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    PART I

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    EULOGY


     


    The sun shone hard and the wind billowed in from the west the day I first killed a man. He was more of a boy, really. He’d been spotted leaping up from a ditch near the site of an IED that had ripped through the belly of an Eleven-Fourteen up-armored Humvee, killing one soldier instantly and imprisoning four others in the truck’s bombed-out cab.


    The strength of the blast had curled my body like a whip, rapping the back of my head and neck against the hard vinyl of the seat before slamming my forehead into the dash. My seat belt gave way but didn’t tear. I gasped violently for the breath that I needed to scream out loud, “Holy shit! Holy shit, what the fuck was that? What the fuck was . . . “ I breathed deeply, trying to calm myself. “Did we just get hit? Did we just . . . “


    I ran my hands up and down the length of my body, limbs and all, and gave special attention to the areas of strategic importance. There was blood flowing from my nose, but not from anywhere else. The impact of the dashboard against my helmet had dislodged my headset, cutting me off from communication through our internal radio system with Lieutenant Grey in the turret, our interpreter Raz Mohammed in the back, and the Sergeant Major in the driver’s seat.


    I felt a firm hand grab ahold of my blouse near the shoulder and pull me toward the center console.


    “We didn’t get hit!” the Sergeant Major shouted. “It wasn’t us.”


    The windshields that came standard in the Eleven-Fourteens were divided into two pieces separated by a small steel girder. The glass panes in our trucks, four-inch-thick plexiglass designed to stop rounds from small arms and even shrapnel and debris from explosive ordinance, had just barely sustained the blast. They were white with splintering circular fractures, like two miniature frozen-over lakes, cracking and giving way.


    “Are you alright?”


    I nodded.


    “What about Lieutenant Grey?” I hollered. “He’s fine. We’re all fine.”


    I looked back over my shoulder and saw the laced boots and uniformed legs of Lieutenant Grey, his arms, head, and torso poking out through the gunner’s hatch in the roof of the truck. He sank down behind the 240 Bravo automatic heavy machine gun that was mounted to the turret of our Humvee, rotating back and forth, firing at will. The gunners of the other Humvees started firing as well, and the air became flooded with percussive vibrations.


    The Sergeant Major again grabbed my shirtsleeve; this time he pulled my ear all the way to his lips. “You okay for real, Doc?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said without pause, in a voice that felt somehow foreign to me.


    His eyes scrolled up and down my face, scanning for fatigue or diminished capacity.


    “Go help them.” He pointed to the Humvee to our front, the one that had taken a direct hit.


    “Cover me, Lieutenant.” “You’re clear, go!”


    I reached in the back of the cab for my medbag, located one of its straps with my fingers, and pulled it onto my lap. The battle locking mechanisms that came standard with the newer Eleven-Fourteens were designed to keep doors from being blown clean off their hinges by the force of IEDs and rocket-propelled grenades. They worked well, sometimes too well. Unhinging the battle lock and pushing open the two- hundred-pound steel-reinforced door required gorilla strength.


    I slipped out of the truck and low-crawled a few meters to the hazard area, outgoing rounds from the convoy’s mounted crew-served weapons whizzing and popping overhead. There was no incoming as far as I could tell, but I kept low, advancing up the beige, sandy road like a spider.


    After a short while, the firing stopped and I began to hear the cries and the wailing/far-off dying animals sounds at first, then slowly more human as I approached.


    Initially, I could not make out any intelligible language, but soon after I was able to register the distress call.


    “Medic! Medic!”


    “It’s okay, I’m here, I’m here! It’s okay, I’m coming to you!” I shouted in the direction of the voices. I tried to get a good look at them to see what I was working with, but it was useless. Thick clouds of grey and black smoke hemorrhaged from the site of the explosion, shrouding the vehicle.


    The near-vertical wall of a cliff face bordered the left side of the dirt road. I lay on my belly in the prone position, unable to put eyes on the casualties; unable to stand up for fear of being hit with an errant round. As I lay there on the warm surface, a chance wind blew down across the rock face and momentarily chased away the opaque swirls of smoke and ash.


    The smoke cloud broke apart and opened like the curtains of a stage play, and immediately I understood two things: the men in the Humvee were still alive, at least two of them, and there was no way of getting them out in time.


    The power of the blast had flipped the truck onto its left side, with the roof pressed flush up against the wall of the cliff, eliminating the prospect of escape through the turret hatch. Their left driver- and passenger-side doors were pinned down beneath the mammoth weight of the vehicle. The gunner had either been blown clean out of the turret by the force of the blast, or had been ground into the side of the cliff as the truck was flipped onto its side.


    No one on the convoy had tools capable of cutting through the steel to create an opening. The only practical escape route was through the rear door on the vehicle’s right side. Even if they could have negotiated the battle lock and released the main latch, they would still have had to military-press the two-hundred-pound door, hold it open, and climb through the narrow space one at a time.


    A few soldiers from the convoy dismounted and approached the wreck, only to be repelled by the unbearable heat of the fire. I could feel it gently peeling the skin off my nose from a distance of three or four meters, and I cringed at the thought of the men trapped inside.


    Their screams grew louder and more childlike, and were torture to hear. They cried for their mothers and cried out to God, and they cursed us for doing nothing and we cursed ourselves.


    I never knew their names. I believe they were part of the 82nd Airborne, the Army’s maneuver element for the eastern part of the country. They were here to execute missions on behalf of the Afghans while we, the advisors of 4th Kandak, 1st Brigade (known colloquially as the Horsemen), were here to train the Afghans to stand up for themselves. Everyone in the convoy climbed out of their Humvees and watched as the fire consumed the damaged vehicle. The roar of the flames helped to drown out the final dying whimpers.


     


    ***


     


    “Doc, they need you up front.”


