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    FOREWORD



    by Richard Grenell, US Ambassador to Germany


    Rob Smith calls himself “America’s Favorite Black, Gay Veteran Republican” as a kind of half-joke to call attention to the idiocy of certain types of identity politics. But Rob is no joke. I first noticed Rob when he decided to come out as a conservative, and was struck by his maturity, and seriousness. I am grateful for Rob’s courage to help shine a light on issues that are important.


    This book is the story of a young man destined to overcome his extraordinary circumstances. Someone focused on turning his life around. And while I know he was nervous about revealing the mistakes of the past, I also know his intention is to be authentic. His story will challenge others to change their circumstances—rather than be bound by them.


    We can all learn valuable lessons from Rob’s story.

  


  
    PREFACE



    This is a work of creative nonfiction. Everything that is described in this memoir actually happened. Though the dialogue may not be exact, it’s characterized based on conversations and situations that happened with real people, most of whom are still alive and serving today. For that reason, I decided to use pseudonyms for the names of everyone but myself. I want to protect the anonymity and dignity of the soldiers that I served with. If they read it, they will know who they are, but the world doesn’t have to. None of us were perfect, but I aimed to do the best job I possibly could at humanizing these very real people.


    There are no heroes or villains in this story, just flawed and imperfect human beings. Real soldiers are not the flawless heroes of military movies, nor are they the bloodthirsty monsters America’s anti-military elements would like to make them out to be. If I set out to do anything in this book, it’s to portray the humanity of our active-duty soldiers. With humanity comes flaws, and as you will see, we were all at times brave and frightened, selfish and selfless, strong and weak. We were all soldiers with our own reasons for signing up for military service, but still meant to give our best in service of this beloved country we call the United States of America.


    In case you haven’t noticed, I’m black and gay. These two immutable characteristics have defined my life in many ways that you will read about in the coming pages. The racism I faced in the military was omnipresent but not devastating. The homophobia I faced was, at the time, enshrined in military law. Being open and honest about my early days as a gay man is not meant to shock, nor is the candid language used throughout the book.


    The memoir portion of this book was originally published in my Obama-era lefty days, but everything about my updated political philosophy that comes afterwards is brand new. After nearly a decade spent trying to get this book off the ground in different ways, I’ve finally succeeded in releasing a complete work in exactly the way I wanted to release it.


    I realize that for a great deal of people who will read this book I may be the only black gay guy who’d write a book they’d feel comfortable enough picking up and reading. That’s a pretty heavy burden to carry, so when I decided to share this work, I wanted to release myself of trying to be “respectable” and just try to tell the truth. So here it is. I hope you enjoy it.


    —Rob Smith

  


  
    PART ONE



    BASIC TRAINING


  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE



    The first time I felt another man’s breath on my skin, our noses nearly touching and our lips close enough to kiss, he was screaming in my face. His breath smelled like an unholy combination of chewing tobacco and curdled milk. We were in an outdoor staging area crowded with 125 other recruits for the US Army’s infantry basic training program in Fort Benning, Georgia. This was decidedly not how I imagined the first real physical closeness I’d share with another man would be.


    “You eyeballin’ me, motherfucker?” he said.


    His eyes were boring directly into mine as I tried desperately not to react to their steely darkness. I thought, I must’ve missed this part in the brochure.


    The ease with which I went from being a merit roll student in my high school to standing in line for infantry basic training not even four months after graduating with one of the top GPAs in the class was almost shocking. Great things were expected from me, the 4.0 honor roll student who would most certainly be going on to some big-time university to become a broadcaster after anchoring the high school newscasts for years. Alas, in a 98 percent black school, where athletics were placed at a higher priority than academics, the guidance counselors didn’t quite know what to do with the fat kid who hadn’t played a sport in his life. My parents didn’t have the money for college, and I just kind of slipped through the cracks. All of the above is how I found myself dialing the number to the Army recruiting office in hopes of doing something and perhaps getting to go to college on the Army’s dime.


    At that point in my life, I was spending most of my days doing absolutely nothing besides eating, living at home with my grandmother, and working part-time waiting tables at Denny’s. I dreaded the particular hell that was Tuesday Family Free Nights. An assortment of baby mamas would come in large groups and shovel free kids’ meals down their demon spawn’s throats, running me ragged and leaving me a one- or two-dollar tip for the privilege. Surely there had to be more to life than this, but if there was, I certainly didn’t know. Maybe it was time to find out.


    Over the phone, the Army people said that it was okay that I didn’t have a car. They eagerly sent a recruiter over to drive me to the station and talk a little about the Army. I closed the phone book and sat at the kitchen table. I was alone, as usual, in the kitchen of the modest two-story house I’d spent the majority of my teen years in. I was nervous about what I was about to do but strangely excited. I didn’t know what I was getting into, but I knew I needed a change. I knew I needed to leave home and go to college, but I didn’t know how to get there. Perhaps this was my time to shine, to be all I could be.


    There was a knock on the door, and I opened it to see an Adonis. At that point something very powerful came over me. The feeling was new, different, exhilarating, and thrilling. This gorgeous man towered over me, offered a sweet smile, and stuck out his hand.


    “You’re Mr. Smith?” he asked.


    “Uh…yeah,” I said, almost forgetting to breathe.


    “I’m Corporal Kevin Garvin. I’m gonna take you to the recruiting station so we can have a little conversation.”


    I had never seen someone so beautiful before, and I was smitten. Tall and lean, he was like a real-life Ken doll. He had blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and perfectly tanned skin. I couldn’t remember having ever met someone so good-looking in real life.


    Though I was only vaguely aware of some hidden sexual tendencies just beneath the surface of my outward teenage awkwardness, I knew that I just wanted to be with him. His hair was golden, and his skin glowed. His camouflage uniform fit just right on his lean, muscular frame. I nodded and followed him into his car, a bright blue Camaro. We didn’t say much during the ride to the recruiting station, but I couldn’t have talked if I’d wanted to. I was nervous, excited, and happy. I felt like I could melt just by being in close proximity to this man. I was vaguely aware of sounds coming out of his mouth as he drove, but I couldn’t place them. I was lost in him.


