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Virginia Woolf would Charleston her knees black and blue if 
she knew a group of veterans were inspired by her notion 
that women writers needed a room of their own inside 

the male-dominated British literary establishment. The workshop 
where this volume was produced was conducted online and via 
phone in strict accordance with the idea that military veterans, 
like women writers in the 1920s, need a room of their own in a 
civilian-dominated literary establishment. Over the last months, I 
believe we created a room and the stories written in this room are 
good enough to keep Virginia Woolf dancing for a good long time. 

Veteran writers once published with New York houses and 
received Pulitzer Prizes and National Book Awards. The best 
fiction coming from Iraq and Afghanistan is published on Kindle 
and Larry Heinemann and Tim O’Brien won the last major prizes 
nearly 25 years ago. I pass no specific blame and do understand 
how this rift occurred. Without a draft since 1973, military 
experience exited the mainstream and the cultural differences 
between veteran and civilian writers became palpable. In editing 
this volume, my focus was not creating a room for veterans to stay 
forever, but a room where they can hone their craft with the hope 
of creating literary fiction that will spark with readers both veteran 
and civilian.
 

Daniel Buckman
November 11, 2013

Chicago, Illinois

From the Managing Editor...
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It was after Skinner told me what he did to 
his girlfriend’s cat that he showed up in my 
dreams. 
 We were alone in our squad’s tent at the 

Baghdad Airport, going through final checks for 
the next day’s convoy, cleaning ammo belts for 
his SAW and packing our rucksacks and vests 
for the morning. Then, he took the headphones 
off his ears, turned to me, and said, quite simply, 
that he was sorry he had done it. “Damn cat 
didn’t do a thing wrong,” he said. “Always liked 
me and I went and drowned the little fucker.”
 I stopped a moment, my hands draped with 
belts of gleaming brass rounds, and stared at 
him—shirtless and wearing a star-spangled do-
rag over his bristly scalp. 
 “You drowned her cat?” He was only nineteen, 
I had to remind myself. 
 “The goddamnn slut was fucking two 
other guys while I was over here. What 
was I supposed to do, Machus? I had to do 
something.” 
 “So you drowned her cat?”
 His stars-and-stripes bobbed. 
I was just a year older, but I didn’t get him. 
I liked him well enough, but I just couldn’t 
fathom how he—
 “Drowned that little fucking cat in her lake. I 
shouldn’t have, though. He didn’t do anything 

wrong. But I found out about her that day, and 
I was just—sick, you know? I kept seeing her 
with that guy, kept seeing him touch her, then 
they’d kiss, then next thing I knew they’d be 
naked and on top of each other and she just—
just wanting it so bad. She’d want him and not 
me. You know what I’m saying?” He shrugged 
and turned back to packing. “And I couldn’t stop 
it—it kept coming back and back and wouldn’t 
fucking stop.” He was shoving dirty laundry into 
a duffle bag, but now he stopped and stared at 
the naked light bulb swaying by its electric cord 
from the tent ceiling.  
 “So that night I went to her house—her 
parents’ house, and I saw her window, and I 
just kept thinking he might be there, might have 
snuck in like I used to, maybe even now he was 
giving it to her, and I was—I don’t know. I sat 
on her porch, on the little swing there, and I 
started to cry. I am serious. I started to cry and 
her cat came out the little door they have for 
him. He knew me. He came over and started 
purring and rubbing up against my leg. I was 
bawling, Machus, bawling like you wouldn’t 
believe.”
 The earphones around his neck were blasting 
“Enter Sandman” as he talked on. I slid the 
ceramic plates into my flak jacket, and wondered 
why he’d chosen me as his confessor out of the 

BETWEEN THE FEET
By Levi Bollinger
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entire platoon. I was kind of glad he did. I didn’t 
mind Skinner’s stories. I liked the way he lost 
himself in the moment of telling, how he was 
never bound by pesky details like Truth or What 
Really Happened, how he reveled in the moment 
when he made himself magnetic and lived for 
the scene. 
 I could never do that. I just sat and listened, 
always sat and always listened. Maybe that’s 
why I got the inside scoop on the cat-slaying—
because I stayed quiet, because I heard and saw 
it all as he spoke.
 Skinner had sat on the cot, and now he reached 
a hand down as if to pick up that same cat all 
over again. “I just thought that this little guy, this 
little guy knows that me and her was meant to be 
together. He knows we had something special. 
He was a kitten when we started, and now—now 
she must of been upstairs with 
that guy, and I was bawling 
my eyes out downstairs on 
her porch with her damn 
cat.” 
 Skinner stood now. “So I 
picked him up, and I walked 
to the lake in their backyard. 
She’s got a nice home, you 
know. Her parents never 
liked me and all that, but she used to be crazy 
about that, too, going after the guys in my part 
of town just to piss them off. They were so 
clueless. But I just walked down there, and I 
had to hold the little fucker tight now—he knew 
something was up and started to fidget.”
 I checked my Kevlar one more time, adjusted 
the chinstrap, and set it back on its shelf over my 
cot. I counted my magazines, pressing in the top 
round to make sure each was full. I checked the 
Camelback—good and empty so I could fill it 
tomorrow with fresh, cold water for the convoy. 
I’m like that—I’m the guy who checks things 
too many times. I’m the guy who checks things 
and never drowns any cats. Maybe that’s why I 
only sit and listen, I thought—because I never 

have any stories of my own worth saying.
 “And I walked out there in the lake, down in 
the mud, and the water was up to my thighs, 
you know, and the damn cat starts to make some 
noise, and his claws are out now, and I just kept 
thinking of her upstairs, maybe even now, and 
how many times we used to play with this little 
cat while I was over, and here I was bawling 
in the goddamnn lake carrying this fucking cat 
and—it was all so damn ridiculous. And I did 
it, man. Just like that, I dunked that little fucker, 
and he was scratching like hell at me. It was 
hard to keep him under. He was all thrashing and 
shit. And all wet, it felt creepy—all wet and his 
muscles tight and thrashing like hell for his life. 
He clawed the hell out of my arms.”
 He showed me the red scratches and whelps 
still streaking up and down his wrists. 

 “But in the end, you know, 
in the end he couldn’t get out. 
And I felt the moment he got 
weak, and when he stopped 
fighting, and his tight muscles 
sort of just oozed away. I could 
feel his body go limp right there 
in my fingers.” Skinner had a 
knack for the dramatic; he let a 
long pause hang in the air before 

continuing. “I kept him there I don’t know how 
long. I was bleeding in the water, and I was 
crying and snot was running all outta my nose, 
and I didn’t know why I done it.”  
 He shook his head in the light of the glaring 
bulb. “I shoulda been kicking that guy’s ass or 
slashing her tires, but instead I was sopping wet 
with a dead cat, and I came back to her porch 
and laid it across the steps, and I whispered 
goodbye and that I’d never forget her.”
 He looked back down at his hands and his 
wrists, then back at me—me in the middle of 
the piled gear and ammunition: me, just staring 
and listening. The distant churn of a generator 
outside seeped through the tent walls, Metallica 
smashed through a guitar solo, and he waited for 

 I just sat and listened, 
always sat and always 
listened. Maybe that’s 
why I got the inside 
scoop...
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me to say something. 
 I stared blankly, and shrugged. It might be 
good, I thought, if I were more like Skinner. I 
wondered what my dad would say if I’d go out 
and drown an ex’s cat. He might like that.
 “You think I’ll go to Hell, Machus?”
    

That night I couldn’t sleep. I was thinking 
of Dad again—how he’d love this convoy, 
how the silent gleam of the coming fight 

would lift his eyes, how he’d glare at me for 
never having anything right. Over and over he 
came to me, but when I finally drifted off, it was 
Skinner’s face that floated before me, crimson-
eyed and quivering, staring and shaking for 
all the world as if he were the one drowning. I 
heard a voice creak out of the vision, a mourning 
sort of sob rolling over and over, but I couldn’t 
make out the words.
 I found myself back in the tent: cave-dark 
and my cot soaked with sweat. I swung my 
feet into the dusty floor and dropped my face 
into my palms—we convoyed tomorrow, and 
I was slotted to drive. I needed sleep. Skinner 
was nuts, but I liked him. Do you tell a guy you 
dreamed of him dying before you go outside the 
wire? 
 We convoyed tomorrow.
 I needed to sleep. 
 My face planted in my palms, I thought how 
Skinner and I weren’t that different. Skinner’s 
dad was a biker—the black and chrome Harley 
and the eagle tattoos, a mustache past his chin 
and thick boots clamped to his feet. He was a 
real hard-ass, Skinner told me, and a real ass to 
have to live with, always roughing him up and 
cussing him out and laughing him off. 
 I lay back on the sweat-dampened cot. Maybe 
he’s not so different, I said to the flapping canvas 
ceiling. Which is worse, a hard-ass biker who 
chucks an emptied keg at his kid or an ex-Green 
Beret who sits and waits and stares you down 
so you know you’re never enough? A dad who 
broods over you until you’re too scared to say 

anything at all? A dad who makes sure all you 
ever do is watch and listen and never say a 
wrong word? 
 Skinner and me—are we really so different? 
I’ll tell him tomorrow, I said to the darkness and 
the snores and the stagnant reek of many men 
in a tight tent. I’ll tell him tomorrow, I promised 
myself. I would say something for once. Things 
are different in the daylight.
              

In the morning I found Skinner in the chow 
hall, surrounded by Goshen, Thompson, and 
half the squad. “So there I was,” Skinner 

gestured wildly with a couple sausage patties 
pierced on his plastic fork, “and the damn cat 
comes right out of the door. ‘Perfect,’ I said, ‘I’ll 
get her pussy wet one last time.” They erupted in 
laughter, and Skinner shoved the forkful into his 
mouth. He nodded and chewed furiously through 
the uproar. When the noise calmed a little, he 
picked right back up. “So I grabbed the little 
fucker and I marched right the hell down to the 
lake.” 
 “Skinner!” Shoultz whined. “You can’t do 
that.” She liked to play innocent when the 
platoon sergeant wasn’t around. Soon as he 
showed up, though, her flirting was for him 
alone. It got her out of a lot of unpleasant details. 
 “Already done it,” Skinner said, pointing the 
greasy fork at her chubby cheeks. “I plopped 
that damn cat under and—” he saw me set my 
styrofoam plate down at the rim of his audience. 
“And I drowned the hell outta that damn cat. 
Look.” And he rolled back his sleeves for them 
to see his wounded forearms. “I did it in all 
right. I drowned that motherfucker right there 
in her backyard. And when I left, I heaved that 
soggy carcass back on her porch, and I screamed 
loud enough for the whole damn street to hear, 
I screamed ‘Damn you whore! You goddamnn 
slut!’ and I marched right back home and got 
drunk.”
 Staff Sergeant Goshen was roaring in laughter; 
Shoultz shook her head and tried not to grin 
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as she looked at the floor. Skinner nodded 
and shoveled imitation eggs into his mouth. 
Thompson clapped him on the back and said if 
anyone knew how to handle a woman, it was 
Skinner—said he would have done the exact 
same thing. 
 “You fuck around with me,” Skinner said 
though a mouthful of eggs and sausage, “and see 
what you get.” 
 “Hey Skinner,” Goshen called, “You up for 
riding gunner in my Humvee today? I got LT 
and we’re leading the convoy.” 
 “Hell yeah!” Skinner glanced at me a moment, 
then quickly back to his audience. “I’m a 
goddamn killer. I’m heartless. Hell yeah I’m up 
for lead gunner!”
 I still had to tell him. I knew 
I had to, but not here, not now. 
I’d let the kid have his moment. 
I couldn’t say it right anyway, 
not here in front of so many 
people. Besides, it was hard not 
to smile when he got going. 
 But the thousand nagging 
details and the hundred final 
checks of a major convoy 
prevented any moment alone 
with Skinner. Maybe he knew 
I wanted to say something and 
avoided me. I was getting a headache, and the 
sun was young in the sky and already boiling. 
We rolled into the harried Baghdad traffic in 
triple-digit heat without any mention of the 
death-face dream. My temples were pounding, 
despite swallowing a mountain of aspirin and 
Ibuprofen with my breakfast. 
 Skinner was riding gunner for Sergeant 
Goshen in the lead Humvee; I drove the five-
ton right behind them. That means I had an 
eye on him the entire convoy: Skinner in the 
turret spinning his SAW to fake-fire in the cabs 
of passing trucks and laugh, Skinner flipping 
the bird and smiling to children in backseats, 
Skinner flexing and winking at every hijab and 

burka we passed, Skinner raising a cat-lacerated 
arm to fist pump for an Apache cruising 
overhead. I saw it all, but said nothing. What 
could I say? He was Skinner. He was nineteen. 
He had an automatic rifle and a license to bull 
through traffic. Let him live it up, I said to 
myself. Let him live his moment. And when I 
remembered his pale and trembling face floating 
in from the dream, the panicked eyes and a 
cigarette stuck in his thin lips, I said it’s better I 
didn’t tell him anything. That dream—it couldn’t 
be Skinner. More likely it was me.
Suddenly he jerked forward in his turret, Shoultz 
beside me screamed and threw her pudgy hands 
in front of her face, and the entire convoy locked 

its brakes and squealed every 
one of its tires. Bumpers 
came to rest inches from 
other bumpers: We’d hit a 
Baghdad traffic jam, stopped 
dead, no way out. 
                    

“Damn, Machus, just run 
me the hell over, why 
don’t you?” Skinner was 

smiling with all his white 
teeth—invincible—and he 
slapped me on the back. 
 I rubbed my forehead with 

my non-firing hand. It was a long time before I 
spoke. “I figured you could handle a five-ton. It 
was the others I was worried about.” 
 Skinner laughed, and the scorched tires stung 
my nostrils. 
 We were on the ground already, shuffling 
through a hasty perimeter. LT got on the handset 
and shouted back a report of twin roadside 
bombs on Route Irish, traffic choked to a 
standstill all over west Baghdad—even here on 
northbound Tampa. Easy targets in the trucks, he 
said, so we stalked among the parked cars and 
the stares of their passengers, guarding ourselves 
from something, but no one knew what. 
  “This is some shit,” Skinner said, “some real 

“This is some shit,” 
Skinner said, “some 
real shit,” and then 
he laughed with an 
open mouth, slipped 
his Kevlar off and ran 
bony fingers over his 
close-cropped scalp.
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shit.” And then he laughed with an open mouth, 
slipped his Kevlar off, and ran bony fingers over 
his close-cropped scalp. He checked to make 
sure LT was busy on the radio, then pulled out a 
cigarette and started to light it. “Hey Tommy,” 
he noticed Thompson on the other side of the 
highway. “Tommy, what are you aiming at? 
Hey! Better not be gunning no towelheads 
without me.” And he bounded off toward the 
shoulder of the freeway, SAW swinging as he 
ran, cigarette freshly lit and the lighter still in his 
fist.
 I turned my back, wiped my brow, and 
squinted into the traffic—stares, sweat, a 
smattering of horns—the crowd’s initial 
curiosity was giving way to anger. A few 
doors slapped opened; men emerged with 
quick gestures, eyes wide and teeth flashing. 
They began pacing, milling, shouting at one 
another and at us. Hands darted in the tumult; 
horns rained down. Farther down the highway, 
our platoon was fanning out alongside their 
trucks, uncertain, glancing at each other, at the 
crowd. Sweat poured from under my Kevlar, 
and the flak vest and ammo hung heavy on my 
shoulders. It’s nothing, I told myself, gripping 
the rifle more tightly. It’ll blow over. It’s just—
 “Damn hajji kids!”
 I spun around to see three boys running off, 
Skinner flinging a dried-up stick after them. 
“Little fuckers stole my lighter.”  He bent to grab 
a sandbag standing there, to hurl it at the thieves, 
but the bag ripped away, its gritty soil spilling 
onto the blacktop, revealing a 105mm artillery 
shell, its Nokia detonator and nine-volt power 
supply taped to its side. Skinner stumbled, 
off-balance from the unexpected weight shift. 
His boot struck the shell—nearly as tall as his 
knee—and I stared in silent horror as it wobbled, 
tipped, and finally toppled with a thick click of 
steel on dirt and asphalt. 
 Skinner froze. 
 I watched it fall and waited to die. Car horns 
faded into the background heat, the screams 

melted into the throbs of my temples, and all 
existence condensed to the dumbstruck teen 
and a primitive pack of explosives, toppled and 
primed to detonate. 
 “Fuck! Oh motherfuck!”
 Then I saw it: Skinner’s face as pale as I’d 
dreamed it, and the veins bulging in his eyes 
just as crimson. Even the smoldering cigarette 
clinging to his lip was a dead ringer. 
 For a long while, that’s all I saw: the 
nightmare made material—Skinner too scared 
to move, too paralyzed to run, too pale to mouth 
anything but moaning nonsense. 
 Then I was plunged into the scene again: 
halted traffic stacked four lanes thick on the 
freeway, sweated men in beards and Daewoos 
shouting at one another, Shoultz whimpering, 
still in the cab of the five-ton, Thompson 
squinting through his rifle sights into a crowd 
of bouncing children, snapping his aim from 
one young ribcage to another, LT jabbering like 
mad over the radio: “That’s right, dammit. I 
got a soldier standing right on top of explosive 
ordinance . . . Yes, dammit, yes. Right on the 
side of the highway . . . Route Tampa, two klicks 
south of Irish… What’s it matter how he got 
there? Get me someone out here, dammit. . .” 
 Skinner’s hands trembled and dripped sweat 
to the asphalt, his smooth chin shook, and his 
SAW hung limp from his shoulders. The IED 
had failed to explode, but death waited between 
his feet. He was paralyzed, mouthing nonsense 
and muttering curses through his smoldering 
cigarette.
 With LT on the radio, Sergeant Goshen rose 
over the din of stalled traffic: “Hoss, get this 
traffic outta here. I don’t give a damn where 
you put them. You get them the hell away from 
that explosive. Machus, Browning, push this 
crowd back. Move them back. Move them all 
the way back and get them behind the vehicles. 
Kershaw, dammit, stay behind the trucks in case 
that shit blows the hell up. Thompson, Finn, get 
on the shoulder of the highway, upstream and 
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downstream from Skinner. Stay covered behind 
a vehicle, but you keep those hajjis from coming 
up behind—get them back, dammit. Get them 
all the hell away. These civilians got no idea the 
blast radius of that shell.”
 Conventional wisdom and popular legend held 
that a man on a landmine is safe until he steps 
off. Maybe old-school landmine lore kicked in 
and kept Skinner there on the IED. Goshen’s 
shouts, too, from far outside, told him not to 
move a muscle—it may be nothing more than a 
loose electrode that prevented the blast. Maybe 
the slightest breeze, maybe the tiniest fidget 
would connect that wire, would loop that circuit, 
would send the fatal spark. Judging by his gasps 
and his mumbles and his shivering limbs, I 
don’t think Skinner could have moved if he had 
wanted to. 
 LT was still screaming into the radio in the 
lead Humvee. “Dammit, I don’t care how many 
IEDs have exploded on Irish, we need those 
demo teams here on Tampa—now . . . . Traffic? 
Of course there’s fuckin’ traffic—backed up 
at least a klick each way . . . Give me an ETA, 
dammit. . .”
 “Oh hell. Oh hell.” Skinner stared between 
his feet. He had his moment now—right in the 
middle of it all.
 “Quit eyeballing him, Machus.” Goshen was 
back. “You face out and hold that perimeter. 
Damn hajjis going to rubberneck this shit. Outta 
that truck, Shoultz. Dammit, I said out. I need 
you on this perimeter. Thompson, what the hell 
are you doing? Thompson! Get that rifle down, 
dammit. I said stop staring at him, Machus—you 
got to hold that line there. Keep them outta the 
blast radius.”
 Goshen was right. Civilians were everywhere. 
From the jammed and steaming cars they came, 
from the homes of concrete blocks with webs 
of wires trailing overhead they streamed, from 
the barren earth they teemed and peered and 
pressed to see the execution, to witness a soldier 
explode.  Some pointed, some shouted, some 

buried cringing eyes behind their hands and stole 
furtive glances; one hid a child’s eyes and stared 
so long that the girl in her purple print dress 
wiggled free to watch. 
 “Sergeant Goshen.” Thompson’s voice pierced 
the chaos from the roadside. “Sergeant Goshen. 
Skinner goes down, I’m gunning down them 
kids. I swear I am. I swear I—”
 “Dammit, Thompson, you quit aiming at those 
kids. Now, dammit.”
 The kids had seen Thompson’s aim and had 
picked up stones. 
 My head was pounding again in the sea of 
shoves and rising voices. The crowd pressed 
closed, enveloping me, climbing on cars and 
craning over my head to witness Skinner’s 
detonation. I waved and I shouted as if they 
understood me. I jerked my rifle to tell them 
to stay behind the biggest trucks they could. I 
screamed and pointed to get away. You don’t 
want to be around if that thing goes off. You 
don’t— 
 “Oh shit. Oh damn. Oh hell”: Skinner 
panicked alone in the crater of it all, suffocating 
in the sun and the sweat and the panic. In the 
shouts and the shoves and the surge of primal 
frenzy, his known universe consisted of a 
crescent of friends turning their backs, hiding 
their bodies behind a dusty string of still-
chugging trucks, helpless to do anything but 
protect their lives from the flash of his death. 
He was drowning, held under by the impossible 
weight he still stood over. 
 Amid the shoves and the shouts the heat and 
exhaust I found I was turned and watching his 
panic—his death throes lived in perfect health 
before a thousand eyes reveling in the nausea. 
His face was the face from my dream, and the 
sobs as incomprehensible. And I had told him 
nothing of it. 
 “Dammit, Machus, hold that perimeter. 
Dammit Shoultz, get outta that truck. Tommy 
boy, if I have to tell you one more time to drop 
that rifle—”
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 And a stone zipped by Thompson’s head, 
zipped cleanly by his brow lowered over the 
sights, and skidded across the asphalt toward 
Skinner.
 “Oh fuck! Oh shit! Oh—”
 Hell—it was coming right for him. 
 Skinner’s moment slowed to hours; from the 
raucous multitude, silence stifled every throat, 
and all souls stood tied to a lone stone’s bounces 
across the scorching blacktop. We were so 
stuck to its course we missed the little girl. We 
completely missed her. No one had even noticed 
her wade into the craning 
arena. We only saw the 
hurtling stone come to rest in 
the angle of her heels—the 
feet she placed between the 
stone and Skinner’s life.
 She might’ve been eight—
she in her purple print dress, 
she who picked up the stone 
in her pristine fingers, turned 
and walked the remaining 
feet to Skinner, she in purple who gazed long 
into his panicked eyes. He, dust-covered and 
pale and fading into the barren landscape and 
the mottled crowd behind him, stood unnoticed 
next to her purple which seized the blaze of 
the sun and shimmered it back in steady glory, 
her brilliant hue heightened by his drab camo, 
her innocence sparkling beside the cigarette in 
his lips and the SAW slung from his shoulder. 
From what the watching world gathered on the 
war-tortured asphalt, these two stood, linked by 
a shell primed to erupt between her bare feet, 
impossibly bare on the scorching pavement, 
and his thick-soled boots. We stared, silent at 
the spectacle; pulses and breeze suspended in 
the heat, as if even the sun itself were fixed on 
our ring, grinding all heavens’ courses to a halt. 
Skinner’s cigarette trembled in his lips, and the 
girl in purple’s dark curls knotted and tousled 
about her brow, the stone held in tiny hands 
behind her back. 

 As if she’d known all along the task which 
fell to her, she knelt before him—knelt just as if 
she were going to wash his feet—her tiny face 
a foot from the coming blast. Any second, any 
second now that steel would rupture, would blast 
right through that innocence and sling its pieces 
to pierce the gathered crowd beyond. Skinner 
stared in speechless terror at her guiltless fingers 
poking the coarse gray rock under the dull metal 
curve of the shell. I saw the terror and the guilt 
dripping from his pallid face, his pride melting 
before her simple courage. 

 And I knew he waited 
for, watched for, loathed and 
longed for the moment when 
the pent-up reality would 
burst upon them.
 When it struck, it was 
not the hot ripping of flesh 
he’d imagined. It was a 
gentle tug on his boot. On 
his boot planted so firmly 
to the earth which he could 

no way leave, from which only death could pry 
him, the girl in purple was lifting the thick sole 
of his boot and scooting it to the side. I stared 
and swallowed, though my mouth was dry and 
cracking. 
 “Oh my God,” Shoultz was out of the truck, 
whispering through hands covering her face. 
 “Get outta there, Skinner,” I heard Goshen 
beside me. “Get the hell outta there.”
 As if on cue the girl in purple motioned him 
toward us—she, kneeling on the black asphalt 
and remnant grit of the sandbag, drew her 
open hand toward the tan and olive trucks still 
rumbling their fumes on the strangled freeway. 
Skinner stared at her a long moment before 
obeying. He stepped over the bomb as if half-
asleep. Then, toward us, a clumsy half-step on 
a fawn’s feeble legs. Then another, with more 
confidence now. Then—but he stopped short 
and turned back. She was still kneeling over the 
explosive, her back to him. 