    I was still laid out next to the now smoldering steel tomb; still in the prone, unable to move. Temporarily paralyzed.


    The dense moisture had a foul, smothering effect. Public plumbing and sewage treatment were concepts that had not quite taken hold in rural Afghanistan. Flies abounded. The area surrounding FOB Mehtar Lam was alive with the smell of human excrement.


    “One of the guys from the 82nd dropped a hadji. He’s all fucked up. He might be able to give us some intel. Doc?”


    Soldiers in different vehicles, mostly from the 82nd, had dismounted and secured a perimeter around the blast site. Drivers and gunners remained in the trucks, the latter fixing their crew-served weapons outboard. The high ground lay just above our convoy, to the left, atop the cliff face against which the blown-out Humvee had been pressed. It was a vulnerable position, but we had to do what we could before returning to post.


    “Doc, you fucking hear me?”


    The Sergeant Major was standing over me. I pushed myself up, rifle, flak, medbag, and all, and rose to my feet. My uniform, saturated with sweat from the time I’d spent laid out on the ground, was now caked with thick Afghan clay.


    “Moving,” I obliged.


    The Sergeant Major and I followed the dirt road lined with parked Humvees until we came to a fire team-sized element of Army soldiers in a loose formation, huddled together, kneeling over an obscured figure. Everyone else from the convoy had either pulled security or gathered around the IED site. Only the four PFCs attended the injured boy.


    “That’s what you get, you hadji fuck!” “You like that, bitch?!”


    “How’s that feel, motherfucker?!”


    The soldiers were not physically harming the boy as they hovered over him, chiding and chastising. However, they made no attempt to treat his injuries, which included a gunshot wound to the left arm and an abdominal evisceration.


    “What the fuck are you doing?” The soldiers went quiet. “I know you weren’t just abusing this prisoner, were you?”


    “Sergeant Major, this fucking hadji just-”


    “I don’t give a fuck! Do you see a weapon on him anywhere?” The Sergeant Major pointed at the ground surrounding the boy. “’Cause I don’t. That makes him a patient!” The men again went quiet. “Open up that hatchback,” the Sergeant Major said to one of them, pointing to the


    convoy’s lead vehicle, behind which we had all gathered.


    “Roger that, Sergeant Major.”


    “The rest of you, move him into the trunk.”


    The truck’s gunner turned around and tried to give us some lip about how their Humvee wasn’t an ambulance, but a stern look from the Sergeant Major reminded him that his job was to shoot people and not to meddle in the affairs of those who’d been shot. That was my job. The gunner turned back around and faced forward, his .50-cal pointed in the direction of the road ahead.


    The four soldiers obliged, transporting the wounded hadji from the dusty ground where he lay to the trunk of the Humvee as though he were a piece of fragile equipment. Their cargo delivered, they headed back to their vehicles.


    “You’d better go grab Raz, Sergeant Major. If this guy has anything to say”-I gave a head nod in the direction of the hadji-”he’s gonna have to say it real soon.”


    “Fuck it, just ride with him and meet us back at the FOB. Make sure he’s still breathing when you get there.” “Okay.”


    The Sergeant Major stepped off in the direction of our vehicle. I turned my attention to the writhing patient. His face was beaded with sweat, his eyelashes fluttering like butterfly wings. He had clearly gone into shock.


    It was time for me to go to work. Everything I needed was right there in my medbag. I had Israeli bandages, pressure dressings, tourniquets, blood clotting agents, IVs, blood volumizing solutions, Silvadene lotion and wet dressings for burns, and, of course, field anesthetics. I also carried 1mL glass vials of Narcan that were shaped like little green hourglasses to counteract a potentially lethal dose of morphine.


    I reached into my bag of tricks and pulled out a 10mg auto-injector syringe of morphine sulfate. I said to the patient in my gentlest voice, “It’s okay, buddy, you’re gonna be just fine.” He continued to tremor and sweat heavily. Unintelligible obscenities poured out of his mouth.


    The auto-injector syringes were spring-loaded so that, in a pinch, the needle would punch right through the uniform and break the skin, no problem. The downside to that, as any fiend will tell you, is that the drug enters the system through the interstitial space just under the skin, which dilutes the hit so it does not come on as strong as an intravenous dose. My own personal research on the topic superseded any training I’d undergone in the service of my Military Occupational Specialty. When it came to narcotics, I was a subject matter expert.


    I tied a tourniquet four inches above the wound on the kid’s left arm and readjusted his abdominal dressing so that his intestines—both large and small, but mostly small—were no longer dangling out into the trunk space. The phrase “spilling his guts” appeared in my thoughts, and I smiled to myself and thought, going forward, this phrase will have an entirely different connotation.


    Grabbing hold of his left leg, I slammed the syringe into his thigh. He let out a cool sigh of relief, which sounded like a slow gas leak, calm and perfect. His face softened. It was obvious the morphine was doing its job. I then pulled a second syringe. This one was not an auto-inject.


    “What’s going on back there?” I heard the gunner shout. “Watch the fucking road!” I hollered back.


    The hadji lay curled up in the fetal position, taking up most of the trunk space that was otherwise roomy enough to fit two people comfortably. “Move over, dude,” I whispered as I shoved him aside to make room. He hissed a little, making that leaky gas valve sound again.


    I lay down beside the dying boy. At this point, he was evidently circling the drain. He probably had only minutes left to live. I thought about hitting him with Narcan but decided he was too far-gone anyway; it wouldn’t have made much difference.


    The tourniquet I’d tied around his arm had worked effectively. The bleeding had subsided, so I applied a pressure dressing to the wound and removed the tourniquet.


    “You won’t be needing this,” I muttered. I then tore open my vest, pulled my arm out of the grey digi-patterned blouse, and tied the tourniquet around my own arm. It was my turn.


