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INTRODUCTION



MY HARDEST TIME




We will all go to hell at some point. Some of us are there now. If you want to survive, learn from the SEALs.














In the mid- to late 2000s, two major wars raged on the far side of the world, one in the craggy mountains and valleys of Afghanistan, and the other on the urban streets of Iraq, in cities like Fallujah, Baghdad, and Ramadi. These wars were fought between the militaries of Western nations against hordes of terrorists and deranged Muslim extremists hell-bent on destroying the world by waging no-holds-barred guerrilla-style combat, using shit-caked IUDs (bombs literally painted with human fecal matter to cause infection after injury), suicide vests wrapped around impressionable teenagers, and human shields made up of women and children. The cowardly zealots used these deplorable tactics not to win battles, but to inflict maximum suffering and devastation on the United States of America and her allies, as we tried desperately to end the suffering of the populations of nations held hostage. U.S. forces, our men and women, took on the lion’s share of the fighting, along with that of the dead and the wounded. Our sons and daughters gave up life and limb, village by village and block by block, in an effort to liberate these nations and bring peace to the land. Every week, accounts of U.S. engagements were reported in the media, along with the butcher’s bill tallying the shocking loss of American lives. Twenty of the most highly trained U.S. Special Forces fighters died in a single day. It was U.S. Special Forces, especially the Navy SEALs, who fought behind enemy lines, experiencing close-quarters engagements at a level not seen since World War II.


Back in the comfort of our homeland, I thought I was going through my own personal hell. My second marriage had ended bitterly and a far more insidious battle with my ex-wife had begun, presumably over custody of our son. Of course, the battle was really about money and revenge. At work, I spent my days in airless courtrooms across the United States stuffed into a monkey suit, downing caffeine to fight off the effects of sleepless nights and hangovers while listening to the clacking of court reporters as I litigated wrongful death cases for deep-pocketed clients, usually in gruesome circumstances.


For example, a van full of intoxicated illegals is hit on a train track and the van’s gas tank explodes, tearing six bodies apart and burning them all at once. I am called in to defend the railroad. I win. Brakes, which allegedly malfunction one morning when a bank executive is on her way to work and is literally lobotomized when she is flung through the windshield of her car and smashes headfirst into a concrete divider. I am called in to defend the automaker. I win. A fire alarm fails to sound in a nursing home and smoke inhalation and flames take lives. I am called in by the private equity fund that owns the nursing home. And I win.


I was the legal mercenary who helped big corporations avoid taking massive losses when their products maimed or killed. Killing was better for my clients. The dead don’t need lifelong medical attention.


With my life being grim at home and gruesome at work, I felt a burning need to bring light into this world, to give back to our valiant troops fighting real wars overseas. After work I offered pro bono legal advice to local military service members. I just wanted—no, I needed—to help others, to do something good for good people and perhaps to find redemption for myself.


Since I lived near the Naval Amphibious Base at Coronado Island, California, the home to West Coast–based Navy SEALs and training ground for all of BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training), I was blessed with the honor of offering help to these finest of warfighters. Mostly I advised on civil matters: property issues, bad loans, and the occasional domestic dispute. Ironically, I excelled at helping my clients shore up their lives while mine crumbled underneath me. And the SEALs needed the help. Sadly, many of our military fall victim to unscrupulous lenders and conmen who often prey on military spouses when service members are overseas.


In the fall of 2009, I went to Coronado to meet an active-duty SEAL in a bar. He needed to talk to a lawyer and had heard I could be trusted. A mutual friend, a former Vietnam-era SEAL, named LZ, wanted to introduce us. LZ was more than a warrior of the old school; he was a stone-cold maniac. He had a taste for cheap whiskey, even cheaper Mexican prostitutes, knives, and dangerous situations, and he absolutely despised anything resembling regular old quiet life. Simply stated, if you chose to drink with this man, you were best off bringing bail money. I met LZ when a neighbor recommended him as a jack-of-all-trades—an honest trade he tried his hand at when he ran out of cash. I’d been warned by my neighbor, “He’s a very good stonemason… when he shows up.”


