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Being dead is not always about dying.

The death of a soldier comes in many ways. They say ‘the one you don’t see coming is the one who gets you.’

Gunnery Sergeant Stone lay on the medic’s rack still in full battle mufti, as if waiting to go out on patrol. Instead, he lay staring at the top of the tent. The patches on the wind-torn tent, sewn layers thick, made the canvas a stiff board. Who they were, didn’t concern the gunny, but he knew they were right. Stone’s vision consisted of a tent on the right, black on the left, evenly split on the pole unless he moved his head.

Another helicopter made the tail-dragging stop onto the pad, creating air currents and lifting the top of the tent. The stiff canvas would settle back down slowly, almost as if the tent were a great breathing beast. A part of the gunny’s mind kept count of the tent lifts, therefore, the count of helicopters arriving or leaving, a sorry excuse of a distraction.

Four tours and five years before, they had hung a bronze star and a purple heart on the end of his hospital bed in Germany. Meanwhile, the doctors stayed busy removing five inches of his gut, the appendix, and a small part of the liver. Not being a regular drinker, he didn’t miss the chunk of liver.

The doc claimed the appendix appeared in good shape. However, he was in there anyway, and it was something he could do to make up for the lazy jerk who left it thirteen years before during Desert Storm. At the time, they had hung a purple heart on his bed while the medics chased three nine-millimeter rounds and some shrapnel he had collected a few days before, during the push. With each conflict around the world, Stone had picked up foreign metal in exchange for tissue.

The removable metal went into a spice jar, along with the slug from the Cuban’s AK-47 his left thigh had stopped during the fiasco of the Spice Island War of Grenada—the war that had never happened, doing what had never been done to save people who hadn’t known they needed saving—even after they had been saved.

The chunks of removed metal, or those still taking their own tour of Stone’s body, weren’t what were on his mind. Nor were the patches on the tent. It was the injury. The one to cut his career short. 

As certain as if Stone had become body bag stuffing from the IED taking out his Humvee and the rest of the team, he was now heading stateside toward a DD-214 and the end of his life. Something he hadn’t personally experienced but had witnessed up close too many times.

Losing a foot or leg, perhaps even an arm, these would have been honorable reasons for leaving the corps near the end of thirty-nine years of service. Yet, for the gunny to simply walk out the door on perfectly good legs, leaving his company and squad behind, tore him apart from the very center of his being. Stone had been a Marine as long as he could remember, even before his older brother hadn’t come home from Vietnam.

Three hots and a hop, the end of his career sounded simple. Except for the gunny, it would drag out as they tried to figure out if he was stable or would regain his sight. It would be more like a few months in a hospital stateside or Germany. He would wait until the medical weenies finished scratching their heads about the hysterical blindness in his left eye. Meanwhile, his blood pressure would have the corpsman waiting for him to blow a valve or just stroke out.

In the near distance, the gunny could hear the waves of Humvees, circling the quad, preparing. The patrol would run down Blood Alley, left onto Rouge’s Road, a tour of Bang Town, with a finish sweep on the backstretch of Boom Drive. Then a quick hop back to the compound and a cold soda to top the four-hour day, not knowing it could strip a month out of your soul, whiten your hair, and turn bright eyes into sunken holes with a hundred-mile stare.

The Afghani heat burned through the tent. Through his right eye, the gunny could watch the slow rise and fall of the tent from the waves of air caused by the Blackhawks coming and going from the base. Slow, rhythmic breathing paced with his. His years as a sniper in Vietnam had taught him about deeper rhythmic breaths, which brought life as well as calm to his body, no matter what was churning through his mind.

Stone remembered all four times he had been shot in Vietnam. He remembered the DC-3 disintegrating on landing and the molten steel flying through his body. The gunny remembered the booby trap, which had removed a baby’s fist-sized chunk of muscle from his leg, and the shrapnel having dictated he lose another two inches of bowel and the bottom piece of his stomach. He remembered Grenada—the nine-millimeter slugs slamming into his chest, removing his fifth right rib, and the one his leg stopped. He remembered the searing burn on his neck and face in the heat of Africa where the only painkiller was a dirty rag soaked with tepid water. He remembered the elephant sitting on his chest for weeks as he and gallons of antibiotics fought a lung infection from the dust storms in Iraq with Desert I. However, Stone could not remember even starting the day before yesterday—the day the IED ended his career as a Marine Gunnery Sergeant. In addition, he couldn’t remember the faces of the team in the Humvee. He had spent ten months with them, patrolling, eating, sleeping, and sharing stories or letters and cookies from home or Skypes with their girlfriends. He couldn’t remember his men, the ones who had died in the destroyed Hummer.

Stone laid at relaxed attention, in full BDU battle gear, as if he were waiting to move out on patrol. The slow roll of ice in his heart quietly kept repeating, it’s over, it’s over, it’s over. The gunny’s life, as he knew how to live it, was gone. It wasn’t something he could shoot his way out of with a squad. No helo was on its way to rescue him. Stone now lay in a field med unit, waiting to end his tour, his career, and everything he knew about being. Now he would have to trade out the green or dusty camo for civvies... He didn’t think he even owned any civvies.

There had been an attempt at the home away from the base back in the summer of 2001. Then 9/11 happened. Everyone had been recalled back to the bases. Gulf II started soon after. The gunny had packed two bags, one went into storage, and the other stayed on his shoulder. He had no surety of which base the storage unit was located.

“Yo, Stone,” someone yelled from the edge of the tent door, “your hop is here.”

With a silent groan, Stone swung his boots over the edge of the bunk and planted them on the floor. The gunny’s head swam slightly and then solidified as he stood.

“Right through here, and we’ll get you signed out.” The Navy captain turned with a flair of his white coat, stethoscope classically draped on his neck.

As he followed the doctor through the door into the office area, Stone’s left shoulder squarely smashed into the doorframe. “Shit!”