    The newer Combat Application Tourniquets were a brilliant design. A simple wraparound Velcro strap with a small winch for tightening enabled the user to clamp down on a raw appendage using only one hand. Perhaps out of habit, I wiped the antecubital space on the inside of my elbow with an alcohol swab. The stick was sharp and painful, but the pain was short-lived. I watched the flash of red explode into the syringe. I felt like an Eskimo who’d just harpooned a walrus through a tiny hole in the ice. I had hit my mark. I grinned.


    Still grinning, I gently pushed down on the plunger, driving the ten cubic centimeters of morphine sulfate into my vein.


    I was thrown back into the trunk space by the force of the hit, and the warm gravy washed over me from head to toe. Now it was me making the leaky gas valve sound. The boy had all of a sudden gone quiet. I looked over at him and said, “Hey, you!”


    Shaking him by his collar, I shouted, “Wake up, fucker! You still need to give us some intel!”


    The child managed to half open one eye and meet my gaze head-on before nodding off one last time for good. I felt the truck rumble forward and begin to turn around before I nodded off myself.


     


    ***


     


    I came to with a jerk of my limbs, as though waking from a frightened dream. Taking in my surroundings, I calculated that I was still in the trunk of the Humvee, though it was now parked in the motor pool, well inside the FOB. It was set in a long row, sandwiched between two other trucks. The row seemed to stretch out on either side indefinitely.


    As I lurched forward from the supine position, I began to feel sick and realized I was alone. Everyone had vanished, even the boy I’d shot up with morphine. Is he dead? I wondered. Was he even responsible for that fucking IED? Had he planted it himself? Did he even have the skills to pull off a hit like that?


    All these questions began to take form in my thoughts. They repeated as though part of some looping playlist. I felt cold and began to shiver.


    “What the fuck are we even doing out here?” I heard myself blurt out, my speech slurred and unfriendly. “What the fuck am I doing here?”


    The Humvees in the motor pool were organized into neat rows, with room between so the trucks could get in or out. The spaces between the rows looked like passages bordered on either side by the trucks themselves.


    It was all so structured. So squared away. But I doubted seriously if even half of the vehicles were operational. Some had flat tires, while others had transmission problems or dead batteries.


    The war was often like that, it seemed. Copacetic in appearance, but in a de facto state of disorder. And though clean-shaven, trained, and even battle-tested, our ranks were staffed mostly with dropouts and fuckups—the ones who’d nearly slipped through the cracks—redeemed for our delineation of the straight path to success by our taking up the cause of war. And I was the greatest fuckup of them all.


    I’m not sure exactly how long I lay there, but I know it must have been a little while. The sun seemed to stretch out in every direction until all I could see was a sweeping, bright, pulsating light originating in the east.


    The morphine had made the violence bearable, but at a great cost. I looked at my arm. It was oozing little droplets of blood from where the needle had torn a hole. The wound was not fatal, but I patched it up just the same.


    I sometimes wonder if things really happened the way I remember them, or if I’ve got it all wrong in my head. And I’m still taken with a swell of pity at the thought of that child wiggling around in the dirt like a chewed-up earthworm. I tried so hard to be strong, but in the end, as I watched the last signs of consciousness trail away from his soft face, that boy murdered the best part of me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    MONGOLIAN BARBECUE


     


    The road that stretches from the cascading rice paddies and red hills and mountains of Jalalabad in Nangarhar Province, all the way down through the maroon desert of Kandahar and Helmand, was, at one time, part of the Old Silk Road. Centuries earlier, Genghis Khan and his great army had ridden west through the countryside murdering men, women, and children in expansion of the empire. He was a Mongol, a savage.


    The advisors of Embedded Training Team, 4th Kandak, 1st Brigade, also traveled west. We traveled west on a Thursday, because Thursday was Mongolian barbecue day at the Camp Cobra chow hall in Darul Aman, outside Kabul. Unlike our downrange digs, FOB Mehtar Lam, the Forward Operating Base at Cobra had a chow hall staffed by the defense contractor KBR, a subsidiary of Halliburton.


    Weeks had passed since the incident, and all that was left from the wreck was a burnt-out chassis that lay hidden underneath a blue tarp near the latrines. It had been dragged back to post, cleared of remains, and covered. I never found out what happened to that kid.


    The Sergeant Major had tasked me with submitting this morning’s Convoy Operation request to the Tactical Operations Center. I was low man on the totem pole, so errands like this one often fell to me.


    “Doc, you filled out the Con-Op, right?”


    The Sergeant Major had a strong Minnesotan accent, and when he spoke, the man on the other end of the conversation always got the impression he’d fucked up in some way.


    He sat facing me in a beige foldout chair in the office of our hooch. Lieutenant Grey was in there futzing around with the radio. Major Peeve was looking over documents at one of the three desks. Neither of them put eyes on me.


    It was a small room, just to the right of the entrance as you came in. The overhead fluorescent light bulb beamed a fierce, blinding glow into the room. The foyer behind me was dark. I stood in the doorway to the office, arms extended up and slightly out at forty-five-degree angles, fingers anchored into the unfinished wood trim of the frame. The light was bright, causing me to compress my eyelids.


    “Yeah, I turned it in last night. We should be good to go.” I looked up and slightly to the left as I responded, a subtle movement not lost on the old man who, at forty-six, could have likely broken me over his shin.


    “Oh yah?” he replied, getting up from his chair and closing in on me.


    His eyes narrowed.


    “What did you say we were headed out to Cobra for?”


    I hadn’t been right since the incident; since I’d smelled those men burning. It had reminded me of the moths that used to fly into our halogen lamps and get stuck back when I was a kid growing up in New York City; a real burned hair and rubber smell.


    And ever since that afternoon, when I’d come to in the back of a Humvee in the motor pool, things had felt strange. My understanding of time had become obtuse. I didn’t sleep at all some nights, while others I slept like the dead. Deep, bottomless slumber dispelled suddenly and unmistakably by the sound of the Sergeant Major’s boot against the door to my quarters.


