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Editor’s Note
They came from all places and from all backgrounds. Each came
for his or her own reasons to serve a shared purpose. They brought
their unique perspectives with them, too. We were a melting pot, and
what we imparted upon one another in terms of experience and ways
of seeing the world has made us better human beings.
While I could be referring to military service, instead I am
discussing the poets, writers, and artists that came together to
produce this volume. Our contributors come from all walks of life even from beyond the grave. Dillion Naslund penned “Once Again to
Be a Little Boy” months before he ended his life after a long battle
with post-traumatic stress. But, he left a small part of himself with us
before departing. This collection of voices and visions come together
to paint a richly complex portrait of the human condition in a military
context. We are honored to share them with you. We hope you’re
intrigued, touched, and even moved. Above all, we hope you enjoy.
David P. Ervin
April 29, 2015
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Poetry
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Once Again To Be a Little Boy
‡
Dillion Naslund

Dog faced are we Soldiers
Only a cross section of the meek masses forced by necessity
to do the extraordinary
All among us the weak and the hopeless, yet driven to
heights of greatness by this sense of duty
For we all are proud to have suffered this burden
together, alone
It’s a priceless honor you can’t get without being selfless
It will never be found priced together amongst low
budget electronics or twenty-one flavors of ice cream
This gift cannot by paradoxical coincidence be bought
Yet we few pay such a heavy price in hopes that our
efforts might keep children, now yet just little boys,
from having to decide their innocence and lust for life
may best be sacrificed
If only for the hopes that down the road soon, the deserving
youth might actually get the opportunity to grow up
young, happy, and sparkling with the glint of a million
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possibilities
Their dotted eyes found only in those allowed to dream
without consequence
To sleep one night without waking in a cold sweat…
if only for one night to once again be a little boy…

(Note: This poem is published posthumously at the request of Lisa
and Jeff Naslund, the author’s parents, to raise awareness about the
epidemic of veteran suicides. Dillon Naslund took his own life on
December 10, 2012.)
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Anguish
‡
Glenn Roesener
Mother's anguish bleeds
from the body of a mother's son dying
Through the stream of a mother's soul
tears turn to pools, pools into streams.
Streams into torrents
wretched life wasted, wretched cry wasted - wretched
Anguish is the sound of the torrent through her torn soul.
Raging in the ears of those who didn't know.
Still don't know.
Won't ever know.
Son's anguish sneaks
out the back alley, down the lane, out to the highway
The sound of grief and failure suppressed,
the soul pushed down the asphalt way
motor off
the crunch and pop of loose gravel its only voice.
Until its final grief explodes, pent-up breath,
becomes the sound of the machine jamming through gears
The empty night highway has no more dreams,
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running away
Rider's soul flutters, torn, to the pavement behind,
Anguish is the fading sound of anger, rounding the distant corner,
gone.
Not holding back, never looking back.
Never.
Looking back.
Father's anguish
never spoken, never open
always borne, never born,
bears the pain of mother's anguish
bears the blame for children's anguish
wears the sound of anguish in his eyes
no one hears the scream
of such pain as no single soul can bear
it flutters in the wind without a sound like a drum-skin, torn.
Anguish is the sound of his silence
Beaten, in the presence of hope.
Torn, in the presence of pride.
Soundless in the presence of joy.
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Grunt
‡
John Saylor
Volunteered to win the war; ignored the
news. Who was keeping score?
High school sweetie: a Teenage Queen
traded for an M-16.
Humping the boonies with a plan:
Intervals between each man;
survival’s edge marked by extra
frags, colored smoke, and
fifteen mags.
Suffocation, killing
heat, ringworm itch, and
soggy feet.
“Mission’s sacred.”
“We’re on track.”
“Take that hill.”
“Now give it back.”
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“Arty short round.”
They’re losing trust and digging deeper.
“They’ll adjust.”
Walking point was the warrior
Sporting a K-bar as the last resort.
“Hearts and minds.”
We’re making nice.
“Leave the rations.”
“Take the rice.”
Give and take from village
elders whose side depends on
who or what they can hide.
“Rounds incoming!”
“Someone’s hit!”
Shouting. Shooting. In “the shit” where
The AKs were tracking, the shrapnel
Cracking, and I peed my pants.
“Airstrike, inbound!”
What’s the fuss?
Will they know it’s them—or us?
“Charlie’s leaving.”
Post-fight jitters and napalm
perfume: “Crispy critters.”
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Night security, noises, and scares.
Stars and Stripes: “We Won the Fight!”
(“But stay inside the wire at night.”)
Going home.
Gave all I’ve got.
Souvenir’d with jungle rot.
Spared the wounds—the body bag.
Wiser now.
Next war comes, they’re sending you.
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The RPG
‡
Andrew Jones
They say you can hear it coming,
The RPG. I used to agree until the day
It hit me like that moment you realize
Your parents had sex the day you were conceived.
An instant of surprise which stopped time and
Although I was lifted up, the moment was
Not so uplifting. Brick became dust and
Silence became silent as combat became clear.
To the Gunner who saw me—this life
Or the next—we’ll meet again. I want to
Say I’ll return your rocket,
But chances are
I’ll shake your hand.
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Façade
‡
Dennis Underwood
I come and I go, I come and I go,
And the face I wear can only stare.
By day and by night I do what is right
But nothing is there; no, nothing is there.
There is no light as through the night
I come and I go, I come and I go.
I’m locked deep inside, but I cannot hide.
I bow and smile through unending whiles
Of hoping they’ll know, of fearing I’ll show.
Through wearying miles, I stumble through aisles
Of people who go and never will know
I’m locked deep inside, but I cannot hide.
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Gingko Tree
‡
Dennis Underwood
I sit in the shade of the gingko tree,
The valley spread out below.
I look, but my eyes do not see
The eagle flying high and free,
As he did in the world I used to know.
I sit in the shade of the gingko tree
Remembering that you loved me.
As long as my heart beats, I cannot go.
I look, but my eyes do not see.
The soldiers came from a thousand li
To rip us apart and strike a killing blow.
I sit in the shade of the gingko tree,
And all I have left is this book you gave to me,
The cover was broken by a soldier’s bow.
I look, but my eyes do not see.
Now it means all that life my can ever be.
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A broken book, my head bent low.
I sit in the shade of the gingko tree,
I look, but my eyes do not see.
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Five-Hour Energy
‡
Larissa Douglass
I.
A bomb at an embassy somewhere
Reminds me of you
At four a.m., driving to nowhere,
Asphalt solitude.
Your canceled dates, a missed interview
Warn with this journey
That you're letting go, and driving back
No sleep, hour forty
The invasion of Baghdad soundtrack
Truck speakers pound back
Ear-popping pressure, tank treads engage
Metal grinds and time
Rotates. Your exhausted brain upstaged,
By radial climb
So tired. Exhaust breathes, the motor whines
Anti-aircraft hiss
As You Were: The Military Review
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Takes you offramp, gas station beacon,
For a machine gun piss
On a decade's dreams, caffeine staking
Your heart, reawakened.
Cash out nightmares with Five-Hour Energy.
Drink five a.m. relief
From dawn's sweating, charred-skull memory.
Suicidal grief
Surrenders in dreamless, cortex relief
To legal bottles
Of amino acids, vitamins.
Dilated pupils
Glaze over dead friends in sandbagged fluorescence.
When flashback presence
Jump starts your sterile departure,
When a drive to liberty
Is better than shrinks, pills, bars, the ladder
To responsibility Your body goes, your mind stays in captivity.
Five-Hour Energy
Kills nightmares, takes you other places.
Your dead family "Like peons in a tragedy, who made bad choices."
Did you escape this?
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The military freed you from bayou shame.
Your dad taught you to fly
Your mom taught you to drink hurricanes.
Buzz cut runaway
Your hair grew back, streaked shocks of grey.
Your mom's never did.
Before she passed, no care in this world
Clouded the dashboard.
Girlfriends soared to blowjob altitude,
California prepared
You for desert sweat, Mojave sky.
Mindful government
Trained you in Death Valley prophecy;
Agent of judgment,
Freedom's arm and live vengeful weapon.
No mock madinah
Waited beneath eastern desert's scrutiny
Naïve Crusader
Hypervigilant, frayed humanity,
Your guts mortared nightly.
Shipped you home, post-tour,
Two worlds in secret sleep suspending,
'Til Baghdad horror
Rammed through the roadblocks, through Prazosin,
Hydrocodone double vision:
As You Were: The Military Review
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Fentanyl homeland security,
Ambien green zone,
Chronic pain prescription poetry.
Propranalol veteran
Cranked on army stock, V. A. depression.
No drug can replace
Love realized, sex repressurized.
But no love eliminates
Panic of the possessed and terrorized.
Faith cannot neutralize
Puddled brains congealed in X-ray sun
Boy's eye left open
In rigid judgment, your companion
On suburban return
Grocery carts, lawn mower blade cuts crimson.
Two worlds at six
Grace God's absence and counsel silenced
Murder sleeps in dreaming fists
Naked nights of loneliness, taut defense,
Survival, the unconfessed
Guilt of your empty, camouflaged shell.
Congratulated
For your boxstore mojo, pretend normal.
Nerves become separate
© Military Experience & the Arts, Inc.

Soft fibres hang, dangling delicate.
You miss brothers dead.
Through days of patchworked time flow. You don't know
How you got here? - Did
You drive here? How'd you get a front row
Seat, back to Baghdad now,
Baby? Draining Five-Hour Energy
Protean chronic pain
You're cavalry waiting for the cavalry.
The clock dawns seven:
Out of body you float, spectral sane.
Suicide watch walls
You're scared now you'll never get better
Gun retorts bleed your soul,
Change you within, change you forever.
Doctors uncover
The shaking, cold, ominous feeling
Of life shutting down
Explosions flashback, despair sinking
Webs of death all round
Five-Hour Energy - four bottles drawn.
Escape overdrive
Rev the engine, gas station oasis
Fuels the will to live
As You Were: The Military Review
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Signs recede in dawn's early darkness,
Prove through night's promise
That you are still here. Vacuums created,
Must be filled. You won't risk it,
So I will. Snowed your doctors, trial tested
They released you sick,
Before you met me, egg-shell optimistic.
Showed me trust with your battleface And rabid wolf pledges.
New love was just another catalyst,
A dream on the edges
Of sweet arrows that love's young god fledges.
You can't call our proximity vigil
Post-combat romance.
No love invests in bankrupt capital.
Faint hope entranced us,
But no lipstick melts on burning tanks.
No Southern charm bluff
Sees action in Operation Meltdown.
Adoration lust,
You're all survival readiness handsome,
My last pregnant sanctum.
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II.
I wanted you to admit
A love enough to submit
To life without traumas.
But hearts change like channels.
Each day, world summits
Play cameras for bullets.
You asked me how I understand?
I had a friend, brilliant,
Not afraid of mangles
In the engines and the gears.
They called him embedded,
They called him a prince.
Now, I see where you're headed
And I call on your fears.
You remind me of him.
Jump out planes on a whim,
Leap off bridges, fearless,
Deaf in the distance,
Terror transmuted, to save an idea,
Not of honour, or duty, or freedom.
Nor money, nor vengeance.
It's an exchange: life for courage.
He died in Afghanistan,
Roadside bomb carrion.
And I knew when he died
The world's hopes altered
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His big promise magnified
Like that! He was gone.
His father died in a year,
Heartbreak loss could not heal.
Tributes sang our sorrows,
He bore death's golden laurels.
We all had promise, sure,
His path was higher, brighter, purer.
His fate seemed unmistakable He was irreplaceable.
Someone who could turn ideas into facts
Scribe of future social contracts.
So much knowledge and potential;
When he died,
I saw the debt, the differential,
The burden that the loss exacts.
I loved you and found a voice
For him. We have no choice We who survive. We live in their place
We run their race,
As well as our own.
We dream upside down,
Where everything's wrong.
Cross that line, never belong,
Pieces no longer fit as planned.
It does not matter: I understand
This differential imperative.
© Military Experience & the Arts, Inc.

I reflect his light divergent.
A fallen man's representative
Honours what he could have been.
Remember your men's example.
Wear well their bloodied mantle.
Know their missions had there been no war.
Find that other, better world,
They wait ahead, at higher elevations,
They light our future in all its calculations.
Your eight o'clock reminder
Recalls you're still a soldier.
Turn back on that road,
That loops back to Baghdad,
Where predetermined conditions
Delivered detainee shocks,
And broadcast tortured apparitions
Of bravado's disgrace. Now look ahead:
Your men greet dawn's visitor,
The morning's stellar nightcomer.
Piercing brightness fires the mountains
The sun climbs the valley, the throat of the plains.
Your men light your road,
Stay with you at each relapse episode.
Ghosted by sin in homeland's desert
Make for the signal point of rebirth,
On your night drive to a new life.
Strike nine, I rise in firm belief
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I'll meet you at the city's gate
To embrace the man who ends his struggle,
Who invades that mined road way
And arrives in a different capital.
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Holographic Angels
‡
Barbara Harsh
Long octopus legs, gradually accelerating venom
Released from the holographic glow like a long awakening
to the heart of your unnamed torture.
Move forward. No permission required. Set free from the madness
Masked as an angel.
Anger and venom, sharp and silent. Spits at the one with elephant
memory. Witness to the dramas, lies and stories. A vortex we orbit.
Fear is the shadowy substance spun invisibly. Cures are illusions.
The
illness is not in us.
Drama sustained without cause through sheer will and loud voices
that
leave the smell of fear everywhere.
Relentless shards remain. Too many weepless hours endured.
Bitter the lessons. Lost, losses, good-byes.
Story shards removed one by one
Centuries of story fold into moments
As You Were: The Military Review
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Many Minutes
‡
Ryan A. Barry
Sometimes I miss my many minutes of fame
Followed by my hours of unfelt shame
When my mind would be numb to the surrounding world’s games
Games on love, games on money and games on success
Games of anxiety and games on depression,
But when during these times
I felt no stress.
My body of calmness without motion
Concentrating on the soothing noise of soft silence
I did
Like those of the waves of the ocean
Which is
Crashing in softly and pulling away again
Beating like my slow beating heart within
When the only feeling I felt through my veins
Was that of a feeling which had no pain
When my body was flushed with temperatures both of warm and hot
But when sometimes
it was always
in my body I was not
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When pupils became the size of ending marks to a
small print sentence
And all that could be described was a
pure relaxing essence
My senses would heighten then quickly fade away
It is often
Oh how I miss
What I know now
As my many minutes of shame
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Quetiapine Me a Lullaby
‡
Travis L. Martin
Quetiapine me a lullaby
With cochlear curses that
Oscillate deeper and deeper until
Sertraline nerves expose
The grey-spectrum of
Venlafaxine’s optic nerve.
The Jack of Clubs’s clutch on
The larynx strangles profanity, forcing
Empty eye-sockets to stare lock-fixed
At hollow spectaculars, echoing sounds
Of the necrotic chokes
“Clonaz,” “Alpraz,” and “Hydrox.”
The inhibited serotonin spectrum
Paves over bone in grey asphalt flesh.
False flesh feels except for the memories
Left in the marrow, memories burning
Brilliant through flesh and time, taunting,
“I will break your fucking mold.”
© Military Experience & the Arts, Inc.

Non-Fiction
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A Memory of Gentleness

