut, one after the other. I might as well have been in Morocco or
Tanzania, for I felt no sense of connection to Tucson at all. I was stunned, and I felt uprooted as



other unwelcome changes took my life apart.During these months of dismantling, my house was
broken into. Twice. The first time it happened, I walked into my ransacked house to find my
grandmother’s marcasite watch from the early nineteen hundreds; the delicate gold and
miniature-pearl necklace I’d been given for my First Communion; an antique gold necklace my
parents purchased at an estate sale; and “junk” jewelry given to me by my grandparents—pieces
that sparkled with blues, greens, and purples in fanciful detail—all gone. The intruders also had
taken the TV, the stereo, the microwave, and any furniture that could be easily carried. I found my
dog cowering underneath an end table, traumatized by the break-in.During the second burglary,
the thieves took my computer and the computer’s backup system, along with my cell phone, the
printer, and some of my clothing. By taking my computer’s backup system, the burglars
effectively wiped out my entire electronic history. I lost all my music, all my photos, fifteen years’
worth of notes, outlines, handouts, and tests from classes and workshops, and twenty years of
essays and other writing. For months, I couldn’t think of the loss without crying.One night shortly
after the second break-in, I woke to find myself standing in the middle of my bedroom, half-
crouched, heart pounding, my hands out in front of me, ready for a fight. In my startled-awake
state, I didn’t know what had propelled me, still asleep, into the middle of the room. I must have
heard a noise while I was sleeping and leapt into a “defensive position” before I was even fully
awake.Over the twenty-six years I’d been in private practice in Tucson, I’d built a good reputation
and had a steady stream of clients. I often had a waiting list of folks who wanted to work with me
as soon as I had an opening in my schedule. As this chapter of upheaval in my life unfolded,
however, the phone literally stopped ringing. Without any logical reason that I could think of, my
appointment book became page after page of barren time slots. I now had only a few sessions
scheduled per week, and a slew of empty days in which I wasn’t sure what to do with
myself.Floundering emotionally, I took long hikes by myself in the Catalina Mountains, spent a lot
of time at the branch library two blocks from my house, and watched TV with vacant eyes. I
fought off a sense of panic over the fact that I couldn’t stop the destruction of my comfortable life.
The losses moved through one area of my life after another, and I began to slip into days filled
with struggle and fear. I had the distinct experience that the changes were happening to me, as
opposed to seeing things I was doing that might lead to the shifts.Close friends wondered aloud
what the heck was going on with my life. They had always known me to be a steady, grounded
person whose life lacked drama or upheaval.“I’m sorry. I don’t get it,” said Terry, after I called and
told her of the latest calamity to befall me.I’d gone for a hike in the nearby mountains to burn off
some stress, and while I was on the trail, someone threw a large rock through my car window
and then stole my wallet, including my credit cards, and all the tools in my trunk. This happened
the week after I had taken my car in for a very minor repair that had ended up costing me several
hundred dollars. It seemed as though every time I spoke with Terry, I had new hardships to
report.“This isn’t like you,” Terry said. It felt like a rebuke.“Well, it’s like me now,” I told her sadly—
and a little defensively.In her eyes, I had become someone who called up to talk about one sad
drama after another. In the past, we had laughed and shared our lives with pretty consistent



optimism. Now, my voice was flat, I struggled to see anything good in what was happening, and
my sense of humor was completely gone.She seemed to think I should hold it together better,
that I should keep myself in a more positive frame of mind. I felt like Terry didn’t understand at all.
As she began to sound vaguely impatient with my reports, I felt like I’d worn her out with my tales
of hardship and suffering. She seemed frustrated with my failure to do something that would
reverse my string of misfortunes. Eventually, her frustration and her inability to grasp my
helplessness in the face of mounting losses led to the end of our twenty-five year friendship, and
I grieved yet another loss.Other friendships ended, too. I dropped out of touch because I couldn’t
manage to return phone calls or answer emails. At times, I was too weary from the difficulties to
keep up the effort of being sociable. I began to feel more and more alone.One friend, Jonathan,
had been a brother to my heart for twenty-five years. I’d spent countless Christmases, Easters,
and Thanksgivings with him, his wife, and his family. I’d gone to family weddings with them, and
we’d camped and hiked all over the Southwest together. Our bond felt as solid as the earth
beneath my feet. One morning, out of his New Age perspective on life, Jonathan gently shared
that he felt I was “creating” the difficulties I was grappling with. That hurt. If a person had been
through this sort of tsunami of loss, he would grasp that no one would choose to “create” this
kind of trauma.I had known for many years that Jonathan sincerely embraced the paradigm that
we all create our experiences in life. While I didn’t always share that perspective, it had never
resulted in a conflict between us. Now, however, in his view, I had to be doing something to
create all of the catastrophes I was experiencing. I knew with every cell of my being I wasn’t
causing all these things to happen. After that, an unbridgeable gap opened between us, and we
stopped communicating—and I spent even more time alone, wondering how to get through the
storm.Some friends showed great compassion toward me, but even with them, I heard baffled
helplessness in their voices as they listened to my ever-evolving tale of struggle and loss. One
friend said it was my “Saturn return” (an astrological construct for huge life-shifts). Another
believed it was a midlife crisis, while yet another framed it as an “identity crisis.” Whatever it was,
as time went by and the losses continued, I wondered whether it was even worth trying to share
these experiences with others. My friendships seemed to have become a one-sided tale of
woes.Morning after morning, I dressed as soon as I woke up and headed out on long, rambling
walks to stave off anxiety. I felt slightly frantic and on guard, wondering which thread of my life
would come unraveled next. I began to live in fear of the next unexplainable event, the next
unexpected loss. If I didn’t begin walking as soon as I woke up, the anxiety and dread would get
a foothold and my body would start trembling. Tucson streets are laid out in a simple east-west/
north-south grid. I’d walk east toward the dawn and watch as the sun rose over the mountains,
then I’d turn around and walk home.During the second year of unraveling, my sixteen-year-old
dog died, and my heart stumbled with fresh grief. I had found Ojito tossed out on a dirt road
when she was a tiny, five-week-old pup. She had been a source of true joy and companionship
all through those years, but now she was gone, too. My dad ended up in the hospital after a bad
fall; my sister faced cancer.I thought, Good Lord, I’d better leave here, or I’m not going to have



