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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			COVID-19 has sunk its fangs into millions of people, many of whom are now enduring extreme levels of trauma and the ensuing biological response known as post-traumatic stress disorder. While this book is written through the lens of Jennifer Satterly’s experiences, largely built on her life with the military’s Special Forces, the content is intended for anyone suffering from PTSD, no matter the source. The final chapter specifically addresses how social upheaval, including the pandemic and the race riots, is creating or amplifying PTSD in multiple populations.

			But it is important to note that our soldiers and veterans and their families have been struggling with this crushing syndrome on a large scale for centuries. Between eleven and twenty out of every one hundred veterans who have seen conflict are now believed to have complex post-traumatic stress disorder, according to the US Department of Veterans Affairs. This means roughly 20 percent of our military families are suffering, because these soldiers don’t suffer alone. PTSD brings everybody in the house chaos and pain. The more severe the veteran’s symptoms, the more distress and violence found in the home. In September 2019, the Pentagon released the first-ever report on military spouse and child suicides; the Department of Defense 2018 Annual Suicide Report revealed that 123 spouses and sixty-three children took their own lives in 2017.

			Those numbers are alarming and sickening, but there are (conservatively) half a million families who are living with a wounded warrior and the nightmare of PTSD, military children and spouses facing prolonged abuse or even violence from a loved one (based on a 2014 Rand Corp. study of PTSD in Iraq/Afghanistan vets). War is not left in the sand overseas—it attaches itself to the soldier, an oftentimes-invisible parasite, and settles into our homes, where our men, women, and children are suffering largely in silence.

			Family members must start advocating for themselves. There is help out there, but you have to ask for it, and you have to work for it. You deserve a safe roof over your head just as much as your soldier does.

		


		
			FOREWORD

			There are a few rules I’ve lived by most of my adult life. One I hold sacred is to protect the secrecy of my unit and what we went through together, so when my wife first suggested I write a book, I refused. Then Jen finally convinced me that saving the lives of others stuck in the hellish depths of PTSD, like I had been, was worth more than the fear of judgment. Putting things down on paper wasn’t easy, especially the darkest times, but those who read All Secure quickly discovered that the real hero of my story was Jen. Not only did she save my life, walking with me through my personal hell, but also countless other men and women. Her dedication and determination to help others heal is unmatched. Her story is as powerful as any hero’s I know.

			Arsenal of Hope is without question just as important as All Secure, if not more so. It is eye opening and painful, highlighting the oft-hidden trauma military and veteran spouses endure. The support system provided by those at home is critical not only to soldiers but to this country, and yet is overlooked or ignored. Their burden and stress are tremendous, with no consistent help performing the daily routine of balancing jobs with carting kids off to school or track meets, while also providing love and discipline—and living as a single parent with the constant worry their spouse will not return from overseas.

			But the trauma and stress can then triple-fold when the soldier returns, changed and sometimes scary. There are thousands and thousands of families who need our help dealing with the monster that is PTSD.

			I have never been prouder of my wife, and that’s saying something. This book needs to be in the hands of everyone, military service members, spouses, and family members, but also anyone who suffers from post-traumatic stress.

			Jen, my angel, taught me to choose my path and how to be aware and responsible for my response to the world around me. She can help you, too, if you so choose.

			—Tom Satterly

			Retired Command

			Sgt. Major Delta Force

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			Whiskey Tango Foxtrot (Seriously, WTF): How I Became an Unwitting Authority On PTSD

			I thought love had to hurt for it to be real.

			It was…oh hell, it was programmed into me. Childhood trauma and a rough turn in my twenties validated what I thought to be true, that I was unworthy of being loved. Unbeknownst to me, this self-loathing was a core symptom of post-traumatic stress, one that easily takes root and is hard as hell to dig out.

			As a young kid, my insecurity was a bullhorn, constantly shouting at me: “Make yourself unseen! Unheard! Make yourself small! Invisible people can’t get hurt.”

			After years of that type of response in the face of the slightest hint of conflict—which didn’t do anything except attract bullies in school—I knew I had to change my behavior. As the taunting and harassment only increased, I decided instead of trying to make myself small, I would make myself big. The clown. The attention-seeking, funny wild-child with a false bravado, desperate to be seen and loved. And, of course, that led me into whole slew of trouble.

