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CHAPTER 1



TOUCHDOWN


BAGRAM AIRFIELD


BAGRAM, AFGHANISTAN


JUNE 2010


When the bulky C-17 Globemaster touched down at Bagram Airfield in Afghanistan and the rear loading ramp dropped down, I was slapped in the face by the summer heat—sticky and in the 90s. Then came the smells, which were a mixture of burning trash, raw sewage, and aviation fuel.


I wrinkled my nose, but that wasn’t going to change the shit-smelling air assaulting my nostrils. None of this caught me by surprise, though. Before I left Fort Bragg in North Carolina, I heard that Kabul city, twenty-five miles to the south and the country’s largest city with 3 million residents, was an open sewer, home to some of the dirtiest air in the world.


Despite the fetid smells and oppressive heat, I felt like a kid at a pizza party on this steamy June day. I had just graduated from the U.S. Army’s Special Forces Qualification Course in Fayetteville, North Carolina, and this was my first time in Afghanistan and my first mission as a Green Beret. I had left the U.S. Air Force for the Army so I would have the chance to take the fight to the enemy up close and in person. My wish was coming true. In my mind, I was a well-oiled machine ready to take on any challenge as part of Special Operations Forces.


When I graduated from Q Course, I entered an elite world as a Special Forces Engineer, which was known as an 18C—or 18 Charlie—in the SF community. Now that I was being deployed to a war zone like Afghanistan, I would have a lot of duties on the team but chief among them would be finding, removing, or detonating the number-one killer of U.S. troops in the War on Terror: Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs), or homemade bombs and mines. While all jobs on my team were extremely important, I was trained to do something that you better not fuck up.


As an Improvised Explosive Device detection expert—and I use the term “expert” loosely—I would be directly responsible for my teammates’ safety while on patrol in combat. If I let my concentration wander or missed one little detail, bad shit happened—meaning that I or any one of my fellow soldiers could lose a limb or be killed. I would have to do my damnedest to ensure that we all returned home alive and with the limbs we deployed with.


After exiting the C-17 ramp and looking to the horizon, I was taken aback by the almost picture-perfect views of the surrounding mountains. I say almost perfect because I would soon find out that beyond the base’s security walls, anyone associated with the Taliban wanted to shoot you or blow you up with IEDs that littered the killing fields.


Carrying my sixty-pound rucksack and dragging a Tuff box full of my gear, I headed out across the concrete tarmac. Beads of sweat dripped out of my pores and drenched my beard. Special Forces soldiers blend in better with the local population if they sported full beards, so Green Berets grew out their facial hair prior to deployment in Afghanistan. I had stopped shaving a month earlier. I’d never had facial hair before, but I was pleasantly surprised that a full brown beard grew in and covered my cheeks and chin.


Each step was a reminder that I was the rookie on my team, the new guy on Alpha Company, 2nd Battalion, 7th Special Forces. My role as an 18C engineer was one of six main jobs on a Special Forces team. The others were: weapons expert, communications expert, medical expert, intelligence expert, and leadership.


My teammates had done previous tours in Afghanistan, so the brotherhood they’d formed and the bonding they’d done was something that I hadn’t been part of. I was aware that I was an outsider trying to fit in with a bunch of battle-hardened Green Berets since I hadn’t proven myself in combat with them. Finding my place wouldn’t be quick or easy.


I didn’t have to wait long to get out into the field. From Bagram, we made a few brief stops on our way to southern Afghanistan until we reached our home for the next six to nine months of our tour—Forward Operating Base (FOB) Tycz.


FOB Tycz was a large, comfortable base with the requisite security walls. The Dutch had a fire base adjacent to ours, which meant we were not alone, and the Dutch soldiers turned out to be good neighbors. The base was located in Uruzgan Province, so we were right in the thick of the fight. Like most places in Afghanistan, we were surrounded by towering mountains that gave way to dry desert in the valley below, where FOB Tycz was. We were a short drive away from the Helmand River, which was a lifeline for farming and producing huge marijuana plants, another cash crop.


FOB Tycz had what every Green Beret knows is as important as water on a hot day—a good-size gym. We didn’t have to have anything fancy, but there were appearances to keep up, and no one likes a flabby Green Beret. Staying buff was the first of three rules that were taught to me while going through training. The three rules were:




1. Always look cool.


2. Don’t fuck up.


3. If you fuck up, look cool doing it.




We didn’t spend much time at the FOB. Instead, we pushed out to a location along the Helmand River just across the provincial border of Uruzgan and Helmand provinces. This position was pivotal to keeping the pressure on Taliban fighters operating along the Helmand River, which ran north-to-south through the Chutu Valley. Our U.S. outpost was the best location for cultivating the Taliban’s drug crops.


Constant pressure was the name of the game in the fight against the Taliban. The pressure not only came in the form of U.S Special Forces troops on the ground but a relatively new strategy to the War on Terror: Village Stability Operations, or VSO.


Up to this point, the Taliban had control of the farmlands and rural villages where they could freely bring the fight to us. VSO missions would be an attempt to disrupt the Taliban’s freedom of movement around the countryside and deny them safe haven, which was where Special Forces fit in perfectly.


Winning “hearts and minds” was a Special Forces soldier’s bread and butter. We trained for it and, for the most part, we believed in this mission.
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When summer was coming to a close, my team, along with other detachments from our company, was tasked with entering the Chutu Valley from different locations and clearing out the Taliban to a central point, which would send the bastards running for the mountains. Working against us, however, was the fact that this was not a covert mission. Everyone up and down the valley knew we would be coming, which gave the Taliban ample time to place IEDs and prepare for us.


Finally, it was time to push into the valley. We were ready to take the fight to the enemy and not just hold ground.


One of the major concerns, besides IEDs and small arms fire from Taliban fighters, was the Helmand River. Our compound was located on the western side of the river, and the villages we planned to clear were on the eastern side.