And I knew he wait-
ed for, watched for, 
loathed and longed for 
the moment when the 
pent-up reality would 
burst upon them.
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 She turned to catch his gaze and reached for 
the wires. 
 “Oh God no,” and Shoultz turned away.
Goshen ducked behind the Deuce, and 
Thompson was too stunned to train his rifle on 
her. I froze and I stared, and so did Skinner, as 
the crowd dropped and covered and squealed 
and the girl in purple’s slender fingers found the 
red and the black reaching into the explosive’s 
core. Her tiny fist closed as the dull, matte hull 
of the shell loomed before her. In a flash of the 
sun, her arm yanked the wires. The cables cut 
into the tender flesh of her faultless hand.  
 Silence pounded to the milky horizon.
 Moments stuck, frozen in golden honey. 
 Eternity stepped into time.
 Before our eyes, the girl in purple kneeled 
motionless with the wires in her hands. She 
gazed a second at the shell before dropping them 
and wrangling the nine-volt battery out of the 
melted tape.
 “What the hell was that?” LT said, radio 
receiver still plastered in his fist.
 Shoultz was sobbing.
 “I’ll be damned,” said Goshen.
 “I don’t believe this shit. I ain’t ever gonna 
believe that shit just happened.” I heard 
Thompson even from his position on the 
shoulder.
 Skinner did not move; he stared at the girl in 
purple. She rose and came to him, and tucked 
the battery in his pocket. Taking his right hand 
from the pistol grip of his SAW, the right hand 
scratched to hell by a helpless cat, she held it in 
both of hers. In those tender hands torn by the 
cables, she brought Skinner to us.
 His face was still pale, still reeking with 
fear and guilt. He looked me once in the eye. 
I wanted to hide, to look away, to deny what I 
had seen. But where else was there to turn—to 
the dead earth beneath our boots? To the gaping 
crowd? To the lifeless shell? I watched Skinner’s 
helpless eyes. 

 I didn’t see where the girl in purple went; 
she vanished back into the crowd. Some of 
the vehicles had started to inch forward on the 
freeway. Shouts and horns and traffic began 
again. LT was back on the radio; we needed 
the ordinance destroyed before we moved on. 
Goshen trotted down the convoy to re-establish a 
perimeter around the vehicles.
 “Skinner,” I tried to start.“I’m sorry. I—”
 “I ain’t moving outta here,” Thompson 
shouted, “til I kill me some hajjis. Til I fucking 
see the blood of whoever the hell put this damn 
thing here.”
 Skinner broke his eyes away from mine. 
He watched Tommy’s jaw jerk in his shouts. 
He began nodding, slowly at first, then more 
vigorously, his face still washed in pallor. “Yeah. 
Yeah, Tommy. I like it.” His trembling hand 
steadied itself on the pistol grip of the SAW. He 
watched Thompson stalk back to the roadside 
and scream his fury at the crowds. 
 Then Skinner turned back to me, took a long 
drag on the cigarette still burning in his lips, 
and said, “Machus, I ain’t sorry about that damn 
cat, either.” Smoke poured out his mouth as he 
spoke. “I ain’t sorry. Just forget it. Just keep 
quiet.”
 I left him there on the pavement. I climbed 
over the Humvee’s bumper and took my position 
in the perimeter. And there, rifle tight in my 
hands, I stood in the glances of the passing 
crowd and waved the halting traffic through. 
When Skinner finally returned and took up his 
position next to the lead Humvee, I spoke up. I 
finally did. I shouted at him, told him to watch 
the back seats, the mothers’ laps, the crowded 
station wagons for the girl in the purple dress. 
“Watch for her,” I shouted. “You see if she 
comes back.” Goshen heard me and said to shut 
the hell up, but I didn’t care. I knew my dad 
would kick my ass if he would see me do it, but 
I shouted it all the same. “You watch for that girl 
in purple, Skinner. You watch for her.” 
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Some people swore that the house was 
haunted. It was Halloween. We had just 
arrived as replacements at FOB Gambit. 

Flying over Zabul province in a Blackhawk 
was like seeing the movie set of Conan the 
Barbarian—it was sci-fi Afghan ethereal. The 
house had been turned into a combat aid station 
and used to belong to some warlord who was 
killed by the Taliban a few months back. The 
Talibs shot up the warlord and his minions 
in a couple of the rooms—the bullet holes 
were witnesses to the executions. Despite its 
morbid past, the house was a place to treat the 
wounded from the outlying combat outposts and 
a place for the dead to be picked up and taken 
to Kandahar Airfield. The house had a wall of 
handprints drawn by the previous Canadian 
units stationed there. Hands big, small, and 
medium-sized outlined in a variety of Sharpie 
and paint colors with various messages. Some 
handprints became memorials for those who 
Death claimed for her quota. I had some time to 
kill and found a spot near one of the makeshift 
operating rooms to catch a nod. THOOM!…
THOOM!… I had gotten used to the sounds of 
outgoing rounds. A Stryker’s 105mm gun was 
sending up orange illumination flares toward 
the hills. Trick o’ Treat Talib—I mused. The 
only thing in common on this Halloween night 
would be the possibility of giving and receiving 
bullet candy and hearing Michael Jackson’s 
“Thriller” in the MWR hut. My mind drifted 

off and I started to imagine Taliban zombies 
coming down from the hills and assaulting the 
FOB. As my mind was playing tricks on me—I 
switched to thoughts of home. No sooner as I 
drifted off to deeper sleep, I quickly woke up to 
sounds of the aid station coming to life. An IED 
strike hit a Stryker. The driver and the gunner 
were CAT-A and rushed in. The driver was in his 
20s. His ACUs were burnt, bloodied, and ripped 
open. Dude had a dazed, quizzical look on his 
face as if to say,“Really???” as he was being 
wheeled in by the medics toward one of the 
bullet pocketmarked ORs. As the kid’s gurney 
was passing the handprint wall, he raised his 
bloodied right hand and touched a row of hands 
—giving each wall hand a bloodied signature. 
I silently prayed that this wall of hands would 
give this kid strength to live and not be on that 
next Styx River ferry. “Let’s go, Bix,”my squad 
leader called. I gathered up my M4 and Mich 
and followed my squad leader out into the full 
moon October night. We were relieving the 
listening post team outside the wire. Hours later 
we came back in and I headed back to the aid 
station. The bloodied streak across the handprint 
wall was wiped clean but still left a faint smear. 
I didn’t see the kid. I asked one of the medics 
about him. The medic shook his head and kept 
on walking. I stared at the wall of hands and that 
kid’s now forgotten bloody handshake. Nothing 
was ever the same again after that.

THE AFGHAN BLOOD HOUSE
By Gabriel A. Tolliver
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Her scrub brush stopped short on the gray 
tile floor when she heard her company 
shouting, summoning her in a sort of 

primitive intercom. When Chief Sanderson, the 
lead Company Commander, bellowed a recruit’s 
name from his compartment the company 
would echo the name of the unlucky recruit 
in perfect unison. There was no pretending 
you didn’t hear when seventy people called 
you. Being called was usually not a good 
thing; for Samantha Stroud it never was. She 
tried swallowing, but found she was parched, 
her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth; 
“cotton mouth,” her mama would have called 
it. The dryness of her tongue contrasted with 
the cold sweat that now covered the rest of her 
body, making her clothes and thick brown hair 
plaster to her. 
 The door of the head flung open and Hayes, 
an overgrown ginger from Tulsa, popped her 
bug-eyed face through the doorway whisper-
screamed, “Stroud, he called for you from his 
office. You better hurry! All he wants to do is 
talk to you about your billet. He called the rest 
of us in while you and Childers were down at 
laundry.”
 Stroud nodded her head, but couldn’t 
summon any words. She stood, her bare knees 
crisscrossed with lines from the hour of labor 
she’d put into the bathroom floor. She was 

Texan stout, athletic, but the weight of hearing 
her own name echoing through the squad bay 
made her feel as though she was morbidly 
obese. Walking slowly to the door, dread fell on 
her as she left the safe haven of the head, the 
only place her Company Commander wasn’t 
free to follow her to.
 On her way through the female section 
of the squad bay, Stroud glanced at the 
clock that hung over her top bunk, its hands 
resting momentarily at 20:59. Many of her 
fellow shipmates from X-Ray company had 
already fallen into their racks for the evening, 
exhausted, but at ease compared to Stroud and 
the weight of the secret she bore. She thought 
of the nights she’d lain awake watching its 
hands quietly tick the hours away, fighting 
sleep. She knew once she drifted off he’d be 
there, haunting her dreams the same way that he 
haunted her life by day. She would dream of the 
stares that had turned to words, the words that 
had turned to hands moving about her body. She 
knew what was next.
 She walked through the door of the main 
squad bay where the males slept, putting her 
hair up into a sloppy bun as she went. She 
noticed her hands didn’t shake the way they 
used to as she walked toward his compartment. 
The fear that had once consumed her now had 
been replaced by something much worse—

“STROUD, STROUD, STROUD!”
By Elisha Joseph
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defeat. Unlike defeat, fear still carried the 
feeling of being alive with it, making her sharp 
and watchful. What fell on her now made her 
feel dull and heavy, as if she had rotted inside 
and carried around her own dead weight. 
 On the quarter deck, the overhead lights shut 
off and left her alone in the dim passageway. 
As a little girl, the dark had terrified her and 
she’d insisted her mama plug in her Donald 
Duck nightlight before she’d lie down. Now 
the dark no longer fazed her, but she was more 
convinced than ever that the monsters she’d 
always thought lurked in the dark did exist. She 
knew now that they came out even when the 
lights were on, when you were wide awake and 
unable to convince yourself 
it was just a bad dream. 
  She stood outside his 
compartment, not bothering 
to knock. He knew she was 
there. 
 “Get in here, Stroud, we 
have things to discuss.” 
 She stepped inside, just 
barely past the door frame. 
The scar that ran along his 
right cheek seemed to grow 
as he smirked at her.
 “Close that door behind 
you. I spoke to everyone else earlier, but I 
figured I’d save my best for last.”
 She stepped inside, the click of the door 
behind her ringing in her ears. She stood at 
attention in front of the desk his feet were 
propped up on, his combat boots resting on the 
file he’d gone through many times since her 
arrival. He had read it front to back and had the 
black and white version of Samantha Stroud 
memorized. To him, the papers within were 
all she was; an average student, lacking in the 
academic skill to get a scholarship and though 
mildly attractive, not enough of a looker to 
marry out of hard work. He’d observed she kept 
her mouth shut, worked hard, and would have 

encountered little out of the ordinary resistance 
had she belonged to another company. 
 He crossed his hands behind his head, his 
watery blue eyes moving up and down her 
body. They finally rested on the blue Coast 
Guard lettering across the full bust. He made 
no effort to hide his wandering eyes. They were 
well acquainted now. 
 “Sector Lower Mississippi River, huh 
Stroud? Wasn’t quite what you bargained for 
when you joined the Coast Guard, was it?”
 The normality of the conversation caught her 
off guard. She hadn’t even been aware that the 
Coast Guard existed in Memphis. When she’d 
enlisted, she’d thought of the summer visits her 

family made to Padre Island 
every year growing up, an 
annual reprieve from the hard 
work the entire family put 
in on her father’s ranch. Out 
of all of the recruits in her 
company, she had gotten the 
only inland billet. Clearing 
her throat, she rushed to 
answer before his mind drifted 
elsewhere. An inland billet 
was the least of her worries 
at the moment, but she hoped 
to keep the conversation from 

taking a dive into silence and what lay below its 
surface.
 “No, Chief Sanderson, I hadn’t. I’ll make the 
best of it.”
 She kept her eyes glued to the wall behind 
him, to the commendations for outstanding 
service, his certificate of completion of the 
Gunners Mate program, Chief’s School, and 
several other certificates from his tours on 
various ships and land units. Comically, an 
MVP certificate from high school, the Joplin 
MO Fighting Eagles, hung in the midst of his 
career success—past glory he couldn’t let go of. 
 Still smirking, he stood and walked around 
the desk as he had done many times since her 

Stroud nodded her head, 
but couldn’t summon 
any words. She stood, 
her bare knees criss-
crossed with lines from 
the hour of labor she’d 
put into the bathroom 
floor. 
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arrival. She instinctively tensed, knowing what 
the nearness of his body would ultimately bring.  
“Good god, look at that hair. Didn’t we teach 
you better?” He reached up and grabbed the 
thick brown hair that had fallen from a bun to a 
ponytail, his lips brushing her ear. “See, we tell 
you to keep your hair in a tight bun for a reason, 
but this place is so PC now it makes me sick to 
my stomach. These days I have to save these 
lessons for private. The reason for the bun, 
Stroud, is that if your hair is loose, I can grab 
you, do whatever I want with you. Your body 
has to follow where your head goes.” 
 Shoving her forward, he wrapped her 
ponytail around his hand, yanking her head 
back so hard her neck made a loud pop. She 
didn’t bother fighting back. The fight was 
already lost. Her face slammed into a cheap 
Dollar Store frame on his desk, its edge 
digging into her cheek, drawing blood. He was 
muttering something behind her, asking her 
how a real man felt. Pain shot through her body, 
queuing her mother’s voice in her mind, as she 
gave her older sister Leigh Anne The Talk, just 
before her wedding. “Now darlin’, it’s always 
a little rough on the first time, but it’s just 
something we girls have to bear. He loves you 
just the same...” A single tear rolled down her 
face, pooling on the image that stared back from 
the glass of the frame. Stroud held her breath 
and stared at the face of a small girl with bright 
blue eyes and a toothless smile, wearing a Coast 
Guard hat that clearly belonged to someone 
much larger—his daughter.
 Finishing with her, he went into the small 
head that was attached to his office and began 
washing up in the sink. She remained frozen in 
front of his desk, staring down at the trickle of 
bright red blood running down her leg, soaking 
into her athletic sock. Like every recruit, his 
instructions and words had been Gospel for four 
weeks and she now found herself incapable of 
functioning unless by his command. 
 She thought of running out the door but 

stayed motionless knowing it was pointless 
before she’d even fully processed the thought. If 
she ran, there was nowhere to go. There was no 
safety net, no person to confide in. To dial 9-1-1 
was to be answered by the base fire department, 
where the Chief’s softball teammates manned 
the lines. Even the chaplain, Father Bailey, was 
not a safe option. She had heard the two men 
chat before chapel last Sunday, making dinner 
plans for the following night. 
 “Get in here, Samantha! We’re well 
acquainted now; I can call you Samantha, can’t 
I?”
 It took a moment for her first name to 
register with her. It had become so unfamiliar 
that her reaction to hearing it was delayed. She 
considered it a part of herself that she would 
never get back again. She was Stroud now. 
Seaman Recruit Stroud. “FE-MALE!” From 
the first day her gender had been spat at her like 
it was a dirty word, the Coast Guard-approved 
euphemism for “bitch.” 
 She slowly made her way into the head, not 
knowing what else he could possibly do to 
her. He turned on the shower, making steam 
immediately fill the small room. 
 “Strip those clothes off and get in the 
shower.” He held out the dirty cloth he’d 
just washed with, streaked with her blood. 
She stared at him, her last ounce of dignity 
paralyzing her where she stood. He brushed her 
sweaty hair back from her face and whispered 
in her ear, “Don’t act shy now, Stroud. I gave 
you exactly what you wanted. That’s the only 
reason women join the military. It’s a little for 
piety. Oh, and Stroud? Open that pretty mouth 
of yours to anyone and I’ll tell everyone I 
caught you and Childers going at it in the ladder 
well. Don’t you forget, I own you now.“
 Closing her eyes, she held her hand out, 
willing herself to disappear, but knowing that it 
wouldn’t happen. Gritting her teeth, she did the 
one thing she had learned to do since joining the 
Coast Guard. Blindly obey.
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 When she stepped out of the shower, red 
from the near scalding water she’d endured, he 
threw a set of fresh PT gear at her and shook his 
head. “Get out of here, Stroud. We have a long 
day ahead tomorrow. I need you rested.” 
 Shaking, she turned and walked out of the 
room, leaving him with his feet propped up 
on the desk, hands behind his head, the same 
position as when she’d first walked in.
 

Sucking his teeth, he looked at the clock 
on the wall and realized he should have 
gone home to his family an hour ago. He 

thought of the difference between here and the 
home he had become a stranger to and realized 
he had no desire to be there. He picked up his 
phone, SCHEDULE CHANGE, STANDING 
DUTY. C U TOMORROW NIGHT. Turning 
off the light, he settled back into his chair, 
pulling his campaign cover over his eyes, 
feet back on the desk. Tomorrow he would go 
home to the family that he was detached from, 
two screaming toddlers and the wife he never 
wanted to touch. While he was home, control 
would be lost, the monotony of family and 
responsibility dulling his mind. But for now, 
he was in his domain and he would sleep well. 
After all, it was good to be god. 

In a haze of shock and throbbing pain, Stroud 
made her way back to the head, but found 
that she no longer felt safe there anymore. 

She was positive nowhere on Earth was safe. 
Rocking back and forth, she wrapped her arms 
around her knees, shaking from the damp and 
cold tile floor. Goosebumps covered the legs 
she hadn’t shaved in over two weeks, making 
the hair stand at attention. She tried to slow 
her mind, but it all ran together, the words, 
the smells, the ache of her body. She now felt 
like she might drown in the tears she’d been 
determined to hold back for so long. 
 She thought of her tobacco-chewing, sun-
leathered father and how she would never be 

able to look at him again. He had raised her to 
be tough, telling her if any boy ever looked at 
her cross to “sock ‘em in the nose, Sammie!”. 
Her well-meaning mother would smother her, 
not realizing that affection of any kind now 
turned her stomach. She thought of her home 
in Kermit, Texas, and how quickly news from 
its residents spread like wildfire. She could 
hear her sister’s best friend Becca, the chronic 
gossip, at the Saturday night bonfire, “Well, this 
didn’t come from me, but did you hear about 
Leigh Anne’s little sister?” Thoughts of home 
and the familiarity of the things she knew stood 
at odds with the world she now found herself in, 
making her head spin. 
 Quiet blanketed the squad bay and she 
became conscious of the sound of her own 
breathing and the noise it made when she 
blinked her eyes. The answer came to her, a 
calm sickness settling over her mind. She pulled 
out the ink pen and performance tracker she 
was required to carry in her sock and began 
to write in the capital block letters she’d been 
brainwashed into using: 
 MAMA AND DADDY, TRY TO 
UNDERSTAND. I NEVER WANTED THIS 
TO HAPPEN. HE DIDN’T GIVE ME A 
CHOICE, SO I HAVE TO DO WHAT I HAD 
TO DO. I KNOW YOU WON’T THINK 
SO, BUT GOD WILL UNDERSTAND. 
SOMETIMES IT TAKES A SIN TO STOP 
A SIN. TELL GRANDMA NIECIE I AM 
SO SORRY. LOVE YOU FOREVER AND 
ALWAYS. – SAMMIE
 Folding the paper, she stuck it into the 
bottom of the sole of her combat boot, that sat 
in a gleaming black row under the bench. She 
was comforted by knowing he wouldn’t find it 
there. Someone else would, maybe the unlucky 
recruit tasked with collecting her belongings, 
find it and then they would all know what 
he was. Feeling the truth she’d just tucked 
safely away propelled her forward, a tangible 
connection to the decision she had made. 
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Creeping her way into the female 
squad bay, her fingers shook as they 
mechanically moved through the 

numbers of the combo lock that hung from her 
gear locker. “14, 27, 31,” the numbers that gave 
her access to all the possessions at Cape May. 
In the darkness of the squad bay her fingers 
quickly located the coarseness of the length of 
line she’d been issued the first week to practice 
the countless knots she’d been instructed to 
tie. She pulled it out, not risking the additional 
noise of closing the locker door again. She 
knew when she would come into the squad bay 
in the morning, waking the rest of the females 
by screaming her name, ordering her to get 
down and push. She thought of the nervous 
sweat that would bead along his brow when he 
realized she was no longer there. 
 She walked to the back of the squad bay and 
stood under the door that led to the ladder well, 
hesitating under the glow of the red EXIT sign. 
Numbness consumed her, taking place of the 
blind fear that once would have gripped her. 
She had already crossed the threshold of life 
before and life after and knew that regardless 
of what she did now, there was no going back. 
Quietly, she opened the door and descended 
into the ladder well that reeked of the fresh coat 
of international orange they had just applied to 
the railing yesterday. 
 Ahead of her, she could hear the waves 
gently washing up onto the shore behind the 
low shrubbery that lined the shore. She started 
toward them, not knowing where else to go. 
Wincing, she got on all fours and attempted to 
disappear into the sparse shrubbery, trying to 
dodge being spotted by the on-duty patrol that 
roamed around base. 
 On the other side, she stood and stared at 
the moonlight glowing on the water, making 
her feel as though she’d crossed into a dream. 
Facing the east, she thought of all that lay 
behind her, the nightmare just over her shoulder 
and the life and past that was further behind. 

 Her eyes closed as she heard “Taps” playing, 
signaling that it was 2200 and time for everyone 
to retire for the evening. Her grip loosened on 
the rope, causing it to hit the sand, just as she 
dropped to her knees and landed beside of it. 
She closed her eyes and attempted a prayer, but 
opened them when she realized that there was a 
gulf between her and God that she would never 
again be able to bridge.
 Finding her legs, she draped the rope around 
her shoulders and made her way to what 
was left of the head that had recently been 
demolished. Sweat stung her eyes as she located 
the largest piece of concrete that she could lift 
and hoisted it. Shuffling through the sand, she 
made her way to the small pier that extended 
out into deeper water, stopping at its very end. 
 Staring ahead, she spotted the light of a 
solitary ship making its way through the night, 
everyone in the world oblivious to its passing 
but her. In the distance, a clap of thunder spoke 
of the harsh weather and seas that lay ahead 
for the little vessel as it slowly carried on 
seemingly oblivious. Her head throbbed with 
the truth she now knew, a burden that felt too 
great to carry; it was better to sink than weather 
some storms. 
 The concrete thudded against the wooden 
planks as she dropped it and sat beside it, tying 
one of the many knots that she had learned 
in Seamanship Class, first around it and then 
to her own ankle. Taking a deep breath, she 
scooted the chunk to the edge, scraping her 
palms, feeling the pain but not caring. Tears 
rolled down her cheeks as she stared into the 
water, the lights from the squad bay behind her 
reflecting against the blackness of the glassy 
sea, removing any illusion she had of finding 
comfort in its lonely depths. The east and the 
west ended in the same destination and though 
she still breathed, Samantha Stroud knew she 
could never be revived. Above or below the 
surface, it made no difference; she had drowned 
already. 
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Through the bamboo bars of his cage 
he could see a beautiful woman in the 
jungle. She was beckoning to him with 

graceful hands. She was lovely in her white 
silk Vietnamese ao dai. He thought he knew 
her name, a French name, but it escaped him. 
She was pleading with him to come to her. 
He felt confused, as though he were regaining 
consciousness, as though he were underwater 
and viewing the world wavering and wobbling 
through the surface of the water. He could only 
see the light above the surface in a small cir-
cle, as if he were looking into the world above 
through a tunnel of light. He thought it was 
the index of refraction that did that, but he did 
not think he was underwater. Maybe he was 
looking into the next world, but his vision was 
limited and distorted by some kind of index of 
refraction. He shook his head; it hurt. His mind 
was not right. He was not even sure what year 
it was. 1970? He was suffocating in the fetid 
humidity of this cage in the jungle. There was 
a lovely woman in the jungle. It was as if she 
were the love of his life. Somehow he had to 
get to her. Somehow he had to get out of this 
bamboo cage to get to her. They could escape 
together. But this thought was interrupted 
when he saw her transform into a leopard and 
flow silently into the jungle. He felt a great 
surge of confusion and fear. The fear woke him 

with a start, his heart pounding and his hands 
gripping the bamboo bars of his cage. He had 
fallen asleep that way, his forehead resting on 
the bamboo above his hands. He looked into 
the jungle where he had dreamed she was, and 
he thought he saw her again. He could not be 
certain whether he was dreaming or not. Or 
perhaps she was a ghost calling him to join her 
on the other side, in death. 
 "The woman," he whispered, pointing into 
the jungle for the benefit of the Vietnamese 
man in the cage with him. 
 The man was suppressing moans of pain, 
and did not care much about what the Ameri-
can was seeing. The man shook his head. 
 "No,” the man said. “Don’t look. If you let 
yourself look too long at the woman in the jun-
gle, you will die," he said. "She will take you. 
Don't look." 
 The green, clammy jungle pressed in around 
the clearing. The air was hot and humid, and 
felt like wet cotton in his lungs. He heard 
strange animal calls in the jungle. The clearing 
was small, with the trees and vines entwin-
ing together into a dome above. The light that 
filtered through the canopy was as green as if 
through stained glass, or through the surface of 
water thick with algae. The air itself seemed as 
green and viscous as slime in pools of stagnant 
water. It felt as though just breathing the air 

THE WOMAN IN THE JUNGLE
(An excerpt from A Dream of Heaven)

