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Editor’s note: The story of this veteran’s experiences has been
reported in her own words. This narrative contains brusque
language, strong opinions and vivid recollections of some
disturbing memories that might prove offensive to some readers.

Angela Marie Peacock was born 5-MAY 1979. She and her family
lived in Ferguson MO. She attended Incarnate Word Academy for
. two years and later graduated from McCluer High School in
' Florissant. Angela entered the Army immediately after high school
in 1998.

Angie attended basic training at Fort Jackson South Carolina. Her
next stop was Advanced Individual Training (AIT) at Fort Gordon Georgia. Her MOS
(Military Occupation Specialty) was 25Q20 (previously 31R20) or Multichannel
Transmission System Operator. Her day-to-day job was working directly on
communication devices and equipment that communicate through more than one
channel. Angie was responsible for installation, repair, operation and maintenance check
of these devices, antennae, and associated equipment. She performed operating and
preventive maintenance checks and services on assigned vehicles and power generators.

She was then stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Fort Bragg is the home of the
Army's XVIII Airborne Corps. In 1990, the XVIII Airborne Corps and the 82nd Airborne
Division deployed to Saudi Arabia in support of Operation Desert Shield and Operation
Desert Storm. In 2000 Angie left Fort Bragg for Camp Carroll, South Korea.

Camp Carroll

Camp Carroll lies in the shadow of Hill 303 in South Korea near Waegwan. In August of
1950, members of the U.S. 1st Cavalry Division were involved in the defense of the Pusan
Perimeter in the southern-most part of South Korea. On 17-AUG of that year, the enemy
bound the hands of forty-one Americans soldiers behind their backs with wire and
murdered them. The crime was known as the Hill 303 Massacre. The nearby hill and a
monument serve as a reminder of man’s inhumanity towards man. Unfortunately, human
rights violations are not limited to wartime or foes.



In Her Own Words . ..

Sexual Assault

While stationed in Korea, in March of 2001, Angie was sexually assaulted.

“One night at Camp Carroll, I went out with some friends to the "Ville"
which is all the little hole-in-the-wall bars and restaurants right outside the
gates of Camp Carroll, in Waegwan. It was a dark, spring night and I had to
work the next morning at 0730 hours to complete my yearly Common Tasks
Training (Lessons, training and exercises associated with specific MOS’s)
with the unit. I went out for an hour or so, only had one small drink, as
being drunk was not my cup of tea at the time. [ went to leave an hour later,
and someone had stolen my keys. You are not allowed in South Korea to
walk through the streets alone, as it is with Armed Forces Policy in most
places overseas.

“Nervous, I walked through the gate with a male, non-commissioned officer
I had seen around but didn't know very well. We are taught to respect and
trust the NCO's and I had no reason not to. My roommate was not in our
room, so I decided to stay in the NCO's room down the hall to wait for her to
come home. I checked several times throughout the night but no answer from
my roommate.

“The male asks me four times to have sex with him and I say no all four
times. First, I tell him I don't know him, then I tell him I have a boyfriend in
Germany, then I tell him again I don't know him. The final time, I tell him [
am on my period and NO! Next thing I remember is my naked body being
violently thrown all over the bed and I am unable to scream or stop it. I
don't know, to this day, if I was drugged or hit over the head. I remember
hearing his roommate, just on the other side of the room and I am trying to
scream, but nothing comes out. It is as if [ am out of my body watching from
across the room and can do absolutely nothing to get back in my body and
fight him off. [ wake up the next morning twenty minutes late for my 0730
formation. Shaken, not quite sure what happened that night I am standing
naked in the bathroom.

“My Platoon Leader asks me what's wrong and did I drink too much the
night before, he smells my breath and concedes that that's not it, but what is
it? I don't even know. Three days later, I get flashes and cold chills as I am
standing in the office and see him. My body knew what happened before 1
did. Somehow, I am told, the body remembers. My hands are shaking and
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sweaty and now it's all clear. It's too late for a rape kit, I had to tell
someone.

