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For
 the one who said,
 “only tactical competence, and humility, impresses me.”


She looked over his shoulder

For vines and olive trees,

Marble well-governed cities

And ships upon untamed seas,

But there on the shining metal

His hands had put instead

An artificial wilderness

And a sky like lead.

—W. H. Auden,

 “The Shield of Achilles”


Tarawa

The United States Navy SEALs came out of the Teams that served in Vietnam; they in turn came out of the Navy Seabees, the Scouts and Raiders, and the Underwater Demolition Teams used during World War II. The UDTs evolved out of something else: loss of lives. Their unit was born in the wake of the Battle of Tarawa. At Tarawa, for the first time, the Japanese mounted a sophisticated defense against an enemy amphibious landing. In one day, six thousand Americans died or were injured. It was 1943. 

Most lives were lost before the Marines reached the beach that day. They drowned. They didn’t know how deep the water was; they didn’t know where the reefs lay. The moon had skewed the tides. Men stepped from their boats into chest-high waters, and when their gear sank, it took them with it. The coral was sharp, and so close to the surface in places that you could see it catch the sun. 

A new force was required where men were as comfortable in water as on land, and the navy’s underwater demolition trainees possessed part of the necessary skill set. These were combat swimmers, reconnaissance experts, with a kit of suits, knives, life preservers, and a facemask. On D-day they secured the French beaches. 

In 1962 President Kennedy announced a new defense initiative: a focus on “Special Forces,” men who would fight in unorthodox conditions against an unorthodox enemy. These were not kids trained for trenches. These were warriors ready for the military equivalent of grand master chess games—only ones where you pushed pawn to queen in the dark. They were one spoke on the Special Operations Forces wheel, but the Teams soon proved unique. Their ability to make critical decisions quickly, in complex situations, marked them apart. A SEAL’s best weapon, like a scholar’s, is his mind. 


ONE


SPOONS

CHADDS FORD, PENNSYLVANIA,
 MAY 11, 2011

In the bedroom, Sara finds her running shoes. She has not worn them in a while; there never seemed to be time, although she is no longer sure what she fills her days with, aside from waiting. The neighbors bring their new soups, and she pretends to have new tastes for them, but when they leave, she empties them down the shiny, stainless drains.

She pulls on an old Academy shirt and starts out the front door. Where they live now, the driveway is long, almost half a mile, and she knows a good route for today. If she crosses the neighboring farm’s yard, she can catch a path at the lower end of their garden. With that path she can come to their pond, the one she once fished in, and gain access to the main road. The main road leads to a wood, and out the other side of the wood is the highway. This is where she can turn back. Yard, to path below pond, to main road, to highway. If she hits the highway out of breath, she is sure she can hitch a ride. She is a celebrity of sorts now. Everyone wants to help.

She long ago adopted the habit of wearing a hat when she runs. When she puts the hat on, she looks down at laces her son left for her when he was last home. They’re bright red. “Running is fun, Mommy,” he’d said. “Don’t take it so seriously.” He still calls her Mommy even though he is a man now. He is twenty-seven. He has been missing for nine days.

As a child he’d played with spoons, not guns, even though they had some of those around the house, too. His father had bought him a Boss sixteen-gauge, one made between the wars, as a baby present. “He has to learn not to be afraid to hold one,” his father had said. But the spoons had him. He liked to line them up on the floor. For his third birthday, a godparent gave him a large tin box of multicolored plastic spoons, and soon the phrase “box of spoons” became a proxy for all delights, as in (while watching football) “that last pass was better than a box of spoons”; or (on Christmas morning) “twinkly lights are my favorite thing ever, except for a box of spoons.” On his fifth birthday his father sent him a small silver spoon. It was engraved with the date and this phrase: YOU WERE NOT BORN WITH THIS.

He grew up quickly. He was so creative. Leaving spoons aside at last, and reluctantly, for paintbrushes, he was easily the first choice for class pet of every art teacher. Art and writing: these were his early passions. And that pleased her; it somehow reinforced her sense of herself. It reinforced that she had not ever been owned by anyone—not a government, not a military, not a man. It also reinforced her dreams for what she wanted her son to be. She wanted him to be not only different from his father but also free from the demons that had come with what his father did, or at least from what she knew of what he did. She didn’t want a son who grew up to be familiar with words like Kalashnikov, katusha, or jezail—unless he learned them from a Kipling poem.

