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INTRODUCTION



      

      David


      

      SOME SIGHTS YOU NEVER FORGET. I can remember my wife’s face the instant before our first kiss. I can remember my daughter’s tiny little body as the doctor

         held her up on the moment of her birth. I can remember my son scampering up our stairs as he raced me to the PlayStation before

         our first (virtual) NASCAR race. And now I can remember the dark Iraqi landscape as I peered over the shoulder of a door gunner

         in a CH-47 Chinook transport helicopter.

      


      

      It was Thanksgiving eve 2007 and I was flying to Forward Operating Base Caldwell, in eastern Diyala province, Iraq, with the

         2nd Squadron, 3d Armored Cavalry Regiment—into the teeth of the Iraqi insurgency and within sight of the Iranian border. Amid

         the indescribably loud clatter of the helicopter’s rotors, the unspeakable discomfort of hundreds of pounds of gear piled

         on and around me, and the terror at the thought of facing combat, I had the ultimate Admiral Stockdale moment.

      


      

      Who am I? Why am I here?


      

      For a time, it had all seemed so dramatic. So storybook. At age thirty-seven, I was a lawyer—a graduate of Harvard Law School—and

         president of a successful nonprofit in Philadelphia. I had a dream job defending free speech and making various media appearances

         while the war in Iraq raged unabated and the Army struggled to meet recruiting goals. That’s when I realized with shocking

         immediacy that I could no longer in good conscience support a war I wasn’t willing to fight.

      


      

      After reading an article about a wounded officer—exactly my age—who’d called his wife and kids on a satellite phone to tell

         them that he was hurt but not to worry, I felt stricken. How was he different from me? Why was it right for him to sacrifice

         and not me? After all, he no doubt loved his children as much as I loved my children. He loved his wife as much as I loved

         my wife. There was simply no good reason—no reason that made any sense—why I should spend my life secure in the knowledge

         that “someone else” would volunteer. So I turned to my wife, Nancy, and declared I wanted to join the United States Army Reserves.

      


      

      She didn’t blink at that declaration. She didn’t say no. She didn’t laugh. She didn’t immediately declare that I was insane.

         Instead, she said that she’d think about it. And she did. She thought and prayed and—after a few short days—told me not just

         that I could join but that I should. I changed jobs to one more forgiving of a deployment. I endured my first rounds of training, and then I volunteered to go…

         to Iraq and to the war.

      


      

      No, actually, we volunteered. This book is the story of a family at war. Of a wife who loved me from afar and who lived as a single parent—wracked

         with worry for my safety—while taking the kids from school to Cub Scouts to Brownies to basketball to piano and working on

         her own career. Of kids who learned what war meant when they heard “One of Daddy’s friends died yesterday,” and who began

         to understand what it meant to live for something more than yourself. And of a balding yuppie sweltering in indescribable

         heat, sitting knee to knee with al Qaeda terrorists, making decisions with terrible consequences, and weeping at shocking

         losses.

      


      

      We don’t live storybooks but real—and messy—lives. Nothing is more real than war. As a student of history, I’d read that war

         brings out the best and worst in human nature. As a soldier, I learned that it does—but it’s more than that. There’s nothing

         more absurd, more obscene, more horrifying than war. And—in some truly strange ways—it can actually be comical. Or, more precisely,

         comical things can happen in war. At the end of the day, our story is not really our story at all, but the story of all those around us who helped, and prayed, and laughed, and fought, and died. We were a family at war,

         but wars are not fought alone.

      


      

      But I’m jumping ahead. So let’s go back—back to the day I decided to join the fight.
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      THE DECISION


      

      Nancy


      

      THE WAY DAVID TELLS IT, I took the whole thing in stride. But I remember standing in our apartment in Philadelphia, clutching the back of one of

         my recently purchased black barstools.

      


      

      David was standing in the doorway, waiting for my response.


      

      Unable to speak, I glanced down at my white knuckles tightly wrapped around the chair like it was my child’s hand on a busy

         street. The chair looked modern and chic at IKEA but cheap under my bright kitchen lights. Nevertheless, we could now eat

         breakfast there instead of on the dining room table, which was stainless steel—perfect for games and crafts, but a little

         cold.

      


      

      Tears threatened to break the brink of my eyelids as he destroyed my idea of “the perfect family life.” I guess everyone has

         a different image, but in my ideal world, the kids would sit on those barstools and do homework, and then I’d say, “Clean

         the table off for dinner.” And they’d gripe a bit as they ran a wet cloth over the surface, but I’d ignore them, and when

         I turned around the table would be more or less set and their backpacks would slump on the floor, homework spilling out. I

         know some people dream of eating off perfectly set tables, the kind made of wood, not Scandinavian or assemble-yourself. While

         they might envision their kids gently dabbing the corners of their mouths with cloth napkins like Marsha, Jan, and Cindy Brady,

         formality didn’t exist in my vision—just four plates, forks haphazardly laid on them, mismatched mugs, and Viva paper towels.

         Vivas instead of paper napkins, because when you open napkins up you can see through them and they seem ghostly, frail, and inadequate to the

         task.

      


      

      Instead of buying a sports car or vacationing in exotic locales after David made partner at his law firm, he held up a roll

         of inexpensive paper towels—probably Brawnys or some other form of glorified toilet paper—and tossed them in the garbage can.

      


      

      “Now that I’m a partner, no more cheap paper towels.”