			Finally, I shouted back at my insecurity: “I will not be a victim, dammit!”

			And, for good or bad, that became my mantra.

			I am grateful for those experiences in my early years. Don’t get me wrong, I definitely was not grateful when I was in an abusive or downright traumatic situation. However, the bad stuff I went through prepared me for the greatest love of my life, and then how to help save that love. While embedded with Special Operations units, filming large-scale and dangerous Realistic Military Training exercises surrounded by aggressive tough guys, I fell in love with one of them: Command Sergeant Tom Satterly, a senior non-commissioned officer in the most secretive and elite Special Operations unit in the US military. A legend even among other Tier One special operators. Picture a mixture of Jason Bourne, James Bond, and Rambo. In other words, a highly trained, highly deadly soldier. A badass.

			Tom and I are the reverse of most couples: we started out in a bad place. It’s a miracle we made it at all. The morning after our wedding—married for literally only a few hours—I woke up and told him I wanted him to rip up the marriage certificate and throw it away. I was going home. Alone. The nightmare that had been our wedding night was the final straw. Thankfully, my love and respect for Tom stopped me from leaving that room.

			Over the course of twenty years and thousands of missions, he’d rescued hostages; killed and captured high-value targets, including terrorist leaders; and seen his brothers maimed and killed around him while protecting America. I mean, my God, his first combat mission was the Battle of Mogadishu, Somalia (the movie Black Hawk Down was based on this battle). Despite the infinite respect due to this wounded warrior, however, no one would blame me for walking away. Our love story could have been over.

			I don’t give up easily. I’m stubborn and dig in when faced with a challenge. So, I drew my line in the sand and, luckily, Tom stepped up to it and negotiated, saving our relationship. We decided to put in the work to preserve what we knew was real and important, and then we did that long, hard work. Awareness of what you have and what is worth fighting for is one thing, and an important thing, but it’s an entirely different thing to roll up your sleeves and get to work through the hard stuff. Today, we’re like newlyweds or best friends who fell in love. We are not without our challenges, but we are nowhere near where we began. With me, most everything is backward or mismatched, so this isn’t as surprising to me as it is to others.

			I always took on the broken and wounded as my own. In fact, I joke with Tom that when we met, my PTSD was attracted to his PTSD. Hurt is attracted to hurt. It’s familiar. Oddly comfortable. Many of the veteran spouses I work with or know also come from troubled childhoods or pasts.

			I think in part because I couldn’t save myself when I was young, I found others that needed saving. Or maybe it was because I didn’t want to or wasn’t ready to do the work on myself. A distraction. Since I was a kid, I’d obsessed over proving myself to others. The relentless bullying and abuse, the learning disabilities I didn’t know I had, the freckles that I was told to cover in order to be pretty, and so on…I needed to know I was worthy, that I was good enough. I struggled to shake that yoke; it was so much easier to help others. When I helped someone and they felt better, I felt better. Like I could actually do something right. It became my drug of choice.

			When it came to fixing me, I didn’t know where to start. Years of talk therapy in high school had helped but didn’t provide me the road map of where I needed to go to really transform my pain. I’d released some of the poison, but then I was left with empty places that I had no idea how to fill. I stopped trying to heal myself. Yet, with Tom, all I did was try. And try and try. Other than being a mother, I’ve never tried at anything harder and with more conviction than I did for Tom. For us.

			In the end, I realized every step I took for Tom ended up helping me, as well.

			He’s a warrior. But only recently did I own that I, too, am a warrior. We both fight for that which we love. Because of that, we both have scars. We both have armor. These battles prepared me for Tom and for the others I love in my tribe, my unlikely family, those who push and take risks and fight for something bigger than themselves.

			That’s how, against all odds, I ended up working in Special Operations training missions.

