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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Some of the names and details in this book have been altered for privacy and/or secrecy considerations. In the case of soldiers who served in the Unit, first names and last initials have been used; in a few cases where the soldier is deceased, his full last name was used to honor his sacrifice. Every soldier sees war through their own lenses. All Secure is Tom Satterly’s journey and is not meant to represent the experiences or thoughts of anyone else.














PROLOGUE


October 2013


St. Louis, Missouri


THEY’D BEEN STROLLING around the Clayton financial district for a couple of hours when Jen suggested they stop for a drink at a little bar with sidewalk seating. It was one of those pleasant fall afternoons in the Midwest, wedged between the sweltering summer months and the gray misery of winter. She was in no hurry to end what had been a perfect day.


In a few hours, they’d have to get ready for Tom’s last night in the city. In the morning, he was flying to Fayetteville, North Carolina, for the twentieth annual reunion of the Unit “operators” who’d been in the Battle of Mogadishu.


Wanting to understand more about Tom, Jen had watched the movie Black Hawk Down to learn about the battle. She still couldn’t wrap her mind around what it had taken to fight for eighteen hours against such incredible odds while thousands of Somalis tried to kill him and the other trapped American soldiers.


Although curious about his role in the fight, she’d hesitated to ask him about it, unsure if the topic would be taboo or the question inappropriate. She knew only that he carried many scars, both external and internal, and she didn’t want to tear them open if he wasn’t ready.


However, on this nice afternoon in downtown St. Louis, Tom seemed relaxed—as much as he ever was, anyway—and that weekend they’d already shared stories that were the most personal of their budding relationship. She felt he might be open to talking about what happened twenty years earlier that first week in October of 1993 in Somalia. She sensed that it could be good for him. The right moment, she thought, might arrive while relaxing with drinks at an outside table watching the world go by.


As the hostess guided them through the restaurant to the outdoor seating area, Jen noted Tom’s eyes darting around, and that he kept turning his head slightly to glance back over his shoulder. She knew that while she was thinking about what cocktail to order, he was assessing the demeanor of other customers and the staff. As she checked out the art on the walls, she could tell he was memorizing the layout of the restaurant, looking for escape routes in case one was needed.


Outside at the table, Tom sat down with his back to the building, facing the street so that he could watch for potential danger. She was sure he’d already determined what weapons were available if necessary. A fork. The butter knife. A glass or bottle to break, which could then be used to stab an assailant. Continually looking for a place to take cover from gunfire, such as a brick wall or parked car.


Tom’s habit of “pulling security” on their dates didn’t bother Jen. It came with the territory when going out with a retired command sergeant major from the Unit, the most elite and secretive special operations force in the US military. Thinking that visiting some rougher area of St. Louis might trigger a more aggressive mindset, Jen had chosen the gentrified Clayton district precisely because it was a “safe” enclave, largely free of crime and unsavory characters.


It wasn’t so much that Tom was expecting an imminent terrorist attack on Bemison Street. Intellectually, he told her, he knew that the danger was minimal for people living in the States. However, he hadn’t spent twenty years as an operator with the Special Forces Operational Detachment known as “the Unit,” without developing ingrained survival habits. Most of the time he didn’t even realize he was doing it until she waved a hand in front of his face and insisted that he actually make eye contact while she was talking.


Jen thought of the hypervigilance and constant threat assessment as a type of muscle memory—not unlike his heralded ability to move and shoot with uncanny accuracy, or to act calmly and deliberately no matter how chaotic the situation. These were traits instilled in him by countless hours of relentless training. Those hours had then been reinforced on thousands of actual missions he’d participated in, and usually led, most of them Close Quarters Battle, or CQB, in Iraq and other hotspots around the world. Street to street, house to house, room to room—where the hardest lessons were written in blood and not soon forgotten.


Jen understood that this constant wariness is what had kept Tom and his men alive on the danger-filled streets from Mogadishu to Baghdad and a lot of places in between. But those same qualities had also undermined the stability of his previous three marriages and, sadly, made him a stranger to his son, his family, and all too many former friends.


Some of the influences from his life as a warrior were subtle. Trained to carry out missions at night, Tom’s attempts at “normal” sleep patterns were ineffective, and what sleep he did get was tormented by nightmares. In the daytime, loud noises made him duck. A car parked innocently on the side of a street might be viewed as a potential roadside bomb and avoided. Someone approaching too quickly could make him switch from a relaxed state to high alert in the blink of an eye.


In addition to Tom’s mental baggage, his neck and back ached from the times he’d been blown up as well as the surgeries to patch him back together. Sometimes he just hurt in ways that were hard to explain or diagnose, but the pain was severe, and it was unrelenting.


On that pleasant afternoon in St. Louis, Tom had been out of the Unit for three years. He was making a living working for a company that contracted with the military to prepare a new generation of special ops commandos for war, as well as a more demeaning entertainment enterprise that trained civilian “commandos” to “kill zombies” with paintball guns. But he was still living with a vicious cycle of booze, pain pills, sleeping pills, and antidepressants that had been part of his life in the military, and that the Veterans Administration now handed out to him like Halloween candy to dull the physical pain—and cloud the memories of the things he’d seen and done.


Tom and Jen had met several months earlier, when the film and photography company she co-owned with her husband was hired by Tom’s company to produce military training videos as well as an advertising movie trailer.


This past May, Jen had driven from St. Louis to Indiana to meet the owner of Tom’s company, and to become acquainted with some of the people she’d be working with. One of them was Tom Satterly, who was described to her as a “special operations legend”—not just in the Unit, but in the competitive and ego-driven world of commandos.


Whatever she was expecting, she wasn’t impressed at first sight. Tom was five-feet-ten-inches tall, and overweight, with a gut; his wide face was ruddy and bloated by alcohol and hard living. He was far from the “super soldier” she had imagined based on the little she knew about the Unit. When they met, Tom had hardly acknowledged her, just a few grunted words before leaving the meeting as soon as he could excuse himself.


It didn’t take long after their work began, however, for Jen to realize her first impression of Tom had been deceiving. While he rarely said anything to her, she noticed how he commanded instant attention from everyone, including the other former operators working for him on the filming project. He didn’t raise his voice or make demands; when he said something, people listened, and tasks were completed immediately. If someone was carrying on a side conversation while he was talking, a glance was enough to shut it down.