    The arch of his eyebrow, the curve of his lips, and the way his smile seemed to start in his eyes and spread across his entire face were all things that I noticed and wanted to have forever.


    He was just so different from anyone I’d interacted with before. The west side of Akron, Ohio, was my entire world, and that world was nearly exclusively filled with faces that were black like mine. Corporal Garvin was something fresh and new. He represented the fact that just maybe there was a different world out there beyond what I’d already seen. That thought filled me with equal parts fear and excitement.


    For the next few weeks, Corporal Garvin was mine, giving me more attention than anyone had in ages. We went for lunches and talked about the different military jobs I was qualified for. He seemed very excited about one job in particular.


    “The infantry,” he said over burgers at a local fast food joint one sunny afternoon, “is where the real men go. That’s where they do the real shooting, and camping, and all that shit you see on the commercials.”


    I leaned forward, enthralled by Corporal Garvin, or the prospect of this infantry thing, or some combination of the two. His blue eyes brightened, and his eyebrows rose slightly, as if he knew he was pulling me in, as if he knew exactly how I felt about him. I caught his eye for one brief electric second and looked away, feeling as if I may explode from the direct contact. Infantry, I thought to myself, that’s what I’ll do.


    At this point in time I would’ve done anything he wanted me to do. My mother eyed the paperwork that was necessary for her to sign so that her seventeen-year-old son could give the next four years of his life to the US Army. She studied the paperwork intently. A Newport cigarette, burning its way into oblivion, perched between her fingers. Her smooth, deep brown skin was that of a woman much younger than her forty-three years, but her eyes were those of a woman who’d seen it all and learned painful lessons from it. She absently flicked away the ash from her cigarette and stubbed it out in the silver ashtray that sat on the kitchen table. She would have to go back down to North Carolina with her new husband shortly, but I needed her to sign the paperwork for me. I didn’t need any convincing or advice. My mind was already made up. I wasn’t just gonna be a soldier; I was gonna be infantry.


     


    My mother was a determined woman. She had been largely absent from my life since she’d gotten the courage to leave her abusive husband, my stepfather, five years ago. My biological father reentered my life at this point. Our interactions were strained and awkward, as if his absence from my life between the ages of three and thirteen robbed us of any opportunity of a real relationship. My teenage years were spent largely alone. My mother’s participation in my life extended little beyond the moments in the morning when she prepared for work, and I prepared for school. In the evening when I’d return from school, she’d rush across town to spend the evenings with her new boyfriend.


    Corporal Garvin said that the infantry was the best of the best. They only took the strongest and smartest men, and they did all kinds of fun stuff like camping, marches, and running. It sounded great, just like summer camp. I had never been to camp. It was exciting. I would go to Colorado for my station assignment after the six months of basic training. Colorado had taken up a mythical place in my mind years back while researching an assignment in the high school library. I randomly flipped through a travel book to a six-page photography spread detailing the state’s mountains and vistas. It seemed so green, so exotic, and very different from the dreary surroundings of Ohio. I knew I was going to see this place eventually, but little did I know what I’d be willing to go through in order to get there. My mother looked at me, exasperated.


    “Robert, I don’t know why you don’t just go into the Air Force. You remember Sharon? Her son went into the Air Force, and he says it’s real nice, better than the Army.”


    At this, she cut her eyes brutally at Corporal Garvin. I rolled my eyes. I didn’t want to hear this. Her input wasn’t needed, only her signature. I’d made this decision, and it was final.


    Corporal Garvin had been spending a lot of time with me during the past two weeks. It was the most time that anyone had spent with me in a long time, least of all my mother. She’d rekindled an old flame down in North Carolina and left to move there and marry him right before the start of my senior year of high school. I lived with paternal grandparents, who’d had enough of me by graduation. Not long after, I moved back in with my maternal grandmother to the small house in which we now sat. Her scowls and gruff nature toward me were all the indication I needed of her disapproval of the lack of direction of my barely seventeen-year-old self.


    My mother’s words irritated me. Who did she think she was to try to give me guidance now? I knew I wanted to do this because Corporal Garvin knew I could. I didn’t want to let him down.


    “Mom, this is my decision. I’m seventeen. I’m not in school. I can’t just live here and work at Denny’s forever. I need to do something. I gotta get out of here. You did…. Why can’t I?”


    I looked over at Corporal Garvin, where my glance was met with warm approval. I silently melted.


    “If I do this for a few years, they’ll pay for my college. I want to go to college. It’s not like you went.”


    My mother jerked back almost as if she’d been slapped, and looked over at Corporal Garvin.


    “I want to do this, so can you just sign?” I asked and smiled at her. “Please, Mom?”


    She looked to me and back to him and sighed long and deeply as she took the pen and signed the dramatic swoops of her signature on the seemingly endless paperwork. Just like that, I was in the Army, and two weeks later I would leave for basic training in Fort Benning, Georgia.


     


    The first two minutes of my military experience were a blur. No sooner had I gotten off the bus, retrieved my luggage as directed, and stood in front of it, than I made the mistake of glancing at the drill sergeants out of the side of my eye. They entered the area with their chest-jutting, tough-guy swagger. They seemed somehow larger than life: tall, angry, and terrifying. These big, angry-looking white men were the opposite of the warm and caring Corporal Garvin. They meant business, and first up on the agenda was to scare the living hell out of all of us.


    “Don’t fucking look at me, privates!” the first screamed.


    “Look straight the fuck ahead!”


    My frightened gaze inadvertently met the first drill sergeant’s hardened and steely one. I’d never seen an overweight yet muscular middle-aged man move as lithely as he did. He leaped over the other recruits’ bags and between their shoulders to move between the four rows of recruits and somehow place his face millimeters in front of mine in the blink of an eye.


    I felt every eyeball in the room on me, the lone pepper spot in a sea of bald heads and clean-shaven white faces. I felt weak and exposed. The other recruits were doing their best to focus their attention directly forward and pretend not to notice the scene that was being performed by our new superior for their benefit.


