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Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be. Be one.


—MARCUS AURELIUS


If thou faint in the day of adversity, thy strength is small.


—PROVERBS 24:10

















INTRODUCTION



WORD SPREAD LIKE WILDFIRE through the prison at Fort Leavenworth on that Friday before Memorial Day in May 2019. Several news outlets were reporting that President Trump was considering pardons for unspecified military servicemen who had been labeled war criminals by The New York Times. The reports suggested the pardons would be issued on Memorial Day, four days hence. My name was mentioned as one of the top candidates for a pardon.


I was six years into a 20-year sentence for my role in the deaths of two Taliban insurgents in Afghanistan in 2012 who were posing a deadly threat to the soldiers under my command. Many of the military prisoners in Leavenworth had become strong supporters in my celebrated case as an Army officer betrayed by his superiors. Word that a pardon was at my doorstep set off great celebratory anticipation at the prison and among the thousands who had rallied to my cause.


I had traveled a long road from North Texas to the Army and on to Korea and Iraq and then, as a paratrooper with the 82nd Airborne, into the Taliban-infested regions of southern Afghanistan. My military dress blues were well decorated with medals for my performance, and I took great pride in my rank as a first lieutenant.


But things went terribly wrong for me on a sweltering July day in the Kandahar region, where Taliban insurgents were highly active with their murderous activities against all that represented the United States. On that day, two motorcycle-riding insurgents—both with links to other deadly incidents—charged my platoon and were killed by men under my command, acting on my order.


I was relieved of my command and, after a long delay, charged with two counts of second-degree murder of Afghan “civilians.” At my court-martial, I was convicted and sentenced to 20 years in prison—a sentence later reduced to 19 years. I was 28 years old.


Surrounding the incident in Kandahar, as well as my prosecution and conviction, was a perfect storm of competing political forces. Not the least of these was the top-down notion in the Obama administration that our on-the-ground military forces should be constrained to use “proportional force” in facing our enemies in combat.


Now, to me, such thinking is not only irresponsible but highly dispiriting to the soldiers engaged in warfare on the ground. But that thinking trickled down from the White House and eventually carried the day with many of my superiors. It was this sort of thinking that paved the way to my sitting in prison in 2019 with 13 more years to serve.


A great groundswell of support had developed for my case, thanks to groups like United American Patriots and the Congressional Justice for Warriors Caucus. The only way out of my terrible situation was a pardon from the president, something that would never happen under President Obama. Still, my supporters presented Obama with a petition signed by 124,966 Americans. Obama’s people sniffed and sent it to the Justice Department’s pardon attorney for disposal.


But now, with Donald J. Trump in the White House, there was fresh hope in our hearts as we absorbed the news reports that he was going to act on Memorial Day. My supporters and I were sure the president would not let us down, and that weekend was filled with excitement.


But, alas, it was not to be—at least not yet.















PART I



MY FIRST LIFE


MY FAMILY MOVED A LOT when I was growing up in Texas and Oklahoma. During the years I was in school, the average length of time we stayed in the same place was 11 months. This meant that my brother and I were never able to settle into sports teams or clubs or anything that required a steady commitment. Our father was a successful and sought-after welder, and we moved wherever he could find the best jobs for his skills. My mom took care of finding suitable churches for us wherever we were living.


Because of our nomadic lifestyle, my family had a decided lack of interest in civic affairs. I doubt if my mom or dad could name their congressman or governor. They might have known the president’s name, but they probably did not know the names of their senators. They definitely didn’t know the names of mayors and county commissioners.


We didn’t get involved with that kind of stuff because my family looked at that as rich people’s responsibility. It was the job of people who were better than us to handle all that. Our job was to survive and feed our family. I remember reading about civics in school and thinking to myself, I’m just some poor kid and my concern is making some money to buy the family a loaf of bread. I don’t have the luxury to worry about who is going to be the president.


I didn’t plan on going into the military; I had always wanted to be a state trooper. State troopers were the most respectable people you could run into in my world. Everybody loved them, everybody was scared of them, nobody wanted to get a ticket. Put simply, my family always had the utmost reverence for police officers, back in a time when they all shined their boots or shoes. They had impeccably pressed uniforms and were the most professional people you would ever meet. We didn’t interact with many military service members, but we had cops in our family, and we had a cop in our church, so I was exposed to them. And I liked them.


People are influenced by media more than they like to admit. When I was young, I recall my siblings and me watching a movie where somebody was being held hostage. Dramatic music played as the criminals prepared to kill the guy. Then all of a sudden, police cars swarmed the building and the cops burst through the door to save the hostage at the last second. Everyone in the room cheered. I took a lot of cues from that. The lesson was simple: police protect people. I liked that. At one point during high school, I became a member of the junior police explorers, and I loved it. If I could have become a cop at the age of 16, I would’ve done just that.


We were living in a small town in Oklahoma when, on April 19, 1995, a terrorist blew up the federal building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 innocent men, women, and children. Over 500 others were injured in the blast. I was in fourth grade, and Mrs. Bingham, our teacher, brought in a small television set so we could watch the coverage. We all wept at the horror unfolding before us. It was my first experience in trying to comprehend such profound evil. My great grandmother, watching the news, had a severe stroke. For the rest of her life, she mumbled, “All those babies.”