“I talked to my Platoon Sergeant, the man I respected the most. He told me
that in the military when there is a rape trial, they will blame it on me and
make it look like [ was asking for it. They would say I drank too much, I was
a party girl. They would make up lies and I would be on trial, not the NCO.
As I am a naive 21-year-old who trusts her leaders, I go along with his plan
to just, ‘live with it.” My Platoon Sergeant told me the only thing that would
happen to him would be that his rank would be knocked down one level, he
would be transferred back to the States, and I would have to live the rest of
my life with it. So, I stuff it way down inside and begin my new way of
coping with it; binge drinking on the weekends.

“In 2009, they asked me to come forward about the assault. Of course, there
were no forensics, evidence, just hearsay. I didn’t want to go through that.
‘I left a part of myselfin Korea.’

“Six months later, I reenlisted to stay in four more years and signed up for
Europe. September 11th happens, and I know Europe will be the first to
deploy when war breaks out. We all knew it was coming.”

In 2001, the twin towers in the World Trade Center were hit by terrorists. Angie had been
in the Army three years and was in Washington DC, very close to the Pentagon, in a
meeting with the Army.

“That day, I said, we’re going to war. I just knew it. I got stuck in the states
and I could not return to my base in Korea because all flights and air travel
was suspended. When [ finally returned to my base in Korea, everything was
locked down, gates locked, loaded rounds. I then attended leadership
development and became sergeant, E5. [ reenlisted for Germany. I went to
Germany, was there for six months, and we started doing field exercises.

We just knew we were going to go to Iraq as soon as possible.”

Editor’s note: Many closings and cancellations followed the September 11 attacks,
including major landmarks, buildings, restrictions on access to Lower Manhattan, as well
as postponement or cancellation of major sporting and other events. Landmarks were
closed primarily because of fears that they may be attacked. At some places, streets
leading up to the institutions were also closed. When they reopened, there was heightened
security. Many states declared a state of emergency.
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Angie deployed for the first time in May 2003.

“I landed in Bagdad about five weeks after the
invasion. I was in the 141st Signal Battalion
under the 1st Armored Division. When I first got
to Iraq, they put us at the State Department
equivalent of Iraq. When I got there, it was
completely looted, there were gun shots
everywhere, all the windows were shot out. The

LDOTBS DAMAGE TO THE [ragis had thrown all the records out down the

M INISTRY of INTERI0OR
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hallway. Everything was destroyed. That was in
Sadr City. Sadr City is in what was known as
the Triangle of Death. It was in the most
dangerous part of the triangle.”

Editor’s note: Sadr City, formerly known as Al-Thawra
and Saddam City, is a suburb district of the city of
Baghdad, Iraq. It was built in 1959 by Prime Minister
Abdul Karim Qassim and later unofficially renamed Sadr
City after Ayatollah Mohammad Mohammad Sadeq al-
Sadr.

“Typically, the Marines went in first and then the 1st Armored went in
behind them. Communications was very important for the leading edges of
the attack force. All the tankers in Bagdad needed our equipment. The
phone system bounced back to Bahrain, Command, and DC (Washington).
We were like a phone company for Baghdad. That set up took only about
three days.”

Convoy Duty

“They called it the Triangle of Death and we’d have to drive all around in
inside it. There was one specific route which was very, very dangerous. It
was always black, and people got killed in
there all the time.”

Editor’s note: The Triangle of Death lies between
Baghdad and Al Hillah, is inhabited by one million
mostly Sunni civilians, and contains several large
towns in the Mahmudiya District including
Yusufiyah, Mahmoudiyah, Iskandariyah, Latifiyah
and Jurf Al Sakhar and hundreds of rural villages. The
major terrain feature of the Triangle of Death is the g
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Euphrates River, which borders the Triangle to the southwest. The terrain is mostly
farmland but is sliced by many irrigation ditches.

“It’s May of 2003, I am driving in a convoy from Kuwait to Baghdad. My
family is watching it all back home on CNN and they have no idea. To many,
our job looked relatively safe. I ran convoys three times a week for six
months. We didn’t have any armor (body). We have twelve pieces of armor
for forty people. So, you had to pick, did you want it in front or in back. Of
course, you are not really sure where you’ll get shot at that day which is
stupid. We placed sandbags on the S
floorboards of the Humvee. I thought that e ;?'i ;
was pretty stupid because if we run over a e . :
bomb, the sand is going to fly up and get in

me but that is all we could do because we
didn’t have any armor. Convoy duty was
very dangerous. I already had buried pain
in me from the assault in Korea and now I
am being exposed to the horrors of war. Women in combat? No front lines
for women, my ass! Baghdad was the front line.”