As the 18C engineer, it fell on my shoulders to figure out a way to move men, weapons, and equipment across the headwaters of Afghanistan’s longest river—which began in the Hindu Kush mountains—to where we were staging our mission.


In the bottom of the valley, the fast-flowing Helmand was probably twenty meters wide. To ford the river, I had at my disposal a Zodiac inflatable rubber raft, protective pieces of large Styrofoam blocks, and lots of lumber.


I figured I could MacGyver something up. I constructed a ramp and a platform system that would ride on top of the raft and used the Styrofoam to prevent the lumber from puncturing the rubber fabric. The platform atop the raft was designed to safely transport our gear, ATVs, and personnel during multiple trips across the river. The current was swift, and any mistake could lead to drowning or being swept away and landing in the hands of the Taliban farther downriver.


When the word was given, we set out for the Helmand River late in the afternoon of September 11, 2010—an auspicious date, for sure. I was crazy nervous because if I failed, it would be all on the new guy. The plan was to cross the river with the ATV and equipment first, then return for the next load.


When we arrived at the Helmand, it was the moment of truth—time to find out if I knew what I was doing. We loaded the first Zodiac and pushed out into the Helmand, which was fairly wide and deep. If I fell in, at least the water was warm in the summer. There was a cable across the river that we used to pull the raft across.


So far, so good, I thought. Let’s keep going.


More than halfway to the other side, there was no turning back. We safely arrived with the first load. My amphibious contraption had worked: no ATVs or equipment ended up at the bottom of the river. I was excited with my success.


In all, we made three crossings without incident, and then we moved north about five hundred meters and staged there, waiting to kick off the operation.


Missions of this caliber with many moving parts were best left for the cover of darkness. Pushing out at night was the small advantage we had over the enemy, especially because they knew we were coming—just not the exact day or time.


The Taliban were not fond of fighting at night; darkness favored us due to our superior equipment and advanced technology. The disadvantage of moving at night was that finding IEDs would be very difficult. As good as our night vision goggles (NVGs) were, they had little to no depth perception.


It was easy to get disoriented if you were forced to run, sprint, or quickly move to cover, or really do anything besides making slow, controlled movements forward, while using NVGs. Fortunately for us, the advantages outweighed the disadvantages because having the ability to see even a little in pitch-black darkness made you better off than your enemy. One motto we believed in was: If they can’t see you, they can’t kill you.


The moon was bright as we waited in the staging area. I lay on the riverbank waiting for Ben, our detachment commander, to give us the word to move out.


Hours passed. As a slight sliver of morning light spread over the valley, we checked our gear one last time. There was still plenty of darkness, so NVGs were necessary, but the sun would soon rise, and no one wanted to travel over open ground in broad daylight. We had a good distance to clear before we got to our first village, and time was running out.


Finally, Ben made the call: “Let’s move out, guys.”


We slowly trudged our way toward the village of Sar Tutu in the distance. Sar Tutu was made up of several mud-hut compounds, and my group was tasked with clearing one of the sections.


Keeping strict noise and light discipline, we scanned the hillsides and the riverbank for any movement. I kept my thumb on my weapon’s safety selector, ready to switch it on to engage and kill the enemy.


Taking fire from the Taliban was a risk we all knew was possible, but the more likely scenario was experiencing a catastrophic IED explosion resulting in loss of limbs and broken bodies. All the team members were fully aware that one wrong step could change their lives forever. My job was to make sure that did not happen.


These insidious bombs could be hidden anywhere: buried in the ground, hung in trees, stashed in cooking pots, inside the carcasses of dead animals, within car trunks, or under clothing with the infamous strap-on suicide vests.


While they might have been built with fertilizer and discarded spare parts and looked like a junior high school shop class project, I never underestimated the lethality of these homemade bombs. All it took was a handful of high explosives, a few inches of copper wire, and a battery. Detonation could be triggered by compression, the weight of a soldier or a vehicle passing over the explosive charge; remote control with cell phones; or an electrical circuit from a distance. The Taliban were limited only by their imagination, which was limitless when it came to killing Americans.
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The morning light took up more than half the sky, sending beautiful fluorescent colors shooting across the horizon. Even in a war zone, Mother Nature could flaunt her beauty and put on an amazing show. After moving for just over an hour, we were on the southern outskirts of the first village, and one thing was for sure: You could smell an Afghan village long before you saw it.


The odor was a combination of rotting animal carcasses and trash, mixed with the smell of wood fires used for cooking the day’s meals. The smell that dominated, however, was the overwhelming stench of human shit. Given the lack of westernized sewage treatment facilities in the rural countryside, villagers usually used an abandoned room in their compound or squatted and did their business right outside the compound wall in kind of a shit trench. When the temperature rose, the feces atomized, and the noxious germs floated freely through the air, punishing my nose with each breath I took. At times the smell was so bad I could taste it on my tongue.


Moving up, we intercepted a radio transmission from the Taliban indicating that they knew we were on the move and could see us. At first, the news made my heart race. My palms got sweaty as my eyes darted around, looking for anything slightly abnormal.


I felt like I was starting to see things that really weren’t there. Were my eyes playing tricks on me? Or my ears? It seemed like I was hearing all sorts of things when we stopped to get our bearings.


The guys called this hypervigilance and told me that when danger was imminent, your senses rose up several notches to high-alert status. Fueling this hypersensitivity was an overwhelming desire to stay alive.


Taking a brief moment to assess my situation, I realized there was zero chance the Taliban were unaware of who was stomping around in their backyard. Of course they knew we had arrived, but the hair-raising question was, where were they watching us from? The ridgeline? Were they hiding near the river, ready to put a burst of bullets into our chests as we walked by? Were they inside the village, hiding somewhere in the compounds? In other words, since they knew we were on their turf, what were they going to do about it?