But that devastating event was only a forerunner of what was to come.


On September 11, 2001, I was almost 17 years old and living in one of the endless suburbs of Dallas. I always needed to earn money and was fortunate that my high school had a work-release program that allowed me to leave in the afternoon in order to get extra work hours. I had three jobs at the time. Monday through Friday, I’d leave school at 1:45 pm and drive to the Farmersville Texaco to clean the station as a maintenance worker. At 2:30 pm, I’d change into a Tom Thumb uniform in the gas station bathroom and drive to the Tom Thumb grocery store in McKinney to work until 11 pm. On Saturdays and Sundays, I worked all-day shifts at Feagin’s Supermarket in Farmersville.


On the morning of September 11, I was stopping to cash a check at Feagin’s. I walked in and saw Kathy, one of the owners, staring at a small television. That was the first sign something was wrong. She had this little tiny black-and-white television set that she kept up in the front office of the store. I knew she hid it up there; she never wanted anybody to see that she was watching TV. That day, though, she had it on the counter and a handful of customers were gathered around it, their faces wet with tears.


“Kathy, what are you doing?” I asked. When I saw that she was crying, I knew something must be terribly wrong. I had known Kathy for a long time. She’s a strong, proud Southern woman. She doesn’t cry easily.


There was hysteria on the television; nobody knew what was going on. The reporters were saying all kinds of dramatic stuff about the United States being under attack and that more attacks were coming. I looked around the store at the grittiest, strongest people I knew, and this had brought them to their knees.


Watching that little TV, clenching my jaw, it suddenly came to me: “I’ve got to do something, but what can a 17-year-old boy do?”


Soon enough, I went to the Army recruiting station in Greenville, Texas, right across from Walmart—a place where you could get a gallon of milk, get your tires changed, and join the Army. The recruiter said that since I had my GED, what I needed were 12 college credits. I told him that I could have that, through a community college, by the end of the year. “Okay, come back on your birthday or at the end of the semester,” he said. It all worked out since I turned 18 that December.


I knew that I had to get my act together in terms of my finances, too. When I was 16, I convinced my mom to co-sign a loan for me, and I got a Ford Ranger. She signed under one condition: I would have to get a manual transmission as my first vehicle. Learn the most difficult first, she believed, and then everything else is easy. My goal was always to pay off the Ranger before I turned 18. But now this goal was even more pressing since I wanted to join the Army without leaving any loose ends behind.


When I started attending a community college in August, my dad offered to pay for my classes, but I told him that I already had the money.


Dad’s offer to pay was unexpected. In my family, there was no expectation that the family would pay for a child’s education. The expectation was that you leave the house when you’re 18 years old, you have your own job, you have your own truck, you have your own independence. You never want to involve someone else in your problems.


My family tree doesn’t include many military veterans. My father’s father served. He died of heart disease before I was born, so I never met him.


I never got the opportunity to talk to my grandfather or to my grandmother. Even if it’s just a story that he joined the Army to get a job, it says something about my family that we retell it. But my family very much loves this country. I’m not sure if they know why they do or why they believe this country is better than other countries, but they are patriots for sure.


I didn’t have much exposure to the military when I was a kid, but it was still the most highly revered institution in all the communities where I lived. Anybody who wore the uniform in those areas of Oklahoma and Texas was going to be treated as royalty. And I noticed.


When I was a little kid, one of my cousins joined the Army. He came home wearing a uniform, the old green camouflage, and he wore it well. He took pride in it. He did a great job representing the uniform. I remember being so proud of him and thinking, I want to be like that someday. I thought it was just so cool.


I’ll say this: now, it’s going to be even more rare for anyone in my family to want to join the military. Several of my nephews and nieces have talked about joining, but our family basically riots. They say, “Oh no, you’re not. Not after what happened to Clint.” But that’s getting ahead of my story.


In December, I moved in with my aunt Jean in Texas and focused on getting all my stuff together and my affairs in order. My mom was looking to move back to Oklahoma. I told her I was staying in Texas with Aunt Jean and Uncle Brian. My mother told me that she understood. I paid off my truck and joined the Army on my 18th birthday.


On April 15, 2003, Aunt Jean and my cousin Jamie took me to a hotel in Dallas. We went to an IMAX movie after we checked in. It was something silly with talking animals. I was so stressed out that I didn’t pay much attention. I was going to start my Army career the next morning.


Aunt Jean went all out and brought all kinds of food back to the hotel. We just sat there and gorged on Burger King and pizza and cried and laughed all night. The next morning at 3 am, Aunt Jean dropped me off at a huge hotel in Dallas. The military had rented the whole conference room area. There were hundreds of us, new recruits joining all branches of the military.


It was all very orderly and controlled by non-commissioned officers (NCOs) from the Army, the Coast Guard, and the other military branches. There was never a question about what was going on. I loved that quality of organization. I really appreciated that, from the very beginning.


There were a bunch of chartered buses at the loading docks, out back with the dumpsters. These buses took us to the Dallas/Fort Worth Airport, where a special part of the terminal was reserved for the military. Everything happened right on cue. There were no hiccups, no questions or confusion about what was happening. I said to myself, I’m going to love this organization.