    “What did you write in the mission’s objective field?” the Sergeant Major asked in a curious tone.


    “Re-up for medical supplies for the ANA.”


    “Oh yah?” he said again, though this time his tone was slightly more aggressive; a tone usually reserved for fools and unruly children.


    He pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his right front trouser pocket and shoved it square into my chest. I stumbled backward a half step, unbalanced by the final loitering effects of the previous night’s dose. It took me a second to unravel the crumpled wad.


    “’Cause I’m pretty sure you wrote fucking Mongolian barbecue!” “Oh,” I muttered, not entirely surprised by my transgression, but with absolutely no recollection of it taking place.


    “But isn’t that why we are pushing out to Cobra?”


    I knew right away that this was not the ideal response, but I let it ride anyway.


    “You think this is all a fucking joke, don’t you?” He took a blank Convoy Operations request form and pressed it once again into my chest. “Fill it out again. This time try to be a bit more creative. You’re goddamned lucky the Colonel or anyone else didn’t get a look at that other one. What if we get hit on our way out there and Brigade has to write up a report? They’re gonna look at that Con-Op and see we got killed ’cause our crew had a hankering for some goddamned Mongolian barbecue! Fix it, and put the fucking gun up; we’re already running late!”


    “Okay.”


    I corrected the Con-Op and then grabbed the key to the weapons locker.


    “Hey LT, can you give me a hand with the fifty?”


    Lieutenant Grey was a bald, stout man of about thirty-five or so. He was twice divorced, but was still in close contact with both of his ex-wives.


    “Sure.”


    Our .50-caliber machine gun was a devastating weapon. Its munitions were routinely soaked in depleted uranium so that they would burn hotter and penetrate the armor or cement of potential targets. It was meant to be used specifically on vehicles and fortified positions, not on personnel.


    I did my best to shake off my morphine hangover as the LT and I mounted the gun onto the turret of the Eleven-Fourteen up-armored Humvee, pulled the chain-linked rounds across the carriage, and locked them down with the latch.


    “Did you really put down Mongolian barbecue on the Con-Op?”


    Lieutenant Grey asked, bemused.


    “What the fuck was I supposed to write? You know that’s why we’re going.”


    Lieutenant Grey chuckled to himself for a moment before disappearing back into the hooch. He would ride in the rear vehicle with Raz Mohammed, our interpreter, and Captain Harold, an emissary of the Old South. The captain and I did not see eye to eye on all things political or philosophical in nature, but I very much valued his friendship.


    It must have been just before 4:00 A.M. local time, I thought, because the morning call to prayer that had jarred me awake so many times before had not yet sounded. When we’d first arrived in May at FOB Mehtar Lam, affectionately dubbed the Meth Lab by its occupants, and taken up residence in the abandoned Soviet Army barracks on the western side of the base, we learned very quickly that our proximity to the local mosque guaranteed us a 4:00 A.M. wake-up call every morning, without fail.


    Every one of us feared and loathed the call to prayer, with the exception of Raz Mohammed, who left the hooch entranced at the first resounding invocation each morning, only to return fifteen minutes later in a state of unnerving tranquility.


    The imam’s voice was harrowing. It sounded like death from above, like a rolling thunder tearing through the air, or a low-flying jet, roaring and rumbling. Indecipherable language, which we imagined presaged our deaths and beckoned for a commencement to the End of Days. It felt always like the harbinger to our inevitable damnation.


    We never could figure out if the broadcast was live or prerecorded and queued up to go off at the designated prayer times. The PA system was poorly maintained and seriously outdated. Sand-colored speakers held in place by a crude mounting mechanism pointed out in all four directions. The former Soviet barracks, now our hooch, was within hand grenade distance of the mosque itself, which meant that when the call went out, we were sure to hear it.


    We’d joked openly about sneaking into the mosque just before the morning prayer and syncing up the PA to one of our iPods. AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” would have been top of the playlist.


    I sat with my back against the windshield of the Humvee—my legs draped over the vehicle’s hood—waiting for the morning call to prayer, that ominous warning. But it never came. Instead, the Sergeant Major emerged from the hooch in full battle rattle.


    “Get your shit, we’re rolling now.”


    I hurried to my room, grabbed my belt with my M9 pistol, my flak jacket, my Kevlar helmet, my M4 rifle and medbag and ran back to the truck. All together, I was hauling an additional sixty pounds of weapons, ammunition, body armor, and medical supplies. The sun had not yet risen, and my uniform was already drenched with sweat.


    Grunting and straining, I managed to pull open the two-hundred- pound door of the Humvee and throw my bag in the back. I then climbed up over the hood of the truck, onto the roof, dropped down through the opened hatch, and settled into the turret. The hole in the roof was about three feet across. My feet were able to touch down on the steel of the interior even if I was seated on the thick leather strap that hung from either side of the hatch. I rotated the .SO-cal forty-five degrees to the right. The gunners of the convoy were supposed to stagger their weapons to protect the trucks from all angles. The rear vehicle was responsible for the bottom half of the clock, from three to nine. However, we often rode with Afghan National Army soldiers interspersed within our convoy, and with them, it was impossible to know which way they would point their weapons.


    By the time I landed in the turret, the Sergeant Major had already started the engine. He handed me a set of headphones with a small adjustable microphone shaped like a garter snake attached to the left earpiece. It was always difficult to adjust the headset with my helmet on. “You up?” the Sergeant Major asked.


    “Yeah, I read you.”


    “Good, let’s go get some fucking Mongolian barbecue!” “Fuckin’ A!”


    The Sergeant Major flicked a toggle switch on the dark tan box above the center console in the vehicle. A fierce, electric wave of radio signals ripped through my headset.