While sitting at a side table drinking a vodka soda with LZ in a bar that smelled like stale beer and salt air, I saw a man approach our table from behind. Pantera blared from inside the bar out toward the patio where we sat. The man moved light on his feet, silent on stone. Careful to stay out of LZ’s sight, he crept up behind him and slipped him into a headlock, saying, “When you gonna finish my patio? I paid you six damn months ago!” LZ could not get a word out. He turned a dark shade of purplish red as the blood was expertly cut off to his brain, and then he passed out. The man gently laid LZ on the floor, then slid his butt into LZ’s now empty stool, smiling at me.


“Hey bud, you must be the lawyer LZ suggested I meet,” he said, grinning and speaking in an easy Texas drawl. This guy, who had just choked my friend like you might stub out a cigarette, then reached across the table for a handshake and added, “I’m Chris Kyle. How you doin’?”


“Better than LZ, I guess,” I told him. A quiet second passed and we both burst out laughing.


Chris had the energy and temperament of a pit bull—strong, quiet, deeply loyal, and serene, almost gentle—yet he was extremely physically powerful, built of solid compact muscle that was coiled tight and ready to rumble. He was someone you could wrestle with, if you wanted or dared. Yet a look in his somewhat sleepy eyes warned you that if you wanted to fuck with him, you’d better be prepared to fight to the death. Instinct told me that if this man, or those who entrusted him to defend them, were threatened, he was capable of killing with ease.


It wasn’t just his demeanor that communicated this. Chris had already become an underground legend in the SEAL community. He had a reputation as a serious “pipe hitter,” an operator who had seen lots of action and had no problem taking care of business. The most elite warriors whispered about his military record and sniping abilities with reverence and awe. I heard from several reliable sources that Chris had killed more enemy combatants than any sniper in the history of the United States, a record I would later help to officially confirm with the DoD.


After LZ peeled himself off the floor and wove his way unsteadily over to chat up some women hanging out by the dartboard, my conversation with Chris initially focused on his legal trouble. He wanted to know if he had any recourse in a bad business deal—a conman who had swindled the wives of a group of SEALs out of tens of thousands of dollars each. I tried to give him the best advice I knew and offered to help talk to the man and file a lawsuit if it came to that. Chris drifted off, barely interested in the matter.


Reading his body language, I veered the conversation onto horses, hunting, and guns, interests Chris and I shared. Chris had been raised on a Texas ranch and had ridden in rodeos; I had grown up on a remote horse farm in Oregon with a father who had been a World War II pilot. Both of us were experienced and passionate hunters. And we loved guns. “Wanna see something I have in my truck?” Chris asked, and for the first time that night I saw a genuine flash of light in his eyes.


I followed him away from the blaring music and beer smells to the parking lot, where fog from the nearby ocean rolled over the trucks lined up in the lot. Chris hopped up into the back of a Ford F-150, flipped open the lockbox in the back, and pulled out a nickel-plated .45. He removed the magazine, racked the slide, ejected a shell, and handed me the gun. “I carried this with me in Iraq,” he said. “On my hip.” In the dark lockbox I could see what looked like half a dozen weapons, barrels long and short, stocks and handgrips. Looking at these guns, all military grade and kept and cleaned by the man I would soon learn was the world’s deadliest sniper, I knew that these weapons had been used to kill humans. These were the tools of a warrior. He kept them close to his person, always. I took the .45 from him, hefted it in my hand, and sighted it.


“How does it feel?” Chris asked.


“Good and mean,” I said.


“Damn right.” He grinned and motioned for me to hand back the weapon.


I gave him his gun back. “Want to see mine?”


He looked at me doubtfully. “Sure,” he said. “What do you have?”


“Follow me.”