			[image: ]

			While combat camera was used overseas and sometimes in training exercises, it was by no means common place to have a camera around Special Operations units. Their large-scale Realistic Military Training exercises were classified, critical, and dangerous. I filmed every single moment from the time the unit landed at the airfield, set up their JOC (joint operations center), meetings, intel, planning missions, and training, and then flowed along when they would shoot the enemies or save hostages or bust drug cartels. I came prepared for days in the field, dressed in Crye MultiCam pants, trekking boots, and a staff t-shirt, silently shadowing the warriors’ every move over rough or dangerous terrain.

			I was a fly on the wall. I never flirted or drew attention to myself; to be anything less than a professional jeopardized the exercise. I was sensitive to being the only female most of the time. I wanted them to see me as a quiet expert they could trust, not just “that blonde girl with a camera.” I came home with burn marks from hot metal, a black eye once or twice, a sprained ankle from falling down a hill after being accidentally knocked down by two team members—I shoved down the pain, brushed off my pants, and followed them. They didn’t know and I didn’t say a word. They were going to have to face much worse than that. They’d been through worse. I did not bitch about my minor wounds or hurts, not even the accidental gun butt to my face. I motioned for the guys to go on, no worries, and they kept going. So did I. I took my job seriously. The footage was used to evaluate their tactics and techniques. This would help them get better. This would help keep them alive.

			Still, I found myself a stranger in a strange land. I never thought in a million years I would work alongside the military. I was a creative type. I’d worked in the male-dominated advertising world all my life, but the men there were also creatives, mostly even-tempered and laid-back. Straight out of college, I became the only female art director at a highly competitive, testosterone-filled design agency with wannabe soldiers (an obscene amount of war movies and video games were played at work, and a gold-plated Uzi hung on the wall). I could only take that kind of senseless bullshit for so long. I built my client base and not so quietly left to start up my own boutique advertising and film/photography studio. I wanted to have the freedom to work with the clients I wanted to work with, and I no longer wanted to put up with the bullying behavior that had become relentless toward several of the younger staff. I decided to be the first to go, middle finger up as I left. No more abuse for me, fuck you very much.

			I approached the military with the idea of filming their large-scale Realistic Military Training exercises. The idea was met with a lot of raised eyebrows, but I’d worked in sports marketing and knew that players and coaches reviewed games constantly, in order to learn from their mistakes. I believed that embedding with Navy Seals, Green Berets, and Army Rangers as they ran through dangerous, crucial combat and rescue scenarios would provide birds-eye footage that would provide life-saving information. So, after years of advertising in the commercial sector, I helped form an elite Special Operations military contracting company and became Director of Film and Photography.

			Yet, though I knew I was doing important work, I didn’t go into it with the respect for the soldiers the way I should have. I judged. But that didn’t last for long.

			This was life or death. All the time, that weight was there. The exercises had to be as realistic as possible, so, while training to rescue others, people died. The first exercise I went on had to be shut down on day one when a SEAL was killed in a vehicle accident. The Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle (an MRAP, an armored tank-like car) rolled and he was killed. Another two were killed in a helicopter crash. It didn’t escape me that I could be hurt, badly, during these weeks with the boys (there weren’t a lot of women in Special Operations combat roles).

			Mostly what I saw working with the Special Operations units was a high level of quiet and even-toned professionalism. Though I was chewed out more than once by mid-level command for being there—filming wasn’t common practice, and the leadership didn’t always tell the guys on the ground about me—I never really saw people yell. When I did, it stood out, like the time a former unit member ripped into a staff member in charge of the veterans who were there to role-play. The woman got lippy one too many times. I was wide-eyed, as was everyone on the film crew. The Special Op soldier got in her face and screamed a long string of insults, his face red and his breathing fast. It was an oh-shit moment. What was this guy going to do? It became clear to me…these men might be professional soldiers, but they can also be loose cannons. This guy had been through a lot of combat missions, for a long time.

			His reaction, I came to find out, was typical for combat trauma left untreated.

			That kind of break in a professional military setting isn’t common at all. There is a formality in the military: ranks and orders and a way things are done. It has to be respected and followed. People could die if not. Most of what I saw was a high level of attention to detail and professionalism. A respect for each other, even when they disagreed. After the mission, they would do very detailed and direct AAR (after action reviews), not holding back punches about what someone did wrong. In fact, you never heard what anyone did right—doing their job right wasn’t something to be rewarded, it was expected. They’d have it out, cuss and yell, and then get right back to business.