The village was deserted when we entered. This was not unexpected. It was no secret that we were in the valley, so the villagers had wisely deserted their homes—probably days before this assault. Whether the Taliban were hiding and waiting to spring an ambush was anyone’s guess. One thing every SF guy knew was that when you enter a village and it’s deserted, you better figure that you’re in for a big fight or a village full of IEDs. In our minds, IEDs were a coward’s way of fighting, but no one could deny that they were extremely effective.


We had to clear each compound or home, so we advanced slowly and deliberately, looking for anything suspicious or out of the ordinary that could conceal an IED. We were professional soldiers. Details mattered. A slight discoloration in the dirt, a suspicious pile of rocks, an abandoned water pail, a tree that had been tagged with a marker, a disturbance in a mud wall, or a lone person walking quickly and directly toward us—everything mattered. But we didn’t see any people or anything questionable, even though I assumed that every doorway and window had a pair of eyes looking at me and my buddies.


After we hit our first planned stopping point, the team broke up into smaller elements to cover a bigger area in and around the village, including a World War I–like trench that ran adjacent to the Helmand River, one of the Taliban’s favorite positions to fight us from. Each small element was made up of two or three Green Berets and a handful of Afghan fighters assisting us in clearing the village. My element consisted of myself; our team sergeant, Lance; and six Afghans—one of whom was Nick, our interpreter. Nick wasn’t the man’s real name, but everyone who supported our team was given an easy-to-remember nickname for ease of communication.


Our job, alongside the Afghans, was to clear the first set of compounds running parallel to the river. Once these compounds were clear, we would move on to the next set.


As I approached within fifteen meters of the first compound, I watched for everything and anything—from movement in the compounds to variations in the terrain to where I was stepping next. I stopped and turned around to check on Lance, who was behind me and several Afghans. He gave me a nod, meaning I could keep moving with the Afghans and check out the first compound.


I motioned to Nick to come closer.


“Tell your guys to move up and clear the compound,” I said. “Keep your fucking eyes open.” We both knew what that meant: Sweep the courtyard while watching every nook and cranny for a rifle barrel waiting to open fire.


Nick turned and relayed my direction to the handful of Afghan soldiers. Instead of moving, they stood there like statues. As precious seconds passed by, it became clear to me that they were not going to move.


What the fuck, I thought. Do they not understand what I need them to do? Are they too scared to go?


I whispered to Nick, “What’s the problem?”


“It’s too dangerous,” Nick replied.


No shit. Of course it was dangerous. This was what war was all about.


I knew they were scared; I was, too. I figured they wanted the Americans to go first because they felt we had better weapons and knew we were better fighters. I kept my cool and refrained from losing my temper, but I was pissed.


This is your damn country, so fight for it.


I wanted to holler at them like a college football coach to get moving, but we needed to be as quiet as possible, and I really wondered what good it would do. Yelling at them would not make them rush into the first compound with their AK-47s ready to kill anything that moved. What I’d noticed was that Afghan men were stubborn as mules, especially the Afghan soldiers. Once they made up their minds that they weren’t going in, they weren’t going in.


I turned around to have a word with Lance when out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nick moving toward the front of the compound about fifteen meters from me, where a wooden door into our first mud hut was slightly ajar.


What’s he doing? And why is he walking into an uncleared part of the compound without Afghan soldiers leading the way? He was my damn interpreter, not a fighter.


I knew better than to yell out to stop him since that could have invited a firefight. Even though the Taliban knew we were on the move, tactically it was best to assume the enemy did not know where we were and to remain relatively undetected for as long as possible in case Taliban fighters were inside the compound and waiting to spring a nasty surprise.


Lance grabbed me by the arm. “Get Nick away from that door!”


This wasn’t the time or place for an Afghan Rambo. Even though fifteen meters wasn’t a lot of ground to cover, each step was a gamble in a Taliban-controlled area.


I carefully but quickly moved up to Nick and grabbed his arm.


“Nick, don’t move. Bro, we need to move back to Lance’s position and regroup. This is uncleared ground.”


Nick looked at me.


“We’re going to back away… slowly,” I continued. “I want you to place your feet over my boot prints and slowly move with me back to Lance. If you stay in my steps, you’ll be okay.”


Nick didn’t want to retreat. “We can still get our guys inside the compound,” he said.


“No, the time is not right,” I reiterated. “We need to get reorganized.”


The firmness in my voice told Nick that I meant business. He started to move back from the compound, and I retreated slowly as well, making sure I had my M-4 ready to rock in case someone in the compound moved around the corner and opened fire on us. My eyes were sweeping the compound as well as looking where I placed my feet. I took one slow step after another when—


—BOOM!















CHAPTER 2



BACK TO THE BEGINNING


FALL RIVER MILLS, CALIFORNIA


SPRING 1978


I grew up in the unincorporated California town of Fall River Mills, nestled between the Sierra Nevada and Cascade mountain ranges in rugged Shasta County. If you know where Redding is in Northern California, Fall River Mills is seventy miles to the northeast. It’s a dinky town in the middle of nowhere, and even back then, there were pot farms tucked in out-of-the-way places. The population when I was born in 1978 was a little over 375 people, but could have been more with the boom-or-bust logging industry.


The population dropped by three when I was three or four years old. My father, Larry, my sister Wendy (older by two years), and I moved down the Sacramento Valley to Redding in search of a better and more stable life.


Life pretty much sucked because my mother, who’d delivered my sister and me into this world, was hooked on drugs and alcohol. I guess everyone has their demons, and hers came in the form of stimulants. The upshot was that she didn’t or couldn’t take care of Wendy and me, so Dad sent her packing when I was in preschool.


In my early years, Mom had visitation rights for my sister and me, but all that ended around the time I was in middle school. After that, I had to track her down and make the effort to see her. But at that time in my life, our relationship wasn’t a top priority to me. Looking back, I probably should have made more of an attempt to have a connection with my mother, but it wasn’t in the cards. I didn’t know her, and consequently I grew up without a mom, which created its own set of issues.