anything left. My life was being stripped down to the studs. Or more accurately, down to the
foundation. The process felt relentless and brutal, but it also felt very purposeful; there was an
almost surgical precision to the way my life was being dismantled. Something important was
unfolding, and while I wasn’t yet privy to the exact purpose, I could intuitively feel the pristine
intentionality of it. Strangely, it was in the darkest moments that I tapped into this intuition about
the process. Waking in the middle of the night, shaky with fear, I would quiet my breathing and
slowly dive deep down inside to steady myself. In the inner depths, I began to find the feeling
that there was a sense to all this, even if I didn’t understand what it might be. Whenever I felt
panicky, I’d whisper to myself, “Shh . . . something important is taking place. See if you can hang
in there.”Nothing had happened in my life to start all this; no event had triggered the landslide of
loss. Still, every day of the last two years I lived in Tucson, the disorienting process of change led
me to feel like I was wearing clothes that didn’t fit. I didn’t fit in that life anymore. In the end,
moving away and starting again seemed like the only option.As I struggled to imagine my future,
I remembered the military job and realized it would buy me some time. I didn’t take the job out of
any dedication to helping service members. I simply figured it would give me steady work while I
sorted out what to do next, and it would move me around the country so I could explore new
places to live.And so, on an already-hot June morning in Tucson, I slammed my trunk lid down
with a solid thunk and walked around to the driver’s side door. I leaned against the side of my
twenty-year-old Honda Accord and took a long last look back at my house. The front porch I had
once filled with pots of bright-blooming flowers was bare. The windows that once held sweet
lace curtains were dark and vacant. The tin roof that had often thrummed so beautifully beneath
monsoon storms was silent.I had spent the past several weeks sorting out what to put in storage
and what to pack into the car as I began my new life as a roving counselor. I couldn’t take much,
so I chose small comfort items—my favorite pillow, a few cherished photos, a cozy comforter
that was threadbare from use. I made room for Ojito’s sweetly worn-out dog collar, a few books
that would carry me until I landed near a library, and the road atlas that would soon be tattered
with wear. I took basic living items, too—kitchen utensils, laundry needs, work files, and office
supplies.I stood in the shade of a hundred-year-old eucalyptus tree, listening to the cicadas’
loud chirring and contemplating the threshold I was about to cross. I tend toward teariness in
poignant moments, but this moment was much more than poignant, and too complicated for
tears. It was relieving and freeing and frightening and sad and overwhelming to be leaving. What
I felt was a kaleidoscope of strong feelings. I was turning away from the place where I had lived
for most of my adult life, had developed my career, and had come to understand how to navigate
the ins and outs of daily life. With my car packed and house emptied, I now made the final
surrender to change.Turning out of my driveway, I didn’t look back. I drove across town and got
on the interstate, aiming for a military base in the Deep South—a part of the country I’d never
been to before. My new life was, at that moment, not at all clear to me; all I knew was where I
needed to report in a couple of weeks.I had no idea then of the journey I was about to begin. If I’d
had any inkling, I might have put my belongings back in the house and clung to what was