But anyone who met him today would say, Soldier. Fighter. They would want him on their team. As a mother she was willing to engage in pride over fear and to admit the possibility that his sacrifice was hers, too. His sacrifice was something she had been able to give her country.

Sara felt she had failed in so many other areas of her life, including a chance at an elite education, but she could always say her son is a member of a very special group. If his father had been alive, he would have smiled at the irony. He had claimed to distrust the military, despite his obsession with its history. He was a famously great shot but kept to birds and maintained he’d never trained at a range. He mocked things he did not understand, and the military seemed to have been one of those things. He knew more than enough about it to be clear on his views, but still not quite enough. He didn’t understand the difference between the power of an idea and the power to put an idea into action, but his son did. Even from a very young age, their son had a sense of respect for action over talk, and a sense of respect for the things he did not know. His father had opinions; he had questions. And the father’s guns remained in the house, but they were no longer of interest to the boy as he grew. Since Jason had signed up, Sara never went dove shooting anymore. An old arsenal sat at rest, except the pistol she kept by her bed.

She has not run more than a quarter mile before her knee begins to ache. Sometimes when she runs, she will reach the point where she feels she cannot go on, but then she thinks about her son, the runs he’s endured. Multimile runs, on the beach, at night, wet. “Transportation” runs of two miles to a meal, carrying once or twice his body weight in gear. She approaches the path at the base of the yard and she stops for minute. She notices the sky has darkened; it’s about to pour.

She had met his father when she was still trying to be an artist at Georgetown. A summer job listing at Langley looked interesting, and she was broke, and the art jobs didn’t pay the bills. She was asked in her interview if she knew how to work a coffee pot, and she said yes. She was asked to name the secretaries of defense and state and by some miracle, she knew those. She was asked if she scared easily, and she said no. She got the job. She made coffee, sometimes up to twelve pots a day, and carried it to the “boys on the floor.” She learned a lot by osmosis but mainly she kept track of her hours and left as early as she could.

One day for whatever reason she earned an invitation to a conference in Charlottesville, at the University of Virginia. (“We’ll need coffee there, too,” said her boss, with a wink, as way of explanation.) She would have to work overtime, but she would be meeting interesting people. So she went. And at the other end of the conference room there was a man.

She was just standing there, by her coffee pot. He looked at her tag—SARA—and sang the first line from the Fleetwood Mac song by the same name: Wait a minute baby/Stay with me awhile. She didn’t know the song well but he told her it was very good and suggested she buy the album. Then he clarified the connection by pointing up the song’s spelling of “Sara, no ‘h,’ just like yours.” And he said, “Sara without the ‘h’ is much less biblical.” He was thirty years older. She would only find that fact appalling much later, when she was old enough to know people thirty years her junior. But by that time she was resolved not to think too deeply about things.

When she asked what he did for a living he said, “Writer,” then smiled. There were a lot of “writers” in the intelligence industry, at least according to her nonscientific survey. “Writer” seemed to be the then-contemporary analog to America’s Vietnam-era “military advisers.” As far as she could tell, the government was madly sending writers all over the place at that time, with varying levels of success. But this one actually looked like a writer. And he talked like one, too. It was 1983. His name was David.

She might have known he was lying when he told her what he did, or what he felt about her, but the lies, which would deepen in complexity along with their relationship, were part of his great game. They were part of what she had chosen to accept when she elected to keep their baby. She was sure that the genes she was incubating had potential to be more—more than a college drop-out carrying coffee for smart chauvinists. And more, too, than a midlevel CIA analyst posing as a journalist. Maybe this child could even be something heroic. Heroic to her at that time meant someone who helped people or created things. A surgeon. Or a scientist. She would even accept an architect, too.

