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In Memoirs of a Cold Warrior,
Veronica Zerrer expertly captures the inner torment and daring
escapades of a transgender soldier serving on active duty in the US
Army. I look forward to reading the next two installments of the
trilogy.

~Zander Keig,

Veteran and

Author of the forthcoming memoir

My Journey from Dyke to Dude and Other
Sordid Tales
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Prologue

On the Banks of the Euphrates

 


1st Infantry Division (Mech)

Gulf War I, 1991

 


There were only two things I wanted out of
life: to be a soldier, and to be a girl. The soldiering came easy.
The other? Well, life doesn’t give do-overs. I always thought my
life would be a truncated one. Being born into the wrong body does
that to a person. So, my plan was simple. When I got into a war
worthy of the name, I would let the assault do for me what I had
once been too afraid to do for myself.

I had been living with being transgender for
over thirty years. A war death worth dying would end all the
questions of who and what I was—a man or a woman. No one near me
would have to cope with the upheaval of a gender change just so I
could live congruently.

But most of all, my death would make it up to
Sohaila, that dark-eyed beauty, for that betrayal, that broken
promise. I could have confessed to her earlier. I should have
revealed my innermost confusions. But I was afraid. Why? That she
would understand, and still love me. After all, we had overcome so
much together. Two different worlds, one Muslim, one Christian, one
Arab, one American. While she liberated me with her love, making
her an outcast, I failed her by keeping my secret. That is how we
trans folk lived back then, afraid.

But in my defense, how could I have disclosed
what I thought I could overcome? Through soldiering? Through
Sohaila?

So, the war. In battle, we sliced through the
Iraqis like a razor through fat. Some of the fighting was hard. The
greatest slander I ever heard was that the Iraqi soldier was an
incompetent coward. No. Many of the men we rolled over, stayed
resisting all the way to the end.

That night, my plan was simple. When combat
was most severe, I would rise from the tank. When the melee was
hardest, tank on tank, hull on hull, I would pop the hatch. Stick
my head out for a look. And zip! Surely swift release would follow.
I might even have gotten lucky and have never heard the bullet home
in on me. Or maybe a close explosion. Just make it fast
and you’ll die a hero. No one would need suspect what I had
concealed. A secret that I hid as a kid. That resisted the torture
from Colonel Kim. That I kept from Sohaila.

That black morning, entering a maelstrom of
fire and cordite, tracers streaking through the darkness. I heard
her voice. The way she used to whisper when we were holding one
another. A memory, begging me, ‘No.’ I rose out of the hatch.
Tracers painting death deep into the night. The main guns from
other tanks breaking that Stygian pit, like volcanic eruptions
accompanied by the hammering clatter of the coaxial machine guns.
Nothing could silence her voice calling to me, ‘No!’
Again. As near to me now as she was that day at the little bistro
in Tel Aviv. ‘It would kill me…,’ her voice repeated,
echoing, yanking my resolve away, and me, back into the tank. I
still wanted to live.

Later, after the peace, while watching from
the tank turret as that ancient river flowed languorously into the
Persian Gulf, I contemplated a new future far removed from my past.
While dhows sailed up and down the waters. Around me, my soldiers
slept. The radios crackled situation reports. I leaned back on the
hatch, and mourned all I had not told Sohaila, and all the years
that could have been lived differently.

#

 




Book I

 


An Offering to the God of War

 




Chapter 1

 


Being born on a farm, in Kansas, there was no
room for ambiguity. That world was orderly, ensconced in a
comfortable binary. There were dark and white people. Rural and
city. Rich and poor. Sacred and profane. Men and women did not
marry outside of their race and religion. And never did two people
of the same sex wed. That world was demarcated by fences as fixed
as the Berlin Wall. Crossings were impossible. Barriers were the
norm.

But labels and either/or never applied to me.
I was different yet did not know how. All I knew was that I felt
mistakenly made. From very young, I would stare at myself in the
bathtub, or in my mirror with the same question: Is there more
of me in there somewhere? My penis, that undeniable evidence of
manhood, seemed misplaced.

Very early, I realized that what was between
my legs was no mistake. Eventually, reality wins, but in a foggy
way, moving like a consuming cloud that envelopes you with its
presence, suppressing and shortening the vision of your path
ahead.

Around age five, I reasoned that maybe I
could outgrow the confusion. Adults around me were always saying
things like, “He’ll grow out of it.” Or “Kids will be kids.” Those
adults called me a boy. Even at that early age, I knew what was
expected of me: farm, ride horses, be a father. Despite all hope
that a miracle would occur, and I would wake up the next morning a
little girl, I knew what my role in life was to be. There were no
trans people I had heard about in 1960s America. So, I reasoned
that if a man I was to be, why not be good at it?

There were only four things that happened in
my youth worthy of recording. Those memories start with my father
glorifying Mars, the God of War. He swore that the night he offered
me to Mars was what made me a soldier, but I knew otherwise. The
night before I shipped out for the first Gulf War, he told me that
I was only six months old when the Russians launched Sputnik into
orbit. That October night, after a couple beers and a shot of Crown
Royal, he wrapped me in a blanket and walked out into a pasture
where he looked up into the southern sky to see the red planet
rise. “I lifted you up overhead! I was as drunk as a sailor. Hell,
ceremoniously gazing heavenward, I hollered, ‘Take this boy. Make
him a warrior.’”

By the time he confessed that, the Soviet
Union was in its death spiral. History, it looked to him, was
won.

“That,” he offered, “made you a warrior.”

Instead of telling me he wanted me to come
back from Saudi Arabia alive, he swiped a paw across his mouth,
tapping the empty beer can on the table. “My gunslinger.” Maybe it
had. It was his dream. And mine.