We moved over a couple cars to my car, a dusty Porsche 911 with over 100K miles on it and racing suspension—one of the few things of mine I had managed to keep out of my wife’s plastic glue-on claws in our divorce. I popped open the trunk in the front, looked around, opened a gun case inside, and pulled out my KelTec semi-auto .223, an assault rifle I often took to the range and kept in case things got hairy—which, given our current crisis in the United States, now seems like a good thing to do.


“Shit,” Chris said, looking down at the gun. “What kinda fuckin’ lawyer are you?”


“A well-armed one,” I joked. “You know how many fuckin’ people hate lawyers?”


“Yeah, and I’m one of ’em.” Chris laughed. “But you’re alright.”


Once we had established common interests and values, I believe Chris made a conscious decision to open up and trust me. Over time he began to trust me even more. He trusted my advice, and eventually he would trust me to help him tell the story of his life, an act that would to some degree make him a marked man. Should he have made the decision to chronicle his life and become famous? How many times had those who set themselves on a path to fame only realized later that the “fame” was the reason for their ultimate destruction? Gandhi, Martin Luther King, JFK, RFK, et cetera, et cetera. I could go on, but one gets the point. History teaches us that the greater the fame, the greater the exposure to craziness.


As I attempted to help him and the other SEALs through their business dispute, he told me about his service and his record number of kills, which I believe far outnumber the official tally (due to the DoD’s onerous and unrealistic requirements for official confirmation). He asked me to help confirm this data with the DoD, which I did. Eventually, it became clear to me that Chris’s life should be documented in a book. When I suggested he write one, he balked. He had no interest in drawing attention to himself.


SEALs do not fight and tell. There was an unspoken code and Chris was a private person—humble, not a braggart or self-aggrandizer. But I pressed him, believing not only that his story had historical merit, but that the public needed to understand what our warfighters were experiencing every day in two theaters of combat and at home. He finally gave in with the proviso that I help him write the book. I agreed. I even had a title: American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History.


We worked together for twelve months, often in bars or in the Airstream parked outside my house, tape recorder running. Chris slowly recounted his story: his youth, his stint as a professional cowboy riding in rodeos, his life at war and all that entailed, and his struggles at home. He described these events candidly with an easy, soft West Texas voice that I knew would jump off the page if we could capture it.


The blend of a harrowing war story and a man fighting to keep his life, marriage, and sanity won the hearts and minds of readers. It resulted in an instant crossover megahit, reaching No. 1 on the New York Times Best Seller list in its first week and staying on that list for thirty-seven weeks. Men and women, soldiers and civilians alike—seemingly everyone wanted to read American Sniper. Chris Kyle was the first modern warrior celebrity.


Chris appeared on late-night talk shows, where his incongruous blend of Texas-style soft-spoken humor and humility and his outsized accomplishments made him an instant media darling, a sought-after supernova-sized celebrity war hero. The press and the people adored him. We literally had a cultural juggernaut on our hands, and it changed Chris’s life immeasurably.


A little over a year after the book’s publication, Chris not only possessed his own money, but he was now backed by billionaires. He had retired from the Navy, and for the first time in his life he was free to do anything he wanted—except for one significant thing. He could never live anonymously again.


I learned the impact of this one idle afternoon in February. I lay stretched out in the golden sunlight that was angling over El Capitan mountain and streaming into my living room. I could hear birds chirping in my yard and the scratching of dog paws on my porch, and I could smell the homemade goat milk soap that my girlfriend, Jodi, was making. The phone rang. I leaned over, grabbed my cell off the coffee table. A friend and former SEAL whom Chris had introduced me to was calling.


“Have you heard?” he asked matter-of-factly.


“Heard what?”


“Chris is dead.”


At first I thought maybe the SEAL, who had a dark sense of humor, was joking. “Don’t fuck with me like that,” I said.


The silence that followed told me this was no joke.


“It’s true,” he said.


This did not compute. Chris Kyle had spent nearly ten years in war. He was a young man, healthy and active. For him to suddenly die back in the United States seemed preposterous. “Are you sure?”