Sitting at the bar in St. Louis, Jen liked knowing that the man across from her sipping a vodka soda could handle pretty much any dangerous situation. A real-life Jason Bourne. While Jen could understand the environment and experiences that had created this unusual man, she wasn’t fond of the macho posturing, especially around other special ops veterans who too often acted like a bunch of immature frat boys—particularly when drinking. There were crude remarks about women and disturbing references about the cultures in the places where they had fought. She was annoyed by the casual references to violence as the best way to deal with situations, even when those references were intended to be “funny.”


Nor was Jen comfortable around Tom when he was angry. Small things, at least small to her, could trigger him: someone who messed up because they didn’t follow his instructions to a tee; people who showed up late or didn’t take proper care of equipment; poor service at a bar or restaurant; loud, rude people. Any of these could leave him seething. Or worse.


When angry, Tom could be frightening. The lines around his eyes and across his forehead got deeper and harder; his cobalt blue eyes darkened until they seemed black and filled with such malevolence that they reminded her of a shark’s eyes. These physical changes helped her to comprehend the terrible violence he was capable of inflicting. Most of all, it helped her to understand that there were indelible horrors buried in his psyche.


If that had been the only Tom she knew, she wouldn’t have been sitting at a St. Louis bar with him. But as they had gotten to know each other working on the training films, he let his guard down. Someone would tell a funny story, and his eyes would light up with merriment. A practical joker by nature, he’d start some bit of mischief with a fun-loving grin and then laugh like a kid.


Occasionally, as their friendship grew, he would open up and talk to her about his insecurities, fears, and regrets, especially his frayed relationship with his son, Thomas. In those moments, the hard, intense exterior would soften and reveal a kind, big-hearted—even sweet—side to him.


That’s when Jen could glimpse what she liked about this man—a good-natured kid who’d grown up in a small town in Middle America, where celebrating the Fourth of July was a bigger deal than Christmas and fishing with his dad as they floated down the Blue River was an ideal summer day. Back when he was young enough that war was just a game to be played in the woods with his buddies. Back when the biggest threat he faced was getting kicked in the nuts by the town bully.


As a self-professed “liberal hippy chick,” Jen had even learned to appreciate his view of the military. She liked the way he talked about the Unit as a family and the immense love and respect he had for his brothers-in-arms—his tribe, as he called them. He was passionate about having been part of something bigger than himself, something he had been willing to lay down his life to defend. He believed that he and those like him were out there beyond the walls, protecting Americans from evil, knights in battle fatigues standing against the darkness on the other side.


Looking back, it was hard for Jen to tell when their professional relationship morphed into friendship, and then into something more. It could have been the afternoon in August, after filming, when they pulled into the parking garage of the hotel in Akron, Ohio, where they and the crew were staying. It was unusual when Tom told everyone in the car to go on ahead without him. He said he had some things to do and would meet them later in the hotel bar.


WHEN HE DIDN’T SHOW up a little later, as expected, Jen was concerned. She texted Tom and asked where he was. Normally he answered her immediately; when he didn’t, she tried again. “Are you okay?… We’re waiting for you.” This time he replied and said he was on his way. Jen could not precisely explain why, but that small interaction seemed to be a pivotal point. Their relationship began to grow into a courtship, mostly long distance and conducted in flurries of daily texts and long phone calls.


Now, relaxing over drinks in St. Louis, Jen felt it was finally okay to ask him about Mogadishu. She’d been told that the battle had been the longest sustained firefight in US military history since the Vietnam War. It also had been Tom’s first mission with the Unit. “What can you tell me about Black Hawk Down?” she asked during a lull in their conversation.


Tom hesitated, but then seemed okay with the question. He began talking about the sights, smells, and sounds, the fury and the fear. A friend of his had died, shot in the face, at the beginning of the fight… and then his voice began to drift. She noticed him shift uneasily in his chair; he looked off, his gaze growing distant.


“It’s okay,” she said. “We can stop.”


He shook his head. She was surprised to see his eyes grow wet as he tried to say something funny—always his way when a conversation turned uncomfortable. Then he apologized for “being weak.”


She grabbed his hand. “It’s not weak to cry.”


Tom fought to control his emotions. It had been almost twenty years since someone—his first wife—had asked him what it had been like on that awful night. He reacted now the same way he did then.


He wept.














CHAPTER ONE


Summer 1977


Edinburgh, Indiana


OH GREAT! How’d they find us this time?” At ten years old, the objects of my dismay had just appeared in the woods where my best friend, Robby, and I were playing. The two older boys were now stalking toward us with wicked grins and clenched fists.


I felt helpless. Robby and I weren’t even supposed to be in “the woods”—a circular, overgrown, and fenced-off lot the size of a football field. The property was at the end of my street, near the edge of town. It was overgrown with dense brush, grass, and scrub trees; crisscrossed by dirt trails; and a dumping ground for abandoned appliances and cars. There was also a small pond, which made the enclosure far too much of a temptation for a couple of adventurous boys like us to ignore.


The woods were the perfect place to play Army, reenacting the fighting we’d seen on television documentaries and newscasts about the Vietnam War, hunting through the undergrowth and discarded machinery for “gooks” to ambush and kill. Up until now, the woods also had been a good place to avoid the two bullies but, apparently, that was no longer the case.


“Well, look who we have here!” sneered one, a fat farm kid who was always in the company of his tall, skinny friend.


I groaned. I knew what was coming next, starting with a few choice slurs. You little faggot. You’re a pussy. Your dad’s so dumb he has to work at the grocery store. We steal whatever we want and he’s too stupid to catch us. Then the fat kid would punch me in the face, laughing and continuing with the name-calling while I cried. It would end with the skinny bully kicking me in the balls. After that they’d turn on Robby and rough him up, though never as much as they did me.


It always went the same way. Insults. Face punch. A kick in the balls. Crying—partly from the pain, but mostly from the shame, believing that I couldn’t do anything about it. My adversaries were two years older, and a lot bigger. Worst of all, I was afraid of them.


For some reason, I seemed to attract bullies. I didn’t know if it was because I was small for my age, or because I had allergies that would make my eyes water and appear like I was crying. Even the girls picked on me. But these two older boys were the worst.


At the age of ten, I was just a small, skinny kid who practiced violin, was somewhat fussy about keeping my room neat, and hung out with Robby during the stiflingly humid days of summer in small-town Indiana. The two of us played Little League baseball and fought battles with our green plastic toy soldiers or with imaginary enemies in the woods. Then, often as not, we walked across town to cool off at the public swimming pool. About the only damper on my summer was trying to steer clear of my two antagonists. But they seemed to show up everywhere, stalking us like great white sharks circling baby seals before moving in for the kill. Insults. Stand there and take it. Face punch. Kick in the balls. Cry.