(Editor’s note: The ban on women in combat was “officially” lifted in 2013. Before then,
American service women had largely been kept out of ground combat. For over more than
a decade of war in Afghanistan and Irag, however, many women have served
courageously and skillfully under fire, a reality that female service members have long
been pressing the military to acknowledge).

“There were people shooting at us, mortars, “No, I didn't have to kill
rockets all the time. When we first got there, they anyone, but the fear of
said do not feed the kids. You wonder why ... You thinking today could be
learn! The kids are running across the street my last, either from

because they are hungry and starving and people running over an IED, small
throw them food. The vehicle behind you does not | U IESICUEELEAL
see them and they run the kid over. There were a grenade being thrown
couple of kids killed that way. You had to drive as from th/e overi;,assis’ was
fast as you could in a convoy because the enemy always there

will run up behind you and stick your gun behind your Kevlar and shoot you
behind the armor. I heard stories about Iraqis throwing grenades off the
overpasses. We heard they strung piano wire across the road. I heard all
these booby trap stories, and that made us all scared. You became

5



paranoid, and said, ‘Oh my God, someone is going to die today.’ That was
traumatic. You had to drive with your weapon out the window because you
never knew when someone was going to come at you.” Angie said she felt
the near constant threat of death everywhere. “We were afraid of the kids!
We could not trust anyone. No, I didn't have to kill anyone, but the fear of
thinking today could be my last, either from running over an IED, small
arms fire from a sniper, a grenade being thrown from the overpasses was
always there.”

Improvised Uniform Modifications

“We drove from Camp Pennsylvania in Kuwait all the way to Bagdad.
Along the way, there were remnants of the Republican Guard destroyed
armor, and all the shit they left
behind from Desert Storm. And it’s
very far. When you are in a convoy,
| you had to go as fast as your slowest
vehicle. In the convoy we had these
tow vehicles. They were really,
really big, but slow. It took us 56
hours to drive from Kuwait to
: Bagdad and that’s two days, no

16 May 03 After a 56-hour convoy from Kuwait to Sleep, no time to pT/lll over. You

Baghdad...3 hours of sleep in 3 days didn’t even know where you are. You

just see sand everywhere. It was on that convoy, that the commander said,
You are the highest-ranking female.’ Of course, the guys just pee in a bottle
but girls can’t do that. I was a driver.
So how am I going to drive and pee at IR SNFI NI IR X [10Figelel

the same time? [ literally took my k- Kuwait to Bagdad and that’s two
bar, cut a hole in the crotch of my days, no sleep, no time to pull over.
pants, told her (woman passenger), The commander says, figure out

hold the wheel, and 1'd just stick a how these females are going to
bottle down there, and there you go.
So, I had my pants with a big hole in
it. They gave us a sewing kit and when

urinate.’ | literally took my k-bar,
cut a hole in the crouch of my
pants, told my woman passenger,

] _ hold the wheel, and I’d just stick a
we got to Bagdad, I took the sewing kit [ S ey Ry s

and sewed it back up.”

Unexplained lliness

“We were there about a month, and I got really sick. I think it was a
combination of burn pits, stress, heat, lack of food and water and all these



environmental things happening at the same time. [ went from a 140 pounds
and withered down 100 pounds in a month and a half. I had fainting spells,
low grade fever and fast heart rate.”

Editor’s note: The pits were a common feature at military EEEtES I e AN T
bases during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, a crude ENUUEIERGEIRGIEGIERS
answer to the basic logistics problem of how to deal with LIS RERlEYdel
piles of trash. Everything from electronics, vehicles, to [MARECC TR
human waste was regularly doused in jet fuel and set pits.

ablaze, spewing toxic fumes and carcinogens into the air. Some soldiers are now sick, and
they're fighting for VA health and disability benefits. The Department of Defense
estimates that roughly 3.5 million service members could have been exposed to burn pits.