Part of the blissful ignorance of not yet having had a first child is the belief that you might just be able to influence the course of their lives. Influence them to greatness. And away from danger. Jason came in May, a little Taurus. May 1984. He was small, but he was perfect.

The path is becoming slippery with rain; at least she has a hat. Last year the neighbors invited her to help them enlarge their garden. Perhaps they felt sorry for her. She had said yes, and she had planted all the “green things.” The neighbor took a picture of her covered in dirt and said, “Sara, you look good in brown.” The picture found a place alongside all the other pictures in the house of young men wearing brown—in deserts, on beaches, and under tarps. Planting had been an exercise in humility and precision since she had never really done it before. The neighbors were forgiving, and they invited her to come daily and monitor her progress. She had not gone in some time.

She can see the young lettuces starting to poke through now. And the green beans, and the broccoli. She slows to a walk and stops to check the radishes. Radishes need rain. The zucchinis grow so fast, she thinks. Like a child. If you do not watch them, they disappear into something else before your eyes. A novice can overgrow a zucchini to the size of a watermelon through benign neglect. The meat inside remains edible, but tough. It takes a very sharp knife to slice.

Jason was eight when his father died. She had been torn about whether to tell him because at that point they had not seen his father in over two years. Some part of her knew that not telling him would only increase her son’s curiosity later. And it did. Eventually, friends of his father’s felt it was their role—their duty—to tell the boy about things his father had done. “He helped make this country safer,” one of them said, sitting on his porch in Virginia. It disgusted her because she was certain it was a lie. David had done what pleased David, and David had gone where he had the most fun. But then, why ruin a fantasy for a child? It was David, after all, who had given her boy to her.

May 2001 was the birthday when Jason’s Washington godfather brought him the photograph: a picture of David standing on an old tank, in a desert (or backed by sand dunes), holding a tiny teddy bear. Sara never knew he had stood on any tank, ever, and her last memory of that bear was that Jason had lost it years ago, at camp. She never knew David had ever been anywhere near a desert. He always said he was calling from somewhere glamorous and urban, like Paris, and those calls always made her angry because she’d only been to France once (with him). Yet here was hard evidence: the father of her child had carried his son’s teddy bear around the world with him. Maybe he had carried it to remind himself of who he was working to protect. Maybe he simply carried it to seduce young girls. She would grant him the former, but suspected the latter was more likely.

Being born out of wedlock might not seem the most auspicious start, but the first hours of Jason’s life were perfect. Everyone was present at the hospital that day: one senator, two ambassadors, three surgeons (they knew a lot of people at the hospital), and all four future godfathers—a diplomat, a journalist, a congressional aide, and a law professor. It was a suitably male crew for a baby boy. For those hours at least, they felt like a family. David held the baby and beamed. Sara later thanked him for giving her her own private liberal media elite. She hadn’t been consulted on the selection of godparents, but she loved them, every one. She was a kid; what did she know. They would each in their own way help raise the boy, one of them, in particular, over time. None of them believed in God, but no one seemed to mind, or cared to address that irony.

Then he left. He promised to send money, and to write letters, and to come and visit. There was no diamond ring, no allusion to any future, no remorse, and no romance. No one ever even clarified what word would be used to describe his relationship with Jason although “Daddy” felt only slightly less libelous than “Uncle.” Having limited family and few close friends (it went with the job, apparently), it was easy to say “The child was an accident.” Or, “a happy product of a lazy one-night stand.” But people around the office knew there had been, at least briefly, love involved. They joked that the boy was named after Jason and the Argonauts, given his father’s self-celebrated faux-pacifism. David never hid his reverence for “brass,” especially when walking the E-ring with generals. But in truth the boy was named after her father, whom she had also lost too early.

There was a lot of talk, and a lot of speculation, and a lot of work. She couldn’t sustain her office life and an illusion of ambition when all she wanted was to be home, but the reputation earned working from home in that town was rough. So when Jason turned four—not long after discovering his first set of spoons—she decided to leave. She would take him far away from people who felt church on Sunday mornings was a conflict with Meet the Press. She would take him to live in America.