familiar.As a therapist, I was skilled enough to work comfortably with clients whose lives were
different from mine, so I had no concern about the actual counseling I would be doing with
soldiers. I was capable of rolling up my sleeves and giving them the support they needed. But as
I drove across the country to my first assignment, I mulled over the vague, uninformed notions I
had about the military and about service members.Back then, I thought I’d be dealing with a
bunch of war-obsessed people who mindlessly followed orders; I thought I’d get bored because
the counseling conversations would be about post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), all day,
every day—as if that were the only issue any service member ever struggled with; I thought
every soldier would be a cookie-cutter repeat of every other soldier, all individuality having been
stomped out of them in boot camp. I never thought about the soldiers’ families. They weren’t in
my consciousness at all, as if soldiers floated around in disconnected islands of squads and
platoons, without loved ones to embrace them and miss them.As I approached the eastern edge
of Albuquerque, New Mexico, I pulled to the side of the road at the top of a rise, got out of the
car, and looked back across the vast Rio Grande valley down below. Clouds were scudding
across a wide blazing-blue sky, and I felt like I could see the edge of the world, out there to the
far west. I said good-bye to my beloved Southwest, not knowing when or if I would ever come
back. I knew that once I drove past these mountains, I would drop down onto the plains of
Middle America, and “home” would fade from the rearview mirror.LEAVINGLeaving is an integral
part of soldiers’ lives: they leave their homes, their families, and all that’s familiar to join the
military. They leave on deployments that take them to the other side of the world, and, over the
course of their military careers, they repeatedly leave for new assignments on distant bases
where they are assigned new duties and new roles, once again leaving the familiar behind.
Eventually, they leave the military to rejoin civilian life.At any given time, service members are
deployed to one hundred fifty countries around the globe, for a variety of reasons—including
combat missions, peacekeeping, and humanitarian or security missions.1 According to Defense
Department data, about 2.5 million service members deployed during the Afghanistan and Iraq
wars. More than a third deployed more than once, and nearly thirty-seven thousand Americans
deployed more than five times.2In combat deployments, soldiers leave families, spouses, and
loved ones. They leave daily routines and responsibilities. They leave safety and ease. Many
combat veterans told me they acted like leaving was OK—their parting gift to loved ones was
walking away strong and assured. But in quiet conversations, they talk about how those leave-
takings really feel: the grief over missing children’s birthdays, holidays, and special occasions
back home. A son’s first baseball game, a daughter’s first steps, a wedding anniversary. They
grapple with the loneliness of being a world away from spouses, parents, dear ones. They feel
the anger that can come with the pressures of war and the loss of warrior friends. They stare
down the fear of never coming home.Even coming home entails a very complicated kind of
leaving for the soldier. Warriors who return from deployment get to rejoin their families, but that
also means leaving their battle buddies, who in turn rejoin their own families. They’ve spent
every day in extremely close quarters for months on end, and they’ve bonded with each other



intensely in the service of saving one another’s lives. They’ve seen each other scared or
wounded or brave or hysterical. When they come home, they greet loved ones, drive across the
base, and leave behind their shared experience to live separate lives.“It feels weird to leave
them,” the soldiers tell me. “I just can’t get used to it.”Leaving is a part of a military career, right up
through the conclusion of it. When they end their careers, many soldiers lose the sense of
purpose and honor they lived with during their military years. Most say they struggle to find deep
purpose in civilian life. And their years of military professionalism and achievement might count
for nothing in the civilian world. One service member—a thirty-year veteran—said to me, “You
know, I achieved so much. I worked hard to get to this rank. I gained a lot of respect and helped a
lot of soldiers on the way up. But the day after I retire from the military, I’m nothing.”Before I
started working with soldiers, I didn’t have any idea how much leaving they faced. Perhaps
because I had just left so much behind, I had “new eyes” that allowed me to see the ways leaving
is woven through military lives, bringing with it everything from fresh starts and new successes to
true sadness and aching grief.CHAPTER 2In my new job, assignments were to last anywhere
from one month to six months. My first assignment was a sprawling base of tens of thousands of
soldiers, where I was to work for three months. Small installations might have only one or two
counselors assigned to them; massive bases (like the one where I started) might be assigned
twenty-five counselors or more. My job description stated that it was my duty to offer support to
soldiers, spouses, and civilian employees. I was expected to interact with them in facilities all
over the base: offices, dining facilities, motor pools, common areas, base stores and libraries,
family gatherings, staff briefings, and various troop celebrations.The prospect of arriving at, and
acclimating to, my first military base was as unnerving and mysterious to me as the idea of
landing in the wilds of Borneo and trying to sort out how to relate to the local tribe. When I pulled
up to the guardhouse and presented my paperwork to the guard, my posture changed: my back
stiffened and straightened, as if the act of ordering my body upright would help me fit in. I looked
at the guard—taking in his uniform, his curt politeness, his stiff instructions to put this paper here
and that I.D. there—and I thought, Here we go. I tucked the paperwork above my car visor and
pulled forward.In that moment, my relationship with the military world began.That small distance
—fifty yards, from off base to on base—felt like a monumental transition from one world into
another. This feeling of marked transition occurred every time I drove onto a base, throughout
the years I worked with soldiers.As I pulled onto the base, I slowed to twenty-five miles per hour
—the posted speed limit on this and most bases—and searched for the brigade building where I
was to report. I passed manicured lawns and trim, orderly landscaping. Groups of soldiers
walked along sidewalks with an air of purpose. Every building was signed or numbered with a
large plaque on the front facade: “Housing Services,” “Chaplaincy Office,” “Wounded Warrior
Unit,” “Bldg. 17-S.” The area where I was going to work had been developed more recently than
the rest of the base. The modern cube-shaped buildings were two stories high, painted a bland
shade of tan on the outside, and squares of dark tinted windows striped the sides. I could tell the
land had been scraped bare before construction of the buildings had begun because the