“Then we began stupid stuff. We’d run convoys transferring people from
one base to another, exchange soldiers, equipment broke, someone got
blown up, the equipment needed fixing again. I was basically doing convoy
three or four days a week and doing guard duty at night. Sometimes we
would take small arms fire, sometimes mortars coming at us. There were all
kinds of dangers, and I just thought, ‘I'm going to die from some disease
that I have, or I'm going to get killed on a convoy.’

“Though I was sick, I stayed in country. Command said, ‘you’re not going
anywhere, you 're mission essential.’ I thought, ‘I'm going to die! [ don’t
know from what, but I'm going to die. Something is going to happen.’
Every time I ate something, it came out. I was eating double trying to get
nutrients and at the same time running convoys, getting shot at. 1 thought,
‘I'm going to die from whatever this is or I'm going to get shot.” I stayed in
that state for six months and we got a new
commander. She came in, looked at me and said,
‘What are you doing here? You're sick.’ I told her,
‘they said I couldn’t leave. What am I supposed to
do?’ She said, ‘You need to get medevac’d.’ I
said, ‘I already have documents saying requesting
routine medivac. Soldier needs treatment not
available in theater.” But my command kept saying
no. She said, ‘you got to go.” So then, they got me
out of there.

“I was medevac’d to Lone Seoul Korea. Even the ;
plane caused trauma riding with a lot of sick, k

injured, and mangled soldiers. When I got to Lone  ©October2002 Just before leaving Iraq




Seoul all they said was your colon is infected. How my colon got infected,
I’ll never know.”

Return to Germany

“The day after I got medevac’d to Germany, I saw my First Sergeant. |
said, ‘what are you doing here? You are supposed to be in another part of
Germany.’ He said, ‘Oh, your convoy got hit the day after you left.” [ was
really upset! 1 said, ‘oh my God! Who was injured?’ It was one of my
soldiers that got injured. I felt responsible for not being with my soldiers.
He was being transferred to the base in Germany for medical care.

“So, I waited, and he came onto the tarmac. He was on a gurney, covered
up with wool blankets and everything. I was like, oh shit! I talked to his
nurse, and she said, ‘He’s got to go to surgery, don’t come back for 48
hours and then you can see him when he’s in recovery.’ I said, okay, and
waited until he’s in recovery. He'’s basically got staples all the way down
his stomach, he had a colostomy bag. He’s only 18. His wife is there, and
he’s telling me the story, and the poop is coming into the bag, and I'm like, 1
can'’t, this is too much, this is too much. So, he says, ‘they were driving to
the range, and they ran over an IED (improvised explosive device).’ It blew
up and shrapnel went through his back, lodged itself in his liver and his
colon somewhere, so that’s why he had surgery to cut it all out. That’s why
he had a colostomy bag. Then they gave him a Purple Heart, and he said,
You can fuck this” he was really upset. ‘I want to go back and kill these
motherfuckers!’

“But the worst part was, when it happened, he’s literally sitting there
bleeding, and the convoy is not going anywhere! Nobody was helping him.
The rules of engagement are, when you get hit, you drive up about a mile
and a half from the scene and them make sure everybody is okay and then
you evacuate. Well, they just sat there! And when you sit there, usually
small arms fire comes next. So, he’s sitting there bleeding, thinking we 're
all going to die! The commander was too stupid to notice he’s injured.

“So that was really upsetting to me! I'm a leader. I felt responsible! [
carried a lot of guilt for a long time, like I should have been there when it
happened. [ could have helped! [ was supposed to be on that convoy —
going to the range.

“When he’s telling me this, I was like I can’t, you got to stop, I got to go. [
left his room and walked down the hallway and I saw the sign for psychiatry
and thought, that’s what you are supposed to do.”



Treating Normal

“So, I go to the psychiatrist. I needed help. I could no longer contain this.
What do you think happened? They prescribed my first prescription of
Benzodiazepine. There was a ten-minute conversation. I remember my exact
words to the doctor. I said, ‘I'm having a hard
time readjusting to Germany.’ I didn’t know it at
the time, but that decision took my life off its
course.