‡
Paul Roberts
I met Joseph Blanco in August of 2003 on Iraq's border with Iran.
My armored cavalry troop was in the midst of a four-month mission
scanning the infiltration routes into Iraq, intercepting religious
pilgrims as they braved the minefields, heat, and lack of water to
reach the Shia holy cities of Najaf and Karbala. One evening I
overheard soldiers in our sister scout platoon talking about a new
private they had just received who was a black belt. As a martial arts
student, I was intrigued, and walked across the perimeter to find him.
His platoon sergeant pointed me in the right direction and I found
Blanco sitting with the rest of his Bradley Fighting Vehicle crew on
25mm ammo crates. He wore all his gear, like a new private should,
but underneath that Kevlar and gear I could see he had a round,
cherubic face, a wispy Hispanic mustache, small hands with scars on
the knuckles, and a beaming smile that lit up when I asked him about
his black belt. He must have found it strange that a platoon leader and
lieutenant would seek him out and ask him about Hapkido under a
waning Iraqi sunset, but he seemed grateful and flattered by my
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interest and we talked long into the deepening gloom about our
shared passion for the martial arts.
I told him that I had studied a little Taekwondo, but that I had
really enjoyed my time in Stillwater, Oklahoma, studying Jeet Kun Do
under Sifu Ladell Elliot. Though he hadn't studied Jeet Kun Do,
Blanco shared my admiration of Bruce Lee’s methods and
philosophies, particularly his practice of determining what was useful
in an art and discarding the rest—continually adapting and learning.
Blanco told me he was a first-degree black belt in Hapkido and had
studied in California. I could see the passion in his eyes as he spoke
reverently about the discipline. As a rule, my 1st “Red” Scout Platoon
and his 3rd “Blue” Scout Platoon generally operated away from each
other in order to cover more ground while conducting reconnaissance,
but I asked him if he was interested in training and sparring with me
when our platoons found ourselves together. That very night Blanco
and I squared up in the sandy soil behind a protective ring of Bradley
Fighting vehicles and began what would become an unlikely
friendship.
After that first meeting I didn’t see much of Blanco for the next
couple of months. The searing days and more tolerable nights became
a blur as we traversed the rough terrain of the border, searching out
groups of men, women, and children as they attempted to sneak past
us in the dark. A bit of my soul fell away into a dark place as I turned a
deaf ear again and again to the women’s wailing and pleading when
they realized we were taking them back to the Iranian checkpoints.
Sometimes our Kiowa helicopter pilots would spot single bodies, the
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elderly who had succumbed to heatstroke. I don’t know if the time on
the border affected Blanco like it did me. We never spoke about it.
Hapkido means “the way of coordinated power”—a quiet, smooth
potential for violence. I witnessed this in Blanco when he and I first
did some serious drilling and sparring In October 2003. We had
consolidated as a Troop at Forward Operating Base Campbell, a
sprawling, half-built Republican Guard complex consisting of square
concrete buildings, gutted inside, with the ever-present sand drifting
through the open doorways and windows. The new Iraqi Army was
being trained on the FOB, and brand new barracks and buildings were
being constructed. Bravo troop occupied some of these new billets for
a few weeks. It was nice: tile floors, fluorescent lights, running water,
and toilets. More importantly, it gave Blanco and me a clean, private
place to drill. We stacked our weapons and tossed our desert
camouflage blouses into a corner. Everything was white—the tile
floor, the freshly painted walls, the clapboard ceiling, and the harsh
fluorescent lights. Even the salt sweat stains on our filthy brown tshirts. Blanco was a patient teacher. He explained that ordinarily
someone just starting to study Hapkido would begin learning very
basic fundamentals. But due to our current circumstances, he
accelerated our drills. He showed me how to manipulate joints in the
fingers, wrist, and elbows. He would grab my hands in his powerful,
blunt fingers, step smoothly to the side, and my shoulder would
suddenly scream in protest.
I thought I knew about fighting. I had studied a little here and
there, knew I could take a punch, and knew I could wrestle. Sparring
with Blanco, I realized I knew nothing. What we were doing was not
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about fighting, but about ending fights. On the border my platoon had
broken up a riot of desperate pilgrims rushing to board the decrepit
trucks we had scrounged to take them to the detainee point; I
distinctly remember struggling with a scrawny, screeching old man as
he pummeled his way past me. In the end I had to repeatedly punch
him in the kidneys to make him let go of the grip he had on the truck’s
railing. I thought of that old man and my inability to put him down
without resorting to clumsy violence as I squared off with Blanco
under the fluorescent lights; I pictured a more efficient, quicker way
to subdue him. I imagined a cleaner, crisper, more easily understood
end to the story that was unfolding around us.
Other soldiers laughed at us when they saw us throwing each
other around. Some scoffed, most were puzzled, but a few were
interested and wanted to know what we were doing. Blanco
incorporated them into our drills. He would teach anyone who wanted
to learn. Most would test him in their own way, but the result was
always the same. Blanco would pursue them with a stolid grace, his
expression still and inward, his small hands quick and decisive. I was
scared of him like that.
We didn’t have long at FOB Campbell. In November we moved to
Tikrit, Saddam’s hometown. We loaded our tanks and Bradleys in the
dark and began the long road march in the early light as the sun
peeked over the black smudges from the brick factory to the East. I
didn’t see much of Blanco in the ensuing months. I was too busy
leading patrols with my platoon, searching for Improvised Explosive
Devices (IEDs) and the men who built them or emplaced them. It was
muddy, cold work. November and December in Iraq means rain, and
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rain means higher chances to get your Bradley stuck, higher chances
that you're sleeping under a leaky part of the tent.
The Euphrates divided the city proper and the eastern suburbs,
and we patrolled these suburbs at night—huge columns of armored
vehicles growling down the paved streets. We would stop on street
corners and sit quietly in the dark, scanning with our night vision
through a sleepy green haze, hoping to find somebody stupid enough
to come out. They rarely did. Again I put my hands on people as we
dragged women, children, and old men into the streets at night,
shoving their own blankets in their hands to ward off the cold,
shepherding them to the side so we could shoot 120mm tank rounds
into their houses, destroying them. It was supposed to be a message to
the male insurgents who lived there, but they were long gone before I
even kicked open the door. One old woman spat on me as I dragged
her out.
In January we picked up and moved again, to Balad. We were
beginning to feel like regular vagabonds, true cavalry, more at home
in the saddle than anywhere else. More rain, more cold, more raids.
Raids are best done at night, harnessing the primal fear of the dark.
Less eloquently, you want to catch them sleeping. Nothing compares
to the blood pumping through your veins as you lead a grim, running
file through the dark towards the target house. Nothing compares to
the unique terror of wondering whether or not someone is waiting for
you on the other side of the door.
We came home in April 2004. I spent a month at Walter Reed
hospital being treated for Leishmaniasis, a disease carried by sand
flies. Blanco did too. Back at Fort Hood we started training again. He
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lived upstairs above our Troop Headquarters. After work I would meet
him in his barracks room and we would work out. Blanco was in his
element there, a true instructor. We started from the beginning this
time, working on the fundamentals, kicking and punching with his
small collection of pads, everything done under the approving gaze of
his many Bruce Lee posters. Away from Iraq I found the time and
inclination to appreciate the many ironies of our situation—I smiled at
the strange, sometimes panicked looks of the enlisted guys hanging in
the hallways. Was I there for a surprise barracks inspection? I
marveled at the cleanliness of Blanco’s barracks room. And I laughed
the first time I saw him in civilian clothes. No particular reason; it just
takes you aback the first time you see it. But the realities of life in
garrison were beginning to sink in. I was a lieutenant and he was a
private; there was nothing wrong with what we were doing, but I
realized I really knew nothing about him and we had nothing in
common.
In the end my new job as a troop executive officer kept me later
and later each evening and my time at home with my wife, short as it
already was, took precedence over training. I saw Blanco frequently at
first, then less and less when he transferred to another unit on post.
The last time I saw him was at the movies in Killeen. He was standing
in line with a group of his friends. I walked up and shook his hand
hard, beaming at him, happy to see him. He looked at me a little
strangely, and for a second I wondered if my rank had finally
overcome our camaraderie, but then he smiled at me gently below
that little wispy mustache.
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About a year later, I opened up my email and there, from a friend
serving in Iraq, was a message simply titled, “Blanco.” I knew
immediately, without even opening the message. I read the email
anyway and discovered that Blanco, promoted to sergeant and serving
as a Bradley gunner, had died with two of his crewmen when an
enormous IED exploded under his vehicle. I felt a fierce, unexpected
pride at learning he had become a sergeant, and an equally
unexpected sense of loss. My wife drove us home that night,
bewildered and unsure what to do as I leaned against the passenger
window and quietly wept. She drove with one hand and steadied my
shoulder with the other.
I’ve had plenty of time to think about Blanco. My friend, who sent
me the email, pulled his burned body from the inside of the Bradley
turret. The turret was cramped and Blanco was big; it took them hours
to get him out. Years later my friend still had trouble sleeping at night
until an Army doctor prescribed him pills for his anxiety. I watched
the video, shot by Iraqi insurgents and published to the internet, of
Blanco’s Bradley being blown up. The explosion picked up the thirty
ton vehicle and tossed it through the air like a child’s toy. I raged at
the computer screen until somebody turned it off. But these aren’t the
things I remember about him.
Blanco had given me a pair of his old martial arts training pants to
wear when we drilled. Bright blue, flared at the ankles, and extremely
comfortable. The elastic at the waist has since worn out, but I still
wear them around the house. I’ve yet to sew in a drawstring, so I
constantly have to hitch them up. I haven’t trained Hapkido or any
kind of martial arts a single day since the last time I sparred with him.
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I tell myself his death doesn't have anything to do with it; I just
haven’t found the right place and time. When I do, maybe I will better
understand what he meant to me, to my life. Until then, I have only
shared, murky memories that all soldiers must navigate until the end,
and a memory of gentleness that just might be the path we all need to
take.
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Trim the Fat