landscaping remained sparse. The way the buildings were arranged around massive parking
lots reminded me of a community college campus.Driving at the lower speed limit was a striking
experience for me—no rushing, darting, honking craziness here. The slower pace, the clear
signage, and the meticulously ordered buildings created an atmosphere that was calm and
serene.I had imagined the base environment would feel rigid and harsh, but it actually felt
somewhat calming, even pleasant. The palpable difference between this ordered calm and the
more chaotic, jumbled, jacked-up civilian world made me wonder how it was going to feel to
navigate the gap between the two every day. I also wondered how soldiers felt as they navigated
this split between the military world and the civilian world.When I found the brigade
headquarters, I pulled my car into a nearby parking space and walked up the wide sidewalk to
the glass front doors. Off to the right of the entrance, a gigantic old black cannon stood on
display. A huge concrete sign proclaimed the name of the brigade, and beneath the name, bold
script quoted a proud phrase for which the brigade was known. (I would soon learn, as I moved
from base to base, that most brigades and battalions had these proud phrases.) Apache
helicopters skimmed by overhead en route to training areas, the rotors’ deep whopp-whopp-
whopp reverberating through my body. Mortar rounds exploded in distant woods, where armored
troops were practicing field exercises. The flood of new stimuli served to remind me just how far I
was from my familiar environs.Inside the brigade headquarters, I made my way to the
conference room where my colleagues and I were to participate in a counselors’ orientation
meeting with one of the brigade commanders. I took a seat at the huge U-shaped conference
table and opened my notebook, ready to take notes.The commander walked in and strode to the
front of the room just after I was seated, followed closely by two soldiers. The atmosphere
changed immediately—tension blanketed the room as if a freezing wind had just blown in. I don’t
remember the commander’s name or rank, but I remember her intensity and bearing. She had
close-cropped dark hair and held herself as tightly wound as my most basic soldier
preconceptions would dictate. Her uniform couldn’t have been more pristinely clean and crisp,
although she was wearing the same digitally patterned camouflage uniform that all the other
soldiers wore. She turned toward us with a precisely executed step-and-stop movement. She
was all business.The room fell silent. As she made eye contact with every single counselor in the
room, her face remained stoic and serious. She definitely had our attention.Twenty-five of us
counselors looked back at her from around the faux mahogany table. The room’s off-white walls
were covered with framed photos of past commanders and complicated battalion insignias
made up of swords, cannons, guns, and unfurled wings.“You’re all adults,” the commander
stated, looking again at each and every one of us. “You are capable of getting yourselves where
you need to be on time, are you not?”A few folks murmured, “Yes.”“That would be ‘Yes,
ma’am.’”“Yes, ma’am.”I looked at the clock on the wall behind her. What was she talking about:
“on time”? The minute hand was straight up, nine o’clock on the dot: exactly the time our
orientation had been scheduled to start. I had always considered it part of my professional duty
to be very conscientious about showing up on time, beginning and ending sessions on time, etc.



Her tone was unnerving, and I felt like I had failed a very basic part of my duty. People shifted in
their seats, not sure where this exchange was going.“OK. Then you should understand that in
my military, being on time means you’re here and ready to start at least fifteen minutes before
the scheduled time. Fifteen minutes. While you’re working in this brigade, that’s the expectation.
Any questions?”I avoided eye contact with her but studied her face any time she looked at the
colleagues on the other side of the conference table. Not a hair out of place, no flinch in her
gaze, no relaxation in her ramrod straight bearing. I felt like a teenager who had brought home
bad grades, sweating and wondering what my pissed-off parents were going to do when they
lowered the boom at the end of the talking-to. It had been a long time since I felt so out of place
and intimidated.“If you’re going to work in my brigade,” she continued, “you’re going to have to
step up and perform. If you can’t do that, we don’t need you to be here. I want you on time. I want
you in the battalion building you’re assigned to. I want you supporting our soldiers and spouses. I
don’t want to hear about any of you slacking off or performing poorly. Is that clear?”“Yes, ma’am,”
the entire group chorused.“We’ve not had counselors in this brigade before. And I’m not sure if
we really need you here. So, we’re going to see how this goes. In other words, we’ll be watching
you. Do we understand each other?”“Yes, ma’am,” we chorused again.I squirmed inwardly—
though not outwardly. I wasn’t going to show my discomfort in front of her. Less than five minutes
into the job, and I had already screwed up a simple cultural norm. I took a lot of pride in handling
my professional duties well, so this was an unusual situation for me. My heart rate was up, the
tension was palpable, and I saw a few colleagues shifting in their seats. My eyes were riveted to
the commander’s face; I wasn’t going to miss another cue. (Nor would I make that mistake again.
For the next two and a half years, I was at least fifteen minutes early for every meeting I was
asked to attend, no matter which base I was working on. Very often, the soldier I was to meet
with was already there when I arrived.)“You’ll each be assigned to a battalion, and there will be
someone to escort you to your assigned office. Captain Dodge, do you have that list?”“Yes,
ma’am,” Dodge responded, his eyes riveted to her, too.“Any questions?” she asked the
group.Not willing to hazard a rough encounter, we all stayed silent.“All right. I’m going to turn
things over to Captain Dodge. He will go over your assignments and the protocols you’ll need to
follow. I will just say again that I expect more from you than what I saw today. Thank you.”Her
thank-you was more a curt dismissal than an expression of gratitude. She turned and walked
out, followed by the two soldiers who shadowed her.As Captain Dodge moved to the front of the
room to take over the discussion, dread flooded through me: what had I gotten myself into? I’d
left a private practice where I was in control of my every decision, and where I’d felt extremely
competent and clear about how to handle my duties as a counselor. Now, expectations were
razor-sharp, and I’d already gotten myself thoroughly scolded. Captain Dodge read out the list of
assignments, pointing to the soldier who would take each counselor to his or her assigned office.
Soon he called my name and read out the name of my assigned battalion, a jumble of numbers
and letters that meant nothing to me.CHAPTER 2In my new job, assignments were to last
anywhere from one month to six months. My first assignment was a sprawling base of tens of