The doctor barely looked back. “You’ll adjust, Sergeant. Eventually, you’ll learn to keep your head cocked or swiveling to make up for the monocular vision. The next thing, which will take some time,” as Stone stumbled into the back of him, “is you no longer have depth perception.” He turned and put a kind right hand on Stone’s left shoulder, just down from half a face and neck of old scar tissue.

Ten minutes later, with his signature in nine places, Stone’s boots were on each side of his rucksack, slowly tapping time on the steel plate floor of a Huey. Creedence Clearwater Revival looked out their back door as Stone looked out the side door from two-thousand feet over Dhi Qār with Hammar Lake off to the west. Since Vietnam, helo pilots always seem to have the best tunes and the ability to feed them over the intercom.

The blades were still spinning down from the landing in Baghdad. Stone’s field boots were already moving across the tarmac in the quirky thirty-four-inch gait able to chew up the trail and leave the nineteen-year-old pup marine panting in his dust. The large Quonset hut was set back from the edge of the landing area. The rounded tin building squatted low and foreboding, the only dark thing on the field. The other tents and buildings had long faded to pastel sand by the heat, sun, and years of war.

A spec sergeant yeoman stepped out of the bunker door with a file in her hand. Slipping the wraparound shades over her eyes, she stopped and almost came to attention as Stone approached. “Gunnery Sergeant Stone,” she called, extending her hand toward a waiting Humvee. “Admiral Mike Woodford sends his regards, Gunny.”

Stone opened his mouth to ask but was cut off. “We’re on a very tight schedule, Gunny.” She pointed to her left. “Latrine is that way, sir. You may want to use it while you have a chance. Your next hop is in a seat for roughly two hours.” She reached for his rucksack. “I’ll stow your bags in the Hummer.” Looking around Stone for another bag, her brow furrowed.

He handed her the bag. “This is all I have, Sergeant. I’ll take you up on the latrine offer and be with you in a minute.”

They rode in silence as the yeoman drove down the side of the airfield. Finally, Stone couldn’t stand the quiet and glancing again at the driver’s name tag—Woodford, same as the admiral. “And how is your—?”  

“Uncle, sir,” the military voice softened only slightly, “but he might as well have been my dad. He took over raising us after my father died with your brother at Hog Ridge.”

Stone swallowed hard, not knowing what to say at a time like this. “A sad day.”

With ease, the yeoman threw the Humvee around a large pothole. “A sad day for the corps, Gunny.” She glanced over at Stone. “It’s okay, sir. My twin sister and I were only two weeks old at the time. In a way, it was a blessing we never had any memories of him.” She glanced down at the closed file, refreshing her memories about the content and drawing attention to the matter at hand. “The admiral has made arrangements... to speed things along.”

Stone looked down the road. A C-130, gray and formidable, hulked at the edge of the tarmac, winding up its engines. The yeoman looked at the C-130 and laughed. “Don’t worry—the sky pig is all I would be able to get you on, and it would put you in Germany about midday, the day after tomorrow. The admiral had a little more speed in mind.” As they swung around the tail of the giant plane, a small fighter jet came into view. “This is why you made the pit stop back there. I hope you don’t get airsick easily. These stick jocks get pretty touchy about dirt pounders becoming dirt pukes at Mach 2.”

As they pulled up, the Strike Eagle crew stood by the ladder. The flight crew chief took Stone’s bag and stowed it in a small hold, then squared the gunny away in the RIO seat behind the pilot. Once settled, the pilot climbed in, and everything became a noisy blur ending with Stone pushed hard into the back of the seat. They reached thirty-five thousand feet over the Helmand Province, where Stone had just come from. As they reached the Persian Gulf, the plane rose another ten thousand feet and surged ahead as it slowly turned south toward the air base in Bahrain.

The crisp throaty sound of the pilot cut through the static and wind noise. “Are you okay back there? Please don’t grab the stick. To talk, press the blue button at the right thumb position on the stick.”

Stone studied the randomly moving stick between his legs. A large cluster of many buttons covered the head of the stick. Pressing the blue button lightly, he spoke. “Affirmative, I’m fine... and thanks for the air-conditioning. I haven’t felt this refreshed since Adak, Alaska.”

The pilot’s voice crackled back through the intercom. “No air-conditioning, Gunny. Minus eighteen degrees outside temp right now. If you’re too cold, I can roll on more heat. We’re an hour and twenty minutes from landing. The flight attendant will be around shortly with a fine selection of nuts and snacks and to take your drink order. Thank you for flying Strike Eagle Express.”

Stone chuckled as he looked out the cockpit. The Middle East spread out before him in a way he had never seen it before. He appreciated the bit of stick-jock humor, but the pilot still never introduced himself by even his call sign. Stone gratefully realized there would be no chitchat and assumed he was just as much a curiosity as the entire flight was to him.

Three hours later, and more mysteriously, he slowly drifted off to sleep in a comfortable reclined seat in Business Class bound for Germany, the compulsory first stop on the way stateside. Orders are orders—after thirty-nine years, the gunny had stopped questioning them. It wasn’t in his pay grade.
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A ceiling fan from a bygone era swept after a single fly turning small patterns near the ceiling. The building hummed with low conversation and a soft static of keyboards. The institutional green of the walls remained the same color they had been since the Eisenhower administration, probably back when Ike had served as a plebe at West Point.

The doctor turned a few pages then grabbed back deeper in the four-inch-thick file, looking for clarification of a medical note. Stone watched with the detachment of years waiting for those in control to come to a point where they would share information. The small bronze mantel clock at the end of the large desk ticked softly. The ticking matched the pulse in the gunny’s chest—sixty slow beats to the minute. A loud tick-click as the hand registered forward, and the whole cycle started over.

The doctor held his finger in one page. Flipping back, he examined the two-page list of medals which explained the dinner plate sized field of ribbons on the sergeant’s chest. Glancing up, he noted the single Purple Heart ribbon with only a trio of oak clusters. The ribbon was buried in a field, one able to make a general or an admiral proud, except unlike the other, the doctor knew every ribbon on this sergeant’s chest had been personally earned. This was the kind of soldier who wasn’t about to pin a battalion courtesy on his chest. 