“Looking back, | should have
had a tough time. | just came
out of a war zone. That’s
normal! | was dropped off at

“That’s when it all started. Looking back, | a hospital not knowing what
should have had a tough time. I just came out of a |RALL R AULSTIING ]

war zone. That’s normal! I was dropped off at a course, you are going to have
hospital not knowing what is wrong with me. ‘Of [CKECELEY From Iraq to
course, you are going to have a hard time!” From |kt

Iraqg to Germany over night!

While I was in Germany they tried to do a re-deployment to Iraq, but since I
was already overseas for three years, I had been in Korea, Germany for two
years and back stateside. I was transferred to Fort Lewis Washington in
2004.

Medically Retired

“I was medically retired for telling them [ needed help: because [ was
traumatized. I was a 24-year kid, you know. Basically, I got transferred
back to Fort Lewis and then they started the medical board proceedings, and
I was medically retired after seven years of service in 2004.”

Angie served in the Army from Feb 1998 - Oct 2004, 6 years 9 months.

Adjusting to Civilian Life “That next day when |

didn’t have to wake
“That next day when I didn’t have to wake up and put my up and put my

uniform on was pretty devastating,” Angie recalled. “I felt uniform on was pretty
like I lost my identity, I didn’t really know what I was devastating. | felt like
going to do next, because the Army was my life for nearly I lost my identity”
seven years. So, I was devastated to say the least. I got

married, came back to St. Louis and my family. Adjusting to civilian life

was difficult. I had the hardest time with kids when I came home. [ said,

‘get away from me.” You can’t do that to your nieces you know.

“In 2006 I was prescribed 18 drugs at one time. When you take that many
drugs, you lose the ability to recognize something is wrong with that. Within
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two weeks I had other problems. I couldn’t sleep, every time I heard a noise
I would jump. I was scared of standing outside. I was agoraphobic (fear of
places that might cause panic) but they kept saying that’s the post-traumatic
stress disorder. I'm sure I had some remnants of PTSD, but how much was
the drugs, I'll never know.

“I became addicted to pain pills because they handed them out like candy. 1
was then put on 45 psychiatric meds in 15 years. Fifteen years of
medication. And I'm fucking crazy and have post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). They say, ‘you're never going to get better, you’ll always be on
medicine.” Over time [ tried everything to get better. Therapy, programs,
equine therapy, social workers, various doctors and not once did anyone
suggest it may be the medication you re taking. The psych meds screwed me
up worse than any of those other things.

“A while back, I got off everything, and am now completely sober. And I've
been completely sober from alcohol and pain pills for 16 years and off all
psychiatric meds for 6 years.

“Not even a Tylenol. But I'm literally still traumatized, and I'm traumatized
about a medical system that treated me so poorly. And has a 100% rating. [
basically said, ‘FU, I'm not going to listen to what you think my life is going
to be like.””

Quick to Medicate

“‘How or why do you treat normal?’ [ was prescribed over 40 psychiatric
drugs over those 13 years, mostly by the Department of Veterans Affairs, but
some by civilian providers. But through all of those years, I sought
treatment; I sought therapists, I went to social workers, I went to a
psychologist,; I went to retreat programs, equine therapy, service dogs. This
is my second service dog (Raider). My first service dog died in February. I
tried everything just to feel better and not once did someone say it could be
the medication that you 're taking.”

College Bound

“Despite of all that, I went back to college.” Angie attended St. Charles
County Community College from 2011 to 2013. She was the Student
Veterans Organization Founder and President. “So, I was very involved in
the student veteran community. I formed the Student Veteran Center at the
Community College. That was over eight, ten years ago and it’s still up and
running. Then I started the one (Student Veterans Group) at Washington
University. Well, it was already started but defunct, they didn’t do really
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anything with it. We won Chapter of the Year National. I was a Student
Veteran of the Year Finalist, Top Student Veteran of the Year National. |
was the first veteran since World War 11 to be invoked into Phi Beta Kappa
at Washington University. Back then, they didn’t have such a good track
record with veterans because they were such a liberal school.”

Angie graduated from Washington University in 2019. Her degree is a Master’s in Social
Work and Bachelor’s in Psychology.

“My legacy as I left campus was, all veterans are announced at the
commencement. That previously never happened. All veterans now get a
red, white, and blue stole when they leave. I helped get the Student Veteran
Center going. I made an impact, I think.”