thousands of soldiers, where I was to work for three months. Small installations might have only
one or two counselors assigned to them; massive bases (like the one where I started) might be
assigned twenty-five counselors or more. My job description stated that it was my duty to offer
support to soldiers, spouses, and civilian employees. I was expected to interact with them in
facilities all over the base: offices, dining facilities, motor pools, common areas, base stores and
libraries, family gatherings, staff briefings, and various troop celebrations.The prospect of
arriving at, and acclimating to, my first military base was as unnerving and mysterious to me as
the idea of landing in the wilds of Borneo and trying to sort out how to relate to the local tribe.
When I pulled up to the guardhouse and presented my paperwork to the guard, my posture
changed: my back stiffened and straightened, as if the act of ordering my body upright would
help me fit in. I looked at the guard—taking in his uniform, his curt politeness, his stiff instructions
to put this paper here and that I.D. there—and I thought, Here we go. I tucked the paperwork
above my car visor and pulled forward.In that moment, my relationship with the military world
began.That small distance—fifty yards, from off base to on base—felt like a monumental
transition from one world into another. This feeling of marked transition occurred every time I
drove onto a base, throughout the years I worked with soldiers.As I pulled onto the base, I
slowed to twenty-five miles per hour—the posted speed limit on this and most bases—and
searched for the brigade building where I was to report. I passed manicured lawns and trim,
orderly landscaping. Groups of soldiers walked along sidewalks with an air of purpose. Every
building was signed or numbered with a large plaque on the front facade: “Housing Services,”
“Chaplaincy Office,” “Wounded Warrior Unit,” “Bldg. 17-S.” The area where I was going to work
had been developed more recently than the rest of the base. The modern cube-shaped
buildings were two stories high, painted a bland shade of tan on the outside, and squares of
dark tinted windows striped the sides. I could tell the land had been scraped bare before
construction of the buildings had begun because the landscaping remained sparse. The way the
buildings were arranged around massive parking lots reminded me of a community college
campus.Driving at the lower speed limit was a striking experience for me—no rushing, darting,
honking craziness here. The slower pace, the clear signage, and the meticulously ordered
buildings created an atmosphere that was calm and serene.I had imagined the base
environment would feel rigid and harsh, but it actually felt somewhat calming, even pleasant. The
palpable difference between this ordered calm and the more chaotic, jumbled, jacked-up civilian
world made me wonder how it was going to feel to navigate the gap between the two every day. I
also wondered how soldiers felt as they navigated this split between the military world and the
civilian world.When I found the brigade headquarters, I pulled my car into a nearby parking
space and walked up the wide sidewalk to the glass front doors. Off to the right of the entrance,
a gigantic old black cannon stood on display. A huge concrete sign proclaimed the name of the
brigade, and beneath the name, bold script quoted a proud phrase for which the brigade was
known. (I would soon learn, as I moved from base to base, that most brigades and battalions
had these proud phrases.) Apache helicopters skimmed by overhead en route to training areas,