“The information came to me directly from the highest levels—from a buddy at ST-6. Level of certainty is at 99 percent—with 100 percent being only if I was standing next to him when it happened, which I was not.” He said, “Nothing is on the internet yet, as they are not certain if it was a terrorist hit, but he was shot and is dead.”


My breathing increased. I rose and started pacing. “Taya, the kids?” I asked.


“Okay, looks like a single shooter, unknown motivation, family not involved.”


“Is someone covering the house till motive is positive?”


“Covered highest levels.” I nodded, phone at my ear. My friend then said, “Let’s talk later—I thought you should know.”


I learned the details of the murder shortly before they became public. Chris and his friend Chad Littlefield were shot and killed on a gun range by a troubled twenty-five-year-old Marine Corps veteran. The boy’s mother had heard of Chris because of the book and media around it and asked Chris if he would try to help her son deal with his PTSD. Chris and Chad had taken the boy to the gun range as therapy.


The question I had to ask myself was clear: Did the fame that resulted from the book I convinced him to write and promote contribute to his death?


Motherfucker. I knew it had. I knew I had convinced him to court death.


Soon I’d have to look Chris’s wife and young kids in the eyes knowing this. My Hell Week had begun.


As the horrible weight of the guilt I felt over Chris’s death pressed down on me, I wanted to die. And I pretty much tried to make this happen by drinking alcohol, first in New York and again in Texas, leading to medical attention in both cases. Medical attention to include treatment by SEAL medics, because SEALs have a tendency to give each other “recovery IVs” after serious rounds of drinking, including B12 IV cocktails. The days did not get better, only worse, spiraling downward toward the day of Chris’s funeral.


On a dark, cold, and wet Texas morning on the Llano Plano, friends and family assembled to put a SEAL to rest. The wind drove the rain horizontal as the motorcade left the high school parking lot of the small Dallas suburb. Another son of Texas lost, to be sent home to his Maker.


The day grew worse before it grew better, as the motorcade left the suburbs of Dallas for Austin. The funeral requiem for Chris Kyle had begun. They had shut down a major interstate freeway for nearly two hundred miles. Tens of thousands of people lined the freeway and stood in frozen salute as the motorcade went by. People wrapped in blankets in the cold driving rain, their children bundled up with them, stood on the edge of the freeway for hours, waiting to pay their respects as the funeral motorcade passed by. Men in wheelchairs displaying U.S. flags. Fire trucks on overpasses at nearly every town en route, with massive U.S. flags spread between their extended ladders. All of this went on for hundreds of miles. To say I was impressed by this outpouring of love from the great state of Texas would not be fair; I was literally blown away, and it was like nothing I had ever witnessed in my life. Actual cell phone footage of this amazing event is shown at the end of the movie American Sniper, which would start production in 2014.


A single word came to mind repeatedly, over and over, on that drive from Dallas to Austin: RESPECT.


The respect would continue as we laid Chris to rest in the Texas State Cemetery, the same graveyard that held most of Texas’s heroes, including Stephen Austin himself. The solemn sound of over a hundred Navy SEALs pounding their tridents into the coffin of their fallen brother will never be forgotten. While we attended the reception held at the governor’s mansion in Austin, Rick Perry’s wife, Anita, may have said it best: “Texas has lost far more than we can replace.” I thought to myself how true that really was, and that America had lost far more than it could replace.


The movie would not materialize until 2014, and Chris would never know (while in this dimension) that it was directed by Clint Eastwood, who was our first choice from day one. Clint would not get involved in the project until long after Chris was gone, but I am confident Chris was happy when he learned of it while on overwatch.


Later that day in Austin, shattered in mind, body, and spirit, and riddled with guilt, I leaned against a polished wooden bar next to Chris’s master chief. We were drinking vodka—straight and hard. News footage of the motorcade played on every TV hanging above the bar. I finally confessed to Chris’s master chief, “I feel responsible for drawing Chris down a path that led to his death.”


