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    In the United States military, there are several divisions of special operations. Only a handful of those in the military will ever be able to say they belong to this elite group. This book is dedicated to any woman who has ever loved one of these men, as well as all the military spouses past and present, and the friends and loved ones who never came home from deployment.

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


    “I never saw a wild thing sorry for itself.

    A small bird will drop frozen dead from a bough without ever having felt sorry for itself.”


    D.H. Lawrence
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    CHAPTER 1



    Enlistment and the South



    I think it’s safe to say that at nineteen years old, you think you’re invincible. Growing up with palm trees and sunshine gave me a Los Angeles flare. I had grown up with salty air and the Hollywood sign in sight. Fake boobs, fake smiles, and fake IDs were a reality. I was at the center of it all. I could have done anything, so I did. My life hadn’t always been a walk on the beach. I’d come from a broken family. The people closest to me had struggled with abuse, drug addiction, and poverty. I didn’t want that life for myself, so when a military recruiter showed up in my life talking about honor and service and the promise of money for college, I was sold. Dreams of the American flag and pride in my country fueled my fire. I desired change.


    I showed up to MEPS, the military entrance processing station, at 110 pounds, in a designer coat I had saved up for. I could have just walked out of a couture photo shoot, for all they knew. I worked the camera with a confident grin and signed my life away for the next six years.


    “You did what?” my mother screamed. She was not pleased.


    “I joined the Air Force,” I said. “…and I’m leaving today.” It wasn’t exactly the best breakfast conversation.


    “I’m telling Dad.” She looked at me defiantly. Her threat was about as effective as a piece of paper to stop a bullet. I waited patiently as she dialed Dad’s number. “Do you know what your daughter did? She joined the military. She is leaving today. Do you hear?” I could hear indistinct freaking out on the other line. “This is not my fault. It’s yours, always putting ideas…” She walked into the next room. They had been pretty good about not fighting recently, but I guess I blew that one. Eventually, her murmurs calmed, and she returned to hand the phone to me.


    “Here.”


    “Hello?” I was a little nervous, but I also knew there was nothing that could stop me now.


    “So, this is what you’ve decided for yourself?” my dad asked.


    “Yes.” I was too scared to say anything else.


    He let out a worrisome sigh. “Fine, but you need to take care of yourself. Don’t let them steal your fire.”


    “I won’t.”


    “Give the phone back to your mom. We still have some things to discuss.”


    I handed the phone to my mom. She swept it out of my hand with a pouty look on her face. She turned on her heel and marched into the other room. I smiled to myself. Even with a nineteen-year-old as a daughter, she was still such a young soul.


    The United States was right in the middle of the global war on terror, and there I was, getting ready to leave for the military. I had grown up a tomboy, climbing roofs and torturing the neighborhood boys. I dreaded wearing dresses all together. When I hit high school, I grew up, if that’s what you want to call it. I started wearing makeup and wearing skinny jeans. School cliques in LA were relentless. If you didn’t have perfect everything, you were nothing and yet, all of this seemed so superficial. On the inside, though, I was still that girl climbing roofs, wanting to be an FBI agent like Agent Dana Scully from The X-Files. I had it all figured out. I would use the military to pay for my schooling. It was going to be a piece of cake. A walk in the park. I had beauty and brains; that meant the world was mine, or so I thought.


    In fact, I showed up to basic military training as a vegetarian and a model with bright red Dolce & Gabbana reading glasses. “Oh, look what we have here,” my drill instructor said with a sickening smile. “Little Miss Gucci.” They’re Dolce, I thought, but I was smart enough to know not to talk back to a drill instructor. My military-issued glasses never came in the mail, and every single drill instructor in Lackland Air Force Base never let me live it down. My revenge was my own black-market trade. I would help the girls in my dorm with perfectly manicured brows, and in return, they would fold my clothes, shine my shoes, and make my bed. It was a surprisingly good business. Little Miss Gucci was the leader of the underground eyebrow market. I don’t know which I am prouder of, my black-market enterprise or that I graduated with an honor graduate ribbon. Granted, I was still the best at all of the above tasks, but why bother when we could collectively work together to get it done faster? Priorities, including eyebrows, are a must. That was at least one thing my recruiter was actually right about; basic training goes by in the blink of an eye.


    My graduation ceremony was nice. It was a formal sort of thing. I got to wear my pristine uniform, with my cool hat and fancy name tag. I had become accustomed to having my hair slicked back so tight that it couldn’t hold a candle to Botox. I had also learned the art of perfecting my makeup, all according to military standards, of course. It was a sigh of relief. I was done, and I was moving on.