      

      Over the ensuing years, we’d moved from a law firm salary to a nonprofit one, but the Vivas remained—a symbol of “the good

         life,” along with the kitchen nook barstools, two brushstrokes in the picture I was painting of the perfect family life.

      


      

      What had caused me to reach out to the stool for stability was this.


      

      “I want to join the Army.”


      

      It was around five o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun was pouring through the windows that overlooked the Walnut Street

         Theatre and the Philadelphia Eagles stadium on the horizon. Cars buzzed eighteen stories below us, but I couldn’t hear them.

      


      

      “If I run every day, I can get into good enough shape to pass the physical.”


      

      I still hadn’t spoken, and David’s voice cracked. I was having one of those moments where images flash before your eyes—but

         instead of my life, it was my relationship.

      


      

      I remembered how I met him on a sidewalk in Nashville while wearing a blue dress, and I skipped my eighteenth-century literature

         class to chat. I remembered—vaguely—that as we exchanged pleasantries, he said he’d wanted to be a fighter pilot but he went

         to law school instead—Harvard Law School—so I tried not to act impressed. I didn’t think much of his I-wanted-to-join-the-military

         schtick at the time. That’s the type of thing people say to get credit for being virtuous without actually having to sacrifice

         anything. Like at church when people talk about how their strange metabolism prohibits them from fasting or when people forget

         about sponsoring the child in Africa after the late-night television commercial flickers out of consciousness. They mean to,

         but…

      


      

      The man I met that day was an attorney. (I used that term instead of “lawyer” because he’d never ask if you or anyone in your

         family was the victim of a fraudulent weight loss pill.) We were married within months, moved to Manhattan on a whim, and got a Gramercy

         Park apartment with a view of the Empire State Building… if you leaned out the window and used your imagination.

      


      

      But he changed careers over the course of his professional life. He taught at Cornell Law School in Ithaca, New York, and

         even practiced energy law in his hometown of Lexington, Kentucky. Gradually, he became adept at a certain type of law—constitutional

         law. This meant he protected the First Amendment and all that makes America free, but couldn’t do the basics.

      


      

      “I don’t even have a will myself,” he’d joke when someone would ask him if he could assist in this rather practical task.

         “But if the government oppresses you, I’ve got you covered.”

      


      

      Unfortunately, oppressed minority groups rarely had the money to hire good legal representation, and the other partners rightfully

         objected to his ever-growing list of pro bono cases. And so we moved and my husband became the president of a nonprofit free

         speech organization.

      


      

      From our little enclave in Philadelphia, David protected the Constitution right next to the Pennsylvania State House, where

         it was originally written. My daughter’s school was so close to the Liberty Bell that it was evacuated every time a tourist

         accidentally left behind something that might resemble a bomb.

      


      

      And life was good.


      

      We lived in a renovated hotel with one of the grandest ballrooms in the city. Invariably, we’d run out for ice cream, only

         to emerge from the elevator and be surrounded by men in tuxedos and women in ball gowns, drinking champagne. The ballroom

         was booked every weekend for years in advance with weddings—once even a presidential debate—and we couldn’t help but to slow

         down to observe the celebrations. The photographers arranged the ever-changing brides and grooms around a fountain in the

         middle of the marble expanse. Their faces were sometimes splotched with anxiety, but always glowed with the luminescence of

         high and unrealistic expectations. We admired the bridal gowns, critiqued the bridesmaids’ dresses, and hoped no one fell

         into the fountain—with such a hyperemotional event, you never know. Brides across Philadelphia will look back at their albums

         and see the curiously underdressed people walking through the backgrounds of their photographs, holding ice cream, carrying

         mail.

      


      

      Life was festive because of our downtown Philly surroundings. The kids loved our security guard, an overweight guy with tattooed

         hands who wore his keys on a thick chain, and drew him pictures of rainbows and fairies he’d hang on his refrigerator. They

         secretly nicknamed our valet parking attendant Chuckles, because he looked one step away from strapping on explosives and

         ending it all. Plus, grocery delivery was free and the deliverymen wouldn’t accept tips, even though they carried the food

         in temperature-controlled containers up the freight elevator and straight to our kitchen.

      


      

      That’s where I stood that day.


      

      All of these brushstrokes—the building, the groceries, the doorman—helped complete my picture of the ideal family life. Life

         would’ve been perfect if we’d had a dog, a picket fence, and a valet that didn’t look homicidal. But for city living, we had

         it pretty good.

      


      

      Until that moment.


      

      “I read an article in the New York Times about a guy who was wounded in Iraq,” David said, “and then at the end of the article, it mentioned that he had two kids

         and a wife back home.”

      


      

      I began to cry.


      

      “And it dawned on me that there’s no difference between him and me. He doesn’t love his kids less than I love my kids. He

         doesn’t love his wife less than I love you.”

      


      

      I loosened my grip on the barstool, pulled it from the table, and eased into it.


      

      “The only difference is that he’s doing his duty for his country and I’m not.”


      

      The Army was facing a recruitment shortfall and David had lamented more than once that America was losing its resolve to finish

         what we started.

      


      

      “And then I realized that America hadn’t lost its resolve. I’d lost mine.”


      

      When I finally found my voice—which was hiding behind “Expectations” and “Perfect Family Vision” in my mind—I offered halfthroated

         objections.

      


      

      “But you’re a lawyer.”


      

      “Good lawyers could’ve prevented Abu Ghraib.”