Pennsylvania didn’t seem that different from Virginia to a child. But the people he met there were very different. His classmates, no longer the sons and daughters of diplomats who knew the names of senators because they’d dined in their homes, were mostly Republicans. They played ice hockey. They would go on to be investment bankers or corporate lawyers or (in the cases of the really wealthy ones) organic farmers and hops brewers. Kids in this new place were kids: they talked about sports and sugared cereals and apple picking. They didn’t study Mandarin or think of “Justice” as a place, with an address. Things felt, for a while, very quiet. And though the local mothers murmured about who the new girl was, Sara didn’t care. They said she’d lost her husband in a foreign war. Or they said she’d never been married because she was a Communist—or was it commune-ist? But in general people were kind. They were not competitive or ambitious enough to be too nosy or too critical—at least not at first.

The “main road” is what the two-lane is called around here, and the relief on her knees as she hits the asphalt after running on the wet grass is visceral. Feeling very little pain, she decides to just keep running since she has nothing to go home to but the endless waiting, and even the best books or worst television no longer provide distraction. Sometimes, when Jason was in his first weeks of training, she would run twice a day on this road. It made her feel more connected to what he was going through. But her runs always ended with rest, and dreams. Where did his runs end?

She reaches that point where her breathing evens, and when she knows she can go for a good long while. Her heart beats very slowly, like an athlete’s. It had always given her doctors the impression she was calm; it now gives that illusion to everyone else.

Sara told her son that his father died of a heart attack. He was traveling for work. And that work, according to him, was so important that he had had to choose it over being a more traditional dad. She always told Jason that his father worked for an embassy in Europe, because that was her understanding. First it had been France, then Spain; in the last years of his life, it was Sweden. But thinking back to a time before cell phones and e-mail, God only knows where he was and what he did. She was so mired in the process of caring for a little child and, when he slept, patching together work, that over time she didn’t even ask anymore where David was or what he was doing. She had no illusion he cared for her or would one day be coming home and sitting at a table for meals with the two of them. She would hear rumors from friends about where he was but people didn’t ask anymore if she minded. More often they wanted to know how she minded being alone. Didn’t she want to marry?

She assumed David did well as the size of the checks he sent began to rise. This meant she could send Jason to good schools, so she forgave the fact that she had no idea what kind of work generated them. She forgave the fact that they came with no letter, no return address. She knew who had sent them. And almost always he would call soon after. “Did you get the cash?” The calls felt cold and transactional, like a drug deal. She quickly stopped caring. She was rational and pragmatic. Romance is vastly overrated, she thought.

Jason was a senior in high school when she dropped him off that day in early September ten years ago. As she did on most days, she dropped him off and then returned home to take a nap. She wasn’t sleeping well, and the insomnia had worsened as the anniversary—December—of David’s death approached. Usually she didn’t fall asleep; she just lay in bed, stared at the ceiling, took deep breaths and then made herself get up. When she was ready, she would sit down at her computer and do her work: editing interminably dull research papers written by former colleagues of David’s. They all had books, and in the nearer term they had articles, white papers, and always possibly revolutionary essays to be submitted to prize-winning policy journals. They all had editors, too. At first they began giving her work because they felt sorry for her, but then when they saw she was good they would ask her again and again, until the relationship became a dependency, enough of one that they were willing to pay very well for her input. She had a healthy sense of humor about the fact that the content of much of what she worked on was foreign to her; she just tracked the value of the lines by their rhythm and let the politics stand “on author.”

It was easy to forget about everything else once she was lost in her work, even as she was filled with mild self-loathing each time she sat down to it. It seemed so odd that she had ended up here, in the “middle of nowhere,” poring over details in documents that only a very few people would ever read, and in which most people would fail to see any relevance. But then she would remember she was the mother of an extraordinary boy and she would think, That’s enough. 

Her real job was simply biding her time until school let out. This was perhaps the one reason she had not let Jason have a car. She knew these were the last few months she would have with him. They were already consumed with college applications, and in nine months he would move out. Then there would be marriage, she was sure of it. Jason wanted a “whole” family. When he left, her real work would be taken away. Or, at least, shifted. Being with him was all she had known her entire adult life: she’d become a mother when she was not much older than he was now. Two years older, to be exact.