I was always playing soldier from
kindergarten on. Years later, someone asked if going soldier so
early was my way of doing manhood. Answering that some people know
they are going to doctor, or farm, or build bridges, I was going to
soldier. Playing army allowed me to adopt an identity. It kept the
tug toward female quiet, for a while, until I noticed something
about a neighbor I envied, or a green barrette in my classmate
Angela’s hair. Or the way Helen slid down the slippery slide, her
ponytail whipping in the wind.

Sunday school was usually taught by nuns from
the nearby convent of Saint Mary of the Plains. But the year I
started, a young woman, named Jennifer, taught our preschool class.
She was on summer break from college. Jennifer was the first woman
I envied. The type I wanted to one day be. I admired her bangs and
tried combing mine like hers. Every Sunday, I would play with her
braids, pig tails, or just watch her as she moved in a sun
dress.

One Sunday, she took us outside to play tag.
There in the churchyard, while the other children were hopping
about, I pulled her aside to tell her my wish to grow up to be like
her. In Jennifer, I saw a destiny to aspire to. Blond hair pulled
back and clamped in back of her head. High-hipped, a taut, narrow
waist, the fullness of her top, the seersucker jumper. I remember
wanting to look like her when I was grown.

Though expecting a proud smile from her, a
caring sadness drooped her face. She took my hand and walked with
me a few steps. Then, squatting down to my level, she hugged me
tight. An embrace that left me feeling safe, secure, protected. She
brushed my bangs back across my head.

“Andy, you’re a little boy. Boys wear their
hair short, their bangs combed to the side. They wear pants, not
dresses, and someday you’re going to be someone’s sweetheart.”

I thought excitedly of a ball with dancing
couples and me, entering in a long white gown.

Tears welled in her eyes. Blinking them away,
her voice broke. She turned her head, wiping away a wetness, gazing
out over the recently cut hayfield around the churchyard. From
inside, the congregation was singing an old Shaker song, “Simple
Gifts,” a favorite of Father Betelle, who was an early and
energetic supporter of the reforms in the Catholic church from
Vatican II.

She turned back to me. “Andy. Never.” She
started to say harshly, then softened a trace, “Never, ever, let
anyone else know what you told me, okay?”

She rubbed my back to comfort me. I did not
understand, but I trusted Jennifer.

Softly, she said, “Some people will hurt us
for just saying things like that. Don’t say you want to wear
dresses, lipstick, or perfume. There are mean people who will hurt
you.”

Crying now, she held both my shoulders at
arm’s length. She sobbed once, then drew me into a tight embrace.
Again, I felt safe against her chest. I smelled the wholesome
goodness of the Ivory soap she had used that morning, the talcum
powder that she dabbed over her.

“Oh, little poo, don’t say anything about
this until you’re grown up. You’re a little man, so act like one,
until you’re safe.”

I remember not being afraid of what she said
but accepting her warning. After that day, I was afraid to reveal
anything that would allow someone to question whether or not I was
a true boy. Later, witnessing men talk in hushed, deprecating tones
about a neighbor suspected of being different, an understanding of
Jennifer’s words came. But, in 1963, how could a six-year-old
comprehend? Yet, the fear in her voice, combined with her urgency
worked. Somehow, I knew enough to keep my mouth shut about wanting
to be a girl.

Keeping that promise to her, I remained total
boy, isolating the identity of the girl I sensed I was supposed to
be. There were forays into expressing gender that I indulged in,
nights when I stuffed a rolled teddy bear under my pajama top
imitating a pregnant aunt. Or creating a story in my mind of
dressing for school in Mary Janes, bobby socks, and a jumper.

I stayed silent, telling no one. I figured
that I was broken. That, eventually, I would grow out of it. I
worked at being a boy, as if acting alone would squeeze girl
feelings out of me. In grade school, I tried praying, until fourth
grade when a classmate showed pictures of a man who went to Denmark
a boy and came back a girl. My reaction? It wasn’t one of realizing
an option open to me. I instead marveled at knowing there were two
of us in the world.

Just before high school, while volunteering
at a local thrift store, managed by the nuns of Saint Mary of the
Plains, I pilfered a donated jumper. Wearing it for the first time,
I felt liberated. The feeling of air on my bare legs up to my groin
made me smile as if I were home after a long absence. But that was
the extent of any crossing of gender boundaries. Done in secret.
Held inside. My promise to Jennifer remained.

After each foray into gender expression, I
would be riven with guilt and shame. I wasn’t a girl, what was I
trying to prove? When that happened, I ripped the pilfered clothes
into rags. The fabric to clean my rifles and treat the tack for the
horses.

Fearing rejection and abandonment by family
kept me rigidly on the boy side of the gender line. I copied my
father, uncles, and grandfathers. I imitated their walks, the way
they talked. When judging livestock in the ring, I watched how they
hitched their feet on the pen rails, chewing tobacco, and moving
their hands to describe parts of a story. I learned from them that
they made sacrifices to provide for their families. Surely, they
too dreamed of things unattainable. Yet while theirs were the
dreams of increased acreage to the farm, or a finer home for mom
and grandma, mine seemed dirty, even sick. I marveled at the
courage they had to give up something they valued. If they could do
that, so could I.

***

 


Not all white kids are born into privilege.
My family was land rich but cash poor. There were days when my
lunch box held only mayonnaise spread over a couple of slices of
bread. My clothes were Kmart blue light specials, my glasses cheap,
heavy, black-framed affairs. I was allowed a new pair of boots
every year, the old ones relegated to outside work, and a pair of
sneakers only to be used for school gym class. Despite such humble
circumstances, mother insisted on sending my sister and me to a
small Catholic high school in the town.

I spent high school watching my parents
struggle to pay the ever-increasing tuition to a school that didn’t
quite seem to want my kind around. My clothes weren’t hip enough. I
wore boots, not shoes. I did not play football. I was not that
great a student. The four years endured there soured me on
Catholicism for the rest of my life. The lies our mother told
herself about the academic excellence were retold to convince
herself that her penury was worth it. She thought of the sacrifice
as an investment. Dad only went along with her to keep peace in the
family. To this day, I am convinced he died believing it all an
elaborate swindle.