‡
Greg White
Our platoon had thinned out. I dashed off the news of each
departure in letters to my family as if they were playing along with
cross-referenced lists, graphs, and charts. I informed them who got
dropped and why, mostly to let them know that being dropped was a
possibility. If I were expelled, they wouldn’t think I was the only one.
We lost four recruits after the Initial Strength Test. They failed to
do the minimum required pull-ups. Then the Corps found out Baker
was illiterate and sent him home. And most recently the gas chamber
conscientious objector. We were down to sixty-six from the seventytwo that walked in together. Since we were nearing the end of threeweek Phase III, our last phase, I figured anyone still with us would
graduate. But some of our activities could have killed us, so there was
still that option for a way out. Or there was the insanity clause.
Private Cantrell was heavy, but not one of the weak. He was strong
and tough, an entertaining character who strutted cockily around after
a shower with his fat belly hanging over his towel. From the Deep
South, he drawled out over and over, “I am a country boy.”
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He sang a lot, which was strange, but many of the boys were odd.
At first, he sang to himself—songs he made up. One was a marching
cadence. When the DIs heard him, they let him step out of the platoon
and march in the sacred DI spot next to us. He bounced along, his fat
cheeks forcing his eyes closed when he opened his mouth.
“Fly flew in the grocery store.”
We repeated the line, energized from having one of our own lead
us: “Fly flew in the grocery store.”
Cantrell: “He shit on the ceiling and he shit on the floor.”
We didn’t respond in unison because some of us had to giggle.
Drill Instructor Sgt. Hutchins still supervised our marching and
barked out, “Lock it up, Privates.”
Cantrell: “He shit on the coffee, and he shit on the tea.”
We sang, following orders: “He shit on the coffee, and he shit on
the tea.”
Cantrell: “Then he shit on the table and he shit on me.”
Hutchins ordered Cantrell back in formation. That was his whole
song. No finish, no chorus. He sang it often. His song caught on. I
found myself singing it in my head, and heard others humming it out
loud.
Like his song, Cantrell was a mix of whimsy and darkness. There
were some types of shit duty he hated—we all had those. Who in their
right mind wanted to scrub toilets, wake up in the middle of the night
to stumble through an hour of firewatch, or dump Aqua Velva in a
bucket and swirl the deck with a stringy mop? Cantrell hated some so
much that he started disobeying orders, preferring to take his
punishment. For one whole week, he was sent back to the squad bay
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midday from his antics. He seemed happy to be kicked out. He had to
polish brass or clean the head, which was still punishment. Perhaps he
preferred solitude.
We were far enough along that the DIs recognized his fuck-ups as
deliberate, blatant. His behavior seemed belligerent to me. One day I
saw a glimpse of crazy in Cantrell’s eyes as he stood on line, at
attention. My bunkie, Robinette, had skittish eyes that alarmed me,
but his look wasn’t insane. Cantrell’s was. I learned in Week One to
make my eyes look non-reactive at all times, because a DI senses a
change in a recruit’s eyes like a dog senses fear. When Sgt. DiBello
joined our platoon in Week One as a replacement for Sgt. Andrews
(who was fired for hitting a recruit) he jumped in front of me,
screaming.
“I don’t like the color of your eyes, Private! Change ’em! Change
’em!” DiBello hollered.
It was an order, and I tried to obey it. I called up the same silent
inner grunt I used when trying to get a shit started.
Our eyes stayed locked. His were bright and alert, rimmed with
dark, thick lashes that made them beautifully threatening.
I wanted so badly for him to go away from me.
“What the fuck is your problem, Private? I gave you a direct order!
Are you refusing to follow my order, Private?”
Why was he picking me out of all seventy-two of us? When he said
to change the color of my eyes, did he mean change the sexual
orientation of my eyes? Had the con I’d pulled on the other guys and
drill instructors just come to a crashing halt?
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“Private, you better fucking try! I better see some goddamn brown
shit floating up in all that blue. You want to be a Marine?! Show me!”
Cantrell shook me back to the moment. He started singing. Staring
straight out, and interrupting our drill instructor. “Fly flew in the
grocery store. . . .”
Flat-out insane.
Which was what he was going for.
As scribe, I handled paperwork and coordinated appointments for
the platoon, so I knew he’d been sent to the medic’s office. I wasn’t
surprised later that day when I was in the office writing the firewatch
schedule and our Senior DI Staff Sgt. McKinnon walked in with two
Marines I’d never seen before. I figured he was going to order me out,
but he asked for Cantrell’s file. I grabbed it from the small drawer, and
he snatched it away. He charged out to the squad bay.
“Private Cantrell! Pack your trash, recruit.”
I left the office and stood near my bunk. McKinnon ordered us to
carry on.
“Don’t rubberneck into a situation that doesn’t concern you,” he
said.
But it did concern us.
The three Marines hovered over Cantrell. I was losing someone.
Cantrell was being taken away. I made a mental note to not act crazy.
He kept on muttering in his sing-song voice; the air in the room was
charged and intense. He shoved everything in his sea bag in two
minutes. The Marines each took an arm and led him down the center
of the squad bay.
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My bunk was near the front, and as Cantrell passed, almost being
dragged, he looked over at me. His face was batshit crazy. His entire
head was hot red; his eyes squinted into scary slits. Were he not held,
he could bite. In a way, I was glad he was leaving. So much about boot
camp scared me, but crazy was threatening to everyone. Still
mumbling out his fly-in-the-grocery-store song, he broke character
and winked at me. I realized he must have arrived at Parris Island
with an insanity round in the chamber, decided the military wasn’t for
him, and pulled the trigger.
I never saw him again. For the rest of the week—and the rest of
boot camp—whenever we were being pushed and I was miserable, I
thought of Cantrell and the option he exercised. Scuttlebutt bounced
around, most of it agreeing that he was discharged. But his wink
haunted me, reducing his craziness to a deliberate ruse, meant to get
himself booted from the Marines. I had signed a six-year contract; by
the time I left, I would have committed a quarter of my life to the
Corps.
After one particularly grueling morning, morale was really low.
We’d been whipped like potatoes and felt as dead and heavy.
McKinnon marched into the squad bay and told us to fall outside in
platoon formation. I often saw the calendar in advance, but had no
clue where we were headed. When the DIs didn’t tell us to grab our
rifle, helmet, or books, it was anyone’s guess. I dreaded something as
bad as chow hall duty, or worse. This was what a war must be like—
you finish one battle and there isn’t time to grieve; there’s just more.
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After two turns down the road, I knew we were headed for the
barber. I hoped this was the day they left the patch on top of our heads
unshaved so we looked like a platoon with some time under our belts.
As a unit we all hung on this small desire. It meant we had
achieved something. It reminded me of my own frustration waiting for
puberty to give some sign it hadn’t passed me over.
I stood in the single-file line, about ten back from the barber’s
door. I did my best sneaky lean-out to peek ahead, trying to see if the
first guy emerged with that little patch on top. If he'd been shaved,
he’d quickly slap his cover on his head, ashamed of its nakedness.
Dale was first in line, since he was squad leader. When he came
out, the second guy leaned out, which made me lean out, and I
imagine the guy behind me had to lean out even farther. Dale didn’t
put his cap on. What I saw took away all the bad thoughts from the
prior week.
He had the patch.
Passing by me, his smile nearly reached his ears. His deep dimples
conveyed his excitement. We’d come a long way. Our eyes met, but he
kept on walking.
I sat in the chair, not daring to look up at the barber’s face in case
that pissed him off and he shaved my whole head.
I didn’t bother to sit all the way back in the chair; this would only
take a few seconds. My head was on auto-tilt and dipped down toward
my chest before the barber even laid the palm of his left hand on my
neck. The metal blades were hot from action, and they stung on my
neck as he clipped up. Since my eyes were already closed to keep the
hairs out, I squeezed in a wish for a high-and-tight haircut.
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The clippers tickled over my ears. They ran along the upper part of
my head. I smelled the oil used to keep the razor humming. It was
stale. Then I got the tap from the barber. As I got out of the chair, I
reached up. My hand traveled up the shaved side of my head and hit
the patch.
That top patch of uncut hair helped earn us the name Jarheads
from the Navy. They think it makes our heads look as if they have a lid
that can be screwed open. If anyone, squid or not, picks that name up
and hurls it at us thinking it’s insulting—it isn't. We earned that patch
with months of sweat and hardship. I thought of Cantrell. Back home,
without a uniform to back it up, his shaved head would look as if he’d
been released from prison, or a mental institution. Crazy is never in
fashion.
DiBello taught us to respond to any teasing out in the civilian
world with, “Grab hold and try to twist it off our proud heads,
motherfuckers. It doesn’t budge.”
We got another lesson at about the same time: hard work pays off.
McKinnon came in the front door of the squad bay one day carrying a
stack of file folders. He looked back and jerked his chin up over his
shoulder, signaling for someone to enter.
Three recruits walked in, struggling under the weight of their fully
packed sea bags, their rifles swinging about. It was weird to have new
recruits join our Phase III platoon. I wondered how they’d ever fit in.
McKinnon snapped his fingers at them and pointed to the invisible
line at the front of the quarterdeck. He barked down the squad bay,
“Get on line!”
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“Aye-aye, sir!” Our response showed progress from the “sir yes sir”
of Phase I.
We all stopped what we were doing and stood at attention with
eyes ahead.
“Drop your trash there, Privates, and lock it up.” I heard the
thump and rattle of their bags as they dropped. I shifted my eyes to
peek to the quarterdeck. McKinnon walked past the new platoon
members, knocking the hat off the head of a recruit who had rudely
left it on after entering. The recruit stayed locked and frozen.
“Don’t give me some shit about forgetting to remove your covers
inside my house!”
I returned my eyes to the front to avoid McKinnon’s detection.
“Eyes on me, Privates!” Our heads snapped to lock on him, our
bodies still facing front. This move was usually done in public when
our DIs showed us off while delivering information, like we were
mechanized puppets.
“We don’t always get a second chance in life, Privates. You fuck
your shit up and get your ass blown up in a battle, pull some shit and
get your goddamn squad killed—that’s it. Some chaplain knocks on
your sweet mother’s door and hands her a fucking folded-up flag.”
Back in Phase I he’d used the same emotional voice to deliver the
sad news that John Wayne had died. Wayne is the Marine mascot
movie star; the Corps took the news hard and delivered it even harder.
I wasn’t sure John Wayne had really died, because we didn’t have
access to television. Although I wrote home asking for confirmation of
John Wayne’s death, no one answered—I’m sure my question was
such a non sequitur that my family assumed I wrote it while delirious.
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When McKinnon spoke to us calmly like this, it was startling.
Perhaps not his intention, or perhaps his intention exactly.
He walked back up to the quarterdeck, shark-circling the three
recruits.
“What you see today—get your goddamn eyes off me and on the
recruits on my quarterdeck—is a second chance.”
It took a minute, but I recognized Bowman’s huge smile—this
group was three of our fatbodies, the guys who’d been dropped
because they couldn’t do pull-ups at the Initial Strength Test. I hadn’t
expected to see these guys again, but here they were in the flesh. Less
flesh, actually—after two months they looked fit and thinner. I didn’t
think they would be back. Our platoon was different than when they
left. We were closing in on graduation. These guys had missed so
much. I didn’t feel they could jump right back in.
“While you dumb shits have been lollygagging and beating off to
your girlfriend’s letters—Pritchett—these recruits have been busting
their hump to get back here. Fall out and gather ’round, platoon!”
We were up there in a flash. I looked them over like they were
freaks. They were pale; I was tan. Had they even been training? For all
I knew they just sat in a dark, cool room, starving. I was used to being
the new kid at school so I should have compassion, right? Yet I
couldn’t believe they were back.
McKinnon ordered the three recruits to take off their camo
blouses. They’d worn them to move from their other barracks, I guess,
as if getting dressed up to travel. They looked like bumpkins, country
cousins, misfits.
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“You soft bodies got to earn your way back in. Your other Drill
Instructor tells me that you deserve to be here, but you still got to
prove it. If you can’t do three pull-ups, then back you go.” He pointed
at the pull-up bar hanging from the ceiling and pointed back at
Bowman.
As Bowman approached the bar, I thought of what he had told me
before he got dropped. His whole family was heavy and no one
believed he would be successful in boot camp. I told him that he could
do it, because here I was and no one thought I would even make it to
day one, much less through day one. He wanted to prove his family
wrong. He wanted someone to believe in him, and if he needed to be
forced to shape up, then signing the enlistment papers was his first
step toward that goal. The “someone” he needed to believe in him was
himself.
When he had failed and walked out of our platoon, all I could see
was him beating himself up and realizing that he was trapped in that
state, that everyone was right. Because that’s what I was feeling. His
failure was my success. He passed by me with his sad panda face,
forcing the corners of his mouth up into a smile, but when we locked
eyes, all I saw was sadness and fear.
He had no way of knowing that I was him.
I’m not sure if a silent audience is a dream or a nightmare, but we
were totally still. Bowman looked up at the bar with a hope we all felt.
His eyes never left the bar as he jumped up and caught it. He hung for
second—then started to rise. He pulled up to the top and dropped
back down, pausing at the bottom, in the same spot where he’d gotten
stuck before—where he had struggled and wiggled, but couldn’t finish.
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But he pulled up again, and popped his chin over the bar as a fuck
you to his fat past. I looked up at him like I was peeking up the shorts
of some workman on a ladder, and noticed that the flabby white belly
that had hung over his pants on his previous attempt was mostly gone.
We yelled him an “Oorah!” of recognition to encourage him.
He lowered back down, the silent anticipation broken by his own
grunt as he pulled himself back up to the top. He went back down.
Three.
He hung there poised to dismount; the entire platoon erupted. We
were slapping each other on the back, looking up at him, yelling his
name.
McKinnon didn’t tell us to shut up. Bowman had done it.
But he still didn’t drop to the deck. He stared straight ahead,
letting his entire body hang straight down. Instead of releasing the
pull-up bar and dropping to the floor, he grabbed it tighter and pulled
back up. He got to the top, pushed his chin over, and yelled “Oorah!”
before dropping back to a hang. He pulled back up.
We gave him a burst of Oorahs back, then everyone automatically
got quiet again. He was hitting the stride, that up-and-down pull-up
rhythm that only a few could do, including Marks and Dale.
Bowman pumped the pull-ups out. By the tenth, we were
screaming and hopping around. Our voices chanted, spraying
“Bowman!” through the air like congratulatory champagne. He must
have done thirty pull-ups before McKinnon finally grabbed his
swinging feet and ordered him down.
When Bowman dropped to the ground, his face was purple and he
wasn’t smiling.
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McKinnon, caught in the moment, wrapped him in a hug. I’d
never seen that before. I’d also never seen a man fight so hard for his
life. I had weeks to go until graduation, and I would carry this
moment with me. Physical challenges like the forced marches hit me
hard. Just holding my pee until I was allowed to use the head was an
accomplishment. Every morning delivered more shocks. Mess hall
duty, inspections, timed runs. Tiny victories comforted me for a
second but never left me assured that I could do… any of it. But the
collective grunt of the platoon would push me forward when normally,
before the Marines, I would stop trying.
Bowman was me. I was Bowman. I was surviving.
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The Arrival
‡
Eric Hannel
The back of the plane opened and I was hit with a blanket of
heavy, hot air – pungent yet sweet – and I immediately recognized the
sick odor of rotting corpses.
I exhaled forcefully to purge the air from my lungs, only to take it
in again in the next breath. I exited the aircraft with a weighty sigh,
glanced at the desert in front of me, looked at the heavens, and yelled,
“I said I got the message last time. I didn’t need a reminder!”
My teammate, nicknamed “D,” strolled up next to me and with a
quizzical look asked, “Are you feeling all right?”
I responded that my comment was part of an ongoing
conversation between me and God since the last war. “D” and I had
served together in the last shit sandwich and he chuckled,
acknowledging that he, too, had often conversed with the heavens.
After some time our cargo was loaded and our convoy prepared for
departure. “D” and I checked our weapons and communications gear,
confirmed our route security plan, and reviewed our reaction plan in
the event of enemy contact. I then took my position in the lead vehicle
and briefed my driver.
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“We stop for no one, for no reason. If we stop, we die,” I said
sternly. He acknowledged my instructions as I withdrew my 9 mm
weapon and re-checked it to ensure it was loaded. I chambered a
round. I also ensured my 870 Remington shotgun was loaded and
ready. As the driver started the engine, I grabbed his attention for one
final confirmation. I explained that if he stopped I would shoot him
myself. I knew that everything here was a potential graveyard and
nothing could be taken for granted. I could tell the driver was
concerned about my sanity, but he acknowledged the order just the
same.
Outside the airbase the city looked peaceful, but I knew too well
that looks could be deceiving. There was no pedestrian movement; in
fact, the streets were empty. Not a good sign. Often, the local
population knew when an ambush was going to happen and they
would avoid the area. This place smelled like death. Soon enough we
found rotting corpses littering the roadside, probably locals who had
starved to death or been caught in crossfire, victims of the power
struggles between warlords and chieftains.
I scanned the street for threats, and then the windows of
buildings, followed by the rooftops. I began to notice armed men
trying to look inconspicuous on the rooftops. Up ahead I saw a dark
mass in the middle of the street. As we drew closer, the driver took his
foot off of the gas pedal. “GO! GO! GO!” I shouted. “Step on the gas!
TO THE FLOOR!” I underscored my demand with a quick nod toward
my shotgun. The engine was loud in the five-ton truck and the driver
paused as if he couldn’t make out what I said, but my body language
toward my weapon was unmistakable and he mashed the pedal. As
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the engine roared, he yelled, “What about that?” indicating the still
unrecognizable mass in the middle of the road. I yelled back, “Honk
your horn if you want, but keep your foot on the gas!”
As we drove closer I could see that the mass was a truck, with a
mound of people piled in the bed. Given the armed men on the roof,
this looked like an ambush.
The driver, dripping sweat, pounded on the horn. “You stop, we
die!” I shouted again. The vehicle in the middle of the road, appearing
closer by the second, did not move, nor did the people in the back of
it. They were piled in unevenly and massed in the center. As we closed
to within fifty yards, the men in the back of the vehicle began to jump
around. Realizing that we were not slowing, they panicked. Bodies
poured over the sides of the makeshift roadblock, running wildly away
from their vehicle. Then I saw him. The people in the back of the truck
had been concealing a man behind a mounted, .50-caliber machine
gun. But as we raced towards him with our horn blaring, he too
panicked and jumped out of the truck.
My driver, seeing this, realized our danger and became committed
to getting around the obstruction. With a deep roar of our engine we
flew past the truck, barely avoiding a collision. An explosion rumbled
behind us, but our small convoy’s high speed had put us past its reach.
I could see our vehicles, all accounted for. Seconds later there was
another explosion, definitely closer. We careened down the streets,
never slowing, ever vigilant for another ambush.
We arrived at our destination and quickly accounted for
personnel, cargo, and ammo. The driver noticed new damage to the
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vehicles, pointing out odd marks, gouges and holes here and there,
which he swore were new bullet holes and shrapnel marks.
Day One, hour two.
I met up with another Marine buddy, Steve, who had arrived at
the new site days earlier. We joked about our latest “vacation” spot as
we reviewed the security of our position, inside and out. We climbed
to the highest point of our camp and made our way out into the open,
scanning for security weaknesses and potential problems that
required immediate attention. We were still for only a moment when
in the distance I heard “Pop…pop…pop, pop, pop,” the distinctive
sound of an AK-47, followed by “pfft…pfft…pfft, pfft, pfft” as the
bullets zipped past my left ear. The first five rounds had already hit
the wall behind me, showering me with debris, by the time I realized
an enemy gunman had sighted on us. A stronger wind or a slight
movement on my part and one or all of the bullets would have nested
inside my skull. Steve quickly dove for cover, but I was hot, pissed off,
and this was the second time someone had tried to kill me since my
arrival in country.
I looked for the shooter, but he was well concealed. I began
shouting expletives about the sniper’s mother and his physical love of
animals. Steve grabbed for me.
“Get your dumbass down,” he yelled. I didn’t hear him clearly as I
was still yelling “YOU COCKBLISTER SONOFABITCH!” But I quickly
followed Steve down, out of the line of sight.
Day one, hour three.
Walking back to the lower level of camp I glanced up at the
heavens. “I said I got it. I didn’t need more convincing,” I muttered.
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The last conflict I participated in was lesson enough to appreciate life,
but here I was back in the shit and already trying not to get killed. It
was all downhill from there.
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89 Cents
‡
Dustin Strong
Eighty-nine cents.
That was the price for my Combat Action Ribbon, purchased at the
Post Exchange in Twentynine Palms. The tiny bit of blue, yellow, and
red cloth has since come to remind me of where I have been, what I
have endured, and who I have become.
The day we received word that we would be heading into harm’s
way, we had been fighting a war game against some Army Rangers
(and kicking their asses by the way). We were pulled out of the field
and trucked back to our barracks, meaning it had to be important—
grunts never get trucked anywhere.
Each platoon was called in turn to the rec room of our barracks,
where extra sets of boots and chocolate chip desert camouflage
fatigues, pack covers, and boonie hats had been piled for us. Attention
momentarily focused on the television as a CNN crew ambushed Navy
SEALs with cameras and spotlights as they came ashore somewhere in
Africa. So we were headed for the Somali desert. That made sense—we
were desert Marines, after all.
Platoon sergeants and section leaders frantically passed out
cardboard boxes and told us to pack our civvies, dress uniforms, and
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everything else that we weren’t taking with us. We stripped our racks
of linens and left them folded up at the foot. Anyone with a personal
vehicle had to park it in the MP impound lot and turn over the keys to
the First Sergeant. We stuffed our ALICE packs with a basic combat
load, and filled our seabags with extra socks, shirts, cammies, boots
and hygiene gear.
With the barracks cleared out, next came the armory. We drew
rifles, machine guns, mortars, SMAWs, SAWs, and 9mm pistols. We
were ready.
We endured a long, boring flight from California to an empty wing
of a London airport on a 747 provided by Federal Express. That
seemed appropriate. “If you absolutely, positively need it destroyed
overnight,” we joked. Most of us slept as we crossed the Pond, but the
hop across Europe was filled with nervous anticipation. DeNoux and I
anxiously tried to figure out what medals and ribbons we would get
for this grand adventure. We were among the boots of the company—
those of us who had missed the Gulf War in 1991—and we were eager
to prove ourselves to the old salts who had fought in Kuwait.
The pilot told us we were landing in Cairo; he wanted to top off his
fuel tanks before making the final leg of his “delivery.” As we banked
toward Cairo’s runway, I saw the Great Pyramids and was awed by
their sheer majesty. Having grown up in a family of bricklayers, I
admired and respected those ancient masons.
We weren’t on the ground for more than a few minutes. The
shudder of the plane taking off seemed all the more intense as we
considered our next stop. Gunny and the platoon sergeants began
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handing out live ammunition, and for the first time since coming out
of the field thirty-six hours earlier, I felt doubt and fear.
This shit was suddenly getting all too real.
***
My company had been qualified as Special Operations Capable
that summer in Okinawa, so we were sent ahead of the rest of the First
Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment. We spent our first ten days
guarding the recently recaptured U.S. Embassy in Mogadishu,
establishing the endless rotation between guard duty, security patrols,
and quick reaction force that would dominate our daily routine for the
next six months. When the rest of the battalion arrived, we moved out
to our new area of operations along the Jubaa River.
We flew to a rendezvous point near a small, recently abandoned
village. Along with Bruce, another mortarman and platoon-mate from
boot camp, I was tasked with establishing a listening post on the first
night. After the sun set, we found a piece of ground with good cover
and concealment and dug our fighting position. We spent a restless
night in that hole, jumping at every little sound coming from a nearby
tree line. Both of us had a bad feeling that something wasn’t quite
right, but neither spoke of it for fear of looking like a chicken-shit.
The next morning, we learned the village had not been abandoned
after all. We had dug our fighting position in an unmarked mass
grave.
***
On Christmas Eve, the battalion chaplain made his rounds,
offering comfort to those who wished it. Just before sundown, he set
up a small altar for a non-denominational Christmas Eve service. This
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was a surreal moment: a Christian service in a Muslim country
administered by a Jewish chaplain the day before we were supposed
to make a big attack to seize a dirt airfield.
Later that night, a massive thunderstorm rolled over us. Figures.
At the embassy, we had a roof over our heads and not a single drop
fell. Now that we were out here in the sticks, sleeping in a bombed-out
village, the rains came. The curse of the infantry.
The brilliant light show and deep, rolling thunder reminded me of
spring storms in Kansas. A bolt of lightning lit up the sky, as if God
were taking a photograph, and seemed to linger against the dark
clouds for a few seconds. My cot was quickly becoming a shallow
swimming pool, so I sought shelter in a five-ton truck parked nearby. I
crawled up into the bed and was centering myself under the overhead
tarp when I realized I had crawled into the back of our company’s
ammunition truck. For a flittering moment, I recognized the potential
danger, but decided I didn’t give a shit and fell asleep.
We spent Christmas Day choking on dust in the back of a five-ton
truck, heading for the airfield that would be our home for the next six
weeks. The militia offered no resistance but simply vanished before
we arrived.
After securing the airfield, we received our first mail. The First
Sergeant brought me the biggest damn box I had ever seen. Twenty
pounds of homemade cookies baked by my mother and niece had
caught up to me: chocolate chip; peanut butter; date logs, which we
referred to as “dog turds” because of their appearance and were
obviously not very popular among the Marines of my platoon, or the
Somalis for that matter; pecan sandies; and, my personal favorites,
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no-bake “mud” cookies and chocolate-covered rice-crispy treats—
more chocolate than rice-crispy.
In an attempt at some Christmas normalcy, we drafted a sickly
looking bush to be our Christmas tree, and decorated it with expended
brass, dog-tags, plastic whiz-wheels used for calculating elevation for
our mortars, and fuse-arming wires from 60mm mortar rounds. The
Captain even allowed each man a libation of a half can of warm beer.
Despite the festivities, all I really wanted was to be home.
***
Death lived in the nearby village of Berdera. Nearly four-hundred
Somalis died every month there from disease, starvation, or roaming
militia bands. Relief supplies had been flown into the airfield, but
were immediately stolen by one of the various the militias fighting
each other in a vicious civil war. Starvation was used as a weapon, and
the villagers caught in the middle paid the price.
Every morning we ran a convoy through town to relieve guard
posts, and every morning, we saw Death amuse himself with the
Somalis. Women, tightly holding their dying infants, sang soft
lullabies until the children finally slipped away. A senile old lady ran
naked alongside our convoy, banging on the vehicles with a massive
stick and swearing at us.
One day, the old lady decided to sit down in the middle of the
street and block our progress. The Humvee I was in managed to slip
around her, but the following five-ton truck was having trouble in the
narrow street. She pulled herself under the truck’s rear tires. The
Marines in the back were quick to bitch at the driver about hitting so
many bumps in the road. None of them had seen what had happened.
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She was medevaced within a few minutes on an Army Blackhawk
helicopter, but her broken spine, crushed ribs, and massive internal
bleeding were too much for her. She died on the helo en route to
Mogadishu.
The following morning, I saw a stick figure drawn on the air filter
of the five-ton truck as I climbed aboard—a visible, fighter pilot-like
sign of the driver’s “confirmed kill.” A few days later, Doc and I
rescued Ahmed, a twelve-year-old orphan, from a particularly bad
beat-down near one of the Red Cross centers. Bigger boys were trying
to steal his bowl of rice. Doc patched him up and gave him some
Charms (not a big loss, as Marines consider the candy to be some sort
of demonic curse not to be trifled with). The next day, Ahmed found
us during a foot patrol. He gave Doc a ceremonial hand-made dagger,
and gave me his prayer beads. Two of his most prized possessions.
A week later, we found him stabbed and beaten to death in a ditch.
***
On a bright, sunny day, my Mortar section and the Assault section
loaded up and headed into town. Some militiamen had broken into
the Red Cross compound, ransacking the place for food and medical
supplies. The Marine rifle squad tasked with protecting the aid
workers had gathered them in a small room in the corner of the
compound, prepared for a fight, and radioed for assistance.
We dismounted our trucks and cleared the compound, buildingby-building, room-by-room. Like a well-oiled machine, honed by
months of training and experience, our four-man fire teams
leapfrogged each other, one covering while the other cleared.
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On a count—three, two, one – the Number Four man kicked in the
door and stepped back from the opening and the next three Marines
mentally divided the room into smaller pie-shaped segments as they
rushed in.
Number One went left, Two went right, Three went left, Four went
right, each calling out and engaging any target that may be waiting.
“Clear!” echoed through the room as Marines called out each
sector secure.
“Over-watch!”
Every Marine took up a position to cover another team’s assault
on the next room.
“Stand-by!”
We readied ourselves for the next room, rotating our position in
the stack.
Then it was my turn to be the Number One man—the first one into
the room, the first one in the line of fire.
“Three-two-one!” and a heavy kick shattered the door, slamming it
hard against the inside wall, only a portion of it still clinging to its
moorings. I charged through that fatal funnel, stepping right and
following the wall to the far corner, dividing the room into those pieshaped slices, searching for targets.
“Clear!” I called out, and heard it immediately said back to me.
“Overwatch!” I moved to a position covering the door. At first, I
didn’t understand what I was looking at, but as the realization dawned
on me, my jaw dropped and my eyes widen. Propped up against the
wall, the land mine was right in the door’s swinging arc and perfectly
set to detonate if the door had hit it instead of exploding on it hinges.
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***
At the end of January, we were redeployed back to Mogadishu and
welcomed a change of pace. But Mogadishu turned out to be a special
kind of hell, an entire city of bad neighborhoods.
The militias were more aggressive here than they had been in the
countryside. Every day, someone in our battalion was engaged. And
you always knew when the mischief was about to begin.
Somalis would burn piles of tires to alert the militia when we were
coming. We could track the route of any patrol through the city by just
following the lengthening chain of oily black smoke. Then we would
hear the gunfight erupt. Sharp and short.
One of the worst fights was literally in our own front yard—a riot
had erupted in front of our hotel-turned-barracks. Hundreds of angry
Somalis chanted, yelled, and screamed at us across the low wall
separating our barracks from the main street. Rocks fired from slingshots pelted our building and plunked off our helmets with dull thuds.
The ubiquitous burning tires appeared in the street, dramatically
raising tensions.
Quickly, things went from bad to worse. A convoy of Humvees
returning from an escort mission nearly disappeared under the hail of
stones as they drove through the mob.
Then the militia opened fire.
The drivers of the first three Humvees accelerated out of the
crowd, but the turret gunner on the fourth, angry and bruised by a
Somali curve ball, stood erect in his turret, raised both middle fingers,
then grabbed the handles of his Ma-Deuce and opened fire on the
crowd.
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And so did we.
It only lasted a few seconds. People scrambled to get away, but
more than a dozen remained motionless on the street below, half of
them caught by the big .50-cal, turning them into nothing more than
unrecognizable chunks of meat. It was several hours before any
Somalis screwed up the courage to return to claim their dead, carting
them off in wheelbarrows.
***
We did get down time in the Mog, but we could never fully escape.
We had improvised a horse-shoe pit, a beach volleyball court, and a
shower, and even got to spend a day on the beach next to the airport.
We tried to forget where we were, acting as if we were at Venice or
Mission Beach.
But every day, all day and all night, there was a constant rattle of
gunfire echoing throughout the city, a dull roar that would often
crescendo into a sharp, frenzied climax as opposing forces made
contact. It was like listening to a fireworks display on Independence
Day.
Fort Apache was one of several bunkers situated inside the
compound walls at the Olympic Stadium Complex. Every company
was responsible for manning at least four of these bunkers at all
times, and every Marine took his turn in those bunkers every three or
four days.
But Fort Apache was special. It was the most dangerous bunker,
situated in front of a huge, gaping hole in the surrounding wall. Every
morning, Combat Engineers filled the hole with Quik-crete, plywood,
and two-by-four planks. Every night, we heard the Skinnies pulling
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nails and dismantling the barrier, carrying it off under the cover of
darkness, and an inept Somali sniper would plaster the bunker with
wildly inaccurate rifle fire.
It quickly became a morbid game among the Marines to score the
sniper on his marksmanship abilities, just as if he were qualifying on
the range at home. To encourage, but mainly to mock, his
marksmanship, a twelve-inch bull’s-eye with two outer rings six
inches apart was drawn on the back wall of the bunker. Each round he
fired was rated on its accuracy from zero to five, and his last impact
was marked so that he could adjust his aim.
Every night, we endured his futile attempts to kill us and recorded
his score, noting any improvements, and rating him as UNQ
(unqualified), Marksman, Sharpshooter, or Expert. Every morning,
the Engineers would repair the hole, and the entire process would
begin again.
It was during such a night at Fort Apache that I heard Clint Black
give a concert just inside the stadium a few hundred meters away. As I
was scoring our would-be assassin on his fourth consecutive miss,
Clint Black began playing, “A Good Run of Bad Luck.”
How appropriate it all seemed.
***
After six weeks in Mogadishu, my company returned to Berdera,
which was not the hell it had been before. A tent city had sprung up
around the airfield, like a heavily armed summer camp. Everything
was tented—barracks, showers, a gym, the chow hall. There was even
a tent with a TV, VCR, and a respectable library of movies. My section
was billeted right next this tent, where some sick, twisted, son-of-a-
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bitch former high school wrestling star relived his glory days by
watching Vision Quest every morning, afternoon, and evening. Hour
after hour, the movie’s themes song, Journey’s “Only the Young,”
blared into our billet.
We again fell into the familiar routine of guard, patrol, and react,
but this time it was different. The militias had melted away, and we
were bored.
The monotony ended when we received word of an arms cache a
few miles down the river. My platoon was ordered to seize the cache
and destroy it. This would be a short mission. We would be back in
time for evening chow—the steaks that we had liberated from the
Army’s refrigerators in a mid-night raid.
We loaded up on four AmTracs (lightly armored and amphibious
troop carriers) and headed to the river. We followed the Jubaa for
several miles downstream. No contact. No gunfights. It was just a
leisurely cruise down the river on the back of the tracks on a beautiful
sunny day with the smell of rot in your nose and the occasional dead
crocodile floating past in the black water.
A few kilometers from the suspect village, we left the river and
charged down the dirt trail as fast as the worn-out AmTracs could go.
We quickly surrounded the village and began our systematic search
for this supposed massive weapons cache. It turned out to be a single
Martini-Henry .303 caliber rifle, left over from the Zulu War a century
earlier, and three corroded rounds of ammunition.
As the amused villagers hurled insults and jeers at us, we loaded
back up on the tracks and headed upriver. All seemed to go well until
one of the vehicles sputtered to a halt. The crewmen worked quickly
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and took the broken-down beast under tow, but that was just the
beginning of our ordeal. A second track, the tow vehicle, overheated
and also had to be towed. The extra work caused a third track to
begin overheating, forcing the crew to nurse it slowly up the river.
By early evening, the strain became too much. The river banks
were too steep for any of the tracks to climb, so we found a sandbar in
the middle of the river to pull up on, called for help and waited. Spare
parts would have to be flown in from Mogadishu, so we were told to
sit tight until morning.
All of us had already eaten the single MRE Gunny had given us, so
evening chow was the most immediate problem. The Lieutenant
requested a supply drop of food and water. All of the helos, however,
were on-mission and it would be well after dark before we would get
our resupply.
Army Blackhawks did arrive sometime after midnight, with boxes
of MREs and bottled water slung in cargo nets under their bellies. The
LT used an infrared light, directing the pilots to drop the supplies in
the center of the sandbar.
They didn’t, of course. Instead, they dropped the cargo in a
clearing near the river bank a few hundred meters away. We would
have to get across the disease- and crocodile-infested river to get to
our chow.
Fuckin’ Army.
Marines pride themselves on their ability to improvise, adapt, and
overcome, but sometimes it’s just a pain in the ass when others choose
not to cooperate. We MacGyvered a narrow foot bridge out of
ponchos, driftwood, and the ever-present 550-cord that Marines seem
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to magically conjure in great abundance, and made it to the riverbank.
Our little squad carefully picked our way through the underbrush,
chased some militia from the clearing, only to find our dinner
completely ransacked by the locals. We couldn’t blame them, but still.
Fuckin’ Skinnies.
During the rest of that long night on the sandbar, sleep eluded us.
Sleeping inside the track would be like sleeping in a sauna, but
sleeping on the ground meant risking becoming some crocodile’s
dinner. Sleeping on top of the track was the only option, but there was
not enough room for more than a couple Marines at a time—not to
mention we became prime targets for mosquitoes.
Huge swarms, as big as thunderclouds, harassed and tormented
us all night. Every few seconds, the sound of a hand slapping bare
flesh echoed between the riverbanks. By morning, when the choppers
came with spare parts, all of us looked as if we had been eaten alive by
those tiny little vampires.
The majority of us on the sandbar that night were later
hospitalized with malaria a few months after returning Stateside. The
doctors couldn’t figure out why the meds hadn’t worked.
Fuckin’ mosquitoes.
***
After six weeks in Berdera, we finally received orders to go home.
We felt like we had accomplished something important. From our first
arrival, the death-rate had dropped from 400 per month to less than
10. We felt proud. I remembered a phrase I saw scrawled on a wall by
Marines during our time billeted at the Olympic Stadium hotel:
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“We, the Unwilling,
led by the Unknowing,
are doing the Impossible,
for the Ungrateful.”
***
Flying back to the United States, after an alcohol-soaked, twentyfour hour layover in Ireland, we neared New York City and the pilot
brought us in right over the Statue of Liberty, banking slowly around
it so that everyone had a chance to see her. At the time, she was the
most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life, and for the first
time, I understood what she meant to all of those immigrants seeing
America for the first time.
I was finally home.
For years, I let Africa define my life, and it nearly killed me. Even
today, Africa is everywhere. I still feel the hot, humid air. I hear the
chatter of gawking Somalis and smell the decay of a dying country. I
still get edgy whenever I’m around a cemetery, and refuse to go near
them at night.
Holidays are different now. Every Fourth of July since I left the
Marines, I close my eyes and hear those same street battles as my
hometown puts on its annual display, accented by all my neighbors
adding their own firepower to the celebration. At Christmas, I
decorate a small tree with the same whiz-wheel and fuse-arming wire,
and the prayer beads Ahmed gave me. I spend the day with my family,
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and Mom still makes sure I get the mud cookies and chocolatecovered rice-crispy treats.
For nearly a decade after I left Somalia, I worked for my brother’s
masonry company. It was honest work for honest pay, but I felt
empty. I had no direction in life, no feeling of accomplishment, no
sense of purpose that I had in the Corps.
I was lost.
I could still hear the cries of hungry children and the soft, twig-like
snap of brittle old bones after I inadvertently stepped on a dying old
man’s arm during a night patrol. I remember the screams of a camel
being butchered alive and the smell of its disemboweled corpse on the
grass.
I crawled inside a tequila bottle, often with a loaded pistol next to
me. I came close several times, but was always stopped by a pair of big
brown eyes resting on my lap.
‘Sena, my Akita. A small pup with a huge attitude, and more
intuitive than most people, he was a welcome home gift from my mom
when I was discharged.
The day I picked him up will always be a favorite memory. The
runt of the litter, he was the only one who did not run and hide.
Instead, as I moved toward him, he took small, tiny steps backwards,
growling as he slowly retreated. When I reached down and picked him
up, he began licking my face, and I knew he was a kindred spirit. He
was a fighter with a big heart.
On those dark days I never wish to revisit, I only wanted a reason
to continue—any reason—and he was it. He was all I had, and it was
enough.
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But ‘Sena’s greatest gift to me was my wife. I dated a few women
the first couple of years at home, but he didn’t like any of them. His
attitude ranged from growling to outright ignoring them. She was the
only girl he liked, cozying up to her as if they were old friends. He had
taken care of me for this long, so I figured, what the hell…
We’ve been married for seventeen years now.
President Reagan once commented that most people wonder if
they have ever made a difference in the world, but that “Marines don’t
have that problem.” I wanted to again make a difference in the world,
to give back, to serve. With my wife’s encouragement and support, I
decided to finish my education, and I became a teacher.
***
Memories of Somalia are part of who I am, and always will be.
They color everything I do, and my life is viewed through their lens,
but they no longer rule me—on most days anyway. As an old Vietnam
vet once told me, “The bad memories never go away, you just get used
to them.”
Eighty-nine cents. That is all my Combat Action Ribbon cost. I still
carry that little bit of colored ribbon nearly every day, like a talisman
to ward off evil. It is a reminder of a simple truth, hard learned: in life,
there will be moments that can either overwhelm and crush your
spirit or force you to find a renewed strength and purpose in life. The
trick is to decide: Will those moments define you, or will you define
those moments?
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I Honor You
‡
Sharon Robino-West
I had come to Arlington National Cemetery to check in on some
friends. This November afternoon, just past Veterans Day, was crisp
and clear. Leaves still hung on the trees in patterns of orange and
gold, red and brown. The air was a mild and delicious seventy degrees.
The fall season in Arlington can often bring fog and mist, but this day
did not threaten gloominess or rain. All around me, rows of stark,
white grave markers spread across the rolling hills, seeming to run on
forever.
I was stunned and mesmerized, an emotional welling brought on
by my own service in the Marines, the service and sacrifices of my son,
Eric, and the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
I had been here once before, in 2006, running the Marine Corps
Marathon, which finishes at the Iwo Jima Memorial nearby. Training
for that run got me through my son’s Iraq deployment. I had signed
up for it at the beginning of his tour, and it kept my mind occupied. It
also exhausted me so I couldn’t think about where he was or what he
might be doing. During a phone call with Eric while he was in Iraq, I
asked if he would like to run the marathon with me when he came
home. Whether he wanted to run or just come along for support, I
As You Were: The Military Review
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thought he might enjoy being around all the other Marines, and
seeing the Iwo Jima Monument and maybe a brief glimpse of
Arlington.
I sensed hesitation and tension. In a flash of recognition, I
regretted that I couldn’t take back the request – the demand of a
future commitment. I felt with certainty that he would return from
war, while he remained unsure whether any future plans were
promises he could keep. I had brought him to a place where he would
have to commit to a date in the future, while he just could not or
would not think beyond the next day. He finally answered that it was
“too soon.”
He returned from his tour in Iraq, and he seemed amazingly
peaceful and thankful. At first glance, he appeared fine. When he
came home for his post-deployment leave, he didn’t seem easily
startled or lose his temper the way people said that some returning
veterans did. He was pleasant and polite and couldn’t do enough to
help others. I enjoyed seeing his smile, but all too soon, his leave time
ended and he returned to base. I spoke with Eric a few weeks later,
and the call was strained. Returning to his duty station, he had found
a new girlfriend, who was in the Army, but he mentioned that day-today work just left him feeling bored. He didn’t want to spend time in
town or even in the Post Exchange because he didn’t want to hear
people complaining about trivial things. Loud noises made him jump.
He seemed irritable and on edge. Eric just wasn’t himself. With all of
these changes in his behavior, I began to worry and pray for him every
day, wondering when he would call us next. I had worried my way
through his tour in Iraq, thankful that he had come home safe and
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sound to us. Now I was filled with foreboding. What had happened in
his life since we’d seen him last? It felt like he was holding back.
I spoke with Eric when I scheduled this latest trip to Arlington.
War changes a person in profound ways, and I wondered how he was
handling his new perception of the world. I hoped he could still find
safety somewhere. His feelings were still raw and the mental wounds
painfully open. When I asked if he wanted to accompany me, I heard
the same response as I had five years earlier, when I had asked him
about running the Marine Corps Marathon with me: It was just too
soon.
Arlington’s vastness can overwhelm any visitor, especially if there
is someone there who holds a special place in your heart, someone
with a name and a face. I had wanted my son with me as my
companion on this trip. We were both Marines. It had been twentyseven years since I fulfilled my four years of service with the United
States Marine Corps, but we both understand Esprit de Corps, the
pride and honor of that connection.
I would go to Arlington without him, bringing his condolences and
part of his grief along with me. I wanted to lift some of that burden.
And now it was time. I owed a tribute to Eric and those friends he had
lost in Iraq. When I arrived in Section 60, where the fallen from Iraq
and Afghanistan are buried, I saw more people here than almost
anywhere else in the cemetery. Dozens of vases of fresh flowers
adorned grave sites, and the earth smelled strongly of damp
muskiness, the scent of a final resting place. The soil was so newly
turned in some places that the sod covering the cemetery plots had