Angie was in chapter leadership with Student Veterans of America for 11 years in St. Louis.
Today, most of her family lives in St. Charles County. In 2010, after she returned from
service, she moved out to St. Charles on Ehlman Road. She later moved to New Town in
St. Charles. Angie has also lived in St. Peters. Though she travels all over the country in
her RV, she still calls O’Fallon MO, home.

Why Do We Medicate Normal?

“What happens to many of our veterans when they come home is NORMAL.
Vietnam Vets did so much for the modern soldiers to show PTSD was a
REAL thing. But it was pretty much a political move for us
to get validated for the suffering that we have. However, it “When you are in a
backfired because they made this into a mental disease and war, if you come
began prescribing drugs. In 2006, I was prescribed 18 back and are not
drugs at the same time. What’s sad about this is when affected, something
you 're prescribed that many, you lose the ability to even is wrong with you. If

know that there’s something wrong with that. you come back and
you are affected,

“I don’t believe it is a mental disorder. It is a normal something is right
reaction. When you are in a war, if you come back and are with you.”

not affected, something is wrong with you. If you come
back and you are affected, something is right with you.

“It feels like the medical community hijacked that diagnosis and treats us
like we’re broken and we 're not. They (medical community) always wonder,
why are 22 veterans a day killing themselves. It’s because you told them
they 're fucked up! And broken! And that’s not the truth. Because we
believe in this medical story. It’s not a medical problem. It’s a social,
cultural problem to me. It’s love. You love each other so much that you
would die for someone else. And then to tell you, you are fucked up, it’s just
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not right. Whether it was called battle fatigue, soldiers’ heart, they still
don’t know how to treat it. This is how you treat it, You talk!”

Today

Angie is involved with Wounded Warrior Project. She is one of the team members of the
National Campaign Team. There were several documentaries filmed about Angie in 2014.
There was an MSNBC series about her and another wounded warrior she became good
friends with and took care of. He had been blown up while in Iraq.

Angie became a Legislative Fellow for the VFW (Veterans of Foreign Wars) in 2019. She
is a member of local VFW 5077. Angie took this message to Congress with ten other
veterans the issue of overmedicating Irag and Afghanistan veterans and how it is
impacting us and affects suicide rates. Their group learned the in’s and out’s of Congress
and how to advocate at the top level.

“They just think if you throw money at mental health, it helps people. No,
it’s not working! We're not doing anything (the right things). It’s not
working!”

When it was mentioned to Angie that it was embarrassing that veterans don’t get enough
help, she pointed out, “it is the wrong help.”

The Best Healing

Today Angie stays in touch with those she served. She lost one
of her best friends, Haley from an overdose two years ago. |/
have a piece of art she made that | travel with it.

“I visited one of my veteran friends I had served with in
December 2019. We were talking and she just started
crying. She said, ‘this whole time, I thought I shouldn’t
be messed up because I didn’t see enough, I didn’t kill
anybody, 1 didn’t kick a door down, but I am really
messed up.’ And I said, ‘Me too.” We both realized we
held all this guilt for 15 years because we didn’t think we o ,
suffered enough. We shouldn’t have the feelings we have. I miss my friends, Angie says.
That was healing! Just that little conversation gave me

more healing than any therapy I ever got. I get to see many of my fellow
soldiers, often.”
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Reflections...

“In 1997, my senior year, the film GI Jane came out. I watched it the night
before I left for the Army and dreamed of being just like Demi Moore, just as
tough as the guys. I was ready, willing, and able to do anything a man could
do. I 'wanted to declare my independence to everyone I knew, so I shaved my
head and signed the dotted line. A little rebellious I guess, but I liked the
excitement of it all!

“I came from a family where military service makes you a man (or a woman,
in my case). Both grandparents served in the Army Air Corps in World War
1l and my father dreamed of being in the Navy. I wanted to travel to crazy
places few people have ever heard of or even knew existed. I wanted to meet
those people I saw in National Geographic commercials or the World
Almanac my grandfather would show me when I was little. Most of all, 1
wanted to get out of St. Louis and experience life on this irresistible planet.

