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Not long after I returned home from my Viet Nam army unit’s reunion in 2002 (see The Sins and Long Lasting Costs of War), I thought it would be a good thing to volunteer my services at my local VA center. I hoped my training as a licensed therapist, combined with my military experience, might make some small difference for the veterans who used the local center’s services.

I called my local center, and had the opportunity to talk to the head counselor. I shared with him my experience of the reunion, and my sad awareness of the long lasting costs my colleagues had paid for their service. I said I hoped I could help make a difference for others in my local community who might be suffering in similar ways.

He listened respectfully to my story, asking few questions as I recounted the reunion. I talked about how wonderful it felt to be with my old friends after so many years. I told him that we all flew in what were called Hunter/Killer teams, how it was a particularly perilous job, and of the many, many deaths we saw, of friends and adversary alike. I told him how we, like so many in combat, lived on the constant edge of danger and terror. I assumed he knew all of this. I was sure he had heard it a thousand times before.

I also shared how dispirited I began to feel as soon as I realized I was no longer really one of them, because I had not suffered any of the terrible consequences of war, the way they had. I shared my colleagues profound difficulties, and how three of the four were on disability for PTSD, and the fourth was far worse than the three who were on disability, and how the three were encouraging the fourth to seek service from his local vet center. I shared how my friends were all very appreciative of the services they had received from the VA. I said I had been licensed as a psychotherapist for over 20 years, and asked if there was any way I could help.

And then it got very strange.

It might help at this point to explain a concept I first became familiar with in Viet Nam. An area our Hunter/Killer teams flew over quite often was called The Iron Triangle. It was north of the town of Cu Chi, where our base was located. The Iron Triangle was a Free Fire Zone. A Free Fire Zone was an area designed as hostile, and you were pretty much free to fire on anything that wasn’t a friendly force. If what we happened upon wasn’t a US or South Viet Nam unit, we were supposed to engage and destroy. Local civilians had been warned to clear out and stay out of the area. That meant that if anything looked like a local, it was actually Viet Cong or NVA, and we were free to fire. We assumed if they were there, they were the enemy.

After I shared my story and request to try to help, the counselor asked a few more questions. Had I done the same job as my unfortunate friends? Well, yes. We all did essentially the same jobs. Had I been under fire? Well, again, yes, we all had. It came with the territory. Had I been wounded? Again, yes, like all of us. Had I seen friends die? Yes. Did I have nightmares or flashbacks? No. Had I had any difficulties with relationships, bursts of anger, used drugs extensively? No.

“Well,” he said. “You’ve got it, and you are just in denial.”

“What?” I said.

He said, “If you did the same things, saw the things they saw, did the things they did, you have PTSD. I’m guessing you’ve also had the same problems they have, and you’re either lying about it, or are very much in denial. I’ve seen this before. I hope you’ll come in and talk to us about it.”

What? Was I hearing this guy clearly? How could he possibly diagnosis me by proximity? I stammered something to the effect of, well, thank you for your time, and hung up. I was so shocked, I couldn’t really think of anything more to say.

How was this possible? Could they have hired, or trained someone, this poorly? The more I thought about it, the more upset I got. This guy had me in a Free Fire Zone of PTSD. By just being in the area, by having experienced some of the things that for some ended up being PTSD, meant I was by default also affected, or infected.

And, even more bizarrely, over the next few days, I started firing on myself! I began to wonder. Had I really fooled myself all these years? What about some of my relationships before I met my current wife? After all, I hadn’t married her until I was 39. And, what about those few times I had been told I was hard to get to know, that I was a bit standoffish. And why hadn’t I reconnected with my army friends until 35 years later? Why hadn’t I talked to other friends about my military experiences until recently, many years after I served? After all, the VA guy was probably very good at this. He had far more experience with these kinds of things than I did. He could probably see things I couldn’t. He was the expert.

I began to doubt my own story. Had I fooled myself? Was I, actually, in denial? Had I hidden from debilitating truths? My own experience, at least till then, was that I was pretty free of the debilitating consequences from the war. Was I just being naive (denial in friendlier language). Could I really have PTSD, and just not realize it?

The doubts and questions lasted about two days, until I realized, with a sudden shock of recognition, that I had landed in the Free Fire Zone of PTSD, where anything and everything was the enemy. Bad things were hidden under every rock and crevice, and I was free firing right along with the experts. Healthy and happy civilians would not be inside the zone. The VA counselor’s assumptive “truths” had become my possible reality. 

Even though in many ways I felt I had a blessed life and was happier than many, I could easily have then begun a new phase of my life, looking for and finding indications and proof of the many problems I now “always had,” because I'd "finally" "remembered" my "PTSD." I could begin a whole new phase of my life as a sad and troubled PTSD victim.

I recognized just how insidious and seductive a problem story can become. I had begun to doubt my own version of history, my own strengths and abilities, my own luck, as I have written about in “The Sins and Long Lasting Costs of War.”

If I had not been in the helping professions myself, had not had 25 years of experience doing therapy, and not been in my own therapy, I could easily have been pulled into the "reality" of my long "denial of PTSD." 

I wondered if the VA counselor thought it possible that some could make it through terrible things, and have the fortune or wherewithal to survive, and prosper, without untold suffering. I wondered if he thought it possible that some folks could be more resilient than others. I wondered if he always had, and would always have, a better relationship with his assumptive theory of the inevitability of PTSD by proximity than he did with the people who sat in front of him. I wondered if he was aware that he was possibly harming innocent people in his Free Fire Zone of PTSD.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I wondered how many vets had become targets of the victim culture of my profession's attempt to "help." I am not suggesting some do not have PTSD, or suffer immensely, sometimes without knowing the roots of their suffering. That does exist and it can be very helpful, even life changing, for some to become aware, or are made aware, of those roots. But, what I am concerned about is the negative prescriptive assumptions (you got it if you were where it happens) regardless of a lack of symptoms. I am concerned about the particular mindset that ASSUMES suffering, just because someone was there. And it is so self-referenced within a paradigm of meaning that no one can argue it. Someone can easily be seen as being, obviously, and by definition, in denial if they say, "No, I'm fine, thank you."

Assumptive and prescriptive “knowing” in the guise of helping can end up causing much more pain than helpfulness. And I wonder, is my profession in "denial" about that?
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