    “Gucci,” my drill instructor said in a dad voice. My eyes widened. I didn’t know which was more shocking, the fact that he wasn’t yelling or that he was going dad-mode on me. “Don’t you dare get married in tech school. They’re going to try to marry you, but don’t do it. You’re a smart girl. You got a lot to offer. Keep your head on straight and you’ll do well. When the right man comes along, you’ll know.” I tried to smile gratefully, but I don’t think it came across because he let out a thick “Ha!” and walked away. I got on the bus for tech school and took one last look at the place I had learned to hate, but there was a strange tightness in my chest. I tried to brush it off. When my bus started to pull away, I saw my instructor wave goodbye.


    As the bus pulled away, something hit me. Unlike some of the other girls, I was never told that I had a choice in choosing my job. When I showed up to my recruiter, I know for a fact he took one look at me and thought “easy target.” What I later found out is recruiters are notorious for saying and doing anything to meet their enlistment numbers. Granted, not all are bad, but Sergeant Lime, my recruiter, told me that if I didn’t take the job he gave me, I could not join the military. Obviously, I wanted to join, so without questioning him, I signed on the dotted line.


    That was a huge mistake. I quickly remembered the conversations with a few of my friends in my basic training flight. Most of us already knew where we would be going for our job training, aka technical school, but the difference between me and them was they had a choice and I had been lied to.


    Had I been able to choose my job, I would have technically known where I would be going and what to potentially expect. The military has pretty much any job that exists in the civilian world from post office to cooks, to construction, to attorneys. Depending on what job you get, you are then sent to that particular technical school. So, as I sat on the bus, headed to Keesler Air Force Base in Mississippi, it occurred to me that there was a lot I didn’t know, ESPECIALLY about the military, and at that moment, I got really nervous.


    The bus was pleasant. A lovely downgrade from Greyhound. After the first couple of hours, I started to envy the girls who got to take a plane to their tech schools. The bus made its first stop after four hours at a ma-and-pa place in a quaint backwoods town. This was the first time I had left Los Angeles and to my amazement, instead of the relentless traffic and constant commotion, there was something sweet about the sleepiness of this town. Since I had entered the military, a few things had changed about me, one of those being my choice in diet. Yep, you guessed it: this LA girl now ate meat. I ordered a warm bowl of chicken soup. It was creamy and savory, with just the right ratio of chicken and noodles to vegetables. Either I was starving or I had been a complete idiot for the last few years by not eating meat. It was A-MAZING.


    The restaurant was empty, but you could tell by the worn-down, torn seats that it had seen its golden days. The smell of old leather and home cooking reminded me a lot of some of the movies I had watched growing up. Something about it was almost surreal. Compared to where I grew up, seeing this made me realize that LA wasn’t all that glamorous. As we got back onto the bus and headed to our next stop, it hit me. My skin started getting clammy, and the cold shivers came. Dreaded food poisoning. If you want to know what it feels like to be on a long-distance bus with food poisoning, don’t. I don’t even remember arriving at Keesler Air Force Base. Somewhere on the way to Mississippi, I lost consciousness and my dorm roommate took care of me. She must have been about twenty-three at the time. By the time I started to get better, she had already left for her new base, and I was never able to tell her thank you. I tried to track her down, but nothing came of it. By the time I got an email at my first duty station and was even able to look her up, I found out that her last name, at least in the Air Force, was pretty common.


    Keesler was a fairly new base. Four years prior, Hurricane Katrina had blown through, leaving devastation in her wake. Even then, the city was still in the process of rebuilding itself. Only two good things came from Keesler. One was Waffle House. My dorm-mate dragged me there, saying that if I never drank sweet tea, I never lived. So that’s where I lost it, my sweet tea virginity, and man, was it good. Waffle House isn’t the classiest place, but it was good! I was hooked on grits. I knew these types of places would never survive in the calorie-counting city of LA, but in the South? What the hell are calories anyways? The only thing you should care about is what you can’t see: Jesus.


    The other good thing was Nick, a combat controller and good friend, who later introduced me to the man who I would end up marrying. Keesler hosted a Special Olympics tournament every year. They place a Special Olympian in the care of a service member during the competitions. That year, my Olympian was a competitive swimmer. As I brought her to her event, there he was, standing at the opposite end of the pool, timing my athlete. He was the typical tall, handsome “hunk” type that all of my dorm-mates had a crush on. We clicked right away. We had a common love for fitness, food, and dogs. And if that is not enough commonality, we even had the same last name. Ironically enough, it turned out that we were related somewhere down the line, which to my relief, put Nick in the safe “friend zone.” I had missed my guy friends and realized very quickly with the military that with the male-to-female ratio, platonic friendships were typically taken out of context.