“Stop.” He cut me off, intuitively knowing that look on my face. “Scott, I have placed men in positions where a second later they were shot in the head by the enemy and killed instantly. I put them right there.” He took me by the chest and moved me over a foot or two to trade places with me. “I moved them right where I had been standing seconds before. I put them right into the crosshairs of a terrorist’s goddamn scope.” He reached out and tapped my forehead with his finger. “Tap. You are dead.”


I blinked. He went on, “If that act was to stop me or my men, we could not function, individually or as a team. When it is your time, it is your time, brother.” He looked at me dead in the eyes and said, “Every SEAL, from day one of Hell Week, understands this fact: Not all of us are going to make it. Period.”


Those words, harsh as they were, pulled me out of the abyss I had descended into. They taught me a hard but invaluable lesson: We all won’t make it, but life goes on, you need to get over it and carry on to the best of your ability—for your sake and those you care about.


As the COVID-19 pandemic, BLM riots, and civil unrest in our nation seem to be pulling us all into hell, I, like so many others, have been wondering: When will this be over? Will we all make it? If we don’t make it, who will fail, who will die? These questions, of course, are unanswerable—we simply don’t know. We will only know what it takes when we get through it and see what comes out on the other side. Given this, the only thing to do is focus on how to get to the other side—and this is the point of Hell Week.


Hell Week is the U.S. military’s toughest gauntlet, a six-day period in the first phase of BUD/S, the eighteen-month training period that ends with the aspiring candidate becoming an official member of Navy Sea, Air, and Land Teams, more commonly known as SEAL Teams. Hell Week takes place approximately one month after BUD/S starts, and there are differing opinions as to why it is so early in the process. The consensus would generally be that the ultimate test takes place early in the process of making a SEAL because the Navy does not want to spend too much money on the training if the candidate is not going to make it. It is estimated that the training of a SEAL costs the U.S. taxpayer in excess of $1 million per man. Hell Week itself lasts only 144 hours, yet more aspiring SEALs will be washed out during the first three days than during the rest of all the training and selection combined. Ninety percent of those who make it through Hell Week will become SEALs. It is a gauntlet, a crucible, a test of fire. Unlike most things in our society, it has not gotten easier with time and political correctness. In fact, it has arguably gotten more difficult as this country has been at war continuously for twenty years since September 11, 2001. Many men who conduct the training have known nothing but war since they became SEALs. This brings an element of reality to those who attempt to become a member of this elite group of warriors.


The point of gauntlets has arguably been lost in a culture where “everybody gets a trophy.” Yet the significance of a test proving your worth could arguably be no more important than now. From our youth, one of the toughest gauntlets for young men comes to mind: two-a-days, a football tradition meant to impress both fitness and resolve in young men attempting to “make the team.” There is significance in tradition, training, and, possibly of the greatest importance, the concept of actually making that list (the Team) at the end of the gauntlet. While BUD/S training is actually an eighteen-month process to earn your trident (the pin denoting that you have become a SEAL), the most intense pain in the training is front-loaded to weed out as many candidates as possible early on. This is why Hell Week takes place generally in the fifth week of the training process. The majority of the massive amount of money needed to train the candidates through the rest of the SEAL Qualification Training will be for after Hell Week, because approximately 50 to 70 percent of the candidates will no longer be there.


As I write these words, it is January 21, 2021, and our nation is being tested. Most of the country has been in near lockdown since April 2020. Six million Americans have tested positive for COVID-19, more than five hundred thousand have died from it, and countless others are sure to fall ill and die. And the challenges facing our nation from COVID are just a small part of the shit plaguing our nation. The country is divided by party and race, and teeters on the brink of what feels like a second civil war. The riots, and the presidential transition with twenty-five thousand troops in DC, created a reality that would barely be believed if I were writing it in a fiction novel. Life is challenging now. For most of us, 2020 sucked completely, and thus far 2021 appears to be saying “Hold my beer—you ain’t seen nothing yet.”


