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THE PERISHABLE MUST CLOTHE ITSELF WITH THE IMPERISHABLE, AND THE MORTAL WITH IMMORTALITY

—1 CORINTHIANS 15:58
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BALAD, IRAQ

2003

Major David Allan hugged the dry ground tightly while whistling bullets sliced the moonless night above his head.  Ping, ping, ping came in rapid succession from the AK-47, 7.62 mm rounds clinking off the armored vehicles next to him.  

Turning his Kevlar helmet-covered head slightly to one side, he could make out Captain Moran lying in the darkness next to him. He was motionless—his eyes gazing back at David in a blank stare filled with haunting emptiness. 

Blood drained from Moran’s opened mouth and settled onto the parched farmland like a small puddle. Just outside Base Camp Anaconda, David looked in horror at Moran, who was so full of vigor...only seconds before the shooting erupted.  

Soldiers from Moran’s 4th Infantry Division team had unloaded with furry, returning fire from their mounted M249 automatic guns. David reacted instinctively to the sudden outburst by taking cover. The high-pitch ringing pierced his eardrums. 

Muzzle flashes lit up the blackness. Somewhere down range, the barrage of ammo sought out the source of enemy fire. The AK- 47 assault rifles had come to a sudden halt. The acrid smell of gunpowder permeated the darkness.  

In his twenty-third year as an Army veteran, Major David Allen thought for sure his gung-ho days were behind him. His recent assignment as a contracting officer was not a “kick-in-the-door” type of duty. Rather, as a contingency contracting officer, his responsibility focused on procuring services and supplies from local Iraqi’s to provide the American frontline troops with anything and everything they needed to fight a war. 

Captain Phillip Moran, the Headquarters Company Commander from the 3rd Battalion, 4th Infantry Division, was a frequent customer who zealously looked after his soldiers and their needs.  David and Phil struck up a business partnership and friendship. Both identified closely with the enlisted soldiers since they had served in the enlisted ranks early in their careers. 

David had set his sights on finding and procuring the best protective armor available in the country...an ongoing top priority to provide the soldiers their safe ticket home and in one piece.

“Hey sir, when are you going to come outside the wire with me and my boys so you can see what the real war is like?” CPT Moran had asked him one day at the office. 

“I don’t know, maybe one of these nights, I suppose,” David answered quickly and returned to administering another contract. 

“Aw, come on sir, I won’t let anything happen to you.  I’ll even sign you out an M-16 just in case.” 

With Moran’s persistence, David had finally agreed to join him on a routine perimeter check. It was the night of December 13, 2003.

The shooting and yelling stopped. David heard a distant voice yell, “All’s clear! We got two of ‘em!”

Moran’s driver, a young 21-year-old private first class, came out of nowhere and fell to his knees beside his motionless Captain. “Medic! Medic! Oh God, sir, oh God!”

David reached over and placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “He’s gone,” David said, numbly.  

“No sir! No, he can’t be!” he answered back before sobbing uncontrollably.

Four other soldiers rushed to the scene, the medic dropping hard next to Moran. David knew that any attempt to save Moran’s life was futile. The rest of the others, ever vigilant, continued to scope the landscape with their weapons ready. 

The men were equipped with night observation devices, which were attached to the front of their helmets. The silhouette of each appeared alien-like with an eerie green-glow peaking from protruding black scope.  There was no illumination, as the moon would not rise for a few more hours. 

Since the American GI was fitted with state of the art night vision, he could maneuver across the Iraqi battlefield as if it were day. The platoon sergeant, SFC Rucker walked up to the medic who looked up at him and shook his head slowly.

“Let’s go!  Keep your focus! There may be more!”  

Flipping down his own vision device David watched the slow-moving, crouching squad inch their way forward through the patches of grass and followed. The troops stopped and formed a circle around an area next to a dirt hill. 

David walked towards the group of warriors, flipped his devices up and noticed a small white pick-up truck parked by a clump of date palm trees.  