By Michael FitzGordon
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would infect you, make you turn green too if 
you stayed here long enough. Like leaves and 
other things that used to be alive, rotting on the 
floor of the jungle, you would die and become 
a part of the rich dirt. The air was fertile with 
the odor of rotting life. The life in things was 
constantly being transferred, in dying, from 
one living thing to another. The jungle was full 
of the slow and sometimes sudden roar and 
rush of dying and living. Fear stuck in Jack's 
throat like a clot. 
 The Vietnamese man in the cage with him 
moaned again. He was dreaming something 
bad. As sick, weary, and hopeless as Jack was, 
he nonetheless was aware of the bizarre irony 
of the man's nightmare. What dream could be 
worse than what they were living? They were 
locked in a bamboo cage, starving, diseased, 
and at night listening to feral hogs in the jun-
gle eating the remains of dead prisoners. He 
tried to remember who the Vietnamese man 
was. There was something familiar about him. 
He was Nguyen somebody. Nguyen Ai Quoc? 
The man moaned again, more loudly. Alarmed, 
Jack looked across the clearing to see if the 
Viet Cong guerillas had heard. Four of them 
were squatting on the ground as they played 
cards and smoked cigarettes. They looked up 
when they heard the man moaning. 
 Jack nudged the man to wake him and stop 
him from moaning, but it was too late. The 
soldiers spoke among each other, and then 
rose and walked toward the cage. The soldiers 
were smoking, talking, and laughing as they 
approached. They were going to have some 
fun. They unlocked the padlock on the cage 
and dragged the Vietnamese man out, leaving 
Jack behind. Jack was sick with dread at what 
was about to happen. He could not clear his 
mind. He could not remember who the Viet-
namese man was, but he was somebody Jack 
cared about a great deal. Was he a brother, or 
a friend? Jack was trying desperately to re-
member. It seemed odd that he would think 

the Vietnamese man was a brother. He had to 
remember the name. Nguyen Cao Van?
 There was a lone and bare tree trunk in the 
middle of the clearing. All the branches had 
been cut away to leave only a Y-shaped fork 
about twelve feet above the ground. The sol-
diers tied the end of a rope around the man’s 
wrists and threw the other end through the fork 
in the tree trunk. Then one of them pulled on 
the rope until the prisoner was hanging by his 
wrists with his toes barely touching the ground. 
The Vietnamese man moaned in pain. The sol-
diers laughed. 
 One soldier, the political officer, produced a 
bayonet. He picked up a palm leaf and walked 
over to Jack in the cage. He showed Jack how 
easily the blade cut the leaf. Yes, it was as 
sharp as a razor. The man shaved his cheek 
with the blade for Jack's benefit. 
 In perfect English the political officer said, 
"Ho Chi Minh wrote that the peasant is 'cru-
cified on the bayonet of capitalist civilization 
and on the cross of prostituted Christianity.'"
 Jack's heart was pounding with fear at the 
insanity and horror. He knew what was going 
to happen now. The soldier walked back to the 
man on the tree. The soldier brandished the 
blade. He was milking every moment for as 
much drama, terror, and pleasure as he could. 
He was torturing Jack at the same time he was 
torturing the man on the tree. Jack knew what 
the soldiers were going to do, and the man 
on the tree knew too. The soldiers were go-
ing to skin him alive. The soldier bent over to 
make the first incision in the man’s side. The 
man on the tree prayed. He shouted for God 
to help him to suffer well and to die quickly. 
Jack could not bear what he was seeing. He 
was going to black out or go blind. He wanted 
to scream, but his fear was so great that the 
scream caught in his throat. He saw the blade 
cutting the skin and the blood starting to come 
out. A strangled scream started to escape from 
Jack.  
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 "Jack, stop it! Stop it! Wake up!" 
 Victoria was shouting at him from the bed-
room door. She was ready to run because once 
years earlier when he was waking up from a 
bad dream, he had thought she was an enemy 
soldier and had tried to choke her. So she stood 
and watched from the doorway. He came out 
of sleep gasping for air, his heart pounding. He 
was drenched in cold sweat. He sat up abrupt-
ly, wild-eyed, and swung his feet to the floor 
like he was going to run, but he sat there pant-
ing and trying to slow his heart. He was back 
in the year 2000, but he still had that under-
water feeling. Victoria 
had gone from the room. 
She probably went to get 
some cognac. He was 
still sitting there trying 
to understand the dream 
when she returned with 
two snifters of cognac. 
She handed him one and 
sat on the couch facing 
the fireplace. She turned 
on the fireplace with the 
remote control. Flames 
licked up around the faux logs. She swirled the 
cognac in her glass. He heard the air condition-
er kick on, dueling with the fireplace. 
 "Don't sit there behind me," she said. 
 He got off the bed and joined her on the 
couch.  
 "You used to have bad dreams like this may-
be once a month," she said. "But it's getting to 
be almost every night now." 
 He didn't answer. 
 "I'm not getting my sleep," she said, "with 
you thrashing around." 
 "For a moment I thought you cared," he 
said. 
 "Why is a wealthy psychologist like you 
having bad dreams?"
 "Middle class," he corrected her. “Psychol-
ogists are seldom wealthy. It’s generally not a 

lucrative career choice.” 
 "Middle-class psychologist married to a 
wealthy socialite, then." 
 "Okay, you want me to quit being a psychol-
ogist and live on your money." 
 "You do anyway. Your salary doesn't pay for 
my hors d'oeuvres."
 "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?" 
 "You love it when I'm mean to you." 
 "It makes me forget my dreams. Thank you 
so much." 
 "Maybe I can get you to quit your no-class 
job and do something lucrative." 

"It has much class. The 
Tijerina Center is a charita-
ble foundation for the treat-
ment of traumatized combat 
veterans." 

"And Smith funds you 
because he saw Tijerina die 
trying to save another sol-
dier," Victoria said. She had 
heard it a million times. 

"Do you have any idea 
what it's like to see a person 
die that way?"

 "That's right, no greater love," Victoria said 
sarcastically, her cynicism absolute and fi-
nal. She could not stand people who wrapped 
themselves in the flag.  
 "And Smith can't even get into the San Anto-
nio Country Club, right?” Jack said, imitating 
the next thing she usually said in this conversa-
tion. 
 "Right!" she said. 
 "Maybe he doesn't want to be in the country 
club," he said.
 "I'm sure he affects that," she said. "How 
boring! Déclassé." 
 Jack did not answer. He had heard it a mil-
lion times. They were swimming in mutual 
contempt, but he seemed unable to stop it. 
 "But, Jack, such a no-class charity, talking 
to those veterans who didn't have the means or 

As sick, weary, and hope-
less as Jack was, he none-
theless was aware of the 
bizarre irony of the man’s 
nightmare. What dream 
could be worse than what 
they were living?
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the brains to avoid combat!" 
 "Guys like me." 
 "I told you not to go. And now here you are, 
years later, having nightmares.”
 He knew where she was going with this. 
 “I don’t have enough symptoms to be diag-
nosed with PTSD,” he said. 
 “And denial is a river in Egypt.” 
 “I’m functional. I’m getting through the day 
okay.” 
 “And why do I find you scary?” 
 “Have I ever hit you, hit the wall, threatened 
to hit you, cursed at you, or even yelled at you? 
Haven’t I been most patient and avoidant of 
conflict with you?” 
 “What about the time you almost choked 
me?” 
 “One time. I was asleep, having a nightmare, 
and when you tried to wake me up I thought 
you were an enemy soldier. I am deeply sorry. 
I told you how to avoid that in the future, and it 
has never happened again. And what about the 
time you got drunk and pointed a gun at me? 
You never apologized for that! Shouldn’t I be 
in fear that you are going to shoot me someday, 
probably some night when I am asleep? And 
you won’t ever apologize because you want 
me to have that fear.” 
 She remained silent and smirked, as he 
knew she would. She thought it was cute. She 
thought it was okay and clever and empow-
ering for a woman to abuse a man, and she 
thought that no one would ever even see it as 
abuse, precisely because she was a woman. 
 “So I shouldn’t be scary to you at all,” he 
said. 
 “Yes, you’re definitely scary,” she said. 
“When I got drunk and pointed that gun at you, 
there was an instant when I saw something in 
your eyes that sobered me up in a New York 
minute. I remember thinking I was the one 
with the gun, and you were the one who should 
be terrified, not me.” 
 His heart skipped a beat as he recalled that 

moment. 
 “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” 
he said, and stood and went into the bath. She 
followed him. He went into the shower and 
turned it on. She sat at the vanity and watched 
her face in the mirror as she spoke. 
 "Are you trying to wash off this dirty con-
versation, your dirty dream, or your dirty status 
as a Vietnam veteran?"
 "You really should," he said over the sound 
of the water, "go to graduate school in psychol-
ogy." 
 "I've already forgotten more psychology 
than they taught you at the university." 
 "Your arrogance is a defense against the 
deep-seated insecurity that accompanies un-
earned wealth." 
 "Oh, I earned it, buddy. I most certainly did. 
Being married to that man. Talk about night-
mares. Would you like another cognac?"
 "It doesn't take us long to polish off a co-
gnac." 
 "You're making me feel insecure." 
 "Yes, please, darling, on the rocks this time." 
 After the shower he went and sat by the 
fire again. She returned with their brandy. She 
watched him sip his brandy and stare into the 
fire. At fifty-three he was in better physical 
condition than most men of twenty-five. His 
brown eyes were somehow intense yet kind 
when he was looking at her, but most often 
she felt he was looking past or through her. 
His curly brown hair had a little gray at the 
temples. She wondered how he could be so 
handsome, such a physical trophy as a hus-
band, and yet she did not feel much love for 
him anymore. He had been so kind as a young 
man before he had gone to war. There had been 
nothing scary in him. He had been kind, but 
reserved. Now he was scary, and reserve had 
turned into a distance so great that she some-
times thought she were looking at him through 
the wrong end of a telescope. There was hardly 
any sense in divorcing him. He had no money. 



25

 "Which dream was it this time?" she asked.
 "Prisoner of war torture," he said. 
 "So what did you do in Vietnam to give you 
such bad dreams?" 
 "Nothing. I've told you before. My brother 
Jeremy died, I guess. I don't remember much 
about it. Other than Jeremy's death, I was 
fortunate enough to have a fairly uneventful 
year as an advisor in Go Dai district between 
Saigon and the Parrot's Beak. That was thirty 
years ago. It was so boring I can hardly re-
member it." 
 "If you tell me you'll have to kill me." 
 "No, no, no, it was nothing; it was boring!” 
 "You don't remember much about how Jere-
my died," she said. 
 Jack felt a surge of 
anxiety, and his heart 
skipped some beats, but he 
squelched his anxiety. 
 "I guess you have a 
point," Jack said.  
 There were a few mo-
ments of silence until he 
realized she was looking at his big toe with the 
missing toenail. He pulled his foot back out of 
her sight. 
 "Your toe is ugly," she said. 
 "I think I dropped an ammo can on it in 
Vietnam." 
 "I know," she said. 
 "Now," he said, "you're going to ask me 
again why I'm having such bad dreams. I'll tell 
you it's because of listening to all the horrific 
stories of my combat veteran clients. You'll tell 
me that my nightmares are a sign from Moth-
er Nature or God that I should quit this job as 
a counselor to traumatized veterans. I should 
forget psychology. I should forget veterans. I 
should forget pain and suffering. I should golf, 
shoot skeet, and join the polo club, the ski 
club, and the board of the Art Institute." 
 “Don’t forget the butcher metaphor,” she 
said. 

 “Okay, I won’t. You’re like civilians who 
enjoy eating meat, but who think butchers, 
who kill, clean, and chop up animals, are crude 
people who need to become more refined. Yet 
they’re the ones who deliver the goods.” 
 “So let’s see if I have the metaphor straight. 
You mean to say that I think veterans are 
crude and low-class, yet they’re the ones who 
paid for my freedom and prosperity with their 
lives.” 
 “You forgot the part,” he said, “about com-
bat veterans being the ones who chop people 
up with bullets, knives, and axes.” 
 “And deliver the goods.” 

He didn’t answer. He was lost in the flames, 
realizing his spirit had never 
returned from the war. 

She knew he had slipped 
away from her again. She 
interrupted his reverie. 

"Darling, would you be so 
kind as to sleep in the guest 
room? Your dreams are inter-
fering with mine." 

 "Maybe this is another bad dream I'm having 
right now," he said. "Maybe I dream about the 
war because I'd be happier being back there 
again."
 "Thank God we don't have children," she 
said. She returned to the bed and turned off the 
flames with the remote, leaving him sitting in 
the darkness listening to the soft rush of the 
air conditioning still battling the heat from 
the fireplace. On the one hand, he agreed that 
it was good that they did not have children in 
their sick marriage, but on the other hand, her 
remark was of course sadistic, because she 
knew how much it hurt him that they did not 
have children. After a moment he got up and 
went down the hall to the guest room. 
 When he fell asleep, he was in the bamboo 
cage again. The woman in the jungle was beck-
oning to him. His heart was aching for her. 

He had been so kind as 
a young man before he 
had gone to war. There 
had been nothing scary 
in him.
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I rub the sweat and sand out of my hair, 
onto my pants. The Iraqi sun bids farewell 
to Camp TQ and the blue sky turns dark-

er-and-darker, enveloping the guard tower and 
berm to my front. Night falls over the terrain 
beyond the base, expanding as possibilities of 
violence in my mind. New soldiers replace the 
thoroughly baked day-shift in the towers. Up 
the ladder to watch the shadows they go. We 
prep our convoy for departure under their dutiful 
watch in the staging yard below.

Suiting up, I fold a side of my forest-green 
flak vest into its mate’s velcro grip; the met-
al plate inside rests over my vital organs and 
I breathe a little harder to compensate for the 
weight on my ribcage. The desert tan arm pro-
tectors make a crunchy, rip-tearing sound as I 
remove and drop them one at a time onto the 
floorboard of the humvee.

I won’t need them. 
I pat my pockets in rapid succession—tobac-

co, flashlight, ammo—and squirt some CLP into 
the chamber of my rifle. I slide the bolt—back-
and-forth and back-and-forth, letting it rest in 
the vehicle. The barrel wedges between the radio 
and the MTS Tracker, a built-in, state-of-the-art 
GPS messaging system found in each gun truck. 
I take a moment to dust off its screen before sit-
ting down and tightening the laces on my boots.

I’m usually the lead gunner. Now I won’t be 
as exposed. I’ve traded in my arm protectors, 

flares, and glow sticks for two equally ranked 
soldiers and some notebook jottings from our 
pre-convoy briefing. Only the bigwigs get to 
carry notebooks.

It’s my first time outside the wire as a truck 
commander—the first time, to my knowledge, 
that a Specialist in my company has commanded 
a gun truck. Tight boot laces seem like a good 
place to start in making sure all goes well. 

After securing my chinstrap, I adjust my kev-
lar so that the brim runs parallel with ground, 
taking a leader’s pride in my appearance, ig-
noring the crusty salt stains on my uniform and 
the three-day-old beard I’ve concealed during 
repeated night missions. It’s a point of pride to 
sneak facial hair past our OCD platoon sergeant. 

Maybe Knowles and Guiliani won’t slack off 
because they like me. I can’t expect them to re-
spect me as a leader. Not yet. Respect has to be 
earned.

I take my seat in the front-right passenger seat, 
bolt the armored door shut, check the radio, send 
a text message through the tracker. I just need to 
wait for the order to “Roll out.” 

My first command: “Check your sensitive 
items, guys.” Knowles gives me a thumbs-up 
and smiles a shit-eater’s grin as he adjusts the 
timing of his .50 cal. to the beat of headphones. 
The white cords dangle through the curly hair on 
his temples and into a box of ammo and music 
bungeed to the turret. He’s taken to wearing a 

DOPPELGANGER
By Travis L. Martin
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doo-rag.
I would normally tease Knowles about his 

do-rag if I didn’t need to maintain a profes-
sional distance. I’m learning fast. Knowles is 
also a friend. He missed the first deployment 
and replaced me as one of “the new guys” a 
few months before we deployed. I like to think 
I’ve taken him under my wing, that I’ve helped 
him learn how to conceal three-day-old beards, 
the stench of dirty uniforms, and sham in the 
motor-pool with the guile and conceit common 
among those who hold the rank of specialist. 

Guiliani is my first and only soldier. He came 
to our unit—my squad—as a loan from another 
in Germany. He’s quiet, but efficient. His silence 
gets creepy, though. He gets a murderous sparkle 
in his eyes when he stalks between the sleeping 
quarters at night drunk on bootlegged Jordanian 
whiskey. That stuff makes your shit turn green 
for a week. He drinks it daily. 

He usually has the type of look you see in a 
man’s face right before he throws a punch. He 
looks rough and a single glance says he’s fed up 
with all of the Army’s bullshit.

I make light of Giuliani’s demeanor for some 
reason, perhaps in some sick desire to provoke 
him. Sometimes I pull him aside after morning 
formations and speak into his hung-over eyes: 
“Guiliani, you’re my first and only soldier. I am 
entirely invested in your success as your team 
leader. I want you to succeed.” I make sure the 
platoon sergeant is just out of earshot when I 
play team leader. 

The fact of the matter is, in the categories 
that really define a leader in the United States 
Army—running fast, doing pushups, ironing 
your uniform, and not talking back, Guiliani 
is probably a better soldier than I am. I like to 
think I am one of the more technically proficient 
troops—good with a weapon, working on a 
vehicle, and doing my job as a gunner, but those 
things only matter to the higher ups if shit goes 
wrong. I haven’t mastered the craft of looking 
good on paper. I take pride in being what they 

call a “field soldier.”
My first and only troop alternates between 

sleep and a book resting against steering wheel, 
feigning acknowledgement of my order to check 
his gear. Guiliani speaks so little that I’m not en-
tirely sure he speaks English, a stereotype rein-
forced by the title of his book: Puerto Ricans: A 
History. He’s learning about his people. A smart 
soldier is as good as one with all of his gear, I 
figure. 

Meanwhile, through the bulletproof glass of 
my humvee, drama ensues in the staging yard: 
an entire convoy of soldiers bustles about, per-
forming last-minute checks on their equipment, 
securing their loads with ratchet straps: little ants 
getting ready for another mission. 

I hold my hand up and squish them between 
my index finger and thumb, making little noises 
as the insects meet their end.

My squad leader, SSG Ford, considers it a 
point of pride that his soldier is the first E-4 
to be in charge of a gun truck. It is more of an 
apology than anything else. A few days prior, 
after months of studying for the E-5 Board, after 
being drilled—legs shaking at the position of 
attention, hands trembling at parade rest, voice 
wavering as I repeated basic soldier tasks and 
drills—by the top ranking Non-Commissioned 
Officers in my battalion, my promotion packet 
disappeared into thin air. 

People with sole responsibility of filing pa-
perwork managed to screw up that one, simple 
task. I cursed them as fobbits, of course, as if 
proximity to danger and competency somehow 
go hand in hand. Somewhere, someone in the 
infantry probably curses us as POGs for our own 
ineptitude as transportation soldiers. There’s a 
whole hierarchy of dick-measuring that goes on 
between occupational specialties in the Army. It 
has nothing to do with competence and every-
thing to do with Iraq being a shithole. 

I’m just sick of standing at parade rest for 
my friends and the polished garrison soldiers 
who’ve been promoted over me. 
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It’s completely dark before the ants finish up 
their work and we exit the gate.

A beat-up, four-cylinder truck backs out of 
a roadside Iraqi police station, weaving 
in-and-out of its traffic-restricting ser-

pentines, casting accusatory light in every direc-
tion, especially onto the blue-uniformed backs 
of the guards. The vehicle travels a quarter of a 
mile down the road, disappearing into the black 
of night and veering into the desert undetected. 
Sand and dust fill the air, but the driver is the 
only one who notices as the concoction exacts 
water from his eyes.

Rahim nervously checks and rechecks his 
mirrors, but no lights follow. He bites his hand—
hard enough to make him check for blood—as 
the truck betrays his position, coughing or sput-
tering every fourth or fifth second it’s in motion. 
He brings it to a stop where passersby won’t 
notice, a couple of hundred feet from the road. 
The driver takes a deep breath, pulls the door 
handle towards him, and falls out and into the 
dark, limping through the sand a few feet toward 
the back of the vehicle. 

As he grabs hold of a pick and shovel, his 
dishdasha snags a piece of rusted metal just 
above the fender well, ripping it at the waist. In 
his mind, he angrily adds a new garment to the 
costs: 200-feet of detonator wire, gas for the trip 
over from Najaf, and the money needed to con-
vince the Iraqi police to look the other way. He 
knows he is in over his head. 

In truth, Rahim has been out of control since 
accepting a down payment from those men out-
side of the mosque, since the Americans stopped 
in front of his house two years prior and terror-
ized his family, since a Republican Guard con-
voy stopped in the exact same spot eight years 
before that. Rahim felt as powerless then as he 
feels now.

In the dark, but never alone, he has mem-
ories to keep him company. Racing thoughts 
propel him backward as shooting stars speed to 

the earth overhead. He remembers the days of 
Saddam; he remembers the pain in his leg and 
the bullet he received as a gift for looking at 
a member of the Republican Guard the wrong 
way. After two days of bleeding out the wound 
became infected—“the consequence of an Amer-
ican embargo,” he was told. Without the proper 
medication, a permanent limp ensued. Every 
step reminds him of that day.

Rahim props the tools against the side of his 
truck and lights a cigarette. He struggles to come 
to terms with the enormity of the risk he’s tak-
ing: the sight of a widowed wife, two fatherless 
daughters, and a crying, confused son haunt 
him. The cherry-glow illuminates his knuckles 
and blinds him to the rest of the world. There, 
in orange light just inches from his face, Rahim 
escapes: the world and the past burn away; Iraqi 
and American soldiers become unreal and he is 
left with the hollow feeling of pain, a void he 
plans to fill with a bomb. Nicotine floods into 
his anticipating veins and provides momentary 
relief. It quickly fades as the smoke rises from 
his hand and the void demands action.

He flicks his cigarette into the distance and 
watches as an American convoy passes. He sets 
his stopwatch to four hours, about the time it 
will take for them to complete their mission and 
return to the exact same spot.

Pressing my night vision goggles against 
the passenger-side window, I peer into 
the darkness to escape boredom, spotting 

a flicker of light that arches up for a few feet 
before dropping to the ground and disappearing 
forever. It was a couple of hundred feet from 
the road, probably a firefly, if they have those in 
Iraq. 

The bouncing of the vehicle—Giuliani’s ex-
pert ability to hit every pothole—his own meth-
od of alleviating boredom at my expense—jabs 
the lenses of the NVGs into my eye-sockets. I 
quickly return them to their OD-green pouch 
and stare at my first and only soldier for two 
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minutes. Regaining focus, I check the tracker for 
messages. None, just a couple of little arrows 
moving forward on the main supply route. I take 
comfort in the artificial light of the MTS tracker. 
It reminds me that civilization still exists some-
where beyond the dark. 

Camp Duke to Iskandariah. Iskandariah to 
Dogwood. Dogwood to Duke again before day-
break. We’re the rear vehicle in the convoy; it’s 
Knowles’s job to make sure no one sneaks up on 
us with a car bomb. It’s Giuliani’s job to follow 
the tail lights in front of him. As truck com-
mander, all I have to do is sit around and moni-
tor the radio. Cake.

This is a relatively easy route. We even get to 
go through a little town and take in the street-
lights and scenery. It’s not like that boring mis-
sion to the Jordan border and back. They might 
even let us sleep in. The E-6s will put them-
selves in for Bronze Stars for this.

As Rahim pounds the metal pick into the 
asphalt, his thoughts circle but keep 
returning to a moment two years in 

the past. Shame curdles inside of his gut like a 
firefight might from the clouds above, the light 
of Rahim’s rage ignites an otherwise black sky 
in the present, transforming the sweat on his 
brow into that brought on by midday sun. He 
remembers how his boy looked under that same 
sun. Uday, who looks like his father did as a boy, 
eyes burning white with hope, stands in awe of 
an American cavalcade of trucks and guns.

It doesn’t matter what country the trucks 
belong to. Soldiers always bring trouble to your 
doorstep.

Americans stand on either side of the road, 
smoking cigarettes and laughing with their 
weapons pointed at the ground, a sign that they 
are the friendly type. A small group huddles 
around a flat tire and conducts repairs while oth-
ers attempt to look useful. Rahim can always tell 
who the leader is: the man who inspires bustling 
concern wherever he goes. 

He spots this man and makes sure he is at the 
other end of the convoy. Motioning for Uday, 
he carefully takes out a couple of watches he 
bought at the market. Young men like to send 
home jewelry to their wives and mothers, he 
figures, handing over the last little bit of his sav-
ings to the boy. 

The work of pulverizing the asphalt is com-
plete. 

Rahim fumbles around in the dark, locating 
his shovel. He begins digging out the debris, 
returning to his memory as his body works me-
chanically. 

We’re halfway through the mission.
The moon dust particular to FOB 

Dogwood fills the cab. My eyes wa-
ter, but I’m the only one who notices. Moon 
dust is not quite sand. It’s something else, like a 
brown baby powder minus the pleasant smell. It 
covers your entire body. You breathe it in. It gets 
in your nose, your clothes, your water bottle, 
and before you know it, you don’t even mind the 
gritty taste as you chew your food. 

We used to live here, in Dogwood. Moon dust 
reminds me of that first deployment, when we 
were closer to our primitives selves: showers 
with bottled water—great for the skin, actual-
ly, because of the minerals, doing laundry in a 
bucket and hanging it in the sun for ten min-
utes to dry—war stories to swap with grandma, 
scalding your tongue on water secured the night 
before in the darkest possible corner of the 
tent—a daily reminder of hellfire and brimstone. 
I especially remember looking at the ironic salt 
stains on cots before mission—white chalk lines 
of sweaty, sleeping soldiers. Dogwood reminds 
me of war.

Over the short period of nine months between 
our two deployments, war changed: tents gave 
way to connexes, bottles of water gave way to 
showers, MREs gave way to hot chow, cots gave 
way to beds, dehydration gave way to air con-
ditioners; they even have a laundry service and 
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make us do PT when we aren’t on mission now. 
In 2004, some units refused to go on the same 

missions we ran in the Sunni Triangle in 2003. 
They balked at the idea of running convoys 
without armor. We didn’t know any better. We 
interacted with locals and kept the wily ones at 
bay with crudely fashioned “haji sticks.” I fired 
my weapon in combat only twice that year. In 
Dogwood, nature seemed like our biggest threat. 

Iraq is becoming a garrison environment. It 
won’t be long before the officers grab both of 
their balls and make us salute them on base. I 
can’t stand all of the prim-and-proper bullshit. 
So, I stay on mission as much as possible; the 
land outside the wire is the only place that has 
remained the same. Iraq itself hasn’t changed a 
damn bit. You just have to keep moving to keep 
from moving on. 

Rahim finishes digging up the asphalt. He 
carries supplies from his truck to the side 
of the road. Simultaneously, in the light 

of day, he sees himself handing Uday the watch-
es, telling him to approach the soldiers farthest 
away from the leader, the boys next to the last 
truck. He is proud as his son approaches the oc-
cupiers. Boldly, Uday looks up at the large metal 
contraption with wheels and a hook as long as 
his house. Out of sight of the others, the Ameri-
cans ask Uday to come around to the back of the 
trucks so they can inspect his wares. 