I never told my parents about the bullying. They would have just told me to turn the other cheek. “Don’t stoop to their level. Try to reason with them. Take the high road.” I did confide to my older brother, but he didn’t seem interested in helping me, instead advising me to fight back. But I didn’t really believe I was capable.


I was the last of three children born to Steve and Martha Satterly. My brother, Steve Jr., was two years older. My sister, Shelly, was four when I joined the Satterly household—and none too happy about it. In fact, she asked our parents to return me to wherever they’d found me. When they declined, she went on a hunger strike until the family doctor threw her under the bus by assuring our parents that she’d resume eating again “when she [got] hungry enough.”


However, Shelly’s feelings for me eventually changed. The sweet, good-natured little guy was her baby. Sure, I could be a nuisance. By the time I was five, I followed Shelly and her friends everywhere; they’d ditch me, of course, and she’d complain to our parents about her miniature shadow. But God help anybody else who picked on me.


We were a middle-class family, living middle-class lives in Middle America. The Fourth of July, with its flags and firecrackers, was as big a holiday as Christmas, and we children were brought up knowing that compared to most people around the world, we had it good.


My father worked a variety of jobs—from a tool and die maker in Seymour, Indiana, where I was born, to managing the local IGA grocery in Edinburgh. However, it wasn’t his fault that he kept having to change jobs. My mother was a nurse, and her obsession for more education, ostensibly to get a better job somewhere else, meant that our family had to pick up and move more often than others.


Most of my own nurturing came from my father. He was a musician and played the guitar, harmonica, and the banjo, sometimes on stage. Bluegrass music was his favorite, but country music was a close second: Boxcar Willie, Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, and anyone who’d ever appeared on the television show Hee Haw.


But there was nothing my dad enjoyed more than spending time with his children. He taught us how to pick and cook dandelions and to find persimmons, showing us how to tell which were good and which were too bitter to eat. He took us on excursions to gather blackberries and laughed at our efforts to ward off chiggers.


Best of all was fishing with my dad on the dock or floating down the Blue River from Edinburgh to Columbus in our flat-bottomed boat, camping out at night, telling stories around the campfire. I always felt safe with my dad and, while I didn’t know it as a child, these were the memories that would sustain me when all else was dark, violent, and full of fear.


I was born on January 28, 1967, a portentous year considering the path my life would take. That was the year of the “long hot summer of ’67,” marred by more than a 150 race riots in cities throughout the East and Midwest that claimed nearly a hundred lives and reduced many millions of dollars of property to rubble.


Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, the war in Vietnam was raging. As US casualties mounted—more than 9,000 dead that year alone—the American public began questioning what the United States was doing by propping up a corrupt South Vietnamese government. Antiwar demonstrations rocked college campuses. Six years later, the longest war in America’s history was over—a war the United States had suffered at the cost of 58,200 dead and more than 300,000 wounded, some whose scars were not visible on the outside, as the nation came to understand.


I knew that my mother’s brother, Terry, had served with the Marines in Vietnam. He had been awarded the Silver Star for his heroism when his unit was ambushed. However, Terry, who had become a minister after returning from Vietnam, never talked about his experiences. It was only after I’d been through my own hell that I learned he, too, was haunted by what he’d been through. He had wrestled his own demons as best he could and fought the tough battle with alcoholism.


But when I was a child, Uncle Terry always took time to talk to me and encourage whatever my interests. He even took to calling me “Snake Eyes” for the way my blue eyes glittered and narrowed to slits when I was angry. I liked that. It made me feel tougher to have such a dangerous-sounding nickname.


Make-believe war was a game I played with my friends. We were always the “good guys,” who acted heroically while vanquishing the “bad guys.” And even if my friends and I “died” on our imaginary battlefields, we could always get back up and live to fight—a privilege denied in the real life that would come later.


“Well, if it isn’t the little faggot,” the fat bully said while his buddy laughed. “You’re a pussy.”


I briefly considered trying to run away. I was fast and probably could have escaped. But the bigger boys would have caught Robby, who wasn’t as swift, and I couldn’t leave my friend behind, especially knowing that he would have to take the brutality intended for me.


So, already aware of the tears welling in my eyes, I readied myself for the blow. Only this time, it never came. Just before my adversary began his assault, my brother, Steve, and one of his friends emerged from the woods and walked over to the four of us.


“What’s going on?” Steve asked calmly.


Still smirking, the fat bully acted as if nothing was happening. He leaned over and picked a leaf from a plant. “Think this is pot?” he quipped sarcastically.


“It’s ragweed,” my brother replied evenly. He was taller than the fat kid, but skinny and unimposing. I had never known him to get into fights—or raise his voice, for that matter—except as older brothers will with their younger siblings.


Apparently, the bully wasn’t impressed either. He made a halfhearted feint at Steve, as if to try to intimidate him, too.


Quick as a snake, Steve’s right hand lashed out and caught the bully square on the jaw. The bully went down hard, but Steve wasn’t finished with him. He jumped on the boy and pummeled him in the face until he started crying.


“Get the fuck out of here,” Steve snarled as he stood up, “and don’t touch my brother again.”


Both bullies scurried off, but Steve and his friend waited to make sure they didn’t return. They then walked Robby and me back to the street.


My opinion of my brother shifted that day. What used to be sibling rivalry, and at times dislike, turned into love and respect for the way he had defended my friend and me. But something else changed in me that afternoon—something that may have been a critical turning point in my life.


It became evident three weeks later when Robby and I were on our way across town to the pool, and we were again accosted by our two tormentors. “What are you gonna do without your brother to protect you, pussy?” the fat bully hissed as he and his friend walked up to me.


Prior to my brother’s intercession, I would not have answered, and would have just stood there and taken the insults, the inevitable punch, and the kick in the balls. But not this time. I had seen the enemy on his back, crying and defeated.


Something snapped. Instead of fear, I felt only rage and hatred as I launched myself at the other boy. Every bit of stored up shame, and fear exploded in a flurry of fists that caught my antagonist by surprise.


The older boy again went down, and then it was me who jumped on top of him, pummeling the bully’s face until he was bloodied and shrieking in terror and pain. Lost in the heat of battle, I might have kept at it, but Robby pulled me off. The bully got up and ran away with his friend.