			The expectations for physical and mental acuity were high, and they were met. The soldiers were almost cold, emotionless. Matter-of-fact. This was a black-and-white world, a place where emotional decisions could get people killed. Humans make emotional decisions and have emotional reactions to situations; soldiers are intensely trained to deny access to any emotion. There was little place for it—except anger. Anger seemed to be an emotion that was normal, though that always made me uncomfortable. When things went a little out of control on a training mission, anger was an appropriate response. Then back to normal. I never wanted to see anyone upset or angry, especially with me. I stayed out of the way.

			When I started working alongside Special Operations, it was thrilling. The veil of secrecy had lifted, I was seeing what very few civilians would see. I took the responsibility seriously. I would get annoyed when other moms would tease, “Oooh, going out with the Navy Seals again, huh? I bet you see some serious hotties!” But it was not like that. I was not going to look at abs. I saw young men, some who looked so young at the start and then seemed to age over the course of the job. I saw seriousness. I saw intense concentration. I saw professionalism. This was not the beach volleyball scene out of Top Gun, this was life-or-death training.

			Nothing annoyed me more than when role-players tried to act like one of the guys on the teams. I never tried to be like the soldiers, to act like them, use their lingo, or try to get in on their inside jokes. They were a tribe who earned their tabs the hard way. Why would I try to act like I was their equal when it came to combat? I’d never seen, smelled, or tasted combat. I’d never heard the crack and snap of a live bullet nearly hit my head, over and over again. I never saw a friend beg for his life and then for his mother as he bled out. Over and over again, these soldiers had endured combat and danger and a level of stress I had never experienced. I never knew the longing of home for months at a time, and then the longing to go back into battle. I never knew any of what it took to survive urban warfare or jungle warfare or any warfare, and I thought it disrespectful to pretend like someone who had.

			Realistic Military Training consisted of sixteen-hour days, seven days a week. It was hot and sweaty and bug filled. We went to places like abandoned warehouses, dilapidated hospitals and institutions, mansions destroyed by hurricanes, old jails, and deserted islands.

			After an assault on a target was complete, we would drag ourselves to a hotel, take a quick shower to get off the filth from the warehouse and bug spray and dirt and sweat, sleep for three or four hours, and get back up. Take another shower to wake up. Get packed. Meet up with the group of role-players and contractors to review the day’s list of to-dos and what was needed for that night’s hit, then head out in a convoy to the next town. Set up the target, usually in a dirty place no one would mind if the doors were blown out, the windows smashed, or a bunch of noise was made by gunfire and helos.

			No one sat around. If they did, they didn’t last long. There’s constant movement during setup and everyone is involved. Role-player females get dressed in local garb and help set up rooms, like a fake cocaine packing room in which the women would be dressed in nude suits, making bricks of coke out of baking powder, cling wrap, and duct tape. Or in an Afghan village setting, where they might be hanging sheets in windows, setting up a fire pit and cooking local foods and drink, speaking only in their national language. The Opposing Force (OPFOR) would get to work, loading and cleaning weapons, then dress in their terrorist or militia or drug cartel clothes. The Pyro Techniques team (PYRO) would be making and setting trip wires or putting suicide vests on the bad-guy role-player (vests that would simulate exploding with a loud bang and shooting out raw meat and fake blood).

			The Target Controller would be making sure everything was getting done that needed to get done, including helping set up the Opposing Force strategies and talking to our company guys back in the joint operations center. A JOC is where they would plan the nightly missions and watch the intelligence surveillance reconnaissance (ISR) supplied by drones flying overhead, showing the action at the target. The Target Controller would get a call, text, or radio traffic: have the OPFOR start pulling security, have the women move around the village, and so on. From the time the target was prepped and set and the mission began, there was no break in role-playing, even though it could be several hours before the SEALs or Green Berets would show up to take down the target. Those hours could be tedious. Sitting and waiting for dark, for the mission to begin. But begin it would, and the stress didn’t alleviate until it was over.