But that September day was different. By nine o’clock, her phone was ringing off the hook. At first, seeing the 202 area code and assuming it was one of her Washington friends calling (“What are you doing with yourself these days?” Or “Have you had time to work on the piece?”), she didn’t answer. But then the numbers changed: 202 became 917 and she saw it was Jason’s cell, which he almost never used. He was meant to be in math class now. She knew that because he had moaned and groaned about it all the way through egg and cheese sandwiches that morning.

“What’s the use of math?”

She tried to argue its practicality.

“Mommy, math never saved anyone’s life.”

“It might save yours if it gets you into Harvard,” she said. Harvard was not out of his reach.

She picked up the phone. Her son was crying. She had not heard him cry in a long time. He possessed a remarkable, almost inhuman gift for tolerating pain, something she’d always attributed to losing a father—not once but twice: as an infant, and then again as a very young boy. To lose the father you never even really had in the first place was a unique tragedy, she knew; it promised a long tail of processing and forgiveness. Yet Jason was stoic. Physical pain didn’t affect him at all. The day he’d dislocated his shoulder on the football field he didn’t shed a tear. He was the quarterback. He had never been injured in six seasons of play. But that day she was there, and she saw him go down. When he stood up, his arm hung slant from the socket. While they waited for the EMT, the coach said to her, “Miss, I’ve seen three-hundred-pound linemen weep when this happens. Your boy is tough.”

She knew that. This was a kid whose father, while brilliant and very funny, was no model in the morals—or the courage—department. His father played tennis and chess. Jason liked contact. He was an excellent experiment for scientists studying nature versus nurture, or tiger mothers keen to divine the special sauce for making great men, because the template was there was no template. There were genes. She’d done nothing but love him unconditionally. She had loved him and treated him with respect. She had tried to discipline him, but he disciplined himself. Sometimes at night she’d hear him running sprints around the house.

But that September day when he called, he was shaken. He was begging her to come to school and collect him. So she did, and in the car on the radio she heard the news. When they got home, they sat in front of the television, liked two stoned Deadheads post-show. Realizing it was almost nine o’clock, Sara went to make dinner.

“Forget Harvard,” Jason said. He was standing in the doorway to the kitchen.

They ate in silence until Sara said, “What do mean, ‘Forget Harvard’?”

“I’m not going there,” he said. “I’m going to apply to the Naval Academy.”

And she looked at her little philosopher with his steaming-hot shepherd’s pie, and she knew the argument was over.

“I know what I want,” he said.

This phrase took her breath away. Sara had never said those words. He’s still in shock, she remembers thinking. We all are. This will pass.

There are not many cars out, and she keeps heading to a traffic light she has designated as her turnaround point. If she makes it to the light, she will have gone five miles, and so ten by the time she is home. She plans to slow her pace, putting off the return. She knows the house will be clean. She has never had help and it is strange to have it now. Someone from the town sent—and paid for—two housecleaners. They were invisible and meticulous; she rarely saw them but she knew they were there. There was always mess, because her home had become a fort, and a retreat. It had become a base for all those who felt called to protect her.

After years of nights alone, there were so many others around all the time now. They were all good people. She has become close with the local cops; she has their numbers, and they all want to help. One of them offered to move in, too, but she thinks that is overkill. No one is out to hurt her. People only want her story. At the traffic light she stops, and bends over, and takes some very deep breaths.

Her increasing interest in all things military ran parallel to her son’s becoming an officer. With Jason at the Naval Academy, she got back to D.C.—and Virginia—regularly. She would meet friends for lunch. They were all amused to see how she had changed. She was only thirty-seven, so to many of them she was still a girl.

“You’ve traded Athens for Sparta,” teased her old boss from Langley, the only boss she’d ever had, the one who had got her to the conference where everything had started. Or ended, depending upon your point of view.

“Yes, I guess I have,” she said. She was proud of her son. She thought about that trade and thought she was fine with it. Sparta suddenly struck her as mission-driven, and relevant, Athens as lazy. But that wasn’t really what was changing in her. What was mission-driven and relevant was what had always been: her love for her boy. Had he decided to join the circus, she might have developed an obsession with elephants.