the rotors’ deep whopp-whopp-whopp reverberating through my body. Mortar rounds exploded
in distant woods, where armored troops were practicing field exercises. The flood of new stimuli
served to remind me just how far I was from my familiar environs.Inside the brigade
headquarters, I made my way to the conference room where my colleagues and I were to
participate in a counselors’ orientation meeting with one of the brigade commanders. I took a
seat at the huge U-shaped conference table and opened my notebook, ready to take notes.The
commander walked in and strode to the front of the room just after I was seated, followed closely
by two soldiers. The atmosphere changed immediately—tension blanketed the room as if a
freezing wind had just blown in. I don’t remember the commander’s name or rank, but I
remember her intensity and bearing. She had close-cropped dark hair and held herself as tightly
wound as my most basic soldier preconceptions would dictate. Her uniform couldn’t have been
more pristinely clean and crisp, although she was wearing the same digitally patterned
camouflage uniform that all the other soldiers wore. She turned toward us with a precisely
executed step-and-stop movement. She was all business.The room fell silent. As she made eye
contact with every single counselor in the room, her face remained stoic and serious. She
definitely had our attention.Twenty-five of us counselors looked back at her from around the faux
mahogany table. The room’s off-white walls were covered with framed photos of past
commanders and complicated battalion insignias made up of swords, cannons, guns, and
unfurled wings.“You’re all adults,” the commander stated, looking again at each and every one of
us. “You are capable of getting yourselves where you need to be on time, are you not?”A few
folks murmured, “Yes.”“That would be ‘Yes, ma’am.’”“Yes, ma’am.”I looked at the clock on the wall
behind her. What was she talking about: “on time”? The minute hand was straight up, nine
o’clock on the dot: exactly the time our orientation had been scheduled to start. I had always
considered it part of my professional duty to be very conscientious about showing up on time,
beginning and ending sessions on time, etc. Her tone was unnerving, and I felt like I had failed a
very basic part of my duty. People shifted in their seats, not sure where this exchange was
going.“OK. Then you should understand that in my military, being on time means you’re here and
ready to start at least fifteen minutes before the scheduled time. Fifteen minutes. While you’re
working in this brigade, that’s the expectation. Any questions?”I avoided eye contact with her but
studied her face any time she looked at the colleagues on the other side of the conference table.
Not a hair out of place, no flinch in her gaze, no relaxation in her ramrod straight bearing. I felt
like a teenager who had brought home bad grades, sweating and wondering what my pissed-off
parents were going to do when they lowered the boom at the end of the talking-to. It had been a
long time since I felt so out of place and intimidated.“If you’re going to work in my brigade,” she
continued, “you’re going to have to step up and perform. If you can’t do that, we don’t need you
to be here. I want you on time. I want you in the battalion building you’re assigned to. I want you
supporting our soldiers and spouses. I don’t want to hear about any of you slacking off or
performing poorly. Is that clear?”“Yes, ma’am,” the entire group chorused.“We’ve not had
counselors in this brigade before. And I’m not sure if we really need you here. So, we’re going to



see how this goes. In other words, we’ll be watching you. Do we understand each other?”“Yes,
ma’am,” we chorused again.I squirmed inwardly—though not outwardly. I wasn’t going to show
my discomfort in front of her. Less than five minutes into the job, and I had already screwed up a
simple cultural norm. I took a lot of pride in handling my professional duties well, so this was an
unusual situation for me. My heart rate was up, the tension was palpable, and I saw a few
colleagues shifting in their seats. My eyes were riveted to the commander’s face; I wasn’t going
to miss another cue. (Nor would I make that mistake again. For the next two and a half years, I
was at least fifteen minutes early for every meeting I was asked to attend, no matter which base I
was working on. Very often, the soldier I was to meet with was already there when I
arrived.)“You’ll each be assigned to a battalion, and there will be someone to escort you to your
assigned office. Captain Dodge, do you have that list?”“Yes, ma’am,” Dodge responded, his eyes
riveted to her, too.“Any questions?” she asked the group.Not willing to hazard a rough encounter,
we all stayed silent.“All right. I’m going to turn things over to Captain Dodge. He will go over your
assignments and the protocols you’ll need to follow. I will just say again that I expect more from
you than what I saw today. Thank you.”Her thank-you was more a curt dismissal than an
expression of gratitude. She turned and walked out, followed by the two soldiers who shadowed
her.As Captain Dodge moved to the front of the room to take over the discussion, dread flooded
through me: what had I gotten myself into? I’d left a private practice where I was in control of my
every decision, and where I’d felt extremely competent and clear about how to handle my duties
as a counselor. Now, expectations were razor-sharp, and I’d already gotten myself thoroughly
scolded. Captain Dodge read out the list of assignments, pointing to the soldier who would take
each counselor to his or her assigned office. Soon he called my name and read out the name of
my assigned battalion, a jumble of numbers and letters that meant nothing to me.CHAPTER 2In
my new job, assignments were to last anywhere from one month to six months. My first
assignment was a sprawling base of tens of thousands of soldiers, where I was to work for three
months. Small installations might have only one or two counselors assigned to them; massive
bases (like the one where I started) might be assigned twenty-five counselors or more. My job
description stated that it was my duty to offer support to soldiers, spouses, and civilian
employees. I was expected to interact with them in facilities all over the base: offices, dining
facilities, motor pools, common areas, base stores and libraries, family gatherings, staff
briefings, and various troop celebrations.The prospect of arriving at, and acclimating to, my first
military base was as unnerving and mysterious to me as the idea of landing in the wilds of
Borneo and trying to sort out how to relate to the local tribe. When I pulled up to the guardhouse
and presented my paperwork to the guard, my posture changed: my back stiffened and
straightened, as if the act of ordering my body upright would help me fit in. I looked at the guard
—taking in his uniform, his curt politeness, his stiff instructions to put this paper here and that
I.D. there—and I thought, Here we go. I tucked the paperwork above my car visor and pulled
forward.In that moment, my relationship with the military world began.That small distance—fifty
yards, from off base to on base—felt like a monumental transition from one world into another.