My dad was a Vietnam veteran who did two tours as an aviation crew chief before returning to the Pacific Northwest and eventually Northern California following his honorable discharge from the U.S. Army. During the Vietnam War, my dad’s primary aircraft was the DHC-3 Otter with 54th Aviation out of Vũng Tàu, but he constantly found himself flying into a combat zone in a Huey—a military helicopter formally known as the Bell UH-1 Iroquois. It was in a Huey that my father experienced the true horror of war as an M60 door gunner, using the deadly firepower at his fingertips to rain death down on NVA troops and the Viet Cong.


From what I’ve seen on the History Channel and read in books, my dad must have gone through things that are beyond my imagination, but he has a way of keeping everything contained and burying the demons of Vietnam deep inside. All I can do is speculate on how bad his war was.


To this day, I know very little about his tours, although he did squeak out a few stories from time to time. Like an 18C engineer sweeping for IEDs, the door gunner position was extremely dangerous because you were exposed in the open door of the helicopter as the aircraft swooped in over the enemy. My father was lucky—he lived. But what he saw, did, and experienced would stay locked away in whatever closet he used for the vilest of his demons. He was always of the mind-set that this was his issue and he was damn sure he wasn’t going to let others into that part of his world.
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We arrived in Redding as the logging industry was taking a major hit from the northern spotted owl, which had been declared a threatened species. Before you could shout “Save the spotted owl,” the entire logging industry in Northern California was in the shitcan.


Suddenly, sawmills were shutting down all over the place because the environmentalists got the U.S. Forest Service to close millions of acres of forest to loggers. Dad, who was hoping that Redding would be a place to get back on his feet, found job opportunities to be slim pickings. This figured because Redding was originally named Poverty Flats during the Gold Rush in the mid-nineteenth century once its residents realized there wasn’t much gold in the foothills surrounding the town. When the Central Pacific Railroad selected Poverty Flats to be the northern terminus of the railroad in 1872, the railroad wanted a more dignified name. In honor of the land agent who bought up property so that the railroad could be built, the town was renamed Redding.


My father did the best he could picking up odd jobs, mostly in construction. It helped that Dad was good with his hands at just about everything. His talents were put in check, however, by living in a region with more than 20 percent unemployment. We managed, but regardless of how hard life got, my dad always took care of us, and he often wound up feeding other children on our block who had no food. Our neighborhood was filled with run-down, clapboard houses and families barely scraping by, so there was never a shortage of hungry kids.


I can remember a hot summer day when my dad filled our VW bus full of neighborhood kids and drove us out to Clear Creek on the outskirts of Redding, where we went for a swim and grabbed an ice cream cone on the way home. Simple pleasures like that were his way of helping where he could. A kind gesture went a long way and took the kids’ minds off the shit they called life.


We lived in Redding for a few years, but then it was time to move on in search of jobs. That seemed to be the way life went for us: jobs would dry up, we’d move to a new place for work, Dad would pick up some journeyman work, he would get laid off, and we’d move on. Not a bad life, but I never got a chance to settle down in one place to make lifelong friends and develop the kind of lasting relationships I saw in Stand by Me, a movie that came out in the mid-1980s about four boys growing up in a small town in Oregon.


Despite moving around more times than I can remember, Dad made sure he gave us the best possible life he could, given the fact that he was a single parent responsible for raising two kids, putting food on the table, and keeping a roof over our heads. I’m sure he would have been happier out at the bars chasing some tail or following his passions, but he gave that up to raise us kids.


Before Wendy and I came into the world, though, my dad was a guy who liked his beer. He’d get drunk, and if you happened to cross paths with him in the wrong way, you would most likely be at the losing end of a fistfight. He worked hard at logging, putting in crazy twelve-hour days, but he partied even harder. When the logging industry was booming and good money was coming in, he was blowing a healthy portion of his dough on booze. You could say that alcohol and partying filled his life when he wasn’t out in the woods, knocking down tall Douglas firs with his crew.


He blazed quite a path of destruction, even after he got married. One night when my sister and I were still toddlers, my dad got piss-ass drunk after a fallout with my mother. After years of built-up stress, anger, and rage, everything came to a boil. Leaving my sister and me at the house, my dad jumped in the truck and drove to my uncle Steve’s place. Steve was my mom’s brother and close friends with my dad.


While driving in his drunken stupor, my father thought about what his life had become. His options had slowly dwindled down over the years. With no hope and no future, he believed he was facing his last choice—to end it all. He didn’t know exactly what he was going to say to Steve when he got there, but he knew my uncle would watch out for us kids if my dad turned a gun on himself. I’m not sure how much good that would have done since Uncle Steve was a drunk, too, but even in his compromised state my father knew that someone was going to have to look after us when he was gone.


Dad pulled his truck in front of Uncle Steve’s house. Right as he shifted to park, a man appeared in front of the house and walked up to the driver’s-side window. Dad hadn’t seen him leave the house, so he didn’t know how or why this man had approached his car—my uncle lived in the middle of nowhere.


“Larry Hendrickson?” The middle-aged man, dressed conservatively, had a smile on his face.


My father had never seen the man in his life. “How do you know my name?” he asked.


The man ignored the question. “Larry, you’re out of chances, aren’t you?” he asked.


This time, my father was too stunned to answer.


“It doesn’t have to be that way,” the man continued. “Jesus has a better plan for you and your life.”


My dad was extremely drunk—he had to get shit-faced if he was going to follow through on killing himself—but when he heard the name Jesus, he immediately became stone-cold sober.


The man motioned for my father to get out of the truck and extended his hand. “My name is John Merrill, and I’m a pastor here in town. I think I can help.”