Students at Sacred Gate fell broadly into
three types. The first sort were the children of wealthy farmers,
or the “townies,” who donated generously. They were apathetic,
cliquish, and cruel classmates whose parents had absorbed the
prosperity gospel—one interpreted as God loved the rich.

The second were the college bound who
showered academic attention on the school. The nuns and teachers
paid most attention to the first two. After all, God expected a
return on investment. The third were kids like me, average in our
grades who came from simpler circumstances.

Being poor led me to my high school career as
a lumberjack. You see, my mouth was a crowded rock pile, and I
needed braces. Dad suggested a part-time job washing dishes. But I
saw value in the timber on our land. I cut down trees and sold the
firewood. It was not long before I had agreements to haul wood to
the local grocery and hardware stores and an increasing number of
private homes. That first year, I made enough money to purchase a
used pickup truck right after getting my license. It was fun money
and easy. I was my own boss. I was getting in shape. It was just
hard work. I would load the truck the night before school and park
in the lot the next day, making the delivery after classes. It was
a tidy and lucrative arrangement.

When I would dwell on being a girl, I worked
harder on being a boy by lumber-jacking firewood. It was those
hours after school bucking timber that helped me not think about
what my life would be like if I were female. Making firewood helped
to weaken errant thoughts of inadequacy that haunted my
adolescence. I worked myself to exhaustion to survive high
school.

When I would speak to college classes or
medical staff in later years, the question always came up, “How did
you survive those years?” How did I move through the constant
doubts about something as central to a person as one’s gender
identity? It was the woods. Hard physical labor kept me from
dwelling on who I was not, nor could be, given the time in which I
grew up. Like many transgender people I have known since, an
exhausted unhappy seemed a better bargain than being happy but
kicked away from home and kin.

Not all teachers dismissed my prospects. The
only excellent grades I ever received were those in literature and
German. One paper I turned in achieved the highest grade in the
class. It was on the subject of why many Christians are
narcissists. I reasoned, given that humility was a Christian value,
it was at odds with the popularity contest that was my high school.
All around us at Sacred Gate, we witnessed what the kids of
privilege and wealth were able to get away with. To be a social
success at Sacred Gate meant that one had to be conceited, and not
feel guilty about it. One had to know how to belittle a person with
such finesse that it looked cool, not boorish. Social success at
Sacred Gate meant knowing how to bully and to belong to the
acceptable cliques, practices incompatible with the gospels we were
exposed to on a weekly basis.

My experience at Sacred Gate was not a happy
time; rather it was a gauntlet to be endured. The only people who
had fond memories of the school were those who remained in the
area, never making it into the larger world. Throughout my years
there, I had been bullied, rejected, hurt. But despite all of that,
Sacred Gate left me with a sense of self. That, in spite of all the
dismissals by so many teachers, being laughed at by classmates for
my boots, my firewood- filled truck, and my braces, I learned I had
the power to accept or reject their insults and treatment. While
Sacred Gate tried teaching that a person was corrupt, susceptible
to temptation, knee-capped by sin, and, therefore, in need of God,
I learned the opposite, that God was not around. True strength
meant to be reliant on yourself. The first person around to help
you was you.

The December of my senior year, a week before
Christmas, I went to the Army recruiting office next to Dillions
Supermarket. As I walked in, the sergeant’s face brightened as if
he recognized me. A grizzled veteran with combat hashmarks up half
his sleeve, he shook my hand and smiled.

“There you are. Been seeing you haul
fire-wood bundles to the grocery next door for a year now. Said to
myself, ‘That kid’s got a work ethic. He’d make a good soldier.’
I’ve been waiting for you.”

#

 




Chapter 2

 


As we visited before settling down to the
recruiting business, the sergeant told me he was two years away
from retirement.

“I got this limp from a grenade that I got in
the way of in Pleiku, ’Nam,” he said.

After calling a couple phone numbers in which
he consulted with a sergeant major and an officer in Kansas City,
he advised that he could not promise me Ranger School. But he could
enlist me into a specialty that Rangers drew from and agreed with
my plan to enlist in the infantry.

Then, he leaned back in his seat and sighed,
rubbing a hand over his face in the process. “But there’s two
complications I need to let you know about,” he began.

In order to get infantry school, there would
be no opening until the December after graduation. Boot camp could
not happen until October. That left me with four months of nothing
to do but wait for boot camp or work a summer job.

The second complication was I had to agree to
an additional year on my contract for a special intelligence course
at Fort Huachuca, Arizona.

“But to get you there, the Army wants five
years from you, not four.”

I asked the recruiter if that meant I was not
being slotted into infantry.

He answered carefully, “Ranger units often
operate way out in front of the line units, gathering intelligence
on enemy activity. They need people who know what to look for.
After infantry school, once you’re done with the intel course,
you’ll gain an additional skill identifier—like an additional
talent listed on a resume.”

He saw the concern on my face and read my
question by the frown I wore.

“Don’t worry, you’re going infantry. Not many
people are busting down the doors to get into it.”

I was elated. I would have an identity, a
belonging. I was to be someone with a task to perform in the world.
An important one. That’s how hard the Cold War had a lock on us.
Hooked into a binary world view of good and evil, we, on earth,
fought one battle against communism while in heaven, the great
cosmic battle, between light and dark, tore through the cosmos.

Later that spring, just before graduation, I
applied to work the annual cattle roundup at the Dewey ranch.
There, I made friends with a migrant named Gregorio Almeda. “Grig”
helped me refine my lasso technique, and how to tie a proper lariat
knot when roping a calf for branding. Hanging out with other
cowboys allowed me to learn another way to express masculinity. I
felt like such an imposter, but it was another role whose lines I
learned well.

Grig told me about working on the harvest
crew that summer. “It’s good money. Long hours. But good
money.”