This feeling of marked transition occurred every time I drove onto a base, throughout the years I
worked with soldiers.As I pulled onto the base, I slowed to twenty-five miles per hour—the
posted speed limit on this and most bases—and searched for the brigade building where I was
to report. I passed manicured lawns and trim, orderly landscaping. Groups of soldiers walked
along sidewalks with an air of purpose. Every building was signed or numbered with a large
plaque on the front facade: “Housing Services,” “Chaplaincy Office,” “Wounded Warrior Unit,”
“Bldg. 17-S.” The area where I was going to work had been developed more recently than the
rest of the base. The modern cube-shaped buildings were two stories high, painted a bland
shade of tan on the outside, and squares of dark tinted windows striped the sides. I could tell the
land had been scraped bare before construction of the buildings had begun because the
landscaping remained sparse. The way the buildings were arranged around massive parking
lots reminded me of a community college campus.Driving at the lower speed limit was a striking
experience for me—no rushing, darting, honking craziness here. The slower pace, the clear
signage, and the meticulously ordered buildings created an atmosphere that was calm and
serene.I had imagined the base environment would feel rigid and harsh, but it actually felt
somewhat calming, even pleasant. The palpable difference between this ordered calm and the
more chaotic, jumbled, jacked-up civilian world made me wonder how it was going to feel to
navigate the gap between the two every day. I also wondered how soldiers felt as they navigated
this split between the military world and the civilian world.When I found the brigade
headquarters, I pulled my car into a nearby parking space and walked up the wide sidewalk to
the glass front doors. Off to the right of the entrance, a gigantic old black cannon stood on
display. A huge concrete sign proclaimed the name of the brigade, and beneath the name, bold
script quoted a proud phrase for which the brigade was known. (I would soon learn, as I moved
from base to base, that most brigades and battalions had these proud phrases.) Apache
helicopters skimmed by overhead en route to training areas, the rotors’ deep whopp-whopp-
whopp reverberating through my body. Mortar rounds exploded in distant woods, where armored
troops were practicing field exercises. The flood of new stimuli served to remind me just how far I
was from my familiar environs.Inside the brigade headquarters, I made my way to the
conference room where my colleagues and I were to participate in a counselors’ orientation
meeting with one of the brigade commanders. I took a seat at the huge U-shaped conference
table and opened my notebook, ready to take notes.The commander walked in and strode to the
front of the room just after I was seated, followed closely by two soldiers. The atmosphere
changed immediately—tension blanketed the room as if a freezing wind had just blown in. I don’t
remember the commander’s name or rank, but I remember her intensity and bearing. She had
close-cropped dark hair and held herself as tightly wound as my most basic soldier
preconceptions would dictate. Her uniform couldn’t have been more pristinely clean and crisp,
although she was wearing the same digitally patterned camouflage uniform that all the other
soldiers wore. She turned toward us with a precisely executed step-and-stop movement. She
was all business.The room fell silent. As she made eye contact with every single counselor in the



room, her face remained stoic and serious. She definitely had our attention.Twenty-five of us
counselors looked back at her from around the faux mahogany table. The room’s off-white walls
were covered with framed photos of past commanders and complicated battalion insignias
made up of swords, cannons, guns, and unfurled wings.“You’re all adults,” the commander
stated, looking again at each and every one of us. “You are capable of getting yourselves where
you need to be on time, are you not?”A few folks murmured, “Yes.”“That would be ‘Yes,
ma’am.’”“Yes, ma’am.”I looked at the clock on the wall behind her. What was she talking about:
“on time”? The minute hand was straight up, nine o’clock on the dot: exactly the time our
orientation had been scheduled to start. I had always considered it part of my professional duty
to be very conscientious about showing up on time, beginning and ending sessions on time, etc.
Her tone was unnerving, and I felt like I had failed a very basic part of my duty. People shifted in
their seats, not sure where this exchange was going.“OK. Then you should understand that in
my military, being on time means you’re here and ready to start at least fifteen minutes before
the scheduled time. Fifteen minutes. While you’re working in this brigade, that’s the expectation.
Any questions?”I avoided eye contact with her but studied her face any time she looked at the
colleagues on the other side of the conference table. Not a hair out of place, no flinch in her
gaze, no relaxation in her ramrod straight bearing. I felt like a teenager who had brought home
bad grades, sweating and wondering what my pissed-off parents were going to do when they
lowered the boom at the end of the talking-to. It had been a long time since I felt so out of place
and intimidated.“If you’re going to work in my brigade,” she continued, “you’re going to have to
step up and perform. If you can’t do that, we don’t need you to be here. I want you on time. I want
you in the battalion building you’re assigned to. I want you supporting our soldiers and spouses. I
don’t want to hear about any of you slacking off or performing poorly. Is that clear?”“Yes, ma’am,”
the entire group chorused.“We’ve not had counselors in this brigade before. And I’m not sure if
we really need you here. So, we’re going to see how this goes. In other words, we’ll be watching
you. Do we understand each other?”“Yes, ma’am,” we chorused again.I squirmed inwardly—
though not outwardly. I wasn’t going to show my discomfort in front of her. Less than five minutes
into the job, and I had already screwed up a simple cultural norm. I took a lot of pride in handling
my professional duties well, so this was an unusual situation for me. My heart rate was up, the
tension was palpable, and I saw a few colleagues shifting in their seats. My eyes were riveted to
the commander’s face; I wasn’t going to miss another cue. (Nor would I make that mistake again.
For the next two and a half years, I was at least fifteen minutes early for every meeting I was
asked to attend, no matter which base I was working on. Very often, the soldier I was to meet
with was already there when I arrived.)“You’ll each be assigned to a battalion, and there will be
someone to escort you to your assigned office. Captain Dodge, do you have that list?”“Yes,
ma’am,” Dodge responded, his eyes riveted to her, too.“Any questions?” she asked the
group.Not willing to hazard a rough encounter, we all stayed silent.“All right. I’m going to turn
things over to Captain Dodge. He will go over your assignments and the protocols you’ll need to
follow. I will just say again that I expect more from you than what I saw today. Thank you.”Her