    “Ahhhhh!!!!! Goddamn it!” I hollered. The Sergeant Major laughed out loud. “I hate that fucking thing!”


    “Guess the Duke is working.”


    “That thing is gonna scramble my fucking brains!”


    “That thing is gonna keep us from get blown the fuck up, hopefully.”


    The Duke was our defensive measure against remote-detonated IEDs, our evolution of tactics. It was an invisible shield that broadcast a constant signal meant to jam the transmission of any radio frequency within a two-hundred-meter radius.


    The hadjis used cell phones or garage door openers to trigger IEDs buried in the road. The Duke was designed to intercept these transmissions. Unfortunately, whenever our signal made contact with any other signal, a jolt of white noise would tear through our headphones, which were connected to our internal comms.


    We never really knew if they worked or not, but it was a standing order that all Humvees that left the wire did so with their Dukes engaged. And if I removed my headphones, I would not (for better or worse) be able to communicate with the Sergeant Major.


    “Are we taking any of them with us?”


    A squad-sized element of ANA soldiers shuffled past our halted Humvee, grinning idly, dangling their AK-47s over their shoulders the way teenagers tote backpacks. Bearded men in their early twenties mostly, clothed in the hand-me-down tiger stripe-patterned uniforms of the war in Vietnam.


    “Yeah, we’re waiting on them.” “Big surprise.”


    The small contingent of ANA soldiers mounted their LTV, a beige pickup truck with a double-sided bench that ran lengthwise down the center of the bed. They sat four on each side of the bench, with another two in the cab.


    “You know, if we get hit, we’re sitting on six tons of steel-reinforced siding. There’s a chance we might walk away. But those guys”-I paused for a moment, contemplating the vulnerability of our Afghan counterparts-”they’re straight-up fucked.”


    “Fuck it, Doc. While we’re waiting here, why don’t you run over to the ANA clinic, see if Ghazzi really does need any resupply.” “Roger that.”


    I climbed out of the turret, onto the roof, then dropped down to the hood and then the gravel of the driveway and made for the ANA clinic where I figured my protege, Ghazzi, would either be passed out or jacking off. I made plenty of noise on the way in to alert him of my presence before entering his office.


    “Salaam, Ghazzi.”


    “Salaam, Doc.”


    I was fortunate enough to have been assigned one of the few Afghan soldiers from the Kandak who spoke English reasonably well, so that when I gave counsel I did not require the use of an interpreter. I preferred it when Raz came with me, though, as it greatly reduced the risk of any miscommunication.


    Ghazzi was very light for an Afghan, medium height, medium build.


    He was from the Panjshir Valley up north, same as Raz.


    “I have something for you,” I said as I pulled a thumb drive full of downloaded porn from my cargo pocket and placed it on his desk. “Tashakur, Doc!”


    “No problem,” I said, crouching down to open the narc locker. “Do you have the one I gave you last week?”


    “Yes, I have here. I like this one much!”


    “Yeah, me too.”


    I grabbed a 10mL bottle of morphine with a concentration of 10mg/ mL that I knew would be good for between five and ten hits, depending on how hard I wanted to go.


    “We’ll be back later on tonight, Ghazzi. Tomorrow at the latest, and I’ll have another one of these for you,” I said, grabbing the thumb drive I’d given him a few days earlier.


    “Tashakur, Doc.”


     


    I got settled back into the turret and put my headset back on.


    “How’d that go?” the Sergeant Major asked. “Fine, I guess.”


    “He ask for anything? “No, actually.” “Really?”


    “Yeah, but he gave me back this thumb drive.” I handed the device to the Sergeant Major.


    “What’s on it?”


    “A lot of butt lickin’.” “Oh.”


    After another ten minutes or so, the ANA soldiers mounted their trucks and the Sergeant Major hailed the TOC, notifying them of our departure.


    “Mehtar Lam TOC, this is Horseman One, SP time now, over.” “Roger that, Horseman One. Happy trails. Mehtar Lam TOC, out.”


    We rode out in a slow procession, four ANA trucks out front, followed by our Humvee, then the LT and Captain Harold and Raz pulling up the rear.


    “You think they know we put them up front so if anyone gets hit, it’sthem, not us?” “Yeah.”


    “Me too.”


    Our convoy exited through the back gate at Mehtar Lam, swung a left, and cruised through the village that bordered our FOB. As we passed the mosque, now on our left, we could faintly hear the far-off hum of the morning prayer, nearly out of earshot; no longer a threat.


     


    We drove at a controlled pace, because there was always a lot of foot traffic and the last thing we wanted was to run over a villager’s kid. The ride was bumpy. The road that served FOB Mehtar Lam was really just a small tributary of the much larger road that spanned the country, east to west.


    The townsfolk, young and old, waved and smiled at us as we rode by. They wore light-colored pajama-style garments, except for the women, who of course wore black burkas with mesh veils that shrouded their heads and faces. They were forbidden to wave at us.


    After a few short miles, we crossed a small bridge that passed over a green river and made the hard right-hand turn that put us on the main road. A few civilian cars tried to zipper in with the Humvees and LTVs in our convoy as we turned right, but a few of our gunners repositioned their weapons and the cars halted and formed a line.


    The first hour or so on the road was always hypnotic, especially in the turret. Even the heat was tolerable, as long as we were moving, and that forty mile an hour breeze kept the sun from melting my uniform to my skin. The long, green river opened up to our right, and I saw, at a distance, a man floating in an inner tube.


    Our official name for the road was Route 1, which reminded me of the Boston Post Road that ran from Greenwich, Connecticut, all the way up to Boston. But we always just referred to it as the Road. It was the first time we had travelled west since our big push out to Mehtar Lam in May. With my weapon at the ready, I sank down into the strap and allowed my lower back to curl slightly. I was somewhat relaxed, though I would not allow myself to nod off. Not with the Sergeant Major behind the wheel. Holding the gun was a great thrill. I was mesmerized by its power, but frightened by it as well. I was fired up and anxious. Desperate to draw blood for the first time, though terrified at the thought of being shot at, blown up, or burned alive. Terrified also of damnation.