Later in the pool bathhouse, I washed the other boy’s blood from my hands at the sink and tried to remove the red stains from my T-shirt and swim trunks. Seeing the pink swirl of the blood mixed with water as it went down the drain, I knew something had changed in me and with that came a sense of guilt. I hoped I had done the right thing, but it was not what my parents had always taught me. Turn the other cheek. Take the high road.


But, of course, I reveled in my victory over an enemy. Again and again, I relived the moment—in technicolor! I was proud that I’d stood up to the bully and protected myself and my friend. From that day forward, I knew that I would never run from another fight.














CHAPTER TWO


August 1990


Camp Mackall, North Carolina


THE TALL BLOND MAN materialized out of the dark on the rough dirt road I was walking down. He seemed to come from nowhere, and he startled me.


“Don’t you think we should get off the road and move tactically through the woods?” he growled as he fell in alongside me.


It took a moment as I peered through my night-vision goggles, but I recognized him. His name was John M., a tough-looking, hard-built man who quite frankly made me nervous with his intensity. I’d noticed him and his companion, Mike Rampey, as I’d worked my way through the Special Forces Qualification, or “Q,” course, the last phase of training before I became a Green Beret at twenty-three.


Neither of the other two was physically imposing. Mike was also tall and blond, but like his constant companion John, he was more fit-looking than big. In their mid-thirties, they were a bit older, more mature, than all but the oldest Special Forces instructors. Even around the instructors they seemed to exude a whole other level of competence and professionalism.


They kept mostly to themselves and I had little contact, though I’d noticed small differences in their personalities. Mike was soft-spoken and seemed friendly. John, on the other hand, hardly talked at all. Asking me whether I thought we should be walking down the road or “tactically through the woods” were more words than he’d said to me in the five months we’d been at Camp Mackall.


That night I had been placed in charge of fifty other candidates during an ambush training mission. We’d just completed a four-mile hike through the woods over rugged and swampy terrain on a moonless night, when one of the instructors told me to move my men down the road back to the trucks that would return us to our barracks at Camp Mackall.


Having been given only those instructions, I was left on my own to decide how to implement them. I deemed that with the mission over, there was no reason to move tactically by approaching the trucks stealthily through the woods. So I’d told my men to just walk down the road to the waiting vehicles.


Now this strange, severe man, John, had just questioned—or more accurately commented on—my decision. I didn’t take it well; I felt he was inferring that I was doing something wrong. So I explained to him my rationale for walking down the road. I was sticking to my plan, too, I added.


John, with his lower lip bulging out from dip, cocked his head and gritted his teeth, which caused his jaw muscles to bulge, and said, “You know I’ve killed a lot of people.” With that, he walked off into the darkness, leaving me behind to wonder what he meant.


Here at Camp Mackall in North Carolina, I was going through the agonizing training to become a Green Beret. But my sojourn as a soldier had started in the fall of 1985 when a high school friend who was home on leave from basic training talked me into enlisting. Of all things, this happened as we were driving to a John Cougar Mellencamp concert in Indianapolis, rolling down Interstate 65, tossing beer cans into the backseat with Mellencamp blasting on the stereo. “The Army is fucking great!” my buddy exclaimed as he rubbed a hand across the stubble on his head. “I don’t even mind the haircut!”


At the time, I was a normal, if unremarkable, young American, rocking a mullet and living in Columbus, Indiana, where my family had moved when I was twelve. I’d participated in sports in high school and seemed to have a knack for being the guy my friends and teammates rallied around.


Right out of high school, I had started working construction, which I liked a lot, and was thinking about starting my own company. I also smoked a lot of pot, drank too much beer, hung out with my buddies, and was seeing a pretty, petite brunette named Debbie.


But I knew I was not on a fast track to where I wanted to be, and not even sure where that was. Cold beer, chasing girls, and rockin’ out were certainly fun, but they really didn’t get you very far. The military had always interested me, so I listened to what my friend had to say.


I had eagerly watched war movies like The Green Berets, Rambo, and even older films like Sands of Iwo Jima. I preferred their unabashed patriotism and the heroics of the soldiers they portrayed to “serious” films that showed the darker sides of war and the gory details of actual battle, like Platoon and Full Metal Jacket. War seemed heroic, even if sometimes the good guys died; it involved parades, and adoring women and neighbors waiting for the warriors’ return with big “Welcome Home” signs.


I didn’t connect what I was seeing in the movies to the homeless Vietnam vets I’d see when I visited the “big city” of Indianapolis with their long stringy hair, bloodshot, desperate eyes, bushy beards, and filthy field jackets, standing on street corners begging for money. I couldn’t help but think they should be doing more to help themselves, instead of looking like bums, smelling of alcohol, and lowering themselves to plead for spare change. They made me nervous, and I wanted nothing to do with them.


In February 1986, I enlisted and was sent to Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri for basic training, or boot camp as it was called. I enjoyed the basic training and especially liked learning to shoot. And I was really good at it. My range instructor said I was the perfect student because I’d never handled anything more than a BB gun. I could learn fresh without the baggage of bad firearms habits.


I appreciated that the Army was demanding and required discipline. If you were out of shape, they got you into shape. I had no problem there and sailed through the physical fitness requirements. On the other hand, if you were a smart-ass, like me, they quickly knocked it out of you. I seemed to get my fair share of that, including being given the nickname “Shit,” as in “You’re in a world of shit, Shit.”


I figured that the verbal abuse was to make recruits mentally tough and build a sense of “us against the world”—our world, in this instance, being that of the drill sergeants. Nobody escaped the berating, the ridicule, or the physical abuse. Everybody was treated equally.


The Army wanted to break us down to human clay so we could be remolded into its image of a soldier. It was about taking individuals and merging them into a whole unit, who did what they were told to do, when they were told to do it. The emphasis was on building a belief that we were stronger together than apart.


We marched together. Ran together. We stood at attention for hours in the hot sun together. We ate together. We exercised together. We went to the bathroom together in a long line of toilet bowls openly displayed along a wall with no dividers or stalls. We went to bed at the same time as one another and got up together. They even cut everybody’s hair off so that we all looked the same. And if someone messed up, we suffered the consequences together. What better way to turn two hundred strangers into two hundred soldiers who belong to a fraternity and call each other “brother” than to put them all through the same hardships?


As boot camp progressed, I felt I was becoming a part of something larger than myself and the small-town world I’d grown up in—that the path I was on now had a purpose. Protect America. Protect my home and family. Protect those who could not protect themselves. Save innocent lives. Kill bad guys.