    Why couldn’t it have been somebody else? I thought to myself. Why can’t I ever just blend in?


    In my head I could hear my mother’s voice berating me in the loving yet no-bullshit way that had guided me to a near-relentless pursuit of academic success in high school.


    Just couldn’t look straight forward, huh? Why can’t you ever fucking listen? God, how I wish I had listened when the company commander at the recruiting station back in Ohio taught us how to stand “at ease” with our hands interlaced along the smalls of our backs and told us to look forward no matter what.


    The drill sergeant looked at me, studying me. Although I was trying to maintain my forward gaze, I realized it was bordering on the impossible and decided on a split-second act of defiance. I looked him directly in the eyes, trying desperately to swallow the fear that enveloped me. Maybe this old bastard would respect me for it. Maybe he would think I’m not someone to be fucked with. Maybe I could get his old white ass to think I was some thug from the projects of Detroit instead of a solidly lower middle-class geek from Ohio with a two-parent family background that was like The Cosby Show. Well, maybe The Cosby Show if neither of the kids were Cliff’s, and he was a control freak who beat the shit out of Clair.


    I studied the drill sergeant while trying to maintain my gaze. His face was wide and heavy, as age had obviously crept in and started the inevitable decline in his looks. His face was heavily lined, his chin was weak, and his cheeks sagged. The ridiculous drill sergeant cap, which most closely resembled an upside-down bowl on top of a plate, placed an ominous shadow over his hollow eyes. As I looked into them, using every bit of my resolve to keep his gaze, I sensed a white-hot hatred that simmered below the surface. I engaged him there for what seemed like hours, giving him my brand-new don’t-fuck-with-me look. In my mind I thought of every rap video, every “hood” movie I’d ever seen with a young black guy killing someone, selling drugs, or robbing someone, men I was told by my thuggish cousins I could never be like because I liked books instead of rap music, writing instead of sports.


    The drill sergeant’s eyes twinkled, and a smile spread widely across his lips. Suddenly, I was afraid, and I felt a wave of fear unleash within me. I knew what was coming, which was possibly the worst thing that could come out right now. This had followed me since the sixth grade in Ohio, and it appears that it just hopped the flight down to the South. He looked directly at me with that “you’re fucked” grin for a few moments more, then stepped back to make his pronouncement to the roomful of recruits that I would be spending the next six months with.


    “What are you, a fucking faggot?” he said.


    It was less of a question and more of a pronouncement, made loudly enough so that everyone in the staging area could hear it. “This motherfucker was eyeballin’ me because he’s a fucking faggot! Yeah, that’s what you are, right?”


    I flinched, taking two steps back and nearly falling backwards over the luggage that was stacked neatly behind me. I quickly regained my footing. That would not be a good way to start this process. I had to think quickly, do something that would end this now.


    “No, Drill Sergeant!”


    The words came out of my mouth as unexpectedly as the vomit a few hours after I’d had my first shots of whiskey on my seventeenth birthday the previous summer. His head whipped back around toward me. The other recruits and the officers staged in front of us were barely pretending not to pay attention. This was quickly becoming quite the scene.


    “What the fuck did you say?”


    “No, Drill Sergeant, I’m not a faggot, Drill Sergeant!” I yelled.


    “Then stop eyeballing me like you want to fuck me!” he said, pausing for a moment to look at the name tag stitched to my fatigues mid-sentence. I looked up and noticed that he had moved back into position close to my face. This time, he didn’t yell, and his words sliced through my fun-and-games attitude like a scalpel through flesh. They were quiet, almost a whisper. These words were intended for me and nobody else.


    “You ever eyeball me like that again and I will fucking end you, you motherfucking faggot,” he said.


    I waited for a smile, for some sign of the showy badass performance he had put on for the company for the last five minutes, but there was none there. It was the real him, and he wasn’t a fan of my fake bravado or the little stare-down I had given him earlier. I was confused and looked down, but instinctively looked back up and straight ahead. Through my peripheral vision I could’ve sworn I saw the faintest smile on his face, but there was nothing happy about it. It was grim and fearsome, somehow devious. For the first time since I had come to Fort Benning and the Army on a whim, I was afraid. Whatever he and his cohorts had in store for me and the other 124 recruits over the next six months wasn’t going to be fun. Playtime was over.


    He stood at the head of the group of recruits with his hands on his hips, an oddly feminine gesture that belied the rest of his rugged, hyper-masculine presentation. His eyes scanned over us like spotlights, and he licked his lips.


    “I’m Drill Sergeant August,” he said as he paced back and forth.


    “Beside me is Drill Sergeant Thomas.” He pointed to another man that I hadn’t yet noticed. The other man was tall and thin with sinewy muscle and piercing blue eyes that seemed dead. He stood silently with his arms crossed. His face was heavily lined, the seeming result of years of sun damage. He grimaced, and as his upper lip pulled away from his teeth, I noticed the reflection of light from a gold tooth that seemed to have dulled with time along with his eyes. He had the aura of a coiled snake that was ready to strike at any moment.


    “And we’re here to turn this group of pussies and faggots into infantrymen that will have the highest honor of being the first in line in the United States Army to defend our country when the time comes. Hooah!”


    This last bit caught me off guard. It was a low, guttural sound screamed out loud, almost like a shout. August seemed to catch a bit of our confusion.


    “When I say ‘hooah!’ you say ‘hooah!’ Roger?”


    “Yes, Drill Sergeant!” we all screamed in unison.


    My knees were shaking, and I was a bundle of nerves. Somehow this seemed so…not me. I was suddenly struck by a strong and immediate urge: I wanted to go home, right then and there. I wanted to go home badly, back to my days of late mornings and aimlessness and my nights of serving low-level diner food to the unwashed masses and their seed. I looked wistfully to the hill leading away from the base just soon enough to catch the last of the buses disappearing over it, then was snapped back into reality by the grunting and screaming.


    “Hooah!”


    “Hooah!”


    “Hooah!”


    “Hooah!”


    This went on for about two minutes, a call and response between Drill Sergeant August and us. I half expected us to beat on our chests like King Kong, which would’ve probably been an equally obnoxious display of masculinity.