Elephants would have been easier. There was a new generation of soldiers and sailors born that September day. Sara had not lost a son on 9/11; she lost him later to something she could not provide at home.

Rather than slow down she decides to speed up her pace. What if I could make it home in half the time it took me to make it out here? she thinks. What if I could increase my time by ten percent on each run? At what point will my body simply say, Stop. She runs so fast that, coming to the two-lane she almost trips over a branch thrown down by the storm—one too skinny to see in the dusk but still thick enough to break your leg. The near-miss is exhilarating. She feels like she has been given another chance. She can see the garden up ahead. The tomato vines are bent with rain.

The call came late on May 2, the first day of what should have been the last ten days of Jason’s fifth tour. First, last, fourth, fifth: everything in military life involved numbers—or letters. This rigorous precision was not just for art; it was necessary for saving lives. Soon she got good at math, at placing events in time precisely, like a criminal witness. She had not known where he was; he had not been able to tell her throughout this deployment. She had given up reading newspapers, although old friends who knew Jason reached out regularly with a question or a view. Yemen? Libya? It must be the Maghreb. She simply wanted to know he was safe.

Since it is spring, people at the market talk about yesterday’s tennis or last week’s lacrosse games; they discuss plans for the upcoming antiques show or their newly cleaned infinity pools. People rarely mention the war because most of them care very little about it. Those who know her and know she has a son serving don’t ask either; they are not sure what to say. Sara hasn’t met any local veterans although she has heard that there is a retired Army Ranger around. When she thinks of her son, she still thinks of her baby, lining up spoons. She hopes he has enough socks. “Socks” was the request she found most often in a book that was a collection of letters written home by soldiers during World War II. Jason had given it to her.

She’d spent so many years educating him, but now he educated her. Phronesis is a word she never knew before she read about it in a memoir written by a former Team guy, a memoir she never would have noticed or even known about at another time in her life. Phronesis is a quality. “The most interesting people are the people we don’t know,” said the father of another Academy boy at graduation. He had leaned over and whispered this to Sara as they sat there in the thick heat, watching their sons, all in white. She had only just met him and thought his comment was a compliment, perhaps a pass, but when she thought about it later she realized he was talking about all the kids that day, the kids who would leave and fight foreign wars for little pay and less power. And she thought: The bravest people are the people we do not know. 

Phronesis was a word that cropped up once, and then increasingly often, in the e-mails she would receive periodically from her son. She never knew where he was when he was writing them, but his heart and his character were the same as they had always been, despite what had gone on in the course of his days. He was not writing about politics or about war zones. Mostly he was writing about what was on his mind that day, and more and more he was preoccupied with the question of whether to come home. Or, how to come home. Any shrink would have loved that. A father and son, both living the better part of their lives in undisclosed locations.

Phronesis, according to Aristotle, is wisdom learned from action that allows you to make choices about what to do in a given situation. It stands in opposition to sophia, or wisdom gained from books. Phronesis was less for scholars than for soldiers. And what Sara learned over time was that each division of the military had its own, even if slight, variation on the larger code and culture of the overall enterprise. The Teams had very strict code. Part of it was from their training. Part of it is soldered in the fight. Her son had elected to join the military when there was a major fight on.

“We don’t lose our men, ma’am,” she was assured, when they—a chaplain, and a casualty assistance calls officer—arrived at the house that May morning, the morning following the phone call, to talk to her in person. On the phone she had only been asked if she would be at home. They had not told her anything more. On the phone, she had imagined a brigade. In person, there were two of them: an older man, maybe in his mid-fifties, in uniform, and a younger man who didn’t look much older than her son. He was an officer home on leave. He had heard the news of Jason being missing and had asked that he be the one allowed to come, to be there when she heard. He lived three thousand miles away from where he stood now and had been spending his short time at home with the girl he planned to marry, but he had taken a plane and then driven a car across the country to be there to tell Sara this news. He knew her son. He had trained with him at Coronado and at Otay Lakes, and he had lived with him briefly at Virginia Beach. His name was Sam. She had met him before, but she had forgotten him. He looked older. He was missing an eye. When she saw that, she remembered his story.