The doctor returned to the notations in the file, noting it would require far more ribbons and brass on the sergeant’s chest than he currently displayed. He thought about the man in front of him—a sergeant who cared more about the job and his men than any personal achievement. 

The doctor’s eyes ran down the second column. The list was mostly of medals and awards bestowed by foreign countries for meritorious service. Most the doctor had only heard of—he had never known a recipient. 

The doctor slowly closed the file, lifted his head, removed his reading glasses, and rubbed his eyes. He focused his thoughts.

“I guess the biggest question I have,” he began as he eyed Stone, “I’m just wondering why you are even alive.”

“I was on the opposite side and farther back in the Humvee.”

Frowning in confusion, the doctor then realized the gunny was talking about the career-ending IED. He reached out with his index finger and tapping on the very large file, he said, “I’m sorry, Sergeant. I was talking about things like the four inches of gut they removed in Vietnam before you went back to pick up—what, four more rounds?”

“Five.”

Startled, the fresh-faced doctor stared back up at the gunny. “Excuse me?”

“Five, sir. It was five more rounds, but three were through-and-through, sir.”

The doctor folded his glasses slowly and placed them on top of the file. Weighing his next words carefully, he pursed his lips then blew them out softly. “How many Purple Hearts do you have exactly?”

“No idea.”

“No idea?”

“I stopped counting at nine, sir.”

Swallowing slowly, the doctor tried to think of what he was actually doing with this soldier. He was used to dealing with the dozens of men, mostly those younger than Stone, who were missing a leg or an arm. Easily identifiable injuries such as faces half-burned off or heads shaped more like a squash after falling off a farm truck.

Here sat a man in sound shape, with all of his digits, eyes, ears, nose, and mouth with combined injuries over more conflicts than the doctor had years in practice. Shrapnel floated around inside him, a total body mass of four-plus pounds of muscle and internal organs missing, and three square feet of burn scar tissue covered his upper body, neck, and face. The only thing now between him and his return to the company was being blind in one eye from traumatic brain injury (TBI).

The doctor looked around his desk for an answer not there. “I don’t know what to tell you, Gunny.”

The eternal war-horse growled, and then snapped, “Tell me I can return to my company where I belong, and we’ll both sleep better tonight. They said the blindness is only temporary. Today it’s gone.”

“Or not?” The young Navy captain ran his fingers through his dark, curly hair and stared wide-eyed at the desk. Dropping a hand into his lap, he leaned back. “Look, we don’t know what will happen. You could be blind in one eye for the rest of your life, or you could stand up in a minute and see with both eyes. We just don’t know. Heck, we don’t even know if you might wake up tomorrow and you’re blind in both eyes. We just don’t know.”

The doctor eased forward as he steepled his fingers. Then noticing his actions, he laid them down on the desk. “TBI is kind of a new playground for us new kids. We really don’t know how to deal with it, or even diagnose it correctly other than during an autopsy. So because of it, you get a shot at going home and picking up where you left off.”

Stone cut him off quietly, through clenched teeth. “My life before the corps was as a seventeen-year-old high school graduate living on Camp Pendleton Marine base, chomping at the bit for boot camp. We put my brother in the ground two years before I joined the corps—a year and two months before my parents were killed in a tornado. It struck them while they slept on the fourth night of my dad’s retirement. Now, which part were you suggesting I take back up?”

The doctor squirmed in his chair. The knock on the opening door was more of a reprieve than an intrusion. The young yeoman stepped in around the admiral in dress whites. “Sorry, sir, but the admiral insisted.”

“Yes, I did, son. You’ve done your job, and now you’re dismissed.” The admiral glared the yeoman back out of the door. Turning to the now standing doctor, he lowered his temperature to subarctic. “Captain, you’ve also done your job, and if you wouldn’t mind giving the gunny and I a moment...”

The officer straightened his white coat, picked up the large file, and slid toward the door with a quiet, “Admiral.”

The door closed with a soft click as the admiral removed his hat from under his arm. Laying it on the desk next to his briefcase, he turned to the sergeant standing at attention. The admiral pursed his lips and then relaxed into a smile as he extended his right hand. “Stone, this meeting is long overdue.”

The conflict of remaining at attention in front of a superior officer, or to shake an offered hand was written all over the scarred face. The senior officer sat on the edge of the desk. “This isn’t going to work until you start learning how to be a civilian, Stone.” Raising his hand just a little bit more, he waited for the gunny to take it.

As they shook with a certain slow curiosity on the pickle suit’s side, the admiral chuckled softly, but with no mirth. “Our brothers died together on Hog Ridge. In a really perverse world, it makes us a band of brothers unto ourselves.” He motioned toward one of the lounge chairs as he moved the other, farthest from the desk, to block the door.

Now sitting with their privacy guaranteed, the admiral continued. “I was the new executive officer on the Kitty Hawk, fresh out of Annapolis when they were killed. I wasn’t even allowed the time to go to their funerals. Seven of them were buried together the same day.”

“I know. I was there.” The gunny’s voice was as distant as the sunny grass on the low slope of the military cemetery in Los Angeles. “We rode up on the train. My mother couldn’t stop crying, and dad couldn’t stop drinking.”

The silence was stunning between the two who still suffered from the loss of their brothers. The old fan turned slow sweeps of humid time, counting the years lost between them and their siblings. The officer picked a small dust mote from the pure white of his right pant leg. “It was too late when I found out they were interred in Los Angeles instead of Arlington.” He let out a deep aching sigh. “I guess it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. They had designated burial in LA when they signed up. Kids, I guess.”

“What’s this all about, sir?” The gunny shifted in his sitting at attention in the large overstuffed leather chair from the second Roosevelt administration. “At your bidding, I flew first class to Germany, then the same to here. You are based God knows where, but when I’m getting drummed out on my ass, you magically show up and start talking about our brothers.”