After basic I was assigned to the US Army base in Wildflecken, Germany. Nervous about going overseas and into my new life with the Army, I married Debbie so I wouldn’t have to go alone. Not exactly the best reason to get hitched, but I was like a lot of other newly minted soldiers off to see the world for the first time.


Arriving at Wildflecken, I was assigned to the 54th Engineer Battalion as the driver of an M113, a fully tracked armored personnel carrier. The battalion’s job was to prepare to halt the Russian horde crossing into the Fulda Gap, a primary invasion corridor into Western Europe for Soviet and Warsaw Pact tanks. If war broke out, my unit’s mission would be to slow down the onslaught long enough for NATO and the US military to respond.


My job was fun at first. Not everybody gets to drive what is essentially a small tank, minus the gun turret. Another facet of Army life, especially for a young married couple, was drinking a lot of beer and schnapps. Go to work, train, get drunk, go to bed, and do it all over the next day. It was beginning to seem a lot like home.


AS I GREW TIRED of the monotony of regular Army routine, I began hearing about the Green Berets, a part of the revered Special Forces. I’d met a Green Beret while training for my specialty after basic and been impressed with his professionalism and how he carried himself. He was obviously a cut above the other soldiers I’d met, including my drill sergeants. An Army buddy of mine, Kevin, had a photograph of his dad, who’d been a Green Beret in Vietnam, holding him as a baby wearing his father’s green beret. Kevin dreamed of following in his father’s footsteps. I didn’t tell Kevin, but looking at that photograph, I adopted his dream as my own. The thought of being one of “America’s best” appealed to that part of me that was always trying to prove that I was strong enough and good enough to make a difference.


Another great influence on my future path were a couple of my platoon sergeants who encouraged me to attend commando training courses run by special operations units in France and Germany. The courses were physically and psychologically demanding—designed to weed out the weak.


One of the toughest of the commando courses, Platoon Confidence Training, or PCT, was put together by Green Beret sergeants. They had a motto: “Pain is only weakness leaving the body.”


It was the sort of challenge that appealed to me. When other soldiers quit the courses, it made me more determined to finish, and finish first if I could. I took pride in being one of the few still standing at the end.


I got into every specialized course I could, including one with German special operations in which I had to compete against a thousand other guys in the battalion. I took extra classes offered by the Army and in 1987 was named the battalion’s Soldier of the Year. This honor was all I needed to whet my appetite for going as far as I could in special operations.


There was one other event that would change the course of my life. It started when I attended a recruiting and informational briefing for a “special missions’ unit,” which was in fact the Unit.


I HAD NEVER HEARD of the Unit and was wondering how it might be different than any other special operations forces. Then a map of the world flashed onto the screen. “This is our training area,” the lecturer, a man dressed in a cheap suit with longish hair who had been introduced simply as “Mr. Smith,” said.


Standing at the back of the auditorium, listening and looking at that map of the whole world, I found myself thinking: This must be the way the real pros do it. No borders. No restraints. Just doing what needed to be done, wherever it needed to be done. This was why I signed up for the Army.


I knew I couldn’t get into the Unit right away. I didn’t have the rank and, apparently, they only took the best from those who were already in a special operations unit, like the Green Berets or US Army Rangers. This was a dream that was a long way off.


By late 1988, with one more year left on my enlistment, I considered what to do about the future. I didn’t want to stay in if it meant being in the regular Army. I decided I’d try to get into Special Forces. I knew that the Green Berets were tasked with five missions: unconventional warfare, foreign internal defense, special reconnaissance, direct action, and counterterrorism. But the primary mission since Vietnam was to train local defense forces, or guerilla units, in occupied nations.


It all sounded exciting and meaningful, however, it was the Special Forces motto—De Oppresso Liber, to “liberate the oppressed”—that particularly appealed to me. Due in part to my experience of having been bullied while I was growing up, I believed I knew what it felt like to feel helpless against a more powerful enemy. Conversely, I also knew how good it felt when I’d stood up for myself and my friend.


The idea of teaching others how to defend themselves from tyrants and terrorists was a powerful draw. I hadn’t been to war and had no idea what it could do to a man. It still sounded like the great adventure they sold in movies, on TV, and in parades where the soldiers were the heroes.


After deciding I wanted to be a Green Beret, I immediately ran into a roadblock. One of the basic requirements for the Green Berets was a course that would not be offered for another six months. Rather than wait around, I decided to volunteer for jump school at Fort Benning, Georgia, which was required for Special Forces anyway. If I made it, I’d be assigned to an airborne unit at Fort Bragg, the massive Army base in North Carolina, which also happened to be the home of special operations. That way I would be that much closer to my dream, and Debbie would be closer to home, which I hoped would make her happier.


Working to advance my Army career meant a lot of time training in the field, often several days a week without going home, as well as the specialized courses that could run for weeks. Meanwhile, Debbie didn’t have much to do except wait for me. Sometimes it didn’t feel like we even lived together, and there’d be an emotional distance we had to overcome when I did return.


As a result, we fought a lot. Over money. Over the amount of time I spent in the field. Over nothing, except the fact that we were growing apart. I hoped that being back in the States would help with that, but first I had to get through jump school, which meant more time away.


In August 1989, with jump school under my belt, I was accepted to the Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS) program at Fort Bragg. As opposed to jump school, and even other commando courses, the twenty-eight-day SFAS process was a nightmare. It began with the recruits having to pass a physical fitness test by meeting or exceeding minimum requirements.


I prided myself on always exceeding minimums. I showed up and crushed the test by pumping out as many situps and pushups as I could before running the two miles like I was in a race.


Passing the fitness test was only to establish that a recruit was in good enough shape to take on the grueling physical requirements of SFAS. As with the European commando schools, there were long marches carrying heavy loads and weapons, as well as land navigation tests to master. However, Special Forces emphasized teamwork—after all their main mission was getting locals to form their own units for defense—which included obstacle course runs as a team event that might include carrying long telephone poles, or finding ways to work together to push an old truck that was missing a wheel eight miles while still carrying all their own personal gear and weapons.


During the team events, candidates could not encourage, or pressure, other candidates. They had to struggle on their own, which meant the team struggled. It was okay, however, for leaders to step forward and, without speaking, take up the slack.


I was one such leader. When others were down, I prided myself on getting stronger. I helped any way I could, even if it meant putting an extra sandbag on top of my rucksack and carrying two or three more in my arms to take the load off of others on my team. Whatever it took.


