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“There is no fear.”

“THERE IS NO
FEAR!”

Bullshit. Absolute bullshit.
Complete and total absolute bullshit. Sitting in my row, surrounded
by my brothers of the 82nd Airborne, I’m clutching my
reserve chute to my stomach to keep the butterflies quiet. Looking
down at the C-17’s worn metal deck plates under my feet, too afraid
to look up, lest the guy across from me see my face. See it and
know how terrified I am.

I follow the shouted commands to stand up,
and then the command to hook on by purely trained habit. Then I am
standing, terrified, looking at the back of the helmet of the guy
in front of me. The hair on his neck needs to be trimmed. By
training, my eyes go over his yellow static line. The loadmasters
walk the rows doing their double-check. The reserve chute of the
man behind me bumps my main chute and I feel a moment’s panic and
relief. Panic that I’m being pushed, relief that I’m not going to
be the last man out the door.

“Check static
line!”

“CHECK STATIC
LINE!”

“Check
equipment!”

“CHECK
EQUIPMENT!”

The incessant hiss of the C-17’s multiple
engines becomes a dragon’s roar as the side door is opened and
rolled upwards. Though I can’t see it, I know that ahead of me the
jump masters are checking the door for sharps edges. It was done on
the ground, twice, but they do it again. All I can focus on is the
loop of yellow static line in my left hand.

And my fear.

It is ethereal, translucent, but viscous.
Permeating every part of me, flowing through my body. Making me
tremble, both in terror and in fear that my terror will be noticed
by the others. And I know it will never stop. Not even when I’m out
the door and my chute is deployed will this fear end. I am a
coward. A useless coward. I’m less of a man than my father … my
fear shows me that clearly. My dad parachuted into battle! He went
in, spitting tobacco, cussing the enemy a blue streak, and with
guns blazing. Not scared in the least.

“West! Check your chin
strap!”

I do it automatically, but I am
concentrating more on keeping my hand from shaking than doing it
right. The jump master pulls my shoulder, turns to me, and then he
checks it. He looks me in my eyes for a second, then nods as if he
accepts what he sees. What that must have been I have no idea, but
I’m sure it was a lie. Everything I was projecting had to be a lie;
the truth was too harsh for even me to look at closely.

Oliver West, coward. A hidden coward, trying
to act the role of a brave man, following in my father’s footsteps.
But why the hell did his footsteps have to lead out the door of a
fuckin’ airplane?

Then we are moving!

My breath at a growing pant,
I waddle forwards with the row. Step, step, step … I see the door
Step, step, step … men are handing off their static lines and
stepping out. Lemmings off the
cliff, I think as I too move towards the
big blue empty. The soldier in front of me goes out the door, and
then it’s my turn. I pass the static line to the jumpmaster and I’m
out the doorway before I can give myself time to think.

One, two … “Oh, shit!”

I know something is wrong but it’s all
happening too quickly to think. There is a feeling like a giant
grabbed hold of me, and then I’m spun up like a fly in a spider’s
web, white 550 paracord cocooned! Then, damn it, the plane decides
to hate me too. As it smacks me like a redheaded stepchild, I
wonder “What did I ever do to it?”

Again and again I'm slammed into the
fuselage of the plane. Every blow a hammer of pain across my whole
body. And it never seems to end. The knowledge that I'm hung up
under the plane, trapped against the metal by the hurricane of air
passing over me, comes to me in a brief flash.

Only to be hammer away seconds later.

Stunned, I can’t tell how much time has
passed. Wind roaring in my ears, tumbling in it like a broken kite,
I look up and see to my horror my main chute and my reserve are
five feet above me! I realize what is holding me is the fouled
static line and a tangle of the main chute’s cording and riser
lines.

I’m going to die,
ran the thought through my head as I panic and try
to get my arms free of the cords holding them. In my mind, I had
some idea of cutting myself free but then I instantly reject that
idea since my reserve chute was above me, out of reach. I try, but,
of course, fail to pull myself up to that chute. There was far too
much wind force at play for my puny muscles to mean
anything.