And yet the cold fact is that some of us will emerge from the year stronger, while some will give up, give in, and rely on the system to save them. Some of us have already gotten stronger. A great many have not. Many have died. Many more have given way and given in to fear and panic.


We are in the midst of a great test as a nation, our most challenging gauntlet, our metaphorical Hell Week. The nation will either learn to live, die, or beat this insidious enemy, but we cannot stop (shut down) our world, because I firmly believe that will end in certain destruction of life as we know it. The threats to our freedom may be as dangerous as the disease itself. It is my sincerest belief that the lessons in this book, the lessons of the U.S. Navy SEALs, can help us emerge on the other side—better, stronger, more united—if we can hang on, like the anonymous SEALs you will read about in the coming pages.


Hell Week is not a pointless week of torture. It is a carefully designed crucible meant to weed out those who are not physically or mentally prepared to be SEALs, to rebuild those humans who are, to make them stronger, and to create unbreakable bonds between those candidates who complete the training. Hell Week teaches those who make it that they are capable of pushing themselves far harder and further than they ever thought possible.


Some of us have wondered about ourselves: Do I have what it takes to become a Navy SEAL—could I make it? This book will give you insight into that. And for those interested in trying out for the SEALs, it will provide a road map and a plan to prepare yourself for this gauntlet. Should you try out for the SEALs, Godspeed. If you make it through Hell Week and the rest of BUD/S, you will emerge as one of the best warriors in the world, a member of an elite class.


Most of us, however, will never go through Navy SEAL Hell Week, nor would we ever willingly experience anything like it. I certainly never have experienced Hell Week, nor would I ever want to. And yet we will all experience a dark and challenging experience that will push us to our limits. We are in one of those periods now. But hell can come in any number of forms—the death of a spouse, friend, parent, or (pray not) child; med school; bullying; the loss of a job; the loss of a home; a cancer diagnosis; and so on. We will all meet hell. The goal of this book is to ensure that we are all better prepared for that idle afternoon when we are blindsided by that which we never expected.


We all can learn from these lessons of the SEALs. Be warned, however, these are not the typical soft and fuzzy pieces of self-help advice we get from most friends and our parents. They are harsh, real-world lessons, often served cold, sandy, and mean. But they work. They have helped me in what had been the hardest time in my life and will help me again in our current gauntlet. I don’t wish pain and suffering on anyone. But as I mentioned at the start of this Introduction, we will all go to hell at some point. Some of us are there now. If you want to survive, learn from the SEALs. May their lessons be your guide.













AUTHOR’S NOTE
















For the record, I am not a SEAL. I am a recovering lawyer and writer. I have never gone through Navy SEAL Hell Week, nor have I experienced combat firsthand. I have, however, known hundreds of SEALs, and worked closely with dozens of those brave soldiers. I count many as close friends and colleagues, and I have tried to listen and learn from them. Uniformly, Hell Week has been described to me by all the SEALs I have known as one of the most formative experiences, if not the most formative experience, in their lives. And while there is uniformity, each SEAL’s experience and the lessons learned vary somewhat. Recollections of this time that have been shared with me are both big and detailed, broad and nuanced. The characters in this book are composites based on the many SEALs and aspiring SEALs I have known and worked with, and the vast majority of the events described in the following pages were described to me, time and time again, by SEALs and aspiring SEALs.


While this book is a work of nonfiction and based on facts, it is not an attempt at journalism or the simple reporting of facts. This book seeks to do something more than simply report; it seeks to present to the reader the closest possible representation of Hell Week that one can experience—to put the reader in the shoes of a SEAL at BUD/S and to let them see, smell, hear, taste, and feel what it is like to go through this crucible.


To best accomplish the goal of putting the reader into the mind and body of a SEAL leading up to and during Hell Week when referencing what a SEAL experiences—to relate that part of the narrative—I have chosen to use the second-person point of view, in which the narrative is told from the reader’s perspective. In this book, “you” are the SEAL candidate. The goal of using this device is that the reader can experience, as closely as I can render, what my interview subjects have seen and experienced.