Sitting in the bed of the truck was a makeshift metal tube mounted on a steel plate.  On the ground next to the rear left tire were two-miniature football shaped pieces of metal with fins attached at the end.  

“Mortar rounds,” David uttered.

“Sir, are you alright?” SFC Rucker asked him.

“Physically, yes,” David answered. “Why?”

“Take a look at this, sir.”

David sauntered over to the two bodies spaced twenty meters or so apart. Walking up to one of the bodies, he stared at the gruesome sight for a brief moment.  Then he continued over to the other one who was at least recognizable.  He remained silent.

One of the Iraqi fighters did not look much older than his late teens or early twenties. It was impossible to distinguish his counterpart’s age.  The first young lad had fallen victim to a few well-placed 5.56 rounds from an M-16.  His partner had been shredded by a burst from the M249 gun.  

The dead Iraqi’s wore dirty tan shirts, black trousers, and beat up sandals on their feet. Their AK-47 assault rifles laid next to them. The young distinguishable chap stared widely and lifelessly into the starry sky with his mouth open as if he was still in the midst of shouting in hopeful desperation, Allah Akbar. A red disheveled scarf lay partially on his head.  This macabre scene was even more gruesome with puddles of blood oozing from the bodies and soaking into the dried mud and sand.  
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DAVID WAS NOT SO MUCH repulsed by the brutal scene, as he was angry. “Senseless,” David mumbled.

“Sir?” SFC Rucker responded.

“Captain Moran’s death! It was a senseless tragedy!”

“Yes sir. This whole...” Rucker began but did not finish. Then facing the soldiers, Rucker barked, “Alright, secure the area and let’s tag ‘em and bag ‘em.” Looking at two soldiers standing next to him he added, “Get the Doc and take care of our Captain.” 

Reaching into his pocket, David pulled out a smooth crystal marble. Holding it toward the light, an emerald-color swirled inside. This little phenomenon it was given to him by a female private in Kuwait. 
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TWO
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It had been three months prior to this fateful night of fire and death when David stood in a long line to use the phone at Camp Wolverine in Kuwait. David had taken a seat on a nearby wooden bench. Soon, he noticed a soldier approach him—a pretty young girl in her twenties with sandy-colored hair escaping beneath her desert boonie cap. 

As she sauntered over and sat next to him, she seemed surprised that he was a Major. “Oh, sorry sir. Was somebody sitting here?” she asked while preparing to make a hasty departure.

“No—no, you’re fine.”

“Thank you sir,” she muttered nervously as she sat down. There was a moment of silence. David could see that she was trying inconspicuously to see the various patches on his uniform. After a few seconds of awkward silence, the girl asked, “Sir, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you ever get use to this?”

“You mean war?”

This girl looks too young and sweet to be mixed up in this mess, David thought. 

“Yes, sir. War.” 

“Umm, no. Nor should you.” David eyed her nametag. “Private Gabriel? Never get used to this...ever.”   

“No sir.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I just arrived last week, sir.”

“Hmm, want to know how I count my days...to make them go by faster?”

“How, sir?”

“I bought a few bags of marbles at Toys-R-Us before leaving home and counted out 365 of them. Then I bagged them up, brought them with me, and placed them all in a jar after arriving here. From the first night I was in the war zone, just before bed, I made it a habit to flick one of the marbles into the night sky. It was to signify a day gone by. Slowly, but surely, the jar is getting emptier, until one day...it will be empty.” 

“That’s pretty cool, sir! How long have you been in country, sir?”

“Five months now. I’m on my way to a new location.”

“Really? Where?”

“Balad. Camp Anaconda.”

“Ooh, I heard about that place. It’s called ‘Mortaritaville’ because of all the mortars that land there.”  

David smirked. “Oh yeah?”

“Sorry sir. I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s alright. No worries.”

There was a moment of silence. “How long have you been in the Army, sir?”

“After this year...twenty-three.”

“Whoa! I’ll be lucky to make it three.”

“You never know. I started out like you, a private enlisted soldier in 1980. Now look at me.”

