A Day in the Life of This Veteran
By Candise Baker

Darkness fades into day
The present drifts away
I sit here
With these dark thoughts
Fighting my inner monologue



I am jolted awake by the sharp sting hitting my bladder. Awakening me from the nightmare of deployment. Sweat pooling through my pajamas. Sweat dripping down my brow. The taste of salt touches my lips. My joints creek and the drowsiness hits me like a ton of bricks. It was a nightmare. Disoriented, I release my shoulders from my ears and let out a sigh of relief; filling my lungs with the deepness of my breath. Cold air jolts into my lungs as a sudden burst hits my throat; momentarily forgetting my new reality. The reality of having to wear a CPAP mask nightly for my obstructive sleep apnea. Ugh! This torture device has been tossed, thrown, flipped upside down, ripped off my face and numerous other abusive actions because my body cannot adjust to the constant feeling of stranglation as the smell of rubber hits my face. The seals suck into my skin; leaving visible marks. The memories of deployment and having to be in full gear even while we were sleeping. Gas mask and all. General Quarters, General Quarters all hands man your battlestations. The feeling of the enemy always being upon us. Alert. On guard. Hypervigiliant. This contraption keeps me from dying in my sleep but fuels the feelings and memories causing my pain. It's counter intuitive. The need to feel better but the treatments making you feel worse. Feeling as though your life has become a double edged sword. Tossing myself up from my bed, like a ragdoll. Slowly stepping and feeling a pull, the damn hose is still attached to my face! Now I'm frustrated, blood pumping through my veins. Ripping the mask from my face, struggling with the side straps, trying to hang them on the hook on the wall but hearing a loud thud as the plastic hits the floor next to my feet. Livid, I stomp myself into the bathroom. This is how I begin each day. 
The household alarms start beeping at 7am. The symphony of different sounds and volumes echo throughout the silent walls. My son, Will, takes his dog out while I sneak off to the garage to drink a Monster. Pop. I pull back the metal tab and the carbonation bubbles through the newly created hole. I hold the ice cold can up to my lips and drink. Oh, sweet sugary poison. I then pull out a Camel Wide cigarette from the pack and hold it to my damp lips, reaching for a lighter, I slowly light the cigarette and inhale. Oh, the first cigarette of the day. Blissful. I say that because my mind still hasn’t had time to process the nightmare from the previous slumber. Shaken by the reoccurring trauma–night after night. I’m drained. The slow poisonous deaths are the habits of a woman who has seen much better days. The exhaustion of the constant feelings of exhaustion making each day less worth living. The weight of the baggage I carry could build a mansion–brick by brick. The emotional trauma and physical abuse of deployment has shaped each and every one of my decisions since. Trusting no one, always keeping my head on a swivel, always watching my back and sleeping with one eye open. I smoke my cigarette and gather myself before facing my son. Reeking of cigarette smoke and sweet energy, I attempt to make breakfast but most days fall short. I lay on the dirty living room floor while Freckles, the dog,  jumps erratically around me. Popping me in the face with her long snout. Ducking and dodging her wet kisses. Reminded of the moments earlier when she laid down and pooped on the bed and quickly ate it. No more puppy kisses for me, thank you. 
The chaos of the morning brings a wave of tension with it, because everyone has their own mission. Will needs to get ready for school and take care of his dog. Kevin, my husband, prepares his coffee and preps his tools for the day and me? Well, I wear many hats. Right now, I’m lost in leather. I have to do something with my hands at all times, but my hands are failing me with carpal tunnel. If my hands are busy, the demons in my head can’t get me.  Some days, I’m too late and the demons grab hold of me first thing in the morning and I’m pulled back to sleep like metal to a magnet. I slowly let the demons win. Each day I have to fight to stay alive in my own head. The darkness will take over telling me how I’m failing, life will never get better, I’m not good enough, and I’ll never be anything. I feel those words flow through me as I fall back into my bed. Hoping no one else will notice my lack of motivation, but at the same time, hoping anyone will notice this subtle cry for help. Drifting off into the abyss. The darkness hits my eyelids and my body zonks out. 
Oh, no! The day has gotten away from me! My son will be home soon and I didn’t get anything done today. Erratic and frantic, I walk around the house. Picking up this, cleaning up that. Appearing to have kept up on the house, but I know the hopelessness I feel. The constant bullying of myself to myself as if I was the enemy.  Constantly sacrificing my precious time and resources on everyone else around me, yet neglecting my basic needs. I haven’t eaten. Add that to the list. Peloton. I want to get a workout in before Will gets home. Shower. I shouldn’t have slept. I should have stayed up. I’m exhausted. So exhausted. The room starts spinning as the tornado of thoughts spins out of control. I breathe deeply but the oxygen dizzies my head. My breaths become quick and shallow. My heart audibly pounds through my chest. The room is getting smaller and smaller as my focus becomes blurry. Panic Attack. Breathe. Try to breathe. Before I know it, I’m back in bed. Debilitated by a panic attack. All because I went back to bed and felt the pressure of failing my unrealistic expectations of myself. The ones only I keep. A long list of never-ending projects, deadlines, and maintenance. I cannot turn it off. Lord knows I’ve tried. All the years I’ve spent in therapy, talking to another adult about my insecurities and vulnerabilities, but at the end of the day–I’m damaged goods. A defective product deemed by the US Government. Tossed away like a piece of garbage getting dumped in the landfill. Every therapy ends the same; same result, more time wasted. Time I could have spent on anything else. 
The phone rings, “VA Medical Center” appears on the caller ID. Not a good time. The ringing causes more panic within me. What does the VA want now? Is it about my claim? Did I miss another appointment? The tornado of thoughts picked up like it was getting a second wind. Deeper and deeper I fall into myself. I wish my days would go differently. Spending the majority of my days in a deep panic, unable to bear the fact that I’m all alone. Everyone in the house is living their lives to the fullest each and every day as I fall short. Feeling the full weight of my disabilities. Struggling to accept them as my reality. Fighting to stay alive–bearing the pain and struggle inside my body and mind. Paralysis. My body shuts down.. Back to bed. Tomorrow is another day. 