      

      “But you’re… old.”


      

      “Yesterday, they raised the maximum age limit because of the recruitment shortfalls.”


      

      This meaningless conversation went on for a few minutes. Like a car salesman and a buyer, both of us knew the real negotiations

         would happen after a little back-and-forth.

      


      

      I didn’t say it, but I’ll confess to thinking it. Why would anyone with a Harvard Law degree voluntarily do something so dangerous

         when no one asked them? Not even President Bush had asked for that kind of sacrifice. After the 9/11 attacks, he could’ve

         stood in front of the American people and asked young men and women to enlist in the military. The nation sat in front of

         televisions waiting for someone to make sense of the still-smoking hole in New York City. We were waiting for a call to action,

         anything that would take away the empty, throbbing sense of powerlessness. But instead, he told us to go shopping.

      


      

      Which was honestly just fine with me. Throughout history, Americans have participated in the “war effort,” and I would be

         no different. If they planted Victory Gardens, canned food, and saved scrap metal, the least I could do was run down to the

         Apple Store to buy the new iMac. Anything for the troops.

      


      

      At the time, I didn’t recognize the impotence of the president’s suggestion, or the fact that he missed an opportunity to

         rally us collectively into something significant. People were certainly willing—they gave blood, stuck “God Bless America”

         magnets on their minivans, and hung flags in windows and from front porches. But it wasn’t enough, and we all felt it.

      


      

      By the time I was sitting at the kitchen table that afternoon, months had passed, even years, since we all wanted to wear

         American flag lapel pins. The national support toward the war effort was evaporating before my very eyes and I couldn’t even

         conjure the image of Republicans and Democrats singing “My Country ’Tis of Thee” on the steps of the Capitol. Even worse,

         a backlash erupted against what some people called mindless “jingoism.” At my daughter’s school, someone donated a flag that

         had flown in Iraq, and parents protested, saying the stars and stripes were too controversial and could make students of other nationalities feel uncomfortable.

      


      

      In other words, it wasn’t the right time to join the war effort, like booking a Titanic cruise after the iceberg. Plus, we lived in Center City Philadelphia—not a hotbed of support for the war effort. What would

         our friends think?

      


      

      Earlier that day, I was with my friend after we picked our kids up from school and took them to the park surrounding the Liberty

         Bell and Independence Hall. This is yet another place packed with people taking photographs, and we frequently received annoyed

         glances from the tourists irritated that the kids sometimes ran through their photos. That day we had an enormous blue ball

         that bounced against the stone statues erected to honor historical figures.

      


      

      “Who are these men?” asked Austin, merely four at the time.


      

      “That man is George Washington,” I said, pointing to the large carved letters and the smaller identifiers below. “It says

         he was a ‘planter,’ ‘lawyer,’ ‘soldier,’ ‘general,’ and ‘President.’ ”

      


      

      “Guess he couldn’t keep a job,” my friend quipped, undermining my effort to take advantage of what experts call the “teachable

         moment.” We all laughed.

      


      

      “Who’s that?” Austin asked, pointing to a different statue.


      

      “John Barry,” I said. “It says ‘farmer,’ a ‘soldier,’ and the ‘creator of the modern Navy.’ ”


      

      Austin looked up at me with wide eyes.


      

      “Why would they make a statue for a farmer?”


      

      “Well, people do a lot of things before they do the thing people remember them for.”


      

      “But who were they?”

      


      

      I knew my son. He was wondering what he needed to do to get his own statue, and was already hoping his monument would fit

         next to his bunk bed.

      


      

      “Well,” I began, trying to figure out the overarching theme, “I guess they were all patriots.”


      

      “What’s a patriot?” He struggled over the word.

      


      

      “Someone who loves America so much that he does something about it.”


      

      “Are we patriots?”


      

      The question struck me to the core. Other people were standing around, mildly bemused, clearly waiting to hear my response.

         Even there in Independence Hall, some tour guides talked more about our founding fathers owning slaves than bravely creating

         a nation that eventually would offer unprecedented freedoms. Cynicism was the lingua franca of my social circle, largely comprised

         of my fellow newspaper columnists, pundits, and mothers-in-the-know. Something about the simple question unnerved me.

      


      

      “Yes, I guess we are,” I said. And when I said that rather ineloquent sentence, I almost wept. I didn’t know why, but it seemed

         momentous. A few of the other mothers chuckled knowingly, the way they might after hearing another mom reassure their kid

         that yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus.

      


      

      Not two hours later, I was sitting there in the kitchen trying to find a way out of this conversation with David.


      

      “But,” I wailed, almost unable to form the words, “you don’t even have a will.”


      

      “The Army helps you write one,” he reassured me. “But I’ll be fine. They don’t send lawyers to the front line. I’ll be in

         the Green Zone somewhere doing boring office work probably.”

      


      

      “You’d go to Iraq!” Up to now, I hadn’t connected all the dots and had a hard time even imagining my thirty-seven-year-old,

         out-ofshape husband in a uniform.

      


      

      “We are at a time of war,” he said gently with a soft voice that wrapped around me like an embrace. “It’s kind of the point.”


      

      I could tell he’d been thinking of this for a long time and had waited to bring it up. His answers were all prepared and flowed

         out with exactly the right amount of sincerity. “But aren’t you afraid?”