Rahim wonders if his son will learn not to fear 
the Americans as he learned to fear Saddam. 

A minute later, the boy runs back to his fa-
ther, empty-handed and in tears. He grabs at his 
father’s garment and points to the young men. 
They’re laughing and trying on the watches in 
the distance. Uday’s hand nurses a red face. He 
gestures to his father that they struck him with 
sticks. 

Rahim knows the trickery of older boys; he 
reminds himself that they are prone to immaturi-
ty and decides to set an example for his son. He 
walks up to soldiers with a smile and asks firmly 

for the watches. He knows they do not speak 
Arabic but he wants Uday to hear his resolution 
as defiance. 

One soldier laughs. The other’s eyes gleam 
with contempt. “Get back, Hadge!”he yells as he 
points his rifle into Rahim’s chest. 

In Dogwood’s supply yard, I watch as the 
trucks’ loads are taken off by forklifts. The 
convoy commander comes over the radio and 

tells those of us in gun trucks to head to the fuel 
point so that we can top-off. I decide to make 
a command decision. I tell Guiliani to make a 
beeline for the mess tent. “My joes need to eat,” 
I tell them. All good leaders look out for their 
“joes.”

Dogwood exercises light discipline, so we 
drive with our lights off through the moon dust 
as Knowles navigates from gunner’s hatch. The 
base is mostly barren except for a few tents 
here and there. The danger of hitting anything is 
minimal, but I’ve already run over one humvee 
on this deployment. We don’t need to take any 
chances. 

We arrive without incident and the two go in-
side while I monitor the radio. I prepare a clever 
excuse for the convoy commander. 

The soldiers embarrass and emasculate 
Rahim in front of his son. He knows that 
if he raises so much as a hand in protest 

he can be shot. But he desperately wants to show 
his son—perhaps himself—that they are not un-
der the rule of Saddam, that there are those who 
will do the right thing even if they have guns. He 
leaves the young soldiers and walks toward their 
leader, a large, black man smoking a cigarette 
and overseeing the repairs of the disabled vehi-
cle.

His emotions—his righteous conviction that 
this man will prove, once and for all, that Iraq 
is changing—take over as he pleads with the 
leader. Rahim barely notices as the two soldiers 
begin barking in English behind him, defending 
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their actions and denying any involvement. 
The leader looks at Rahim, then at his soldiers; 

their crooked helmets remind him of himself as 
young soldier. At first, he waves Rahim away 
and returns to the repairs. Rahim becomes loud, 
demanding even. Before he knows it, he is cry-
ing.

It all hits him at once. Rahim shouts the ob-
scenities inflicted upon him at the leader, shak-
ing and flailing his hands; he no longer cares if 
he is shot. He forgets completely that Uday is 
watching as the pain in his leg increases, re-
minding him in this pivotal moment of the con-
stant sounds of bombs in the distance, reckless 
gunfire, broken promises, and how little things 
have changed. 

Finally, the leader hears enough. He walks 
over to his soldiers, reaches into their pockets, 
and retrieves the watches. He hands them over, 
yelling at the soldiers and instructing them to 
return to their posts. 

Rahim takes the jewelry. He weighs whether 
or not he should allow his son or the leader see 
him wipe his eyes. Without thanks, turns to his 
son, ashamed that he’d seen him beg. 

The convoy commander calls me on the 
radio to find out what’s taking so long. I 
tell him that we got turned around after 

finding the fuel point because of the lack of vis-
ibility—that we have directions and are on our 
way. He tells me to take my place as the rear gun 
truck when I arrive. 

Our platoon sergeant would never let us get 
away with this. He controls everything at all 
times. While other platoons sleep or enjoy free 
time, we do drills, hold weapons classes, check 
the humvees alongside the mechanics, always 
something. He has his own little rule book, 
making us repeat commandments like “Thou 
shalt not use the CB radio to discuss sensitive 
information” in convoy briefings. He wanted to 
ride in the back seat of my Humvee tonight. He 
wanted to keep an eye on me and make sure I 

was doing my job. He would be livid if he found 
out I blew off the convoy to get chow. 

Rahim carefully packs the explosives—
twenty-two pounds in all— and metal 
shards tightly into a hollowed-out pro-

pane tank. He shakes as he lowers it all into the 
ground, knowing the bullet will hit him before 
he hears it. He also realizes that the Iraqi Police 
could take his life as well as his money. But he 
knows for certain that the men at the mosque 
will.

He counters the sickening feeling in his 
stomach with the sounds of “Hadge” and other 
profanities endured for two years. The look on 
Uday’s reddened face triumphs as a sad calm 
before the storm. Resolve.

No one notices when we return to the 
staging area. Knowles and Giuliani put 
on their flak vests, helmets, and head-

sets without being told—testament to my supe-
rior leadership abilities. We fall into position as 
the last truck. With any luck, we will be back at 
Camp Duke in a couple of hours. 

“It is officially October 31st, Hallo-fuck-
ing-ween!” I yell. “I think I am going to dress 
up as a soldier this year.” They don’t care. They 
don’t even give me a courtesy laugh. Holidays 
are meaningless in Iraq. 

Rahim has been hard at work in a crucial 
element of his task, rigging together a 
detonation device the way the rough men 

taught him. He associates each crippling fear 
or painful memory with a particular element of 
the explosive, inserting an electrical wire into 
the device that will provide him with a measure 
of separation from his past. As he unravels the 
cord,  Rahim distances himself from the mem-
ory of those boy soldiers, from the shrieking of 
his wife, from the callous laugh of a Republican 
Guardsman eight years before that. It’s all buried 
in the road. It’s no longer a part of him. Soon, it 
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will become something else. 
Rahim sets a stone on top of the wire and 

leaves the trigger exposed. He would pray but 
has found his peace with Allah.

I stare at the taillights of the truck in front of 
me and reminisce as I have on a hundred 
other missions. Something about the redness 

of those lights ensnares a part of me. That part 
remains trapped inside the glow until I hear a 
bump or feel a boom. But I always come back 
together.

Despite reliving my past time and time again 
in that red glow, I always manage to find new 
interpretations of the things I have done and had 
done to me. I think about God’s grand plan and 
what makes my uniform smell like rotted veg-
etables. I think about my first deployment two 
years before and the first time I saw a grown 
man cry over a stupid watch. I wonder what a 
little, red-faced boy I met one day outside of Na-
jaf is up to. I think about what I am going to do 
when I get out of Iraq, about how I am going to 
time my leave so perfectly that I can’t possibly 
be caught up in stop loss. I think about settling 
down, starting a family, planting a garden, about 
a life that should not appeal to me for at least 
another ten years. 

I say a prayer. It’s one of the few times during 
the war my sentences aren’t laced with profani-
ty. My life, this war, everything is profane; such 
adjectives are fitting. I pray for my friends, inno-
cent civilians, and the chance to get out of Iraq 
and prove myself. “I’m biding my time,” I tell 
God. “Forgive me for the things I do between 
now and when I get out of this place.” 

We’re not far outside the gate. The convoy 
is snaking through the serpentine barriers of an 
Iraqi Police checkpoint. Scruffy, guilty-looking 
men in blue uniforms hold AK-47s in one hand, 
smile, and wave to us with the other. I close my 
eyes and complete my prayer. For a moment, I 
forget about the Army and am simply glad to be 
alive.

Rahim hears the roar of truck engines 
and sees the unmistakable procession of 
twenty to thirty trucks lighting up the 

road. The goal is to get the last one: “Go for 
the last truck. If you can cut it off from the rest 
there is a good chance the occupants will bleed 
to death before anyone realizes they are missing. 
You get paid more if a soldier dies,” the men 
outside the mosque had told him. 

Rahim puts all of the righteous conviction he 
can muster into his index finger and prepares 
to push the button. “I’m done after this. I can 
let it all go,” he says to himself. The anger that 
brought him from the holy city of Najaf to this 
desolate Iraqi road travels first into the tip of his 
finger and then into the button. It speeds down 
the wire and toward the convoy at the speed of 
thought. Finally, it travels onto the asphalt and 
into the ground, transforming into a beautiful 
ball of fire. The pangs of hurt, humiliation, and 
vulnerability implode upon themselves and fill 
the sky, blotting out the past, filling his void with 
a black blacker than the night itself. 

Rahim loses himself—the world becomes an 
absence equal to the void he carries inside and, 
suddenly, he is at peace. He basks in the orange 
afterglow of an obliterated self.

My eyes continue their inward journey 
into the taillights to my front. Some-
thing innocent wraps itself around 

the filament wire as it burns; the electric cur-
rent pulses back to me through the darkness at 
the speed of thought. So long as I remain in the 
vacuum of that bulb I am protected from its fire. 
I lose myself more and more until only a small 
something connects me to my innocence.

Meanwhile, another something grows under-
neath us, seeping through the ground, snaking 
first between the humvee’s two rear tires. The 
smoky blackness establishes itself in the un-
dercarriage, expanding outward past the doors, 
tying itself like a bow around the roof of our 
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armor-plated vehicle. From there, it becomes 
aware, peeling away at the exterior as if I, my 
friend, and my first and only soldier are the mor-
sels of a tin can. It envelops us and assaults our 
flesh and minds.

I am cut off from the boy I sent to explore that 
red glow. The light shines upon his face like a 
red blush as he looks back at me. I understand he 
has his whole future mapped out for him. He has 

figured out God’s grand plan. He can rest now. 
But his absence hurts me, leaving a void that 
aches in my soul like a bullet wound or shame.
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Dust, sweat, and blood are the three 
things I remember from that day. 
I squint through the grimy burn 
of sweat and dust in my eyes. I 
taste the saltiness of my sweat 

on my lips. I feel the stickiness of my soldiers’ 
blood as it soaks through my fire-resistant gloves 
while I tried to save their lives. I can taste their 
blood on my lips. I can smell their blood. Every 
time I see, taste, smell, or feel any of those three 
things, I return to the day I became a hero, the 
day I lost myself, the day I died.

When I return it’s like a crazy dream. I am in 
the back of my truck. I feel my body running to 
the side of my patient, Private First Class Sarah 
Behunnin. An explosion is coming, but I just 
keep working. Then everything goes black.  I 
either awaken in the night or come out of my 
trance while teaching high school students. The 
last thing I told Behunnin was that she would 
be all right. I lied. Behunnin was beautiful in 
a pained way, tall and muscular like a college 
swimmer.  I remember how she walked and 
talked as if she was going to break free someday. 
Then she was on the ground in front of me, 
screaming that she couldn’t feel her legs. Her 
body was destroyed by shrapnel and violence. 
That’s when I told her it would be okay. In an 
hour she was dead.

I’ve been told what happened next. My family 
talks about it. The Army recoded it and asked 
me to read their record to verify that it was true. 

Everyone tells me how I became a hero, but I 
don’t remember it. They tell me that I covered 
Behunnin’s broken body after the second blast, 
that I returned fire when the enemy came at us, 
that I killed a 13-year-old “terrorist.” I’ve been 
this account many times, but I don’t remember 
it. Sometimes I dream of the boy I killed, but 
in my dreams his face seems too perfect. He 
looks like some innocent kid off of a National 
Geographic documentary, young and innocent 
and pure. In my dreams and my memories the 
boy I killed looked like one of students I taught 
back at the high school, not like an insurgent 
firing an AK-47 at me. Terrorists are supposed to 
be scary, violent men. They aren’t supposed to 
be like the kids I teach. I don’t think my memory 
of his face is real; I hope it’s not. But the 
memories are always with me.  Sarah Behunnin.  
The boy I killed.  Everything else about that day 
is a blur of blood, sweat, and dust.

I remember shielding Behunnin from 
the falling rubble after the second blast in 
Iraq.  Then I woke up in Germany. I vaguely 
remember some officer in a pressed uniform 
smiling and pinning a Purple Heart and a Silver 
Star on my chest. My wife was there too, but 
I don’t remember seeing her, but I remember 
feeling her presence. They were reading the 
award citation that told my heroic story. To me it 
was a series of disjointed sentences that mirrored 
my fragmented memories that make up how my 
war will always be remembered. “Risked his 

WORDS ON A WALL
By Rod Merkley



35

life to protect his patients.” “Returned fire while 
providing crucial care.” “Worked tirelessly for 
an hour until he collapsed from blood loss.”  
“Saved the lives of five soldiers.” That citation 
is full of hollow praise. They talk about the five 
lives I supposedly saved but don’t mention the 
three that I didn’t. What I honestly know is that 
I’m not a hero. I’m a schoolteacher who was 
stupid enough to join the National Guard.  I will 
pay for that mistake for the rest of my life. I live 
in small town Kansas and I’m the town hero. 
They never let me forget it, either. My father is 
the worst.

I recognized the number on my vibrating 
phone. I hit the screen to answer and said, 
“Hey Doug. What’s going on?”

“What’s up with you and dad?” he asked. 
“He was yelling at mom about how she needs 
to call her son and tell him to get his ass to the 
courthouse this Saturday.”

“Yeah, I told him that I’m not going to the 
dedication. I guess he wasn’t happy.”

“You’re not going?”
“Yeah, all it is is a stupid rock with some 

words on it,” I replied.
“It may be a stupid rock but it has your name 

on it and it’s dedicated to you. Plus we got the 
contract to install it so Dad’s going all out with 
his military family routine for the dedication. 
And I’m still your platoon sergeant. If you’re not 
going to be at drill, you should at least tell me. 
Who’s going to stand out in the front of third 
squad and count to seven if you’re not there?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You’re a smart 
guy.”

“Can’t you just go to keep the peace?”
“I didn’t break the peace and I’m not making 

peace.”
“Okay, well, Dad’s going to summon you to 

his throne room and give it to you,” my older 
brother warned me.

“I’ll survive,” I said. “But thanks for looking 
out for me.”

“Hell, someone has to. You’re the family hero. 
What kind of brother would I be if I didn’t watch 
your back?”

“Yeah. If he asks, tell Dad I’ll stop by the 
trailer before work tomorrow.”

“Okay, I’ll talk at you later.”
“Bye Doug.”
I couldn’t help but smile as I put my phone 

in my pocket. Doug is the son I was supposed 
to be. I was always Dad’s favorite growing up 
and Doug was the screw up. He probably got 
arrested ten times before he was eighteen. Dad 
had to pull some strings to even get him in the 
Guard. But now he is the golden boy. He joined 
the infantry and I became a medic. He took over 
as foreman for the family construction business 
and I went off to school. Doug is Dad’s favorite 
now because he did the things I was supposed to 
do. But somehow I ended up as the hero, which 
pissed our dad off.

Driving through my hometown used 
to piss me off. I remember the day I 
got back from the hospital and saw a 

morbidly obese man chain smoking while eating 
a footlong sub and chugging on a super Big 
Gulp. I got so mad I had to look away. What 
right did that fat slob have to be alive, abusing 
his body, when my healthy, fit, attractive soldiers 
were dead? The randomness and lack of fairness 
was ridiculous. I’ve gotten to the point that I 
don’t get angry about the local slobs.

My dad has a portable office that he has 
delivered to his construction sites. My brother 
and all his workers call it the throne room 
behind his back because that’s where he goes 
to lord over his kingdom. It’s equipped with a 
sign that says “Private Property: Salesmen and 
Liberals will be Shot.” He also has “Smoking 
is Encouraged” and “Real Men Smoke Cigars” 
signs. When you get inside, you instantly see 
what’s important to my dad. He has pictures of 
himself and all three of his sons in uniform. He 
has clippings about his retirement after eight 
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years as a First Sergeant, our deployment, and 
my awards. If you walked into his office you’d 
think that his sons were all active duty military, 
not a bunch of National Guardsmen. He doesn’t 
have pictures of my mom, any of our wives, or 
graduation pictures. His office is all about the 
Army.

I drove up on the way to work. I knew Dad 
would be there because he always gets there 
early to make sure his crew doesn’t show up 
late. I opened the door and a cloud of cigar 
smoke greeted me.

“Come in or get out. Don’t just stand there 
scratching your balls” was my dad’s greeting. 
Dad had watched Full Metal Jacket one too 
many times and thought he needed to show 
everyone he was tough by talking like R. Lee 
Emory. 

“And close the fucking door,” he continued. 
“I don’t want you bringing the flies in with that 
pansy ass deodorant you wear.”

“Doug said you wanted to talk, Dad, so I’m 
here,” I answered.

“Yeah. I wanted to know if you pulled your 
head out of your ass and decided to support your 
family yet?”

“It’s not about that, Dad,” I said. “I’m just 
getting back into the swing of things. I really 
don’t need this right now.”

“For fuck’s sake. What is there to deal with? 
It’s a dedication, you show up and walk around 
with your pretty blue uniform and show off your 
fucking medals. That’s all you have to do. I’ve 
read the story. You wasted a bunch of fucking 
Hajis. You can handle one ceremony.”

“I just don’t want to go. It’s my choice.”
“What is your major malfunction, son? I don’t 

know what the fuck they teach you in college. I 
don’t even know how your pussy ass has lasted 
this long in the Army. Sometimes you got to 
suck it up and do things you don’t want to do. 
You think I want to squeeze into my old fucking 
uniform? You think I want to let everyone see 
how fat their old First Sergeant has gotten? It’s a 

fucking embarrassment, but I’m going to suck it 
up and do my duty.”

“Thanks for asking Dad and no I’m not 
going,” I replied. I admit I was being a bit 
sarcastic but that was my defense against getting 
angry. Dad didn’t want to talk; he wanted to tell 
me what to do. 

“You’re supposed to be the big fucking hero, 
but you can’t even face a rock with some names 
carved in it. Look at it this way, son, you have a 
duty. Your duty is to support your unit and your 
goddamn family by going to the dedication. You 
can go home and act like a pussy every other day 
for the rest of your life,” he yelled. “All I need is 
an hour and you will be there.

“I’m sorry but I’m not going,” I said, pausing 
between each word to let them sink in. “Why 
does everything in this family have to revolve 
around you? If I went, it would be for my men 
and for their families. I wouldn’t go so you can 
parade me around like a calf at the fair. This is 
about real heroes, Dad, not about you.”

“Shut your mouth before I shut it for you. 
Don’t talk down to me like I’m one of your 
goddamn students,” Dad growled. “You may 
be big man at that fucking school of yours 
but around here all that education don’t mean 
shit. You’re my son and you’re going to the 
dedication. Hell, you’re supposed to cut the 
ribbon. You’re the hero and you’re going to be 
there.” 

“Nobody asked me if I wanted to be a hero.”
“You little shit. You think being a hero is a 

curse. If I would’ve been there, I would’ve done 
the same that you did and a whole lot more. You 
got your chance and you did the minimum. You 
need to be there for those of us that didn’t get a 
chance.”

“You didn’t get a chance because you were 
an ass to everyone in the unit, Dad. You wonder 
why they wouldn’t let you back in for the 
deployment? It’s because you spent twenty-nine 
years in the Guard treating your superiors like 
they were stupid and treating your subordinates 
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like shit. If you had been there, you wouldn’t be 
a hero. You’d have gotten us all killed.”

That was when he punched me. He may be old 
and fat, but he still packs a wallop. I stormed out 
of the office before I killed him. Unlike my dad, 
I knew I was capable of killing a man.

In the end I decided to leave town that 
weekend. I called my commander and 
told him I couldn’t deal with it, and he 

understood and let me work a few days during 
the week instead of going to the dedication on 
drill weekend. It was better that way.

For the next six months, I avoided the 
courthouse where the memorial was. It 
wasn’t that hard because I wasn’t invited 

to most of the family stuff anymore. When I did 
show up for Sunday dinner, my dad avoided me 
and I avoided him.

One day I decided to make peace so I called 
him. His cell rang four times then he picked up, 
said, “Fuck off, pussy,” and hung up. After that I 
didn’t try to make peace. 

Eventually I had to face my fear though. The 
high school graduation was on the courthouse 
green, and I was asked to say a few words. I 
agreed because they didn’t want to hear about 
how I was a hero, they wanted to hear about 
education and how important it was in my life.

So a week before graduation I decided to go to 
the rock.

Tears welled up in my eyes as I thought about 
the faces of the men and women I lost. When 
I walked across the grass of the courthouse 
square, I repeated a mantra in my mind:  All 
they are, are words on a wall. 

As I walked, I started to smell the blood from 
that day. My memory flashed to the face of the 
boy I killed. I tasted the salty, metallic taste of 
blood on my lips. I felt the grit of dust on my 
teeth and the burn of sweat in my eyes. Walking 
across the grass, I felt the blood, sweat, and dust 
swirl my body.

All they are are words on a wall, I told myself 
again.

I thought about my great-grandfather, a 
veteran whose name was on another monument 
by the courthouse. He was a German immigrant 
who arrived in France a week after the end 
of WWII.  I remember how he joked, “The 
Germans surrendered once they heard that 
Grossman was coming back.”  He raised the 
money and dedicated the monument to the local 
veterans of World War I.

All they are are words on a wall, I said one 
last time.

I tasted salt on my lips again, but this time it 
wasn’t sweat, it was tears. I saw the plaque and 
read their names. I thought of their faces as I 
touched their names.

I faced my fear and now I felt whole.

One week later, I stood on a stage to 
impart my words of wisdom to the 
graduating class.

“Hello, my name is David Grossman, and I am 
a veteran,” I started.

“Some of you think that I’m a hero but I’m 
really not. I’m just a kid from Kansas that did 
his best in an impossible situation. I did my best 
and so should you. Some of you are going off to 
college. Some of you are going to work. Some 
of you are joining the military. It really doesn’t 
matter where you are going; it matters what you 
do. I never wanted to be a hero, but I went to 
war and I did my best and people call me a hero. 
Now you go wherever you’re going to and do 
your best. Then you will all become heroes.”

With that I walked off the stage, hugged 
my wife, and sat down. My dad will never 
understand me. He thinks a hero is supposed to 
be John Wayne from The Longest Day. He’ll 
never get that some of us don’t want to be 
heroes.

My town will never understand me either, but 
that I can live with. They want me to be a hero 
so they can have something to idolize. They 



read that a high school history teacher went off 
to war and came back a hero and they bought it. 
You know what? That’s all right, people need 
someone to glorify. They want a combination 
of John Wayne and Rambo who is waiting for 

another chance to save the world. They want the 
hero they know from the movies, but all they 
have is me. 

If you ask me, I’m not a hero. But nobody 
does.
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That Charlie got his brains spread 
over the Cambodian treetops made 
most of them forget that he’d been 
the chief scriptwriter for a doomed 
radio propaganda series. “Insane,” 

he’d called “Drugs Away;” but the rest of them 
came to realize he was the crazy one. Still, may-
be he’d been a genius, after all. “Sad loss,” they 
told others back home, privately including them-
selves among the casualties.  

The radio serial, to be broadcast in-country, 
was the brainchild of “Mad” Major Moon, 
who saw it as an effective anti-drug  tool. His 
previous assignment had been near Chicago, 
where he was addicted to WCFL’s Chicken 
Man. That ongoing comic drama of a would-be 
super hero originated in the Windy City and was 
then syndicated on, among other places, Armed 
Forces Radio.

“We’ll call our show Drugs Away,” the major 
told his soldiers. “You know, like ‘Bombs 
Away.’ The hero is named Smash. Sidearm is his 
diminutive sidekick.”

“Turds Away,” whispered Charlie to Mark, 
one of the other information specialists Mad 
Moon assigned to the project. Aloud he said, 
“You wouldn’t want to go with something more 
conventional, sir, akin to ‘Waste Water Means 
Water Shortage’?” 

Mark, like Charlie a fellow former DJ, added, 

“Hmm. Yes. ‘Pot Lips Send Smoke Signals’? 
That’s catchy.”

Gerry, the third man on the team, was 
sleeping on the floor of the sound booth, and 
both Charlie and Mark hoped he was drunk 
enough not to wake until Mad Moon left. Gerry, 
though, would  be the first to see how Drugs 
Away drew out Charlie’s weakness as well as his 
strengths .

“We’re going to have drama, men,” 
Major Moon insisted. “Add some fire to the 
campaign!”

Mark asked, “Okay, sir, what happens in each 
episode? Does Smash go after the bad guys?”

“Of course, private. But he never catches 
the big boys, know what I mean? Potter, the 
most dastardly dealer in all of Gotham.” The 
men would later call him “Putter,” “Butter,” 
“Pothole,” “Butthole.”

“Ah,” Charlie chimed in. “So, listeners tune 
in for more episodes, hoping the villain is finally 
apprehended . . . or exploded, or drowned in a 
wooden barrel of oil, or incinerated in a tower of 
flame?”

Mark’s eyes widened. He recalled how 
Charlie, on night guard duty, was fascinated by 
the Cobra gunships “working out,” as they said, 
on suspected enemy units. The minigun’s lines 
of fire were, he said with genuine admiration, 
“fucking lasers!” 

DRUGS AWAY
By Michael Lund
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“Good, sir,” said Mark to Major Moon. “But, 
um, there needs to be some sort of climax to 
each show, doesn’t there? I mean, I’m sure 
you’ve thought of that.”

Mad Moon eyed him suspiciously. He worried 
that the draftees in this unit, most of whom 
had more education than he did, were mocking 
him. “Hell yes, I’ve thought of that. Smash 
and Sidearm find a group of users and their 
equipment each time, see. And what happens is, 
they crash into a house—or a tent, or a Quonset 
hut—and they kick the shit out of everything—
the pipes, the syringes, all that . . . that . . . 
paraphernalia. Smash lights into it screaming 
‘Drugs Away!’ and the lowlife yell, faint, run for 
their lives.”

“I can see that happening,” agreed Mark, 
deliberately not exchanging glances with 
Charlie.

“We can give you noise,” added Charlie, 
convincingly. “Smash will fucking explode! 
Excuse me, sir.” He ducked his head, as if he’d 
spoken inappropriately. “I mean, he’ll blow 
things up,  sir”

“That’s okay, Specialist. And you’re damn 
right he will.”