    “All right, I think we may have some soldiers here!” he yelled satisfactorily, his face relaxed into the look of a man who had just had great sex.


    “Soldiers, gear up!” he shouted. We scrambled to put our bags on our backs and gather up all of our belongings. We marched up the stairs to the rear of us and up into the barracks that we were to call home for the next six months.


     


    The room was large, cavernous, and oddly shapeless, adorned only by seemingly endless rows of twin-sized beds and lockers. The blankets were a shade of green that resembled a fresh pile of steaming baby shit and were folded on top of a boxy twin bed that looked as comfortable as a mattress filled with bricks. We stood in a single-file line and marched down the rows, each soldier stopping at a bed on the way from back to front. I noticed that I was to be the last bed in that long row, right by the bathroom and across from a few of the guys I was standing near during the little incident from earlier. I dropped my bags by the foot of the bed and went immediately back into parade rest stance, my hands folded directly above my lower back. Straight ahead of me I looked at the soldiers who were to be my neighbors, wondering who they were, where they were from, and why they were here. I wondered if they asked themselves the same questions about me.


    They were both Latino, though one was much paler than the other. I’d never really met any Latinos of any hue, so their presence was intriguing to me. The pale one’s name tag read Hernandez, and he scowled at me disapprovingly. Although his head was shaved, the remains were shaped in a widow’s peak that suggested he was already losing his hair, even though he couldn’t have been any more than twenty-three. He pursed his lips, subtly turned his nose up, and fixed his gaze forward, dismissing me. The soldier to his left was named Rogers. He was baby-faced and beautiful, his skin evenly tanned in a color that resembled one of the caramel drop candies I looked forward to as a child. He also studied me for a moment, but his eyes were wide and kind, his expression one of deep curiosity. He rolled his eyes, as if to say “Look at what we’ve gotten ourselves into,” gave a faint half smile, and returned his gaze forward, though not before he gave a subtle and secretive glance over to Hernandez.


    In the corner of my eye, I noticed Drill Sergeant August making his way down the row, his eyes like highly trained daggers looking for their next target. Should they find a soldier standing in the wrong position, a soldier looking around, or even a soldier moving, those dagger eyes would fix on them, and they would be subjected to the special brand of humiliation that August had recently test-driven on me. He opened his mouth to speak, and his voice bellowed out, filling the large room with his presence and instilling even more fear into the recruits.


    “Welcome home, men,” he said. “This is where you’re gonna sleep, shit, and write the letters your girlfriends are gonna be reading in between fucking Jody while you’re here.” “Jody,” of course, being well-known military slang for the types of men who would cozy up to soldiers’ girlfriends at home while they were off on deployments or training. The room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop, which is how we heard the snicker coming from the second row.


    August’s head snapped to his right, and he moved toward a row of recruits that seemed to be tittering.


    “Does somebody think something is fucking funny?” he bellowed. “Am I telling a fucking joke? Am I?”


    “No, Drill Sergeant!” we all yelled in unison.


    “Good! ’Cause if you think Jody fuckin’ your girl while you’re here is a fuckin’ joke, you’re wrong, and I ain’t pickin’ up no dead body if one of you motherfuckers tries to off yourself. That’s why we’ve got fireguard. Every night, two of you will be up every hour on the hour to make sure nobody’s runnin’ out, or tryin’ to kill themselves, or doin’ some shit they’re not supposed to be doin’.”


    I felt a white-hot burst of shame at this last statement, as if August had been reading my mind and knew, somehow, that I was a faggot.


    “So figure it out amongst yourselves, unpack your bags, and change into your PT [physical training] clothes for some running before chow.”


    August left, with Thomas right behind him, strangely wordless, but saying everything he needed to say with the turn of his head in our direction, one piercing and nearly otherworldly blue eye gazing directly at us with a stern look on his heavily pockmarked face. The doors closed, and the two men exited. The soldiers all relaxed. We were alone now.


    I looked down at my bags, then up at the rest of the recruits doing the same. I felt claustrophobic and trapped. A strange sort of disconnect from reality, like what I had gotten myself into, was finally sinking in. This was not about to be the summer camp that I had never gotten a chance to go to. Nor was it about to be some stupid Army commercial or something that passed through like a montage from a Rocky movie. It was going to be long and hard, and I knew already that I was about to feel every second of it. I dumped the gear on my bed and then looked timidly at the shapeless gray sweats with the bold black letters on them that spelled “ARMY.” Up until this point, the most exercise I had gotten was my ill-fated attempt to get “in shape” for the track team before senior year in an awkward attempt to move up a social circle, or really to move into any social circle. After what seemed like endless vomiting following one pathetic sprint around my block, that idea was pretty much derailed. I soon returned to my steady diet of whatever was bad for me, and the weight just kept piling on.


    I heard a voice right behind me. “Hey you, fag.”


    I turned around to see a short and pudgy guy with a haircut that would be considered awful even in a room full of Army-style buzz cuts standing right behind me. I felt a paralyzing tension rise up in my legs. Of course, he was talking to me, but I couldn’t decide whether to respond or blow him off.


    “What?” I asked meekly, the tone in my voice giving this newfound adversary all the ammo he needed.


    “Why don’t you hurry the fuck up and put your shit on? Everyone else is all ready to go, and I’m not about to get in trouble on account of a pussy like you,” he said with the thickest accent I had ever heard. It made me think of the movies I had watched that referenced the Mafia. I wondered if he was from New York or New Jersey. I had only seen those places in the movies, and the people from there looked pretty tough. I was instantly intimidated, even though his short, pudgy stature represented very little in the way of an actual physical threat.


    “Look, I…I didn’t even do anything. Why don’t you leave me alone?” I asked meekly, avoiding eye contact at all costs.


    I looked up quickly, and his beady eyes narrowed into small slits as he moved toward me. “And why the fuck should I? I can already tell you’re gonna be the fucking pussy of the platoon, and—”


    “Look, Boston, why don’t you leave that kid alone?”