In front of my uncle’s house that night, my father found God. After that, his hellion days slowed to a trickle. That didn’t mean he didn’t get pissed off at the cards he was dealt in life, especially after he had just polished off another six-pack. But my father, like everyone else I’ve met, including myself, was on a journey.


Where that journey was taking him, he had no clue. Dad had grown up in Oregon and still had family there, so he moved us to Birkenfeld, located midway between Portland and Astoria, where the mouth of the Columbia River meets the Pacific Ocean. Birkenfeld, a tiny hamlet along the Nehalem River, was miles from the nearest city. There was a store, a café, a tavern, a garage, and a church, and that was it.


We lived out in the woods in a house that had no running water due to damaged pipes and limited electricity, so the place was cheap. But that was all my father could afford since he had such a hard time finding steady work.


Shortly after we arrived, my father got so sick that he couldn’t get out of bed. Wendy, then seven, and I had to tote metal pails to the river and fill them up so we could boil water on a wood stove for cooking and drinking. Somehow, we survived on hot dogs and boxes of Kraft Mac & Cheese.


Once my father got back on his feet, it was clear that he couldn’t even afford a home with running water or steady electricity. His only option was to have us move in with his mother, who lived in Colton, Oregon, one hundred miles to the southeast. Colton was even smaller than Birkenfeld, but my grandmother could help provide the necessities of life while my father got his feet under him and attended a Bible college. He wanted to become a preacher.


We were poor, and I knew it. I was teased at school because of my hand-me-down clothes, worn-out sneakers, and free school lunches. Most of that ended when I learned how to fight. Poor or not, I wasn’t going to be trampled over.


After my father got ordained as a preacher, his first pastorate was at a small church in Lincoln City on the central Oregon coast. He seemed happy, and we as a family were happy. Although we were still poor, it didn’t matter because life was good.


My dad being a preacher didn’t lift us out of poverty—actually, just the opposite happened. We had to live in a tent for several months while we waited to move into the upstairs parsonage. Tent living wasn’t bad, but it did get embarrassing when other kids saw our living conditions and teased me at school. I never felt like I was good enough when I was around other kids my age. I always felt this need to prove myself, and there was a chip on my shoulder that I carried for years.


Regardless of our bleak situation, my father refused to let me feel sorry for myself. One of the ways he did that was to keep me busy. He had me working and earning money basically since I learned to walk. From a young age I learned the value of a hard day’s work and came to understand how quickly one can go from riches to rags.


After the tiny church in Lincoln City couldn’t afford to keep its doors open, we were forced to pack up and move again. This time we settled in the sleepy logging town of Lowell, Oregon, twenty miles southeast of Eugene and populated with one thousand residents.


Located on the north shore of Dexter Reservoir, Lowell’s most prominent attractions were several historic, wooden-covered bridges that spanned the reservoir and the Middle Fork of the Willamette River. Nice little town for sure, but the loss of logging money left its scars.


My dad did his best to keep us in one spot until I could finish high school and move on with my life. I guess having four years in one place is why I say that Lowell is my hometown.


I was always an active kid, preferring to wander around the foothills of the Cascade mountains or play sports rather than sitting on my butt, watching movies, or doing nothing. I’m sure I was hell to raise for my dad, but he instilled in me the idea that I should set the rules for my life, not let life set the rules for me.


At Lowell High, I gave everything I had to our football and wrestling programs. I was never the most talented athlete, but every coach said I was the toughest kid they had ever trained. That was when I first heard the saying, “That boy’s too stupid to quit.” A backhanded compliment for sure, but I wore it like a badge of honor.


School work? I wasn’t into my studying that much. Somehow I maintained a low C average, which wasn’t going to win me any academic scholarships. I knew college wasn’t in my future, but Dad didn’t want me getting comfortable working at a gas station down the road and never leaving tiny Lowell.


One day, as we were kicking around my future, he told me a story.


“There were two old men sitting on their porches staring out into the abyss. They didn’t know each other, but they had one thing in common—they were waiting on Death,” he began.


I leaned in closer. Dad could always tell a good story, but this was different. He meant business.


“One old man was miserable,” he continued. “He had let life’s chances pass him by, and now thoughts of opportunities long gone were replaced with haunted ideas of what could have been. The other old man was totally fulfilled by the life he had lived. He had done everything there was to do, and now he could sit back and relish his golden moments and wonderful memories because he had lived life to the fullest.


“So there you go, son. ‘I wish I would have done this or done that’ statements are a prison of misery for the mind. You want to go through life and be perfectly content with the life you’ve lived. You want to do everything there is to be done. Right or wrong, you do it and never regret a decision you made.”


This from a man who’d been off to war, fought for his life, seen the world, given life, taken life, loved, and had his heart broken. He had made mistakes, taken chances, and failed and succeeded many times.


“Good or bad, I can sit back and reminisce on my life and feel good about it,” he said. “When God tells me it’s my time to go home, I will leave this earth fulfilled because I’ve done it all, and I want you to feel the same way. So let me leave you with this thought: What kind of old man do you want to be, son?”


“I don’t want to ever have any regrets, but I’m still figuring it out,” I replied. But I was midway through my senior year of high school, and decisions needed to made.


My father looked me in the eye and basically cut through the bullshit. “You can go to college, but I don’t have the money to support that. Or you can join the military. Every man should serve his country for at least four years. What you do is up to you, but you can’t stay here in Lowell. There’s no future here. If you stay, you will get sucked into small-town life and never get out and see the world. I highly recommend you serve your country and see what life has to offer.”


I thought long and hard about what he said for the next few weeks. Given my lack of options, I felt like I was destined for military service. I decided to check out all four branches of the military.


The first person I talked to was an Army recruiter, which my dad really pushed for because of his time in the Army. This was in 1997, a relatively calm time for the United States. The Gulf War had been over for a few years, and 9/11 and the War on Terror were four years off. Because there were few skirmishes around the globe, there weren’t a lot of job opportunities in the Army or Marine Corps.