“I'was an 18-year-old, fresh out of high school, with an M16 and
camouflage paint smeared on my face, excited, and a little naive at just what
I had gotten myselfinto. I had been a born leader, tough as a brick
shithouse, and could knock boys over when I played soccer with them in the
neighborhood. I played all the sports, ran faster than most guys and could
outwit anyone with their intellectual theories.

“No one told me that eleven years later, I'd be tired, very [[RIVISGSp—"

broken, isolated, and damaged goods. I was assaulted me that joining
and harassed while serving my country. That's not what | RN OBl
was signing up for. I wound up 2100 miles from home, me twice as likely
staying in a homeless veteran’s shelter, attending a three RN LI
month Renew Program for women veterans who have assaulted than

my civilian
counterparts.’

experienced Military Sexual Trauma with Post-traumatic
stress disorder. There were only five women in my group
who were willing to face all the pain of their past to
come out feeling better on the other side. No one warned me that joining the
Army made me twice as likely to be sexually assaulted than my civilian
counterparts.”
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In 2009, after a news piece including Angie's story aired on NBC Nightly News, she was
contacted by the U.S. Army Criminal Investigation Division to investigate her sexual
assault.

“It felt like it was too late, since it occurred in 2001 and what could be done
now -- 8 years later?”

She declined. In 2014, Kirby Dick’s Oscar-nominated documentary The Invisible War
reveals the extent to which rape in the military is ignored and covered up. The New York
Times said of Kirby Dick’s Oscar-nominated documentary, The Invisible War, that “this is
not a movie that can be ignored. Rape should not an ‘occupational hazard’ of serving in
the military.”

Angie believes during her time in service, that 9 in 10 women were sexually harassed. She
remembers one of the first incidents where an NCO commented, her backside looked nice
in her uniform. That subtle comment, perhaps considered innocent to many men, made
her conscientious about walking in front of men.

“Who says women aren't strong?”’

Angie’s Message for Other Veterans

Now, Angie wants other veterans to know, if they’re suffering, there’s an entire network
of people, just like herself, who are on the other side of struggles, and it does get better.

“I think the best advice I could ever say is that, what you went through was
really hard, and it can devastate your life for a
time. But nothing is permanent. There are ‘What you went through
ways to heal from what happened to you. There RERCE Ul A LlyIel]
are ways to cope There are communities of devastate your life for a
people, with similar life experiences like you if  |JRMS But nothing is

you just look around. I know it’s hard to come
out of that darkness and ask for help or find
someone who listens to you without judgment.
But we are here and we are around, and there’s
probably millions of us who would be willing to help you at the drop of a
hat. So don’t give up. Never ever give up.”

permanent. There are ways
to heal from what
happened to you. There are
ways to cope.’
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Medicating Normal

Angela was the subject of a film, Medicating Normal. A recent graduate with a Master’s
in Social Work from Washington University in St. Louis, Angie is part of the film’s outreach
team for the film, facilitating discussion of the film’s issues for communities worldwide.
Her past awards and positions include: George C. Lang Courage Award from Wounded
Warrior Project, Policy Fellow for Veterans of Foreign Wars and Student Veterans of
America, Outpatient Mental Health Therapist intern, and a finalist for Student Veteran of
the Year in 2019. She is a mental health advocate, a writer, and a YouTube creator who
travels in her RV across the United States in an effort to improve the mental health care
system and bring voice to patients who have been harmed by it.

“I' was told for years that I would never finish school; I would never have
children; I would be on meds for the rest of my life. There are all these
messages, subtle or explicit that I internalized. Now, at four and a half years
off, I still feel like I lack confidence. I still can’t work. So then there’s that
thought, who am [ if I can’t work and I'm still disabled but don’t want to go
to the psychiatrist all the time?”

Angie holds a Bachelor of Science in psychology and graduated in May 2019 from
Washington University in St. Louis-Brown School of Social work with a Master’s in Social
Work. As a 2019 Veterans of Foreign Wars-Student Veterans of America, Legislative Policy
Fellow, she is advocating for change in Benzo policy at the Department of Veterans Affairs.
She is embarking on a community outreach effort to improve medication and health
literacy among military veterans and their family members.