After the roundup was over and a day after
graduation, we set off for Texas on a Greyhound bus. We caught up
with the Knight Contract Company in Waco.

The Knights contracted with growers of grains
to bring in the wheat in summer, corn and other crops in the fall.
But their specialty was wheat. Their crunch time was always summer
with the wheat harvest where they needed a temporary expansion crew
to meet demand. The company had eight big combine harvesters, an
equal number of multi-tonnage cargo trucks, whose side panels could
be dismantled to load a stripped-down combine to roll on to the
next gig. Gregorio and I drove one combine and truck combo.

Grig would harvest. I hauled the grain to the
silos in town. There, scale tickets were written for the proper
farmer. Then, out to the field for another load. Grig was right;
the pay was good, the hours long. But I hardly noticed the passage
of time. Hours possessed a strange kind of quickening while we
worked, which made the movement of time unobservable.

This was agriculture I had never seen.
Industrialized and efficient. It was also another role for me to
define maleness by. Cutting wood, farm work, cowboying, harvester
were roles of the man that I cherished. Roles I had witnessed my
father, grandfathers, and uncles play over the years. I recall
envying their certainty. That they seemed happy to work the plow,
horse, and tractor. Unlike me, they seemed secure in their sense of
self. They knew who they were. There was no question in their minds
that they were men. Unlike me, they seemed to do “man”
effortlessly. Whereas, I had to work hard to “show” being a man.
Spitting just the right way or slouching in on the fender of a
truck was behavior I copied. That summer, on the harvest crew, I
began to believe that by performing man, I could seat myself
comfortably in manhood. Thus, it was the best time in my life, when
the gender doubts subsided enough to enable me to achieve an
imitation of gender congruity.

My people had always been about raising
cattle, fixing fences, and baling hay. Any crops harvested were
meant for next year’s calves. But in the dawn to dusk hours worked
that summer, I watched as crop farmers anxiously recorded the
yields and witnessed them making calculations figuring income
against expenses, hoping that their profits would pencil out higher
than their costs. Sometimes, they would ride with me to the clutch
of silos that stood like skyscrapers of the plains and offload
their grain. Those who enjoyed a bountiful harvest would smile,
gauging their profits after all the loans were repaid. Others
though, heads bent, defeated at their own paltry returns, filled me
with a sorrow that no tears could wipe away, as their faces
reflected the same defeat I had often seen chiseled into my own
father’s face.

My heart went out to those saddened men as I
drove them back to their fields. I felt guilt over still being paid
while my employer was suffering so. How could I enjoy my pay while
these men went bankrupt?

Often our crew was put up in cheap motels.
When the weather was mild enough, we set our cots next to the
combines and trucks to sleep under the stars. Harvested fields wrap
you in fragrance, in life. Prairie birds, the meadowlarks, nesting
sparrows, and the dickcissel would flit among the chaff, feasting
on the mites and insects disturbed by the reaper. After a harvest
in western Kansas, you can see all the way to the horizon. The air
is clean, and one can see the gentle swell of the land as it rolls
west to the Rockies. Laying back in the darkness, void of
artificial light, gazing up into those summer nights, I felt awed,
insignificant. The lined smudge of the Milky Way, my ceiling. The
cosmos, my blanket. Those nights were a treasure. Combined with the
work of harvesting, I felt whole, grateful to be a man. This thing
about wanting, needing, to be a girl on the outside to match what I
felt on the inside, receded, I concluded at the time, further into
inconsequentiality. Welcoming that thinking, I felt an overwhelming
gratitude to my family’s men, Gregorio, Mr. Knight, the Aaron
brothers, and the rest of the harvest crew for demonstrating to me
how men should act. How men could have integrity, honesty, and
humility all while wrapped into a hardened exterior. I was
convinced back then that by “being more man” I could enjoy the rest
of my life.

Our last contract job in western Kansas was
outside the city of Colby. A farmer with a thousand acres had
contracted with another company, but a vehicle crash forced the
company to have to cancel. Mr. Knight got the job. The rains of
spring, the mild winter, the lack of any storms in June to flatten
the wheat all combined to produce a very dense crop. The day we
started, rain threatened in the west. The hoppers of the combines
filled so fast that running grain into the nearest elevators took
double the number of trips. At least a dozen other trucks were
waiting in line before me. Getting the grain in took so much time
that the combines sat idle through portions of the day. When dusk
came, Gregorio and the other combines had five hundred acres still
to do. In the west, sheet lightening flared, followed by a distant
rumble. Supper that night was in the field over the hood of Mr.
Knight’s pickup truck. In the background, the other combines’ reels
spun the standing wheat into the harvesters. I still remember my
boss’s calm face,

“Damn.” He scowled, swiped a hand across his
graying face, and directed his gaze to Gregorio, “Expect we’ll have
to work through the night, Grig.”

“Yep,” Gregorio spat. “I’ll change that
burned out headlamp. Andrew has a spare in the truck.”

We finished eating quickly, done more as a
duty to our bodies, to keep them fueled for the long passage
through the night ahead than any real hunger. Urgency infected us
like a fever. The sheet lightening flared on the horizon, cutting
the gathering darkness with ominous flashes of silvery white
explosions. Thunder growled, slow at first then sharpening with
intensity as it neared. Evil clouds, portents of wetness, circled
us like demon spirits. It struck me, then, that we were doing what
humans had been doing for millennia, locked in a struggle against
the elements for not only survival but prosperity. The thunderhead
that threatened the unharvested wheat threatened one farm’s
prosperity and another farm’s survival. It was that night I
realized that taking the summer job with the Knights served, too,
as a metaphor for my own existence. That somewhere in that so human
struggle against nature, I, too, was struggling and fighting for a
life. The life as a man, not only to survive but to learn to thrive
in the body into which I was born.