The same went for the Air Force—not a lot of job options. I didn’t even contemplate the Navy, but that changed when a Navy recruiter visited my school to talk to my best friend, Zac, who was extremely smart. All the service branches wanted him.


Sitting in the school’s office, I was letting everything the recruiter said go in one ear and out the other until he showed us pictures of all the countries that U.S. Navy ships visited. Zac still wasn’t biting, but I could feel the hook setting in my mouth. Then the recruiter said, “Do you want to see the world and have the Navy pay for college? I’ve met beautiful, exotic women all over the world, and you can do the same.”


Now he was really talking my language—and playing on the priorities of testosterone-rich eighteen-year-old guys!


“Where can I sign up?” I heard myself saying.


And that was what I did that day—signed on the dotted line and committed to joining the Navy as soon as I finished high school.


I felt good about what I was doing—going into the military. As a kid, I was always playing little Army Man Ryan, running around the countryside in whatever made-up war I had in my head.


My father congratulated me but also reminded me that up until now, my life was a book with blank pages. “It’s up to you what you fill those pages with. Will your life be worth reading about when everything is said and done?” he asked.


I didn’t know, but I was going to find out.















CHAPTER 3



BOOT CAMP


RECRUIT TRAINING COMMAND


GREAT LAKES, ILLINOIS


APRIL 1997


Given my options, joining the military was a no-brainer for me.


When wrestling season was over at the end of the winter quarter, I had enough credits to graduate early. I decided to take my high school diploma and leave for Navy boot camp in April 1997. Man, did I ever get slapped in the face when I left home at eighteen to see the world and be on my own.


My flight to Recruit Training Command, the unit responsible for Navy basic training, in Great Lakes, Illinois, was my first time flying in an airplane. I was full of anticipation, a smidgen of fear, and tons of excitement. I had no idea what lay in store for me, but I felt like I was writing the first pages in my life’s book.


I was picked up at O’Hare and loaded onto a white Blue Bird bus bound for the Great Lakes training facility. It was dark, so I decided to close my eyes and get a bit of sleep. I didn’t know how long the drive would be, so I figured what the hell.


I viewed myself as a tough, hard-working farm boy and was still a bit cocky from a good senior year in football and wrestling. I figured the world was mine to conquer and no one could touch me.


No one except for the first person I would meet when the bus came to a stop.


A stern-looking, muscle-bound black dude wearing a starch-white Navy “crackerjacks” uniform stepped onto the bus.


“Welcome to Great Mistakes,” he shouted. “Now get the fuck off my bus! Move, move, move!”


All hell broke loose. His booming command sent a couple of dozen green recruits jostling for their duffle bags and hustling out the front of the bus.


“Get your ass in gear! What the fuck are you looking at? Fucking move! Grab your shit and go!”


This drill instructor would prove that it was possible to fill a sentence with as many cuss words as actual words.


When I exited the bus in darkness, there were four more drill instructors waiting to get in our earholes.


“Move your asses, ladies!” one screamed. “Line up! You’re too slow! Move faster, dumbasses. Get in line, shortest to tallest. MOVE!”


We immediately scrambled like a bunch of Keystone Kops, attempting to get everyone lined up in the right order. I’m sure we looked like a bunch of assclowns. A couple more drill instructors got in our faces.


“You’re taking too long! Move, move, move!” yelled one at the top of his lungs.


“C’mon, ladies!” another DI teased. “Let’s go!”


It’s hard to accurately describe the chaotic scene that unfolded. I was a kid from a small Oregon town surrounded by guys from different small towns and big cities all over the United States, each of us trying to obey the screaming voices in Navy uniforms telling us what to do—and all of us were getting it wrong. Within the mass confusion, I was in a state of shock.


Just a few weeks earlier, I was a hot-shot high school senior. Now I felt like the scum on the bottom of these naval drill instructors’ shoes.
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Boot camp was an eye-opener for me, and I grew up a lot, but it was all I needed. I met all kinds of people and started to see exactly what my father meant about broadening my horizons. Before I knew it, boot camp was over and I was assigned to my first duty station in Groton, Connecticut, home of Naval Submarine Base New London.


For some reason, I had decided during boot camp that submarines would be a good fit for me, but it took exactly two seconds on board a sub for me to realize that I didn’t do well in tight spaces. I needed room to move, so I opted out of submarine duty. The Navy was accommodating because it’s in everyone’s best interests to find out sooner rather than later who isn’t cut out for sub duty.


When I joined the Navy, I had big aspirations and set my goals high. I had seen movies about the Navy SEALs and had dreams of giving it a shot one day. All that had to take a back seat once I settled into life in the fleet. After declining submarine duty, I was sent to the “Needs of the Navy,” as it’s called, which basically meant I would be assigned to whatever ship needed sailors. What would I be doing? I didn’t know. Nobody told me a thing until I was commanded to report to my new duty station.


My first assignment was to the USS Shreveport stationed in Norfolk, Virginia, as a boatswain’s mate, mainly in a maintenance and general deckhand role. My ship wasn’t at its home station, however; it was out at sea en route for Istanbul, Turkey. I jumped on a long flight to join the Shreveport in Turkey.


The seaside port city of Istanbul was different from anything I had ever expected, but I had nothing to really base my assumptions on. The Byzantine churches, Ottoman mosques, Turkish and Arabic languages, and melting pot of European and Asian cultures were all a first for me. Besides a mission trip to Mexico during high school, this was the first foreign country I’d ever been to.


The ship was anchored out in the bay. I was shuttled from a small boat to the Shreveport. I had no idea how big the ship was until the utility boat pulled alongside and I looked up. My first impression was that the ship had to be fifteen stories high and way longer than a football field, making it a massive ship, but to my surprise, I was told that the Shreveport was only a medium-size ship and about half the length of a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier. Classified as an amphibious transport dock or landing platform/dock, the USS Shreveport was a warship that transported elements of a landing force for expeditionary missions. In other words, our mission was to bring combat-ready Marines anywhere around the globe.