The descriptions of Hell Week you will read in this book have come directly from those who have attempted to pass the gauntlet. In some rare cases I used references from the existing and vast library of sources (books, documentaries, articles, et cetera) about Hell Week to verify, augment, or lend further insight into the experience of the SEAL candidate. Not all of the details, insights, and descriptions in the book come from SEALs. Some come from friends of SEALs, wives, girlfriends, parents, and several of the most important descriptions come from those who failed Hell Week. In all cases, I have obscured some names, identities, and events to protect my sources.


The stories of the SEALs I have either met or interviewed over the course of twenty years who have passed Hell Week are remarkably similar, but they are not entirely the same. Reflecting the diversity of our population, the backgrounds, ages, and physical and mental attributes of the men in the program vary widely. And while the training protocols in Hell Week are designed to be consistent class after class and from year to year, the training itself does change, and the nuances of each trainer and class affect the overall experience. Some of the SEALs, SEAL trainers, and commanders I interviewed for this book experienced Hell Week over thirty years ago. Some are still training as of this writing.


This book is a montage of experiences and memories taken from a vast selection of SEAL candidates over time. My work has been focused on creating a collective experience, much like a craftsman might assemble a mosaic. Any failure to accurately capture or describe Hell Week in part or in whole is entirely mine.


In my experience, SEALs are some of the most generous, honest, and outstanding individuals a country and culture can hope to produce. While I have worked with hundreds of SEALs, a select few who have helped me along this literary journey deserve mention here: Chris Kyle, with whom I wrote American Sniper; “Iron” Ed Hiner; Chris Sajnog; Ryan Zinke; and especially helpful to me, Ephraim Mattos. I am forever indebted to you for helping me, and readers, see what you have been through—through your eyes. My goal in writing this book is to share with our nation your strength, courage, and tenacity, when we need it most.


—Scott McEwen, January 2021, San Diego, California, USA
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CHAPTER 1





If you want to achieve greatness, you’ll have to go through hell to get it. So ignore everyone, listen to your heart, and embrace the suck.




It’s not easy to see out through the windshield. Your eyes try to focus, looking past the grime, the muck, and the trembling glass as your shitbox Ford Fiesta races down a dirt road toward town. The entire car, glass included, vibrates from the music you are playing as loud as the stereo will go. You’re listening to old-school pump-up music, a band your uncle Nico recommended—Metallica and the song “Enter Sandman.” The car stinks like stale sweat and french fries. Wafting off of some surface in the car, you can smell your girlfriend’s perfume—likely from the passenger seat. She’s sat there enough, talking about your future, laying it all out for you. “You have to come to Tech with me. Only losers don’t go to college. Besides, it’ll be awesome. And it’s not like you’re going to become Rambo or something. What do you want to do, go kill people? Why would anyone care about being in the Army? It’s stupid.”


Good thing she’s not in the seat next to you now. Your memory of her is irritating enough. She doesn’t get it. No one does. But what you know is that what you’re about to do is not about her or anyone else. Lots of people have plans for you. Fuck them.


You swerve onto the highway and speed into town, where you hunt around for the strip mall where you saw the sign a few months back. You’ve been stalking the strip mall parking lot, trying to work up the nerve. You mean what you are about to do. You know one thing for certain—when you walk in you are committing, you are burning boats and bridges and will never turn back. Are you fucking ready?


Fuck yeah. You park a couple spots down from the Navy recruiting office, even though parking is open right in front.


You need a moment. Kill the motor. A cloud of dust wafts off your hood and blows across the lot. Your body, ears, and skin ring from the music. You’re breathing hard, the August sun pounds on the Fiesta, and the temperature inside the car is already rising. It’s 105 degrees, relatively mild for West Texas standards.


You check yourself in the rearview, hair okay, no zits to pop, no cuts from shaving. You came right from two-a-days where you’re a third-string running back, sometimes slotback, and end zone fullback. You’re the guy who rarely gets the ball. You block for the guy who does, and this pisses you off a bit, if you’re honest with yourself. And it pisses you off a lot if you’re really honest.