The admiral gave him a steely look, weighing the man and the circumstances. Quietly, he engaged the gunny. “Scale it back, Stone. There is no opposition here. Your temper is what probably made you not only a great sergeant but also the oldest working gunny. This is about something bigger than just the two of us. And I should have reached out to you forty years ago when our brothers died.”

The admiral opened his attaché case and fished out a fat packet of old letters bound with rubber bands. Tossing them into the gunny’s lap, he explained. “These are the letters my brother wrote to me from camp and then Vietnam. Take them with you. Read them. They’re about your brother, too. They were the best of friends from the day they met at their company form-up. They wanted each other to be the godfather of any children they had. They wanted to live next door to each other, and even marry sisters. Identical twins would have even made it better.”

He and the gunny laughed. They both knew comrades in arms who had bonded the same way. Some had successfully moved on as lifelong friends; others hadn’t been as lucky. The nature of military life and war can form strong bonds, the kind of bonds beyond the understanding of anyone non-military. The strength of a bond like this often proves even stronger than the bonds of matrimony. It’s the good news/bad news about the military, and the two old warhorses sat steeped in this understanding.

The admiral softened. “I watched your career from a distance. I even came to see you in the hospital in Yokahama, but you were pretty much still out of commission.”

The gunny protested as he started to lean back into the chair. He pointed his finger at the officer. “No, I do remember. It was in the middle of the night. I thought it was strange a doc would be in his khakis and no white gown.” The officer nodded, and Stone continued. “You stood in the door for a few minutes then left.”

The admiral ran his finger around the back of his starched collar. “I didn’t know you were awake. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

The gunny sat up. “When I was at Bethesda, during Desert Storm, the nurse told me a Navy officer came in every night shortly before midnight to check on me.”

The white-clad arm rose. “Guilty as charged. I usually left the Pentagon around eight or so and went to dinner, then stopped in.”

“But you never came and introduced yourself. Why?”

The admiral picked at his manicured nails then looked up. “By then, I just didn’t know where to begin. We had both lost our brothers. It put us on level footing... but by the time they dragged you back from the first Sandbox, I had suffered an inflamed appendix and two hemorrhoids.” He waved at the salad of ribbons on Stone’s Class A uniform. “You had seen action in nine places, and we’re working on your third bronze star, a Navy Cross, and sixth Purple Heart. Hell, I was waiting for you to push it all into the middle of the pile and spin one more time for a Medal of Honor. I had nothing. You were already out of my league. I barely had a third rail on my chest, and they were welding extenders on your dinner plate.”

“Being an admiral is at least a full house at the table.”

“Not where it counts.” The two locked eyes in the arena of truth. Both knew, in the hierarchy of price paid in the world of war, the gunny had the higher ground. They both slowly relaxed in their chairs.

The gunny ran his right palm over his brush cut. “So, this is really it. I’m out.”

The admiral’s lips curled into tight rolls over his teeth as he nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

The gunny stood up, walked to the window, and looked down on the quad where a small company of soldiers marched past. The green buds of a false early spring were on a few of the trees after they bought into a few almost warmish days. Asking more as a mental rhetorical than an actual question, the gunny spoke at the scene outside. “So where do I go from here?”

He heard the officer stand up and step to the desk. “I can’t tell you, but I do have a few items you need to take with you.”

The gunny turned to see the admiral pulling a thick manila envelope from his case. “If it’s money—”

The admiral chuckled. “Gunny, one thing I do know is you don’t have a need for any small amount of money I could provide you.” The gunny stared at him, perplexed.

“You never really lived off base. You owned maybe a dozen t-shirts or bowling shirts over your career. Always ate at the commissary, base doctors, and banked almost all of your pay with a financial adviser. Don’t ask. He’s my adviser, too. Dan Whitewater, one of only eleven to survive Hog Ridge.” The admiral looked up and settled his shoulders. “Like I said, a perverse band of brothers.” Pouring the contents out of the envelope, he started to explain each one, starting with the cell phone. “This is an iPhone—”

“I don’t need a phone.”

“Shut up, Stone. You do, and you need to listen.” The admiral shot him a hard parental look. Stone shrugged and closed his mouth. “Good. Now, I won’t go through all the functions of the phone. The ensign outside who looks like she’s only thirteen? She will go over everything in it. Suffice it to say, there were many people who worked long hard hours pulling together what’s on the phone. Oh, and just between us men... don’t even try to get on the ensign’s bad side.”

Putting the phone aside, he picked up a small address book. “All the phone numbers, names, addresses and information on the phone are also in this book, just in case you are more of a Luddite than I think you are... but also, this makes for some good reading, for you to know your resources. Everyone is listed by their last name and by the rank you knew them by.”

Flipping the book open and pointing to his name, he continued. “So, I’m listed in the ‘W’s, but also in the ‘A’s as just Admiral. I took the pleasure of finding out I’m the only admiral you know.” The officer pointed back to his main listing. “So there is my home phone, cell phone, and my office phone. If I don’t answer, and you need me, just call my office. The ensign will always know how to contact me if there are any questions she can’t answer.”

The admiral turned to the back pages of the book. “This is something we couldn’t put in the phone. Each contact is listed by the state they live in. The code behind the state is what quarter. Like here, NB – SE, Nelson, Richard ‘Sparks’ Corporal, he’s in Nebraska in the southeast quadrant. Then you can look him up under his name, and find out what he is doing for work, or how he can help.” He continued flipping the pages and found another entry. “Ah, says he has some homemade root beer waiting when you get there.” Looking up, the officer smiled with teeth as straight and white as his uniform.

Closing the book, he opened a pocket-sized map atlas. “Wherever you see this little purple star, you know someone.”

Putting the items back in the envelope, he picked up the last item, which was a business card, and handed the card to Stone. “This is Poco. He was the best executive officer I ever had aboard ship until he caught a bullet from an angry husband. He’ll set you up with a car or truck.”

Handing the envelope to Stone, he said, “Don’t worry about the phone bill; it’s assigned to my office. Just make sure you use the thing.” Extending his right hand, they shook. “I would have you over to the BOQ for dinner, but I’m due on a carrier in Hawaii in a little over twelve hours.”