      


      

      “There’s an old Stonewall Jackson quote, which goes something like this: ‘My religious belief teaches me to feel as safe in

         battle as in bed. God has fixed the time for my death. I do not concern myself about that, but to be always ready.’ ” I knew

         if he was quoting Confederate generals that this decision was all but made. He continued, “ ‘That is the way all men should

         live, and then all would be equally brave.’ ”

      


      

      “Didn’t Stonewall Jackson die on the battlefield?” I said.


      

      He moved closer to me and we wrapped our arms around each other tightly. We’d been married almost ten years, but I never felt

         I needed him more than I did at that moment—the second I realized he could go away.

      


      

      “I’ve done a lot of things in my life,” he said. “I’ve been a lawyer, a professor, and now I want to be a soldier.” I thought

         of the statues in the park. “I know it’s the right thing to do,” he said.

      


      

      “But I love you,” I sobbed, although it came out with as much eloquence as a walrus reciting the alphabet.


      

      “I’ve always loved America. Why else would I practice constitutional law?” he asked, but I could tell he didn’t expect an

         answer. “Do you realize that when you take the military oath of office, you don’t vow to protect the country? You promise

         to protect the…” He cleared his voice. “The Constitution, from its enemies from without and from within.”

      


      

      Like a sponge absorbing water, I was becoming heavier with each drop of incontrovertible evidence. David loved the Constitution

         and had spent his career defending it.

      


      

      “It just feels like a natural culmination of my life’s work,” he said. “Even though I’ve done all kinds of jobs, I mostly

         feel like…” He paused.

      


      

      “Go on,” I prompted, desperately wanting to end this conversation but afraid our lives would never be the same afterwards.


      

      “It just sounds so silly, but I’ve always felt the theme of my life was that I was a patriot.”


      

      And with those words, I knew David was going to join the Army. We both agreed he should do it—and I knew God Himself had prepared

         my heart to receive the news.

      


      

      That’s what it took.


      

      After our tearful conversation, I got into bed and pulled the covers up to my chin. I vowed not to tell anyone of our decision

         just yet, because I knew if I said the words “David’s joining the Army and I support him,” people would see straight through

         me.

      


      

      My life had just unfolded and I suddenly felt ghostly, frail, and way too inadequate for the task.
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      LEARNING TO FIGHT


      

      David


      

      I LOOKED LIKE A Q-TIP with a marble in the middle. I’d always been skinny, and the completely sedentary lawyer’s life I’d been leading hadn’t really

         changed that—except for my gut. If you looked at a picture of twenty-five-year-old me next to thirty-seven-year-old me, you’d

         see the same overly thin arms, the same slender legs, a lot less hair, and a big bulging middle. For a man, it might be the

         least attractive look imaginable.

      


      

      But there I was, gut hanging out, standing nearly naked with fifty guys who looked like they’d just stepped out of high school

         football practice. In fact, on the bus on the way over, many were wearing their high school jerseys—show-offs—while I tried

         to pretend that I fit in with the muscled, tattooed kids talking about their “airborne” futures. They were very polite to

         me—even called me “sir”—but they looked at me as if I was the poor old guy at the Y. What’s he doing here? Is he going to live through this?


      

      I was in Fort Dix, New Jersey, the time was about 0630 hours (I was learning military time), and I was getting my Army physical.


      

      Before I’d normally had my first cup of coffee and read the first page of the New York Times, I’d flunked.

      


      

      Beads of sweat were standing out on my head as I found out my blood pressure was simply too high.


      

      I couldn’t quite believe it. All the angst, all the soul-searching, and now this? Get up at four in the morning, drive to

         Fort Dix, stand in line with the male cast of High School Musical, flunk a blood pressure test, and go home?

      


      

      “Could you please take it again?” I tried to control my voice. “I’ve never had high blood pressure before.”


      

      “We’ll take it as many times as you’d like.” The nurse smiled. “But you’ll have to pass the test or this is the end of your

         military career.”

      


      

      I tried to think calming thoughts, to think about peaceful surroundings and conjure some sort of serenity. Would that Lamaze

         breathing we learned when Nancy was pregnant work? I was desperate to try anything, a desperation that unfortunately didn’t

         help matters. The nurse sat me down in the chair, strapped on the blood pressure monitor, and frowned as she finished counting.

      


      

      “Better, but not good enough.”


      

      She sent me through the other stations… which meant stripping down, “crab walking” across the floor, and doing all kinds of

         humiliating exercises. The nurse glanced at my middle-aged paunch and said, “Sir, do you think you could do the minimum number

         of push-ups?”

      


      

      “No problem,” I lied.


      

      “I don’t believe you, but that’s not part of the test… today.”


      

      That exchange made me nervous, so when it was time to take the blood pressure test again, I failed miserably… again.


      

      “Grab that chair from the corner, close your eyes, and just try to relax. In a few minutes, I’m going to give you one more

         chance. You can do it.”

      


      

      I walked into a corner of the waiting room, sat back in the chair, and tried to push ever-encroaching thoughts from my head.

         I’d never felt this old before. Had I really let myself go? Should thirty-sevenyear-olds really be this frail? Or was I just

         comparing myself to the jocks who had gathered around my chair?

      


      

      “You got this, sir!” said one of the nineteen-year-olds. I’d become their special project… Must’ve been Encourage the Elderly

         Day at Fort Dix.

      


      

      I tried to relax as much as I could without lapsing into a coma. The nurse came over, pumped the little balloon, and looked

         at the dial. I couldn’t make out anything from her expressionless face, until she looked at me, looked at the dial, then smiled.