Wheels up, and we were off to Chicago’s O’Hare, where we then boarded a very small plane that flew us to St. Louis. From there, the drill sergeants collected us and bused us on to Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri. And that’s where the serious basic training began.


2003


I had no idea what to expect as we pulled up to the 43rd Reception Battalion at Fort Leonard Wood. In the Army, every time you change duty stations, the first place you go is to a reception battalion. They process arrivals, acclimate them to their new station, and make sure everything’s squared away.


The buses pulled to a stop and the kids started to pour out. The drill sergeants lined up to establish a gauntlet right outside the doors. There were dozens of sergeants out there, directing people to do all kinds of stuff. The main focus was on getting all the luggage in a perfect line. I thought, Wow, this is cool. Everything’s in order and structured, and I love it.


We saw all this happen through the seat windows, even though we were supposed to be looking straight ahead, as the drill sergeant on our bus demanded.


Finally, it was our turn. A short female drill sergeant leapt on board and started ordering us in high-pitched voice. “All right, privates, this is what you’re going to do,” she demanded. “You’re going to get off. You’re not going to waste anybody’s time. You’re not going to trip and fall. You’re going to watch your feet. Anything you say from this point forward will be ‘Yes, Drill Sergeant’ or ‘No, Drill Sergeant.’”


She gave us these commands quickly. “In the Army, we do things orderly, so you’re not just all going to get up and start moving. You’re going to move out from the front to the back. When we begin, the people in front of you will get up and start moving out, and then you’ll get up. Everybody else will stay seated until it’s their turn.”


Now whenever I’m on an airplane, I always think, I wish these people would just do things like the military so we can get out of here faster. Another thing I still do when I get on an airplane is to put my backpack, if I have one on, on my front. That way I can sit right down in my seat and not get in people’s way and hold up traffic. That’s something that they teach you in the Army: efficiency.


We got off the bus and followed the drill sergeant’s commands: “Don’t look at me. Look straight forward. Get your head up. Don’t look at the ground. Have confidence.” During the process, I realized that what we were being taught was all the stuff that my grandpa had drilled into me: to have self-confidence and to treat every single human being with respect as if he or she was the most important person on earth.


The next couple of weeks in the reception battalion were occupied with assessments and preparation for Basic Training. A physical training (PT) test is done immediately to determine everybody’s fitness level. There are all these raw civilian recruits of all different athletic abilities. Each company has a couple hundred people, and they have to be careful how they separate everyone. If they assign people randomly, you could potentially end up with a company of 200 studs, or you could end up with a company of 200 duds. They have to mix it up to make sure that the duds get brought up to the stud level.


The Army controls everything you eat. Some of the new recruits are fat, so they put them on a nutrition plan, and they lose weight quickly. Some recruits have to stay in the reception battalion a lot longer than others.


In training, I learned that I liked to run. I didn’t know that before because I was never exposed to running. We moved around so much when I was a kid that I couldn’t join any athletic teams. Once we started running in training, I found that I really liked it. You don’t have to be athletic. You just pick an end point and say, “I’m going to get to that point at this speed. Execute.”


It’s like everything else in life; you set a goal and you reach it.


The Marine Corps puts a lot of pressure on its recruits to lift weights and have a lot of upper body strength. The Army, on the other hand, focuses on endurance. This lines up with the services’ different missions. The Marine Corps is designed to come in hard and fast, carrying what they need on their backs because they don’t know when they’re going to get more supplies. The Marines beat down the enemy and then hand the situation over to the Army to stay for a while. Soldiers travel long distances and stay. That’s the way we fight, and we train like that. In the Army, you run and run and run.


I can’t speak for the rest of the services, but in the Army at least, there’s a culture of never accepting your best, of understanding that you can always do better. No matter what you’re doing, you strive to do it more efficiently and faster.


I made some lifelong friends during my first months in the Army. We came from varied backgrounds. Alex Rosa was a Brooklyn native and a serious Mets fan. He was a tall, muscular guy with an Irish and Puerto Rican background. His father was murdered when he was an infant. He had a scar through his right eyebrow that he got when he was a kid. Alex was a personable guy, goofy but also a high-speed soldier. It was easy to like him.


Justin Lyle, from Washington State, was not an overachiever. He was a mediocre soldier, so I did not like that about him. But I did like his intelligence and the fact he has a good heart. And he also seemed very loyal. Over time, he’s proven that loyalty is at the root of his character.


Nancy Yacobucci was just like me. She grew up in a really poor family under terrible circumstances. Yacobucci is a tiny woman, maybe a hundred pounds soaking wet. The drill sergeants gave her a hard time about her size in Basic Training. They forced her to eat double what everybody else ate. I remember her saying at one point, “Drill Sergeant, I can’t eat anymore!” About 15 of them just went for her, screaming, “Don’t tell me you can’t do something! You are in the Army! You can do anything you want! Now get over there and eat that cheesecake!”


It took 17 weeks to finish training at Fort Leonard Wood. These first steps were making us soldiers or, as the Army puts it, instilling “the Army’s Values and Command Philosophy into Soldiers’ everyday life.” Basic Training included work with rifles, hand grenades, and nuclear, chemical, and biological protective gear.