    Tech school was only a few months long. I didn’t have much time to socialize, but I did eventually end up figuring out what my drill instructor meant about the marriage thing. The military lifestyle is hard on relationships in general. Whether you are dating a civilian or another service member, distance is the number one relationship killer. At tech school, everyone finds out where their first duty assignment is. And many young military couples get married in hopes of being stationed together, or at least near each other, as if that is a perfectly sane reason for committing your life to someone.


    As a result, there is a very high number of young marriages, but there is an equally high divorce rate. Maybe that is what is ruining the marriage statistic in the United States? I managed to make it out of tech school unscathed and with only two serious marriage proposals. Both were from guys who were trying to convince me that it was for purposes of “taking my fate into my own hands” regarding where I was going to get stationed. I happily declined. I had already given up my fate when I enlisted.


    Prior to leaving tech school, I met with Nick for dinner one night and told him to stay in touch. Luckily for us, this was at the start of the Facebook era. Mind you, the only reason I even had a Facebook was because of my ex, and I hadn’t been on in some time, but I ended up listening to Nick and added him before I left. Nick would always babble about his job, and frankly, I had no idea what a combat controller was, except that those poor guys had to run around everywhere on base. I would catch them from time to time running around with a damn telephone pole or a big ass rock. I didn’t even bother asking Nick what they did. I just let my eyes glaze over after a while as I became lost in my own thoughts…. Why the hell do they carry a telephone pole?


    My last day at Keesler was bittersweet. I was excited to get off base and have a bit of freedom back, but I was dreading the fact that I got orders to Whiteman Air Force Base. Whiteman is located in the small town of Knob Noster, Missouri. If that doesn’t tell you why I was dreading going there, I don’t know what will. So, I packed my duffle bag, took a cab to the airport, and headed back home for two weeks before going to my first duty assignment.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    Lawn Decorations



    My first duty assignment was in the middle of nowhere. It was almost as if the people at Headquarters who determined the assignments had folded a map of the United States in half and then in half again, and where smack-dab Middle America was is where they decided to send me. There I was, a young city chick from Los Angeles, in the ass crack of America. The most grass I had ever seen was probably at Santa Monica Park, and now, I was staring at miles and miles of cornfields and Foster’s Chicken Farms. Driving up to the base, all I could think about was the scene from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.


    The town outside the base was called Knob Noster. I remember taking a very hard look at the name and for the life of me, all I could think about is the fact that it sounded like a rare STD. Knob Noster has a total population of 1,200 people, according to the last census, although I was pretty sure the number was old and did not account for people passing away. My only hope was in another air traffic controller in my unit, Emily.


    She was from a small town about twenty miles from base. I always thought she was lucky, but she despised the fact that she was stationed a skip away from her hometown. Maybe it was just my homesickness kicking in, but I envied how she could see her family whenever she wanted. I hoped my family was doing okay. You don’t get the full story through phone receivers and computer screens.


    The silence was the most shocking. I was used to cars honking, sirens, and people shouting on their phones. Going to sleep with nothing but the sound of crickets was harder than I imagined. The country life was new to me.


    The only bar in town had regular line dancing competitions. I could no longer use my fake ID from LA. With only one bar, the chances of running into my supervisor were more than likely. Even in the restaurants around the base, you could find someone with cowboy boots lighting one up. Probably Marlboro. Seemed American enough. In LA, smoking indoors meant losing your license to do business. Small Town, USA, was something else, but it was growing on me. The smell of cut, dried grass. The musty, full smell of cattle. The click-clacks of boots instead of heels. On weekends, Emily and I would go to her parents’ farm to ride horses.


    I’d never been to a real farm before. By that, I mean not Knott’s Berry Farm and not the touristy ones on the outskirts of Southern California. I had browsed through a few of the Country Home and Garden magazines at the local Walmart, the only place to shop in a fifty-square-mile radius. My expectations were high. I expected rolling green pastures and white picket fences. Like a scene from a Laura Ingalls Wilder book. I tried to decide which I liked more: the colonial-style mansions with fading white paint and antique furniture or the cozy style farmhouses with their large covered porches and circular, golden lawn decorations. Each had a charm of its own.


    As we got closer to her parents’ farm, I noticed the same lawn decorations. “Your farm is gorgeous,” I told Emily. I was glad I had worn an old pair of tennis shoes. I hadn’t yet convinced myself to buy a pair of boots. I didn’t know how willing I was to let go of my city-slicker trappings.


    “Awe, thanks. It’s nothing special really,” Emily said. I guess you can get comfortable with anything, beauty included. I couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or a bad thing.