Stone stared at the envelope in his hand then back up to the admiral. “I don’t know what to say.”

Looking at him, the admiral stated with sincerity, “You don’t have to say anything, Stone. I would say welcome home, but I have a feeling home is something you will have to go look for. I will be out with the fleet off and on for the next few months, but if you—”

Stone groaned. “I know, call your secretary.”

The officer moved the chair and opened the door, and turned. “I’ve got to fly, but when they kick you to the curb in the morning, call Poco. He’ll come pick you up.”

“Thanks again, sir.”

The officer smiled. “I’d tell you to call me Mike, but I have a feeling it wouldn’t do any good.” They shook again, and the admiral walked down the hall.

Stone called, “We’ll talk later... Mike.”

The admiral waved his right hand over his head without turning around, but called, “That’s a start, Stone. It’s a start.”

“Sir,” the voice did sound like a young girl. “Mr. Stone, sir?”

Stone turned to find the young ensign standing casually as her right hand waved toward the two seats along the wall. “Shall we work on your phone skills?”

Stone looked at the chestnut-haired ensign who could have been his granddaughter if he had ever stopped to have a life. The gruff voice of a sergeant in command of hundreds of young lives no older than her came easily. “Thank you, but I don’t need help.” He turned to leave.

The little girl’s voice was crisp with an officer’s edge. “Excuse the impudence, sir, but how will you know when your phone is ringing?”

Turning back, Stone stared at the young woman, trying to make heads or tails of what she had asked. Instead, he was caught in a war with her youth, and the brass of her question, as well as its honesty.

She pointed at the large envelope. “It’s what is vibrating in the envelope, sir.”

Stone looked down at the offending item as the tension wiped out the vision in his left eye. The manila container shook again like a small rattlesnake, only more deadly, in Stone’s opinion. Slowly, he extended the envelope and surrendered it to the ensign.

Fishing out the vibrating phone, she deftly answered it. “Yes, Admiral.” She nodded as she studied Stone’s face. “Yes, sir, I believe we have reached an accord, sir.” She listened and finished the call. “Yes, sir. Will do, sir. Mace’s would be my guess, sir. Yes, sir, I’ll let him know, sir. See you in nine days, sir.” With a flourish of her hand, she hung up and powered down the phone.

Looking at the elder gunny, the ensign smiled. “It would appear, sir, I am to teach you about your phone over steak and lobster on the admiral’s expense account.”

“On one condition,” the gunny growled.

“That would be...?”

“You stop calling me sir.”

“Because you work for a living,” the ensign finished. “Yes, sir. My father drilled it into me too, sir.” She smiled at the two sirs she had just slipped in. “How about you call me Julie, and I’ll call you?”

“Stone.” The gunny clamped down on the word to end the conversation. Glancing at the brass name tag on her whites, he finished with, “and let’s just stick with what I’m used to... Ski.” The reference was to almost all yeomen in the navy and marines having the Polish or Russian name ending in the letters s-k-i or s-k-y, both pronounced like the winter sport, had name tags containing nothing more than the three letters.  

Looking at him with a slow measuring eye, she slipped the phone back into the envelope and reached for her cap. Turning, she asked brightly, “Well, Stone, are you ready for dinner?”

He stuck his hand out for the envelope.

She pulled it closer to her. “Oh, no. I’ll just hang on to this until I can trust you enough to answer the phone.” The smile played across her face, and Stone recognized for the first time she had some freckles to go with the chestnut hair.

His stomach rolled like a lazy sturgeon in the sun, reminding him he was hungry. “Fair enough, Ski. Fair enough. I’m at your lead.”
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Stone had felt drawn to the old style railcar diner. It smelled clean and felt cheery. With quilted stainless steel on the outside, these diners had been a common sight across America in the early 1950s but had died against a tide of much larger chain restaurants by the end of the Vietnam War. Stone figured he had subconsciously chosen the older mom & pop style coffee shop in an effort to recapture his childhood. The only problem, he couldn’t remember having ever stepped foot into a coffee shop as a young boy, much less a railcar diner.

As Stone sipped on his coffee, washing the occasional bite of toast down his throat, he played with his phone. The marvel of a huge phone book available at the touch of his finger felt amazing and took some getting used to. Stone was overwhelmed with how it contained hundreds of people he thought he had forgotten over the years, yet so cleverly arranged (last name first, then rank, nickname, real first name,) he found himself instantly remembering.

Stone swept the names and memories up and down in a two-way waterfall. Every once in a sweep, there would be a name he had to think about. Soon, however, he found by touching the name, a fuller catalog card would appear with an address, number, and where they had served together. There was even a pop-up suggestion box to explain why he might want to contact them. Somebody he suspected as a certain little freckled ensign had logged many hundreds of hours compiling these addresses and numbers for the phone book. Everyone had an email address as well, but Stone had no idea when he might have access, or want to have access, to a computer.

Stone had turned his head, raised the coffee mug to his mouth as the phone vibrated in the other hand... chirping a fast revelry. He jumped and dropped the phone on the counter in alarm, spilling coffee. Stone glared in anger at the offender lying on the Formica countertop. 

He heard a husky chuckle and then, “Yeah, scares the hell out of me too.”

Stone looked up to see a beefy woman with a graying reddish butch haircut and T-shirt sleeves rolled up past tattoos. She wasn’t an ugly woman, but ruggedly handsome in a more mannish sort of way. Stone shrugged inwardly. He had seen and heard worse in the corps. “It’s only my eighth day of ownership.” Stone glanced down and glared at the hunk of plastic and metal as it chirped again. “It took me three days to figure out how to turn it back on.” He looked at the screen. There was something written there from Ski. Confused, he scooped it up and showed it to the woman. “What does it mean?”

The woman read it as the waitress sauntered down the long counter with coffee in one hand and a donut in the other. The woman’s lips moved as she read the message over a second time. Looking up she recognized the waitress. “Good morning, Candy. The donut is a great start, but the build starts today, so I’ll need an omelet to go with it.”