After Basic Training came the Advanced Individual Training (AIT) that would make us military police (MPs). There’s a slew of skills to master, including advanced map reading and qualifying on everything from pistols like the M9 to crew-served weapons like the M2 .50 cal. We learned defensive tactics and techniques, detainee operations, and battlefield forensics.


Toward the end of Basic Training, the drill sergeants came in with a bunch of forms and, as usual, a gruff set of orders. “Fill these out. These are the top three assignments that you want and you’re not guaranteed to get any of them,” they told us. I listed Germany, Korea, and Japan, all important places for the Army. I wanted to see more of the world but knew better than to get my hopes too high. “The chain of command is telling us we have to let you choose, but don’t get a big head,” the drill sergeants would say. “You privates don’t have any control over anything.” As if to prove it, my top choice of Germany soon got denied.


On a Saturday, a week before the end of AIT, a bunch of us walked over to the library on post and logged into our Army Knowledge Online (AKO) accounts. These were our new official email accounts, and getting one set up was part of our training.


There in my AKO account were my orders. I was going to Korea, and I was very excited to see that. Of course, we all immediately began comparing assignments. It’s not like you can change your assignment, but you want to see who’s going with you. At that point, you know that you’re the low man on the totem pole in the Army and you don’t want to go by yourself.


Luckily, I wasn’t going alone. Rosa, Lyle, and Yacobucci were all assigned to Korea as well. We printed off our orders and took them back to our drill sergeants to inform them of our assignments.


My family came to my Basic Training graduation. My family was not accustomed to military graduations. They did not know what was expected of them, but they knew that they were proud to have a soldier in the family, so they put together a convoy of vehicles from Texas and Oklahoma, and they all drove to Missouri to watch me graduate and become a soldier in the World’s Greatest Army. It wasn’t just a momentous achievement for me; it was a milestone for us all—for my family and my entire community. 


I rode home with them back to Texas and then reported to the Dallas/Fort Worth Airport for my first assignment. Of course, the Army gives you plane tickets. They flew me to Seattle, the meeting point to go to Korea.


PINPOINT ORDERS


I knew that I was going to be an MP in the Army and that I would be stationed somewhere in Korea, but I didn’t know exactly where. The Army keeps those details from enlisted soldiers for security reasons until they get in-country.


Once in South Korea, our first stop was the personnel command headquarters where hundreds of other servicemen and women of all different ranks assembled in a huge formation. Officers came out and started yelling everybody’s name and rank. When they yelled my name, I ran up and grabbed my paper from them, the paper containing my “pinpoint orders” telling me where I was headed.


I looked at the orders. I would be heading to Busan, South Korea’s second-biggest city. Soon enough I learned I would have company—my recent acquaintances Justin Lyle, Alex Rosa, and Nancy Yacobucci.


We scouted around for directions for our next move and soon heard NCOs stalking around yelling, “If you’re going to Busan, come over here!” They then put us on small buses that took us to the train station. We saw a handful of people we had been in Basic Training with on the bus, including a woman who later went AWOL and lived in Canada for several years.


The NCOs gave us specific directions, preparing us for the first time we were to be without NCOs since the start of the trip. “Okay, this is what you’re going to do,” one said. “You’re going to go to this platform, get on this train. Do not get off until you get to Busan. When you get to Busan, go to the military liaison that’s in the train station and check in with them. They’ll tell you what to do from there.”


I remember riding on the train with Nancy, Alex, and Justin. We all sat together and had a good time. When I would get up to go to the bathroom, I’d keep hitting my head and everybody would laugh.


We got out at the Busan train station and met the NCO there. Of course, he was being a hard nose. As a handful of brand-new privates, we were easy targets. He called somebody, and next thing I know another sergeant came in and said, “Okay, come with us.”


There was a van waiting. We got in and the sergeant drove us through the heart of downtown Busan. That’s when we got our first good look at Korea. I was overwhelmed by how big the city was and how many people there were everywhere, nothing like rural Oklahoma or the suburban sprawl of North Texas.


Korea, even in 2003, was light-years beyond anything you might see in the United States. It was so technologically advanced and immaculate—like something from Star Trek. There were all these little kids walking around talking on cell phones. The cool thing was that all the kids were wearing uniforms. It was neat, a lot more orderly than the United States. I remember thinking, Wow, on this, the United States is kind of behind the power curve.


When we reached our base, I saw a little post with a brown sign emblazoned with the U.S. Army seal and Camp Hialeah, spelled exactly like the city in Florida.


We arrived late at night, but the sergeants were ready for us. That’s when I met my NCO, Staff Sergeant Scott VanValkenburg, who would soon change the trajectory of my Army career.


“Okay, Lorance,” he said. “You’re coming with me. Yacobucci, you’re going over there; Lyle, over there.” This was the first time our group from Basic got split up. We all went to different platoons, but at least we were all in the same company. We saw each other every day.


That first day, VanValkenburg told me, “You will go to college. You will be a PT stud. You will go to the Soldier of the Month board. You will do correspondence courses.” Of course, he’s telling me this as I’m in the pushup position. That’s just how the Army is.