“You did, really? That’s a long time!”

“It’s been a good journey overall.”

“If you could do it over, would you?”

“Yes, I would. There may be a couple of things I would have changed.”

“Like what, sir?”

“Well, if I had a crystal ball that could forecast events, I would have taken measures to stop the Oklahoma City bombing for one.”

“Yes, that was terrible. I was in the sixth grade when that happened.”

David chuckled. “I was a Captain.”

“I was so young.”

“And now I feel so old.”

They both laughed. “I would definitely have prevented the 9/11 events from happening if I could. We wouldn’t be here today.”

“Hmm, maybe not sir, but one never knows.” The girl smiled and reached into her pocket, pulled out something tiny and held it towards David.  “Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

David let it drop into his hand and saw immediately that it was a unique marble with a shining emerald swirl inside that appeared to be moving. Quickly, he held it up to one of the portable streetlights for a closer inspection. Mesmerized by the immensity of the color David noticed that the inside was actually twirling around like a cloud trying to escape. “This is amazing! Where did you get this?”

“Sir, I’d tell you, but I’d have to shoot you,” she answered laughing.

“Ha, I’m sure.”

The girl smiled. “I need to go now, sir. This one is for you. Please keep it.”

David tried to hand it back. “I couldn’t possibly take this from you.”

She stood to go and without reaching for the marble, started to leave. “Sir, it’s been a pleasure. My first name is Michelle. I need to run. Good luck in Balad,” she called back, leaving the marble in his possession.

The young girl disappeared into the crowd of soldiers while David sat dumbfounded. She never did say where she was from, David thought. And how did she know I was going to Balad?
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THREE
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Approximately six-hundred soldiers began a raid in the small town of Ad Dawr. It began with a typical power outage that kept the whole area in darkness. 

These soldiers, along with elements of the 5th Special Forces, were on the hunt. Their prey? A “High Valued Target” who was hiding at a farm, according to the informant. They swept quickly through a farm compound near the banks of the Tigris River.

The choppers landed and the soldiers dismounted, rushing towards a couple of farmhouses. Bursting into a two-room hut inside a mud-walled area, they found two beds, strewn with clothing and a kitchen containing cans of spam, and boxes of rotting oranges.  

Outside, between two farmhouses surrounded by sheep pens, an old, worn-out rug covered in dirt laid flat on the ground.  One of the soldiers called for backup and after knocking the dirt off the rug slowly pulled it back revealing a thick piece of Styrofoam.  Beneath the Styrofoam appeared to be a small hole. Sounds emitted from the hole.  

“Someone’s in here!” the soldier yelled.  Yanking a grenade off his vest he was about to drop it “down the hatch.” Suddenly, uplifted hands appeared from the hole, one of them holding a pistol.

Kicking the weapon away from the hand, the soldier quickly seized the man beginning to crawl out of the hole and yanked him up from the ground revealing a beleaguered old man with a scraggly gray and white beard. 

“I am Saddam Hussein. I am the President of Iraq.  I want to negotiate,” the man said in English.

***
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TWO WEEKS AFTER DAVID’S mission with Captain Moran ended, it was time to take a break and go home for Christmas Leave. He sat on the splintered bench, legs stretched out in front of him, suede desert boots resting on the loose-gravel ground. The wooden benches formed irregular lines beneath the makeshift tin rooftop, which was held in place by several wooden beams scattered throughout the open waiting area. 

Like all the soldiers around him, male, female, young, old, sergeants, lieutenants, and even a few civilians, he waited...he waited for the flight status, whether or not he would be able to fly out of this God-forsaken country on this particular night and return home to Orlando, Florida in time for Christmas.

Looking at his watch for the hundredth time, David read the digits, 1441. Reaching down to pull a folded greeting card from his carry-on bag, he brushed off the dirt. He read the words over again:

––––––––

[image: ]


My darling girl, when God created you, he had you distinctly in mind; adding a brilliant shade of green to your eyes

A ray of sunlight emitting from your face whenever you parted your lips and displayed your smile and your heart of gold, warmed by embers  He thought of me; how could he not? And waited for the perfect time, three years beyond your birth, deciding to form my soul

A life designed to become the man—the one who would love you with all my heart until the day I die.