Putting the coffee and donut down, Candy asked, “What kind?” Stone hadn’t even seen where she had produced the order book and pen from and figured it was one of the older waitress’s super powers.

“Anything Sparky wants to make with a lot of meat and stuff in it. Tell him to choke the horse with it.” The redhead’s voice rattled like rocks in an old lead pipe.

“You’ve got it, Rusty.” The waitress swiveled and headed toward the cook’s station as the other woman watched her walk away.

Quietly, Rusty muttered more to herself, but within Stone’s hearing, “Man, I wish I had an ass like that.” Shaking her head, she turned back around to see the stunned look on Stone’s face. “What?” she exclaimed while rising slightly and slapping her right hand on her haunch and laughing. “Mine’s as big as a tank car.”

Stone was disarmed and smiled. There might have even been a slight chuckle, but not one he would admit to.

Sliding her eyes from studying Stone’s reaction, Rusty pulled the phone over to her, then poked and swept it alive. One more poke and she was back at the text message. “Someone named Ski says you are within seven miles of a corporal named John ‘Tweeter’ Shay and should go look him up.” Rusty pushed the phone back toward Stone.

Stone looked at it as if it were the devil himself. “How does she know?”

“Know what?”

“Where I’m at.”

“Maybe you told her?”

Stone shook his head ever so slightly. “I don’t even know where I am.”

“Oh, I can help you there,” offered Rusty. “You’re in Maysburg, North Carolina. Claim to fame until now was Davey Crockett came through here before there was a town.”

Stone asked, “And now?”

“Ten homes in ten days, starting in,” glancing at her watch, “about forty minutes.”

“What are ten homes and ten days?” Stone was confused.

“Habitat for Humanity.” Rusty leaned back astounded as the waitress set down an omelet a twenty-year-old marine would be proud to get around. “You’re not here to volunteer for the building?”

Stone shook his head. “Didn’t know about it.”

She explained as she cut out her first bite of the omelet. “Well, over the next ten days, or two-hundred and forty hours, we’re going to build ten homes ready for occupancy. Move-in will be the eleventh day, along with a huge barbecue.”

“I have the time. I just don’t have any tools.”

“If you have the time, I have more than enough tools in my RV.” Rusty stared at Stone’s face for signs of insincerity.

Stone felt the examination and was one-step ahead. Looking around Rusty, he called down to the waitress. “Candy, it looks like I’ll need one of these also,” as he circled his finger at the omelet, “except, I’ll take whole wheat toast instead of the donut.”

Candy and Rusty harmonized with, “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

The toast arrived with a homemade donut sitting on top. They had been right. He had never eaten a whole wheat and bran donut before. This was Candy’s own creation. This civilian stuff was going to take some time getting used to.

A few short hours later, Stone felt a bit out of place with a utility belt. The hammer seemed to hunt out his crotch or butt crack to hang down. The tape measure was a completely new, ‘chicken or beef thing’ as Rusty put it. However, the physical labor of lifting, moving, hammering, and just doing something with a company of people felt good for his soul.

Rusty took him under her wing when they tried to assign work details. She had been doing nothing but build-outs around the country since retiring about eight years before. The intricacies of a build-out, which was happening at lightning speed, were hardwired into her nature, and taking command seemed her forte. Rusty kept Stone close by until she figured out what he knew and where he was a good fit. Before long, Stone found himself with a clipboard and a white hard hat as the much-maligned hammer hung where the sun didn’t shine.

A large truck full of more studs rumbled down the street toward Stone when a balding guy with glasses leaned out of the support trailer and yelled at Stone. “Hey, Gunny,” pointing down the road. “The load coming this way needs to go around to the back side of number nine and ten. They have their decks down and are ready for walls.”

Stone gave him the thumbs-up and walked to the far side of the street to talk to the truck driver. As he started to step up onto the running board, his pocket vibrated. He yelled up at the driver as he pointed the direction to go. Reaching in with his left hand, he fished out the phone.

From Ski:

If you do not call them, they will come find you.

Enjoy the build-out

Oh great, he thought, now she even knows what I’m doing. Stuffing the phone back in his pants, Stone looked down the road for his next truck. As he stepped toward the line of blue plastic outhouses, he thought of the phone and hesitated. “Screw her, she’s Navy,” he chuffed under his breath. Coffee is only on a short-term loan.

The light filtered blue through the tough plastic of the portable as Stone sat thinking. It felt good to be doing something that mattered. It felt even better to be doing it with a great group of people. He ran his right hand over his short hair, thinking it was about time he got his forest logged down to a respectable—and then it hit him. The bald guy with the glasses had called him Gunny, short for Gunnery Sergeant. It was a title rank like no other term or nickname, and it didn’t exist outside the military.

Stone fished down into the pants gathered around his ankles and pulled out the phone. Turning it on, he stared at the message, which was still there. His eyes slid shut in a slow burn.

With eyes open to see what he was doing, Stone thumbed out to his contacts, found the right number, and pressed to dial. It had better be a short call as he could hear the next truck coming down the street.

“Gunny,” the chipper voice answered, “you wouldn’t call a girl while sitting in a field latrine would you?” The ensign was answered by silence. Understanding she may have pushed a boundary, she quickly added, “Don’t you dare drop your phone in the toilet, Stone, or I’ll have to come down there and make you dig it out. It’s government property.”

The measured voice rumbled up from the depths of many purgatories. “You have three seconds to tell me who is in the trailer, Ski.” Shifting the phone to his left hand, Stone reached out for the toilet paper with his right, wishing there was a toilet to flush at the moment.

“John Shay, ‘Tweeter’ to you, but he asked you not call him Tweeter.” She was peddling backward fast. “Please.”

Stone thought about it for almost a second, but the sound of the diesel truck ended the conversation, and he hung up.

Stepping back out into the sunlight, Stone was greeted by not just one truck but four, slowly contracting on the street like a caterpillar halting. Looking at his clipboard, he realized nothing matched. He stuck his index finger up for the drivers to wait a minute as he stalked off toward the trailer, muttering under his breath, What a FUBAR this is!