Early on in their careers, new soldiers are assessed in terms of their commitment to success. Which soldiers care about succeeding, and which don’t care that much and just want to get through with the least effort? I was blessed with great leaders in my first days in the Army. Sergeant First Class Jenna Holman and Staff Sergeant Scott VanValkenburg did not give me a choice: I would be on the fast track. There’s high turnover in Korea because it’s only a year-long tour for most soldiers. I just happened to fall into the right place at the right time: they needed somebody to be their prize fighter, and they made me into that person immediately. 


My superiors didn’t give me a chance to even think about it. I just followed their lead. And it suited me. Everything they were saying made sense to me and fell in line with what I wanted to do with my life. I’ll always have SFC Jenna Holman and SSG VanValkenburg to thank for steering me toward a successful career.


On top of a new post and a new career goal, as well as serving in a new country, there were new people to get used to. My first roommate was mixed-race, but he let me know immediately that he considered himself black. He hails from Chicago and he would let you know that quickly, too.


He was the absolute diametric opposite from what I was used to. It was absolutely a shock. We got into arguments about all kinds of stuff. But he opened my eyes to a lot of stuff, too. I’m glad I met him.


My second roommate was a Korean national, an augmentee to the U.S. Army. Most people aren’t familiar with the Korean Augmentee to the United States Army (KATUSA) program. Because there is compulsory military service in Korea, rich Korean kids are able to serve in American units after they go to college. They live with us, work with us, and do everything except get paid by the United States. It’s a very integrated program, but the augmentees wear a Korean flag on their shoulder instead of an American one.


My Korean roommate barely spoke any English, but we were able to learn from one another. He and all of his friends were always taking me off post somewhere. You would think that Americans would go overseas and say, “Wow, I want to open my eyes so that I’ll see everything. I want to go do something new every day.” But they don’t. They stay on base, go to Pizza Hut, and rent American movies from the PX. They become insular. I was the opposite of that. I would find other like-minded soldiers and we would go off and explore.


Growing up, I’d always worn Wranglers, overalls, and farm and ranch clothes. I now found myself, at the age of 18, in a country with no real drinking age. One night when we were going out to a club, one my friends, a short Mexican-American woman from Arizona named Vivianna Vargas, pointed out the absurdity of what I was wearing. “You’re not wearing that, are you?” she asked incredulously. “Dios mio! We’re going shopping tomorrow.” Four or five of us went out shopping after that, and they helped me buy normal people’s clothes.


At first, being in a strange new country was a culture shock for me. But once my eyes began opening to the rest of the world, I wanted to see everything. I wanted to take it all in, every bit of it.


Some things I saw closer to post blew my mind. I never imagined how permissive or promiscuous people could be. A bunch of 18-year-old kids in a foreign country—you can use your imagination. I never thought respectable, professional people would act in such a questionable way in their personal lives but then put on a uniform and appear to be the most honorable, amazing people.


I think it’s hard for an 18-year-old kid who doesn’t really know who he is to be in a group with so many diverse people. There are plenty of negative influences in the Army. There are bad apples everywhere. But if you’re smart, you seek out the positive influences. You sit down and you talk to them, and you take a little bit from each one to make yourself better. I was taking a little bit of everybody’s approach, and maybe taking a little bit of everybody’s personality, as I was finding my way.


When the year was up, we all had the option to stay in Korea or move on. Staying another year meant that I would be promoted and have the chance to influence young soldiers, just as VanValkenburg influenced me. I decided I would stay. Besides, I liked it in Korea. Lyle and Yacobucci stayed with me, and Nancy and I went on to participate in several marathons at different Army posts around Korea.


Alex Rosa left after a year. He went on to be assigned to the 89th Military Police Brigade in Fort Hood, Texas. Later, he was stationed in Iraq, and in 2007, an improvised explosive device detonated near his vehicle in Muqdadiyah and killed him. He was 22. His wife Melissa, who also was in the military, became a widow after just eight months of marriage. Their daughter, Ellie, was only a month old, the same age Alex was when his father was murdered.


DUTY STATIONS


After my first year in Korea, I was promoted several times and assigned to the traffic accident investigation office. That’s where I met Jennifer Berrios. It was only the two of us and a pair of Korean soldiers in the office.


Berrios was a hardscrabble Puerto Rican kid from Miami who spoke with a really thick accent. She hated wearing dresses. She’d cut off her T-shirt sleeves and wear them on her head. The one conservative thing about her was her faith. She and her whole family were very conservative Catholics.


I quickly saw that Jennifer was the most organized and efficient person that I had encountered in the military, and that’s saying something. All and all, she was simply one of the most squared-away people I had ever met. “You’re the coolest dude I know,” I’d always tell her.


“Shut the fuck up,” she’d always respond. “I’m a girl.”


Our job was to investigate any traffic accidents that happened in our area, on or off base, that involved an American citizen. We had our own patrol vehicle. We’d go out and liaise with the Korean police and write a report on the accident that had to be sent to the Army. The Army would then send it to the American embassy, and from there, it would go to all kinds of places.


Berrios and I were both E-4s at that point, but we had this immense responsibility that affected international relations. Both of us took it very seriously, maybe a little too seriously. Often the two of us would catch ourselves admonishing the Korean police because they had missed a step or had done something wrong.


Berrios and I became close because we worked together every day. We also had a similar interest in exploring Korea. Her ethos about Korea was: “We’re only going to be here once. We’re going to do absolutely everything and see absolutely everything.”