So the project began, despite the enlisted 
men’s conviction that such a program would 
never be aired. They could script episodes, 
record and edit them, but there was no chance in 
hell, they believed, that the top brass would let 
them be broadcast.

“It’s announcing to everyone that we know 
there’s a drug problem in Vietnam, for Christ’s 
sake,” explained Gerry later. A genius in his 
own way, he had concocted a scheme that let 
him work on his own schedule even in a war. 
“We’ve made a major effort to cover it up for 
months. Now we’re going to confirm what the 
mainstream media has been reporting? Nevah 
happen, G.I.”

The Information Office’s mission, of course, 
was to control the story. By this point, coverage 
of the protest movement was extensive back 

home, and the in-country correspondents seemed 
interested only in tales of waste, ineffectiveness, 
low morale, drug use. Once hungry for genuine 
news of military progress, they were now on an 
anti-war feeding frenzy .

“Still,” Charlie winked, “I smell a good gig 
here.” He rose to an exaggerated position of 
attention. “From this day forward, men, we’re 
busy . . . hell, we’re enamored, possessed, 
enraptured by the “Drugs Away” project. We 
can’t go out on other stories or bother ourselves 
with routine jobs ‘cause this baby is going to 
consume us.”

Mark later remembered the word “consume” 
as prophetic. But at the time he grinned and 
snapped off a salute. “Right you are, sir! It’s a 
damned creative challenge to come up with great 
ideas, so it’s going to take time, energy, in-ten-
si-ty!” He paused conspiratorially.

“But we are writers! We’ve just got to 
isolate the team from the everyday, the hoi 
polloi, the this and that. We’ll brainstorm, feed 
off each other’s genius to make this the best 
goddamned radio show Vietnam has ever seen 
. . . well, heard.” He didn’t realize that “Drugs 
Away” would feed on them all, but especially 
on Charlie, who was drawn by more than the 
creative challenge. Without realizing it, he was 
crossing the line between reality and fantasy.

Still, the great boondoggle of their tour had 
begun. And it was not one they had dreamed 
up themselves, but one they’d been assigned. 
Fortunately, they were able to keep what they 
were doing hidden from the civilian press, who 
would have gone wild with the story. 

Charlie explained the “Drugs Away” scheme 
to his new friends at the enlisted men’s club, 
three veterans finishing the last weeks of their 
tour after experiences in the field they would not 
discuss. Jimmy, an infantry platoon  leader, was 
not surprised  that the Army was putting men to 
work on such a project. “There it is,” he said, 
lighting another Marlboro. “Another reason to 
keep officers in the rear .”
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“Now, now. Some of those USARV-HQ 
colonels are falling all over each other to get out 
in the field,” said Wayne. The former adviser 
to an ARVN unit was half right, of course: 
promotion came with combat experience. 
And some officers, they admitted, were truly 
motivated, gung-ho  to be with the men. Nearly 
all the enlisted men in USARV-HQ, however, 
were happy to be in so well fortified a base that 
they could enjoy bowling lanes, swimming 
pools, restaurants, and well-stocked PX’s. Their 
worst enemy was boredom. 

“I’ve taken my share of them into battle,” 
said Skyking, a chopper pilot. “Wait! Make that 
‘over battle’—i.e., a few thousand feet above the 
action where I could keep them safe.” The name 
“Prince” was printed on his uniform, but, out of 
the bush, he promoted himself to the next rank. 
He was the guy who would get Charlie on the 
bird that was shot out of the air over Memot, in 
Cambodia.

“I’ve been on a night ambush,” Charlie 
boasted. “Wanted to record the sound, you 
know—the jungle quiet, the nocturnal animals, 
wind in the reeds. Then, blam, rat-a-tat-tat, 
kablooee! Blown to smithereens. I had three 
different recorders set up.” He sighed. “But 
nothing happened.”

Jimmy knew the lieutenant who’d led the 
patrol. When his CO said he had to take the 71R 
with him, he set up where the Viet Cong were 
least likely to be. He didn’t want this asshole’s 
death on his conscious. He had enough of them 
already.

Wayne announced, “Another round,” not a 
question but an assertion. The issue was who 
would pay. Wayne had a nervous tic, the left 
side of his face flinching randomly. It wasn’t 
clear why he hadn’t been put on a Freedom Bird 
going home yet.

He and the others, though, were willing to 
hear Charlie’s ideas for “Drugs Away,” a goofy 
distraction from whatever they thought about 
when they were alone. Immune to the seductive 

charm of comic book heroism, they would 
still chime in with suggestions, like Jimmy’s 
proposed chicken coop/chicken poop scenario.

It was inspired by Charlie’s mock daily news 
feed: “A chicken coop was broken into south of 
Dung Heap yesterday,” he would intone in his 
deepest announcer voice, entertaining visitors 
from other offices. “Fifteen hundred enemy were 
killed. There were no friendly casualties, though 
one CO got egg on his face and one hen was . . 
. well, we’d better not go into what happened to 
her.”

“So, you’ve got a bunch of guys smoking pot 
in a Vietnamese chicken coop, see,” explained 
Jimmy. “They’re passing around a pipe, and then 
it runs out. So, one guy . . .”

“PFC Shitforbrains,” offers Skyking.
“ . . . PFC Shitforbrains looks for the stash 

in and amongst—you can use that word, 
amongst—the nests.”

“And he finds a pile of dried chicken shit!” 
laughs Charlie. “They’re smoking it up, and 
Smash crashes in, tears the place apart, but 
Sidearm can’t find the weed. Busted!”

They cleaned the script up, of course, 
and there was pot in the coop. They titled it 
“Chicken Feed,” and every time the phrase was 
used they drew it out and inserted a long pause 
in the middle: “chickennnnn . . . feed!” Major 
Moon loved the echo of Chicken Man.

The only problem was figuring out how to 
make the sound of nests being ripped apart. 
Breaking eggs was easy—real eggs from the 
mess hall. Finally they decided rustling papers 
was close enough. The old saw about making an 
omelet was told too many times, however.

Meanwhile, Charlie was trying to get the 
grunts to talk about what they’d seen. “It was 
bad out there, huh?” he’d say to Wayne, who 
would have his back to the band from the 
Philippines playing on stage, three women 
gyrating to classic American rock-n-roll, a male 
drummer.

He responded, “It’s bad everywhere, man.”
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“How about you, Sky? Were you able to stay 
above it all, so to speak, or did you get down 
into the shit?”

“We all get into it sooner or later. Ain’t that 
right, Jimmy?”

“So they tell me.”
Charlie’s attention switched to the lead 

dancer, whose steps resembled a stripper’s, 
though no clothes came off. Her bump and 
grind took her in a complete circle, her ass a 
rotating miracle. The other three seemed to have 
no interest in the music or the girl. Each night 
they drank steadily until the club closed, their 
expressions unchanging except for Wayne’s 
recurring tic.

Charlie told a long tale about flying on a 
Medevac chopper, wanting to make an audio 
feature about rescue operations. In a rare 
moment of restraint, Mad Moon nixed the 
project when he was told how many times that 
story had been done.

The goal of some enlisted journalists was 
to get out of the office for a week or two, 
supposedly in search of Vietnamization success 
stories. Nixon, frantic about the upcoming 
election, was demanding they produce 
evidence that the host country was taking on 
responsibility for its own survival . Reporters 
were careful to manage only one short feature 
for each trip, though, so the officers wouldn’t 
expect much from their comrades. Polishing 
each story could take a week or more.

Gerry had done one better. While assigned to 
audio, he was also a good photographer and took 
pictures wherever he went. Since the dark room 
belonged to the official photographers, he could 
only develop and print at night. After a while, 
he also began to work in the radio studio then as 
well.

One top sergeant left and a new one came, 
unfamiliar with the routine. Mark explained that 
Gerry worked the night shift, as if it were an 
established practice. And so it was for the rest of 
Gerry’s tour.

“Drugs Away,” though, was the perfect project 
to fill the days for Charlie, Mark, and Gerry as 
they concocted plots, reworked them, recorded 
a couple of proposed pilot episodes. They loved 
to add new sounds to the climactic scenes: rocks 
rattling inside a helmet, fists pounding sandbags, 
whiskey bottles broken into a fifty-gallon barrel.

There were also screams, cries, yips, and 
barks as Smash ran, leaped, dropped on top of 
offenders. Men from photojournalism, Stars 
and Stripes, daily releases were eager to help, 
adding new voices, moans and groans, the pleas 
of surrender. The recording sessions were relief 
from tension and boredom. The project, a stretch 
to begin with, was spinning completely out of 
control.

The more episodes of “Drugs Away” Charlie 
wrote, the more bizarre the situations depicted. 
It was as if the author were coping with his 
own demons by vicariously exposing and 
rescuing fictional characters from tight spots. 
His creations would seek escape from the war 
in drugs but feel anxiety about getting caught, 
guilt for failing to be men. The tension would 
grow through the 30-minute plot to a point of 
unbearable intensity. Then, Smash flew onto 
the scene in a righteous rage, his anger an 
expression of everyone’s vague frustrations.

Charlie was the voice of Smash. Gerry and 
Mark noted the manic tones in his performances. 
They tried, unsuccessfully, to get him to tone it 
down. “You ain’t Smash, man. Or Chickenman. 
You’re still a plain old troop.“

In “Trash Can Can” half a dozen troops were 
smoking dope in a giant corrugated metal waste 
bin, with a lookout sending increasingly nervous 
alerts to the others. “I think I hear a noise, man.” 
“We’re goin’ get busted. I feel it.” “There’s 
someone out there, I’m telling you.”

Charlie wasn’t content to have Smash and 
Sidearm swing open the metal door, arrest the 
men, and confiscate their paraphernalia. He 
wanted his super heroes to parachute in from 
above, screaming “Airborne! Drugs Awayyyyy!” 
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They rubbed a green t-shirt to make the sound 
of a parachute and blew into the microphone for 
wind. Mad Moon told them to get cookie sheets 
from the mess hall, throw them into the wall, 
bounce them off metal chairs.

In the evenings, Charlie drank with his short-
timer buddies, always trying to elicit their stories 
of combat. He also began to work on Skyking to 
get him a ride on a Cobra gunship. Their mini-
guns fired one hundred rounds per second. “One 
hundred thrills a minute?” he asked Sky.

“You could say that.”
“Did you ever take passengers, when things 

were quiet, I mean?”
“Fuckin’ joy-riding officers.”
“They loved it?”
“The lucky ones.”
“I have a friend of a friend who owes me one, 

you know what I mean? And he can get anyone 
who’ll take me up a thirty-minute MARS call 
back home. And, hell, I’ll record the sounds of 
the flight, make it a great feature story.”

The next “Drugs Away” scenario had men 
mainlining on a beach of the South China 
Sea. Mad Moon ironically got that script 
started. Irritated that his project was not being 
automatically endorsed at the next level of 
command, he insisted on spreading the show’s 
range. “It’s the units with cushy assignments on 
the coast that get away with shit,” he explained. 
“We’ll target their asses.”

Charlie said, “Smash will come on them 
from out of the sea. He’ll have his frogman 
suit, the snorkel, fins. He’ll be like a typhoon, 
a waterspout, fuckin’ Neptune firing lightning 
bolts from his hands and blasting everything 
with his trident. It’ll be a spectacular episode!”

The Major stared at him for a moment, as 
if he sensed something more than the usual 
bitterness of draftees in Charlie’s face. “Don’t let 
it get too complicated, Troop. Just make it clear 
that drug use is hurting the mission and that 
we’ll kick the ass of anyone we catch.”

The enlisted men suspected the top brass 

were less concerned with what the grunts did 
than with how support troops in the rear got 
their recreation. Men in the field knew they 
couldn’t all be high and survive. And controlled 
marijuana use may have helped them get 
through the dangers they faced and perform the 
inhuman acts required of the infantry.

“Hey, and give us a sighting of Potter this 
time,” the Major added. “We’ve got to keep the 
theme going, that there’s a super villain behind 
the scenes. He’s got ties to the North, to China, 
to Communists back in the good old U. S. of A. 
Motherfuckin’ peaceniks!”

So, Charlie went to work inserting Potter 
sightings into the next episode of Drugs Away—
piloting a fishing coracle, selling black market 
watches from a rickshaw, disguised as a water 
buffalo. At the same time, he didn’t let up in his 
other campaign.

Sky must have tired of being bugged about 
a gunship ride, so he passed word on that a 
correspondent he knew wanted to do a story 
about chopper operations. Maybe strings 
were pulled, IOUs called in. It could all have 
been done on the sly, no one quite sure who 
authorized it.

But early one morning, Charlie hitched a ride 
over to Cu Chi, where he found a parking lot full 
of probably one hundred Cobras. Their blades 
folded, they resembled giant insects. Thinner 
than the Hueys or Chinooks, they looked as if 
they could slip into cracks or seams and open up 
the universe. One had a seat for him.

All the guys had seen Cobras at one time or 
another, hovering over enemy positions and 
sending down a stream of machine gun fire. 
Only one in five rounds was a tracer, but from 
a mile away it looked as if a line of light was 
unzipping the earth. The sound was more a hum 
than a series of pops. They also had rockets for 
larger targets.

The ships would rise up singly or in small 
groups from the air base, tip their noses toward 
the ground, and swing off on a mission. Charlie 
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couldn’t believe how many were on the airstrip, 
parked in orderly rows with busy crews getting 
them ready for action. The prospect took his 
breath away.

What brought down the one he was on no one 
could say, though it had strayed over the border, 
dangerous even after the Cambodian Incursion. 
Sky made the announcement and Jimmy the 
conclusion: “It don’t mean nothin’.”

The men in HQ-IO hid their fear in the usual 
clever phrases: Charlie, the creator of Smash 
(descendant of Chickenman), had donned his 
superhero outfit, flown after the bad guys, and 
turned himself into “ass ash,” made “Smash 
hash,” “crashed.” Everybody marked off another 
day on their short-timer calendar.

At about the same time, the brass killed 
“Drugs Away,” exactly as predicted. 
Entertaining, but highlighting a problem better 
dealt with quietly.

After a period of anger, Mad Moon 
rebounded. He found a new obsession: stopping 
the flow of empty beer cans into the black 
market. They ended up hammered together into 

tin walls for refugee huts erected on the edges 
of towns. And he was sure they were housing 
sappers, spies, the enemy. Another team began 
researching Beer Can Alley.

When they got back to the World, though, 
Mark and Gerry exchanged a few letters about 
the tragedy. A great mind had been lost, perhaps 
a genius. They would get together themselves 
one day, the two of them, and produce a new 
radio feature in his honor. They were talented 
writers, too, who could create a legend, “The 
Father of Smash.”

This time, though, it would be about a 
peacekeeper, someone who defused tension, 
resolved conflict. War Away or something like 
that, with a hero who calmed troubled waters. 
They would write the story for their buddies, 
those who came home. And it would be a tribute 
to all who had been injured, embodied in tales 
of the zany wild man whose gift for words and 
story was unique.

They didn’t do it, of course, more ready than 
they knew to leave it all in the past. The present 
was now, and who would really care, anyway?
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Damn! That one was way too 
loud… 

The thunderous boom still rings 
in my ears and I’m rocked out of 
my bunk, sticking my feet into 

my brown suede combat boots, not worrying 
about the socks. The second explosion takes me 
by surprise while I’m looking for my vest… 
No, dude, forget about that, grab your weapons 
and get to the bunker. My pistol belt hangs on 
the corner post of my bunk, and the M4 rifle is 
leaning on the corner of my desk. I grab them 
both and dash outside. Nobody follows me, so I 
assume the others must have gone to early chow. 
As I leave the tent I see, out of the corner of my 
eye, in one of those strange moments where an 
insignificant detail jumps out at you: a cigarette 
dropped on the ground, still burning, not even 
half smoked. It’s a Marlboro green, menthol. 
Who the hell smokes those? I make the fifty 
meters to the bunker without problems, but my 
battle buddy Will’s not there. Another kid is 
sitting inside, wearing just his black shorts and 
his fleece “bear suit” jacket. He asks me what 
time it is. “It’s 7:15,” I tell him. 

“Shit! And I was just getting to sleep…,” he 
moans.

I sit down next to him in the rocks, 
recognizing him. He’s a Private, a mechanic… 
night shift worker. The explosions knocked us 
both out of bed. He must have just been lying 

down for sleep, and I was just getting up. We’re 
both poorly dressed for the chilly December 
morning, but we’re fine in the dank safety and 
cold of a dim, cement bunker. He doesn’t seem 
to remember me, much less my rank since the 
fleece jacket and black cap I’m wearing have no 
rank sewn on them. It doesn’t matter. Here in 
this bunker, on this Forward Operating Base in 
the mountainous border regions of Afghanistan, 
we’re both equally mortal. 

Will suddenly bursts into the bunker, out of 
breath and panting as he settles his girthsome 
frame into a comfortable position atop the fist-
sized, broken rocks that line the floor. Paving 
apparently wasn’t an option when the FOB 
was built, so they just covered the whole place 
with chunky, irregular gravel. Will’s lucky he 
has a little more than the average cushioning 
down below. He’s had a rough time keeping 
his weight down, I guess ‘cause he tends to 
internalize his stress, and ends up eating a lot 
more than he should. That’s the one thing about 
this FOB, the food’s pretty good and there’s lots 
of it. They’ll do anything to keep the morale up. 
“The laundry’s on fire,” he gasps, taking a deep, 
shuddering breath, leaning his head back on the 
rust-stained bunker wall.

We sit there quietly shivering in the half-light, 
wondering how long this is going to last. The 
siren for the general alarm suddenly sounds, 
almost eight minutes after the first rocket landed. 

FOB THUNDER, AFGHANISTAN
By Dylan M. Reyes-Cairo
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Took ‘em long enough.

“Attention in the FOB, Attention in the FOB! 
This is not a drill! This is not a drill! 

All personnel report immediately to the nearest 
bunker!

Reaction Force, report to your stations!”

They hit the laundry tent, what a laugh! 
Taliban fighters are notoriously bad shots with 
these rockets anyway, so they were lucky to hit 
anything at all. Most of the time these rocket 
attacks don’t even fall within the camp. No 
tactical value in that particular spot, except 
to instill fear, but that’s the kind of random 
insanity life hands us sometimes. The laundry 
facility is a small, cinder block building that’s 
been expanded by the addition of a tent on one 
side. It sits right next to the gymnasium, which 
is just another tent, set beside another tent, 
identical among hundreds. The whole FOB is 
just a village made up mostly of fragile, canvas 
structures where the soldiers work, sleep, and 
train. And at this hour I’m always leaving the 
gym after morning Physical Training. We call it 
PT, but it’s just another way to keep your mind 
off the bullshit. It was pure good fortune that the 
achy, stuffy cold I’d been suffering with should 
have saved me from a rocket attack since today 
I stayed in bed a little later than usual. I could 
have been walking right past the spot when that 
first rocket hit.

“Are the comms still up?” That question 
casually tossed at Will, hoping he knows 
something. My mind wanders, remembering 
how I used to joke around with Will’s name 
after we’d gotten to know each other for a few 
weeks. Willy or won’t ‘e? Will was a good sport, 
we always laughed and joked about everything. 
While we were in training at Hattiesburg, we’d 
go out drinking and tell each other outrageous 
stories. But he knew I wasn’t messing around 
now. The main communications tent was in the 
next cluster of tents over from the gym… the 

laundry. The female barracks. 
“No, I don’t know what happened to your 

little girlfriend, dumbass. I only noticed the fire 
at the laundry generator as I was running over 
here. That first rocket must’ve hit there…” A 
third detonation, maybe a little farther away 
now, interrupts us. 

“Fuck!” Private First Class Something-or-
other must still be a little unnerved, cussing 
under his breath. A plume of moist air condenses 
as it leaves his mouth, puffing out in the 
dimness. I shift a little to get away from the 
rocks under my ass, to no effect. They just poke 
me in different places now.

“It’s not because of her that I’m asking,” I tell 
him. “It’s so we can report…” 

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” he grins wickedly. 
“You know I’m the one who calls in contact 
reports. And I know you like her. I’ve seen you 
two sitting out there on that bench every night.” 

The booming reply of the howitzers begins, 
sending death and destruction downrange into 
the mountain ridges where the rocket attack 
came from. 

“We’re probably gonna kill a lot of goats,” 
jokes Will during a pause between the volleys. 

“Ha, you’re just worried that your boyfriend 
might be among them,” I snap back. 

He picks up a rock and chucks it my way, 
“Shut up, smartass.” 

I slap the rock away with the brilliant retort, 
“I’d rather be a smartass than a dumbass. 
Fatass.” 

It’s true, what he says about the girl, but not 
really. Sergeant Vera, I don’t even know her first 
name, which is just as well. I’m riding the line 
with fraternization just spending the amount of 
time we do together. It feels better to me just to 
keep that small level of formality between us. 
I’m Captain to her and she’s Sergeant to me. 

We just sit and chat about things. She’s a 
smart girl for her age and background; she’s 
into philosophy, too. Her family’s from South 
Carolina, and when she talks she sounds like 
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she’s lived there all her life, but contrary to all 
expectations, she knows her literature. We’re not 
really into each other “like that.” She’s an artist, 
though, and she does cool chalk drawings. She 
works in the Commo shop. She’s cute, I guess, 
and her green eyes are kind of interesting. But 
she’s just a little too short, and anyway, this is 
not the kind of place to give in to such thoughts.

My mind drifts back to the here and now, and 
I see my battle buddy out of the corner of my 
eye, wearing that sly little smirk. “Will you quit 
grinning at me like that?”

An hour later they give the All Clear over 
the loudspeakers, and I walk as quickly 
as I can to the Tactical Operations 

Center, the TOC. Sergeant Peña is sitting at 
his desk as I plod through to the back of the 
room. This TOC is just a smaller version of the 
main TOC a hundred meters away. Ours is a 
resident unit on this FOB, so we’re not the ones 
in charge. Our troops are embedded trainers 
with the Afghan forces. They call us ETTs, or 
Embedded Training Teams. Our job is to help 
train the Afghan Army officers and troops to do 
their job better, which at this point is to fight the 
Taliban. We ride out in our up-armored Humvees 
every morning to visit the Afghan general 
and his staff. They stay at this old, dilapidated 
British fort that’s been there since God knows 
when. I’m the one who helps train the S2. He’s 
the Intelligence Colonel on the Afghan side. 
Basically, he’s just interested in the goodies 
we bring. Last week I gave him a white board 
and some markers, along with some laminated 
maps of the valley. I’m sure they’ll end up being 
sold to someone at the market downtown. He’ll 
probably trade it for something he really wants, 
like whiskey. People say these guys don’t drink 
‘cause of their religion, but they just pour it into 
tea cups so nobody can tell. He might actually 
keep the maps. 

The TOC for the ETTs is one of the few 
hardstand buildings on the FOB, and 
there’s one room that’s been hardened 

with extra cement barriers and sandbags so Peña 
can sleep there. He generally handles the radios 
at night. He’s also the medic for our little band 
of brothers. 

“What’s up, Peña?”
“Not much, sir. Four rockets, one hit the 

generator by the laundry; the other three landed 
outside the wire.”

“And the communications?” 
“Good, everything’s okay. Their aim was 

about up to par. You wanna use the radio?”
“Don’t worry about it. Will’s coming in a 

minute to report to the Battalion Commander.” 
“The BC already checked in, I gave him a 

verbal. He’s gonna want something official 
ASAP. Where you going?” Having resolved 
the required official business, I’m now heading 
toward the back door. 

“That’s Will’s job. I’m gonna go check out the 
generator!”

His smug grin follows me out the door. 

Slogging through the gravel expanses on 
the FOB is one of the biggest, ever-present 
annoyances I deal with on a daily basis. 

Doesn’t seem like much to an outsider, but when 
you’re carrying an M16 or even an M4 carbine 
everywhere you go, plus any other gear as 
you’re moving through the camp, it gets to you 
day after day, week after week. I tromp along 
the shitty gravel surface, risking a twisted ankle 
to get to the laundry’s generator, with my rifle 
slung over my shoulder. The spot I’m headed for 
is right across the way from her room, right in 
line with the gym. I stand there dumbly, feeling 
the now quiet atmosphere where a rocket hit, 
almost in the center of what’s been my world for 
the past nine months. I pause beside the bench 
where for so many evenings I’ve sat with her 
to talk about the ideas of Ayn Rand, Aristotle, 
B.H. Roberts, C.S. Lewis. We reminisce about 
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cartoons and ice cream flavors, or whatever 
comes to mind. But the smell of smoke and 
burning fogs the memories now. 

There’s a crater in the ground about twenty 
meters away, and just before it sits the exploded 
diesel-powered generator, the fire quenched. 
Past the generator and the hole in the ground, 
I can see where the cinder block wall of the 
Laundry got singed and stained black, riddled 
with fist-sized pockmarks from chunks of 
rocket shrapnel. The firemen are putting their 
equipment back into the truck. 

“Hey, Captain Alonso!”
Sergeant Procel strides earnestly across the 

gravel toward me. I can see by the red stubble 
of his beard that he’s been up all night. His 
clear, blue eyes flash out from a distance. Procel 
is such an enigma; his eyes always seem to be 
holding secrets behind cerulean panes of crystal. 
He’s one of the communications NCOs. He’s 
also the one that introduced me to Sergeant 
Vera. At that moment, I notice a cigarette that he 
almost steps on as he comes over. From a few 
feet away I know that it’s a Camel. I connect 
the dots in my head, realizing that she always 
smokes in the morning, and this one hasn’t even 
been half finished. She must have been sitting 
there when the rocket hit. He recognizes the 
demand in my eyes.

“The explosion knocked her off the bench 
where she was sitting, but she’s fine, she’s in the 
hospital, the concussion…”

His last words fall on my back.