The events brought out the best and the worst in candidates, sometimes leading to arguments and scraps as men broke down. Personalities changed, like on a reality show where the participants start out as friends but, when push comes to shove, are at each other’s throats. But I remained even-tempered, with most of the personality clashes rolling off my back, as I focused on completing the selection process.


As the days passed, candidates started dropping out. It was like a virus: one guy would quit, and then it would spread to others. Once someone voluntarily withdrew (VW), word spread quickly, and others would get on the truck to be taken back to the barracks to gather their gear and out-process for their home station.


Quitting ended a candidate’s chances of ever becoming a Special Forces Green Beret, and that was not on my agenda. I was never quitting, not even at the end when I faced storming through the final timed thirty-two-mile road march that had to be completed while carrying a forty-five-pound load.


After completing the SFAS program, my next stop would be the Q course where I would train for my specialty as a Special Forces engineer. In the meantime, I went back to my airborne unit at Fort Bragg.


Although I was excited about having made it through the SFAS process, there was one drawback. It meant that I missed Operation Just Cause, the US invasion of Panama on December 20, 1989, to overthrow dictator Manuel Noriega, who the United States accused of drug trafficking, as well as endangering US citizens in the country.


Debbie and I were home in Indiana visiting our families for the Christmas holiday during the invasion. My airborne unit wasn’t part of the invasion force, but it still sucked watching it happen on TV.


Missing the deployment weighed heavily on me. I wanted to know what combat was like. I had to know what it was like. I’d played soldier as a young boy and watched war movies sitting on the edge of my seat as a teen, thrilled as the heroic American warriors overcame impossible odds and defeated evil men.


Now that I was trained for combat, I was at home decorating Christmas trees, visiting old high school buddies, and drinking my woes away. I wondered what my friends in Panama were doing, even who they were killing. I wasn’t exactly in the Christmas frame of mind.


A few months later, I was back in full swing and working hard on all of the Special Forces training requirements. Then, in September of 1990, my first big goal was achieved—completion of my training and graduation.


DEBBIE AND MY FAMILY showed up. My sister, Shelly, in particular, was proud of me; she saw a striking difference between the common soldier who drank too much and fought with his wife and the young Green Beret who now stood before her. I was glowing with pride, and she was happy for me.


Debbie was happier, too. I’d told her that when I was a Green Beret, I’d be done with all the schools and be gone less often. My father was especially proud. He wanted to know everything I had been through and what was next for my career.


After graduation, as with all Green Beret candidates, I began a four-month language school course at Fort Bragg.


About a month into the language program, I was approached by two men, Mike and John, the guy who’d questioned my tactics and ended the conversation with “I’ve killed a lot of people.” They asked if I knew about the Unit and whether I would be interested in going through the selection process. They said they had noticed me during training and thought I had what it took to at least try out.


“Sure… um… well, it sounds great,” I replied. “Yeah, I’d like to try. When do I start?”


Actually, I didn’t know much at all about the Unit, as it was known around the base. Just that they were secretive, dressed like civilians, had long hair and beards, wore Oakley sunglasses, and carried pagers. Although there were the usual jealousies with other special operations groups, most seemed to have a lot of respect for the Unit, which drew most of its members from Rangers, Special Forces, and even the occasional Navy SEAL or marine.


I did know that the Unit worked all over the world in small teams—rescuing hostages, killing terrorists, and even breaking up drug cartels. Word was that they had an “unlimited budget” for their operations—an unheard-of extravagance in the US military—but they avoided any kind of publicity. Their missions rarely made the news and if they did, the Army usually attributed them to some other group.


I liked the whole mystique and secrecy surrounding the Unit and was elated that I had been noticed and invited to try out. It was supposed to be the best of the best and that appealed to me. I’d get better gear, be working with the best of the best, travel the world, take out the bad guys, and protect my country. I didn’t give any thought to what it might mean to me, or my family and friends, on a personal level.


ONE OF THE MEN, Mike, explained the selection process for the Unit and slipped me a card with a number on it. “Call them now,” he said.


There was something in the way Mike said “now” that I realized meant do it right then instead of waiting until the end of the day. After the two guys walked away, I did exactly that. I was surprised that the person who answered already seemed to know about me and was waiting for my call. They had all the necessary paperwork ready to send to me. It was my first taste of the efficiency level at which the Unit operated.


The phone call caused me to be late for my language class. It didn’t matter. I was now aiming for a higher goal, and that was all I could think about.














CHAPTER THREE


March 1991


West Virginia


SOAKED TO THE BONE and covered with mud and plant debris, my eyes rimmed in red from a lack of sleep, I emerged from the woods onto the dirt road and staggered toward the intersection, hoping to see an Army truck waiting. If I did, I was getting on it, and getting the hell out.


I’d been hiking for eighteen hours, moving constantly through some of the toughest terrain in all of mountainous West Virginia, carrying a rucksack on my back loaded down with more than eighty pounds, and a dummy rifle that weighed another seven pounds. Add dehydration after several hours of diarrhea, followed by hunger, and I was drained to the point of collapse.


More than that, I was spiritually broken and ready to quit. Ready to give up becoming a Tier One special operator for the Unit, the most elite, secretive antiterrorism unit in the US military. I’d just go back to base camp, collect my gear, then get on the bus to the airport for the flight back to Fort Campbell with my tail between my legs. And I wasn’t coming back for any do-overs. I was done.


It didn’t matter to me anymore that the grueling cross-country forced march, known euphemistically as “The Long Walk,” was the final physical hurdle in the demanding Unit selection process, and known to be longer than any other selection movement on the planet. I had to be getting close. How close I wasn’t sure, but I no longer cared. For the first time since overcoming the childhood bully in Indiana, I was giving up.


“Probably wouldn’t have made it anyway,” I thought.


I’D KNOWN FROM THE beginning there was a good chance I wouldn’t make it through the selection process, which was infamous for washing out even top soldiers, and I would wind up back with 5th Special Forces Group. Nonetheless, facing this reality was brutal.


The greatest disappointment was that only six months earlier, I was on top of the world over being asked to try out for the Unit. In preparation for the selection process, I had been told when and where I would be picked up, as well as what and what not to bring with me—no GPS devices, cell phones, or radios—and even specifically which type of boots were allowed. An instructor, known as a cadre, would meet me at an airport in West Virginia, where the selection process would occur. I was also informed that I would be told what I needed to know, when I needed to know it—nothing more, nothing less—which I would realize later would be the mantra throughout the selection process.