Angie’s Mission Today

“I think the VA needs a complete overhaul with the way that doctors are
taught about de-prescribing and how they 're taught about prescribing them
in the first place with them knowing the evidence that it puts us at greater
risk of suicide, greater risk of dementia, greater risk of falls. So many other
effects, especially among my generation of Iraq and Afghanistan, vets who
have traumatic brain injury, post-traumatic stress disorder, exposure to
burn pits. There are just so many things coming together that adding a
benzodiazepine to the mix is just not good for any of us. So, we need the
pharmacies to be aware. We need tapering schedules that are patient-
centered, education about withdrawal symptoms, support for withdrawal.

“There was support that I could have used that I couldn’t get. No one
believed what I was going through. It’s disheartening to me. Every time |
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hear of a suicide in the veteran’s community, I want to know what were they
taking?

“I went back to school because I wanted to work in the system to help
change the system from inside. I found school very traumatizing, like the
way that they talk about patients and the way they talk about people with
mental health problems. I would sit there always and think ‘you re talking
about me’. It’s like when your parents are talking about you and you 're in
the other room, that was the feeling I constantly had. Any pushback that [
ever gave, even saying simple things like antidepressants cause withdrawal.
It was always like, ‘no, we don’t need to talk about that right now.’

“So, it’s like the whole system is complicit and I don’t want anything to do
with that. I did 14 months of giving therapy to people without diagnosing
them, without referring them to psychiatry, without calling people when they
were suicidal. I enjoyed that, but I thought ‘I need to reach more than just
one person at a time.’ So for now, I do what I can. I'm involved in several
non-profits within the veteran world. Sometimes they’ll call me and say like,
what do you think about this? I did a fellowship with Veterans of Foreign
Wars and talked about the prescribing and deprescribing of benzodiazepines
at the VA level. I helped with the peer support group with the Wounded
Warrior Project. I talked with lots of veterans. I run a group for St. Louis
veterans. I just do what I can, where I can.

“When I graduated from social work school, my lease was up, so I sold
everything and jumped in an RV and drove off into the sunrise and started
screening the film across the United States. We've done 189 total - 40 were
in person before the pandemic. [’ve been on the road through Texas, New
Mexico, Arizona, California, and North Carolina. All over the place.

“So, I've met maybe 3,000 people in person and the reaction has been
almost 99% positive. It’s just undeniable when you see the lived experiences
of five people and then you hear the experts too, there’s very little that
people can say to refute that. If you were to refute that, you re refuting,
someone’s personal lived experience. I think they just did a beautiful job.

“That’s the way that I prefer to do advocacy now, instead of these huge
systems change or me being in the mental healthcare system, it’s one person
at a time hopefully to prevent further harm as much as possible. I've even
had prescribers in the audience say, ‘Oh my God, I didn’t know.’ I've had
prescribers cry and say, ‘how can I give informed consent if I'm not even
given informed consent?’ A lot of times we want to blame the doctors, but
they’re a victim of this too, in a different way.
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“Read as much as you can, talk to people that have been through it. It’s
okay to look for support to rule out any other illness, rule out any other
medical causes that could be causing the way you feel. Take it one day at a
time, sometimes it’s one minute at a time, one breath at a time, live
absolutely in the day if you possibly can.

“It’s extremely hard for many people, and there’s very little support, it can
be a very stigmatizing, isolating experience. So, hang on tight to your
healing buddies, find a healing buddy that you can relate to. Wait for time to
pass because healing is definitely real. I mean, if I can heal from more than
40 psychiatric drugs in a 13-year period, and I’ve had a few brain injuries
on top of it, I'm here to say that you 're going to heal too.”

For years, Angie was at a desperate low, even attempting suicide multiple times. She
remembers self-medicating and trying all different kinds of therapy. Until one day, when
talking with a female combat veteran at a Wounded Warrior retreat, she felt understood

for the first time.
“There’s not one way to heal, everybody has to find what works for them. [
tried things that didn’t work, and I tried things that did work. There were a
couple years that I did equine therapy, and it changed my life.”
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For more Information follow these links:

To watch the award-winning film, '"Medicating Normal', visit:

https://medicatingnormal.com

Link to Angela’s interview:

https://www.madinamerica.com/2020/07/angela-peacock-medicating-normal/

Mad in America YouTube Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=acw0OhbilYMO

Medicating Normal Panel Discussion

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFFdHbV7USY
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