As You Were: The Military Review

79

not yet taken root. I felt shock and numbness when I looked at them. I
had never set foot in such a hallowed space.
My son had friends here in Section 60, as many as thirteen. I knew
a few mothers and other family members who might appreciate a
picture of their loved ones, to see that they were resting well, taken
care of and not forgotten. Eric and I had already discussed briefly
some of the names of the fallen; I knew that he would be waiting to
hear from me. I wanted to hear his voice when he spoke the names –
their names – those that I knew meant so much to him. I needed the
opportunity to console him, if it came to that, and I wanted him to
know what these heroes meant to me, too. But I reconsidered the
phone call; texting might make it easier on him.
Eric had been through so much with some of these men. In an
instant, the news of another friend lost or pictures and videos of
memorial services could bring it all rushing back. I felt a duty to
protect him as best I could in the hope that the day would come when
his memories might fade enough around the edges for him to touch
them, if only for minutes at a time.
I sent him a message, asking if there was anyone in particular here
that he would like me to visit. Haltingly, the names started coming up
on the screen. Finally, he called. He named a couple of people, Sgt.
Christian and Sgt. Wrightly among them. I looked over the directories
then moved out to find these men.
Near the grave sites of Eric’s brothers-in-arms, I saw a man sitting
in a stadium seat, drinking a beer and looking at a well-decorated
grave. On top of the stone lay pins representing this warrior’s unit, as
well as several little rocks and mementos. I told the man that I was
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sorry for his loss. He said he didn’t even know this soldier. He had
met the man’s family the week before and found it peaceful visiting
their son here, so he continued coming, honoring the family in his
way. I thanked him again and moved on to search for my son's
friends.
I wandered through the grave markers, adorned with flowers and
keepsakes, and wondered why we leave these things when we lose a
loved one to war. I know that the military awards Purple Hearts,
Bronze Stars and other devices and decorations to make us, as a
society, feel better. Perhaps we are also acknowledging that this loss is
not the end, that they have moved on to an Afterlife, to their next level
of responsibility, in a place we have not yet seen.
At Sgt. Christian’s grave, I saw an empty Jack Daniels bottle and a
Heineken leaned precariously against the marker, along with
challenge coins, letters from loved ones and photos, covered in plastic.
Someone must have been celebrating Veterans Day with him. It was
good to see that Sgt. Christian had not spent the holiday alone. I
wiped the tears from my cheeks and snapped a photo.
Finally, I approached the grave of Sgt. Wrightly. Eric helped train
Joe Wrightly when Joe was still considered a “boot,” a new Marine.
He told me what a good kid Wrightly had been, that he had the
makings of a leader. Wrightly, a Marine of color, came from the
streets. He made his family proud by getting out of street life, and was
well liked by his unit. Wrightly’s Humvee had overturned into a
water-filled ravine, and he drowned before anyone could get to him.
He left behind a family and a fiancé. I had spoken briefly with his
fiancé from time to time. I didn’t know if she’d been able to come here
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yet to see him; I snapped a photo so that she could see the flowers and
know that he was not forgotten. At least I could share this moment
with her.
Leaving Section 60, I passed a woman lying face down across a
grave. Two glasses and a bottle of wine were placed there, one glass
with its contents flowing into the ground. Perhaps it was their
anniversary, or maybe this was just her way of reaching out to him. I
had no words. My “I’m sorry for your loss” would never be enough to
convey my feelings or soothe her pain.
As I walked away from Section 60, I wondered how we best honor
their legacy. How do we let them know we will never forget? I live with
the changes in my son, the changes that have come to my family
through Eric’s experiences and I live with the changes in me. I don’t
think I will ever sleep through the night peacefully, knowing
someone’s loved one is patrolling an area of the world for our safety.
And I know that when a person goes off to war, they will never be the
same. There is a certain innocence that can never be regained. How
could they not be changed? Some return to us tired but relieved and
able to lead companies or undertake advanced degrees and technical
schooling. Others make it back a bit battered, a bit broken, and learn
to work with their new normal.
I see how determined, intelligent and amazing these veterans are,
and they give me hope. I feel sure that other veterans and their
families, assisting each other and accessing the help that is available
to them, will lead the lives they were meant to. I learned about Esprit
de Corps at seventeen and it will be with me always, as I pay it
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forward into the world. I still see it in the eyes of brand new Marines,
and it is present when I visit places like Arlington.
I hope that someday my son’s invisible wounds begin to heal and
that he can make the journey that I have, paying respects to the men
he fought with, side by side. I look forward to the day when he can put
to rest the memories that haunt him. I know that someday he will also
rest here. I pray that it won’t be too soon.
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Fiction
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Strays
‡
Jerad W. Alexander
The boys of Third Squad settled in a room that smelled of burnt
rifle oil and stale cigarette smoke, and there they let the tension in
their sinews diminish with the failing daylight. Baptiste and Clark, a
couple of threadbare riflemen, sat side-by-side on a sofa that reeked of
old incense and leaked body odor. Since long before sunrise they had
battled from house-to-house through the first blocks of Husaybah, a
dusty little nowhere town along the Euphrates River. They did not
understand how tired they had become until they shed their rifles and
helmets, then curled up on the sleeping mats and old furniture that
littered the abandoned Iraqi house they had occupied.
Clark stretched his limbs. His knee popped. “Lemme get a
cigarette,” he said.
“Vete a la mierda,” Baptiste groaned elaborately.
Clark let his body go limp. “Come on, B. Don’t be like that,” he
said.
Clark had a beggar’s whine that Baptiste had never really learned
to hurdle, and Clark knew just how and when to parcel it out. But
hearing Clark’s voice next to him he felt an odd pressure lift from
inside himself and he felt comfortable. Baptiste was a south Florida
As You Were: The Military Review