Outside the camp hospital there are a 
couple of wooden benches. On the 
smaller one, I see a girl’s figure, seated. 

Sergeant Vera stares at the ground, shrunken 
into herself. Her right arm crosses her stomach, 
a cigarette pinched between her fingers. There’s 
a medic beside her, holding an IV bag above 
her head. The tube goes from the bag to her left 
arm, which is tossed listlessly across the seat. 
She’s wearing her grey PT clothes and smoking 

a Camel, like always. I’m stomping crunchily 
along, and the same damn gravel that I always 
curse for making it so hard to walk announces 
my approach. At the sound of my footsteps, she 
raises her head and stares at me with those huge, 
green eyes. She shouldn’t be so surprised to see 
me. She stands up quickly, almost at attention, 
but doesn’t salute. No sniper checks, please. 

“Sit down, Sergeant. What are you thinking? 
You’ve got an IV in your arm.”

“Yes, sir,” she responds with that self-
conscious tone of someone caught off guard.

“Oh, quit it. You don’t have to talk to me like 
that; we’re alone here.” 

I give the medic a look past Vera’s shoulder 
and he begins to ignore us fixedly. She’s still 
standing up, staring at her feet.

“You look like you could use a hug,” and 
without asking for permission I give her one, 
the hug a worried friend gives, a chaste hug. Her 
hair is down, still a little damp from a recent 
shower, with the smell of fruit or something 
from the shampoo. She feels soft, her generous 
breasts press against me deliciously, something 
I haven’t felt in all the crappy months I’ve spent 
here. Her hair feels irresistible on my cheek. 
I’m hit with the sensation of her breath there, 
a mixed scent of tobacco, chewing gum, and 
sensuality. I suddenly get the urge to squeeze 
much too hard. She returns the hug with her 
right arm, lightly, without holding back, but the 
tube in her other arm keeps her from making a 
complete circle. The smoke from her cigarette 
drifts into my eyes and they begin to sting. For 
some reason I feel the blood pulsing in my veins, 
and I notice a gratifying pressure in my pants. 
I let go before she notices my reaction. She’s 
staring at me with a sort of curiosity.

“I told you smoking was going to kill you 
some day.” 

A little smile twitches on her lips, a nervous 
laugh, her Carolina drawl, “Don’t worry, the 
Taliban will make sure of that.”

“That’s no joke,” I tell her, hiding an 
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unexpected tenderness in my voice. “You’re 
going to make it home in good shape.”

She looks up at me, then back down to the 
stones. As my eyes follow her gaze toward 
the ground, I see that she has a viper tattoo on 
her foot and ankle. I can see the snake’s head 
showing just above the sock. “I don’t want to go, 
they’re going to send me to Bagram. I’ll have to 
spend Christmas there.”

I violate some of the most deeply ingrained 
training from my enlisted days and stick my 
hands deep into my pockets, not knowing what 
else to do with them. My fingers fumble with my 
old keychain. The one that after nine months’ 
deployment still bears my car and apartment 
keys from all the way back in South Florida. It’s 
like it helps keep me sane, that little reminder 
that I still have a home to go back to; that this 
stay in hell can’t last forever.

“They have to check you out in the hospital, 
and it’s better there than it is here. Take care of 
yourself; don’t come back too soon. You need to 
rest. It must have scared the hell out of you.”

Her shoulders remain hunched, and she rubs 
her left elbow with her right hand, still pinching 
the cigarette between her fingers. She speaks 
dreamily, detached from the event as if trying to 
relate something that had happened to someone 
else. 

“I was just sitting there smoking. It was 
such a peaceful morning. I almost didn’t hear 
it coming, just that ripping sound, and before 
I could even look up… it knocked me to the 
ground. I couldn’t see or hear or anything… I… 
I was totally deaf and blind. I just felt someone 
lifting me up and dragging me to the bunker. The 
generator saved me; it blocked the shrapnel. I 
still can’t hear on this side.” She points stiffly, 
but the needle in her arm won’t let her bend her 
elbow. 

After one last puff on her Camel, she inhales 
deeply, holding the smoke in for just a little 
longer than usual. She pushes hard when she 
exhales, but I can’t even see a wisp of it. It’s as 

if the smoke just filled her up and never came 
out. Smoke is like fear, sometimes. You suck it 
up and it just stays inside. You can’t breathe it 
out no matter how you try. She flicks the butt to 
the ground and it’s not even lit any more. I can 
see the burnt end, blackened all the way to the 
filter.

We say our casual goodbyes when the nurse 
comes out to tell her she has to lie down now. 
I step off to go, and I get that creepy feeling 
that someone’s following me, so I just have to 
turn around one last time. She looks over her 
shoulder at me as she goes back into the medical 
tent. The screen door is dirty, full of that fine, 
powdery dust that gets all over everything in 
this arid shithole. It’s like brown talcum powder. 
As the wood-frame door slaps shut on its rusty 
springs, she turns away, her green eyes muted 
through the crusted mesh. The day is beginning 
to heat up, now. 

Turning back toward the center of camp, a 
dust devil whips up to my right, threatening to 
blow my cover off my head. I hold it tight to my 
skull and squint tearfully against the blowing 
grit, until the wind dissipates with a hiss. I 
trudge away on the sun-whitened, unsteady 
gravel, and now I can hear the medevac 
helicopters starting up behind me.

Before going back to the TOC, to my 
crowded little office filled with maps and 
radios, I decide to stop by my hooch. 

This has been my only home since I came here 
an eternity past. It’s a tent, just sheets of canvas 
sewn together and draped over walls made 
of thin plywood and skinny beams. I share 
this space with two colonels and a major, but 
early on we managed to set up some walls and 
dividers to give a little privacy. The plywood 
floor thumps under my boots, a much more 
welcoming surface than the gravel.

On one wall of my cubicle, I’d put up some 
bookshelves, crudely assembled with the scraps 
left over from the construction of the camp. 
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They were just irregular pieces of plywood, 
some short ends of pine 2x4s, and a bunch of 
nails that had been bent and tossed aside by the 
engineers, lying there in the dirt between the 
tents. I remember that afternoon so many months 
ago when I made them. I labored for hours on 
one of my infrequent days off, straightening 
out each nail, pounding it, rock against rock, 
outside the GP Medium tent. Later, I borrowed 
a hammer from the mechanics. The lending of 
tools is frowned upon, so I sweetened the deal 
with a couple of those fine cigars I’d bought 
online and had shipped to our APO address. 
I pieced the scrap wood together like a mad 
carpenter that day, and in spite of everything, my 
little shelves turned out pretty well. It was one 
of those few moments in life when you feel like 
you get it right in spite of the odds—a simple, 
forlorn triumph. Major Hayes had commented 
that whenever I wanted, I could make a shelf for 
him, too. I never got around to it, and he hadn’t 
asked again.

I toss my weapons on the bed and scoop up a 
couple DVDs sitting on the tiny, wooden desk 
knowing they’ll get scratched if I leave them 
there. I’d watched them over the past few nights, 
Blade Runner and Orfeo Negro. I stand there in 
the quiet tent, staring at my little lonely treasures 
sitting on my crooked, patched up shelves. 
I have books by Dumas, LeGuin, Allende, 
Coelho… my fingers touch the spines, feeling 
the titles almost by intuition. Here, this one by 
Tolstoy. Of all the ones I have, it’s the largest. 
My copy of Don Quixote is imposing too, but 
it’s in Spanish, a gift from my boss back home 
before I left. Sergeant Vera may have a Hispanic 
last name, but she only reads English as far as I 
know. I guess we all get separated from our roots 
sometimes. 

I affectionately pull down my copy of War and 
Peace, a thick paperback version that sits heavy 
in my hands, almost interminable in length. Like 
so many things in my life, I haven’t even started 
it yet. I’m thinking she might want something 

really long, since she may be gone quite a while. 
The air transportation in this unit is uncertain 
when there are missions that take priority. 
She’ll be fine, but she’s going to take her time 
returning. She might never even get sent back to 
the FOB. 

I go back to the TOC and I tell Sergeant Peña, 
“Hey, do me a favor. Take this book to the 
hospital. Go quickly and give it to the medic 
for Sergeant Vera… before they put her on the 
helicopter. Hurry!” 

“Okay, sir… uh, sir, somebody came and left 
you something. It’s on your desk.”

“Okay, I’ll check it out.” 
My desk is one of those heavy, grey metal 

ones, scratched and abused from too many 
frantic moves. There in the center lies a manila 
envelope, with no name or identifying marks. 
It’s not even sealed. Funny. Opening it, I pull 
out a blank paper. I turn it over and see that it’s 
a colored chalk drawing. In the center are the 
outlines of a man and a woman, she with her 
back turned to the viewer. They are both nude 
and embracing each other. The human figures 
are rendered in black and white, without much 
detail, but the woman’s perfect bottom and the 
profile of her breasts jump out at me. Around 
them are other things, senseless, something 
artistic but incoherent. Grey colors, browns, 
a little blue and red, a touch of yellow, and an 
orange square behind them. I don’t know what it 
is, something from the joined minds of Picasso 
and Mondrian. But the figures in the center don’t 
seem to notice the frenetic swirl of colors around 
them. They’re enclosed in their own world, 
excluding everything except that skin-to-skin 
contact, in an eternal, imperturbable kiss. The 
paper is unsigned, but I’d already seen Sergeant 
Vera drawing the man and woman days ago.

In the evening, with the lights turned out, 
my little flashlight illuminates the book I 
have resting on my legs. It’s a thick, heavy 

tome, long, almost interminable. It’s another 
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story about battles and heroics, good vs. evil, 
but mostly about people with good intentions 
running around making a mess of everything. 
Miguel de Cervantes y Saavedra, the man called 
“El Manco de Lepanto” because of the wounded 
hand he got at the Battle of Lepanto, begins his 
prologue to the story of Don Quixote:

      “Disoccupied reader: without resorting 
to vain oaths you must believe that I wish that 
this book, as the son of enlightenment, were the 
most beautiful, the most elegant and wise book 
that one could imagine. But I have not been 
able to contravene the order of nature, in which 
all things engender their kind. And, therefore, 
what could this, my sterile and poorly cultivated 
mind produce, but the history of a dry, withered, 
capricious son, full of disparate thoughts never 
before thought by another, as if he had been 

born in a jail, where all discomfort resides and 
all cheerless noises inhabit? Whereas respite, a 
peaceful place, pleasant fields, the serenity of the 
sky, the murmur of fountains and a quietness of 
spirit are a great portion…”

I slap the book shut with a dull whup, 
overcome suddenly by a melancholic fatigue. 
My eyes fill with a misty ocean of worries 

from the day. The missions in progress, plans, 
operations orders, and intel reports invade my 
consciousness, together with the humid longings 
of a nearly forgotten past, all reflected in cloudy 
drops of salt. I lie back and sink into a grey 
dream, unsettled, knowing that at any moment 
my life can become another exercise in distress. 
Another night in purgatory, much too long…
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I was having a hard time explaining to 
my wife why, whenever the phone rang 
and I was sleeping, I would jump out 
of bed and start lacing on my boots. 
The dreams, I told her, or I guess 

more accurately I would describe them as 
nightmares, were still going on several years 
after I got out of the Navy. The plot was usually 
the same, with some error in my discharge 
papers being discovered by some astute clerk 
and an armed detail showing up at my door to 
escort me back into the Navy. The first time I 
entered the service in 1983 was bad enough, 
but I did volunteer, and so I had little right to 
complain no matter how bad things were or 
how much I did not appreciate my treatment. 
But this time (in my dream) I am awakened in 
the middle of the night by a Master at Arms, 
wielding a nightstick and reading my orders to 
me. Backing him up are four armed flunkies 
without a stripe among them, two of them 
carrying rifles and two holstering side arms. 

I am informed by the Master at Arms that if 
I come with them right away without a fuss, it 
will not be necessary to put me in shackles. Too 
dumbfounded in the dream to do anything, I am 
led away to a processing center where, without 
any meaningful explanation, I am told I did not 
actually fulfill my Active Obligated Service, 
and so therefore I am still obligated to serve.  I 
am forced to strip naked, have my head shaved, 

get probed and poked, and receive a series 
of inoculations I have already been given, 
including Anthrax and the slug of penicillin 
in my butt with a square needle that made it 
hard to walk and impossible to sit down. I am 
forced to stand in a very cold room, still naked, 
with dozens of other recruits, all standing 
at attention as a doctor makes his rounds, 
accompanied by an exceptionally beautiful E-3 
trainee. The doctor feels around each man’s 
genitals, and every few men he examines, 
he stops and has the beautiful woman feel 
this thing or that thing in a particular man’s 
scrotum. When the doctor reaches me, he feels 
around my sack for quite some time, asking 
me to cough a few times. Then he asks the 
beautiful woman to feel my groin. She looks 
me in the eyes and blushes a little as she 
grasps my balls and gently begins to squeeze. 
The extreme cold and the awkwardness of the 
situation give me the turtle effect, which adds 
to my embarrassment. Satisfied the beautiful 
woman has examined me enough, the doctor 
finally moves on to the next man, leaving me 
feeling quite cold and conquered.

Next I find myself in a room with a man from 
the FBI who flashes a badge at me, and then 
begins asking me questions. 

“Have you ever left the country?” When I tell 
him I visited Canada with my high school Latin 
club, he questions me more intently. 

GOING DOWN
By Joseph Hankinson
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“Who did you talk to while you were there? 
Have you signed any allegiances to other 
nations? Have you ever smoked, consumed, 
ingested, or otherwise tried any of the 
following?” He then goes on to list more drugs 
than I had ever heard of, even after six years 
of foreign ports. Of course the right answer 
to everything is “No,” and although I want to 
say “Yes” to make all this insanity stop, I hear 
myself in the dream once again say no to all. 
I even fake stupidity and say mari-what? Next 
he describes a scenario for me that includes an 
order to launch all weapons and start World 
War Three. He tells me that I am standing 
watch in the control room when the captain 
orders me to push the red button and launch 
nuclear weapons targeted to kill millions. 
Would I do it? I hear myself once again say, “If 
I am so ordered, I will obey.” Good enough for 
the FBI. 

Yet one more time I am issued clothes that do 
not fit and shoes that are not at all comfortable, 
but then without any further training I am 
whisked away from the induction center and 
straight back to my boat, which was the one 
place on earth I swore I would never set foot 
again. Before I know what is happening, there 
I am again, out to sea, submerged, standing the 
mid-watch, and bitching about how little sleep 
I am getting, all within a few hours of sleeping 
in my own bed. All the lifers are still there, 
and a bunch of nubs I do not know, but all the 
guys I got along with are all gone—out and 
enjoying their lives in the real world. Maybe, 
as some promised, they had taken jobs cleaning 
bedpans or scrubbing pig stalls to regain their 
self-respect, but they were free and clear of the 
Navy. 

As soon as my watch is over, the chief with 
the slinky spine finds me and tells me that it 
is time for my interview with the captain, a 
man we un-affectionately called “The Goob.” 
I stand outside the captain’s stateroom, a little 
unsteady still from the exertion of the last drill, 

and the extreme loss of sleep. Turns out the 
captain, who is looking to become squadron 
commander and a full bird, volunteered 
our boat for battle “E” testing, I guess for 
“Endurance.” The idea is to push a crew and a 
vessel to the breaking point and try to see how 
far things can go before everything begins to 
fall apart. This includes round-the-clock drills, 
especially all-hands drills on the mid-watch and 
throughout the day.

 As I think about it, I realize I had not really 
gotten any sleep in the last week or so (even 
though in my dream technically I am still only 
a day out of the world). The realization makes 
me feel a bit lightheaded. Then the captain 
opens the door to his stateroom, and while 
not as large or as luxurious as the captains’ 
quarters on surface ships, for a submarine it 
is quite spacious. The Goob has a very round, 
completely bald head and an equally round 
tummy. His eyes are always bloodshot, and 
everyone wonders what he is on. I salute and 
he tells me to sit down. He begins to ask me a 
series of questions about my upbringing and 
schooling, but nothing about my ambitions. 
Every now and then, as I begin to talk gibberish 
due to the sleep deprivation-induced psychosis 
I was experiencing, the Goob would look up 
from the chart he was holding and one of his 
eyebrows would rise so far it almost looked 
like a toupee on his otherwise perfectly bald 
head. Perhaps this is why he is interviewing 
the crew—to see the effect the E competition 
is having on us. But at the time, when I have so 
little time to sleep, and this interview is eating 
into it, I am less than happy to be there.

“So what does your father do?”
“He works in a factory. Has his whole life 

since he got out of the Army.”
“What does your mother do?”
“She’s just a housewife.” At this he looks up 

from the chart again and his left eyebrow rises 
up his forehead, causing his left eye to look 
engorged.
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“What? That’s BULL shit. You don’t think 
being a housewife is important?”

“Sure. But she’s not a brain surgeon or 
anything.” He lowers his eyebrow at this, 
only so he can shoot it straight back up again. 
Then, with no noticeable transition, the Goob 
produces a whiteboard and hands me a marker 
and tells me to draw the entire ship’s piping 
system, starting with the reactor and working 
outward. I had not studied, since I had not been 
informed I am having my captain’s board for 
both my dolphins and to stand engine room 
supervisor right at that moment. This means I 
would have to know everything about the entire 
sub, and without a crib sheet or a piping tab. I 
try to explain that I already had my dolphins, 
and I really did not want to earn them again 
because this was actually a horrible mistake 
someone had made, since I was already out—
free—discharged. 

The Goob’s eyebrow rockets up and he says, 
“BULL SHIT” most emphatically. He then 
accuses me of being under the influence and 
orders me to take yet another piss test. The 
captain answers my concerns by telling me to 
trace the path of an oxygen molecule through 
the ship’s ventilation, air compression, and 
emergency blow systems. I get confused (I am 
still hallucinating) and instead I explain how a 
drop of seawater goes from the ocean, through 
a heat exchanger, into the desalination plant, 
through the ship’s potable water system, into 
the ion exchanger, and then becomes part of the 
reactor coolant system as highly purified water. 
Oopsy.  Wrong answer. 

The Goob, who apparently had stopped 
listening to me anyway, congratulates me and 
pulls the backs from the sharp steel pins on 
a set of silver dolphins. He positions them 
just above an iron-on U.S. NAVY patch and 
my left nipple and “tacked” them on me by 
thumping the pin with his fist, forcing the steel 
pins through the cloth of my dungaree shirt and 
about a quarter of an inch into my skin. I cringe 

but try to appear emotionless, although the 
pain is immense. I hardly have time to recover 
my breath before I notice all one hundred and 
twenty men on the crew are standing in line 
to take their turn at tacking on my dolphins. I 
protest that some of these guys are nubs, and 
that I had actually gone through this all before. 
This was just a great big fat mistake! Just then 
one of the electricians with a bad attitude and a 
well-formed physique levels me with a punch 
to the chest that leaves me on the floor, gasping 
for breath and bleeding badly from the puncture 
wounds in my chest.  

Then, without any rack time, it is time 
for watch again. As I sit on mid-watch and 
befuddle myself with questions like, “How did 
this happen? I thought I was out?” an alarm 
sounds, then a loud siren, then a deafening 
gong, until I realize that not only am I losing 
sleep, but now my life is also in danger. In my 
nightmare, I don an Emergency Air Breathing 
apparatus and begin feeling my way along 
the bulkhead as the smoke thickens in the 
compartment and a sinking sensation permeates 
the space. I manage to locate a place to plug in 
my mask so I do not suffocate, and I retrieve a 
copy of the Emergency Operating Procedures, 
but the page I need is missing. My head begins 
to swim as the smoke thickens, with the alarms 
and bells and gongs going off until I lose 
consciousness. 

Each time when I awake from this or a 
similar nightmare, I am shaking and drenched 
in sweat, unable for several minutes to 
conclude that I am NOT in the Navy, and I am 
not fighting for my life on a sinking ship off the 
northern coast of the Soviet Union. To this day, 
more than twenty years since I got out, I still 
need to unplug the phone at night and I never 
set an alarm clock that has a bell or a buzzer. 
Loud noises while I’m sleeping send me into a 
panic. Once, while my wife and I were living 
in Pennsylvania, someone called at about one 
in the morning on the last night I ever forgot 
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to unplug the phone. On the first ring I sprang 
straight out of bed and was lacing up my boots 
and running around our apartment looking for 
the EAB connection, when my wife touched 
my shoulder and told me the phone was 
ringing. I grabbed the phone and cussed out 
the person on the line for violating operating 
procedures and hung up without even asking 
for a name. I am certain some of the post-
trauma was caused by an experience I had right 
before my discharge. 

The USS Bergall, a fast attack submarine, 
was running deep off the coast of the Soviet 
Union. We had been deployed for a couple of 
months already, and Willie and I were standing 
port and starboard watches 
the whole time—six on, six 
off, day after day after day. 
But the six hours off were 
not really “off” because the 
captain was running drills 
non-stop for some reason, 
and so I had not really slept 
in days. Willie and I were up 
on the mid-watch together, 
expecting another drill after 
just finishing one. Willie 
was not on watch, since I 
had just relieved him, but it 
was usually better to be aft when running all-
hands drills so as to not get caught up with a 
bunch of Coners taking charge of the situation 
and giving out the orders. One day I was up 
forward when a drill was run, and I had the 
Navigator order me to man the phones. He 
started telling me to pass a lot of information to 
Control, but I had no idea what he was talking 
about, so I had to keep asking him to repeat 
himself, right in the middle of a simulated 
catastrophe. THAT was stressful. I would 
rather be back in the engine-room where I at 
least knew what was going on for almost any 
scenario. 

I was the Engine Room Supervisor, a watch 

station I had only recently passed qualification 
to stand. I already had my dolphins and I 
was not interested in trying to qualify for the 
next level, which was the Engineering Watch 
Supervisor. I had had about enough, and I was 
getting short, counting the days. Oddly enough, 
Willie and I had joined on the exact same day, 
so we also shared an EAOS (End of Active 
Obligated Service) that made our bond stronger 
than brothers, even though our childhoods 
were quite different, aside from the poverty. 
Together, we had formed BARF, or the Bergall 
Anti Retention Force, and we were more 
than willing to harass anyone thinking of re-
enlisting endlessly for the entire deployment if 

necessary, until the nub saw 
the error of his ways. 

“What’s up, Hank?”
“Not much, Willie. Happy 

99 day!”
“I can’t believe it. 

Double digit midgets after 
all these years!” We both 
instinctively reached for the 
small green “Memoranda” 
notepad everyone used for 
his calendar. One evening, 
almost two thousand days 
ago, Willie and I sat up on 

a similar mid-watch and carefully drew grids 
and monthly calendars for every month we 
had left—about fifty-four back then. Each 
day was then filled in with not only the actual 
date, but the “day” it was for us. In blue, we 
had the actual date, and in red, we had the 
more important, always decreasing number 
of days left until our favorite acronym of the 
thousands in the Navy—EAOS. For years, we 
had religiously taken out the notepads as soon 
as midnight had passed, or first thing in the 
morning if not on the mid-watch, and turned to 
the current month, and after looking longingly 
at the days to come, we would place a nice dark 
black X through the day that had now passed. 

We were sinking, and 
it was on us to save 
the ship! I positioned 
the switch to level the 
planes, and inserted a 
small metal rod into the 
hand pump and started 
pumping.
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To cross a day off before midnight was not 
allowed, no matter how much we may have 
wanted to jump ahead in time, even if only for 
a few minutes—anything to shorten the time 
left.

“Just a few more months to go! I can’t wait 
to get the hell out of here!”

“Me neither. I just have to get off this boat so 
I can get my life back!”

“Quiet. Here comes a lifer…” We both 
clammed up in an exaggerated fashion as Todd 
walked up. “Hey, why aren’t you down in 
lower level?”

“Don’t worry. Everything is on auto-pilot. I 
need to get something to drink.”

Willie held his fingers in an L shape against 
his forehead. “So when you gonna sign the 
papers? The Navy needs you. I can tell a Lifer-
Loser-Navy-Chooser when I see one. Wouldn’t 
you rather be here than back home tippin’ 
cows, farmer Todd?”

Todd groaned. “How many times do I have 
to tell you, I’ve never been on a farm. I’m from 
Minneapolis, and it’s a bigger city than any of 
you are from.”

“Yea, I’ll bet it’s a big city. Got to be big 
to fit all them cows in there.” At that we both 
started laughing uncontrollably. “Don’t they 
give y’all a cow just for deciding to live out 
there?” Willie and I high-fived and fluttered our 
fingers as part of a new dap we were practicing. 

“You guys are morons.”
“Yea, but we’re double digit morons! How 

many days you got left? Nineteen hundred and 
what?” We high-fived and busted a gut in a 
further exaggerated display. Todd got steaming 
water for his hot chocolate and huffed off. 
He almost ran into Pookie, who was coming 
through the hatch to the engine-room. We 
called him Pookie after someone looked over 
his shoulder and saw that his girlfriend called 
him that in one of her letters. So, from that day 
forward, his real name was rarely used (I think 
it was Chris), and he was known as Pookie to 

everyone, from the greenest of nubs to the XO. 
I even heard the captain call him Pookie one 
day. He was short and round, like a teddy bear, 
so the name seemed more than fitting.

“Man, is this a Lifer parade or what?” Willie 
shook his head as Pookie came over and 
acknowledged us.

“Hank. Willie. What’s up?”
“Your days! You must be, what, a five digit 

lifer? Ten thousand days left?” Willie and I 
started rolling over sideways as we cracked up. 
Willie had the funniest laugh I ever heard. He 
would hit these high notes and act like he was 
in physical pain from the side-splitting ordeal.

“Ten thousand days! I don’t think trees live 
that long! You should put a lump of coal in 
your pocket and it will probably turn into a 
diamond before you get out!” Willie chattered 
away a familiar round of lifer one-liners in a 
high-pitched voice.