			One July mission, we traveled from Savannah to Jacksonville and (no surprise) it was hot, humid, and we were covered in bugs. That night, the FBI joined the mission training, trying to disarm a chemical weapon. We were in an abandoned machine shop with a fuel tank from the space shuttle sitting on the property. It was massive and pretty cool to see up close.

			I loved having the chance to explore these places: abandoned buildings, historical sites, and haunted houses, but especially old hospitals or old schools with books and papers and things left behind. I would often photograph the oddities I’d find, like a dentist chair with the medical equipment still sitting out, as if someone just got up and left during a filling and no one cleaned it up for forty years. Or a school room with papers still in the desks from the 1960s, reminding me of the footage I’d seen from Chernobyl. The small bits of history fascinated me.

			At one point that night in July, I was pulled out to film the disarming of the weapon of mass destruction. I set my camera up opposite the FBI agent hunched over the weapon.

			“Fucking motherfucking fuck. Can someone fucking get the light over here so I can fucking see fucking better or get a-fucking-nother one. Fuck. I need my fucking laptop, fucking sitting right fucking here, not there. Fucking move.”

			It was intense. He was being filmed while under extreme pressure to perform; it was a bad scenario for him. “I don’t fucking care who you fucking actually are and who the fuck you fucking work for, get the fuck out of my area and get that fucking camera out of here right fucking now.”

			With that, I walked away. He was spinning out. I would usually politely and professionally push back when challenged, since I was part of the contract and the command expected to see footage. I was never a bitch about it, but I’d get that footage. It was my job. However, I knew this was not the time to push. He saw me as chaos, an entity outside the scope of his control, and it triggered his PTSD.

			So many of the men and women coming through training were dealing with PTSD. If a breakdown happened, it was like a train about to bust off the rails—you don’t want to be anywhere near that kind of collateral damage. I’d witnessed the trauma working at many different levels in these service members, many of whom had become friends.

			After I’d been working in Special Operations for almost three years, and I’d come to see the extent of the suffering, I decided I wanted to do something beyond photographing and filming. I wanted to help these warriors. I’d seen firsthand how they were laying their lives on the line and paying for it with immense physical, emotional, and spiritual pain.

			I was with Tom by this point. He was now retired, returning as a Tier One Special Operations veteran running the massive training exercises. And we were immersed in his battle with PTSD.

			I wasn’t a doctor or a therapist, but quite a few of the guys had started talking to me about the treatments that Tom was undergoing and how they were working, and I found the conversations were really helping some of them. The battle was hard, there was no downplaying that.

			Tom was working toward healing, one day at a time. He was in a much better and much different place than rock bottom, which is where he’d been when I met him. Anger management therapy was the first big step he’d taken in managing his demons. Then there was addressing the way his body, mind, and spirit were completely wrecked by war.

			No one wanted to admit to damage to the mind or spirit, but it was easy for him to talk about the physical side—they all did that. It wasn’t just the older contractors like Tom who talked about their aches and pains, it was also the young men, already suffering from similar chronic pain. For them, the pain was all-consuming. That’s a huge part of the mental game, to deal and cope with chronic, relentless pain that they know will only get worse with time, and the fear of being rendered useless to others because of that pain. That there is little to be done about it is a big part of their mental stress.

			A friend I met in a health and wellness Facebook group recently lost her brother. He killed himself after walking out of a VA appointment. The chronic pain after twenty-six years in the Air Force wasn’t just depressing, it was devastating to every aspect of his life. He was told by a VA doctor, “There’s nothing left we can do for your pain.” He went to his car, called his mom, and shot himself. He was a warrior, used to taking care of the problem, and he’d come to believe he was the problem.

			I came to see my purpose was not filming RMTs. I’d been in that job, that place, for a purpose, but now it was time to transfer my knowledge and skillset to a new arena, to helping these warriors. But exactly how could I give back?

			I loved talking to the guys. “You should try this treatment, read this book, take these supplements your brain needs.”

			Later, I would get a call: “Hey, it’s Matt from Seal Team X. I am having some issues.” We would talk for hours, and then, most of the time, I would be asked, “Can you talk to my wife? She doesn’t understand, maybe you can help her.”