    I looked up from the ground and locked eyes with another recruit about four beds down. He shifted his gaze from Boston to me. I watched as his eyes went from stern to paternal in less than three seconds. He was older, maybe about twenty-eight or twenty-nine, broad-shouldered, and firm. He had a quiet dignity that almost seemed regal, and he looked at me calmly through deeply set brown eyes.


    I held the glance for a moment, my frightened eyes locked in the dark pools of his, thanking him wordlessly, then returned to my clothes like this little incident had never happened. Boston muttered something incoherent, then walked off. The recruits had gotten into the habit of calling each other by nicknames back in the staging area, so I figured that his terrible accent was from Boston. It was yet another place I was unfamiliar with, and I wondered if there were as many black people in his hometown as there were white people in mine. There seemed to be a bit of history between them, and I figured that maybe they’d interacted at the staging area before coming over to training. Watson and I exchanged another glance, then put on our clothes and headed down for a little evening PT.


     


    The sky was orange as the sun set on Fort Benning, Georgia. We headed out in a single-file line onto the fitness field and track that was soon to become one of my greatest adversaries over the next six months. The track was made with red clay and surrounded a circle of grass. Forest and woods surrounded the fitness field. August led us out onto the field, his black Army-issued shorts revealing short, stumpy legs with muscular, powerful calves. Looking at him, I was struck by the fact that this man was at some point in time very handsome, before age and the rigors of the Army had taken over. “All right, men, what we’re gonna do now is a fitness assessment. That track is a quarter of a mile long, so eight times around is two miles. I wanna see how fast you can do it and make sure you can finish. We’re gonna do a lot of physical shit during this training, so you’ve gotta be ready. We get up at 0500 hours every fuckin’ morning to exercise, and if you don’t do well then, you’ll be out here at 2000 hours every fuckin’ night running ’til you get better, so have at it,” he said and guided us all into line at the beginning point of the track.


    My breath was short and staggered. I felt as if I was going to hyperventilate. Maybe this would be different than my ill-fated attempt at high school track. Maybe I would be able to do this and hang tough with all of these guys who were in so much better shape than I was. As I gasped for breath just five minutes later and just under two times around the track, I found myself thinking about just how stupid I was to believe any of that crap. The shock of my feet on the ground was foreign. The weight on my chubby body shifted impossibly from side to side. I felt beads of sweat begin on my forehead, just under my nose, and in the folds of the extra body weight along my ample midsection.


    One by one, all the other recruits lapped me, and I could see their faces as I heaved, the sweat dripping from my pudgy frame. The emotions ranged from pity to anger to disgust. I could see their opinions of me forming in their eyes. It looked like I was to be here what I was in high school—a loser, the fat kid. The one who was…different. The slew of lean, muscular legs became a blur, and they seemed to go faster and faster while I seemed to somehow slow down, continually out of breath. I could hear August in the background, yelling.


    “Come on, Smith! What the fuck? You can’t run two fucking miles?” he screamed.


    By the time I’d wheezed into lap four, most of the recruits had already finished, and they grouped up on the sidelines, watching me struggle to continue. I could hear their various comments.


    That fat faggot can’t even run two miles?


    What a fucking piece of shit!


    It was the pack mentality that it seemed like human beings always gravitated toward, whether they were in a high school in Ohio or on a PT track in Fort Benning, Georgia.


    “Run, Forrest, run!” I heard one of them say, then I looked up just as Boston, my pudgy tormentor from earlier, made his way to the front of the group. He had an evil, ratty little smile on his face.


    “No way is he Forrest!” he yelled, reveling in what was obviously a delicious moment for him.


    “That motherfucker is too dark to be Forrest. He looks more like Bubba Gump!” At this, the group exploded into laughter and started to chant.


    “Bub-ba Gump! Bub-ba Gump!”


    I felt the familiar sting of hot tears in my eyes, only this time there was no room to hide in until they either flowed through or subsided, and the tears started to stream down my cheeks. Luckily enough, I was at the other end of the field with my back to my new cheerleaders, and I frantically wiped the tears into my face, mixing them with the seeming rivers of sweat that had already accumulated. Through my tears, I could see a blurry view of the forest beyond the track, and I wondered what it would be like to keep running, to escape this humiliation. As I reapproached the starting point, exhausted nearly to the point of fainting, I noticed Drill Sergeant August standing there with his arms folded and a canteen of water by his feet. He had a look on his face of pure disgust and a deep satisfaction. I knew what a fucking loser you were, and now you proved it, I could imagine him thinking.


    He picked up the water and handed it to me, the expression on his face never changing. I drank the water as if I had run that mile and a half through the deserts of Egypt. I’d never been so thirsty, never wanted—needed—so much the taste and satisfaction that comes from pure water. I gulped the water down as if I hadn’t had anything to drink in months, and when my stomach felt full, I gulped down even more. It came back up so fast I didn’t quite realize what was happening at first.


    Watery ropes of my vomit hit the sand of the track, splashing Drill Sergeant August’s tennis shoes and legs in the process. I could see nothing else, and I could do nothing but feel the fluid being expelled from my body, powerless to keep it from making a mess of August’s shoes. I was terrified. This man could do whatever he wanted to me. He hovered over me, a towering figure cloaked in the dark shadows of the evening, the lights that were perched around the field giving him a yellowish glow. He smiled again, baring his teeth in a primal, animalistic power move.


    He looked from me to the sky above, then stepped back behind the puddle of vomit that lay there between my legs. He smiled again, then kicked sand over it, sending sand and flecks of dirt onto my body and into my face, some of it coming into my mouth and sticking on the corners of it that were still wet with vomit. I just stared at him, eyes widened with fear. He turned around and walked away toward the barracks, and I sat alone on the field cross-legged for a long time, staring at the woods just beyond the barracks and listening to the sounds of nature. I was once again, as I had been at many things in my short seventeen years on the earth, a colossal failure.


    I looked over as the rest of the recruits followed August back into the barracks. The white glow of the fluorescent lights that lit the staging area clashed with the yellow glow of those that lit the track area. I noticed one platoon member walking toward me tentatively. I sat in a daze, staring at my own vomit, but the next thing I knew, a strong white forearm extended toward me. I looked up to see Dallas, and he favored me with a warm half smile that revealed a hint of his crooked front teeth.