“You guys are hysterical. I only have twenty 
two fourteen left.” Willie and I opened our eyes 
widely like we were staring in total disbelief. 

“You mean twenty two years! Once a lifer, 
always a lifer. I can’t even count that high. I 
was already under two thousand when I got 
here.”

“How could you do that to yourself? When I 
get out I’m going to spend some time cleaning 
up horse stalls to get my self respect back. 
Maybe I’ll volunteer to clean bed pans in some 
old folks’ home. ”

“Hey, I’ve got job security AND job 
satisfaction.” Pookie was pretty good at taking 
his plight in stride. He delivered a message to 
the Engineering Officer of the Watch and went 
to lower level to relieve Todd.

“I would shoot myself in the head if I had 
that many days left. He already spent all his re-
enlistment bonus, so what does he have left to 
show for it?”

“Oh, about six and a half more years!” We 
howled until we were wiping away tears. We 
immediately stopped when Lt. O’Keefe entered 
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through the hatch. Willie and I sat at perfect 
attention, not moving a muscle and stared 
straight ahead.  Not really attention, I suppose, 
since we did not stand up or acknowledge the 
oncoming Engineering Officer of the Watch 
in any way. Ever since he turned me in to 
the Engineer, I had vowed the man is dead to 
me, and I shall never utter his name again, or 
so much as respond to him in more than two 
syllables, the first being yes or no, and the 
second being sir. Mr. O’Keefe looked briefly 
in our direction before requesting permission 
to enter maneuvering for his stated purpose of 
relieving the watch. As soon as he was out of 
sight, Willie and I scrambled out of there as fast 
as we could and met back by the anchor.

“I can’t stand that backstabber. I hope he 
leaves his hat back here again.”

“Remember how we messed up Master 
Chief’s hat back on the barge? If that punk 
Cheeseburger didn’t feel bad for him and throw 
it over the side, he could have wondered what 
that smell was every time he put it on from 
that moment forward. It would have been a 
classic.” Willie added his last comments in 
a fake radio announcer voice he had been 
practicing over the last few weeks of this, our 
final deployment. This trip was just a routine 
sixteen-weeker over the North Pole with no 
stops and tons of drills. This last voyage also 
gave us one last chance to gloat at all those 
who had more days left than we did. Of course, 
this deployment also gave us one more chance 
of not returning.

Willie and I took every opportunity to 
mess with the lifers and remind them of the 
comparison between the number of days 
they had left and the lifespan of trees, rocks, 
and glaciers. We would tell the unhappily re-
enlisted how he should start collecting a penny 
for every day he has left, so as to be quite 
wealthy when finally retiring at an advanced 
age. We would pop to attention whenever 
we saw a lifer, and we would form our index 

fingers and thumbs into an “L” shape, and hold 
it up to our forehead while saying “Lifer Loser 
Navy Chooser.” Not once or twice, or even 
a few times, but every single time we would 
encounter a shipmate who had re-enlisted, 
which was frequent due to the close quarters. 

When I say close quarters, I mean 
uncomfortably close. On this particular cruise, 
Willie and I were on port and starboard watches 
and hot racking. He was on watch for six hours, 
and then I was on watch for six hours, so the 
rack was supposed to be empty whenever we 
were not on watch. I hated hot racking, not 
because I had anything against Willie. He 
showered regularly, or at least as regular as 
a person could while deployed and standing 
port and starboard watches. Once every three 
or four days was considered as good as a 
Hollywood celebrity, under the circumstances. 
But when one hot-racked, one only had half the 
normal allotted space for personal belongings, 
which was not very large to start. Two watches 
every day, maybe four or five hours of sleep 
when the captain was not running drills on the 
third and mid-watches, a shower every couple 
of days and maybe time for a meal or two. 

With this schedule, the days would drag on 
and on and the time seemed endless. I was 
propped up on the rails around the reduction 
gears, my face pointing directly into an air 
duct. I had not showered in days, and I was 
getting to the point where I could not stand the 
smell of myself. Additionally, my last meal 
was fit for the TDU. In fact, I am certain the 
meal came from a Trash Disposal Unit that had 
not yet been discharged. I think the meal must 
have tasted exactly like the orange goo that 
leaked from the seams of the trash disposal can 
when it was compressed. My logs were wedged 
between the reduction gears and the chrome 
rail, certainly creating a sound short, but I was 
too short to care. I was also about two hours 
behind on my logs, because I was reaching that 
point of extreme fatigue, right before the part 
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where a person really starts to hallucinate, so I 
really just did not give a shit.  The boat could 
sink to the bottom of the ocean for all I cared. 

Pookie came back to the aft end of Engine 
Room Upper Level where Willie and I were 
hanging out, discussing the probability of 
the correctness of the log readings we were 
creating, ensemble. “Are you guys radioing 
your logs again?” Willie and I rolled our eyes 
in large exaggerated arcs and held our fingers 
to our forehead, forming the letter L. What did 
it mean to radio logs? Well, we would sit in 
one spot and guesstimate what the actual gauge 
readings should be, and write the numbers 
down, almost as if received by radio waves. 
Sometimes we would sit and radio logs for 
gauges that were not even a few feet away, 
rather than get up and look at them. 

Often when nubs or junior officers would 
wander into the engine room, we would do 
various things as we radioed logs, such as hold 
up a finger as though testing the direction of 
the wind. Or we would cup a hand over one ear 
and act as though we were listening intently 
before radioing another log reading. Sometimes 
we would flip a coin, all to make it appear even 
more random than it really was. The mid-watch 
was the worst for taking logs, because we 
had to do epic log entries for the new day that 
included several long sentences regarding the 
status of the entire propulsion plant. 

A few times after a long night of radioing 
logs, a somewhat more conscientious watch-
stander would actually go around and take a 
set of real logs, often coming back and noting 
to us vast discrepancies between what we 
had written down and the actual pressure or 
temperature on the gauges. This would cause 
us to go back and doctor the logs, attempting 
to show a “trend” over time. Zeroes, threes, 
and sixes could be turned into eights. Ones 
were easy to change into fours or sevens, and 
so on. If the discrepancies were particularly 
egregious, we would have to go back and re-

write the entire log sheet, which took more 
time than actually taking logs in the first place 
would have taken. Then, after the conscientious 
watch-stander finished his watch with his 
perfect logs, the next one, two, or even three 
watch-standers would radio the logs until the 
conscientious watch-stander came back on 
watch. But since Willie and I were port and 
starboard, there was no conscientious watch-
stander to correct the logs, and we made a bet 
to see who could go the longest without taking 
a real log reading. Pookie seemed incredulous.

“Aren’t you afraid something has changed? 
Remember that time everyone radioed the 
cooling tank riser level, right up until we got 
the low level alarm? You guys would have been 
fried if not for the fact that when the Engineer 
looked at the logs, he discovered everyone 
in the division had radioed off that level, 
including the chief!”

“You worry too much, Pookie. Must be 
that lifer in you. What are you doing up here? 
Aren’t you supposed to be in lower level?”

“Yea, but it’s a friggin’ oven down there. I’m 
trying to line up the cooling vents to create 
some air flow and hopefully draw some of the 
heat out from below.” Willie and I began to 
crack up again. Pookie was the only sailor I 
ever met who really did say “friggin.’”

“Where did you get that nonsense? Heat 
Transfer and Fluid Flow class? The air from the 
cooling vents can’t be felt even two feet away. 
How are you going to create enough air flow to 
move anything?” Willie waved his arm around 
as he spoke, with exaggerated gesticulations, as 
though he were trying to make a very serious 
point. Pookie, completely undeterred, went 
about his business, turning each air vent in the 
space to point forward, toward the front of the 
engine room. The vents were made out of a 
series of wedge-shaped sections that twisted to 
angle in different directions. By lining up the 
sections thick side to skinny side to thick side 
to skinny side and so on, one could cause the 
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vent to point straight down. 
Pookie carefully twisted the wedges, trying 

to line them up thick side to thick side to thick 
side for maximum right angle and therefore 
most direct air path forward. On the starboard 
side, next to the hydraulic station for control of 
the stern planes, Pookie attempted to reach a 
duct that was a little over his head, he not being 
a very tall person. He stretched and reached 
and tried banging the vent with the clipboard 
that was holding the radioed logs. Pookie was 
still trying to reach the vent that was proving to 
be elusive, when he placed his foot on a small 
pipe that connected to the hydraulic plant.

“Watch your foot, Pookie, that line is under 
high pr…” The line snapped as I was speaking. 
Atomized oil rapidly filled the compartment, 
drenching us all instantly with the hydraulic 
fluid.

“JAM DIVE! JAM DIVE! Loss of stern 
plane control! Take manual control of the stern 
planes!” came booming over the MC. We had 
been operating rather deep, and at a full bell 
when this occurred, at a significant down angle. 
Without stern plane control, the ship could 
reach crush depth in short order, the pressure 
outside the boat overtaking the pressure inside 
the pressure hull, causing the boat to implode. 
Pookie began turning valves, trying to isolate 
the leak as the oil shot straight up into his 
face. Willie and I ran over to the manual 
control station, slipping and sliding on the oil-
drenched deck plates. I grabbed the procedure 
that was posted near the station (luckily it was 
laminated), wiped the oil from its surface and 
began to turn valves with the greatest urgency.

At this angle, an Emergency Blow, where air 
is used to push all the water out of the ballast 
tanks to send the boat to the surface, would 
not be feasible. We were sinking, and it was on 
us to save the ship! I positioned the switch to 
level the planes and inserted a small metal rod 
into the hand pump and started pumping. To 
my absolute shock and dismay, the little pump 

was incredibly hard to pump, and the rod was 
painfully too short to allow one to apply much 
torque. Additionally, and worst of all, the pump 
was in an overly cramped location, hard to 
reach, and even then at an unnatural angle, with 
the hand-wheels of other valves blocking much 
of the space around the hand pump. 

I twisted my arms and grasped the rod the 
best I could and started pumping. And pumping 
and pumping and pumping and pumping until 
I thought my arms would fall off, with little 
noticeable effect on the angle of the boat as 
indicated by the large bubble in the middle of 
a gauge mounted for exactly this purpose to 
the box holding the anchor chain. The bubble 
was pegged to one side, indicating we were 
sinking, even though the extreme angle of the 
boat already made that clear to us. Luckily, 
Willie was back there with me, his well-defined 
muscles pressing through his oil-covered 
arms. Willie took over when I began to get 
light headed and began pumping like a wild 
man who knew his life was at stake. I pulled 
an adjustable wrench from my pocket and 
attempted to remove the nut on one of the 
hand-wheels blocking our progress, but the 
wrench just kept slipping due to all the oil in 
the air.

“Take manual control of the stern planes 
and level the stern planes!” The voice over 
the MC did little to disguise his heightened 
anxiety. I grabbed a sound-powered phone 
and acknowledged the order and informed 
Control that we had taken manual control and 
were pumping like crazy and we needed help. 
Pookie got on another phone at the same time, 
and I heard him tell Control the leak had been 
isolated. Willie began to lose steam as the boat 
was still going down, but no longer at such a 
steep angle. I took over again and pumped until 
my arms were cramping and then Willie took 
over again. The boat began to groan as we sank 
deeper and deeper. Willie pumped the metal 
rod as fast as he could, and I was amazed once 



60

again at his physicality. 
Willie was slim and not real tall, but he 

was solid, with rock-hard muscles from head 
to toe. When we tested the main steam stops 
from the reactor compartment to the engine 
room, the automatic switches would trip, and 
these giant valves would spin shut in a matter 
of seconds. Sadly, the valves could not also be 
opened automatically, but instead some poor 
soul, usually a nub, would need to use the 
heavy swinging knocker handle to break the 
disc loose from the seat and then stay on it for 
the ten minutes or so it took to fully open the 
valve. Sometimes a couple of us would race, 
since the valves were both port and starboard, 
and Willie was one of the best. Every muscle, 
tendon, and vein would be visible under his 
taut brown skin as he opened the valve on 
his side and would sometimes even help his 
opponent finish the other. He never seemed to 
do anything in particular to stay in shape, and 
in fact, his eating habits were atrocious. On 
the rare Sunday we were not at sea or on duty, 
if we caught a football game, Willie would 
kick back in his skivvies with a bag of Oreos 
and kill a two-liter bottle of Bartles & James, 
occasionally rubbing his fingers against his 
rippling stomach muscles. 

The plane level indicator gauge over Willie’s 
head had barely moved, its bubble in the tube 
seemingly glued into place. Willie strained and 
groaned in time with the groaning of the boat 
as it became compressed by the increasing 
pressure of the water.  I stared at the gauge as 
Willie almost blew a gasket pumping, until the 
bubble finally broke loose and moved a small 
amount. Willie looked light headed as I reached 
in to relieve him once again. I attacked the 
small pipe sticking out of the hand pump with 
a ferociousness I had not as yet displayed. I got 
mad—real mad—and the pump was the object 
of my aggression. I pumped furiously until the 
tendon in my right elbow felt as though it was 

separating, and I slumped down, exhausted. 
But the bubble shown that we were level, and 
no longer sinking. Other machinist mates had 
showed up, and Longosky told Sizemore to 
help us out with the pump. 

“Ba Hank, Willie, what happened back here? 
How did the ba pipe break?”

“Beats me. I was taking logs. Didn’t see a 
thing.”

“Ba Willie, did you see anything?”
“Nope. Not a thing.”
“Ba Pookie? Ba, what happened?”
“I don’t know, unless I banged up against it 

or something.”
“Ba why aren’t you in lower level?”
“Just trying to help. I’m heading back 

now.” Longo, a lifer first class who said “Ba” 
every few words as he spoke, began to direct 
emergency repairs on the hydraulic plant, and 
Willie and I limped away as others took our 
place. Sizemore manned the hand pump and 
struggled to make small adjustments to the 
bubble while Todd stayed on the headphones 
with Control. We were both drenched with 
oil and sweat, and we each rubbed our aching 
biceps and elbows. I wanted badly to grab a 
Hollywood shower, but I still had three more 
hours of watch to stand. Willie was too amped 
to sleep, so he sat between the main engines 
with me. We expected that any minute the 
Goob, or at least the XO or Engineer would be 
back to thank us and congratulate us for saving 
the boat, but recognition of our feat never 
came. Minutes, then hours, and eventually days 
passed with not even so much as a thank you 
or job well done, or anything! The only thing I 
got for saving the nuclear armed and powered 
submarine and its crew was one nightmare after 
another where I can ride the boat to the bottom 
yet again.
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I don’t know what I did, buddy, but dammit 
if my tooth don’t hurt like pure hell. That 
one, that one right on the top row, far left 
side, second from last… just solid agony 
reaching all the way to my jawbone. It 

feels like it’s alive, you know? The pain? Like 
it knows me. Like maybe we met in a past life, 
like maybe I pissed him off and he’s come back 
to raise hell. Sometimes the pain will go away 
a couple of hours then trick me and strike like a 
hammered nail. I guess this is what that fellow 
meant when he talked about a ghost living in 
the machinery. And what’s worse is I can’t stop 
flicking at it with my tongue, and here I have 
to sit behind the bar all day playing with it, or 
trying not to, with snow falling outside and all, 
in late March no less. How the hell does it snow 
in late March? You tell me that. 

Ruthie, that’s my wife, she made me call 
the dentist this morning, but he was closed on 
account of the weather. It didn’t make sense 
to call him anyway because Tyler, the asshat 
bar owner, has the cable company coming in 
today to hook up the two new flat screens he 
had put behind the bar. Of course Tyler can’t 
be bothered to come in to cover so I can rest 
at home. I mean it’s only his bar. The cable 
company said they’ll be here between noon and 
who-the-hell-knows-when so I’m left manning 

the place with my sore tooth and all until the 
usual night bartender, Sara or Megan, comes in 
and I can go on home. 

Except for the Mexican cooks in the back, 
the bar is empty. The regulars won’t trickle in 
until after five or so, for happy hour. In case you 
don’t know, the bar is called Sharpe’s Tavern, 
but I don’t know any man named Sharpe and 
neither does Tyler as far as I know. The bar is 
tucked in a strip mall with a hair stylist and 
one of those manicure shops run by a bunch 
of Korean ladies who take a church bus to and 
from work every morning and night. Rene 
runs the cigar shop at the far end. The whole 
place smells like cedar and exotic tobacco. 
He’s a fat old guy, older than me even, and 
was in the Army in… Vietnam, right? Now he 
looks like some Kentucky colonel with a white 
pompadour. Sometimes I like to sit with Rene 
and let him rattle on about politics for a few 
hours. He gets his blood up, red-faced and all, 
and he stays that way until about the time he 
closes up shop, hopping in his Oldsmobile and 
speeding off, cursing liberals and terrorists and 
gov’ment and whatever else is in the news and 
not to his liking. The next morning he’d just 
come in calm and start all over.

The whole strip mall is right across the 
highway from the Bridgewater bus station and 

COLD DAY IN BRIDGEWATER
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sometimes we’ll get in passersby for a beer 
and maybe a cheeseburger or something before 
moving along. Every once in a while I’ll get a 
wino or two in off the busses, or maybe a drunk 
redneck with bruises on his face or some burnt-
out woman running from a beaten flinch in her 
eye. Most times I wind up chasing them all off. 
The homeless around know better than to even 
try the door. There ain’t too many homeless, 
anyway. At least as far as I’ve seen.

I pull the cap off a tube of Orajel and rub it all 
over the gum next to the tooth. The bells on the 
door jingle as it opens and this fellow looks in 
the bar, half in the door, half out like, with snow 
blowing in around his 
feet.

“You open?” he asks.
“If that’s what the sign 

says,” I snap. I probe 
around the bad tooth with 
my tongue. I wave him 
in. “Don’t let the heat 
out.”

He steps in and the 
door shuts behind him. 
He isn’t too tall, under 
six foot easy, but I can 
tell he’s broad across the 
shoulders and narrow-hipped, dressed in jeans 
with a black hoodie pulled back over a dark 
gray jacket and carrying a backpack over one 
shoulder. He sits down across from me and sets 
his backpack a chair over.

“How’s it going, buddy?” I ask. “Get you 
something?”

He rubs warmth into his hands and asks for a 
beer. I pull a bottle and pop the cap. “You want 
a mug?”

He frowns. “No, thanks,” he says. 
He holds up a pack of cigarettes. “Go ahead,” 

I say. 
I dig up an ashtray and set it and the beer 

down on the bar in front of him. He takes a long 
swig. His eyes water and his lips spread across 

his teeth as he sets the bottle back on the bar. I 
see that face a lot, that bubbly sting when the 
carbonation hits your throat. Best part if you 
ask me. It’s like summer time, I guess. He nods 
and sets the bottle down and sparks the end of a 
Camel with an orange lighter.

I sit down in my chair. I have a nice tall 
barstool with a back on it I keep behind the bar 
for when it’s quiet. The Orajel settles in and the 
tooth numbs a little. 

“It’s cold as hell out there,” he says. “I 
thought it was March.”

I nod and rub my cheek. “Good old ‘global 
warming.’”

He chuckles and swigs 
again. 

“Busses jammed up?” 
I ask.

He nods. “They told 
me over there the roads 
were closed going west 
because of ice up in the 
mountains, so they have 
to wait until the storm 
breaks.”

“That could be 
tomorrow, maybe the 
next day.”

“I hope it isn’t that long. I want to get home.”
“Where’s that?”
“Morgantown.”
I rub my cheek some more. “Where you 

coming from?”
“I left out of Jacksonville early this morning.”
“Jacksonville … Florida?” I ask.
“North Carolina.”
“Ain’t there a Marine base down there?”
“That’s right.”
“You a Marine then?”
“Yessir.”
The light shifts around him, or maybe it’s 

just me. I don’t know what it is. We don’t get 
too many around here, but when you find out 
someone is a serviceman, I tell you, it’s like the 

I spent almost thirty years 
in Bridgewater and I know 
just about everybody around 
town. I don’t know this boy. 
I think a second about the 
revolver we keep hidden be-
low the cash register next to 
the old credit card swipe.
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scenery changes. At least it does for me, I guess 
anyway. To hell what you think if you don’t 
believe that.

I pull out two more beers and set them down. 
“On the house.” 

He looks at me surprised kind of, his 
eyebrows up and his eyes warming. We shake 
hands.

“I’m Jim,” I say.
 “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it. I’m Steve.” 
My tongue darts over my bad tooth and sparks 

a little twinge and makes my back tighten. 
Luckily the Orajel gets ahold of it before it gets 
too bad.

“Thank you for your service, Steve.”

The bells on the door jingle and a tall 
brown-skinned guy wearing a Carhartt 
jacket and boots steps in with a satchel of 

tools. The bells rattle again when the door shuts. 
They were leftover from Christmas when Sara 
and Megan decorated the place. Don’t know 
why they left the bells. 

“You the cable company?” I ask.
“That’s me.”
“Well wipe those boots off before you come 

on back here.”
He stomps his feet on the green doormat and 

gives the bottom of each boot two good wipes 
and walks toward the bar. I stand up and make 
sure he doesn’t track in anything. I’ll be damned 
if I have to clean up after the help. I spent 
almost thirty years in Bridgewater and I know 
just about everybody around town. I don’t know 
this boy. I think a second about the revolver we 
keep hidden below the cash register next to the 
old credit card swipe.

“You’re here early. Didn’t expect to see you 
until the last minute.”

“Yeah, had you first on my list,” he says. His 
voice was deep, thick. He pulls out a clipboard 
from his satchel and flips a page. 

“You need three televisions hooked up with 
full service?” he asks.

“No. Just two. Both up here behind the bar,” I 
say, pointing with my thumb.

The technician mumbles and looks over his 
paper work.

“Says here three,” he says. He taps his 
clipboard with a pen.

“Well, I don’t care what your paper says. I 
was told by the owner we’re only doing two 
behind the bar.”

 He looks down at his paper again. “It says 
here Tyler Hargrove placed the order.”

 My tooth rattles. I rub my cheek. “Look, 
I don’t care. Do whatever the paper says; just 
don’t track any mud in here.”

The brown-skinned technician mumbles 
something about getting the cable boxes ready 
and leaves for his van. 

“Wipe your feet again when you come back,” 
I say.

I look over at the Marine. “You’d think they 
own the place,” I say. The Marine looks up and 
blinks.

When the technician comes back, he carries 
three boxes and a large spool of thick wire. I 
watch him and make sure he wipes his feet. He 
looks like a damn Muslim, maybe.

“I’m going to hook up the back one first.”
“Whatever you gotta do, buddy,” I say. 
The Marine drains the beer in front of him 

and reaches for the next one. I take the empty 
and toss it in the trash. 

“You guys serve food here?” he asks.
“Sure do. Lemme get you a menu,” I say. 

I reach over near the cash register and grab a 
menu and slide it across the bar in front of him.

“Thank you, sir,” he says. He picks up the 
menu.

My tooth is quiet for the most part now and 
I hope it stays that way. I have the Orajel ready 
in case. I look out toward the back wall where 
the technician has started working. I watch him 
a minute, just watching, you know? I sit back 
down.

“You go overseas?” I ask the Marine.
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“Yessir.“ 
I hold up a hand. “Easy on the ‘sir’ stuff.”
He smiles. “Thanks, old habit. But yeah, I’ve 

been over. Just come back, actually.”
“Oh yeah, where at?” 
“Iraq.”
“No shit. What do you do in the Marines?”
“Infantry.”
I shake my head. “Damn, son. Hard core. You 

must be one tough sonuvabitch.”
He shakes his head and looks down. “No, 

no. Nothing like that. I just showed up. I do 
appreciate it, though.”

“Ahh, hell. I figure any guy that goes over 
there is a hero, I don’t care what they did.” I 
mean that.

The Marine looks at me over the lighter flame 
as he sparks the end of another cigarette. His 
eyes are large and flat… cold even, but only for 
a moment. He takes a drag and knocks the first 
ash into the tray. He sniffs and runs his thumb 
under his nostrils. “Nothing quite like that, but I 
appreciate it, though,” he says.

“Where at in Iraq were you?” I ask.
“Ramadi.”
“Is that close to Fallujah?” I’ve always heard 

of Fallujah and Baghdad on the news. Those 
were the rough ones, I hear.

“West of Fallujah. Not too far.”
“You see any action?”
“Some,” he says.
He keeps his eyes down on the menu, his 

elbow resting on the bar, the cigarette perched 
up, its thin smoke drifts skyward. 

“Man, sometimes I wish I was your age,” I 
say. “I was madder’n hell after nine-eleven. I 
wanted to crack skulls. Everyone in town did. 
And you get to do it … go over there and do 
right by us. We’re all proud of you boys.”

“Thanks,” he says flatly. He looks up. “You a 
vet?”

“Me? No. Thought about joining. Missed the 
draft by about a year. Went to school instead 
like a dumbass. My dad was in the Army in 

World War II, fought in Italy. My uncle was in 
Korea but he was in the Air Force. My wife’s 
daddy was in the Marines, though. He fought in 
the Pacific somewhere.”

He nods and looks back at the menu. My 
tooth makes its presence known, just a slight 
touch but nothing significant … an echo, I 
guess. 

“None of my folks are veterans. I’m the first 
one,” he says.

“How long you been in?”
“Three years.”
“What are you, a sergeant?”
“Corporal.”
The Muslim-looking technician finishes in the 

dining area and walks to the bar. He hands me a 
remote.  “Back ones are hooked up,” he says.

“All right.” I look toward the TV in the back 
and flip the channels back and forth and check 
the guide. I can’t read it this far away. 

I wink at the Marine. “We got any dirty 
channels on here?” I ask

The technician smiles. “No. Not this time.”
“We got news channels?”
“That you do have. All the major ones,” he 

said. The technician walks up behind the bar 
and it makes me nervous, a rise up the spine 
whenever someone crosses the threshold. This is 
my area. I run this side of the bar. No outsiders 
allowed. It’s just a habit I have, you know? He 
goes to work getting the other two televisions 
ready. 