I realized that, like fighting the identity
of the woman that haunted my psyche, so was our harvesting crew
struggling against the threatening storm. If we could defeat the
monster of time and get those last five hundred acres reaped before
the heavens let loose with their rain, then I could beat back the
gnawing feeling that the woman I craved to express could be placed
into her box. I worked, driving into town truckload after truckload
of wheat, racing against the encroaching thunder. Long into that
darkness, our headlights cut into the night.

I rolled a dozen more times into Colby as
every granary remained available to fill their silos. The town, the
entire community, stayed open to help the harvest crews. Wal-Mart
stayed open. Farm implement dealers kept maintenance crews on
alert. Their technicians and mechanics dispatched to the fields for
small repairs, or equipment hauled into maintenance bays for
heavier work. The normal rhythm of a farm town was upended, all to
ensure the harvest. In the pitch dark, the lightning still flashed,
and thunder menaced. But Colby kept the lights on. Instead of all
quiet by nine p.m., with businesses closed and some of the town
asleep, Colby stayed awake. Grain elevator men wrote out scale
tickets. Doctors and nurses slept on gurneys at the hospital.
Restaurants fed workers, like me, from the other crews. Free coffee
with donated donuts were available at fire stations. Everywhere I
stopped, I heard wishes for a great harvest. Colby had been
mobilized to ensure every shaft of wheat was brought in. Were they
exhausted? If they were, they carried their depletion well. They
were buoyed with an essential civic pride that can only come from a
unified effort. Not unlike that which I saw from my own men when I
was a company commander, leading a tank company years later.

With the coming of dawn, I hauled the final
load to the elevator. When I returned, Gregorio sat slumped over
the steering wheel of the combine, his head resting on crossed
arms. When I handed him his coffee, he was spent, with dusty white
rings around his eyes. Rivulets of sweat had etched jagged traces
down his cheeks and neck. Yet, his face bore the image of
pride-filled fatigue. He had brought in the bounty.

Years later, I watched an aid worker in
Somalia load wheat flour onto a pushcart for a man so slight he
could not carry the fifty-pound bag. His wife held one baby while
pulling a toddler by the hand. Loaded up, they moved down the
street outside the United Nations warehouse in Mogadishu. The white
bag, emblazoned with the flag of the United States, was just one of
thousands in the warehouse stacked to the ceiling while a freighter
in the harbor waited to unload. Most Somalis could not read the
English on the bag. But the flag told them the flour came from the
American people. The memory of Colby, Kansas staying open all night
to reap the wheat, and the exhaustion of the men and women who
harvested through that darkness, rushed back to me. Seldom have I
been prouder to be American, to have been a man, than to watch as a
famished family trucked off a sack of wheat flour from the
heartland. Flour that I once would have had some small part in
placing into the hands of that family. Back then, after that
laborious night, I felt that perhaps my destiny was to endure. To
cope with the feeling of being a woman trapped in a male body was
my path to walk in life. Back then, before the Army, Germany, and
Sohaila, I had accepted the role I was to play in life. That role
was a man’s role, witnessed during that harvest night and was
something for me to aspire to. Stay male, sacrifice my own desires,
and endure whatever discomfort and pain was necessary to live my
life as birth had determined it. Back then, I honestly thought that
one could act the role into achieving one’s own happiness.

By the time September rolled around, we found
ourselves in North Dakota, the last of the contract harvest jobs
finished. I said my goodbyes to Gregorio and Mr. Knight, who
settled up my pay and drove me to the bus stop where I caught a
Greyhound bus south, all the way to Kansas City.

Processed, examined, approved, and sworn in,
the group of us was packed onto a tour bus and driven to boot camp
at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. Finally, I was on my way to being a
soldier. Childhood had ended. Even then, in the stillness of my own
thoughts, it struck me as odd that I should even revisit my reasons
for joining the Army. Was it running toward being a soldier? Or
running away from being a girl?
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Chapter 3

 


I hit boot camp more robust, physically fit,
and feeling more man than I had ever been. Tutored by Dad and
uncles on the rules for boot camp survival, such as never volunteer
and to keep your mouth shut, I was eager to start training. There
was serious business at hand, there was that gender doubt to be
exorcised.

Our drill sergeant was a youthful Sergeant
First Class named McMasters, who was as solid as a cinder block. He
had been drafted into the Army during Vietnam, served two tours in
“The Nam” as he called it, in back-to-back assignments with the
First Infantry Division. While introducing himself, he said he had
been wounded in the thigh and spent a year convalescing. Then, over
to Germany for a three-year tour. He impressed us all as the kind
of man who hated people in general, saving his harshest criticism
for us. He knew, and threw, every nasty curse at us he could, all
within the first forty-eight hours. He had the singular talent of
addressing all of us, yet making it sound as if he was berating you
alone.

McMasters singled out the laughers, guys who
thought boot camp comical, as in scenes from a funny movie. No one
in the platoon was laughing after the first two days. Next, he
needled us with endless chores: scrubbing the grout in the shower
room with toothbrushes or rearranging the empty bunk beds in
countless geometric shapes like pyramids or squares. All just to
remind us that he controlled every aspect of our lives. Next, it
was the oddballs. The guys who never moved fast enough. A big guy
we nicknamed “Baby Hughie,” who panted like a steam train whenever
we marched, or a wry little guy we nicknamed “Spider,” were always
in McMasters’ line of fire.

Spider was a good man with a rifle and
grenade, but he could not march. Failing to see the nexus between
close order drill and tactical movement to contact with an enemy,
Spider considered marching a waste of money, time, and talent.
While the rest of the platoon was marching in step, Spider was
bobbing left when the rest of us were tacking right. One morning,
Spider moved oblique left instead of right. McMasters halted the
platoon. Red-faced, eyes bulging with anger, he threw his Smokey
the Bear hat at him.

“Lane. Spider. Fall out!” McMasters shouted.
He jammed his hat back on, glaring at me as if I were the offending
party. “Lane, you work with this knot-head before I kill the
motherfucker. Don’t stop until you can prove to me that he can
march twenty paces, turn, and reverse without getting out of
step.”