I got a bicycle, and we would ride together for miles and miles all over Busan. Because she was from Miami, Jennifer wasn’t scared of cycling through urban areas at all. I was the opposite. We would be in a major intersection with six lanes on each side and she’d tell me to move into traffic.


“Dude, seriously, we’re going to get run over!” I’d complain.


“Whatever, just follow me. I got this!” And she’d just jump into the traffic, get right in there with the vehicles, and ignore the red lights.


She’d wake me up at 5 am on a damned Saturday with her bike helmet on and a little backpack, already in her adventure clothes. My Korean roommate would be cussing and crying, “Get out of here!”


Berrios always had intricate plans: “We’re going to go on a bike ride, we’re going to go to this mountain range over here, and we’re going to hike up it.”


“What the hell, Jen. It’s five o’clock in the morning.”


“I know. I’ve already been up for an hour.”


During my last couple of months in Korea, I enrolled in the primary leadership development course. It’s required for anyone who gets promoted to sergeant. I trained for about a month away from my actual unit on a little tiny base up in the northern part of Korea. So even before we all left, things were changing for my group of friends from Basic.


It’s a universal truth that applies to everybody in the military: you meet so many awesome people that you only know for a short time, and then you never see them again.


Once you get orders from the Permanent Change of Station (PCS) to transfer out of Korea and go somewhere else, you start the process of clearing. It’s on you to go through all the paperwork and start ticking items off the checklist that you need in order to go to your next duty station. In my case, it was off to Alaska. But not directly.


When I left Korea, I first flew into Dallas and picked up an F-150 that I had bought in Oklahoma during an earlier leave. After a couple of weeks with my family, I went to Georgia for Airborne School and then drove back to Dallas and shipped the truck to Alaska. Jump school lasted three weeks; it was a procedural type of a school and almost boring.


From Georgia, I went to Anchorage to join the rest of the 4-25 Airborne. A familiar face greeted me at the airport: April Law, a battle buddy from Basic. She was working as an MP there, which I always thought was appropriate given her last name.


It’s hard to leave good people behind, but the people who you’ve served with become like brothers and sisters. If you ever see them again, even after a long time, it’s like you haven’t missed a beat. It was like that when Law picked me up from the airport and drove me to the reception unit at Fort Richardson.


The base was not ready for the influx of people brought on by the new unit. They told me, “You’re single, so you need to stay in the barracks room.” I had heard that people were moving off post and abandoning the barracks rooms. I turned in my barracks key and got an apartment off base. It was right outside the Air Force base gate. The apartment was relatively cheap by Alaska standards, but there was a reason. It was in a terrible neighborhood. At times, my neighbors would ask me if I was a cop, and of course I’d say “no.”


“Well, why the hell are you in this neighborhood?”


I told them the truth: “Because it’s cheap.”


Since we set up the 4-25 as a new unit, there just wasn’t enough equipment there for us; it was still being delivered. We didn’t have Humvees, jackets, or anything. A lot of people would stick around the office and say, “I can’t work because I don’t have equipment. They haven’t given it to me yet.”


Screw that, I thought. The Army had a mission for us to do in Iraq, and our commanders allowed us to start training without gear. I bought a Gore-Tex jacket and joined my platoon in training. We would drive our personal vehicles out to the different weapons ranges. (This is usually forbidden, for good reason.)


Alaska was like another planet. You know you’re in a crazy Arctic environment when the first indicator that it’s starting to warm up is when it starts snowing. It was literally too cold for it to snow. We attended classes that taught us what to do if we encountered a bear or moose. Every parking spot on post had a heater to keep engines warm enough to start.


Alaska was primarily a training ground for Iraq. We all knew this. We were mostly training for convoy security. Roadside bombs were a major threat to convoys, but we also learned how to keep convoys from being attacked directly and how to respond if we were hit.


The Army had virtual reality trainers housed inside big semi-truck box trailers. You would walk in and be surrounded by screens. It was like being in a live-action video game. They put you in all these scenarios, and you’d practice how you’d react. One of the trainers was for rollovers. It had an actual Humvee you’d sit in, and you’d learn how to get out while wearing all your gear.


Since I was the only single NCO, I volunteered for training missions. I would be assigned to oversee little elements on these trips. It was great to be in charge and get specialized training, but it was also an opportunity for me to finally see my country.


For example, I took 11 MPs down to Missouri to a course called Search and Destroy. It taught us how to locate explosives and respond to all different types of improvised explosive device (IED) scenarios. We scoured vehicles, houses, buildings, structures, and roads.


One of my buddies in the course had been stationed at Fort Leavenworth and was familiar with the area. “I think you guys have time for a little tour of St. Louis,” he said. We loaded into a Chevrolet Suburban, and he drove us all around St. Louis. The most shocking parts, to me, were the high-crime neighborhoods of East St. Louis.


It was not something I would soon forget. The streets were dark. Streetlights either didn’t exist or had long been broken. Trash burned in the streets in barrels. It was an education to us all. At that point, the only foreign country I had been to was Korea. This trip really exposed me to the divide between different classes in my own country. I thought I’d have to leave the United States to see people living in those conditions.