The Marine drops the menu on the bar. “I 
think I’m ready to order.”

“All right, what do you want?”
“I’ll take the Manhattan steak you’ve got 

here—”
“How do you want it cooked?”
“Rare,” he says. Man of my own heart. “And 

I’ll take the baked potato, loaded.”
“Sounds good,” I say. I punch in the order in 

the register and look through the food service 
window into the kitchen. Hector and Martinez 
sit on their keesters on some empty milk crates 
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over by the washbasin. Hector and Martinez is 
what I call them. When the kitchen computer 
chimes, Hector stands with a hand on his bad 
left knee, or what he says is his bad knee, and 
washes his hands in the basin. After he finishes 
he goes to work. Martinez stands, too, but he’s 
doesn’t have much to do except wash the pots 
and pans and silverware as they come through. 
They’re good ole boys for Mexicans. Good 
workers. They bust their asses for that pay.

 I sit back down in my stool and cross my 
arms. “Should be ready in a few minutes.”

“Thanks.”
“No problem at all,” I say. “So are you a 20-

year man?”
“Me?” the Marine asks with a thumb pressed 

against his chest. He laughs. “No. Not me. I’m 
doing my four and getting out.”

“Well, you oughta give it some thought,” I 
say. “Good benefits to be had in the military. 
Retirement, medical, dental, all that. Stuff don’t 
come cheap.”

He nods and looks down. “That’s true.” 
“And hell, it’s a damn job,” I say. “Can’t get a 

damn job in this country that ain’t been taken up 
by some illegal.”

“I figure I’ll go to school,” he says. “I kind of 
wouldn’t mind teaching maybe. I don’t know.”

“No, sir. Take some advice from an old man. 
Stay right where you are. Don’t leave. Don’t 
move. Save yourself the trouble. Ain’t nothing 
but problems. Got illegals taking jobs from 
good hardworking Americans, taxes run crazy, 
people on dope … hell, son, you’re living the 
good life.”

The Marine chuckles and shakes his head. He 
takes another swig of beer and mashes out his 
cigarette. 

“Maybe,” he says. 
“I’m telling you,” I say.
He looks away and I can tell he doesn’t agree. 

I don’t get these kids. They’ve got the world 
right at their goddamn fingertips (Ruthie forgive 
me), the whole future laid right out, no trouble 

at all, and they just want to toss it away. I don’t 
understand. None of my damn business though, 
I guess. He’ll learn, but it’ll probably be too 
damn late.

The Marine plays with his cell phone, flipping 
his thumb up and down on the screen, lost in 
electronic light. The black technician fiddles 
with thick cables behind the televisions. The 
Mexican cooks bang pots. The grills hiss grease 
static in the back. Snow falls outside, drifting by 
the front door, sometimes landing on the glass 
to melt and run in hard wet streaks. 

I sit on my stool and cross my arms over my 
sweater. The heater kicks on and blows warm 
air. I shut my eyes and drift off a little … just a 
little. Just a rest, something peaceful. It’s nice to 
just close your eyes sometimes and breathe. 

Something tocks hard against the counter near 
the food service window and I snap awake. My 
jaw snaps shut and the tooth explodes with pain, 
oh goddamn pain, motherf— I sit up in my stool 
as if zapped with a cattle prod. My hand goes 
for my jaw and I stand. 

“Sorry about that,” the cable guy says. He 
picks up a screwdriver from the counter. 

I moan and reach for the Orajel and drop 
the cap and leak the medicine all over the 
tooth and gums. Oh for Christ sakes where in 
hell is Megan or Sara, where in hell are they? 
I just want to go home and get in bed and 
sleep and wake up sometime after the dentist 
does whatever-the-hell he wants. Pull it out. I 
don’t care. Just get rid of the damn nuisance. 
The Marine watches the technician, and for a 
second, I don’t know… maybe his lip curls up, 
kind of. Maybe. Maybe he’d like to kill him.

Hector rings a bell and a plate of food appears 
steaming at the window. “Oh to hell with you 
and your goddamn bell.” (Sorry Ruthie.)

“Chupa mi verga,” Hector mumbles. 
“What?” I ask. Hector walks away from the 

service window. I know he said something 
smart. I can always tell. I ain’t got time for this. 
Man, I wish I could fire people. I need to talk to 
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Tyler.
I grab the plate and set it in front of the 

Marine. I set down silverware folded inside a 
napkin. 

“Need anything else?” I mumble through 
clenched teeth. He shakes his head. The bastard 
doesn’t know how good he’s got it. Free dental 
and all…

The Marine spreads butter all over the 
inside of his baked potato, loaded as it 
is with bacon and cheese and whatnot 

else. He pulls the tinfoil back with the tips of 
his fingers and mashes the whole mess with his 
fork, mixing it, chopping up the skin with his 
steak knife. 

“I’ll eat the steak last,” 
he says. 

I shrug. What difference 
does it make to me? 

My tooth settles down to 
a light dull throb. I look at 
my watch. The girls aren’t 
due in for another hour or 
so. One more hour and I 
can go on home. One more 
lousy hour.

That clumsy asshole 
Arab technician finishes 
getting the televisions 
sorted. He cleans up and hands me the 
clipboard.

“You have to sign for this,” he says. He looks 
over at the Marine a second then back to me.

“I didn’t order it. Go get Tyler to sign for it.”
“Sir, I can’t leave without a signature of some 

kind. I’ll have to take out all the equipment.”
“What happens if I sign it? Doesn’t that make 

me responsible for it?”
“No, it just means you acknowledge we were 

here and we completed the order.”
Everybody always wants you to sign 

something. Always trying to get over on 
someone. “Fine,” I say. I snatch the clipboard 

and sign it with his pen and jab him in the 
stomach with it. He looks down at the clipboard 
like a stranger then looks up at me. He takes the 
clipboard and hands me a copy of what I guess 
is the work order. I don’t take it. I point to the 
bar instead. He sets it down and pauses. I watch 
him and flash on that thirty-eight over by the 
card swipe. You think the Marine would help? 
Finally… he turns away.

“Take care, man,” he says to the Marine.
The Marine jumps up and I’ll be damned if he 

doesn’t make for the door. He stands there, and I 
swear, he holds the door open for the damn guy.

“Thanks,” the technician says.
“Yeah, see you,” Steve says softly. “Be 

careful.”
Steve sits back down. 

The bells jingle furiously 
against the door as it shuts. 
I sit back in my stool and 
rub more Orajel on the 
tooth with my finger. I put 
one television on ESPN 
and mute it and make sure 
the words show up at the 
bottom of the screen. The 
other one I click to the 
news. Some fellow in a 
suit with glasses and good 
haircut rattles off— “just 

can’t believe the administration is going to 
allow some unknown organization just take over 
the country after the people there have tossed 
out the dictator. It seems the administration 
doesn’t care much for the safety of our country 
to just allow some extremist organization to 
move in and influence politics in the region.”

The camera switches to some brunette looker 
in a blue dress—“Ok. So you’re suggesting 
then the administration take military action, or 
perhaps stronger diplomatic action? What action 
are you advocating?”

The two heads come together. The Poindexter 
speaks— “I’m saying the administration should 

“Well, it might get messy 
sometimes, but we’ll get 
the hajji bastards for you. 
Send a couple of Army 
and Marine divisions up 
from the coast toward 
Tehran … nothing to it,” 
he says.
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not allow extremist elements to take over and 
threaten the growth of democracy abroad. The 
administration has been weak on this point 
specifically…”

I nod. I like it. Something about it sounds 
right. Can’t let the bastards spread. We need to 
protect America and better to do it over there 
than here. 

“We oughta just bomb them all back to the 
Stone Age. Every last one of them. We’re gonna 
have to eventually anyway,” I say. My tooth 
flares up a little, then dies. 

The veteran has a mouthful of food. He 
swallows and slugs back beer. 

“Who?” he asks.
“All those countries over there. Those Middle 

East countries. They say they don’t support 
terrorism and all, but we both know they want 
to destroy America,” I say. I believe that, too.

He picks his teeth with his tongue behind 
closed lips. He takes another swig of beer.

“Where do you wanna start?” he asks.
“Hell, I don’t know,” I say. “Where do you 

think we should start?”
He looks at me flatly. “How about Iran?” He 

softly burps into a fist.
“Yeah,” I say. “They pretty much run the 

whole thing, don’t they?”
The Marine shrugs. He cuts into his steak. 

Pink liquid runs along the knife and the prongs 
of the fork. He lifts the piece. Steam trails up 
from the slice. He eats it and chews slowly. He 
nods and speaks from the side of his mouth. 
“Good steak.”

“How hard you figure that’d be?” I ask.
“What?”
“Iran.”
He pauses a moment then squints and shakes 

his head. “Oh, easy as hell, as far y’all are 
concerned.” 

“You think so?”
“Well, it might get messy sometimes, but 

we’ll get the hajji bastards for you. Send a 
couple of Army and Marine divisions up from 

the coast toward Tehran … nothing to it,” he 
says. He gestures with his steak knife. “We’ll 
use airpower to bomb the shit out of them. 
Hopefully we get their leadership in the first 
round. Those boys are awesome, though. 
They’ll pull it off,” he says.

“Who? The Air Force?” I ask.
“Hell yeah the Air Force, and the Navy and 

Marine pilots, too. Those boys are like surgeons 
with butcher knives. They don’t miss much.”

I lean in and put my elbows on the bar. My 
tooth doesn’t hurt so much anymore. 

“Pretty cool sight watching them bombs hit?”
“Hell yeah it is. You can hear it coming before 

it hits. You can even see it, too. And when it 
hits, man, it sends out a shockwave that blows 
right over the ground and you can feel it in your 
chest. We always cheered when they dropped 
one. And the helicopters, too … Those mean 
fuckers — excuse me, sorry — those guys are 
nasty as heck, man, just laying out tracers and 
rockets. It’s a sight to see. You could probably 
find some video on the Internet if you wanted.”

“How long you figure Iran would take?” I ask.
“Maybe a month or two. We might have 

trouble at first with their army, but my boys are 
good. I mean, we can do some real damage. 
I’m talking total destruction, and we don’t miss 
much, either. Oh sure, we might get a civilian 
here and there, maybe a kid, which sucks, but to 
hell with it, right? What difference does it make, 
right?”

 I sit up and place my hands on the edge 
of the bar. “Well… I don’t know,” I say. “We 
shouldn’t be killing civilians, right? Like kids 
and whatnot. I mean I’m not much for Muslims 
and all, but I don’t know about killing kids and 
all.”

He brushes me off. “Don’t worry, we’ll pay 
them. In a lot of those countries a dead goat 
costs more than a dead person, anyway.” He 
hovers over his plate and slices off another piece 
of steak. He chews and swallows it. He laughs. 
“I mean, they’re not really people. Not in God’s 
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eyes, anyway, right?”
My tooth sends pain into my jaw and across 

my gums. I don’t know how I feel anymore 
about this boy, you know? He snaps his fingers 
and looks and points up into the air, registering 
an idea.

“We’ll go to Pakistan, too. Get those bastards 
straightened out finally. Maybe to Syria and 
Egypt. Heck, Saudi Arabia, too. North Korea? 
Why not?” he says. He chomps another large 
hunk of steak into his mouth, biting hard with a 
snarling smile. 

My tooth aches and burns. I snort a little. 
“I don’t know… sounds like it might be a bit 
much.” I grab a rag and start wiping the bar 
down. 

“Shit, no,” he says. “We can manage it. We’re 
made to order. You guys want us over there, 
we’ll go. We’ll go over there in rotations, just 
like we do now. Seven months over, seven 
months back. I dunno, maybe some guys will 
have to stay there longer, but we’ll build big 
bases with McDonalds and Burger Kings 
with shopping malls and swimming pools and 
Wednesday night salsa dance lessons. Ship over 
Toby Keith and we’ll have concerts. Keith is 
still touring, right?”

“I’m not even sure—.” Where the hell is the 
night bartender? Is it Sara tonight or Megan? 
Maybe it’s Megan. I wipe the far end of the bar. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he calls to me. “We’ll 
find someone else. You just make sure we have 
plenty of ammunition and chow and keep the 
pay rolling in and we’ll kill anyone you want, 
any of you.” He waves around the empty bar 
with his steak knife.

“To be honest you don’t want us back here, 
anyway… too much trouble. We like to drink 
and fight too much. At least a lot of my friends 
do. We’re better over there.”

He points to the cooks lounging in the back 
and takes another bite of steak. “In fact, they 
can come with me. We can sign them up right 
today. Just take them down to the recruiting 

office and get them to sign on the line. Hell, I 
bet they don’t even have to sign anymore, just 
leave their mark or something. It’s probably just 
a checkbox on a form now, anyway. They can 
probably sign up online.”

I stand turned partly away from the man 
and look up at the television. I figure maybe 
the news’ll have something on the Powerball. 
What’s it up to now? Four-hundred million? 
Five? Boy, I tell you, me and Ruthie could use a 
piece of that.

“But don’t you worry about us, though. 
We’re good. And I mean it, too. We’ll get the 
job done. You guys just relax and watch it all 
on television. You just watch it all and watch 
us go to work and we’ll get you guys what 
you want, all of it, every last little bit. We’ll 
carve out whole cities. Just burn them right 
to the goddamn ground. Ever see what white 
phosphorus does? How about a tank shell? 
Well… no matter, we can do it. Just come on 
in with the money and get schools built up and 
hospitals. Get the people sorted out and on our 
side with soccer balls and textbooks,” he says. 
“It’s easy.”

My tooth pounds. I rub in more Orajel. I turn 
to face the Marine. He looks at me, eyes wide 
and alive, clicking fires. The corners of his 
mouth are turned down in a smirk, maybe. Or 
maybe he’s just sick, or about to get sick. The 
light vanishes from his eyes, like maybe he’s 
sad or something. Tired, maybe. I don’t know. 
But anyway, I never asked for all that. Who 
wants to hear all that? I don’t want to hear all 
that. I look back at the television. 

He saws off another piece of steak. He rolls it 
around the brown and pink juices. He looks at 
his watch. “Lemme go ahead and get the check 
if you don’t mind,” he says.

“Sure thing, buddy.” I hustle to the register 
and punch up the orders minus those free beers. 
The bill prints and I tuck it into a black fold and 
slide it next to him. 

“Whenever you’re ready.” Hopefully now.



69

He finishes his steak and beer in silence and 
lights a cigarette. He watches the television with 
smoke drifting across his face. Or maybe he 
doesn’t watch it; maybe he just stares at it like 
I sometimes see Ruthie do when she’s thinking 
about other things or watching Jeopardy and 
doesn’t know the question. He looks at me then 
flares his nostrils and exhales smoke in a long 
heavy sigh and mashes his cigarette out in the 
ashtray. He pulls his wallet out and sets it on the 
bar then stops. 

He smiles and holds up the bill.
“Tell you what. We’ll do everything I said. No 

problem at all,” he says. “All you have to do, 
though, is take care of this bill.”

I blink. I blink again and look at the veteran, 
his face flat and serious, eyes hard. My tooth 
aches and my lips part to say something, maybe, 

but I kind of just want him to leave. I ain’t got 
time for this… another crazy kid. I have to see 
them in here every weekend about. 

His face breaks into a grin. He laughs lightly. 
“No, no, I’m just giving you a hard time, Jim. 
I got it,” he says. He opens his wallet and lays 
down a pair of fresh green bills. I breathe and 
sort it out at the register and lay the change 
down. 

“Keep the change. Go get that tooth fixed,” he 
says. 

“Thanks. I will,” I say. “You take care of 
yourself.”

The Marine doesn’t say a word, which is 
perfect. He smiles and turns and walks out into 
the cold with snow sticking to the glass, the 
damn bells on the door handle jingling. 
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At sunrise, he looked across 
barbed wire toward the 
west. He liked to see the 
sun paint the colors of the 
country, to see the sun 

erase the dark and draw the clear lines 
of things, like an artist on canvas. He 
saw irrigation ditches and huts appear 
out of the depths. He heard the sound of 
helicopter blades whumping across the 
camp. He smoked a cigarette and walked 
back to his hooch. The other men were 
waiting, too.

  “Where you been?” Steve Best said.
   “You keeping track? Taking a shit. 

You want to go with me next time?” he 
answered.

   “A little touchy this fine morning, 
aren’t we,” Wendall Jack said. “All 
together now—”

   “1 – 2 – 3 fuck it!” they shouted in 
unison, their All for One and One for All. 

   The truck came and took them to the 
helicopter.

   The takeoff always excited him. 
He loved the feel of lightness at the 
beginning of flight, to watch the ground 

fall—escaping the Earth.  
   Cleve Rivers chewed gum, his jaws 

flexing fast as his heartbeat. Erskine 
Nugent had a wad of tobacco in his 
cheek and no place to spit. And the 
others, too, sat staring through the metal 
skin of the helicopter, toward places far 
away.  

   Twenty-eight minutes later, they were 
on the ground.

   “Out! Out! Out!”
   They sprinted away from the 

helicopter. Even above the din, he heard 
a bullet splat against its metal skin; 
Jesus-God, they have us already.

   The helicopter lifted away, blowing a 
small hurricane around them. 

  “Move up, goddammit!”
  A muffled explosion and a scream. In 

the corner of his eye, he saw arms and 
legs twisting and turning, flying through 
the air, a cartwheel; a carnival clown—
speckled red—tumbled through the sky. 
The sun was straight above them now, 
a blinding yellow ball washing out the 
colors of the country, erasing all the 
lines.

COLORS OF THE COUNTRY
By Gene Hines
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The heat was a rancid, sweat-soaked 
blanket smothering him the moment 
he jumped down from the helicopter 
door. He hitched up his olive drab 
canvas duffel and his backpack and 

stared across the airstrip, a metal grate pressed 
into the unending sea of red earth. 

Through the shimmering haze in the distance, 
round-topped mountains printed themselves 
against the sky.

On the airstrip, a voice was bellowing over the 
incessant thumping of the thick air by the blades 
of dozens of choppers, 

 “Fall in on me! Like today, ladies!”
He took his place in a ragged line of the 

sleepy-eyed, grousing soldiers. They were 
from different parts of America, fresh from 
stateside Basic Training. They were replacement 
personnel, fresh fodder for the big green Army 
machine.

The depot staff processed the arriving troops, 
feeding them piecemeal out to dozens of field 
units, where they suffered the fate of being the 
most recent entry on the unit’s morning report. 
The assignments were made on the basis of what 
the units in the field needed that week, not on 
what branch of the Army a soldier was from, or 
what his advanced training had been. 

A cigar-chomping Staff Sergeant in battle dress 
greeted them. 

“Welcome to your new life in the ‘Nam. 

Collect your gear, and then follow me to that 
there hut over yonder,” he said as he pointed to a 
squat metal building a football field away.

“Y’all just have 364 and a wake up to go,” said 
the Sergeant, looking back at them and laughing 
huskily, as they followed him in a ragged line, 
humping their packs and gawking around at this 
beehive of diesel-fumed activity.

He awoke after a fitful sleep, his first 
night in country. Following breakfast, 
he reported for orientation briefings and 

a series of “Listen up, this could save your life” 
lectures delivered by a parade of senior NCOs 
and company grade officers, captains mostly. 
None of the briefers expressed any interest in the 
soldiers in front of them, who were sitting like 
stunned mullets and not taking any notes. They 
had heard this claptrap many times before, back 
in the States.

The briefers offered up their mindlessly 
rehearsed lines, from enemy activity in the 
region, field sanitation, to how to write a letter 
home, to the weather.  The jokes were stale and 
tasteless, and the gallows humor the old hands 
among the briefers affected was insincere. 

The newly arrived soldiers were nameless 
“new guys,” and since this was a way station for 
troops on their way to the field, why should the 
depot cadre invest any energy in getting friendly 
with them? They would be gone in a few days.

FIRST PATROL
By Michael P. Lambert
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He tried desperately to stay awake for the 
lectures, but the droning voices put him to sleep. 
The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the 
ventilation was laughable, despite the attempt at 
air conditioning, and staying awake was a losing 
battle.

A rangy, raw-boned, and sundried First 
Sergeant walked in the room, his black and 
yellow Air Cav “horse shoulder” patch that 
advertised, “I am a member of the Army’s best 
fighting division. Look upon my insignia and be 
envious.” 

  “Let’s get down to the OK corral,” he 
announced.“And we will get to take our first 
walk in the park, where I will unlearn you all the 
crap on how to walk patrol that you picked up at 
some Boy Scout camp in Arkansas from some 
clueless banana bar who couldn’t find his ass 
with both hands.”

The following week, at his new infantry unit 
in I Corps, in the far north of South Vietnam, he 
reported for duty. He accepted the fact that he 
was just another grunt, and with the customary 
fatalism of every grunt in this long war, which 
had been dragging on for over 4 years, he knew 
the futility of trying to escape his assigned role.

As a new guy, the other men—boys, more 
accurately—in his squad had not bothered to 
ask his name or where he was from, affecting a 
nonchalant attitude toward him that said that it 
didn’t matter whether he was there or not. Until 
he had survived in a combat zone for at least a 
month, until he had proved himself in a firefight, 
he would remain an expendable cog in the 
machine.

His father’s parting words to him as he left 
the boarding area for his flight to his induction 
center was pointed: “Under no circumstances 
should you ever volunteer for anything. And 
don’t try to be a hero.”

It was his first patrol in the bush. He was 
walking alone, out on the flank, through 
the jungle on a squad-sized patrol. He was 

thankful he was not near the “dead zone” of the 
patrol, the place where the RTO, the guy with 
the radio pack on his back, scrambled to stay 
next to the patrol leader, in this case a Second 
Lieutenant, who was a primary target for most 
sniper ambushes, or so the accepted wisdom 
among the veterans of such patrols held. The 
radio antenna, even bent in half as it was today, 
was a virtual invitation for the snipers to shoot 
the guy next to the RTO, the guy with the 
binoculars around his neck and the .45 on his 
hip. The patrol leader.

It was hot, incessantly humid and as still as a 
cathedral nave. Invisible insects were feasting 
on the exposed arms and necks of the soldiers, in 
standard combat patrol intervals, as they quietly 
moved through the bush in thoughtful steps. 

He was lost in thought, having been walking 
alone for nearly two hours, over 20 yards 
out on the flank of the single-file procession, 
experiencing a pleasant reverie about hunting 
ruffed grouse with his father in Western 
Pennsylvania, this time last year. 

He was told by his fire team leader to be on the 
alert for trip wires, land mines, punji stake holes 
and any kind of movement in the trees.

But thinking about grouse hunting won out 
over these mundane tasks.

You never really saw grouse; you simply shot 
at the sound of them, exploding from the cover 
of thick hemlocks when you walked up on them. 
The last thing you do in bird hunting, he was 
taught, was to aim your shotgun. You won’t hit 
anything if you aim. You must feel the target, 
and let your sixth sense take control of your 
actions.

His boot slipped off the side of a tree root, and 
he was jolted back to the jungle. He froze, his 
M-16 at port arms, with the selector switch on 
full auto, and strained to hear where his patrol 
was. There was only silence and heat.

He saw that he was at the bottom of a well-
worn trail, edged on each side by thick jungle 
that sloped gently upward, away from where he 
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was standing. He knew in an instant that he had 
wandered too far away from the squad. There 
would be hell to pay. He could see or hear no 
one.

He stood stock-still and sensed movement 
coming down the trail, seconds before he saw 
him.

A young boy, surely a VC partisan, dressed in 
black pajamas, with a conical straw hat hanging 
down his back, wearing sandals cut from truck 
tires, was bouncing down the trail toward him 
on a bike, maybe 45 yards away, but coming on 
fast.

The boy was jamming his feet on the ground, 
trying to stop. Viet Cong bikes, he was told by 
somebody, had no brakes. At the same time, the 
VC boy was grabbing his rifle sling, trying to get 
his AK-47 that was slung on his back and into 
firing position, all the while steering the bike 
with one hand and trying to stop the bike. 

He stared into the face of his enemy, who was 
now fully arrested in place and looking straight 
at him. The boy’s AK-47 was now down off his 
shoulder and coming up to a firing position in a 
rehearsed, smooth movement.

He could feel his heart beating through his 
soaked fatigues, could feel the sweat trickle 

down his temples, could hear a roar, like a 
waterfall cascade, in his ears, and could see the 
fear in the coal black, crystalline eyes of the boy 
before him.

It seemed an eternity as they faced each other, 
frozen forever in time. 

Without thinking, without feeling, 
without conscience, he felt himself 
squeezing the M-16 trigger, hearing 

three quick popping sounds, watching as the 
high velocity bullets stitched his adversary 
across the chest in tiny explosions of red mist 
against the black cloth, the rounds of lead 
tumbling end over end on impact through the 
chest cavity, catapulting the rider backwards off 
the bike and forever into his mind.          

It has been 43 years since his confrontation 
with a death delivered at his hands, a 
moment in time that took place at the foot of 

a mountain trail in a far-away place in a time he 
cannot quite envision any longer.

He closes his eyes and tries desperately to 
escape into sleep every night. But the terror-
stricken face of his long-ago enemy is always 
there to greet him, staring his cold-eyed stare.
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 While formally trained in music, with a terminal degree and over twen-
ty years of experience as an educator and classical performer, Tif Holmes is 
currently most active as a photographic artist and writer. Her visual repertoire 
ranges from landscapes and portraiture to abstract and conceptual works, each 
piece created with a photographic voice that speaks of life’s gentle beauty and 
the truth of suffering. Tif ’s creative activity and research interests include artic-
ulating traumatic experience through visual images, “found” or photo-manipu-
lated words, memory studies and post-traumatic stress disorder, and visual sto-
rytelling. She recently completed an eight-year enlistment in the United States 
Army. 
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