The excitement and adventure would soon wear off when I got out to sea. Being on board a ship with nine hundred other sailors and Marines—all male on this deployment—was a major culture shock and not for the faint of heart, especially for lower enlisted sailors like me. Working sixteen-to eighteen-hour days and doing maintenance duties like keeping the deck equipment in good condition, loading and unloading cargo, shining brass, busting rust because of the salt water, and painting bulkheads (walls) and passageways the same battleship gray sucked. What little free time I had was spent in my coffin rack trying to get some much-needed sleep.


The racks—glorified cots—were stacked three high and faced another set of three bunks, which meant zero privacy. If you were a big guy, half of your body would hang outside your rack while you slept.


If I got a chance to steal any moments of privacy, I tried to take them during the early mornings or twilight. Sunrises and sunsets out at sea were something that could only be re-created in a masterpiece painting. At times, the yellowish-red glowing ball of the sun would take up my entire field of view, sending colors into my eyes that I never saw on land. They mesmerized me like the mythical siren sea nymphs who lured sailors to their death with a bewitching song.


Some of the most beautiful views happened only at sea: the moon shining bright on the water while dolphins danced in the ship’s wake; the stars dotting a canopy of black ink in the middle of wide-open ocean; and the glow of oil fires in the distance while traveling through the Persian Gulf. In these moments, I was at peace and able to reset my mind.
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While a sailor’s life out at sea was hard, the payoff was worth every bit of it. After deploying with both the USS Shreveport and the USS Camden, and being stationed in two different parts of the United States—Norfolk, Virginia, and Bremerton, Washington—I had circled the globe and seen the world. I never dreamed that I’d get to visit so many foreign lands like Portugal, Spain, Italy, Romania, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Thailand, Singapore, and Australia.


I was serving my country with the benefit of seeing the world. Life out at sea was hard, but I was willing to pay the price to have all these incredible experiences. I was living the life my dad pushed for, and writing the pages in my life’s book.


Most of my time in the Navy was peaceful. Entering the Persian Gulf was the exception. We would get the usual harassment from Iran whenever we passed through international waters that they considered their territory. The other hot spot was Iraq because Saddam Hussein, Iraq’s dictator, continued to rattle swords with the United States following Operation Desert Storm in the early 1990s.


In February 1998, while docked in Romania, the USS Shreveport was called to the Persian Gulf to be part of a military build-up and assist with Operation Southern Watch, which was maintaining the establishment of no-fly zones over northern Iraq to protect the Kurds, and over southern Iraq to keep the Shiites from harm. The Shreveport had nine hundred Marines on board, one of many ships ready to invade Iraq, but that never happened because Saddam would always cooperate enough to delay an attack.


When Iraq repeatedly violated the no-fly zones and the brass’s patience wore out, however, orders came down from Washington to give Saddam a reminder of American air superiority. I can remember walking out on the flight deck of the Shreveport one night and witnessing multiple Tomahawk missiles blasting off from different ships in the Persian Gulf, each warhead headed for Iraq. An awesome display of American naval power.


In December 1998, after our deployment, Saddam Hussein kicked out the United Nations’ weapons inspectors, prompting a stiff response from U.S. Armed Forces. A four-day bombing campaign ensued, aimed at military and security targets in Iraq that were instrumental in that country’s ability to produce and maintain weapons of mass destruction.


Two years later, I would get my first experience with American bloodshed at the hands of a radical Islamic extremist group that wasn’t very well known in the United States at the time: al-Qaeda. On October 12, 2000, a fiberglass boat carrying C-4 explosives and two suicide bombers pulled alongside the USS Cole while it was refueling in Yemen’s Aden harbor. A trigger ignited a massive explosion that ripped a forty-by-sixty-foot gash in the ship’s port side, killing seventeen American sailors and injuring thirty-nine. This would be the deadliest attack against a United States naval ship since 1987.


At the time the USS Cole was bombed, I was on board my second ship, the USS Camden. We were within twelve hours of Yemen. When the distress call came out, we sailed full steam ahead through the Strait of Hormuz, along with the USS Donald Cook. We would be the first American military personnel to arrive and assist the Cole crew in saving the ship and pulling bodies from the wreckage.


I’ll never forget the smell of burning human flesh when I stepped on board the Cole. For the next week, we teamed up with Cole crew members to keep the ship from sinking and recovered the remains of all seventeen heroes killed that day. I had witnessed the first salvo in what would become known as the War on Terror, and our rescue-and-recovery effort with the USS Cole would impact my life in the years to come.
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In the spring of 2001, my four-year commitment to the Navy was up. I was ready for something else. I had gotten married to an Army woman named Sara, whom I met while I was stationed at Norfolk. We agreed that I would get out of the Navy, which made me a military spouse of sorts. I would wait for her to finish her time in the Army, and then we’d figure out what we’d do next.


While searching for a path in life, I tried my hand at various jobs like construction, landscaping, and even being a waiter, but strangely enough the one that stuck was working as a bartender. I was no Tom Cruise in Cocktail, but I could spin bottles of vodka with the best of them. But like in the movie, bartending opened a door to a world that a young married man should never be a part of.


Civilian life had its ups and downs, but it wasn’t the right fit for me. In my mind, I had a higher calling and a bigger purpose. What exactly that was, I did not know. After traveling around the world in the Navy, I had turned into a man who could only be fed by excitement and adventure. Life wasn’t fulfilling as a civilian, which was becoming clear to me. I needed adventure, a fair amount of risk, a sense of belonging, and a purpose for living.