    According to the Geneva Conventions, so we’d been told, medical personnel were forbidden from operating crew-served weapons. Per the agreement, we were allowed only to carry personal weapons like sidearms. We weren’t even supposed to have rifles. But we did. We all did. And we drove, rode shotgun, and sat up in the turret as well, just like everyone else.


    The densely green landscapes of the countryside moved serenely by as we followed the twisting ascent of the road. At around what I imagined to be 7:00 A.M. local time, we passed a black banner tethered to a tree limb that had been driven into a pile of rocks on the right side of the road.


    “Look alive, Doc. We’re in Injun country.”


    The flag was an indicator that we’d entered Taliban-controlled territory, whatever that meant. The truth was, the Taliban were all around us. The local nationals who worked inside the FOB and did pace counts to measure distances for mortar strikes, they were Taliban. The merchants that peddled shitty bootleg DVDs in the shops off base, they were Taliban, too.


    And those cocksuckers out front, leading the convoy, the Afghan fucking National Army. The ones we were here to train so they could take on the Taliban once we’ve left (assuming we’ll ever have left); at least half of them were Taliban sleepers just going through the motions. Hanging back on missions, waiting for the right time to fuck us. In fact, I was certain they were involved, somehow, with the IED outside the FOB some weeks earlier. At least a few of them. But I couldn’t prove it. I wondered what the Sergeant Major thought about it.


    “It’s all a scam,” I muttered aloud. “What is?” the Sergeant Major inquired.


    “This whole setup. Whatever it is we’re doing out here,” I continued. Our radio connection maintained a low rumble between transmissions. “You see those motherfuckers,” I said, gesturing toward the Light Tactical Vehicle filled with ANA soldiers just ahead of us in our formation. “They’re never gonna stand up. Never! We don’t even fucking know whose side they’re on.”


    “Relax. Lieutenant Grey grabbed their cell phones before we pushed out.”


    “That’s bullshit! We’re putting our fucking lives on the line for these dirtbags, and we can’t even fucking trust them not to inform on us!”


    I realized I was shouting at the Sergeant Major. He was ranked a full five pay grades higher than me, and I was shouting at him. “What the fuck do you wanna do about it, huh?”


    I rotated the turret forty-five degrees to the left so that the .SO-cal was trained dead on the vehicle to our front.


    “I wanna shoot these motherfuckers, every goddamned one of them!” I meant every word. My thumbs rested gently on the butterfly trigger. There was no safety. A little push is all it would take. I could get them all in one shot, or in one burst at least.


    “Calm the fuck down! Keep your eyes peeled. This is where Tulinsen’s convoy got hit last week. Pay attention, stop fucking around!”


    A long silence followed, and I thought about what the Khan would have done with this ridiculous insurrection or the possibility of traitors within his ranks. The Khan was a great leader. I would have been proud to have served under the Khan.


    “They say this land is cursed, you know.”


    The ride was smooth enough in the turret, but it was not uncommon to be tossed around every now and again like a shoe in the dryer.


    “What’s that, Sergeant Major?”


    “The land.” In order to hail each other we had to press up on a steel toggle switch that sat erect in the middle of a black square box about the size of a coaster. The boxes were wired to our headsets and to the radio. “They say it’s cursed.”


    To communicate with the other vehicles, Major Peeve back at Mehtar Lam, and whoever else was listening on our frequency, the toggle had to be pushed the other way. “Something about the bones of soldiers in the dirt.”


    “Oh.”


    I worried the Sergeant Major might have been on to me. Worried that he knew what I was up to; what I’d been up to this whole time.


    “Listen, Doc, I know you’re fucked up over what happened.” “What are you talking about?”


    “You know what I’m talking about.”


    He paused a moment and sighed into the headset.


    “I don’t know how else to say it. Shit like that happens out here.” “I’m aware of that, Sergeant Major”


    “I know you blame yourself, I know you feel responsible for what happened, even though you know it’s not your fault. Shit, we all feel that way. And another thing”-he cleared his throat-”I know you feel like some part of you got burned up with those other guys.”


    I noticed my breathing pattern shift to long, deep breaths, and I felt a tightening in my chest and lump in my throat that made it difficult to swallow.


    “This Con-Op thing,” he went on, “might not be that big a deal, but where’s your head at? You’re our fucking medic. We need to know that you got your shit together.”


    I didn’t want to cry in front of the Sergeant Major. I was in the turret, and he was driving. He would not have been able to see me, but he would have felt the frailty in my voice.


    “Whatever happened to fighting the Taliban or al-Qaeda, or finding Osama bin fucking Laden? Everybody’s focused on Iraq. I mean what the fuck are we even doing over there anyway? They’ve got a hundred and sixty thousand troops on the ground! How many do we have? Twenty? If that. It’s all bullshit,” I seethed.


    “Look, there’s nothing you can do about any of that. We’ve still got a job to do. Let’s get it done. I don’t want to have this conversation ever again, got it?”


    “Yeah, I got it.”


    Looking up into the liquid orange sky, thick with the perspiration of the earth, I saw two Chinooks beat a path through the moisture, followed at a mile’s distance by the sweet hum of an Apache gunship escort. It was a comfort to know that if we needed them, they were there.


     


    “Doc, you got more of a reason to be out here than any of us,” the Sergeant Major said, finally.


    “I mean, if it had been my father up there . . .” He paused a moment, perhaps rethinking his words.


    “Burning alive? Were you gonna say burning alive, Sergeant Major?”


    He returned to his more familiar, exasperated tone.