You’re wearing your cleanest soft-collar shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. A sopping wet T-shirt, a pair of underwear, and shorts balled up in the backseat next to your McDonald’s uniform and old sneakers are just waiting for you to put them on after you do this. Something else catches your eye, poking out from under the uniform—something pink and frilly. You reach back, push aside the polyester pants, catch another whiff of the perfume, and see a pink bra, D-cup, lying on the seat. Your mind flashes back to Sunday after spending the morning at church with her family and then at their house, where you told her dad you were heading to town to meet friends for some ice cream but instead you drove to a friend’s ranch where you knew no would find you. You wince and tuck the bra under the passenger seat to give to her later. Goddamn, she’s hot. Will you ever see or feel a body like that again? You contemplate this and you honestly don’t know. She’s special, and what you have together is special too. Are you ready to risk that? Are you ready to give up going to Texas Tech with her?


Ready or not, there is something burning inside you, maybe anger, maybe yearning to test yourself, or maybe to prove yourself. To whom? To everyone who thinks you’re a little crazy, too short, not strong enough, a dumbass, even though you know you’re just bored. Maybe you need to prove to your girlfriend, who says she loves you, but you know deep down she’s just testing you to see if you’ll do what she wants you to. Fuck that. Maybe you need to prove this to yourself—you have always thought you could do more, be more, be the one. You’re smarter and tougher than anyone knows. You should be the one who gets handed the ball when it counts. And you know if you don’t get up and go inside there and tell someone your plan, you might never do it. You need to commit. Right now. Here we go.


You push the car door open and the hot summer bakes you as you stride toward the recruiting office, tucking in your shirt, chirping the locks on the car behind you. You push open the office door, and the hot air gives way to cool, delicious AC. You wipe the sweat off your forehead, stride across the carpeted floor toward the recruiter seated behind a neat and ordered desk. He wears camouflage, and straightens up as you head his way. “Good day,” he says, rising to his feet, extending an arm across his desk to introduce himself. “My name is Sergeant Harris. Can I help you?”


“Yes. Sir, I want to enlist,” you say, and then for a moment you hesitate, you fumble with the words in your head that really matter, then feel awkward, yet you calm yourself and tell him, “And I want to join the SEALs.”


The recruiter smiles in a knowing way, like he’d just heard a naïve little kid tell him, “I want to be president one day.”


“Excellent,” he says, smile widening, and adds reassuringly, “You look like SEAL material to me.” For Navy recruiters, the SEAL program is the best recruitment tool of all time—it’s the honeypot that lures the suckers in. Tens of thousands of kids show up at some point in their senior year of high school in recruiting offices just like the one you’re in with an idea that they could be a SEAL. But when things get tough, they end up quitting and scrubbing brass or gaining a technical skill in the fleet. You don’t know this at the time, but you sense it. He is holding the carrot to yank another body into the Navy. But he has no faith you’ll make it.


“Please sit down,” he says, motioning to a seat across from his desk. “Let’s talk about what this means. And just so you know,” he slips in, “but hey… if the SEALs don’t work out, there’s lots of great jobs in the Navy. You like computers?” Computers? This guy thinks you’re a typist. You decide this recruiter is just another person you’ll have to prove wrong.


“Sir, I am going to be a SEAL.” You say this with a force and conviction that surprises even you. You watch his eyes as you say this. He believes you a little. He takes a moment and nods.


“Okay,” he says. “Let’s put a plan together.”


Football season ends after the first round of playoffs, when the guy you block for gets stuffed on fourth down in the red zone when he gets spooked and tries to take the ball out wide instead of following you right up the middle. Oh well. Your girlfriend cries. Some of your buddies do too. Your mind has already moved on to training for BUD/S. And yet you haven’t told anyone yet, only the recruiter and God. Your mom doesn’t know, your friends don’t know. Not even your girlfriend knows, especially not your girlfriend.
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