      


      

      “Well?”


      

      “Congratulations, soldier, you’re at 121 over 79.”


      

      The room exploded in applause. I’d passed my physical. I was one step closer to my goal. I picked up the phone and called

         Nancy, who sounded less enthused than the strangers in the room.

      


      

      But I didn’t let it dampen my mood. The nurse had called me “soldier.”


      

      Joining the Army meant making some changes.


      

      For starters, we couldn’t stay in Philadelphia. After all, it wouldn’t be fair to a small nonprofit if its president (and

         chief fundraiser) was out of the office for weeks—or months—at a time. Plus, we were hundreds of miles from our families,

         and the thought of Nancy and the kids staying in Pennsylvania—so far from our southern roots—while I left for training or

         deployment was intolerable.

      


      

      So I left the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (the board was extremely supportive), said goodbye to the City

         of Brotherly Love, and moved to Nancy’s home state of Tennessee, to my mother’s hometown of Columbia, and to a house in the

         country only a mile from our new church home.

      


      

      Joining the Army also meant paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork. I literally spent weeks assembling my application packet

         comprised of references, certifications, and fingerprints. I had to chronicle the course of my entire professional life for

         the security clearance documents—including listing the name of the manager of the Big Lots I worked for in high school—and

         had to be interviewed by a JAG officer. Far from being a “come one, come all!” branch of the service, the standards are high,

         and the scrutiny can be a bit uncomfortable.

      


      

      At the beginning of April 2006, however, it happened. I became an officer in the United States Army… in the most anticlimactic

         way possible.

      


      

      I got a letter in the mail that informed me—in the driest bureaucratic language possible—that I’d been accepted in the JAG

         Corps. The only thing I needed to do was to acknowledge my commission as a first lieutenant. (JAG officers start as first

         lieutenants and then become captains shortly after completing their initial training.) How? By attending a swearing-in ceremony? Shouldn’t my family be

         here when this happened? Shouldn’t I have, like, a uniform or something?

      


      

      Apparently not.


      

      I looked at the letter for a while, gathering my thoughts, and called out to Nancy. “Hey! They accepted my application! Once

         I take the oath of office, I’m an officer!”

      


      

      She popped her head in from another room. “What? How do you do that?”


      

      “Apparently you just sign this paper in front of a notary.”


      

      “Hmmm. That’s it? No ceremony?”


      

      I shook my head. “Nope. Seems strange, doesn’t it? So I just walk up to a notary, sign this paper in front of her, and bam!

         I’m an officer in the United States Army.” The whole thing seemed so strange that the moment was drained of all drama.

      


      

      “Well, are you going to go do it?”


      

      “I suppose so.”


      

      “Where?”


      

      “I guess I’ll go to the bank right now. They have notaries there.”


      

      “While you’re there, can you deposit a check for me?” Nancy handed me a check or two from her freelance writing work, and

         I drove to the bank, walked in, and put the deposit slip on the counter—along with my oath.

      


      

      “Making a deposit?” The teller smiled sweetly. We’d only been back in Tennessee a few weeks, but she knew us by name already.


      

      “Um, yeah. And can someone swear me into the military?”


      

      “Excuse me?”


      

      “I need someone to notarize my oath of office. I’m joining the Reserves.” I showed her the piece of paper.


      

      “Ooookaaayy.” I could tell that she’d never sworn in a soldier before. She grabbed her notary seal. “Do you want to just sign

         it?”

      


      

      “No, do you mind reading it out loud while I hold my hand up? You know, like a real oath?” It seemed like the right thing

         to do.

      


      

      “Sure, honey.”


      

      So there I stood, in a local bank, wearing my business casual clothes, with my hand in the air, and recited the oath:


      

      

         I, David French, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies,

            foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without

            any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which

            I am about to enter. So help me God.

         


      


      

      Then I leaned down and signed the paper. She notarized it. I became Lieutenant David French on April 11, 2006.


      

      As anticlimactic as taking my oath was, next to the jar of suckers they give to kids at the bank, basic training was just

         plain miserable. On June 20, roughly nine weeks after my anticlimactic day at the bank, I was at Fort Lee, Virginia, enduring

         day twenty-two of my Officer Basic Course. I was hot (it was a humid ninety-five degrees), exhausted (no sleep for almost

         forty-eight hours), and—worst of all—covered in poison ivy. It was between my fingers, on my scalp, on my beltline, on my

         neckline, on my stomach, and on my ankles.

      


      

      To make matters worse, I was also dead. I had just been “killed” by one of my fellow classmates, a former Ranger turned lawyer

         who’d single-handedly snuck behind a line of seventy JAG officers and mowed most of us down before we could even figure out

         where the gunfire was coming from.

      


      

      The drill sergeant stood beside my “dead,” itching body and laughed.


      

      And laughed.


      

      And laughed.


      

      Then he turned serious. “That was pathetic. What have I told you about 360-degree security? What have I told you about discipline?

         Don’t think for one second if you go downrange that you’ll just be sitting at a desk while the ‘real soldiers’ fight! Some

         of you guys are going outside the wire! Some of you guys are going to see some things that you won’t believe, and—yes—some

         of the people in this class are going to be shot at! And if you’re shot at, what will you do? I’ll tell you what you’ll do. You’ll remember the day you died

         in training, and you’ll keep your eyes looking where they’re supposed to look!”