thank-you was more a curt dismissal than an expression of gratitude. She turned and walked
out, followed by the two soldiers who shadowed her.As Captain Dodge moved to the front of the
room to take over the discussion, dread flooded through me: what had I gotten myself into? I’d
left a private practice where I was in control of my every decision, and where I’d felt extremely
competent and clear about how to handle my duties as a counselor. Now, expectations were
razor-sharp, and I’d already gotten myself thoroughly scolded. Captain Dodge read out the list of
assignments, pointing to the soldier who would take each counselor to his or her assigned office.
Soon he called my name and read out the name of my assigned battalion, a jumble of numbers
and letters that meant nothing to me.
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Heather, “I didn't realize immediately that it was a memoir of a counselor but I loved that about it
even more. This was one of those books I picked up purely for the title. It captured my attention
and then the subtitle made it a must-have for me. I didn't even bother reading the synopsis
before I bought it. It helps that it was on sale at the time.Since I didn't read the synopsis, I didn't
realize immediately that it was a memoir of a counselor but I loved that about it even more. I
knew that counselors were available these days, but I hadn't realized the many capacities they
served in.I think my favorite thing about the book was that Heaney was honest about her
preconceptions about military personnel and the way her ideas of that community grew and
changed. I also greatly appreciated the way she introduced the book, explaining first her
decision to refer to all servicemembers as soldier (no matter how much I don't like that as a
typical choice for talking about the military) in order to help maintain privacy and an in depth
explanation of other steps that were taken for that. It was great because the explanation
acknowledged the differences in the branches while still helping the average civilian understand
the point of the book rather than get caught up in jargon.She goes on to relate how she got into
the work, acclimated to it and some of the stories she heard. I loved that the book included that
military issues are not an endless parade of PTSD symptoms. They have all the other issues that
everyone else has with PTSD topped onto them. There's also the many marital problems that
come from the long and frequent separations. It's not as simple as missing someone and
deciding whether or not to stay with them. There are lots of adjustments on both ends of a
deployment that need contending with. She doesn't go into it as if the book was about to be a
series of case studies, instead she relates bits and pieces of conversations that illuminate the
problems that military personnel deal with.It is just a look, it's not a study and it's not in depth. It's
an introduction to the lifestyle, struggles and sacrifices. It's the kind of book that may help
someone unfamiliar with the military understand that they are not the stereotypes that can be
propagated about them. I also loved it as a memoir. I loved the way Heaney told her story among
those of she served and the way she maintained balance throughout the period.I actually loved
every minute of it and would recommend it to others, but not necessarily military members who
have seen combat. It may be a little jarring for them, a little triggering in some instances.”

Ebook Library Reader, “A Small Book That Changed Me. An advantage of book group
membership is introduction to certain books I'd never have chosen on my own. Such is
Elizabeth Heaney's account of leaving her 30-year tenure as a respected Tucson therapist and
entering a program for providing on site therapy to pre and post deployment military personnel
on U.S. military bases. Like Elizabeth, my life had not been touched directly by the military and I
admit that prior to reading this book I felt somewhat neutral about the military--thankful for its role
in our protection but not thinking so much about the individuals whose deployment experiences
may leave individuals emotionally crippled within a culture unaccepting of weakness. In flowing,



conversational prose, the author tells their stories. Heaney quickly learned that many of the skills
she'd honed through her 30 years in private practice were not going to result in success on a
military base, an environment at the very least reluctant and at most downright hostile to the idea
of sharing emotional pain with anyone. Soldiers were not lining up to make appointments and
most avoided eye contact when passing her in a hallway. With nothing to go on but her intuition
and common sense, Heaney abandoned the office model and found the soldiers where they
were, becoming a part of their coffee breaks, lunch breaks, going wherever there was a
gathering. Developing mutual trust was a journey all its own, but gradually it happened and
individuals began taking the ultimate risk, relating to Heaney their private hells. She tells each
story concisely, respectfully. Now, three months after reading, I still recall most of their individual
journeys, not because I have a great memory, but because I was changed by them.My book
group has been meeting monthly for almost twenty years. We agree that our discussion of The
Honor Was Mine was one of the most intense and engaging we've experienced. The honor was
ours to have read this book and we believe it deserves wide exposure. A very important book for
our times.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Brilliant book describing what happens to servicemen and
their families after their service.”

Margaret Bridle, “Now knowing what our soldiers go through.. I have often wondered what drove
our Young Men to join the forces. Thank you for taking me into the minds of our Soldiers and
their Family. I now understand a lot more.”
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