Later, when I got to Iraq, I saw the same kind of neighborhoods in Baghdad and came to a really sad realization: “This looks just like East St. Louis.”


JUMPING INTO THAILAND


I wasn’t supposed to be the senior guy in charge of soldiers during a trip to Thailand, but it worked out that way. Staff Sergeant Coe had a family emergency and had to bow out, which is not something that the Army usually lets you do, but we had a great platoon sergeant in Mark Powell who really looked out for us. You usually go where you are told. I was the second in charge, and SFC Powell believed in me and made me step up.


I was 21 and in way over my head.


It was to be a weeklong joint training operation with Thai paratroopers. I was responsible for bringing 10 MPs and one medic to Thailand, keeping them out of trouble, and getting them back home again.


We boarded a C-17 in Anchorage and flew straight to Lopburi, Thailand. That’s where we’d step out of the C-17 at an altitude of around 1,000 feet.


Our helmets were a concern when we were jumping into Thailand. Even if it’s strapped on securely, the helmet could fall off your head. It was a terrible design, and thankfully, the military has gotten rid of it. If you lost your helmet, there was nowhere to get another one in Thailand, so they briefed us on the airplane to be careful during the jump.


When we jumped, the parachute of one of my soldiers must have caught on the edge of his helmet and pulled it right off of his head. I didn’t know it until he told me on the ground. “Are you serious? After all that bullshit we had to go through,” I said. “I told you a million times to secure your helmet!”


I had to go up to the sergeant major, a guy I didn’t even know, and right off the bat tell him one of my guys had lost his helmet. We were attached to an infantry battalion, separated from our own organic chain of command, supposedly to keep the infantrymen in line while they were in Thailand. That already made us the bad guys that nobody wanted to talk to. Now, I was the bad guy in the chain of command’s eyes, too.


We were starting off in Thailand on the wrong foot.


I didn’t drink while I was in Thailand because I had to keep such a close eye on all my men, many of whom were acting foolish. They were 18- and 19-year-olds in Thailand. And what do you do in Thailand? You party because you’re away from home there are no rules in Thailand.


Working with the Thai troops came first. They took us out to the jungle to visit different units. They have a thing about snakes. At one point, we sat in a circle and a guy came out with a burlap sack. When he opened it up, a king cobra stood up on its tail like a human being. It looked us in the eyes and the guy kept saying, “Whatever you do, do not run. If you run, it’s going to chase you, and it’s going to catch you. It’s going to kill you.”


I’m pretty good at following instructions, but I was worried about one of my guys who was terrified of snakes. I was worried he would panic and get killed on my watch. By a freaking snake.


Thai troopers are excellent at jungle warfare. We learned all kinds of cool skills. Trees were tapped for fresh water, rice cooked inside bamboo stalks, snakes skinned and eaten. We would cook what we captured in the jungle, and that meant me eating freshly caught jungle rat.


I struggled to keep the guys in line because Thailand is one big frat party. I took a page out of my mom’s book and told them, “I know you’re going to drink, and I know you’re underage. Let’s all stay together. If you do this stuff in front of me, I won’t stop it, but I will make sure you get back to your room at night and don’t go to jail.”


This led to some eye-opening field trips. On one of the last weekends in Thailand, we went to Bangkok.


One of the guys wanted to go to a nightclub there, and I didn’t know what that meant exactly until I got there and witnessed two real human beings on stage having sex in a public show. The world was both bigger and more decadent than I had ever imagined.


Another night, we loaded into a taxi and asked the driver to take us to a good club. He pulled up to what looked like a hotel, and we all got out. Inside, we found a hallway lined with glass windows that opened to small showrooms. There were prostitutes inside each one, standing on couches and lounges in all these provocative positions. It was a menu, and they offered every different type of person you could imagine. Because of their age, a lot of the prostitutes in those rooms would be illegal anywhere else.


Some of the guys wanted to stay out of curiosity; I pulled them out right away. On the next taxi ride, they laughed about some of the things they saw inside. “Human trafficking,” I said. “Yeah, it’s fricking hilarious.”


GET REAL, WE’RE IN IRAQ


In the fall of 2006, I was flying into Baghdad International Airport in an Air Force C-17 when the airplane plunged toward the earth.


When you think about how an airliner lands, you envision it descending gradually. Well, it doesn’t have to. Aircraft were often being shot at from the ground, so the Air Force was doing very steep angled descents into Baghdad to minimize the risk. The faster you land the transport planes, the less time there is to take shots at them.


The Air Force pilots were flying at high altitudes, landing quickly, and then getting back off the ground. They warned us about this, but it was gut-wrenching, and people got sick in their seats. I thought we were falling out of the sky.


When we landed, we immediately knew we were in a combat zone. Before the doors even opened, I heard gunfire and explosions. We arrived at night, and when we left the aircraft, we saw orange patches on the horizon. It wasn’t a natural phenomenon; there were fires burning in different parts of the city.


All right, time to get real, I thought. We’re in Iraq.


We spent a couple of days in Baghdad before we boarded helicopters to the smaller areas where we were to be stationed. We did all of our flying at night, and the bases were all on black-out. You got used to walking in the dark.