85

Cubano who enlisted with a head swimming with the dream of free
college. Clark’s motives were simpler. He had left his parents’ shotgun
house in rural Ohio only to, quote: Blow Shit Up. Despite coming from
two very different worlds, Baptiste and Clark were best friends,
brothers, and so Baptiste slipped a hand into his pocket and pulled
out a single cigarette. “We’ll split one,” he said.
Baptiste lit the cigarette and took a long drag. He held it out and
felt Clark’s fingers as he took it from him. He watched the glowing
ember drift away. A machinegun rattled outside, someplace distant.
Clark took two drags and handed the cigarette back.
This was Baptiste’s first time overseas and the whole day had
offered him a menu for his senses to sample from—the electric sight of
red machinegun tracers ricocheting against concrete in perfect
skyward angularity, a distant mortar explosion and the disorienting
tardiness of its hollow report, and the greasy cordite perfume that
drifted from spent cartridges as they littered the street like
shimmering brass guano. Baptiste remained awed at the endless
sensory overload, and if he learned nothing in his short time in
combat he could certainly attest to the breadth and wonder of its
terrifying magnitude. But now the room was dark and quiet and for a
moment Baptiste felt slightly uneasy. He thought about the people
he’d once read about who developed supernatural hearing after going
blind in some desperate accident or rotten twist of genetic fate. He
wondered how long before it started.
“Did you see that house outside?” he asked.
“What house?”
“The one right across the street. The one all blown to shit.”
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“I guess.”
“I think that’s the house that captain had bombed this morning.”
“Oh yeah,” said Clark. He fell into a disinterested silence.
Measured against the day, it seemed like a single page in a
flipbook of mildly controlled chaos. The bomb was dropped at sunrise
after their whole battalion occupied the first line of homes in a violent
flash of manpower and coughing war machinery. From a rooftop, a
short, loudmouthed captain that Baptiste did not recognize looked
through his Oakleys and pointed to a house far inside the dun town.
I’m going to call an airstrike on that house, he announced, and so he
spoke into a radio and asked that it be done. Baptiste did not know if
the captain was informed by some higher power of divine military
intelligence, if there could be such a thing. Maybe the captain was told
that fanatical mujahedeen fighters were holed up in the house, bowing
toward Mecca as they loaded ammunition to kill with. Maybe there
was gold or some other treasure the captain had learned about and he
wanted it hidden under the rubble to claim after things had settled.
Perhaps the captain was just bored and pent up. Perhaps he just
wanted to destroy something in a way no one else could.
Whatever the reason, the short captain had simply pointed a
finger, made a call, and commanded the house destroyed. Moments
later Baptiste listened to the sky rip apart and watched a 500-pound
bomb strike the nondescript gray house and send chunks of concrete
far into the sky. It seemed almost clinical, just a quick outpatient
procedure, like having a tooth pulled, but done with all the precision
of a hammer. It also seemed incredibly random. The others in Third
Squad had whistled, hooted, and said “Fuck yeah” like touchdown
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spectators. Some had even taken the time to snap photos of the fastrising gout of smoke and dust. He remembered Clark giggling when
small pebbles and bits of charred concrete began to tock and bip onto
the roof where they all stood as witnesses.
“That was pretty fuggin badass. Huh, B?” Clark had said with
electric eyes and the same broad grin as all the rest.
In the room, someone began to snore in one of the corners. A rifle
shot cracked outside, but far, far away. Hints of radio static and mild
chatter breathed in from another room. Muffled voices and a burst of
tired laughter followed.
“Quit hogging the smoke,” Clark said.
Baptiste held up the cigarette and yawned contagiously. When
Clark took a drag Baptiste heard the paper and tobacco sizzle.
“So how long do you think it’ll take us to get to the other end of
town?” he asked softly.
Clark yawned. “I dunno. A few more days at least. We can’t even
see the end of it.”
“So you think maybe a week?” Baptiste asked.
“I dunno,” Clark said. “Who cares?”
Outside, a soft and ghostly howl began to drift to them in deep
echoes. It filled up the dark room and then stopped. Then it began
again, flowing to the limits of breath.
“What is that?” Baptiste asked. He looked toward the blacked-out
window, but he could not see it. The darkness pressed around him.
“Prob’ly a cat,” said Clark.
“It sounds like a perro. There are lots of strays around.”
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Clark took another drag and handed the cigarette back to Baptiste.
Baptiste sought it out with his fingers and took a drag. When he
exhaled his mouth tasted like ash and he wished he’d had a chance to
brush his teeth. Outside, the howling continued.
Clark cleared his throat. “So back home my mom and stepdad
kind of take care of the stray cats around our street. The last time I
was there they had these two that came around all the time; I guess
they were like tabbies or some shit. Anyway, they were pretty chill.
The lady cat was a badass hunter. She’d go out at night and bring back
mice and just leave it on the porch like some kind of offering. My
mom said one time it even brought back a big-ass crow or some shit.
“Anyway, my mom emails me last week that they had some new
folks move in next door. She said they got this kid that lives over there
that hangs out in his backyard shooting a BB gun all over the place.
They had to tell him a few times to watch out. They said one time he
almost shot out a window with a…” Clark snapped his finger,
searching. “What do they call it when it bounces off?”
“A ricochet?” asked Baptiste.
“Yeah, that. Well so anyway, my mom tells me one night my
stepdad heard a bunch of loud meowing out in the backyard. He goes
looking around with a flashlight and finds the lady cat under a bunch
of bushes near the fence between our yard and the neighbor’s yard.
My mom said he found her shot with a BB right above the eye.”
Baptiste’s eyes jerked closed. “Eso es jodido,” he groaned in
horror. He rubbed his eyelids with a pair of dirty fingers. A
kaleidoscope of wet fireworks sparkled in the darkness behind them.
“How old?” he asked.
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“What, the cat?”
“Yeah.”
“Who gives a shit? I’m gonna kick his little goddamn ass when I
get back. His mom said he didn’t do it, but I know he did. How else
did it get shot? How does someone just go around shooting cats?”
Clark asked.
“I don’t know, man. Maybe he didn’t do it on purpose,” said
Baptiste. He wanted it to be an accident, something done without
malice, but he didn’t trust himself.
Clark snorted. “Right,” he said.
Baptiste pictured some truant mouth-breather sighting in with a
lever-action Red Ryder from between the unkempt bushes of a dingy
backwater house in rural Ohio. He pictured the sneer, the crooked and
cavity-shot yellow teeth, the wild-eyed petulance as the boy looked
down the cheap sights. Baptiste had known boys like that around his
family’s cramped home in North Miami Beach—middle school kids
who carried self-nurtured mean streaks. They always seemed to come
from rich homes. Sometimes he’d hang out with them just to feel what
it was like to have everything, but never for very long.
Outside, the howling continued to broadcast unanswered pain. It
seemed to come from some other world, some black place where the
weight of darkness and pain was enough to press the body and soul
equally flat. “Are you sure that’s not a dog?” Baptiste asked.
“That’s a cat, B.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I’m telling you—”
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Someone shuffled in a black corner of the room. A flashlight
suddenly blinded both of them. The light spoke in the tired voice of
their sergeant.
“It’s not an animal, dumbasses. That’s human. There’s someone
crushed up under that rubble,” the voice said. Baptiste shielded his
eyes with his hand.
The flashlight clicked off. The voice softened. “Y’all just shut up
and go to sleep.”
For a long moment the two friends sat in admonished silence.
Nothing moved. The imprinted sprite of the flashlight bulb hovered in
the center of their eyesight, but began to slowly fade away. The
howling stopped to catch its breath. The room was at its darkest.
Snores rumbled at various points in the room. The howling resumed.
Clark touched his arm. “Lemme get the short,” he whispered.
“What?” said Baptiste. He had forgotten about the cigarette
between his fingers. He shook his head no. “De ninguna manera,” he
said.
“Come on, man,” whined Clark. He never understood the words,
but he always grasped their meaning.
The howl trailed off. Baptiste took a quick drag and held up the
last of the cigarette. “Kill it,” he said.
Clark took it. Baptiste could hear Clark’s fingers drumming
against the couch cushion. The howled breathed to life again, but
transformed into a shrill wailing. It carried on for a long stretch, then
stopped again. “But yeah,” said Clark, as if inconveniently derailed.
“Why would someone even do that to a cat, B?”
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Baptiste thought of the captain and chose to remain silent. He
folded his hands across his chest and shut his eyes. He prayed for a
moment, but he felt strangely corrupt, and so he listened and felt pity
shape the corners of his mouth and dry whimsical sadness pull at his
eyes. Because he was here and had heard the person under the rubble
he now felt connected to them, a proprietor of their misery. He
imagined the house—gray and warming as it absorbs the first soft
light at sunrise. The metal front door is painted a light blue and rusts
on the bottom where it meets the cheap doormat. It is silent inside the
halls and rooms. Maybe only one person is home, lying in bed feeling
the soft light through the window slowly wedge the sleep away. Maybe
it’s a family, a husband and wife asleep, facing each other, eyes closed
and their breathing synced in a harmony built with loving time and
the patient pressure of commitment. Perhaps children sleep in a
nearby room. Or perhaps they lay awake in their beds, staring at the
ceiling, the very same ceiling the bomb will soon pierce. Perhaps they
lay awake dreaming with all the toys of their imaginations wondrously
scattered across the floor of their open minds. Did they hear it? Did
they feel it coming? What can be done? And so Baptiste watches as it
falls from 10,000 feet; his whole body feels drained of impetus to do
otherwise. The bomb glides down in its terrible freefall, and then it
strikes. He watches the detonator ignite the charge. He replays the
black geyser of smoke and concrete. He hears the roar that surrounds
them all in their beds until their eardrums burst and reduce sound to
prehistory. He feels the heat and the dense rubble fall in stone dead
heaps of concrete and hot rebar and the shattered porcelain tub from
the upstairs bathroom. He feels it crush them; their bones snap and
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flesh rip away. Baptiste hears their grunts of shock and split-second
panic before nothingness. He sees them trapped under the smoking
black weight of their once-peaceful lives, completely unable to
understand the reasons that put them there. He breathes in their need
for some final justification, some answer, only to be left crushed in
their abandoned agony. And just as he can be right there with them in
the darkness, he can certainly see with greasy shame that moment
right on the roof in the golden morning as he listens to the captain
order the house destroyed, as he watches the bomb hit, that moment
as the detritus of the home lazily arc’s skyward in a great wide plume
and he feels the concussion pass through him seconds later, the
briefest of moments when he looks at Clark, and in that moment he
sees himself grin the same sick grin as all the rest too.
The wailing outside continued, but it could not keep him from
falling asleep. Not yet. After pulling every bit he could out of it before
burning his lips, Clark dropped the cigarette to the concrete floor and
mashed it out with his boot. He fell asleep soon after. When they both
awoke the next morning with the rest of Third Squad to odd laughter
and the electric clatter of machinegun fire, neither of them bothered
to notice the wailing was gone.
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Another Realm
‡
Khanh Ha
Sometimes when the weather got cold like tonight, Dzu felt that
dull throb in his abdomen. The old shrapnel wound was bad enough
to have given him a view of his own intestines.
From the couch where Dzu lay, the window of his apartment
began to fog from his cigarette smoke. Outside the snow fell like white
rain, at times blowing in thick, beaded strings. He hated snow.
The moldy smell of the couch made him wrinkle his nose. It was
morning by a few hours. He didn’t feel sleepy, yet the dark stillness of
insomnia always reminded him he’d spent years alone. He imagined
cuddling against Lan. A stiffness in his crotch brought his hand down
there. Unconsciously, he rubbed the swelling. What made her go off
with Minh? It hurt him. He was spellbound the first time he met her
through an acquaintance. Lan. Orchid in Vietnamese. She was
nineteen, a sophomore at the University of Maryland. He was thirtytwo, a Vietnam war veteran. He fell in love with her on Parents Day, a
month before, watching her perform onstage. When the lights
dimmed at the curtain’s fall and the auditorium grew hushed, he sat in
semidarkness with his arms folded across his chest. Then he heard the
emcee announce a soloist, and the spotlight shifted to the right of the
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stage. From the wings, Lan floated out, her long black hair touching
her waist. Her áo dài, the color of violet impatiens, swayed about her
legs, and beneath it she wore white pants, loose and silk. When the
spotlight shone on her, she suddenly ceased to be a treasure he could
keep for himself. The band started.
As she sang, all eyes in the audience were fixed on her, perhaps
every part of her body. He wished the song would end and the curtain
drop so that she could be his again and his misery would be over. But
as if in slow motion, she sang again. From where he sat, everything
gained depth and distance, and then he was no longer there but was
watching the scene from far away.
He observed her performance as if she were someone he had never
met, yet he wished he knew well. When the song ended, she bowed
while the men applauded and hissed for an encore. She stepped
backwards, her eyes shyer than her smile, then turned toward the
wing with the curtain falling.
He believed his wife was the most beautiful woman in the world,
but she died during their boat escape in 1975. Lan warmed his heart at
night with fantasies about his dead, beautiful wife. This afternoon, he
had joined Lan in the Vietnamese march on the Washington
Monument grounds. Ngày Quốc Hận ―April 30, Black April, the day
South Vietnam surrendered to North Vietnam. Barely five years had
passed since the fall of South Vietnam. Long after the march was over,
Dzu saw her leave with Minh, a senior at Maryland, who tried hiding
Lan from him in a discotheque.
All the tables were full. Dzu scanned the room and saw Minh and
Lan at a table far from the noise and dancing. He knew he was
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unwelcome at Minh’s table, but the glower in Minh’s eyes didn’t shake
him and Minh knew it. Dzu grabbed a chair nearby and planted it next
to Lan’s and sat down.
“A pleasant surprise,” Lan said.
“Having a good time?” Dzu twisted open his beer bottle’s crimped

cap and tilted his head back to suck the cold.
“I’m glad the march was a success,” Lan said.

Dzu flicked his cigarette with his little finger. “You didn’t tell me
you left. I was stuck with a Vietnam Vet.”
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t find you in the crowd. Too many things on

my mind.”
She lied, he could tell. He was ready to spring up like a
compressed coil. After all, what did he do wrong but be a supportive
friend and steadfast admirer? He kept his grin while looking at her.
The neon lights colored her face a pale blush. She looked away.
He leaned forward to bring his lips close to Lan’s ear. “How about
this dance?”
It was a slow tune. On the floor bodies swayed in a massive lump,
dark, amorphous.
“You mind, Minh?” Lan asked.
“Have fun,” Minh said.

Dzu walked her to the dance floor. The flow of her beige kneelength skirt held his eyes, the way it hugged her hips, draped around
her thighs, and hung loose over her kneecaps. Her calves, firm and
round, made him want to trace his fingers down their fleshy curves
until they became thin at her ankles. She wore reddish-brown sandals,
yet in skirt and blouse she seemed like a girl in a magazine.
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Her hand felt warm in his, her palm soft and smooth when he ran
his thumb over it. His other hand pressed against the small of her
back, his fingertips nudging the groove of her spine under her blouse.
The lazy sound of the organ curled, and the bass guitar struck each
chord deep and vibrant. In the music trickling languid and slow, he
wanted to melt. He tightened his arm around her waist. Her breasts
brushed his chest, her chin scraped the ridge of his shoulder. He
nuzzled her neck.
She squirmed in the lock of his arm. A nervous giggle left her
mouth.
“No, Dzu, please.”

He pressed his lips against her ear. “You never gave me a chance
to show you what I’m made of.”
The smooth touch of her skin gave him goosebumps. His lips
brushed her earlobe. This time she pushed him in the chest.
“Dzu-- you don’t understand?”

He arched his back to look at her. “I take it that you act this way
because you want Minh to think…” The song ended. She dropped her
arms, her lower lip tucked in. He grabbed her by the elbow. “Don’t
leave. We just got started.”
“Minh is waiting,” Lan said.

He saw her eyes waver, then dart to Minh. Damn. He walked her
back, his hand on her hip. He still had a chance with her. She could
have been his date tonight.
“Want to leave now, Lan?” Minh said.

He ignored Minh as he sat down. He lowered his voice only for
Lan to hear. “Want to join me for dinner?”
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“It’s late, Dzu,” Lan said.
“Only ten,” Dzu said. “Viet Garden closes at midnight on Friday. I

cook there.”
“Would you like to join us, Minh?” Her voice, soft and yielding,

gave Dzu a twist inside.
“We’re leaving, Lan,” Minh said.
“Please?” Lan said. “Besides, Dzu took it upon himself to look me

up. . . .”
“You remind me of my wife,” Dzu said, clamping his hand over

Lan’s on the table. “Always appreciative, always positive. I’ve seen
nagging wives, sharp tongues. Then she died, and I realized what I’d
lost.”
He knew flattery was Lan’s weakness, but he also recognized his
false sentiments. The beer made him soppy.
“My wife,” he said, stroking Lan’s hand on the table, “she wasn’t as

pretty as you, but she was pretty enough for me to fall in love with her
and marry her.”
“So you married her for her good looks?” Minh snorted and looked

at Dzu’s hand still covering Lan’s.
“And because she was a virgin.”

Lan winced. Dzu felt as though he had just touched her between
her legs.
Minh leaned back in his chair. “Virginity is an obsession among
Asian men,” he said. “You know that?”
“Educate me,” Dzu said. Minh hadn’t touched his drink since Dzu

sat at the table.
“Asian societies value it,” Minh said. “It boosts the men’s egos.”
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“Sexual hang-ups aren’t ethnically related. Where’d you learn that

from? College? Doesn’t matter if you’re Asian or American, men think
alike. Tell you something. Where I come from, a girl sleeps with one
man, and one man only. The first man she sleeps with is also the last
one.”
“I’ve never been married. Can’t help you on that.”
“But when you decide to get married, won’t she be…”
“A virgin?” Minh said.
“Yeah,” Dzu said.

Lan nodded. “I think a female’s virginity is her God-given
treasure.”
His girl surely cherished the treasure she had, because the groom,
on their wedding night, would spread a sheet of white cloth on the
rush mat under her buttocks. If he spotted no blood stains on it, his
bride had not been a virgin. Then one noble way to alert the bride’s
family was to cut off both ears of a roasted pig’s head, which they
carried during their next day’s visit to her family.
“Did you hear Lan?” Dzu said. “Tell me, if you ever fall in love with

a girl, sleep with her, then find out she’s not a virgin, would you marry
her?”
Minh nodded quickly with a hardened glint in his eyes.
“You guys excuse me.” Lan stood up and patted Minh on the hand.

Both men watched her head toward the ladies’ room, then Dzu
snubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray and slowly looked at Minh.
“You’re a liar. You’re also a hypocrite. Ha, marry a girl who’d lost her
cherry to someone? What do you take me for? An idiot? You are a kid
from enough money; you have your head in the clouds.”
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“Privileged?” Minh glared at him. “In what sense? My education? I

earned that. Maybe you ended up in the wrong place because you
didn’t have an education. If you feel sorry for yourself, don’t blame
those who made things happen for themselves.”
“You didn’t get drafted. You didn’t have to flee from the

communists. Those are your lucky numbers.” Dzu leaned back,
crossed his leg, and touched the flame to another cigarette. He puffed,
squinting at Minh behind a coil of smoke. “Yeah, you have an
education and I don’t, but that’s because I wasn’t as lucky as you.
When you grow up in Cần Thơ, you have two choices. Either you join
the South Vietnam army or join the Viet Cong. I bet you city boys
never had to worry about a rap on the door in the middle of the night
when they came to take you away and made you one of Uncle Ho’s
soldiers.”
“You found the wrong man to blame for your misery.”
“Men like me spilled their guts in the war so people like you could

sit at home with dreams floating in your heads.” Dzu thrust out his
chin. “You ever lost a friend?”
“What if I haven’t?”
“You see,” Dzu said, waving his hands and scattering ash on the

table, “you’re the one who didn’t give a damn about the war, while so
much suffering went beyond the city limits. I lost a close friend when I
was a Viet Cong.” He rinsed his mouth with a swig of beer. His nose
tingled with its fermented smell. “My man was wounded by a mortar
shell while we were trapped in the jungle. I helped a doctor operate on
him with no morphine. He had lost his dick, and a piece of shell was
still lodged in his loin.”
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He gasped as if he were still by his friend’s side, heard the man
scream as the doctor pulled out a piece of shrapnel coated with blood
from his abdomen. Beneath his wound was a gaping hole where his
genitals used to be, now taped up with zigzag white gauze slowly
soaked with scarlet streaks. Within an hour his friend died from loss
of blood. A week later he sneaked back into Saigon on a fake ID. He
got past the security checkpoints and arrived at a house where his
friend’s sister was working as a maid. He never forgot the happy look
on her face when she saw him. Then the news. She slumped to the
ground, then rubbed her temples with the Tiger Balm. He had seen
mangled GI bodies, heads blown off, dog tags gone. Some had their
dog tags shoved in their boots in case they died without their heads.
But the bereavement sickened him just the same.
Dzu pressed a finger between his eyes while Minh was silent like
bad jade. “You blame me because you think I feel sorry for myself,
that it’s my fault I failed at my education. But you forget that millions
of us, the underprivileged, failed at our education.” He took a pull on
his beer. “You’ve never been poor, so how the hell do you know what it
feels like? I wish you could watch this freak show in a hamlet in
Quang Nam. You could’ve watched a child who’d been burned halfdead by napalm. She glowed in the dark. At night, her father charged
ten xu a head for those who wanted to peep through the window.”
He wet his lips, then took a quick sip of beer. His temples
throbbed. “You’re no smarter than me. Swap shoes and you won’t
walk that far.”
“You’re such a jealous loser.” Minh shook his head. “Now you take

shots at those who made it.”
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“How about getting off your butt and helping refugees who get

here broke?”
Lan came back.
Minh slammed his glass on the table. “I’m not going to get into a
patriotism contest with you. Let me set this straight: Don’t confuse
your value system with mine; don’t malign me before you even know
me.” He stood up. “Let’s go, Lan.”
Dzu jabbed his finger at Minh. “Don’t start acting like you own
her. I was inviting her to dinner. You don’t order her around-- not
while I’m involved.”
“This is getting out of hand,” Lan said. “People are watching us.”

Dzu sneered. “He’s overreacting, Lan. He cracked up.”
“I must go,” Lan said, her face hardening at Dzu.