			I would always tell them, “I’m not a therapist, I’m not a doctor, but this is my experience with Tom, and this is what we went through and this is what we’re doing…” And then I’d take the next call. And the next. I’d show up to the next round of training exercises and would find myself tucked away in a corner talking to a contractor, someone Tom worked with, or a role-player who’d been in Special Operations and was now playing FID force (Foreign Internal Defense, teaching foreign people how to defend themselves) or playing OPFOR (Opposing Forces, or the bad guys). These roles were largely played by trained Special Operations guys and gals. This wasn’t the place for amateurs. Not only was I working with active duty Spec Ops, I was working alongside veterans who knew and worked with Tom. They saw a change in him and would ask what he was doing, how was he getting relief.

			We’d talk, then it would get deeper. The conversation would shift from treatment discussion to the dark stuff they’d tried to bury. The stories would make me cry. Sometimes they would cry, too.

			I’d hear them growl through their tears, “What the fuuuuuuck.”

			I’d say, “No, no, Tom cries, too. For fuck’s sake, you’re talking about serious pain, pain from loss of friends you loved, pain in your body, pain in your spirit, your mind. Tell your story. Let it out. It’s poison.”

			Someone would mention an issue to Tom, and he’d say, “Go talk to Jen.” I loved it, I felt like I was making a difference to people who deserved the help. All of my self-taught research, time with these warriors, and PTSD treatments in our home could go so much further. I was useful in a way I’d never felt useful before. This was the focus I wanted to take now.

			I also desperately wanted to be home more with my kids, and so I came up with a plan. I became a certified health coach, to better understand the role nutrition plays in physical and mental health, and Tom and I co-founded the All Secure Foundation, donating our money, time, and efforts to serve the Special Operations warriors and their families, as well as help them heal from the invisible wounds from combat.

			Over time, and with endless practice, we have developed an arsenal of tricks and tactics for taking on PTSD, side by side. Here is what I have learned.

		


		
			ONE

			It’s Not You, It’s You: The Biology of PTSD

			The other day, Tom came across an old pocketknife, staring at it as he flipped it open and shut.

			“You okay?” I asked.

			“Yeah. It’s just that I had to use this on a bomb maker once.” He paused. “He’s not doing that anymore.”

			My stomach dropped. I had to consciously remind myself that without retired Delta Force Command Sgt. Major Tom Satterly and his actions, many more would have died. It’s not fair for me to bring my perspective to bear on Tom’s experiences, not when he has dealt with the worst of humanity, men who stoned their wives to death, threw acid in the face of a child, or blew up markets full of innocent people. I have no place in his stories. I cannot think, “I don’t know if I could have cut a man.” Instead, my place is here, beside him, giving him a safe place to release the ugliness. I don’t have to empathize, just be present, non-judgmental.

			He flipped the knife shut and swung around to face me. “Bad guys like him need to die; I don’t feel bad, you know.”

			Because I love Tom Satterly, with a love that is unimaginably big and beautiful, and I want this man to be my partner for the rest of my life, I had to learn to embrace Tom for exactly who he is, not who I thought he should be. It’s not my place to make him see his experiences from another perspective. Tom does understand the human condition, he can love his fellow man, but he has to be able to make snap judgments on who is good and who is a killer and neutralize that threat without hesitation. He, and soldiers like him, take out the bomb makers, the men with machine guns spraying down crowds, the men who tortured his teammates. Should he feel bad about neutralizing that type of threat, once and for all? Let the moral injuries wreak havoc on his ability to function? No. Without him and his ability to live with that decision, our country would not be safe, and the world would be far less secure.

			The challenge of my relationship with Tom has opened a part of me I didn’t know existed: the ability to love Tom for who he is. And the ability to love myself for who I am. As we were and as we are today.

			Also, I definitely had to let go of pre-conceived notions about the military. Despite the fact that I ended up working with Special Ops people and then married to Tom, I grew up in a house that was academic-oriented and viewed guns as abhorrent. Though my dad and brother were Air Force, my mother nurtured in us the belief that military guys were uneducated rednecks who loved chasing women, drinking excessively, and had a thirst for violence. They were into partying and routine infidelity. In fact, I made a rule when I was young to never marry a rock star, a pro athlete, or a military man, all of whom seemed like more trouble than they were worth.
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