      


      

      It was all quite simple. There were two guys out in the woods, both former Rangers, and they were tasked with infiltrating

         our “base”—guarded by seventy JAG officers. Two against seventy. We were supposed to be guarding every avenue of approach

         to the base, eyes fixed on our areas. But—suddenly—we heard the unmistakable sound of an M16 firing three-round burst after

         three-round burst, somewhere to my right. I turned my head to look, straining to see something, anything. In fact, seventy

         heads turned as one. There was some wild firing from our defense line, then more firing, then still more. Someone tapped me

         on my shoulder.

      


      

      “You’re dead, sir.”


      

      Lesson learned. One of many. Only three weeks into my basic course and already the “lessons learned” included:


      



            • It’s silly to rename the obstacle course a “confidence course” if your confidence-building exercise includes falling flat

               on your face from fifteen feet in the air;

            


            • I had no clue how to put on the black Army beret without looking like a French painter;


            • Four months of workouts before my basic course couldn’t prevent me from puking on the football field during my second predawn

               workout;

            


            • The mere fact that you grew up in the South doesn’t make you a natural marksman with the M16, but it makes others believe

               you will be; and

            


            • I had a long way to go before I really knew what it meant to be a soldier.



      

      The day our field exercise ended, I staggered into the aid station, got a steroid shot to heal my poison ivy, and nursed my

         wounded pride. There’s nothing quite like having your heroic ideal collide with the reality created by your own human frailty.

      


      

      A week later, Nancy came to pick me up. I’d finished my introductory “soldier skills” training and was ready for the military legal education. Law work. That I could handle.

      


      

      As we drove across Virginia and into Tennessee to be reunited with the kids, whom I hadn’t seen in more than a month, I talked

         so much I could barely breathe. I told her about military life, about other soldiers’ war stories, about new friends I’d met

         that she’d likely never know, and about my (small) triumphs and embarrassing failures. She listened politely, laughed on occasion,

         shook her head sympathetically when it was appropriate, but she was mostly quiet. Mostly.

      


      

      After a few hours on the road, she took advantage of one of the few moments of silence to look me up and down and then remark

         quietly, “You look stronger.”

      


      

      “I do?”


      

      “Yep. And more confident.”


      

      I smiled. It turns out that basic training isn’t just good for eighteen-year-olds.


      

      After basic training, I started the one weekend a month, two weeks out of the year life that marked the prewar lifestyle for

         the typical reservist. Yes, I wore the uniform, but I was still a civilian at heart, still the office worker I’d become after

         almost fourteen years of white-collar life. But I wanted more. I hadn’t joined the Army for the weekend service or for the

         two weeks of annual training in the woods and on the firing range. And so, in the midst of that annual training, when a full-bird

         colonel, a brigade commander for one of America’s most storied combat units, looked at me and asked, “Will you go downrange

         with us?” I was ready with the answer.

      


      

      “Yes, sir!” A brigade from the 101st Airborne was training with us (or, I should say, we were there with them), and they needed a lawyer. They were going back to Iraq (“downrange”) in the fall, and the brigade commander wanted more

         legal help.

      


      

      The fact that I said yes didn’t really hit me until I got home a few days later and saw Nancy. I hadn’t had the heart to tell

         her over the phone, so I waited. I waited until I got home, until I spent time with the kids, until we had dinner, and until

         they were fast asleep. Then I asked Nancy to sit down.

      


      

      “What’s up?”


      

      “A colonel with the 101st Airborne asked me if I’d deploy with them.”


      

      “What did you say?”


      

      The question was rhetorical. She knew I wouldn’t say no. Deployment was the entire purpose for me joining. But still, as I

         kept learning, reality is different than you ever think it’ll be.

      


      

      “I said yes.”


      

      Nancy paused for a long moment. “We’ll be okay. We’ll get through it,” she said. Then she started to cry.


      

      But I didn’t go. It turned out that while the brigade commander wanted to add a lawyer to his roster, the Army didn’t want

         him to have one, so his request to bring me was rejected. I found out just as I was planning to leave for a month of training

         with the brigade at Fort Polk, Louisiana, and I was crushed. I’d been preparing my mind and heart to leave, and now… nothing.

         I was back to being a husband, father, and lawyer in limbo—with no immediate plans to deploy but with no intention of staying

         home. In my heart, I knew it was my turn to go.

      


      

      Limbo lasted a month. First, the Army asked me to volunteer to spend a year in Fort Dix, New Jersey. I said no. Then they

         offered a year at Fort Drum. No again. Finally, Human Resources Command called with a different opportunity: The 3d Armored

         Cavalry Regiment, America’s longest-serving combat regiment, needed two judge advocates for a year. Destination: Iraq.

      


      

      I said yes.


      

      And this time there was no turning back. Once again, I went to Nancy and told her that I’d answered the call. Once again,

         she told me that they’d get through it. Again, she cried. This time I did too.

      


      

      All that was left was to tell the kids.
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      THE DAY HE LEFT


      

      Nancy


      

      NOTHING SOUNDS GOOD at three o’clock in the morning, with the possible exception of “It’s snowing and they called off school.”

      


      

      No matter how late David stayed up, gaming the night away on the computer or watching television, he jolted me awake from

         my deep slumber to wish me goodnight. No amount of glaring, stuffing my head under the pillow, or unintelligible profanity

         stopped him from the barbaric practice of smiling and whispering sweet nothings.