    “C’mon, Bubba,” he said.


    “Let’s go get some chow and head up. Lights out in an hour.”


    As he helped me up and we walked away from the pile of vomit on the track, my head swam with questions. Who is this guy? Why is he being so nice to me? Why would he risk associating with the platoon loser? There were so many questions I wanted to ask but didn’t, so many thoughts about what had just happened. What would my platoon members think of me? What did the next six months of basic training have in store?


    What just happened was one of the most humiliating experiences of my life. I felt fat, tired, and useless. I had a deep desire not to quit and a strong feeling that I had to move forward into the unknown under the notion that my vague and undefined future was at stake. As for Dallas, I didn’t know why this guy was here, didn’t know why he was risking his own fledgling reputation to help me, but I was thankful for him. Thankful that for whatever reason he decided maybe the fat faggot who couldn’t run a half mile without puking could use something other than an adversary, that maybe he could use a buddy. I tried valiantly to put the day’s events behind me as I walked back up to the barracks with my new friend in silence. However, I found myself unable to escape the sneaking suspicion that a fresh round of humiliation was just another sunrise away. Hooah.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    BUBBA



    The first night of basic training, I returned to the barracks with the stench of failure flowing from me as strongly as the odor from my sweat-drenched PT uniform. My entire body hurt, and it seemed like every newly found muscle in it screamed from shock and agony. I walked into the drab “home” where I was to spend the next six months of my life and let out a long sigh that I hoped wasn’t too audible. I looked quickly around me and noticed the other soldiers in the platoon in various stages of undress while getting ready for bed.


    The barracks are essentially one big warehouse with rows of beds and footlockers separated only by a pathway in which to get by or be randomly inspected by either one of the drill sergeants. It was lined with small, prison-like windows on the far sides, and I was lucky enough to get placed by one. Each soldier was assigned a bed, footlocker, and full-size locker complete with forest-green covered blankets that had the softness of sandpaper and sheets that seemed to have a negative thread count. The drill sergeants’ offices were in the front of the barracks, thankfully completely opposite from my bed, which was closest to the bathrooms. There was an air of clinical precision to the layout and how they obviously wanted things kept.


    I walked to my bed and sat down, wincing at the new experience of soreness and tightness in my thighs. My shirt felt heavy with sweat, and I wanted it off of me. I tossed it in the corner by my window and looked at it in disgust. I sat there for a moment in a silent world where I tried to piece together what had just happened. Thus far the voices from the other platoon mates had been noise in the background, but one in particular came into very sharp focus.


    “You’re fucking fat,” it said, dripping with disdain.


    I looked to my left to see Hernandez, who had the bunk opposite of mine on the other side of the aisle. He stood up, shirtless. His taut body was cream-colored and lean, and dripped with perspiration from head to toe. His nipples were a dark red and were separated by a bit of definition and the faintest spray of curly chest hair. His lips were pursed in a way that was almost feminine. His beady brown eyes scanned me in judgment. In that instant I could tell that he liked this, liked being the alpha male and disapproving of me. He was in shape and had easily completed the run and was only worthwhile because I was the opposite and had failed miserably.


    I had been the fat kid for quite some time, dating back to one long, hot, boring summer between sixth and seventh grade with my grandparents in North Carolina. There, long days of watching television and movies were punctuated only by bouts with massive amounts of fattening food. By the time I’d come back, the damage was done. Over the years I had become quite accustomed to hearing comments about my food intake and my weight from family and the kids at school. Now, in basic training which I was quickly learning was the singularly most intense job in the Army, it was as if years of pizza, hot dogs, soda, and fried chicken had come back with a vengeance, since the weight that they added to my already stocky frame made me slower than all the rest in my platoon.


    Hernandez stood up at his bunk with his chest out and chin up. He projected authority and strength, but his willingness to use it to berate me struck me as weak. “You hear me?” he asked, leaning toward me. I leaned over, looking down. I felt weak and pathetic, and he knew it. I knew that people like him could only feel good about themselves when they made others feel like shit, but I felt so physically and emotionally raw that he was succeeding. I wanted to yell and scream at him. I wanted to ask him, why me? I wanted to say so many things that I couldn’t because my throat was tight with tears that I was fighting off with everything that I had. I knew if I tried to say anything, the first syllable would be a croaky mess that would open the floodgates of tears and sobs, and I’d decided that I’d had my fill of humiliation for the night.


    I looked over at Hernandez. My eyes were glassy, angry, and terrified. Rogers was close to him, as he seemed to be a lot. He watched the exchange with a hint of sadness in his eyes. He looked at me with pity, and at that moment I hated him for it, possibly even more than I hated Hernandez for initiating this incident in the first place. I turned away and looked down, trying to get my breath back to normal and fight back the tears, which seemed to be held back by the mental dam I’d created. Hernandez smacked his teeth, another oddly feminine gesture, then wrapped a towel around his waist and headed to the showers. Rogers followed not too far behind him. After a few more minutes, I did the same, not speaking a word to anyone for the rest of the night.


     


    The next morning I stood in formation with the rest of the platoon on the field in front of the barracks, which had been the site of my bitter defeat just nine hours before. It was around 5:30 a.m., and the sky was a dark blue with a faint orange hint of the sun that would break through in the next hour. The chill of the mid-October early morning wind whipped bitter tendrils around my exposed legs, which had broken out in pimply gooseflesh along with my bare arms. It was unseasonably cold, and I could see my breath. For the first time I wondered what it would’ve been like to go through this during the summer. Drill Sergeant August walked out with Drill Sergeant Thomas following behind him. I was struck for the first time by the vast difference between the two men in a way that I hadn’t been given the chance to during my initial physical training humiliation.