Upon our arrival in West Virginia, the other candidates and I wandered around the small airport looking for instructions on what to do or where to go. Soon, a van showed up; the gear was loaded, and we were off to the selection site in the nearby mountains.


There we were shown to our barracks and told to pick a bunk. At one end of the barracks, there was a chalkboard where, we were informed, everything we needed to know would be posted every morning. Nobody would be giving verbal instructions on what to do.


THE SELECTION PROCESS WAS divided into several phases: administrative, instructional, stress. None of it had anything to do with weapons or fighting skills. That would come later in the Operator Training Course for those who had made it through selection.


As I came to understand it, joining the Unit meant being constantly assessed from the day I called the recruiter to the day I retired or was killed. The Unit required perfection. Operating in small units—as small as two-man teams—every Unit operator had to be relied on to do not only his job but also tasks that in a regular Army unit would be assigned to several men.


Command loyalty was to the Unit as an entity, not to the men who comprised its ranks. If someone slipped up—physically or mentally—they’d be out. The only way to stave that off was to train constantly, and still be left wondering if it was good enough.


HOWEVER, IT WASN’T THE Unit’s goal to wash out candidates during selection. The instructors taught what was necessary for every candidate and then gave them every opportunity to succeed.


But I quickly realized that the only person who cared if I made it was myself. The Unit didn’t care—the candidate either had what it took, or he didn’t. No one was going to offer encouragement, no one would be cheering me on. Nor would they be trying to discourage me. I had to do it on my own, or not at all.


The administrative phase began the first morning and was part physical fitness test and part psychiatric assessment. The fitness test began with timed pushups, timed situps, a “run, dodge, and jump” event, an inverted crawl, and a two-mile run in boots and camouflaged BDUs, or Battle Dress Uniforms. After what I’d put myself through leading up to the test, I sailed through.


We were then loaded up into trucks and taken to a pool where we had to pass a “drown-proofing test.” The candidates had to tread water for several minutes with our uniforms on, then swim one hundred meters without touching the bottom or sides. The drown-proofing test was to make sure no one was unable to handle stream crossings during the stress phase.


After the physical fitness and swim tests, the other candidates and I spent the day completing more paperwork and psychological evaluations. All of this testing was designed to assess whether it was safe for the candidates to continue.


Those who quit or were pulled from the selection process weren’t seen again by the other candidates. Their bags mysteriously disappeared, they ate at different times, and they were sent to another barracks to await out-processing and be flown back to their home base as soon as possible. Those in charge of running selection wanted to ensure that the men who either quit or were injured did not affect those still trying to make it through the course—the bad apple syndrome. The Unit wanted to make sure that if a candidate quit, he had no one to blame for it but himself.


In all of this, candidates were not referred to by their names or rank. Any insignia on our uniforms was removed. That meant that no one was in charge unless a candidate himself took charge in a situation. Although it would take time to sink in, a major difference between Special Forces selection, which emphasized teamwork, and Unit selection was that the latter focused on individual initiative and performance.


Instead of name and rank, each day candidates were given a different color and number, such as Blue Two. Each of us had to remember our assigned color and number, which, as selection went on and we grew more exhausted, became a chore. Some took to writing their color and number on their arms and hands; I chose to write it down on a piece of paper and place it in my map bag for quick reference.


After classroom instruction, candidates were put through the real physical event of the day. They’d drop weights into our rucksacks and drive us to a location where we would begin climbing up and down the mountainous terrain. The amount of weight required would be increased every other day. Scales were available to make sure our packs were properly weighted, taking into account that any food or water consumed would lessen the weight. There was no cheating—the packs were weighed before and after each march, as well as at random stations along the trail for surprise inspections. Woe to the candidate who showed up with a light pack. It meant getting written up by an instructor to go on his record, and a rock weighing more than the missing amount would be added to the rucksack until further notice.


We were shown ways to increase our efficiency as soldiers, such as how to drink water while continuing to walk. The instructor made his point by stopping the group so that we could have a drink, but meanwhile another instructor continued walking while drinking. After two minutes, the instructor who’d remained with the candidates pointed to the instructor who’d continued walking and noted the distance he had gained while we were stopped.


Another example was how to conserve energy while still covering a lot of ground. Run downhill, walk briskly on the flats, save energy for the uphill portions, but never stop moving toward the goal.


Everything the candidates were expected to do, we were told how, then shown, and allowed to practice before the cadre began keeping track. I got the point of the lessons and demonstrations. Every second counted. Keep moving until reaching the end. The importance of this would become more apparent as the selection process moved forward.


After three days of hiking with our instructors, we spent another eight days humping our rucksacks mile after mile through the mountains on our own. We were given a destination but not told how much time we had to reach it. To me, that meant going as hard as I could for as long as I could or risk not meeting the deadline. I was afraid of being put on the truck that parked at the “other” barracks—the one no one returned from.


As the days passed, the regular Army rules and regulations began to give way to the looser style of the Unit that had originally appealed to me. However, it became more and more incumbent on candidates to be where we needed to be and do what we needed to do without being told.


Sick call was conducted every morning. No one was pulled from the selection process unless their ailment was life-threatening. But candidates were given information about their physical condition and then allowed to choose whether to continue.


If someone was obviously dealing with a serious injury, he would be asked if he needed to see a medic. But if the candidate responded, “Will it count against my time?” the only answer would be a repeat of the question, “Do you wish to see a medic?” Behind the scenes, plans were made for the candidate’s safety, but he had to start the conversation.


Every day during the instructional phase there were fewer candidates than the day before. Some were gone due to injury, but most simply quit by walking up to an instructor and announcing, “I want to VW.”


The Unit had its own way of signaling the ever-dwindling numbers of candidates. Starting the first day, there were only as many chairs in the classroom as there were candidates. No more, no less. If someone asked to VW or was removed from selection because of injury or not completing a march in the required amount of time, they would be gone, and the next morning their chair removed from the room. There were only rumors about the washout rate. But Unit leaders never said anything about it, nor were they looking for a specific target percentage. A candidate made the Unit, or he didn’t, based on his physical and mental toughness, his ability to achieve goals using a minimal amount of information, and his timely and professional performance in challenging and austere environments.


Looking around at the other guys I was with, they all seemed to be a cut above what I had seen everywhere else in the Army, even among the Green Berets in Special Forces. Some of them looked the part of supersoldiers—imposing brutes—but many were more like me, not particularly physically impressive, but fit.