      


      

      I think he envisioned himself an actor in a perpetual Hallmark commercial, a world in which well-dressed, perfectly coiffed

         parents kiss the heads of peacefully sleeping babies before easing off to a night of romance and wine. Our “real life,” for

         whatever reason, never yanked him from this fantasy.

      


      

      Not the fact that our kids—when they finally fell asleep—were so sensitive to noise that I never seemed to enjoy a truly peaceful

         night.

      


      

      I saw his disrespect for sleep as a personal assault. When I first had kids, I’d struggle to get my newborns to sleep, gingerly

         put them in the crib, and tiptoe out of the room like I was avoiding land mines.

      


      

      As soon as I put them down, thankful to have at least a moment’s rest, David would smile and say, “Let’s just go look at them”—but

         I always knew that phrase meant much more. After all, he could’ve “looked at them” from the safe distance of the hallway.

         When he used that phrase, he meant he wanted to walk in the room, pat their diapered bottoms, and kiss the wisps of hair on

         the back of their heads.

      


      

      If they woke up, they woke up—he was going to have those latenight moments regardless of my protests.


      

      “Just leave them alone,” I’d beg, and he’d pretend to acquiesce. “Please.”


      

      I admit—the kids were adorable during the twenty minutes per night they slept. Eventually, though, I’d look up and see David

         sheepishly slipping out of the nursery, holding a crying baby who’d been admired out of her slumber.

      


      

      “I don’t know what happened,” he’d say before handing her back to me.


      

      By the time David was deployed, the kids were eight and six years old. Even though they’d been robbed of countless hours of

         good sleep over the course of their few years on earth, they were certain of a few facts about life: Vegetables were evil,

         Sunday morning sermons were long, and Daddy loved them enough to snuggle them late at night.

      


      

      That’s why they looked at us in horror when we broke the news to them.


      

      “You know how those buildings in New York fell because the bad guys flew the airplane into them?” David asked on the way to

         Toys “R” Us.

      


      

      It was his idea to tell them this way. Like maybe they wouldn’t notice their dad was going off to war because they could buy

         a trinket. I know it probably should’ve been obvious that crass materialism is rarely the answer in times of crisis, but the

         children were so young we honestly thought it might soften the blow.

      


      

      I’ll never forget the moment. They were snugly in their car seats and had been excitedly chatting about their anticipated

         purchases. Camille was getting some sort of accessory for the tiny doll she clutched in her hand—a plastic brunette about

         three inches tall she named “London” and carried around all the time. Austin was going to shop around, considering perhaps

         a Star Wars building set. A mound of clothes waiting to be dropped off at the dry cleaners sat between them. These are the things you

         remember. I flipped down the mirror and pretended to look at my makeup.

      


      

      “So Daddy has to help catch the bad guys,” he continued. “In Iraq.”


      

      I saw the reflection of their little faces. In all my years of tending to scraped knees, visiting emergency rooms, mending

         broken hearts, and soothing away nightmares… I’d never seen their countenances reshaped by sheer devastation.

      


      

      Inexplicably, the promise of new Legos didn’t soften the blow. We weren’t sure they’d “get it,” but they definitely understood.


      

      At the dry cleaners, I crawled into the backseat and held them as they sobbed uncontrollably. People in the parking lot stared

         at us in the way that strangers do when they’re wondering if they should call the authorities.

      


      

      Afterwards, the toy store was a haze of emotion, and we went through the motions of “things people do when they’re happy,”

         hoping that toys and pizza would magically lift the dread and make everything okay. When we got back into the car, full of

         soda and apprehension, we were eager to call it a day. But as Camille climbed into the backseat, she raised her soft, empty

         hands and exclaimed, “London!”

      


      

      The tiny plastic doll for whom she’d just bought a new wardrobe was nowhere to be seen.


      

      “Have you seen a little plastic doll?” I frantically asked the people the host had seated at the table we’d just left. I held

         up my fingers to suggest its impossible size and tried to hold back the tears: “It’s just this big.” I imagined after I darted

         to the waitress station, the busboy’s apron, and the parking lot, that the people shrugged at what I appeared to be—a mother

         who seemed a bit undone. I certainly would’ve rolled my eyes over a mom apparently on the verge of a panic attack over a doll.

      


      

      Of course, the object itself was of no real significance, but—in that moment—that tiny plastic doll came to symbolize all

         that seemed lost… in the same way that worn slippers, Dixie Cups next to the sink, or a favorite blanket can represent all

         the comforts of home. Sadly—to end a terribly awful day—we never found it.

      


      

      The weeks that preceded his departure were filled with these hyperemotional incidents, ordinary moments that took on extraordinary

         meaning. Every time friends came over for dinner, every grandparent visit, every second was imbued with the kind of sobriety

         that’s hard to maintain on a day-in/day-out basis.

      


      

      The first and last question everyone asked when they saw us—at church, parties, or Wal-Mart—was, “When does David leave?”

         In other words, the pall of his departure hung over us at all times, so we were intrigued when the Army gave him the option

         of leaving earlier.

      


      

      “Going sooner means getting home faster,” I said tentatively.


      

      David nodded his head. “Yeah. Plus, I want to start counting down the days till I get home instead of the days till I leave.”


      

      “Right.”


      

      What both of us knew but neither of us said was that a change of departure meant a change of mission. We both sat silently

         in the discomfort and ambiguity of fate.