    “No, Doc. That’s not what I was gonna say.”


    “Funny thing, Sergeant Major. I don’t think my dad had it in him to jump.”


    Some benign chatter came over the radio. I think it was from a Marine convoy way out in Helmand or some other faraway place.


    “No, I think he either died of smoke inhalation or he fucking burned alive. Or he was crushed when the North Tower collapsed.”


     


    ***


     


    Being a drug addict is a bit like being a secret agent. This is especially true when the addict in question is an active duty soldier and is forward deployed to an area deemed hostile. On my best day, I was an average, run-of-the-mill medic. But as a below-the-radar dope fiend, I was Medal of Honor caliber. Even so, I lacked the nerve to shove off with the Sergeant Major in the driver seat. After lunch, I’d be free to draw up a few syringes from the bottle of morphine sulfate I’d procured from Ghazzi’s med chest. In the meantime, I’d have to settle for a few hydrocodone tablets to stay settled. I again noticed the sweeping, pulsating light with its eastern point of origin, but didn’t dare mention it to the Sergeant Major.


    “How long you been in-country now, Doc?”


    The question caught me by surprise.


    “I don’t know.”


    “What the fuck do you mean you don’t know?” His words grew fiercer. “Well, when are you headed home?”


    The day thus far had been a montage of loaded questions and wrong answers.


    “I don’t fucking know! I have no fucking idea!”


    The Sergeant Major remained silent. I understood that I’d best remain silent as well. My mind wandered carelessly as our convoy moved unobstructed and unthreatened through enemy territory.


    It served me well whenever I was in the turret, I always felt, to try and put myself somewhere else in my mind while remaining in the moment somewhat in case we were ever attacked and I had to respond either with the .50-cal or with my medbag or with both.


    I daydreamed about chicken and noodles, onions and peppers, and that special sauce unique to the cooks’ palate all stir-fried up on that flatbed grill inside the KBR chow hall at Camp Cobra. I pictured one of the Kosovar or Nigerian workers smiling genuinely, appreciatively, at me and the crew as we lined up by the grill and called out our orders. In the wild, reduced to our primal selves, any semblance of modernity became novelty. And in the grasp of this new understanding of things, I lived for Mongolian barbecue Thursdays. We’d spent six months at Cobra before pushing east to Mehtar Lam in May. I was looking forward to seeing the old stomping ground, catching up with Santiago and Gomez, the two Navy corpsmen who ran the aid station. But we still had a ways to go.


    To pass the time, I listened to my iPod through a mini headphone inserted into my left ear, a deviation from policy; a policy, however, from which many others also deviated. If the Sergeant Major noticed, he never made mention of it, which would have been uncharacteristic of his nature.


    He had grown up in the Marine Corps during Reagan’s first term; followed the streamlined evolutionary vortex from Eagle Scout to high school football captain to Marine Corps sergeant, building up strength in leadership, brick by brick, at each new station, until all that remained was a fortress of will and determination. The Sergeant Major was a born pack leader.


    In the early eighties, his unit at the time was due to rotate into Beirut. But after the suicide attack on the Marines’ barracks, the US halted all future deployments to the region, which burned him up inside.


    He made up for his absence in Beirut by joining an Army Reserve unit after his enlistment with the Corps had ended. His unit had a direct combat role in Operation Desert Storm. Among other deployments, he could also claim Bosnia, Kosovo, and Iraq a second time for the invasion, Operation Iraqi Freedom in ’03. He tried extending for a second year in Iraq but the Army, for whatever reason, wouldn’t allow it, so he joined an Embedded Training Team unit at Camp Shelby three months before they were due to deploy to Afghanistan—the unit to which both he and I were now assigned. He loved being a soldier.


     


    We drove on through the heat, no cloud cover from the Sun. The gathering of civilian cars that had accumulated at the hard right turn just over the bridge some eighty miles back was now a convoy in its own right. Traveling at a slightly slower pace than ours, every once in a while, their lead vehicle would break ranks and pull out ahead, approach our rear Humvee, only to be thwarted by the raising of Lieutenant Grey’s 240 Bravo.


    After some time, great cliffs began to rise up on our left side and we started the slow climb to the high altitude of Kabul Province, which was separated from Laghman by an enormous switchback. There were nine levels that we had to traverse in order to get clear of the low elevation. Our mini train of LTVs and Humvees slithered up the great mountain pass, rounding each corner to each new ledge, side to side, like a giant king snake.


    By now, all of the drivers had adapted to one another’s pace, and the convoy advanced like a single mobile organism. As we came up, I could feel the air temperature drop dramatically and the moisture disappear. It was like moving from a steam room to a sauna.


    Kabul was, on average, ten degrees cooler than Laghman which, in the summer months, was usually the difference between 110 and 100 degrees Fahrenheit.


    The switchback was a particularly vulnerable area for any convoy to move through. Generations earlier, it had been the site of a colossal military defeat for the British, the greatest in their violent history with the exception of Singapore. A large column numbering in the thousands had been slaughtered by the tribesmen of the pass and the surrounding areas. All but one man were killed or captured. This lone survivor hobbled on horseback to Jalalabad, as the fable went, though many of the locals believed his spirit haunted the region. Reports of a man on a broken horse staggering eastward on the Road had compiled over time. Many of the villagers from Mehtar Lam District had professed sightings.


     


    Lieutenant Grey, in the turret of the rear vehicle, fended off the locals from encroaching into our convoy by extending his left arm, palm out flat, while maintaining positive control of his mounted 24O Bravo heavy machine gun. His posture managed to effortlessly transcend the language barrier.


    I myself had always found it rather awkward to point a weapon at a car and stare down the driver for hours at a time. But, rules were rules. We had standing orders to fire on anyone that came within one car length’s distance of the rear vehicle.