In fact, it seemed that the two body types who had the most difficulty, and were the quickest to leave, were the large bodybuilders and the smallest of the candidates. These candidates were either carrying a lot of their own body weight along with their rucksacks up and down the mountains, or they were struggling with too much weight compared to their size.


I had watched some of the toughest men on the planet voluntarily withdraw and walk off in tears to return to their home bases. I knew they’d go back to their units still as superior soldiers, but the heartbreak of failing something so important to the heart of a warrior cut deep. Their chair would be missing from the classroom in the morning. I was determined that when selection was over, my chair would remain.


AS THE INSTRUCTIONAL PHASE of the selection process ended, the physical challenges ramped up. This phase was designed to test everything we’d been taught, as well as our physical limits. Once again, we would be fighting our way up and down the mountains of West Virginia with weighted rucksacks, this time with the added strain of carrying a seven-pound, orange-painted rifle without a sling, while using our land navigational skills to make our way to a series of rendezvous points.


The difference between these marches and those we’d undertaken during the instructional phase was there’d be no more interaction, advice, or help from the instructors. Nor would we be returning to the barracks each night to take showers and sleep on bunks.


Instead, we spent the night on the mountain in whatever we brought to set up and sleep in. The only sign of civilization was a single-lane dirt road that circled up the mountain. Everything from tents to sleeping bags had to be brought in each evening after the hike, unpacked, and set up. Then, in the morning, the candidates had to pack it all back up and put it on the truck before being driven to the new starting point. The truck would arrive again at the base camp in the evening with only the bags of the remaining candidates.


I sailed through the physical challenge of the stress phase just as I had during the instructional phase. I attributed this to having the foresight to work out constantly prior to attending selection. To me, the key seemed to be to remain healthy. Any illness, pulled muscle, twisted ankle, or even blisters could end a candidate’s chances. No amount of mental toughness would allow a candidate to traverse mountainous terrain day in and day out with his heels raw and bleeding from blisters.


One night in base camp, a friend of mine from the Special Forces Q course did ask me for help with the huge blisters on his heels. We knew we were getting near the end of the stress phase, but that meant something called “The Long Walk” was coming. And from what we knew about physical fitness and the body’s ability to continue on, we all knew that this was responsible for more attrition than all other parts of the Unit’s selection process combined.


Although he was swallowing Motrin like candy—the painkiller is practically a vitamin in the Army—to the point that he was rotting his stomach, my friend could no longer walk with his boots touching his raw and bloody sores. So, I cut the heels from his boots to give him a chance of making it.


Like everyone else, I was exhausted and spent a lot of time thinking about hot showers, pizza, and a soft bed. What I knew with absolute certainty was that I would never voluntarily withdraw; I had never wanted anything in my life as much as I wanted to be part of the Unit.


However, that was before The Long Walk through the toughest terrain West Virginia had to offer. Starting at night.


None of the candidates knew exactly when The Long Walk would start. But after a week of living outdoors in the mountains, we were driven back to the barracks and told we had an hour to shower, gather maps and fold them as instructed, and get back to the trucks.


We were then driven two hours to an unknown location in a national wilderness area where there were no roads for rescue vehicles. Once there, we were told to relax as best we could and wait for the start time around midnight. I stretched out in my shelter thinking about what lay ahead. I’d walked that far before, but never while I was as exhausted as I was then or carrying as much weight. I tried to get some sleep but decided I needed to put away as many calories as I could for the ordeal ahead. Candidates had energy bars, but many of the men didn’t like them so I ate theirs as well. Only then did I fall asleep.


WHEN I WOKE UP around midnight, it was dark and cold. I was stiff from all the hiking we’d been doing. But worse was that, the overconsumption of energy bars had given me a severe case of diarrhea. Every few minutes I was having to run into the woods to relieve myself. My intestinal distress continued right up to when we were trucked to the starting point.


No more helping each other, no more talking. Travel cross-country, no going within two hundred meters of a road or trail unless instructed. The candidates then were sent off into the dark one at a time at approximately thirty-minute intervals.


When it was my turn, I received my instructions and was then asked if I had any questions. “No,” I replied, though I had a million. I knew very little about The Long Walk except its length—and that one candidate had drowned when he tried to cross a swollen stream. I was then sent on my way in a light drizzle.


I walked about five hundred meters to be sure I was out of sight of the instructors at the starting point and sat down. I was still suffering from diarrhea and felt that, as a result, I was tiring too quickly. I also felt light-headed and was having difficulty recalling what I’d been told. I knew this was not a good start and started to panic. The demons of doubt started raising questions.


What did the sergeant major say to do at this juncture? What were the instructions? But I forced myself to rally and I brushed off my qualms. Fuck it, I’ll just keep walking until I can’t anymore.


Soon I found myself confused at a junction in the trail. There were ChemLights heading up a trail over the mountain, and another set of the lights going off to the left. I couldn’t remember what I’d been told about the ChemLights. Do I follow them? Or do I ignore them? Why can’t I remember?


I decided that if the instructors didn’t want me to follow the ChemLights, they wouldn’t have placed them on the trail. So, I followed them up the mountain.


Then, as I was squatting off the trail, still trying to get over diarrhea, I saw a half dozen lights down the mountain. I quickly pulled up my pants and ran back to the trail.


After a quick, and unauthorized, discussion with the other candidates, I convinced them that they were headed in the wrong direction, which would route them back to the starting point. They started to follow me. However, after a little bit, they decided that they’d been on the correct course after all and, after another unauthorized discussion, changed back to the direction they’d been originally heading.


I thought about it and decided if so many others were convinced they were right, I had to be wrong. I concluded I must have gotten turned around when I stepped off the trail, so I decided to follow the other men. But I only made it five hundred yards before I stopped, told the others that I was sure I had been right previously, and turned around again. Alone.


Several kilometers later, I came to an intersection in the trail. I could either veer off to the left, or I could continue in the same direction. I dug around in the brush and found a sign that pointed toward the direction I was headed. The others, I thought, must have missed the sign and turned back toward the starting point—just as I’d thought when I originally saw them. I beat back the brush so that others would see the sign and then continued on my way.


I learned a valuable lesson: trust your judgment, even when everyone else thinks you’re wrong. But as I continued on that night, I could only hope that the nagging voice in my head which had turned me around was truly right.


After much mental debate and confusion, I thought I was at last nearing the end. I headed toward the next checkpoint, on top of the mountain in front of me. There was a logging trail on the map that appeared to zigzag its way to the top, but there was another option, going straight up the mountain.
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