The two men asked her to sit down, and then she was told: her son had been missing for two days. They said that they had a general idea of where he was, but that they could not tell her any more than that. They told her that Jason had been part of a very important mission, one she might even read about in the papers, but they could not tell her what that was, either—or where it was. Sara didn’t sense any drama from the word mission because it was what her son did every day—and every night. Missions were routine. That was the job. The older man told Sara her son would come home. Dead or alive; is that implied? she thought at the time.

As she listened to them talk, her mind drifted back to that night at the same kitchen table they were sitting around now. “Not Harvard” had been about belief; after that, there had been no turning back. She had been so proud throughout those next years, through all the Academy games and then, later, the early, tense selections for “Mini BUD/S,” followed by her son’s increasingly odds-defying failures to fail. She resolved to remain proud now. And strong. She was not ready for this. She could feel herself starting to faint. It’s okay, she thought; one of these guys will catch me. I know how the protocol works.

Later that same day there was another knock on the door. And then another one. First, it was the local Catholic priest. He wanted to pray with her. Then it was the retired Ranger. He looked like he could really break some glass, and she took his number. He said he would come back every day and that she didn’t have to worry. Then a man in a beautiful suit. He was a former Middle East – based CIA station chief who had traveled from his retirement in northern Maine and who insisted he would stay as long as she needed, down the road, at the little inn. This was all through word of mouth, as far as she could tell. Neighbors flooded her porch with offerings: sweets and alcohol and honey-baked ham. Someone sent a cook to help organize the kitchen and make dinners. A new refrigerator was installed, a gift from a local store. One of the state’s senators arrived and promised to protect her from the press. She thought that was pretty funny. He said the governor would like to come and what time would be convenient for her? She had not even brushed her hair.

Like most people living through such a moment, she did not hear most of what was said or remember who had said it. She knew that things like sleeping and eating were necessary but remembered to do them only when prodded. People fell into various active roles and informally but carefully kept watch over her and the scope creep of her chaos. Come on in. Yes, please. What beautiful peonies. She suddenly did not want to be alone.

She was happy to have Sam in her son’s room. His left eye was the most sensational blue. Ocean blue. And in the place of his right eye was a glass orb, with the NSW Trident inked onto it. She wanted to look at it closely but knew asking that would sound strange. She knew what the Trident was. Like most Team moms and wives, she had read what she could find of the existing literature and history. And she had heard about the glass-eye Tridents, but she had never seen one up close. It was the contrast with the boy’s other eye that made it uniquely upsetting. And yet it was beautiful.

The Trident is made up of four elements: an anchor, a trident, a pistol, and an eagle. When her son had asked her for her interpretation of it, she’d said, “Well, the trident’s for Neptune.” She paused and said, “And the pistol’s for strength?” Jason gave her a little essay on the Trident’s meaning (the kind of thing she loved), which she had saved in a drawer somewhere. The part she always remembered was the part about the eagle. Something along the lines of “the eagle keeps his head down, because humility is the true sign of a warrior.” When the guys are awarded their Tridents, at the end of their qualification training, their diplomas carry not only their own names but also the names of men killed in action. This tradition was not subtle, but it was powerful.

When Jason was seven, Sara left him overnight for only the second time. An old friend was marrying another old friend, in Washington. In her toast, the young bride mentioned Naval Special Warfare training. She had seen a documentary about the base in Coronado that her husband had ordered from the Military Channel. Watching what those young men did, she said, made her think that perhaps they were preparing for the real fight of their lives: marriage. Everyone laughed. The groom worked on the Hill, and the only way he was likely to get close to the barrel of a gun was a weekend skeet shoot. He had an idea of his work as deeply civic and virtuous, and he liked to spend late nights watching reenactments of Civil War battles. He always told his wife and friends that he wished he’d gone into the military, but that given the chance at Stanford, well, there had not been any contest. He would marry this girl, they would raise a family, and he would make his mark in some more socially and politically less flammable way. He would write laws and work hard to try and pass them.