    “I really like your lawn ornaments,” I said, trying to liven the mood. “They’re just like the ones I’ve seen in the magazines!”


    “What in the Lord’s name are you talkin’ about?” she asked.


    I pointed to the circular, golden lawn ornaments. “Those big things all over your lawn. They add so much character to your farm.” She burst out laughing. The car swerved. She was shaking with laughter so much that I feared for our lives. “What?” I asked. I had no idea what was so hilarious. Her face was turning bright red and tears were forming in her blue eyes. She reminded me of Violet from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, except Emily was turning into a tomato.


    “Honey,” she said when she had finally calmed down enough to get words out, “those ain’t lawn decorations. That’s our livelihood. They’re hay bales.” She started again. I hoped she would get a stomachache later on. I wondered how it was physically possible to laugh that much and not explode from a lack of oxygen. How was I supposed to know? The only hay bales I’d ever seen were at pumpkin patches, and they were rectangular and itchy. My mom had made me sit on them for the obligatory Halloween picture. These looked nothing
    like those.


    “You’re never going to let this go, are you?” I asked, dreading her answer.


    “Of course not,” she laughed.


    People here were different. Their hands were calloused, and their faces weathered, but they still smiled. People here found satisfaction in hard work and being productive. It was a place where you weren’t judged by the brand of your clothes or what car you drove. You were judged on your character and how hard you could work. It was the first time I really saw the backbone of America. The people in the background nurturing our country. Everyone worked to their fullest capability, including us in the military. We earned every penny we made with sweat and frustration and courage. A pair of YSL heels that I might have bought before seemed excessive now: my entire E-1 paycheck for a pair of heels with less material than any other pair of shoes, yet somehow more expensive. It was pointless. I didn’t have a place to wear them, and American-made is better anyway.


    Seeing the old men in their plaid shirts still opening doors for their “missus.” Seeing trucks covered in mud and people working in the fields, their backs bare and tanned like leather. It humbled me. The person I used to be in LA was no longer someone I would associate with. The military had given me the structure I needed and the platform that would help launch me into being a successful adult. That change came as a slow and steady series of realizations.


    Looking back now, joining the military was one of the best decisions I’ve made. My childhood was more unstable than Britney Spears in the 2000s. My parents were never married and had split up when I was still a toddler. My mom had gone through relationships with people who didn’t deserve her, and my father had struggled to get on a path that could lead to a positive outcome. Money wasn’t a readily available resource. I spent a lot of time in between homes. My mom’s house, my grandpa’s house, other relatives’ houses. I was pretty much on my own. I was loved, but my mom struggled to take care of me. I was always going from one place to another, so the slow-paced, simple life that Whiteman had brought me was a breath of fresh air. I finally had my own routine. And the best part of that routine? Payday. On the 1st and 15th of every month, we’d hop into a buddy’s car and drive down to Kansas City. It was a few hours from base, but with us splitting the gas bill, it was worth the adventure. We were young and wild, seeking excitement. No one watching over us, no real financial responsibilities yet. We were really just kids.


    Myspace had already taken its last dying breath. Facebook was my lifeline to the happenings of the civilian world. It also kept me in contact with Nick. He had already worked his way down most of my friends list, managing to hit up every woman I had met in the military. At first, it didn’t really bother me. I had never really thought of Nick on any sort of romantic level. However, once he ghosted them, I always got an earful. I would then turn around and call Nick, yelling at him to stop hooking up with my friends. He always reacted the same…booming laughter. I was relieved when he settled down and started dating one of my friends from base.


    As fate would have it, Nick was born in Missouri. When he would come home on leave, he would always make the drive up to Whiteman to see us. Facebook had made long-distance relationships a lot easier. I recently had started to date a Marine named Alex who was a military police officer (MP) down at Camp Pendleton. I had met him when I was home for Thanksgiving the year I joined the Air Force. He was incredibly good-looking but not the sharpest tool in the shed. The distance made it hard to keep a steady relationship, though. Not to mention, he had a lot of girls from back home that were constantly trying to blow up his Facebook. I started calling Nick for advice on a regular basis.


    “I’m not overreacting, am I?” I asked him.


    “No, definitely not, but I don’t think you are being fair either,” Nick said. He had a down-to-earth, no-bullshit way of calming me down.


    “I just don’t understand what is so hard about telling them to stop. It’s not like he sees or talks to these girls anymore. At least I hope not.” To be honest, I wasn’t too sure about anything. I had lost faith in him.


    “Is it that hard to say, ‘I have a girlfriend. I don’t think that’s appropriate.’ I say it all the time. Well, you know what I mean.”