    In a few short hours, we had reached the outskirts of the capital city. Climbing in elevation, we moved gradually through a corridor bordered on either side by two cliffs to break free of the switchback and enter Kabul.


    We passed FOB Policharki on our right, a clear indication that downtown lay just ahead.


    Kabul bears the scars of nearly thirty years of uninterrupted warfare. Once an important trade capital connecting Persia with the Far East, modern times had not been kind to the ancient city.


    We approached from the eastern edge, and I couldn’t help but imagine what it must have looked like after the Mongols had finished plundering it. I doubted seriously it could have been in much worse shape than it was presently.


    Bullet holes adorned the decaying Soviet Bloc-style buildings that had not been completely destroyed by artillery or bombardment. Remnants of other less fortunate structures lingered on like ancient Roman ruins. Cracks in the cement and potholes were ubiquitous along the streets and sidewalks. The traffic was horrific. Late model European cars and buses congested the city squares and circles. Butchers and vendors of every variety lined the streets, up and down. Cattle-drawn carriages rode alongside cars and bicyclists.


    Our convoy was disrupted by stragglers and nomads. We ground to a halt. I wanted to fire my weapon into the chaos. It wouldn’t have made anything any better, but it could not have hurt much either.


    “I’m fucking starving,” the Sergeant Major groaned, ending the tense silence that had lasted several hours.


    “Yeah, me too.”


    The Queen’s Castle lay on a hill in the town of Darul Aman, just west of Kabul. A crumbling monument to the decadence of generations past. Whole sections had been blown out and all the windows had long ago been shattered. All this occurred prior to our invasion.The castle clung to life by sheer force of will and was known to take the odd mortar round fired from the city at Camp Cobra, as it shielded the base somewhat from any direct attack.


    The castle was a beacon. It was our way of knowing that we’d arrived safely at Cobra. Taupe-colored earth-filled containers called HESCO barriers sprawled out in a serpentine formation, creating a snakelike path to the checkpoint. They were laid out in this way to prevent suicide bombers from driving explosive-laden Toyota Camrys full speed into the point of entry. Cobra was set on top of a large hill, in plain sight of the decaying Queen’s Castle. The grade was steep heading up.


    “Cobra TOC, this is Horseman One. RP time now, over.”


    The Sergeant Major hailed Cobra, notifying them of our arrival.


    “Horseman One, Cobra TOC. That’s a good copy, out.”


    We passed first through the ANA checkpoint at the outer perimeter of the base before we approached the Entry Control Point to Cobra proper. Our Afghan counterparts continued on the main drag to their side of the FOB. We made a hard left and came to the second checkpoint, which was staffed by US Army soldiers who guarded the ECP in twelve-hour shifts and never left the FOB. We called them fobbits.


    “How’s it goin’?” the Sergeant Major asked one of the fobbits in his heavy midwestern accent.


    “Good, Sergeant Major.” The guard snapped to attention and nearly saluted.


    We moved through the checkpoint, hung a right-hand turn, parked our truck in the motor pool, took down the .50-cal, and locked our gear in the cab. Lieutenant Grey and Captain Harold with our interpreter, Raz Mohammed, pulled up beside us. The lieutenant’s demeanor never changed. He was always chipper. I wondered what he had done to make those women in his life ever want to leave him. He leaped off the roof of his Humvee onto the hood, then finally onto the fresh gravel of the motor pool.


    “What do you think, Doc? How was the ride?”


    At first I thought he was mocking me. I wondered if he’d somehow heard my conversation with the Sergeant Major. I pulled a hard face and stood up tall.


    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”


    Lieutenant Grey burst into laughter. “Whoa! Relax, Doc!”


    The lieutenant stumbled away from the motor pool, still in shambles, toward the chow hall with the other two men following behind him.


    Two familiar figures strolled out of the aid station and over toward our vehicle.


    “Rogers, what are you doing here?” Gomez shouted across the open air.


    “Oh, we had to pick up some supplies and kind of touch base with the rear,” I replied.


    “Bullshit,” Santiago chimed in. “You just came for Mongolian barbecue day!”


    I grinned freely.


    “Oh shit, you don’t know?” Gomez’s smirk spread across her face.


    Someone else’s bad news was, to her, the highest form of currency. “They changed Mongolian barbecue day to Wednesday. Y’all just missed it.” She perhaps couldn’t help herself. “It was unbelievable.”


    “I heard about Tulinsen, Santiago.” I brought my tone down a notch. “I’m sorry. I know you two were close.”


    It was clear I had hit a nerve, which was not my intention.


    “It’s whatever.” Santiago smirked, rolled her eyes, and shrugged off my condolence. I turned my attention back to Gomez. She was far from a ten under normal, nondeployed circumstances, but out here it was slim pickins, and she was top of the heap. Large, firm breasts sat anxiously atop a smooth, round potbelly that was held in place by a skintight grey undershirt. She and Santiago both sported desert-drab tiger stripe trousers.


    Her face was chubby and cute, and her smile was exciting. In light of her inflated sense of value, she was prone to fits of megalomania and often invited the scorn of the only other two females on the FOB, Santiago and a Navy commander. I wanted her.


    “I’ll come by the aid station later on,” I said at low volume.


    She looked at me and flashed the hint of a smile, but said nothing.


    The Sergeant Major’s unmistakable voice carried like a foghorn from the line at the chow hall all the way to the motor pool.


    “Hey Doc, don’t sweat it. They’ll have burgers and hot dogs or some shit like that. Lunch is almost over; you coming?”


    We could count on nothing out here, not even Mongolian barbecue. I wondered if it was worth it that we’d come all this way to begin with, committed ourselves to this boondoggle for which we would, one way or another, be held to account. Was it not all just a waste of time and effort? It occurred to me the way forward would be long and filled with unanticipated challenges.


    “Yeah, I’m coming.”
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