And then that dreadful day happened: September 11, 2001. I was living near Fort Lewis, Washington, when the same shitheads who carried out the strike on the Cole eleven months earlier masterminded a terrorist attack that took down the Twin Towers in New York City and scored a direct hit on the Pentagon. Another plane, United 93, avoided crashing into the White House due only to the courageous passengers aboard.


In the aftermath of 9/11, I felt an agonizing urge to do my part. What my part was, I didn’t know. I was also trying to save my marriage, which complicated matters. As the days went by and America geared up for war, my dilemma tore at me. I needed to be a part of what was about to happen and wanted to exact revenge for what those cowards did to us—the worst terrorist attack in American history, an attack that killed 2,977 people.


My convictions urging me to be a better man and save my marriage outweighed a return to military service, however. I decided to stay the course and remain in civilian life.
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One day in early 2002, I received a phone call out of the blue.


“Hi. Is this Ryan Hendrickson?”


“Yes, who is this?”


“Your big sister, Chris. Remember me?”


Barely, I thought. Our family had been separated when I was still in diapers. I had two older half sisters—Paula was five years older and Chris was eight years older. I also had a half brother who was ten years older than me and lived with us periodically. His name was Robbie.


Both my dad and his first wife were heavy drinkers. One night, she swept up my older siblings and disappeared. I had memories of them, but I was so young I did not really have a grasp of what happened or who they were. And now this phone call out of the blue.


“I’m not going to lie. Not too well,” I said. I was standoffish because of the strangeness of the call, but after talking for some time, I was happy to hear from my sister.


We talked for hours about my childhood and how she used to take care of me when things got bad at home. We caught up on what everyone was doing and my military career. When I was finished, she cautiously asked me, “How’s Dad? What’s he doing now?”


When I told her that he was a pastor for a small community church, it was like the air rushed out of the room. There was stark silence. At first she did not believe me, but after reassuring her about how my father had changed the direction of his life, she was floored.


“How could a man who was so bad be a pastor now?” she asked.


“Because he’s not the same father you once knew,” I said.


We talked for a bit longer, and when we hung up, I felt like I had the other half of my family back in my life. Over the next couple of months, I spoke on the phone with my half sisters and half brother many times and even met them in person when my dad and I drove to New Mexico for a long-awaited reunion. We healed wounds that came from growing up in a broken family. In our own way, we started over again.


Life seemed to be on the upswing for me, but I could never shake the feeling that I should be doing something more with my life, something bigger. As America plunged deeper into the War of Terror, I wasn’t completely detached from the U.S. Armed Forces because I was part of the Naval Reserves, doing my one weekend a month plus two weeks a year.


I wasn’t living the life of a glamorous battlefield warrior that I had envisioned for myself when I was a little boy, but I was still playing a part. Each drill weekend, I hoped my unit would be activated to support the war, but it never happened.


Then an unexpected opportunity came up. As a Naval Reservist, I could attend the Basic Underwater Demolition School (BUD/S) at the Naval Special Warfare training complex in Coronado, California, near San Diego. BUD/S, a six-month training class, was the first part of Navy SEAL training, so if I ever wanted to become a SEAL and a member of the Naval Special Operations community, the Basic Underwater Demolition School is where I had to start.


My wife, Sara, knew that being part of Special Operations had always appealed to me. Now this opportunity was sitting right in front of me. I had undergone training as a rescue swimmer in the Navy, so I assumed I had the swimming part down. When I was approved to attend the six-month BUD/S course, visions of becoming a SEAL danced in my head.


I quickly found out how tough it was during the first phase of training—a pre-BUD/S training course that lasted around three weeks. From there, I went on to phase one, which consisted of eight weeks of grueling exercise and conditioning topped off by “Hell Week.” Typically, more than half of the recruits wash out; sheer fatigue and sleep deprivation cause every candidate to wonder what his limits are.


The nonstop beating that our bodies took from some of the hardest training the military has, followed by long stretches of being wet, cold, and miserable, with no time to recover, took its toll. When my body broke down from a leg injury and severe pneumonia, I was dropped after three months of training. I could have tried again after I recovered, but I couldn’t bring myself to go through all that shit again.


For the first time in my life, I experienced a major setback. Becoming part of an elite unit was something I wanted with every inch of my being, but I couldn’t make the cut, which prompted a series of questions:


Why did I fail?


Why wasn’t I good enough?


How come my body broke down?


Was I that weak?


I had no answers and I came up with every poor-me excuse in the book. You’d think that for a guy who was raised the way I was, excuses would be the last thing on my mind, but they were my crutch. I slowly but steadily turned myself into a victim. If only I didn’t grow up in a broken family… if only the world and everyone in it weren’t against me. That wasn’t just about BUD/S, but me not making it through brought my buried demons to the surface.
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When Sara finished in the Army, we decided to move to her home state of Minnesota. This would get her closer to her family, and I would get to live in a new place. A fresh start where no one knew me seemed like a great idea. Everything was perfect except for one major problem: I could not overcome my immaturity and my sense of being a victim.


When I refused to take responsibility for my actions, I drank, partied, and ran my marriage into the ground. I used whatever excuses I could find, starting with how my mother was never there for me, how other women treated my father like shit when I was a kid, or how I was sexually abused when my father was away at work, experiencing things that no little boy should have to go through.


I had a long list, and it pulled me further away from reality. I hid behind these excuses and believed that the world owed me a solid because of the bad things that had happened to me in my past.


After a year in Minnesota, my marriage was at the breaking point. Sara and I agreed a change was needed and that I should go back into the military to get some structure in my life. We discussed me going into the Army, but she didn’t want to live as an Army wife, so we quickly dismissed that idea. The Navy was out, so the only answer left was the Air Force. I didn’t know if the Air Force had the excitement I was looking for, but the service branch provided a military career and I would be serving my country again. Something in me wanted to take the fight to the Islamic terrorists who attacked America.
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