The ruckus they made had other people looking in their direction.
Dzu sat back and watched them leave. Their figures became hazy in a
veil of bluish cigarette smoke that drifted across the room. He felt
violence simmering in his veins. He had come so close to being with
her. He imagined that intoxicating scent of her virgin body, but in his
nose the bar smelled like a wet rag just quenched from burning.
***
He longed for a woman. It had been six years since his wife died.
When the Thai pirates jumped onto his boat, they singled out his wife
for her beauty. She had fair skin. Her bà ba blouse, soaked from the
waves, clung to her body. Even he could see her cupped breasts. Her
pretty face stood out from others, grimed, filthy. He grabbed her when
a pirate pulled her away. Then he felt an explosion inside his head,
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flashes shot out in his eyes from inside his skull. The blow against the
back of his head knocked him out.
He woke to voices above him. Hands pulled him up on his knees.
A hand pointed toward the Thai fishing boat still moored against his
boat. A woman’s voice trailed in his ear, “Nhìn làm cái gì?”
But he had to look. On the prow of the Thai fishing boat, a man
clad in shorts was standing over his wife. His khaki shirt was
unbuttoned down to his midriff, exposing a sooty chest glistening with
sweat. He stepped up, planted his legs on either side of his wife, still
lying naked on her back. Then he lowered himself to his haunches
over her chest and stroked her cheeks, the chin, the lips, tugging at
them until his eyes clouded over with a self-hypnotized daze. Then,
abruptly, he fumbled with his fly. He grasped the victim’s hair as if
about to scalp her, pulled her head up and forced his victim to suck
him. It didn’t take long. Then he braced himself with one hand on the
ground, flipped her over, hunched forward on his knees, and entered
her from behind. His act finished, he stood up while at his feet the
victim lay prostrate, crawling like a snail that had lost its tentacles.
Dzu felt drugged.
“Cổ xỉu rồi,” an old woman said, shaking her head, and sat down

as his wife passed out.
When his wife no longer responded to the pirates’ acts, the next
man slapped her as if to wake her up, then shoved her face to one side.
Two men picked up her naked body, one grabbing her head, the other
her feet, swung her once, twice, and heaved her over the gunwale.
The Thai fishing boat revved up, surged, and lunged forward.
Waves rolled, the boat Dzu was in rocked hard. Seawater splashed his
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face, the salt got in his eyes. He blinked, then tears ran down his
cheeks.
He still thought of her a lot. He wanted to buy a few square feet of
land in a cemetery back in Cần Thơ, his hometown, and place a
headstone there so he and his son and her relatives could visit her
from time to time.
He coughed. It had been so long since he envisioned them.
Perhaps one day he would reunite with his only son, who was barely
six months old when they were separated. The boy was born on a starcrossed hour, and difficult to raise, according to his parents. His wife
was instructed to take a roll of satin to a pagoda and ask the abbot to
bless it with a red-dyed seal stamped on the fabric in a two-inch
square. They made a shirt for him, which was washed separately from
other dirty clothes. Dzu’s parents said the Buddhist seal would keep
the evil spirit away. Would father and son recognize each other again?
The boy wouldn’t, but he would. His son carried the image of his wife.
Now his arms felt cold. He snatched his leather bomber jacket
from the end table and spread it over his chest. He coughed again and
felt a stab in his stomach. Several times during the war he had been
injured, but that shrapnel wound nearly took his life. He remembered
lying on his back with his intestines spilled out. He could smell death
in the gun smoke. He knew afterward how meaningless his life was.
In summer of 1969, when Dzu was a Kit Carson scout, Alpha
Company, 1/5 Marines was sent to garrison a hill in the Happy Valley
in Tuy Hòa, a coastal province of the Central Highlands. Shortly after
midnight, less than twenty-four hours after taking position, the
Marines were hit by the Viet Cong mortars. The fierce barrage kept up

© Military Experience & the Arts, Inc.

for several minutes, then suddenly stopped when the Viet Cong
streamed out from the valley and overran the hill. Bravo Company
was dropped on the hill by helicopters to reinforce Alpha Company.
Toward morning, in the rage of the battle, Charlie Company was sent
into the valley. They sat at the bottom of the hill, waiting until dawn
when they were ordered to saddle up. They worked their way toward a
side of the hill where the bloody assault had begun to slack off.
Dzu remembered the scene when Charlie Company reached the
hilltop. A point man—he was called a Kit Carson scout, a former Viet
Cong recruited to serve as a forward man in the U.S. line company—
he was the first to step over the bodies of from Alpha and Bravo
companies. What had been triple-strand concertina wire was now
dangling coils, cut up, or blown apart by the VC sappers. The air
smelled acrid with gunpowder; bluish smoke hung thick in a rising
mist. He tripped over a body and fell into a foxhole. His face hit the
back of another body. The soldier’s head was smeared with dried
blood from a shot in the temple, his dirty blonde hair matted above
his ear. Sand was leaking down from crumbling sandbags above the
foxhole, running down the side of his face. The man’s lips were white
as chalk.
They stumbled on the survivors of Alpha and Bravo companies.
Fifty Marines remained. They counted the bodies. All were shot in the
temple—a coup de grâce by the VC. Dzu had shot his dead enemies in
the head when he was a Viet Cong before looting the GIs’ bodies of
their watches and rings.
He was standing on a ridge, looking down the valley when he
heard the explosion. It was loud enough to turn your head and think
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serious. Then shouts and screams. He ran toward the lieutenant who
kneeled by a mauled soldier and waved his arm in frantic.
“Corpsman,” he screamed. “Get the goddamned corpsman.”
There’s no need for a corpsman, Dzu thought. The man was gone.
His crotch was split all the way to his abdomen as if he were
butchered with a meat cleaver, his dangling testicles dripped blood
through their ruptured pouch, his eyeglasses were shattered, a piece
of glass stuck in his eyeball. Blood was spattered on his thighs, his
fatigues were dyed a blackish red. A few feet from where he lay was a
dead GI with his hips blown off. That must be where the Viet Cong
laid their booby trap. Dzu figured it was a hand grenade with its safety
pin taken off, tucked away under the corpse. You turn the corpse over
with your foot then whatever remains of you is God’s mercy.
The next morning, egrets flew odd formations beneath the ragged
fog, and Charlie Company split up in four platoons and fanned out
over a ten kilometer area of operations. Dzu’s platoon moved across
valleys and climbed hills and more hills. They went down into valleys.
They crossed streams. The summer heat caked their sweat. The air
didn’t move. They swallowed salt tablets. Some men fell. Dzu was
light-headed at times, but his body was used to such long treks. On
the second day at noon, they reached a hill. From the distance, the
hillside looked lime-white. They came upon tons and tons of rice
strewn on the hillside. In the sun, their ivory grains gleamed.
“Fucking VC will have to come here for their meals,” the lieutenant

said.
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Dzu thought of the starving villagers. This rice-strewn hillside
could feed a whole village for many months. Yet the VC rice supply
was destroyed by the Americans.
The platoon pressed with no fog between them and the sun and
more Marines fell from heat exhaustion. Their canteens flashed as
they gurgled down water. Men grumbled, cursed. Acrid odors emitted
from their sweat-caked bodies. Late that afternoon, they entered a
hamlet. Yellow dust rose as they trod down the dirt path shaded by
tattered banana fronds. Hens and roosters squawked, scattering;
mud-stained pigs went oinking as they minced across the path. The
slow ones were booted and went bellies up. Scrawny dogs came
sniffing at the GIs’ legs, yelped, legs buckling, as rifle butts were
banged down on their heads.
The lieutenant, tall, lanky, wearing a sweat-soaked baseball cap
waved Dzu over.
“Find the chief,” the lieutenant said. “Bring him here.”

On his right shirt pocket was his name: Jensen. Dzu understood
him. Dzu had been with the Chiêu Hồi for a year now. He was taught
English when the Americans came to recruit him at the Chiêu Hồi
center in Saigon. Early they had problems in placing him as a point
man in the US battalions. The American soldiers didn’t want a Kit
Carson scout in their troops. Nobody trusted a hồi chánh. Finally, he
was taken in by Charlie Company of 1/5.
The chief wearing faded maroon pajamas was an old man in his
seventies. His beard was a gray wisp.
“Where’s papa-san?” Lieutenant Jensen asked, bending down

slightly.
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“Ổng nói gì?” the old man asked Dzu.
“He asked you where Viet Cong are,” Dzu said. Papa-san! The

word wasn’t even Vietnamese. He didn’t know why these Americans
used it.
“Không biết,” the old man said.
“No bic,” Jensen said. “You must know. This is the VC-controlled

area. We know that. What do you grow over there?” He pointed
toward a garden plot behind the hooch. “Fruits, right? You grow them
for the VC.” He poked his finger at the rim of the old man’s conical
hat. It slid back. Under it the old man wore a white turban. Jensen
hooked his finger on the string used as the old man’s chinstrap. He
plucked the string once, twice, then snapped it. “VC come by here
tonight?”
The old man kept shaking his head. Jensen glared at Dzu. “Don’t
stand there like a fucking dummy. Tell him what I just said.”
The old man lowered his eyes, his shoulders trembling.
“He know no VC,” Dzu said, his mouth dry.
“When did he say that?” Jensen said.

Now Dzu lowered his eyes.
Jensen shouted, “Corporal!”
The corporal was leaning against a guava tree whose fruits were
shriveled by the heat. He lumbered over when Jensen took out his
bowie knife.
“If he moves, shoot him,” Jensen said to the corporal.

With one hand he pulled the old man’s wisp of beard, jerking his
face downward, and with one stroke cut his beard off. He brought his
fist to his lips and blew. The whiskers went up in a puff.
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“Now you don’t look like Ho Chí Minh anymore,” Jensen said.

“Now you look stupid. Eh? You got me?”
The old man kept his smile, nodding as if he understood. Then an
old woman walked up behind him. She wore a brown collarless bà ba
stained with dark betel juice. She pulled on the old man’s arm. “Tha
cho ổng đi mà,,” she said, pleading with Jensen without looking up.
Dzu cringed when Jensen gripped the old man’s shoulder.
“Not so fast,” Jensen said, lifting up the old man’s face with the tip

of his bowie knife. “Get me water, grandpa. Water.” Head tilted back,
he made a sign of drinking with an imagined glass.
Dzu lowered his voice. “He wants water. Better give it to him.”
The old man still smiled but he didn’t budge.
Jensen wiped the sweat from his brow. “Chuck him, corporal.”
The hulking corporal seized the old man by the neck, lifted him off
the ground with one hand, and tossed him sideways. The old man flew
like a rag doll and crashed against the guava tree. He slumped to the
ground, clutching his shoulder.
The woman shrieked, “Ông ơi!”
Jensen shoved her. She tottered backward. He reached out,
grabbed the top of her blouse, and ripped it down. The woman froze.
Her skin was mottled, her breasts sagged, wrinkled like a pair of bitter
gourds. Laughter roared around them.
Dzu looked away. He had seen the worst of the American troops in
villages he went through as a Viet Cong. Cold-blooded murdering.
Burning hooches. Rape. They owned the village when they entered it.
The Viet Cong were no better, except their atrocities weren’t
publicized.
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Jensen gave an order for chow time. While the men ate from their
C-ration cans, he walked to the rice paddies and surveyed the area
through his binoculars. On one side of the hamlet, rice paddies spread
steppe-like up the hill, cut up by hedgerows of thick bamboo and
coconut palms. Straight ahead, the paddies stretched to a river, and
across the river was the wood line. They rested until dusk. At seven
o’clock, they blocked the hamlet with a few men. The rest went across
the paddies, walking on the muddy dikes under a full moon. Dzu was
told they were on an ambush mission. He realized that, by blocking
the hamlet, Jensen had cut off any possible communications between
the hamlet and the VC about the platoon’s activities.
The night was still and clear. Alone ahead, the platoon trailing
behind following his steps, Dzu sloshed through the paddies. Frogs
croaked down the wet dikes, a fish leaped with a tiny splash. He traced
his steps, putting down one foot ahead the other. He listened with his
brain, he felt with his sixth sense. He took no chances even though the
paddies seemed harmless. A wrong assumption, a wrong step could
set off a booby trap. He might be blown up. He sniffed like a mouse.
The air hung thick. No wind. The moon shone on the water and here
and there were gleaming fish traps and weirs. After the paddies, they
waded across the river at low tide in waist-high water, entered the
woods laced so dense with coconut palms, bamboo thickets, and
razor-edged undergrowth that they had to shield their faces with their
hands to weave through. Then they found a narrow dirt path. Dzu
knew what Jensen thought. Beyond the woods were valleys, hills, then
the jungle of the Trường Sơn mountain range. If the Viet Cong were to
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trek back to their bases, they must make their way through the woods,
on this path.
The platoon took up their positions—two M60 machine guns from
the weapons squad were placed facing the trail, each manned by five
men, two rifle squads crouched behind bushes on the other side of the
trail, their M-16s sighted toward the river. The command post was set
up between the emplacements of the two machine guns, and
claymores were placed beyond their perimeter up the trail. The men
sprayed themselves with insect repellent, but fear of snakes and
scorpions made them toss and turn throughout the long wait for the
enemy.
The night passed. In daylight the platoon searched the valley when
they received the order to stay the night before linking up with other
platoons in the morning at a rendezvous. The men couldn’t wait. They
were due for resupply. That night, after dinner, they saddled up and
sloshed across the river to pull the ambush duty. Dzu’s stomach
churned. He doubled back to find the lieutenant.
“No same place,” he said to Jensen.
“Say it again,” Jensen said with a smirk.
“Two nights, no same place.” How much did this young gung-ho

lieutenant know about the guerrilla warfare?
“Yes, same place. We’re gonna cream their asses tonight.” Jensen

pointed to the forward column. “Get back there.”
They moved into position. Exhaustion took its toll. Dzu saw men
around him nod off toward midnight. Jensen cursed when he checked
on them at two in the morning.
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Sometime after two they got hit. Explosions of grenades woke
them, then bursts of machine guns swiped the branches and kicked up
chunks of earth in their faces. The tak-tak-tak of the AK-47 seemed to
come from everywhere.
The Gunnery Sergeant shouted: “Return fire! Return fucking fire!”
The men snatched their M-16s and fired at the flashes of gun
muzzles between tree trunks and behind bushes. Their M-60 machine
guns blasted. The pigs, the men called their M-60. They snorted in
quick bursts as they were fired. Dzu quickly reloaded his M-16. The
singsong voices of the Vietnamese shot across. High-pitched. Staccato.
Viet Cong or North Vietnamese Army? What the hell was the
difference? Hand grenades were tossed. Successive detonation
silenced one of the platoon’s machine gun nests. Dzu ducked when the
tak-tak-tak of the AK-47 sent chips of rocks flying in his face. The
attack came from behind on either side of the trail. The platoon was
forced into a defensive stance when every man had to turn around to
fire back.
Then he heard the sergeant yelling, “Get the M-seventy-nine
going. Goddamn, get them going!”
Then came an explosion. Dzu covered his head. The enemy’s B-40
rocket cut down a tree toward the sergeant’s position. Then another
explosion. Men ducked to the ground. Dzu glanced around and saw
the platoon’s early casualties. Figures of men draped against bushes,
sprawled on the ground in the flashes of gunfire.
Suddenly, he heard a whoosh in the air. Incoming artillery. It blew
up on the trail near their position. Someone screamed for a corpsman.
Then the sergeant scurried over and grabbed Dzu by his neck. “Get

© Military Experience & the Arts, Inc.

over there!” the sergeant said, spit flying in Dzu’s face. “The lieutenant
wants you. Now!”
Dzu darted across the trail, lunged for cover behind a coconut tree
just as machine gun bullets torn up tree barks and bushes around
him. Jensen jammed the handset into his hand.
“Call the ARVN!” Jensen shouted. “Tell them to shift the fire.

Fucking ARVN’s getting us killed!”
Next to him, the radioman was dead. His face was covered with
blood from a bullet wound in his forehead.
Dzu screamed the coordinates in Vietnamese into the handset
when another round of artillery went off on top of them. Someone a
few yards away hollered, “Get me some water.” It was the corpsman. A
man must be hurt.
Jensen shoved him in the back. “Run over there! Give him your
canteen.”
Dzu scampered several yards behind the bushes. He saw the stout
corpsman crouched behind a bamboo thicket. A red-faced machine
gun team leader lay prone next to him. A deafening blast lit up the
trail. A blow to his stomach lifted Dzu up, he dropped his M-16, and
fell facedown. A shearing pain blinded him. He rolled on his back,
clutching his abdomen. When he blinked away his tears, he made out
a figure bending down over him, his trousers legs rolled up. An NVA
soldier wearing green uniform and pith helmet, camouflaged with
green leafy twigs tied around his waist. Dzu recognized the bananashaped clip of his AK-47 as the man jabbed his finger at Dzu.
“Hồi chánh hả?” he said.

Dzu’s lips moved but no sound came out. Yes, a VC defector.
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“Motherfucker, you turncoat!” the man shouted.

He pulled up and pointed his AK-47 in Dzu’s face. Dzu didn’t feel
anything. The pain had him groaning like an animal. A thunderous
bang shook the ground, a bright flash, then the NVA soldier toppled
over Dzu. The ARVN artillery got him. Dzu lay on his back with the
dead man’s legs pressed down on his face. He heard more explosions,
farther away now. Each time a shell fell, his back shook with
concussion. He sensed the ARVN artillery had found its target. In his
ears, the tak-tak-tak became sporadic, then the barrage of NVA’s
machine guns died out. His head felt light; the pain in his abdomen
seemed to tear through his body, front to back. Feet shuffled around
him. Shouts, curses. The clanging of canteens, the snapping of
cartridges into the guns. The NVA soldier’s legs were lifted off his face,
then his head was raised onto someone’s thigh. He opened his eyes.
“Just hold on,” the corpsman said. “I’m going to give you

something.”
Dzu glanced down at his stomach. The front of his shirt was ripped
open. He felt a wetness in his midsection. His hands were red,
slippery. Something protruded from his stomach. Opaque white,
pinkish.
“You’re cut open,” the medic said. “I don’t know what to do.”

Dzu’s throat felt so dry it hurt.
The medic tilted Dzu’s canteen and let the water drip into his
mouth. Then he fumbled in his bag and pulled out a bottle of serum
albumin.
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“Hold it,” a voice rang out. Jensen pushed the corpsman’s hand

away. “This is worth twenty-five dollars a pop. You can’t give it to a
gook.”
“He’s dying, lieutenant,” the corpsman said.
“We have our men to take care of right now. Johnson got a sucking

chest wound. Don’t waste IV fluid or morphine on the Kit Carson.
He’s not worth it.” Jensen walked away.
The medic picked up his bag and stood up. “Sorry.”
Lying on his back Dzu looked up. Bamboo thickets vaulted and
laced with vine-tangled canopies of greenish-black vegetation. The
moonlight was filtered to a faint glimmer on the ground. He clasped
his hands over his gaping wound. Maybe if he remained on his back
his intestines would not fall out. He knew his status as a Kit Carson
scout with the United States Marine Corps. He had killed many men
for them. Pain surged, tearing in him as though it had cat claws. His
whole body went into spasm. He had just married his wife. Her letter
was folded in his shirt pocket. Eyes shut, he felt tears leaking out the
corners of his eyes.
Two men knelt down beside him. Jensen and the medic. Jensen
leaned down on his arm, his face inches from Dzu’s. Dzu could smell
the man’s sweat as strong as ammonia. It stung his eyes.
“You told me no same place, two nights in a row for an ambush,”