I wanted to ask, Why me? But as
twitchy as McMasters was, a single question would have made him
blow. As I found out later, drill sergeants have a reason for
everything.

Spider was not dumb. He just over-thought
everything. Left alone under the shade of an oak tree, he and I
worked on the movements for close order drill until I discovered
that Spider had a tendency to overthink marching. To him, it was
useless. Armies no longer marched into a firing line like they did
at Gettysburg, so why keep it up?

Finally, Spider understood the real reason
for close order drill was to build muscle memory so that troops
react without thinking. The idea that got through to Spider did not
come from me but, rather when he recalled how we were taught to
maintain our rifles.

“Oh yeah.” His thin face reflected
understanding. “Like when we took apart and reassembled our rifles
blindfolded, just in case we ever have to do that in total
darkness.”

As I put Spider through his paces, I recalled
wondering if I was doing something similar with my own life. Was I
finally getting comfortable in my maleness out of osmosis? Could
living the life of a man long enough make me feel comfortable in
the body of one? Or had I just assumed the role? Being a soldier
could only add to that comfort, I reasoned. So, like drill and
ceremony, I worked at that. The goal? To be defined as a soldier,
by the Army, and myself.

McMasters tested Spider for ten minutes
outside the mess hall until he scowled a little less than normal,
which was the closest he ever allowed himself to smile. To
McMasters, we were not yet fit to be called soldiers. After he
dismissed Spider to go eat, McMasters looked at me.

“Good job with Spider. Take your time eating
and join us on the parade ground in an hour.” He handed me an index
card with the words, “Base Pass” on it, which allowed me to travel
alone on base. In boot camp, such passes were very seldom
issued.

The weeks moved on and our platoon passed
training goals, from how to wear load-bearing equipment, to route
marches, to classes on the law of war. Two weeks before graduation,
we were to receive our Advanced Individual Training orders, which
told us what jobs the Army had planned for us. The day before we
received them, I was summoned to McMasters’ office as the rest of
the platoon cleaned the barracks paying special care to the shower
heads and water faucets. He motioned for me to shut the door as he
signed a report.

“Lane, be at Base Ops, G2 section tomorrow
afternoon at thirteen hundred for a security clearance interview,
capisce?”

I stood at attention acknowledging the order.
Then, I took a chance. Why did I need a security clearance to be
infantry? I asked him, why the interview.

He leaned back in his chair, the springs
straining with creaks and squeaks. “I bet your recruiter told you
that in order to get Ranger Training you had to do a few things,
right?”

“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

“Well, he set you up to be a spook.”

I was confused. “Drill Sergeant, I’m supposed
to be headed for Infantry Training.”

He tugged a cigarette from a pack on his desk
then sighed. He looked at me as if he knew better than to smoke in
front of me, then indicated the chair.

“Sit down. Cigarette?”

He lit his up then tossed me his lighter.
“You tell any of the others out there about this, and you and I are
going to fist city.”

Then, he waved an envelope in front of my
eyes. “Your Advanced Training orders came in today. You’re headed
to Fort Huachuca in Arizona. Army’s training you as a
counter-intelligence agent. They nixed the infantry.”

All I could think of was my recruiter. I
trusted him. I thought he was telling me the truth when he said I
could get into the infantry. Like a knife to my belly, that
hurt.

“Drill Sergeant, I’m a warrior, I came into
the Army to soldier.” As soon as I said that, I felt I had
overstepped a boundary.

But McMasters was nonplussed, “Look here,
soldier. No one’s more capable than you. Hell, I’d have scarfed you
into my squad in “The Nam” in a heartbeat. Out of the gate, you
have your shit wired tight: more focused than a cat on the stalk,
you’re motivated, competent.” He paused to take a drag on his
smoke. “It’s just that the Army has other things in store for
you.”

Maybe I could request to see the company
commander, to press my case with him. Maybe Senator Dole would help
if I wrote him a letter. I looked up at Sergeant McMasters.

“Can I fight the orders?”

He puffed on his cigarette, looked up to the
ceiling and shrugged. “You could, but it’s not that. I’d do it if I
were you.”

McMasters jammed his finger onto the orders
on the desktop, all the while staring at me with an intent gaze,
“You’re headed to Huachuca for Intel training, then to Airborne,
then to Ranger school—so long as you pass phase one at Huachuca.
That tells me you’re going to be dropped in to go on special
missions. Special Forces, they don’t like taking any dead weight.
And you are not dead weight.”

He crushed out his cigarette then glared at
me. “Stand to attention.” He leaned forward. “What’s your Second
Army General Order?”

“Drill Sergeant, my Second Army General Order
is to obey my special orders and to perform all my duties in a
military manner.”

He winked at me, “Drive on, soldier.
Dismissed.”

Later that night, after taps, laying in my
bunk, replaying the conversation with McMasters, I felt a swelling
pride. He had called me a soldier. I had made it. Before the
others. I remember choking back a sob and wiping away a tear. I had
an identity now. A highway of future possibilities unfolded before
me. Career-wise and man-oriented. Making soldier was like arriving
at a one-way point on my hike through life. Achieving the first leg
of the journey to manhood.

The gnawing girl’s identity that had clawed
at me from the inside, following me through life, seemed to be
receding farther behind. I hoped, and thought, it was for good. At
that moment, I did not care that the Army would not train me as an
infantryman. Instead, I ruminated on the rest of what Drill
Sergeant had told me. That he would have selected me for his squad
in Vietnam. That he called me “soldier” before all the others in my
platoon.

Two weeks later, right after graduation, as I
was boarding the bus to the airport, McMasters saw us off. He
pulled me aside. “Lane, we don’t always get easy orders. The easy
ones, they’re no-brainers, following them isn’t an issue. It’s the
hard ones that are the bitch. Just do the best job you can. That’s
all we ask.”