Then I was falling!

I screamed. A primal cry of the inner animal
in terror at the approach of death. Then above me, I see a reserve
chute hooked to my static line by the jump master, popping open on
its drogue chute. I gasp in pain as the cordage holding me snapped
taut, brutally snapped! I twist, grabbing at paracord that moments
before I had been trying to get untangled from. I have a sudden
fear that with my salvation seemingly at hand, I was going to fall
out of the cords and die, screaming into the ground.

The ground!

Looking down, I realize that I am way off
the landing zone; my time hanging under the plane has me not even
close to where I should be landing. And I’m falling much too
quickly.

“Oh, shit, oh shit, oh
shit.”

With a cry of denial at the pain I was about
to feel, I try to tuck up as the ground rushes up and smacks the
hell out of me.

“AHYEAHHH!” Rolling, trying
to escape, I cry out in pain. “OH, FUCK, IT FUCKING
HURTS!”

Shaking, I’m clawing at the wet raw dirt
around me. I had come down in some kind of muddy, water-filled
hole. A deep hole and I am mindless in my pain. The reserve chute
lands atop the hole and my light vanishes.

“Oh, please, God, it
hurts!”

I weep. Like a lost child, I weep. I know
without a doubt that I’d broken several bones in my legs. The
gaspy, airless-ache of pain in my back and side tells me of some
possibly broken ribs as well. My mind blurs and I know that I am
slipping into shock from the pain.

“Oh, please…”

 


• • •

 


The muddy hole I had fallen into was an open
grave. A small church graveyard with tombstones dating back a
century, it made for a terrible landing spot. The spotter plane
found my chute in due time and the emergency vehicles showed up …
equally in due time.

The grave I was in had been dug the day
before for a funeral planned for the next day. A passing rain, days
before, had raised the local water table and thus, it became a
muddy hole. Just in time for me to land in it. A place of worms,
wet clay, and broken sassafras roots. The very air was thick with
the smell of sassafras. From the surrounding grave land came also a
putrid smell of old death. Rot blended with soil in an eternal
miasma.

And it was in that torturous place, that I
had screamed in pain. I had clawed at mud, trying to deny my
premature burial. When the emergency trucks arrived, sirens
screaming a counterpoint to my own, I was a mud-soaked wretch. I
must have looked like a zombie when they pulled me from that place
of death. Thankfully, I was drugged unconscious at that point. Only
morphine sleep kept my sanity, the last strings of it still tied
but with loosening coils.

Sleep. Sleep perchance to dream. And what do
you figure my dreams were like at that point?

 


• • •

 


Living is making choices. Lying there in a
military hospital for the weeks that followed, my broken body held
together with plaster and steel rods, I made choices. Some were
good, some were bad, most were simply a different choice than what
I would have normally made. Some of those choices I made by
myself.

And to be honest, some were made for me. By
doctors delivering medical reports to my superior officers. Reports
that testified about how I would never be a soldier again, but then
I could have saved them the time. I had no intentions of ever
marching another step, whether I was ever going to be capable of
marching again or not. See, that time in that grave in such
terrible pain, clawing at mud, begging for my life and for the pain
to end, it showed me what nothing had been able to show me
before.

I was not alive. Oh, I breathed and I walked
and I talked, but I was not really alive. I was not living a life;
oh no, I was, in fact, trying to live a life over. My father’s
life. And I had to acknowledge that there, in that hole, I was not
him.

Benson West had been a highly decorated war
hero. Then a mud-on-his-boots construction worker, slaving for
pennies building bridges in third world countries. Now in his late
fifties, he was a tough-as-nails, general contractor. A man known
to drink his weight in beer a week, to fight at the drop of any
hat, and he would still brag of the women he had fucked … sometimes
even within my mother’s hearing. A man’s man! That was my
father.
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“I DIDN'T INTEND TO HURT ANYONE BUT MYSELF.”
~——— OLIVER WEST
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