Jensen said. “You know?”
“VC.” Dzu heaved. “Before.”
“I give you credit for that,” Jensen said, “for whatever you told the

stupid ARVN.”
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“Làm ơn,” he said in Vietnamese, barely audible. He wanted to be

saved.
Jensen bent down further, then jerked his head up, his hand
covering his nose. “Lloyd, give him IV fluid. He stinks.” Jensen stood
up. “The bird will be here in minutes. We’re gonna get medevaced. If
he holds up, he might make it.”
***
Now he heard the howling of the wind outside his apartment. The
pain in his stomach throbbed. He clenched his fist, cursed. He could
smell his own musky body odor, and faintly, Lan’s lemon-scented
perfume, on his forearms.
From that moment he knew a rapist was no different from an
opium addict, and a virgin girl, like Lan, was bạch phiến ―heroin.
He hated that wretched feeling.
In the stillness memories smelled like cigarette ashes, clinging to
his clothes.
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The Fourth Floor
‡
Travis Switalski, Sr.
There are twenty-eight chairs inside of this waiting room. I know
because I have counted them well over twenty times while going over
today’s strategy to face another therapy. I’ve spent a copious amount
of time bullshitting my way through each session, trying to get cleared
and return to my unit and the boys. My presence here is an order,
despite the fact that all I’ve ever wanted was to fight for my country,
and maybe even be a Platoon Sergeant one day so I could lead troops
into war, in the shit, “over there,” wherever “there” may be. Instead, I
am here. This place is for the weak, the unfit. Cowards. This place, the
“Fourth Floor,” is the Army’s mental health clinic, a place where Army
personnel go to commit career suicide. It’s called this regardless of
where you are stationed or on what floor of the clinic is actually on.
Here, I’m actually standing on the fourth floor, so in some way at
least, I am committing career suicide in the appropriate fashion.
Dr. Paliani is the name of my shrink. She’s a short, thin, blondehaired woman whose office is decorated in all things Chicago Bears. I
don’t dislike her and sometimes I think she’s actually pretty smart.
Most of the time, I just nod or tell her what I think she wants to hear.
More and more though, she’s been asking open-ended questions that I
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have a hard time answering. “How does that make you feel?” or “Tell
me more about that.” I am sure that my method is failing, but I
continue on.
All around me, the walls are painted a faint mint green, the same
color as most of the clinics in the hospital. Mint green and faint yellow
must be required colors of paint for all depressing government
institutions. There is a chemical antiseptic smell in the air. It is not an
overpowering odor, but it is constantly there. It makes me think of
sickness and death, of open wounds and amputees. The smell is sweet,
but laced with a bite like ammonia. It doesn’t help the churning in my
stomach.
A female Sergeant sits a row ahead of me in the waiting room,
nearest the flat screen television that is airing “The View”. Her blonde
hair is pulled into a tight bun, which gives her a stern look and makes
her seem angry. She is turned side-saddle in her seat and is talking to
the Marine Corporal in the row behind her. The Marine is a mountain
of a man who cannot be more than 25 years old. His desert-tan
pixelated combat uniform is stretched tight over his massive frame
and it is obvious to me that he’s a gym rat like most other Marines.
His nametag reads “Sampson”. Corporal Sampson is doing his best to
impress his new-found lady friend by telling her of his vast combat
experiences. Another man, an older gentleman who looks to be in his
eighties, waits alone nearby. He sits in the corner reading a copy of
“Field & Stream” magazine, his “WWII Veteran” hat pulled down low
enough that it’s hard to make out his face.
I sit in the farthest corner nearest the window and try not to think
about the new Platoon Leader. He’s the real reason why I’m here right
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now. After our tour to Iraq, I had a bit of legal trouble. DUI’s and
fighting downtown are apparently cause for mental health services.
The problem really is that the Lieutenant and I just don’t see eye to
eye. He can’t see that civilians and their bullshit law enforcement
officers are only targeting soldiers. The cops are filling quotas while
the club and bar owners take our money. Soldiers drink and soldiers
fight. It isn’t just civilians though, it’s other soldiers. POG’s, Personnel
Other than Grunts, guys and gals who spent their days on the Forward
Operating base or “FOB,” “Fobbitts” getting paid the same as guys out
fighting the actual war. They sit at the bar telling their bullshit war
stories, telling stories that they heard from Grunts but treating them
like their own. All of the fighting and drinking has convinced the
Lieutenant that not only do I have a drinking problem, but that I also
suffer from PTSD and shouldn’t be around soldiers. He, being a West
Point graduate and a guy who has never been to combat, is incapable
of appreciating my special brand of leadership and soldiering. This
guy shows up with his take-charge attitude and college-boy bravado
and acts like he’s King Shit. The fact is that he doesn’t know a damned
thing about soldiering or combat or survival. He cannot understand
what he has done to me. Professionally, he has taken away the only
thing I have ever known how to do, the only thing I have ever truly
loved. I have given everything to the Army and the boys in my unit.
I’ve sacrificed myself, as well as my family.
Corporal Sampson distracts me with his own display of bravado.
He is impressing the lady Sergeant, whose name is “McIntyre,” with
his tales of combat in Fallujah. He is like all of the other Marines I’ve
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ever met – full of bravado and crap. Yet she is buying it, and my blood
is boiling over faster with each remark he makes.
Sampson reminded me of a kid who was in my squad. Miller. He
was going to win the war all by himself, but he wouldn’t listen to those
of us who actually knew about war. The explosion that finally ended
his bullshit was so bright that it left Miller’s silhouette burned into my
mind. The flash of light blinded everyone near it, while the sound
deafened the entire night. The ringing in my ears muffled the sounds
of Miller’s screams, making it hard to locate him. I ran to where his
image once was, only to find a cloud of dust and debris. It occurred to
me that he may have been vaporized, but no, that kind of explosion
left a faint, wet, metallic-scented mist in the air. In the daylight it was
like a pink fog that lingers and sticks to your uniform. I heard Miller
crying out louder than before. Perhaps I was closer to him, or, more
likely, the ringing in my ears was waning. The rest of the platoon went
looking for him too. There was a panic out in the dark Iraqi street
while the Lieutenant and the Squad Leaders tried to control the chaos.
Sergeant First Class Grimes, our Platoon Sergeant, barked out orders
for everyone else to set in a security perimeter while he located
whoever it was that got hit. I continued to search for Miller; he
couldn’t have gone far.
I could see a courtyard door slightly ajar not far from where the
explosion happened. I moved slowly down the sidewalk toward the
open door. Everything around me seemed to move in super slow
motion. My feet felt heavy as I moved closer. Miller’s screams had
intensified, and I could hear his cries for help with sharp intensity. I
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pushed the heavy blue metal door open with my foot and brought my
weapon up to my cheek as I entered the courtyard. I could see a set of
Army-issued tan suede leather boots on the ground, feet and legs
attached to them writhing in pain. Sergeant Miller lay supine, crying
out, with his hands pressed tightly against his crotch.
I knelt down next to him to assess the damage. That sickly copper
smell surrounded us. Everything seemed coated in blood. Miller’s
breathing was labored and even in the dark of the courtyard, I could
see that his skin was a strange, transparent white. He seemed to have
calmed down since I got there, though his eyes were wide with shock.
“Are my balls still there?” he asked.
I surveyed the situation. At first he wouldn’t move his hands for
me to see, but I eventually pried them from his private region and got
a better look. He was bleeding profusely, and if his balls were there,
then they were mangled beyond recognition.
“Yeah, dude. They’re still there.”
A look of relief swept over his face, which made me feel better
about lying to him. I pressed my hands into his wounds to slow down
the bleeding. It seemed like I was plugging the hole in the dyke with
my index finger. There was so much sticky, wet blood all over the both
of us. I lost track of time while I held Miller’s ball sack between my
fingers. The Platoon Sergeant, along with the aid and litter team had
shown up with the medic and began working on Miller’s shredded
member. I guess his legs were blown up pretty bad too, because they
carried him out with a tourniquet on each leg. I sat in the courtyard
with a couple of guys from first squad who had come in to help police
up Miller’s equipment. The new kid, Vasquez, offered me a cigarette,
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which I accepted with a nod. Typically, I wouldn’t acknowledge his
presence because he was an FNG, a Fucking New Guy, but considering
the circumstances, I made an exception. So there I sat, smoking a
Marlboro, covered in Miller’s blood and scrotum tissue, with an FNG I
didn’t give two shits about. The only good thing about it was that
Miller had finally shut the fuck up.
Corporal Sampson is still going on with his bullshit war story and
if I close my eyes, I can hear Miller’s voice talking about how great he
is.
“Yeah, I must’ve wasted like thirty of those fuckers on the first
day!” he says.
Christ, help me, I’m sitting behind Audie Murphy, the most
decorated war hero of his time! Sergeant McIntyre’s smile deepens,
unable to hide how much she is into him. Corporal Sampson is just
like those fucking phonies I knew from downtown.
“Wow! That must have been really hard on you, I’m so sorry” she
says.
“Nah, they’re just rag-heads. Shoot ’em and forget ’em!”
She nods again, totally impressed by his Hollywood version of the
Marine Corps. She has obviously not seen any real combat. I bet she’s
one of those POG’s who gets “deployed” to Kuwait and still makes the
same amount of “Hazardous Fire Pay” that the guys in Baghdad get.
The old man in the corner has a smirk on his face and I realize that
he’s also listening. Corporal Sampson is relentless in his pursuit of the
lady Sergeant, and he is beginning to sound like a recruitment
commercial for The Corps. They begin to talk in hushed voices and I
can see that they are exchanging phone numbers. She met this guy in
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a looney bin! Corporal Sampson continues on about his feats of
derring-do for some time after he has already sealed the deal with her,
until Sergeant McIntyre is thankfully summoned by the receptionist.
The room is quiet for now and all I can hear is the old man turning
the pages of his magazine. “The View” is still on the flat screen, but
only the closed captioning is on, which is a blessing. I look out the
window at the distant mountains and begin to wonder what it would
be like to live out there, alone, without a soul to trouble me. I’ve had
this urge before, to run away from this life and start anew, no more
Army or wars, no more appointments. A couple of months ago, I went
on leave to see my father in Washington. He and I were sitting on the
ferryboat heading to Port Townsend out on the Olympic Peninsula.
We got on the subject of Iraq and combat. I thought of Vasquez
getting killed, but how could I put that into words? My father is a
fisherman, he’d never seen the world, never had to look into another
man’s dying eyes. He never had to kill.
“What happened to you over there?” he said
“It’s not worth talking about.”
“Why? What happened?” He squinted at me like I was broken.
“Stop fucking asking me already!”
I had never raised my voice to my father, but at that moment, I felt
like I could kill him, just snatch the life right out of him. He’d been in
the Navy as an active reservist but never saw combat. He treated the
military like a corporate job, not as a soldier. When I’d first told him
that I was enlisting, he couldn’t understand why. My father’s grey hair
blew in the ocean breeze and he shook his head and turned away from
me. We were strangers now.
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It’s the same look my own kid gives me these days. He doesn’t
even know me now, and my wife and I have hardly spoken in months.
She can’t understand that taking care of the boys was crucial to my
own survival. They both look at me like I am an invader in the house.
When I left for combat, to them I was a dad and a husband. The
person who came back was anything but. I had changed. When I was
in Iraq, all I could think about was getting home. Now that I’m home,
all I can think about is getting back to Iraq. To them, I am here in the
physical sense, but they know that in my mind, I am far away.
Never have I felt more alone. All of the guys I’ve served with, all of
the men who I felt like were my brothers, they were guys who looked
up to me, guys I’ve led through war. Now they have abandoned me
because of this Lieutenant. Six months of appointments. Six months
of waiting to get cleared to go back.
For a moment, I was able to forget my anger, sitting there next to
my father as we looked out over the water of the Puget Sound. I
thought about the solitude out there, and that’s when the urge began,
as I thought of getting wounded and Vasquez getting smoked. Wasted
or zapped, or smoked, or killed. Dead. We were both alive when we
were on the chopper, flying away from the madness on the street. I
was naked, with a tourniquet squeezing my left thigh to stop the
arterial bleeding, strapped down to an Olive Drab Green litter.
Vasquez lay next to me. The medics were scrambling around the
Blackhawk’s cabin, pulling out all manner of medical equipment in
order to patch up whatever wound was spewing Vasquez’s blood. His
head was turned toward me and I could see him blinking. Looking at
him I got lost in something, maybe inside his soul. Then, everything
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just ceased to be. No sounds, no engine running, no medics
screaming. The medical chemical and fuel smells had dissipated to
nothing. It was the feeling of being completely and totally alone. I was
at peace.
“Hey Staff Sergeant!” Corporal Sampson says, scattering my
thoughts.
I hate that Marines say “Staff Sergeant.” It sounds condescending
no matter how respectful they try to be.
“What?”
“I’m just waiting to see the Doc, you know?”
I glare at him.
“No, shit? That’s why you’re here, huh?”
The Marine frowns, and it warms me inside to know that I may’ve
wounded him. Like a good Marine though, he recovers from the initial
assault and persists in pursuit of conversation.
“Yeah, I got my shit fucked up in Fallujah, so I gotta come here to
get my meds. You ever been to Fallujah Staff Sergeant?” he says
“Nope, can’t say that I have,” I lie, hoping to end the exchange.
“That place sucks! You’re lucky you’ve never been,” he says.
Marine Corporal Sampson begins telling his combat tale much the
same way he relayed it to Sergeant McIntyre, only in a voice that is
supposed to convey a sense of camaraderie between us. It is a distant
and hollow story, which gives his tale a Vietnam Hollywood movie
quality. In the story, Corporal Sampson is the world’s greatest Marine.
He speaks like he would have made better decisions than his
leadership, and how he ran out under fire and saved Private So- and-
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So, or how bad his leadership sucked and that’s why guys from his
squad got wasted.
I roll my eyes the more dramatic he gets. Real war isn’t about
being a fucking hero or about medals. Real war is about surviving
utter chaos with a bunch of people you don’t really know, and the only
thing you all have in common is your service and combat. Out of the
corner of my eye, I can see that the old man has stopped reading his
magazine and is now gazing up at the Corporal.
“Yeah, if it wasn’t for us, that place would still be a hotbed of the
insurgency. Thank God for the Marines! Right, Staff Sergeant?”
Sampson says.
“Listen Corporal, I don’t give a shit about you or your fucking
platoon of Jar-Heads. I was in Fallujah too, and if that mission had
actually gone down like you said it did, we wouldn’t have lost all of
those guys. Now, turn the fuck around!”
Corporal Sampson is stunned, like I slapped him in the face. He
turns around slowly and faces the front of the room. Whoopi laughs
silently, her words flying across the screen of the TV. The receptionist
soon calls for Corporal Sampson, who stands at the position of a tent
peg before conducting a flawless left-face and moves toward her.
“Little hard on him don’t you think?” a voice says.
I turn to see the old man facing me with a quizzical look on his
face.
“Come over here,” he says.
I freeze for a moment, uncertain whether or not he intends for me
to move closer. We’re the only two left in the room.
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“Hey kid, I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. Get your ass over
here!”
I move over and take a seat closer to him. He stares at me through
cold, gray eyes, with the “Field & Stream” magazine rolled up in his
right hand as though he may hit me with it like one would a dog.
“I was like you once, back when I got home from the war in
Europe. Thought I was the only guy in the world besides my Army
buddies who understood anything about suffering,” he says.
He has a deep voice with a southern drawl, the kind you typically
hear in North Georgia or Tennessee. His face has deep lines in it like
huge crags in the Earth. He is a weathered and tough old bastard; that
much is clear.
“I jumped into Normandy with the Hundred-and-First Airborne
in 1944. Crazy shit, that. Fought all the way to Hitler’s castle in the
mountains and liberated a couple of them death camps. Killed a crapload of Kraut’s and lost a ton more of my friends. Served in Korea and
‘Nam too. Can you believe that shit kid?! Three wars in three decades!
Retired from the Army in ’68 just after the Tet Offensive. You ever
heard of Tet, kid?” he says.
I shake my head in the affirmative, as he does the same.
“Yeah, we lost a lot of good boys on that one too,” he says
He stares off into the next room, his eyes penetrating through the
brick wall. We are sitting in silence again, alone in the waiting room
together. He turns his attention back on me.
“When did you start fighting in this war son?” he says.
“2003 in Iraq. Plus two more tours there since then,” I say.
“You feel like you’ve had enough of it?” he asks.
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“I haven’t even thought about it until now, I guess. I’m up here
because I was sent here by the Chain-of-Command. I didn’t come here
on my own, Sir.”
“That isn’t what I asked you, is it? I asked you if you have had enough
of it.”
My mind is reeling; the old man has put me on the spot. I am not
sure that I have had enough, I’m not even sure I know what “enough”
means.
“I guess I don’t have a choice. Whether I’ve had enough or not is
inconsequential, my career is over. Everything I’ve worked for is
gone,” I say.
“OK, so you’ve had enough. Let me tell you, we all get to that point
sometimes. I’ll bet that a couple of years ago, Sergeant, you were
much like that Marine who you just verbally assaulted. Just like I was
once as you are, bitter and cold, just plain old mean. You see, that kid
hasn’t done as much as you, and you haven’t done as much as me. We
all have our end. We all have that place where enough is enough. That
young Corporal is at his end and, whether you like it or not, you are at
yours. I reached mine well before I retired from the Army. I just didn’t
have the option to get help back then. I’m sure that you were taught
the same mentality as a young soldier. You know, I was in love with
the Army once, too. I gave everything I had to every war and every
soldier I ever was a part of. The military had given me everything I
had ever needed. Camaraderie, friendship, a sense of purpose, a sense
of duty. I thought I had it all in the Army. The truth is that all of that
crap is fleeting. We only belong to the Army for a short time in
comparison to the rest of our lives, kid. Our marriage to the Army will
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ultimately end in death or divorce, period. You can’t stay in it forever,
and at some point you’ll have to decide that you and yours are more
important than an organization that is incapable of loving you like you
love it.”
His eyes glitter with both pain and compassion. He understands
where I am at. For the first time, another person knows what I’ve lost
and how I feel. He has been me.
The receptionist calls my name, but I do not want to leave the old
man. He has the answers I need. I begin to stand but he stops me. His
grip is fierce and strong on my fore-arm.
“What’s your name kid?”
“Mitchell Wheeler McCart, Sir”
“Well, Mitchell Wheeler McCart, I’m Anderson Horton and I’m
glad to have met you today. Listen to me. Don’t hang on to that anger
inside, it’ll just burn you up. Don’t worry about your career, son. A
career is only good if you’re alive and sane. Just remember what I said
to you today, you hear?”
His grip lightens and I slip from his grasp. I look at Anderson
Horton and see a man who has struggled through some very
frightening and sinister things in his life, a man who has faced the
enemy on the outside, as well as the enemy within. The old man’s
journey has been long and arduous, and it continues. In fact, that is
why he is here on the fourth floor. I, too, am on a journey. I have been
on it for some time and didn’t even know it. The journey has taken me
to this place, right now, to a mint green room with twenty-eight
chairs. It will carry me beyond this room, past the Army and combat -the smell of bloodshed a distant past. I think of the mountains in the
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distance, the great expanse of the Puget Sound. Tension lifts from my
chest. My name is called and I rise, steady on my feet.
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The Ladder Climb
‡
Tenley Lozano
The river was shallow, so Murray was keeping them at a depth of
fifteen feet and a heading of 020 degrees as he was instructed on the
boat. His job was to maintain their depth and heading so that the
hydrographic survey tool that Lewis was holding could measure and
record the depth of the river bottom.
Boatswain Mate Third Class Paul Murray had just graduated from
Underwater Demolition School when he volunteered for the newly
formed unit, knowing they would be immediately deployed to
Vietnam. He respected the men at the Underwater Demolition Team
and saw the importance of their missions of river recon and scouting
to destroy bunkers and structures that the Viet Cong could use to
ambush American soldiers.
Murray had gotten into trouble with the law for drinking when he
was in high school. He joined the Navy more to expunge his record of
criminal activity than out of patriotic duty. He was surprised to find
out how much he enjoyed diving, where underwater no one could yell
at you or tell you how much of a fuck-up you were.
The needles on his depth gauge and compass on his SCUBA rig
were right where they’d been the last time he’d checked it three
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seconds ago. Murray looked to his left and could barely make out the
dark outline of his dive buddy through the muddy brown water of the
Song Ong Doc even though he was less than two feet away. He
reached down and touched the rope that was tied around his waist,
linking the two of them together and was calmed by the knowledge
that Lewis was right next to him. He was the newest member of UDT13 so he’d been paired with one of the most experienced divers for this
mission.
Equipment Operator First Class Mike Lewis had volunteered for
this deployment from UDT-21 but everybody called him “Tobacco.”
The only time you’d find him without a dip in his mouth was when
he’d replaced it with a diving regulator.
Murray focused on the gauges, trusting Lewis to count his fin
kicks, measuring the distance from where they had splashed from the
swift boat to the designated point upriver where they would turn
around. Murray felt two tugs on the buddy line at his waist, a signal
from Lewis that they were at the halfway mark to the turn-around. He
answered back with the same two tugs, to let his buddy know that the
message was received.
Five kicks later, an invisible force threw Murray upwards and
sideways into Lewis. Murray’s head slammed backward into his steel
double tanks and the brown of the river abruptly went black.
***
Your right boot slips and where the ladder rung should be is only
water. Adrenaline spikes through your body as your arms
automatically clench onto the sides of the ladder and your whole body
braces for a fall. The weight of your helmet is off-balance and you are
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thrown forward, chin bouncing off of your breastplate. Pain spikes
through your head. You mutter, “Fucking hell!” to yourself. You feel a
trickle of blood drip from the new cut on your chin and onto your
white cotton shirt inside the rubber and cloth drysuit. Your gloved
grip on the sides of the ladder is strained. Muster all of your strength
to lift that weighted boot back up to the next rung. This is the task that
washes out the most dive candidates: climb to the top of the twelve
foot ladder in full dive gear in a controlled manner.
You’re wearing leather Deep Sea Boots with lead-plated soles and
brass toe-caps, each weighing 21 pounds. Your feet are so small that
you have to wear your leather combat boots inside the diving boots.
You can’t feel the end of the boot; your actual toes barely reach over
each rung as you shift your weight from left foot to right. A memory
of your childhood: clomping around the living room in your father’s
giant work boots stained with dust and dirt from construction sites.
The thought embarrasses you. You worry that your instructors and
classmates see you as a child playing dress up.
The rope attached to your waist leads up to your dive tender, a
colleague who stands above the tank, trying to take some of your
weight and guide you up the ladder. Through the comms unit in your
diving helmet you hear, “Everything ok down there, Trukken? The
tender just took a lot of strain on your line.”
You answer back clearly and loudly, forcing a confidence into your
voice that you don’t feel, “Red diver, Ok!” You can’t let them know
how much you want to give up, how hopeless you feel at this moment.
You have to prove them all wrong; you have to prove that a 125-pound
woman is strong enough to do this job.
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Remember the woman in the Dive School class that started right
before yours. Picture her in full dive gear standing at the bottom of the
wet pot, unable to climb the twelve-foot ladder. Imagine yourself in
her position as they drain the water from the tank. Feel their hands
remove the dive equipment from your body for the last time so you
can climb out unencumbered. Instructor Murray is waiting at the top
of the ladder shaking his head, telling the other instructors, “I knew
she couldn’t hack it.” Remember when you started Dive School two
months ago, when he told you that you’d always be too small and too
weak to be a good diver. He told the whole class that he wouldn’t
graduate anyone that he wouldn’t trust to be his own dive buddy, to
haul his ass out of the water when the shit hit the fan, and then he
looked straight at you. Embrace the embarrassment of being rescued
by men from a training tank and the shame of proving them right.
Now lock those feelings away in a dark box in the back of your mind,
never to be opened again.
This is your philosophy for surviving in the military: be persistent
and keep a positive attitude; no one wants a whiny woman around. It
is a doctrine born of personal experience and speculation. Being a
female officer in the military is a constant balance between
fraternizing with enlisted men and being an aloof bitch.
You know Instructor Murray is above the tank watching and
listening, waiting for you to show weakness. You know that he pays
closer attention to you, the only woman in the class, than any of the
other students. After two years in the Navy, you are used to being the
only woman in a group of men, knowing that your failure will be
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representative of all women’s abilities and that your success will be
seen as an anomaly.
Instructor Murray sees each misstep that you make, each time you
fall behind on a group run, each and every time you do one less
pushup than the men next to you. He hears from other divers that you
have been training in the gym every morning before class at
weightlifting until you can squat more than you weigh, deadlift twice
your bodyweight, and leg press three-hundred pounds. He knows you
are desperate not to fail. You have spent every day of Dive School
learning from this man without asking yourself why he is such a
hardass. Why he has higher standards than the other instructors. Why
he doesn’t talk about his time as a diver in Vietnam. You see him as
just one more asshole standing in the way of your goals. You resolve to
make it through this damned exercise and out of the tank on your own
power. You will not give him anything else to criticize you about.
Your forearms burn with the effort of gripping the sides of the
ladder. You imagine eating spinach out of a can and channeling the
strength of Popeye to complete the ladder climb. Your right quadricep
is taxed and shaking as you pull your five-foot-two-inch frame up
another few inches. Your left foot searches for the next rung as you
cling to the ladder. You hear the voices of your friends and family as
you struggle.
“I don’t understand why you want to be a Navy Diver, Sue, but I
support you,” your mother said.
“The only person who can truly judge you is yourself,” said your
best friend in the military, Elizabeth, who hopes to be the first female
Commanding Officer of a Navy ship.
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“You’re crazy, Sue! Why would any woman want to go through
that?” said your best friend back home, Mary, a married woman with
two small children.
You’re breathing heavily, the air in your helmet tastes stale, and
your viewport is fogged with condensation from your own sweat and
breath so you reach your left hand down to your waist, feel the belt
with lead weights, then your air hose and you turn a knob counterclockwise a fraction of an inch. Fresh air blows across your sweaty
face and you breathe deeply as you pause to catch your breath. Your
drysuit slowly begins to balloon out as it fills with air and you turn the
knob clockwise to slow the flow of air before the suit’s lobster-claw
gloves pop off of your hands. Your dive tender tightened leather straps
around your wrists before you splashed to try to keep the gloves tight,
but you feel them slipping off of your small hands.
“Red diver, Topside, the clock is ticking,” the comms man reminds
you in a deep, crackling voice from within your helmet.
You shake your head inside of the brass helmet and get back to
work saying aloud, “Topside, Red Diver, understand.”
One foot then the other moves mechanically up. You feel like
crying as your arms are barely able to reach the next rung up,
restricted by the breastplate that is wider than your shoulders. You do
not cry. Crying is a sign of weakness. Crying would prove to these men
that you can’t hack it.
You hear a memory of Instructor Murray’s voice, “If you can’t
handle the pressure of diving in a controlled environment, how can I
trust you in a No Shitter situation with your dive buddy’s life on the
line?”
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You continue upward at a painfully slow pace.
As your helmet breaks the surface of the water, you feel its weight
heavy upon your shoulders, like Atlas carrying the celestial spheres on
his back. Every step upward, out of the cool water and into the warm
and humid air, you loose buoyancy. Soon the full burden of fifty-six
pounds of the brass and copper helmet and breastplate are stacked
upon your shoulders but you have done it. Triumphant, you smile
through the glass window of your helmet at Instructor Murray. He
does not look impressed. His inscrutable face stares back at you, lips
pressed together, the tips of his mustache downturned with what you
have come to know as his usual expression.
Your dive tender helps you shuffle across the deck, one agonizing
step at a time, to the bench where you sit. Once you are seated and
your helmet is removed with help from your tender, Murray will tell
you if you have passed the test or not.
Compose your face. Hide your emotions. Be sure that he can’t tell
what you are thinking. Don’t fidget. Don’t show how anxious you are.
Instead, think about how strong, smart, and hardworking you are.
Know that whatever he tells you right now, you have the weekend to
rest.
“That was ugly, Trukken,” Instructor Murray tells you in a raspy
voice while he shakes his head, arms crossed over his chest. “I need to
know that you can safely complete this task, not stumble and bleed all
over my equipment. I expect you to redo the ladder climb test on
Monday. You’d better clean it up, or pack your bags.”
Clench your fists, but don’t change your facial expression. Let no
sign of weakness show. “Yes, Chief,” you answer with a firm voice. You
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have two days to figure out how to get up and out of that tank quickly
and cleanly.
Tomorrow the sun will be out and snow will begin to fall on the
grass outside of your barracks. A bribe of beer and pizza will bring
your two closest classmates, Adam and Jimmy, back to the nowempty tank to help you practice. Strap on the belt with lead blocks
totaling half of your bodyweight and tie the tending line to your waist
with a bowline knot. Place the breastplate over your shoulders,
cushioning the metal with a wool sock on each side so your
collarbones won’t bruise too badly. Proceed to climb the ladder again
and again until your legs and arms are shaking with exhaustion and
you no longer feel like failure is plausible. There is always the
possibility of failure. Be glad that no one can hear your thoughts
because they would think you have multiple personality disorder:
You can do this, Sue! You are amazingly strong!
Who are you kidding? Just give up; this is a pointless exercise.
No one really expects you to be able to do this anyway. Let’s just quit
and go take a long bath. Quitting is so much easier.
Shut up! You are going to get this! You are not a failure, Sue.
Your collarbone is bruised from where the breastplate rests on it.
When you get back to the barracks to take a shower, you cling to the
handrail just to make it up a flight of stairs. Your legs are no longer
answering properly to the commands you give them. Your arms are so
spent that they are no longer capable of being lifted over your
shoulders and you have to lower your head just to wash your hair,
taking breaks to let your arms rest limp at your sides. Your body feels
abused, but you learned something valuable today: a new technique
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that allows you to twist your body to the side of the ladder and climb
up with slightly less difficulty and less fumbling of the too-large boots
you wear.
Celebrate your successful training session by spending the evening
at your favorite pizza joint with your classmates. If you can, only have
one beer. If you can’t, buy a round for all the guys and enjoy the
company. When they ask how you feel about Monday, tell them you’re
ready to kick ass. Be confident. Sometimes you need to lie to yourself.
Sunday morning, go to the gym to train with the senior divers.
There are a few that give you weightlifting tips. It’s 0800 and the gym
is nearly empty, since most of the guys are sleeping off hangovers at
this hour. Ask a diver that you trust what happened to Murray in
Vietnam to make him such a tough instructor. He sits down across
from you on the worn out weightlifting bench with the stuffing coming
out at the ends, takes a sip from his water bottle and begins to tell you
a story that you would never have imagined…
***
The water rose up into the air fifteen feet, brown with mud from
the river bottom. The crew of the swift boat saw the explosion from
around a bend in the river where they were waiting for the divers to
return. The coxswain grabbed the throttle and woke the engine from
its quiet idle with a roar and yelled for the other two patrol craft boats
to do the same. The Frogmen were in the water, and they were in
danger.
“I knew this recon mission was fucked from the beginning!”
Boatswains Mate First Class James Meecham yelled to himself, none
of his crew being able to hear over the scream of twin diesel engines as