With that, he shook my hand, turned, and
marched away. That was the last I ever heard or saw of McMasters.
What he gave me, I held on to with faith. Soldier, an identity
earned. The woman I had been running away from for all those years
fell behind further than she had ever been before. For the first
time in my life, I began to feel free from her.
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Chapter 4

 


Fort Huachuca is nested high over the
southeastern Arizona desert, away from the tormenting heat of the
lowland. As beautiful as it was, it still left me underwhelmed. I
joined the Army to test myself but felt I had been shanghaied into
desk work. As a result, the day I arrived I was resentful, surly,
and cross. It was a rainy, cold December day when I arrived at the
duty officer’s desk at the in-processing center. A middle-aged,
black soldier sat behind the duty desk, piecing together a fishing
fly. As I approached, he remained bent over his project,
concentrating by peering through a swing-arm, lighted magnifying
glass. His fingers, like tree roots of a Sycamore, were too fat for
the task. Hearing me, he held up a giant palm, never taking his eye
off the hook and line, “I’ll be right with you once I knot this
little bad boy.”

As he was bent over, all I saw was a massive
figure in olive-drab mono-colored fatigues. Where had this man’s
military bearing gone? He looked every bit the rear area, “wannabe”
warrior, safely ensconced far behind the lines. Surely, he was not
a “real” soldier like me, I recalled.

I barked out an impatient announcement that I
was here to check in to school, my voice weaponized with
condescension.

He stopped mid-loop. Setting aside his
project and without moving his head, he sighed. He stretched his
neck, turning it one way, then the next. Shrugging his shoulders
while flexing his fingers, he swung the magnifying light arm away
with a regretful, “I’ve seen this before” sigh. He picked up a
pencil, a logbook, and leaned back in his chair. Scowling at me, he
wielded the pencil like a knife.

Frowning now, he reproached, “Soldier, you
wipe that bullshit attitude away. You understand me? There’s
clerkie-workies here that can out-soldier you any day of the week.
You’re going to need to deal with that. You ain’t the high-speed
shit you think you are.”

One glance at his uniform was all I needed to
know how badly I had mucked up. On his left shoulder sleeve were
tabs for Ranger and Special Forces. On his right sleeve was a
combat unit patch from the 25th Infantry Division. Over
his left breast, he wore airborne wings, Air Assault tabs, topped
by oak leaves bordering his Combat Infantry Badge. On his right, he
wore Pathfinder insignia, British Airborne wings, and Israeli
paratroop wings.

Of all the men to get uppity with, I picked
this killer. Awed? Cowed? Embarrassed? I felt them all as heated
humiliation swept over me like a brush fire.

“Yes, Master Sergeant” was all I could
say.

He took my information, stamped my arrival
time on my orders, issued me a key to a room in the temporary
barracks, and gave me an information packet.

“Now get the fuck out of here and report to
the Hotel California. You’ll be re-billeted once the rest of your
class comes in.”

He could have kicked me in the butt, and I
would not have felt worse.

Once I settled into training, women in the
coed platoon proved a distraction. I was a warrior looking to
eliminate gender doubt. The girls in my unit were a revelation that
women, too, could be fierce. In front on morning runs, so as to set
the pace, I regret joining many of the men derisively viewing the
women in the Army as looking for husbands or girlfriends.

Too wrong. The women I trained with pursued
excellence. They approached training like sharks chasing chum. They
were better at some things than I was. Morse code and principles of
radio communications were two modules they easily outclassed me in.
The thing I had to learn was to accept that they were often better
than I was at many things. A girl from Nebraska showed me how to
jerry-rig power sources and crystals to concoct field expedient
radios that could send Morse code in a pinch.

That first Christmas in the Army, I spent the
break on base reading romance paperbacks from Barbara Cartland and
Victoria Holt. They wrote the kind of woman I would have chosen to
be if I could choose.

The new year began with the true “spook”
training of conducting long range recon patrols, which consisted of
planting listening devices and game style cameras on trails to
detect enemy movement. One week was devoted to camouflage and
concealment techniques led by the man I dissed, Master Sergeant
Mann. He called on me from the class for special attention.
Payback, really. He was persistent in picking me for pop quizzes. I
had to work harder making up for that disastrous first meeting, and
I stayed up late into many nights reading books on ways to blend
into the desert, creating an observation post that would disappear
into the scrub brush. One module of desert surveillance included
identifying ways to keep rattlesnakes and other creepy crawlers out
of your foxholes, what plants were edible, the best ways to quietly
trap game, and the nutritional value of lichen, sprouts, and
mice.

“You ain’t always going to have a box of
rations to smoke and joke over,” Mann said.

Finally, after calling on me for the last
time, he pulled me aside. “Lane, I see you applied for Ranger
school. Now, you ain’t the same soldier that gave me lip the night
you got in?”

“No, Master Sergeant Mann.”

“You cool now?”

“Yes, Master Sergeant.”

“Never stop learning. Drive on, soldier.”

Our final module for the few of us in the
platoon who were counter-intell was a course out of a spy story. We
were shown how to interrogate; how not to interrogate. Techniques
to avoid were dangling a prisoner from the ceiling, waterboarding,
and humiliations. Using those, some people invent stories, some
clam up in resistance, which was something I would later learn.

There was simple tradecraft: search a room
for microphones, detecting and setting snares, how to search a
target’s mail, how to tail, spot a tail. Twice a day, five soldiers
would bust through class, walk through the room and out the back
door. Then, we were tested on details we recalled, their faces,
hands, uniforms, and insignia. One third of the class failed.
Attention to detail was valued above all.

During the screen interview for Ranger
school, a qualified officer reviewed my file, performance, medical
record, and physical fitness test results. Major Shubert was
impressed I had been selected for a Survival, Evasion, Resistance,
and Escape (SERE) course, so long as I completed Ranger training.
He fingered my file carefully like an inquisitor searching for
proof of sin.