    Drill Sergeant Thomas was spindly and almost cartoonishly unattractive. He resembled a living scarecrow, his piercing blue eyes so rich and vivid they almost resembled glass eyes, thus completing the illusion. His legs resembled old bamboo sticks poking out of his PT shorts, and the oversized uniform hung off of him like it would a hanger. On the other hand, Drill Sergeant August had errant rolls of fat that seemed to be eagerly awaiting escape from the constraints of the shirt shoved into his shorts. His legs were thick and muscular. The way the fluorescent light hit the grooves in his deeply set eye sockets gave him an almost otherworldly glow that only increased my fear of him. I was happy to be in the third row, but I remembered that it didn’t stop him from getting to me yesterday. I kept my eyes steadfastly focused directly ahead.


    August stepped in front of the platoon and began to pace with his chest out and his hands on his hips.


    “All right, men, this is called PT. It happens every fucking morning at 0600 sharp, and it consists of whatever the fuck I want to do for however long I wanna fuckin’ do it. Now since one of you faggots had such a fucking problem with the run last night, we’re gonna try it again.”


    I could once again feel the eyes and the judgment of the platoon on me, and my heart sank. Couldn’t he just let it go? I thought. He acts like he wants them to hate me.


    August took us through the ritual of cadence that we marched to on the long stretch of road that lay just behind our barracks complex. He walked in the front just to the left of us in his now-signature exaggerated chest-out strut, and Thomas took up the rear. I marched in between Rogers and Hernandez. I felt a strong, sudden need to find Dallas in the crowd. We hadn’t spoken since the night before, but already his presence comforted me. It looked like I wouldn’t be winning any popularity contests here, and he seemed to be the only person willing to be my friend. I finally caught the back of his head and his slightly bow-legged walk, and as if reading my mind, he looked back and gave me a quick little half smile. I felt better but still nervous. My legs screamed with soreness from the night before. I intensely feared I was doomed to repeat my failure in the upcoming run.


    Our cadence was slow and steady. I sensed an ongoing dread as it started to speed up along with our steps.


    “One! Two! Three! Four! Somebody, anybody start a war!”


    We repeated the cadence as we started a light jog. At first, it was almost easy. I felt my body heat up and the soreness going out of my legs while the trees whizzed by on either side of the long road we ran on. I seemed to be keeping up with the bobbing heads that surrounded me while we ran. I tried to breathe as slowly as possible, and everything seemed to be going okay. Then, August decided to turn it up.


    The increase in speed was subtle at first and then increased over the next quarter-mile to become just short of a full-on sprint. I could again feel everything in my body fighting against what I was trying to do. The pain seemed like it came from everywhere at once. My lungs felt constricted, my stomach heavy, and sharp bands of pain shot up from my feet through my calves. It’s happening, I thought. I could feel myself getting weaker and weaker. The next thing I knew I felt the shoulders of my platoon mates bumping against me as I fell further and further behind the crowd.


    I hated myself as I slowed down and fell back. I hated that I wasn’t as lean and strong as they were, and that I was embarrassing myself once again. The group moved farther and farther ahead. I slowed down even more, though I tried desperately to keep moving. Again I’d had enough, and I stopped on the side of the road, coughing and wheezing. I looked to my left and saw the sun rising above the woodland that lay on both sides of the road.


    When I looked up, I saw August jogging back toward me with a look of disgust on his face. This time it was mixed with anger and a dark glee. When I saw him, I picked myself up and moved forward. As weak as I felt physically, there was no way I wanted to repeat last night’s teary hysterics. Still jogging, I moved forward at a snail’s pace, and August slowed down his running to keep pace with mine. It was just him and me out on this road together. The rest of the platoon had moved so far forward I could only see the small gray dots of their uniforms in the distance.


    “You know why you can’t make the runs, Smith. Because you’re fucking weak. I know it, they know it, and I think you know it, too,” he said softly.


    I had nothing to say, choosing instead to focus on controlling my breathing and trying to ignore the throbbing pain on the bottom of my feet that hit me like an electric shock every time I put my foot to the pavement.


    “What the fuck are you even doing here, son? You think I want to be in the field of battle with a weak little pussy like you?”


    His words were brutal, but they were delivered in an even-tempered voice in a calming baritone that I imagined wasn’t unlike that of a psychiatrist. He wasn’t mocking me or teasing me, just stating facts that I obviously needed to know.


    “You know they know it, too, right? Keep fucking up like this and I’ll be the least of your worries, soldier.”


    I tried to keep calm and continued to look forward while I ran. The rest of the company had circled back around now, and they passed me on my left as I tried my hardest to continue on. The sun was up now. I could see their faces register the disgust and the pity that I was now starting to get used to. I tried not to make eye contact with them, instead focusing again on looking straight ahead. I didn’t look for Dallas because I didn’t want to see him. Last night I felt pitiful and sorry for everything that had happened, but this morning was different. I thought back to August’s words and how they made me feel. I couldn’t muster pity for myself, nor could I muster any hatred for August to match the fear I had of him. As I tried to regain control of my short, jagged breaths, I realized that I couldn’t hate August for his words because I knew that they were true.


     


    After that incident and the one before it, my new platoon mates continued to call me “Bubba,” after that dark-skinned, simple, big-lipped character in the movie Forrest Gump. I never could figure out why, since it wasn’t as if they needed an extra signifier for the youngest of only two black people in the entire thirty-person platoon. The name stuck, becoming a not-so-secret shame and the cowbell around my neck for the majority of my basic training experience. On the surface I wanted to believe that the nickname was all in fun, however, something deeper within me told me that there was something else going on with it, something that my mind was far too underdeveloped to understand, like the “grease monkey” chants that were made toward me by my all-white elementary school classmates at the school on the other side of town my mother sent me to. I knew I looked different than everyone else in the platoon but wasn’t truly able to understand what that difference meant.


    I also noticed that the nicknames were only given to a few of the “losers” in the platoon. The two lean and athletic Latinos who bunked across from me were simply Rogers and Hernandez, but I was Bubba in all his supposedly dark, stupid, and simple glory. Bunking to my left was an older man, who at forty-three looked every bit of his age and then some. His body was thin and frail. There was a blankness to his eyes that, when combined with the fact that he was a forty-three-year-old man in basic training, only added to the sense that he may have been a bit slow. He was very quiet and spoke only in short, curt sentences. As the oldest private in the company, he was of course given the only nickname appropriate: Gramps. Gramps gave me the creeps. There was something unsettling and tragic about someone that old being in such a low position on the totem pole. He seemed shifty and ill at ease in most situations. He was also what could only be described as a nervous drooler.