We flew south of Baghdad to Forward Operating Base (FOB) Kalsu. Before we landed, they started deploying the flares; we were under fire as we were landing. At a certain time during the flight, they told us to lock and load. The Army is very safety conscious, so you know that when you are ordered to put a magazine into your weapon, it’s got to be pretty serious.


As we landed, the FOB was under attack. If you’re the enemy and you see aircraft coming in, that’s a huge opportunity. As soon as we landed, the crew chief jumped out, pointed to the first person, and then pointed to where that person should run.


Our first couple of minutes at the FOB were spent in a bomb shelter, a type of concrete carport that they had all over Iraq. The whole time during this chaos, I was focused on trying to keep track of the soldiers who were with me.


A master sergeant handed out assignments for housing and a printed-out map. We headed off to our “cans,” shipping containers that we would then modify. There were two beds, one on either end of the shipping container, with windows and a door carved into the walls. That’s how we all lived.


More flights came in behind us, pretty much all night. Every time one would land, we’d receive more rockets and mortars, and we’d scurry back into the bomb shelter bunker. At some point during the night, we were ordered to gather in formation, which is highly frowned upon because big groups attract incoming fire. But we had to make sure everybody was accounted for.


The next day, we immediately went down to the detainment facility to start working. The detainment facility is a place to house prisoners on a short-term basis. There was training to take care of first, since convoy training had been our pre-deployment focus. The Army needed us to conduct detainee operations, and so that’s what we did.


Most of the time, we were with the prisoners. We would take them out to go to the bathroom, to the showers, or to exercise—that sort of prison guard work. We spent most of our time doing shifts at the detention facility or taking people to different appointments, such as medical visits and court dates. We’d move Iraqi nationals to different facilities around Iraq, which usually meant convoys. We took a helicopter only when transporting a high-value individual.


Once or twice a week, there would be a mission outside the wire that I would volunteer for. The married soldiers didn’t volunteer for those, for good reason. At the time, though, I was a young, rambunctious twenty-something, and I wanted to go to combat.


In Iraq, we were overtaxed and undermanned. We worked 14-hour days with no days off. About seven months in, the Army extended our 12-month tour deployment to a 15-month tour. It was an emotional gut punch to the soldiers who were married with kids back home. And then we lost SFC Powell, when he was promoted. Sergeant Powell was a fine and intelligent man who really cared about his soldiers; he was always ready to listen and teach. When we lost him, morale tanked in the platoon.


Not for me, though. I liked being in Iraq because I liked not having to deal with real life and its petty controversies and silly dramas. I was in mission mode all the time. It would have suited me to stay over there for years. Your savings account just keeps growing because of combat pay and you’re not spending your money because the Army takes care of everything you need.


Finally, after eight months, we got reinforcements from Fort Stewart in Georgia. They came in as part of the surge, and extra soldiers arrived to help us out. The work hours decreased but the danger increased. The Iran-backed militias were not happy about the surge, and they wanted to show us their response. They ramped up their rocket and mortar attacks on our bases. For hours on end, we were attacked.


I developed certain sensitivities in Iraq. I learned that rockets and mortars have certain sounds as they fly through the air. When I heard those whistling sounds getting louder, I knew that they were moving closer to me. We sustained a lot of losses in our battalion, but luckily, I didn’t lose any of my friends. Still, it hurt.


One of the lessons I took from my time in Iraq is the awareness that there are some things in the world that the United States can’t fix. I commend our country for going over there, but I found that good intentions and domestic political identity mean nothing to some people in the world. At the end of the day, some people are just going to hate you. It doesn’t matter if I listen to NPR in the mornings or Sean Hannity in the afternoons, if I wear that uniform, they hate me. That’s just because that’s who they are and that’s what they have been led to believe. As a young, idealistic soldier, this was a shock.


OBJECTIVE: COLLEGE


While I was in Iraq, I took college courses over the Internet. I would be sent a CD with all the lectures and videos, and then I would send back my papers and homework. I racked up a fair number of credits that way. But I knew that I still didn’t have enough credits to become a commissioned officer. I would have to finish my four-year degree somewhere.


During the end of my deployment, with around six weeks left, I put in for the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) Green to Gold Active Duty Option. It’s the best-kept secret in the Army. You go to school for two years at a university of your choice, attend ROTC a couple of times a week, and get paid full active duty pay and benefits while you’re doing it. For 21 months, at least.


When I got back from Iraq, during my well-earned leave, I began emailing different universities around Dallas. I wanted to go back home for a couple of years, so my first choice was University of Texas at Arlington. The university that gave me the most credits, however, was the University of North Texas (UNT) in Denton, so UNT it was. It was an exciting opportunity because the school was starting a brand-new ROTC battalion, and I’d be a big part of that.


I settled into an apartment in Denton for under $500 a month, all expenses included. It was recommended by the university, but it was a private apartment complex only for students. I filled out a personality profile, and they matched me with a roommate. It was a four-bedroom apartment, and I roomed with three education majors, two of whom were dating. It was a good situation because my roommates were pretty mature and there weren’t a lot of parties.


They got me out and about more than I would have been on my own. I’m too pragmatic to use my time to be social. I’m not one to hang out with a crowd just to be with people. I need to realize tangible benefits from how I spend my time. I think the Army taught me that.
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