The bride was beautiful. Sara envied her dress. Sara envied the whole experience and ritual, one she knew now for certain she would never have. As the bride’s toast went on, the room quieted down. She soon unintentionally stunned the clinking glasses to silence. She was describing an exercise—what they called an “evolution”—known as drown-proofing. In drown-proofing (the bride read this from a printed page), a boy’s hands and feet are tied. He is also blindfolded. Like this, he jumps into a pool. He has to bob, and he has to swim fifty meters under water, without emerging for air. This is meant as much to test the will as it is to test physical stamina. And it is meant to test fear, because the fear that results from anticipation of failure is enough to keep a boy from ever reaching the edge of the pool. The bride had been trying to say something about commitment, and about romance, but all anyone could talk about the entire rest of the night was those boys, bobbing in the water, blindfolded.

Driving north the next morning, Sara remembered thinking about the toast. How noble to enter into something so you can save the lives of others; no one she knew did that. What was she doing that was remotely noble? She’d woken feeling guilty about the sandy-haired seven-year-old at home with a sitter. When she got back, it was dark. She sat on the end of his bed for a long time while he slept. She looked at him and she thought, You are the product of a very poor decision, but you are the most important thing in my life. She thought, I could easily swim fifty meters underwater for you. 

She checks her watch. She has been gone for nearly two hours. The last stop at the garden must have been longer than she realized. It is time to go home. It is almost all uphill through the neighbor’s yard, and it looks different now. It is wet and dark. Does anyone even live there anymore? When was the last time she had seen those neighbors? Were they the ones who brought the blueberry pies? She can’t remember. The ground evens out. She can see her favorite tree now in her own yard, a tree that once held a swing and that later served as poor protective cover for a target board. This is the lawn where she learned to shoot the little guns. As she reaches the top of the driveway, she can see a new car out front. It is not a police car, but it has government plates. There are two men standing by it. One of them is in uniform. They have come to bring her news.
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Jason jumps in feet first. As his heels hit the water, he fills his lungs with air one last time. He knows this test well. He read about it before he practiced for it, and he has practiced for it many times before now performing it in front of his peers. Not all the men will pass this test. He knows that the most important thing is to stay calm and not to panic. Panic is the assurance of failure.

If he can maintain his mental equilibrium, the rest is just water games, at least here. This is not a battle. This is a beautiful pool, near a beautiful beach, in one of America’s most idyllic coastal communities. Dinner will be served later, and it will be good. And then he will have a bed to sleep in, a book to read, and rest. Sleep never seemed like a luxury when he was little, but he understands well the price of its absence now.

When he’d searched for information about drown-proofing online, back home, Jason found a chat room where one aspiring operator described how he had trained for drown-proofing by wrestling his brother underwater until one of them passed out. Jason thought that was ridiculous. But then, something about that post stayed in his mind as emblematic of the outlook of so many who wanted to succeed here. Whether or not they had prepared in unwise or sophisticated ways, all of them had prepared. On its own, each element of the training might appear absurd, like a lone tennis player tasked to stand and volley cross-court for forty hours, without a racquet. But for the serious athlete, practice demands breaking down the diverse parts of the body—and of the equipment. Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training is what practice looks like when the game is special operations warfare.

Drown-proofing had earned its celebrity within and beyond the community because its simplicity was emblematic of the fact that an operator’s best weapon is himself. In drown-proofing, there is no gear, no guns, and no camouflage. With your hands and feet tied, you not only swim underwater but also have to balance, bob, and stay afloat.

Jason sneaks in reading when he can, mainly at bedtime. Books had always been his escape growing up as an only child, alone much of the time, a car ride away from any friend. Books were the excuse not to come downstairs when his mother needed him, when he didn’t feel like being needed. And books were his rebellion against the fact that he felt she’d taken him away from what might have been a more exciting place and life, and perhaps she’d also taken him away from his father. What little he has known of David he has known from books: books on topics he knows his father loved, or books written by friends and colleagues of his father’s.
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