Master Sergeant Mann adopted me to coach
through the physical testing—where most volunteers failed. It was
comprised of fifty-eight push-ups, sixty-nine sit ups, a five-mile
run in forty minutes or less, floating in water for an hour, and a
twelve-mile route march while hauling a thirty-five-pound pack and
weapon all in three hours.

He wrote out a schedule that I scrupulously
followed. He prescribed walks, stretches, and eating. Lots of
calories to store up energy. Steaks, chicken, and fish, followed by
pasta meals before the Friday test. That morning he told me to
drink up.

“I want you going into the test as light as
possible.”

He handed me a coffee.

After the physical tests, followed by the
pool float, he fed me a Snickers bar, “This’ll give you some “go”
on that march.”

I geared up as he approached, “Run at a trot,
then quick time it after the first two miles.” He checked my packs
and rifle. Then, he slapped my shoulder as if sending me out on a
combat raid, “Get some, kid.”

Even in winter, Arizona is hot. At mile
three, I was ahead of schedule. At the five-mile mark, the day heat
worsened, the sun seemed to get brighter. I was averaging a
twelve-minute mile. I kept that pace, downing water when needed. At
the six-mile mark, I figured that I had eighteen minutes to spare.
As a motivation, I kept telling myself that if I failed, I would
not be a man. That failure meant that deep down I wanted to be a
girl. In 1976 America, it never occurred to me that I could be both
female and an Army Ranger.

Every additional step was like torture. Each
mile after a torment. The day wore on, the elevation steepened.
Thirst deepened. Muscles weakened. Trudging up higher on that hill,
I was aware, with each passing mile, that I was losing my time
cushion with each labored step. At the ten-mile point, the road
leveled out and started to slope down just a wee bit. I had only
three minutes to spare. Conserve those minutes, I told
myself. Trot and double time a space, then march on. But I
was running low on energy. There were a couple of ounces of water
left in a canteen. I had been sweating like a field hand chopping
corn, but I trotted one hundred steps and walked one hundred. On
the final turn, the finish line was in sight. I had one mile to go
and thirteen minutes to get there. The last of my water was gone.
My limbs, wonky and failing. The rucksack’s pack bored into my
shoulder blades. My skin wore like a blistering mess. The M16 that
I carried weighed as much as a cross. At the half mile point, I saw
two soldiers, one officer, and another private who had been ahead
of me, vomiting onto the shoulder of the road. I paused just long
enough to get them back on to the route, exhorting them that we
could all still finish. They were more exhausted than I, but they
still put feet in front of the other. A few feet ahead, Master
Sergeant Mann’s booming voice called down the minutes to the end of
the test, “Two hours, fifty-eight minutes,” he said as I stepped
across the finish line. A few short steps behind me, the other two
soldiers, one officer and another sergeant I had not seen earlier,
finished with one minute to spare. The other six in the testing
group did not qualify.

Mann came up to me as I shed the weapon and
the pack. He scowled an approving smile, nodding his head.

“You a far cry from the tude-dude you
were when you got here.” He handed me a bottle of Gatorade. “Your
results will go with you to Airborne. Good luck, now.”

That, unfortunately, was the last I saw of
Mann. A year later, I heard he made Sergeant Major and retired. I
hope he spent lots of years angling for those rainbow trout he had
spent so much time tying flies for.

The lesson I drew from that torturous march
was that the mind can give you an extra amount of endurance to
accomplish the seemingly impossible. Focus enough, and one could
overcome any challenge, even the gender issue that stayed with me
like a bad growth. What I had not learned, though, was that
ferocity was genderless.
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Chapter 5

 


Airborne school was three weeks broken into
ground, tower, and jump weeks. Each built upon the other, all with
the idea to train soldiers enough so that they were willing to jump
from over one thousand feet in the air without getting hurt. The
instructors, the black-hatted ones, were everywhere, verbally
abusing officers and enlisted alike. There were even a few women in
my class. Seen as objects of awe and interest, these first women
were the leading edge of the gender equity wave about to break over
America in the seventies.

From the minute you got up at four thirty
until the moment your head plopped onto your pillow at night, we
ran. Everywhere. To the mess hall—the airborne shuffle. To the
riggers—the airborne shuffle. To the platform for step-offs—the
airborne shuffle. To the towers—the airborne shuffle. To the
airplanes loaded with main and reserve chutes—the airborne shuffle.
The Black Hats ran us to exhaust us. A gallon of moisture would be
wrung out of us each day. Helmet chin straps grew foul with a
rotting stench as they never dried in the Georgia humidity.

We were only “legs” to the Black Hats, a term
reserved for everyone who did not wear the coveted silver wings.
Meant as a motivational put-down, it did what it was supposed to:
earn those silver wings. Jumping meant no mistakes. Focus was
everything. The Black Hats warned about complacency. They never
failed to remind us of a death of some soldier who had not followed
the tenets they taught.

The second thing we learned at Airborne was
falling. Not onto the earth. Into it. My first jump was from a box
two feet high; to learn how to leave the platform with my feet
together. Then, hit the surface of the ground and roll into it.

All through training, the first fear was to
be recycled. If we failed any test, it meant starting over, being
recycled. It meant double the exhaustion. Double the double-time.
Double the chin-ups, double the practice landing falls. Going
through Airborne training the first time is like a quest, while the
second go around would be self-abuse. We all aimed to “stick,” to
perfect the landings, critiquing one another, encouraging
classmates to remember little things like “pedal to untangle canopy
lines,” “feet together as you leave the platform,” “knees bent when
falling into the earth,” “how to leave the aircraft.” From a
platform ten feet high, we learned how to swing in the harness,
then on the three-story tower. It all led to the
two-hundred-and-fifty-foot tower, the great milestone. Resembling a
power line tower, it was a rig that lifted a parachutist to a
height of two hundred fifty feet by the canopy. Think of an
unfolded napkin pinched between thumb and forefinger, then
released.
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