HE HAD WRITTEN THOSE words to his wife, Sherry, while deployed in 1991 to Saudi Arabia during Desert Storm. She had placed it in his Bible before he departed for Iraq. 

An Air Force Tech Sergeant walked towards them without a hat. Holding a clipboard in his hand and sporting the latest style of Oakley sunglasses, he yelled, “All right, can I have your attention please? The flight has been delayed due to mechanical upgrades. You can be released from the area but please be back by 1800. We will conduct a manifest roll call at that time.”

There were moans and groans, just like before when the announcement was made earlier in the morning. David grabbed his rucksack, slung it over his shoulder and looked for a way back to the office. Why waste time, he thought, with all of the procurements and business-taking place? The rest of his gear, a large duffle bag, was already secured onto a pallet along with everybody else’s 

––––––––
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GEAR. DAVID COULD HEAR the complaining in the background, which was growing more hostile...and laced with curses.  

***
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FOUR MONTHS EARLIER, Major David Allan was sent to Balad, Iraq from Riyadh, Saudi Arabia as a Contingency Contracting Officer assigned to the Combined Joint Task Force-7 operations, consisting of more than 20,000 coalition forces. 

David knew things would not be the same when he returned home for the holidays, he was sure of that. His dog, “Rusky” died two months after he deployed to the war zone. Still remembering Rusky’s look of bewilderment when he stood on his hind two legs peering out the front window as he was leaving, David shook his head slowly at the memories. 

Only in paradise now, my friend, David thought.

His daughter, Jenny, had just graduated from high school and his son, Robert, was nearing the completion of his third year at the West Point Academy in New York. David pondered these things and could not wait to get back home to the “perfect” vacation to see his family. He could not even define what “perfect” would be, but he just knew that whatever it looked like, it would be perfect!

***
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THE MANIFEST PROCESS ensued again at 1800 hrs. Three hours later, a different Air Force representative appeared and announced, “I’m sorry everyone, but this scheduled flight has been delayed until tomorrow morning.”

The response was the same only the curses grew louder and more colorful. An agitated Army Lieutenant Colonel walked up to the Air Force Sergeant and demanded to speak with his OIC.   “Sir, I know it sucks, but we’ll make sure that you are on your flight first thing in the morning.”

The officer would not budge. “I want to see him now, Sergeant!”

“Okay, sir, follow me, please.” 

David didn’t wait around for the outcome. He went back to his trailer for some “rack time.”

The following day was much like “Groundhog Day,” same processing, same waiting, same delays. Finally, around 2000 hrs. that night, the final manifest was called out and the line of soldiers, marines, airmen, and civilians walked towards the large silhouette of the C-5 Galaxy jet aircraft. 

The C-5 was the largest in the fleet and could carry M-1 Abram tanks in the main body while the troops slept upstairs in a passenger compartment. David remembered the last time he was on one of these as he was headed to Saudi Arabia during Desert Storm twelve years before.

The line moved towards the aircraft and then stopped suddenly, causing some to bump into the ones in front of them. The Lieutenant Colonel was amongst the soldiers. The wait began again and the rumor spreading up and down the line was that the aircraft was experiencing more mechanical difficulty.   

This bit of news caused the colonel to go ballistic. David joined most of those in line and removed his rucksack from his back, plopped it on the tarmac, and leaned against it, his legs stretched out in front of him. Small chatter was exchanged but nothing worth remembering, except for the humorous observation of the Lieutenant Colonel’s animated antics and profound speech. 

David looked into the night sky to catch a glimpse of the sparkling lights overhead. Locating the Big Dipper was always his first choice and then he oriented himself from there by tracing its lead to the North Star. Often, he scanned the expanse to search for a shooting star. There was none on this night. 
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