As You Were: The Military Review

139

they revved up to max speed. Muddy brown water churned into froth
behind the boat as they sped downriver to pick up the divers. He
couldn’t hear the bullets whiz by as he approached the turn in the
river, but he saw as they hit the water near his boat’s aluminum hull.
The Viet Cong weren’t supposed to be here today, intel had told
them, but you never knew where they’d show up. He drew back on the
throttle to round the bend, and one of the men on the bow pointed to
the two divers in the water a hundred yards ahead. He swung the fiftyfoot boat around, angling it between the divers and shore, and slowed
to pick them up, ready to bring her back up to top speed and head
upriver. His gunners were lighting up the heavy vegetation on the
shoreline with the .50 caliber guns that were mounted on the stern
deck and right behind the wheelhouse. They aimed at anything that
moved or had the ominous glint of a muzzle flash.
As his swift boat made the rescue, the men on the second swift
boat provided cover fire. The third swift boat had stayed upriver
around the bend and clear of the kill-zone. Their coxswain had pushed
the bow ashore on the riverbank.
The men had jumped off the stern of the boat and into the shallow
water and mud, sinking knee deep in the mixture before trudging up
to the shoreline. The mud was like quicksand, pulling at their boots as
they scanned the tree-line, alert and nervous. They had no idea what
size force they would be fighting and hoped the rescue went quickly so
the other teams could get boots on the ground and encircle the Viet
Cong. They hoped they could draw the enemy away from the divers in
the water.
***
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Lewis shook his head to clear the stars from it. He saw the water in
front of him begin to spray upward, as if there was a school of baitfish
jumping out of it. The stark realization hit him that those weren’t fish,
they were bullets. The Viet Cong were shooting at him from shore. His
vision snapped into a clarity and focus that he would later relish as he
spun to his right, looking for Murray. His dive buddy was floating face
down an arm’s reach away. The force of the explosion had activated
the CO2 canisters on both of their life vests, the buoyancy pulling
them upward to the surface of the river water.
Lewis could feel his heart pumping hard as he gulped down air
and muddy water and reached for the unconscious Murray. He
grabbed Murray by the hand and pulled his body toward him and
down, flipping his dive buddy in one movement. This was his first
mission diving with Murray; he wouldn’t forgive himself if anything
happened to the kid. The regulator was out of Murray’s mouth, and
Lewis slapped him across the face in an attempt to wake him up.
Murray didn’t respond, but at least he was breathing. Breathing was
good. He would worry about how badly he was injured once they were
out of the water.
Lewis couldn’t hear a damn thing except for a high-pitched
ringing, but knew the swift boat must be coming. He just had to get
Murray away from shore and into the middle of the river, where they
couldn’t shoot him. The water in front of them was still alive with the
froth of the enemy bullets that were striking it. He leaned back into
his tanks, tilting Murray into his lap as he grabbed the kid by the
shoulder strap on his life vest harness and swam backwards with all
his might. He stared at the dark blood dripping from the back of
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Murray’s head into the dirty water. He felt his lungs burning and his
legs straining, but he kept kicking until he saw the familiar grey of the
boat’s hull appear in his peripheral vision.
***
Murray woke up on the swift boat with bullet casings lying on the
deck all around him. He’d been stripped out of his SCUBA gear and it
was lying in a muddy puddle with his M-16 next to it. The broken box
of the hydrographic equipment was still tied to Lewis’s gear. The
divers usually turned in the readouts from the machine after every
dive so the cartographers could extrapolate the data and make maps
of the area so the higher ups could plan missions for the SEALs and
the other riverine craft. The data from the dive was ruined, and the
squints would be pissed off. They had no idea what it was like out
here, safe at their desks on base.
As soon as Lewis saw that Murray was alert, he put out his right
hand, grabbed him by the forearm and helped him sit up. Lewis said
with a relieved smile, “Nice job, kid. You do that every time it gets
rough? Just pass out and make your buddy carry you?”
“What the hell happened?” he asked, still shaken and dizzy.
Lewis replied nonchalantly, “Well, the rest of the team just
finished clearing the area and they found a ditch with a bamboo frame
full of D-cell batteries fitted in series with a pair of wires leading into
the water. Looks like that was the power source to the mine that went
off when we were in the water. We’re lucky there was a bit of a current
today that carried our bubbles downstream and fucked with their
timing or we would have been blown to muddy bits.”
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The coxswain added, “You owe him one, Murray. Tobacco swam
you right from the kill-zone to where we could pick you guys up. You’d
have a few more holes right now if he wasn’t so quick.”
Murray looked down at the pile of his muddy dive gear and picked
up his dive mask. The underwater explosion had caused a spider-web
of cracks across the glass window. He peered through the broken glass
and muttered, “I owe him one, alright.”
***
I stare through the window in my dive helmet at the ladder
directly in front of me and give myself one last mental pep talk: no one
is more prepared than you. Dominate that ladder!
I scrunch my face into a determined scowl, and reach around the
back of the ladder with my right arm and link my elbow around the
side. My right hip, shoulder, and elbow are tight against the ladder.
The topside tender standing dry above the tank gives me some slack
on the line attached to my waist the way we practiced. I start my
ascent with a well-placed right foot, one rung up. Next is my left foot,
pigeon-toed so that I can shove it on the next rung without missing.
Misplace a foot now and you’re done for! This is your last chance at
becoming a Dive Officer.
I will make it up this ladder, one step at a time. I will show Murray
that I am strong and competent. Or at least I won’t give him a reason
to kick me out.
Right foot. Left foot. Grab the ladder with left hand, hook the right
arm around the side one step higher. Repeat. No stopping this time.
No taking breaks. Ignore those screaming muscles; you can rest when
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you reach the top of the ladder. The climb takes an eternity, and it is
my fastest yet.
My faceplate breaks the surface of the water and I almost forget
myself and let out a yip of joy. I stifle a grin as I look at my head
instructor’s face for approval. Chief Murray is as stoic as ever, his
bushy mustache in a straight line over pinched lips, displaying no
emotion. He directs my tender to sit me down and remove my dive
helmet.
Once I’m free of the heavy helmet and no longer breathing
compressed air, Murray walks over to where I am seated.
“I heard how much you trained this weekend, Trukken. It shows.
Good work. It won’t be an accident if you make it through here and
graduate,” he says to me without the trace of a smile on his face.
“Thanks, Chief!” I smile with relief, unable to control my facial
muscles into an expression more fitting of officer with military
bearing. I don’t care who sees me grinning; I’ve done it! I’ve
completed the Ladder Climb and passed with Chief Murray’s high
standards. I stick out my small, gloved hand, expecting a
congratulatory handshake from Instructor Murray. He looks at my
outstretched hand and squints, looking amused, as if I’m his pet dog
that just learned a new trick, but didn’t get it quite right.
Murray tells me, “I’ll shake your hand if you graduate. Not a
minute before.”
“When I graduate, Chief. Not if!” I reply, still smiling. Chief
Murray has higher passing standards than all of the other instructors
for a good reason, but he’s still an asshole.
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With the ladder climb complete, I’m one step closer to graduating
from Dive School and becoming the first female Dive Officer in the
United States Navy.
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Artwork
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OSI Bucket Brigade

Artist: Anthony Stencel
Medium: Acrylics on Canvas
Size: 30” X 40”
Notes: This painting depicts the uncovering and eventual destruction
of old Soviet era munitions that were being used to make improvised
explosive devices (IED’s). Uncovered by the Air Force Office of Special
Investigations and U.S. Army and Marine Corps, these munitions
were destroyed. The Taliban hid these munitions in these large
shipping containers, covered in mud, as not to be detected from aerial
observation.
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People, Places, and Things

Artist: Gabriel Tolliver
Medium: Mixed Media on Canvas
Size: 20” X 24”
Notes: This piece reflects some of themes that resonated with me from
my Afghanistan deployment in 2009-2010.
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Poppy Fields

Artist: Gabriel Tolliver
Medium: Kraft Paper and Mixed Media on Canvas
Size: 16” X 20”
Notes: An abstract reflection on Afghanistan's contentious poppy
fields and the poppy's significance in past war remembrance.
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Peepshow

Artist: Gabriel Tolliver
Medium: Tri-panel (triptych) Photo Frame with Mixed Media
Backdrop
Size: 28 ¼” X 12 ½”
Notes: Photos I took reflective of my deployment.
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PTSD and the Art to Deal with It

Artist: Joseph Gelissen
Medium: Acrylics on Canvas
Size: 150cm X 100cm
Notes: On the left is my feeling. In the middle is a back-spine falling
apart with a lot emotions unleashed. At right is the message with
which I have struggled for a long time.
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Reenlistment

Artist: Melany Sarafis
Medium: Digital Photography
Size: 9” X 12”
Notes: I reenlisted in Iraq on Sept 11, and used a very large print from
the ceremony as the background. The dog tag with the Winston
Churchill quote was my inspiration for this composition ("I have
nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and blood").
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Deployment

Artist: Melany Sarafis
Medium: Digital Photography
Size: 9” X 12”
Notes: In “Deployment,” I made a large copy of my deployment orders
for the background and included my son’s “My Mom is Serving in
Iraq” dog tags. Other items are from my deployment; worn combat
boots, my “Rambo picture” and a Diet Coke – part of a care package
sent by a friend from Balad, Iraq.
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Retirement

Title: “Retirement”
Artist: Melany Sarafis
Medium: Digital Photography
Size: 9” X 12”
Notes: Retirement contains mementos I received during my career or
at my retirement ceremony, including a SNCO of the Year award, my
shadow box and retirement orders. I deliberately made this a more
formal composition than the others.
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Veteran

Artist: Melany Sarafis
Medium: Digital Photography
Size: 9” X 12”
Notes: “Veteran” contains only the items that represent the thoughts
in the front of my mind when I look back on my 24-year career. The
worn combat boots have been featured in a few pieces of work, and
the hat is something I have but have never worn – it serves to remind
me how much I hated wearing a hat.
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Window Pain

Artist: Walt Cronin
Medium: Acrylics on Canvas
Size: 20” X 20”
Notes: This painting is an abstract of my interpretation of looking
through a window frame onto my view of post-traumatic stress
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