     


    One bitterly cold evening after an ungodly night run that I’d again failed at, we were called into attention in the barracks for a surprise inspection of our beds, bunks, and boots. We stood in the uniform “attention” position with our hands at our sides in our drab gray PT uniforms. We heard the heavy, foreboding thump of August’s combat boots walking slowly and steadily down the two even rows of recruits. The thump of his boots reminded me of the slow, tension-building passing of time on some large, pendulous clock. At that point in time it was the only sound in the world. I struggled to keep my posture and look forward, but I was terrified as I sensed his presence coming toward me. The fear and tension this man could generate in me was palpable. I could almost sense my nerve endings tingling as he approached me. Right in front of me but facing to my left, he did a left face. He was directly in my face, looking me up and down with the faintest of half smiles on his sagging face. I didn’t dare look into his eyes, so I continued looking straight through him, only being reminded to breathe as I heard the breath wheezing in and out of his nostrils. Beside me I sensed Gramps’s nervousness feeding off of my own. It wasn’t long before August sensed it too, like some ancient bloodhound sniffing his prey. He moved on from me and was now directly in front of Gramps. I glanced directly across from me to see Rogers struggling to keep from cracking a smile. Hernandez glared at me.


    From my peripheral vision I watched Gramps next to me and noticed a shiny wet substance making its way from the corner of his lips in a painfully slow slog down the side of his chin. He had a look of panic in his eyes as August moved toward him with a puzzled look on his face.


    “What the fuck, private?” he asked incredulously. “The fuck? You…drooling?”


    Gramps was in full panic mode now. His legs shook as he answered August. His speech was garbled from the drool that had made a home in his mouth.


    “Yes, Drill Sergeant.”


    “Well, wipe your fucking mouth off!” August shouted.


    He seemed to be outraged and surprised at this inappropriate display of oral incontinence.


    Gramps stood straight up, brought his right forearm to his mouth to wipe off the drool and took a large swallow to cover the remainder. August shook his head and looked at him with a curious mix of disgust, contempt, and surprise.


    “The fuck, man?” he growled.


    I tried as best I could to betray no movement or reaction on my face. August’s back was to Rogers and Hernandez, who were at differing levels of entertainment at this little development. Hernandez had cracked a smile, while Rogers shook subtly but unmistakably, his eyebrows arching up and his eyes watering as he tried desperately to hold in the torrent of laughter that was welling up within him. August exited quickly with only a cursory “Lights out in ten.” He was gone as quickly as he had come, leaving everyone within a few feet of the incident to collapse on our beds in hysterics. I laughed partly because it was funny, but mostly because I was relieved that I was, for once, not the butt of the joke. It was the first real laugh I’d had since coming to Fort Benning. It was also the last I’d have for a very long time.


     


    My first few weeks in infantry basic training at Fort Benning, Georgia, were an endless series of failures on various levels. Robert Smith was no more, abandoned during the public humiliation of the very first day of training. I was Bubba, the black fuck-up who stuck out like a sore thumb among the dozens of smart and muscular soldiers in all tasks physical. There wasn’t a platoon run I couldn’t fall out of, a road march I couldn’t fail, or a marksmanship lesson in which I couldn’t put my platoon members in danger. One brutally cold fall day, the platoon was to march two and a half miles to the nearest range to practice our marksmanship skills with the M16 assault rifles we’d been assigned after days and days of practicing assembly and disassembly of them.


    The drill sergeants paced back and forth as we worked with the weapons, but they didn’t institute a strict code of silence as they had in the past. Indeed, the staging area murmured with a sustained but quiet buzz of soldiers chatting, getting to know one another, and helping everyone out.


    “Hey watch it, Bubs, you’re forgetting the spring,” Dallas said to me, taking out a screw that separated the M16 in half and placing it in the aforementioned spring. The spring had rolled over into the section filled with the parts to his weapon. Dallas had become my only true friend in the platoon.


    He was a twenty-six-year-old father from Oklahoma with two children. He had enlisted in the Army as a way to take care of them. When he spoke of his two young girls and his wife at home, he got a distant look in his eyes. I knew that he was far away from Fort Benning with its morning PT and road marches.


    “I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Oklahoma, man, but there ain’t nothing there, and I mean nothing. I know this will help me take care of them. Six months of this bullshit, then it’s off to Fort Sill. They’ll put me and the family up and everything. Shit, man. Can’t beat that,” he said.


    When he said that, I knew that his wife had a good husband, and his kids had a great dad. I figured his paternal instinct was what caused him to take such a protective role with me, and his actions filled me with a strong sense of awe and hero-worship that remained free of any romantic feelings or sexual urges toward him.


    “Bubba, what the fuck are you doing here?” he asked me curiously in his crooked-mouthed, southern-accented way one night after chow before lights out.


    “God knows you can’t run for shit, but…I dunno. You seem smart and shit. Like you should be in college or something, not here.”


    I thought about what he said and back to all of my ill-fated attempts to attend my local university, attempts which were never set up or advocated for by the guidance counselors at my high school or my absentee mother. When I thought about it, I felt a sting of resentment towards them all. The resentment was familiar, but this time it was met with a sense of determination that was new and peculiar.


    “I do want to go to college. I really do. I mean, it’s all I want to do,” I said. I felt a need and longing that seemed to reach depths I hadn’t yet known existed.


    “I think this is how I get there.”


    Dallas and I ate chow together, marched in formation together, and did pretty much everything together. He was my buddy, my confidant, and the closest thing I’d had to a true best friend in seventeen years. All of this, coupled with my complete and utter failure as a soldier, seemed to annoy Boston to no end. In the days following my two initial humiliations, he had been on a campaign around the platoon to ensure that everyone knew it. Boston was an odd character, short and stout and chunky with harsh, crude features that wouldn’t be out of place in Mad magazine.
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