      


      

      “If I leave early and something happens to me,” he said very quietly, “you can’t second-guess the change of plans.”


      

      I assured him I wouldn’t, although I knew I would.


      

      We decided to take the new option and he left in October instead of after Christmas. The autumn night before he left, we did

         our normal “night-night routine” with the kids, a ritual we’ve done for years with slight variations to the general drill

         of the oldest known hymn, “Gloria Patri,” the singsong books of the New Testament, a recitation of John 3:16 and Acts 17:28,

         the Apostles’ Creed, and prayer. We kept adding elements, to the point where the kids lamented that they expected us to pass

         the collection plate at the end.

      


      

      “In Him, we live, and move, and have our being,” the kids recited before climbing into their bunk beds. We’d planned this

         as the farewell “tuck-in.” David had rented a car and was leaving for Fort Benning at five the next morning.

      


      

      The kids fell asleep pretty easily, exhausted from the previous months of endless goodbye parties and unusually emotional

         adults. But my sleep was listless at best.

      


      

      The next morning when the alarm went off, David climbed out of bed in the dark, put on his uniform, and went through the checklist

         one last time. I was still not used to seeing him in his Army Combat Uniform (he called it his “ACU”). A suit and tie? Sure.

         Shorts and a T-shirt that reads “Chicks Dig My Ride” next to a picture of a Star Wars TIE fighter? Definitely. But amid the half-finished puzzle on the kitchen table and the toys on the floor, the uniform just didn’t seem to fit into the picture of our lives.

      


      

      I felt I barely knew him, his bags in his hands and ready to walk out of my life for a year. He kissed me goodbye before running

         up to the kids’ room “just to look at them.”

      


      

      Of course, he meant something more. I wanted last night to be the “goodbye scene,” for Saturday to be a new day—the first

         we’d check off a calendar that hung on the kitchen wall, and the beginning of our new, yearlong life without Dad. But I didn’t

         have the heart to stop him. The next time he’d see the kids, they’d be a year older, have fewer baby teeth, and wear different

         clothing sizes. Maybe—just maybe—because it was so early in the morning, he wouldn’t awaken them.

      


      

      Just this once.


      

      We crept up the stairs and I paused at the door as he walked into the dark room. He put his hand silently on Camille’s hair.

         Groggily, she sat up in the bed and immediately draped herself over his uniformed chest.

      


      

      Austin didn’t stir.


      

      About three hours later—after David was much closer to Fort Benning and I’d managed to drift off to sleep—I heard the rhythmic

         pitter-pat of someone running down the stairs.

      


      

      “Daddy?” I heard him yelling. “Daddy?!”


      

      “He’s gone,” I reminded the little boy in the red flannel pajamas. “Remember, he’s gone to Iraq?”


      

      His eyes were barely open from the exhaustion of the past few weeks.


      

      “He forgot to say goodbye to me,” he said. Apparently, Camille had told him that David said goodbye to her, and Austin felt

         he’d slipped his dad’s mind.

      


      

      As I wiped away his tears and cradled him in my arms—not easy with a big six-year-old boy—I thought of all the times David

         insisted on sneaking into their rooms and foiling my best-laid parental plans.

      


      

      And I was thankful for every single one of them.
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      EVERYTHING CHANGED


      

      Nancy


      

      LIFE, I WAS SHOCKED TO DISCOVER, went on.

      


      

      A few weeks later, I felt people’s eyes on me as I entered the sanctuary of two-hundred-year-old Zion Presbyterian Church

         for the first time without David. The kids and I ambled down the aisle during the opening hymn and slid into our pew. Without

         a word, the man behind us passed us a hymnal already opened to the song selection, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.”

      


      

      “And though this world, with devils filled,” the congregation sang along with the pipe organ, “should threaten to undo us.”

      


      

      As typical, we’d already missed the first two verses, the opening prayer, and the bells that announce the “call to worship.”

         Married for almost twelve years, David and I had developed unspoken but elaborate rules about being late: three to five minutes

         early for business meetings, “on time” sufficient for friends, fifteen to thirty minutes late to parties (to avoid the awkwardness

         among the first arrivals), seven minutes late to school (after that, the kids miss actual work), and five minutes late for

         church (eliminating the uncomfortable head nods to friends with whom we can’t possibly chat until after the sermon anyway).

         In other words, David was my coconspirator in tardiness, a rebel without a clock, an ally in flouting the deaconapproved time

         schedule for services.

      


      

      But without him there, I just seemed late—especially since I had to put on a robe and climb into the choir loft.


      

      “We will not fear, for God hath willed,” I tried to join in before noticing Austin’s unkempt hair, “His truth to triumph through us.”


      

      My kids have never looked like they just stepped out of a Gap ad. One bitter cold January Sunday, I was in the choir loft

         preparing to sing when I noticed my family entering through the back doors. After I’d left home early for choir, David had

         dressed Austin in backwards jeans and Camille in a sundress. While other children wear smocked dresses and patent leather

         shoes or khaki pants and a tie, we’re satisfied if the clothes fit reasonably well and don’t have evidence of yesterday’s

         lunch. Long ago, we decided that anything requiring getting up a few minutes earlier is simply not going to happen in the

         French household—after all, Sundays are made for rest. This made our lack of attention to appearance seem like a bold, countercultural stance against the tyranny

         of extravagant accessories like hair bows and… belts.
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