Yanking the trailer door open, he growled, “Tweeter!” and ran into a fresh clipboard with an inch of sheets.

“Gotcha covered, Gunny. These will take you out past dinner... and it’s Reverend Tweeter to you.” The slightly underweight gentleman lounged back in the rolling desk chair smiling as if he had just gotten the last canary. The bald head, glasses, and the small basketball tummy didn’t fit Stone’s memory of the gawky kid who had been his radioman in Vietnam. But the smile and white blotch shaped like Europe spreading across the dark face was still all ‘Tweeter’—the fastest bird caller in the country—for finding a helo evacuation in the dead of night or some bored jet-jockeys ready to pickle off some bombs when the company was in need.

Stone traded the clipboards and turned back out the door. “Your shoelace is untied, Padre,” slamming the door.

Tweeter looked at the Velcro tennis shoes, and called through the door, “Good to see you too, Gunny.”

Walking back to the trucks, Stone smiled softly. It was good seeing the little twerp again. Reverend, huh? This has to be a story, he thought while climbing up on the running board of the first truck. He looked down at the top sheet on his clipboard.
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The first three days of the build-out had been a whirlwind for Stone. In addition to settling into a new, somewhat unsettling friendship with Rusty, he was renewing his relationship with Tweeter. Some habits were too hard to break, while other things took some getting used to.

The three sat around Rusty’s large motor home throwing back root beers. Rusty was sixteen years sober, Tweeter had never touched alcohol because of his religious beliefs, and although Stone liked the occasional Scotch, it wasn’t in the offering, and the root beers were tasting the best, anyway. The conversation slowed as Rusty noticed Stone staring at the top of his root beer bottle. “Where’d you go, Stone?”

He looked up as if from a distance. Focusing, he tried to give a weak smile. “I was just wondering if it were possible to become a root-beer-a-holic.”

Tweeter cleared his throat with a forced, “Bullshit.” Stone slowly looked over to him. “Man, you left the track almost five minutes ago, you just never saw it come or go.”

Stone looked at him with a total lack of understanding. Rusty asked what the others were thinking. “What are you saying, John?”

“Traumatic Brain Injury and maybe some accumulated Post-traumatic Stress Disorder.” The reverend sat up and took the floor. “I’ve seen both more and more lately. This war produced more walking wounded than all the others combined. The worst part of it, we don’t know enough about TBI to treat it properly, and the military is denying there’s a problem.”

He turned back to Stone. “You have vision in both eyes?” Stone nodded. “How often do you find you’re waking up from a daydream, but you don’t know where your mind went?”

Stone had to stop and think, pursing his mouth before quietly hazarding a guess. “Occasionally, maybe a few times a week. Why?”

Tweeter wasn’t finished. “I’ve seen you brought to a halt by things other people let slide or never even pay attention to, and then in the span of a few minutes, I watch you exhibit the patience of a saint explaining something to someone new. Take the woman who wanted to use a hammer because growing up, her father didn’t think it was right for a girl to do manly stuff. Did she give you the hammer back?”

Stone chuckled. “Nah, I gave her the whole belt. It felt stupid to wear a work belt while pounding the pavement and driving a clipboard.”

Rusty was lost. “So what are you saying, John?”

“They can’t really see into your brain as well as when they autopsy you.” He turned back to Stone. “You did get an MRI in Germany when they pulled you out, right?”

“Bethesda.”

John nodded his head. “Better yet, but it really doesn’t matter. The little tiny lesions occurring in the brain don’t really show up like a tumor would. So everything is subjective in diagnosing TBI.”

Stone frowned. “But I didn’t hit my head.”

Tweeter walked carefully through the mental mine field. “No, no, you didn’t. Except your head hits your head, or more correctly, your brain hits the inside of your skull.”

“Where it’s very rough.”

“Right... the front... and the roughness cut up the brain with small lesions.”

Rusty leaned forward. “Why wouldn’t the inside of the skull be smooth?”

Holding up his left index finger, Tweeter’s eyes opened to match his dramatically arched eyebrows. “Ah, very good question.” He leaned forward to the coffee table in front of him as he quickly rearranged the books, cigarette packs, and other stuff, and then he explained. “The top, sides, and back are smooth. In the front of the braincase where the eye and sinus penetrate, the bone ridges and nodes projecting into the braincase elevate the brain up off the skull. This is how the brain cools off. The sinuses move the air to reduce the temperature. The lower temperature of the bones radiate back to the ridges causing...” he paused and wiggled his fingers between the cigarette packs under the books, “ventilation, so to speak.”

He then placed a soft pack of cigarettes on a cooking knife he stood on edge and laid a book on top of it to steady the pile. “But when we get hit hard, even when it’s not to the head, such as the gunny getting thrown around the inside of a Humvee from a bomb,” his hand smacked down on the book, then pulling the book back, he revealed the cigarette pack, which was now cut half in two, “we get a lesion which leaks, sometimes a little, like the gunny, and sometimes a lot. The ones leaking a lot come home in a box.”

He leaned back against the cushions of the couch taking another sip of root beer before he continued. “In a boxer, the knockout along with hundreds of hits, slowly take their toll—look at Ali. Now, his problem is mostly from Parkinson’s, but it’s masking the insidious disease plaguing the sport, or even football—many of the linemen, with thousands of tiny concussions built up over their short careers, end up either dead or walking dead.”

Rusty scratched at the bottom of her bare foot. “So Stone here is a true walking wounded?” She looked over at the man as he patently ignored her and sipped on his bottle of root beer. “But the question is... does he know it?”

“I’m right here,” the subject growled.

“Yes, but are you listening to Tweeter?”

Stone looked up at the woman he had come to uncomfortably respect. “Am I aware several times a day, in the middle of saying something, I hit a blank for a stupidly simple word I’ve used a thousand times, but I just can’t see? Yeah. Am I aware, at any given moment, the vision in my left eye might go black? Vividly... Am I aware of certain transitory aches and pains related to no injury in said area but is really my brain misfiring?” He pulled a long draw from the bottle. Putting it down, he looked up at the waiting faces. “What?”