    “I don’t know, O’Neil. Everyone’s different. Relationships aren’t the same for everyone. It’s not something with perfectly laid-out rules or guidelines. What might seem like an obvious answer to you could be something he never even thought of.”


    I rolled my eyes. Of course, he was right. Nick had sort of become my relationship Buddha.


    “So, what do I do?”


    “Why don’t you just ask him to say that?”


    “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?” If I had to ask him to do it, to me, that somehow translated into him not actually wanting to do it.


    “You know, us guys are idiots. We can’t always think of the same things women do. That’s why sometimes we need more direction. We need you to tell us. It’s like flying a plane, O’Neil. If you don’t look at your instruments, you don’t really know where you’re going. You are his instruments.” It was a crap cliché, but I liked it. Not that it had helped with Alex at all; he was just a shithead.


    Alex was possessive and flirty at the same time—the worst mix. He was also immature, something that had become harder and harder for me to deal with. I was tired of his one-word text replies and his constant checkups on where I was and who I was with. I was annoyed just by the simple fact that I was even dating him. I was already at my limit that day. I needed to talk to Nick.


    I went to leave a comment on his Facebook profile when a picture caught my eye. Nick had been tagged in a photo with a bunch of guys, not that that was unusual. Of course, like the young and on-the-verge-of-single girl I was, I decided to snoop. I clicked on the profile that had tagged his profile.


    Jake Finley. I looked through all his photos and his tagged photos, like any sane girl would do. He looked like the kind of person who could fold himself around you, like a human fort. He was absolutely shredded, and his smile was surrounded by a halo of stubble. He was definitely what I considered “Hot.” Not at all skinny, like any of the guys from Los Angeles. What I liked most about him, besides his James Bond vibes, is that in every picture I saw, it looked like he was having a blast. Jake seemed like someone who could make the best of any situation. I argued with myself for all of two seconds on whether or not I should add him. My conclusion: “F**k it.” I clicked the “Add Friend” button. Not even twenty-four hours later, I received a message notification.


    Hey.


    You’re Nick’s friend, right?


    It was Jake.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    Twitterpated



    There is only one man in this world I’ve ever had trouble talking to: Jake. From the get-go, he made me nervous as hell. At that time, it was so hard to distinguish what type of nervous it was. The “Oh, God, what am I doing?” nervous, or the “butterflies in my stomach and fireworks” nervous. I don’t sugarcoat anything. If it’s an apple, I’ll be the first one to call it an apple, and yet, for some reason, this man left me so nervous that I couldn’t even gather coherent sentences and left me acting like a complete idiot. Which had never happened before.


    There wasn’t any beating around the bush with Jake. Within twenty-four hours of me adding him, he had done his research. Knowledge is power. He had already heard stories from Nick about Alex and me. In fact, I think it made him even more interested and didn’t stop us from talking
    every night.


    It was Christmas. I was supposed to be meeting up with Alex for dinner. My heart had been wavering. I hated defeat. I didn’t want to give up on Alex. I wanted to use tonight as a chance for a clean slate with him. I felt giddy getting ready. It felt like I hadn’t seen him in ages, which, to be honest, I hadn’t. He was always busy with something, or I didn’t have time. It’s a strange feeling to be surrounded by people yet still feel alone. I’d almost rather be by myself. I put on a sleek black dress and curled my hair into a ponytail. Alex told me he would pick me up at seven. I looked at the clock. 6:15 PM. I still had another forty-five minutes. I tried to keep myself busy, looking through my Facebook newsfeed, touching up my makeup, flipping through magazines, cleaning my room, refolding all my clothes, staring out the window. 7:45 PM. I sent him a message, and then another one, and then I cleaned my room again. 8:30 PM. This time, I called him.


    “Hello?” he answered, as if he wasn’t dying in a car accident like I had thought.


    “Umm, where are you?” I asked. I just couldn’t accept the fact that he wasn’t dying from a meteor hitting his car on the way to pick me up.


    “What do you mean? No need to be nosey. God, O’Neil. What’s your deal?”


    “What’s my deal?” My top had blown off. I was already past the point of no return, and I had used the last of my patience with him weeks ago. “My deal is you, Alex! You promised me today at seven. It’s Christmas, for Christ’s sake! How is it that all you can fill your head with is yourself?”


    “Oh, right. I forgot.”


    I hung up. I was furious. I looked at myself in the mirror. Such a waste. I didn’t want this night to be totally ruined. So, I opened up a chat with Jake.


    Hey.


    Hey. What’s up? Thought you were going on some date?


    Things came up.


    Seriously? Your boyfriend’s a douche. You can do so much better. Why don’t you dump him and find someone who treats you better?
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