“Gunny, you just stopped.”

“I finished, damn it.” He flushed red.

Rusty looked long at him. “Look, it’s getting late, and we might have to take on the dawn before it stops being black out... Let’s just call it a night, ladies...” Rising, she turned to collect the empty bottles. As she leaned over Stone, she added, “and if some idiot pounds on the door at two a.m., it’s your turn.” Calling after the retreating other man, “Good night, John, and thank you for the root beers.”

A hand waved back from the darkness beyond the door as it slid shut.

The woman turned from placing the bottles on the sideboard of the sink and stood to look at the unmoving activity behind the scarred face of the man in her parlor. She leaned against the counter.

Stone looked up. “What?” The whisper was more of a croak.

Rusty pulled the dish towel off the counter hook and slowly wiped the counter as she watched Stone’s eyes. “I was just thinking about everything John was saying about the brain thing and the post trauma stuff.” She hung the towel and moved back to sit down. “It must be a real bitch to adjust to... but losing your temper with friends who care about you isn’t the way to go.”

“If this is the mom talk about getting along with—”

Rusty leaned in with concern on her face. The hard pulse of her work face softened. “This isn’t the mom talk. We both know I don’t have mom in me—but even if I were still a man, I would advise you to relax and let your friends care about you for once. You’re not their gunny nursemaid anymore. You’re just Stone... and from what John said, you have a phone full of people you took care of, and now they get to just be your friend with a root beer or some other helping hand. All you have to do is let them.”

He looked up at her, and his face tattled on him showing he knew she was right. “Yeah, I’ve been told it killed my advancements for some time now.”

They both looked at the motor home’s door as they heard a truck pull up outside the church parking lot. Stone looked at his watch. “He’s three hours early. It must be a doozy.”

Rusty put her hand on his shoulder as she headed for the back bedroom. “Give me four hours of beauty sleep, and I’ll relieve you.”

Stone knew he had just gotten the better end of the deal and rose to attend to the knocking at the door as he thought this volunteer stuff is almost as bad as real work. Sniffing under his left arm, he wondered if he would get time to shower.

“Hey, Stone,” Rusty had stopped and turned halfway in the small hallway.

“Yeah?”

She looked at the faux paneling and reached over to stroke one finger slowly down the wall, thinking. Quietly, she shared, “I may not have the woman’s intuition thing our mothers had, but I made a good living at reading people and situations.” She looked at him standing at the door. “If half of what John says is true, someone went to a lot of trouble tracking down a lot of people where you meant something in their lives, and who now want you in theirs. Look at John—you haven’t seen him in, what, maybe thirty years?”

“Thirty-six, Nook base in Vietnam.”

“And he has been waiting for you to call.” Stone could hear the rock catch in her throat. “Maybe he’s found closure in his life, and maybe he hasn’t. I do know some of us have to go halfway around the world and beyond in order to find peace in our own skin, but it doesn’t mean we get closure.”

She knocked a knuckle silently on the opposite wall as she leaned with exhaustion against the other. “I know you aren’t too sure about this guy becoming a woman thing, but you will, I think, understand over time as you ride around the country on your motorcycle, looking for some place to call home.

“For me, it was a long road and some painful surgery, and then I still wasn’t there until I retired, bought my first RV, and discovered I could be a nomad and build homes for other people who didn’t know me before. To them, I’m just a chunky lady with a raspy voice who can really swing a hammer. It’s all they care about me, and it’s enough. At the end of the week, we can hug and share our memories. Then they move into their home, and I move on to the next one.

“I found my family, and they are different every single job. I’m comfortable with this skin... well, maybe if I could lose a little weight, but I am who I know I am. This is my home,” waving her hand at the building site, “and they are my family.”

Stone shifted at the door. Whoever knocked before was either gone or patient. He pointed at the door.

“I know you need to go, but I think this is important. You may not know it yet, but someone put your family in the phone and in the red book so you would learn you didn’t lose all of your family in Vietnam or in a tornado in the middle of the night. The people in the red book and your phone aren’t there just for you—you’re here for them, too. Somewhere in your phone is an answer to a question, and when you answer that one, there will be more.

“I know I’m rattling on here, but what I’m trying to say is, home isn’t always a place—it’s the family you have. And yours is like mine, all over the place—out there. Only unlike mine, you’ve met yours before, and now they’re in your phone. Now you just need to figure out how to go home.”

The silence between them was a volume of unspoken camaraderie. Stone hadn’t stopped to think how similar they were. He had only seen their differences.

The light tap on the door jarred them both, and Rusty mumbled a good night and repeated her charge of four hours as she filled the hall, headed for bed. Stone opened the door to find a smiling face on a goofy looking young black man with ears twice the size his head needed. Stone smiled, not from amusement, but from another kid in a different land engaged in a different war.

Stone flipped the white hard-hat onto his head. He pulled the rain jacket on as he stepped out into the light drizzle and the night.

“What do we have coming in, boss?” Stone asked, and it made the kid beam to be respected.

The work lights were flickering as dark slicker-draped workers moved about the subdued work site. Hammers seemed quieter in the dark, and compressors and pneumatic guns less a reminder of past conflicts in Stone’s mind. He felt comfortable with the dark night and glaring lights. It was almost like a desensitizing therapy for him. He turned as a large truck turned around the corner four blocks away. A shadow detached from the larger shadow of a tree and became the person who had been assigned to wait for the supply truck. Stone smiled. This person knew their post, and the world was right.

Some hours later, Stone stood in the street waiting for the three trucks of the early morning reload making their way toward the build-out. The sky was about one shade lighter, but still more than an hour away from full sun-up.

“I looked for the crappiest old coffee I could find. I mixed in a little dirt, a shot of concrete, and then stirred it with an old rusty nail.”

Stone smiled as he turned and took the short coffee with two heat sleeves Rusty was holding out. “Good morning, sunshine. Those four hours did you some good. You almost look human.”
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