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When the ice gives in beneath you
it changes how you dream.

—JOHN GORKA“TEMPORARY ROAD”

PROLOGUE

Somalia-March 1993

More than two hundred miles south of Mogadishu—where children still have parents, where villages struggle to remain villages—a soldier sits on a rock. A modern soldier, a foreign soldier. Water laps gently around the rock, the tiny beach behind a scrabble of pebbles and coarse sand, wooden sailboats pulled up on it, resting above the tidemark. From the village that fronts the beach come sounds of confusion, people rushing around in the dark night; a woman crying, a man arguing with another man, none of this heard by the young soldier.

His knees bent, boots pushed into the stone, he sits and doesn’t hear the world around him. Numb, yes, but actually deaf, too—sound just beginning to return to his ears in tiny, meaningless pings that are disorienting and make him feel dizzy. Best to just sit here until it passes.

He is white but very tan, small for a soldier. Three days without a shave—what would be a full beard on some is still just stubble on him, rough but sparse, and in the dark almost invisible. His uniform—his grandfather would have called them utilities, now BDUs—is the desert pattern the world got to know so well from watching CNN during the Gulf War. But this isn’t the Gulf War, and the cameras of CNN are nowhere near this beach. Tans and browns, the uniform—although his ammo suspenders and his jungle boots are greens and blacks, like they would wear in the States, because there wasn’t time before they left, no time to complete the uniform.

There is a brown T-shirt under his BDU top, and under that his dog  tags; B-positive blood only, please—no religious preference, thanks. His dog tags hang on a chain that rests on bandages wrapped over his shoulders and neck. It was December when they got here, months ago, and in a rush to embrace the sun and shake off the cold of home they’d all taken their shirts off while they worked, and this soldier had gone swimming in the salt water after, ripping the dead skin off, then more time in the sun. Burns so bad he was told the scars would always be there. The doctor, a major, had slapped him on the lower back, laughing, Ya got your war wounds, boy! I’ll pin the Purple Heart to your ass!

The soldier sits.

From his chest pocket, without looking, he pulls a cigarette and a Zippo, plants the smoke in the side of his mouth, flips the lid on the Zippo and lights it. He thinks idly he shouldn’t be lighting a cigarette out in the open at night—light conservation and night vision and all those things he was trained to pay attention to. But, then, he shouldn’t be sitting on a rock out in the open, his back to everything that could be wrong in the world, sitting like a target.

He doesn’t feel like a target. He doesn’t feel much of anything at all.

He draws in on the cigarette, holds it, breathes out. The smoke shoots in a stream from his mouth, out from his perch on the rock, over the water, gone into the dark.

The dark is where tonight’s confusion came from. Sleep won’t protect you from the dark, he’d learned. Eyes pop open, heart thumps once in chest, rifle stock to cheek—too quick, too quick. He doesn’t really remember; memory must have been blasted out of his head with his hearing, he thinks. Just a flash of a face looking at him through a window—then gone. Too quick.

In the distance comes the sound of a helicopter, and this the soldier does hear. That’ll be the lieutenant, he thinks to himself. He looks at his watch, glowing green in the dark. Right on time.

From the village behind him he hears someone call his name—faint, but there it is. They’re calling for him, and for Trevor Alphabet, too. Trevor disappeared an hour ago. Just dropped his rifle and walked into the brush, straight and steady, as if he had somewhere to go. Just dropped his rifle. This soldier went to follow him, but all he found was this rock on the water’s edge.

He doesn’t turn around, he waits for them to call his name again. He knows they will.

But now his ears are open, and he can hear the confusion in the night. He looks out at the water, stars reflecting off the surface, and listens carefully to the wash of noise behind him, trying to untangle the sounds from the web of confusion into single, coherent strands. Everything sounds like an echo of itself, echo on echo on echo. He imagines this will pass, that his hearing will return to normal—but you can’t expose your ears to such a loud noise in such a small place and expect to walk away unscathed. He knows that. It’s okay.

Since he can’t do anything but wait it out, he figures he will wait it out right here. On this rock. It’s a nice rock, and it’s a nice night, anyway. Warm breeze pushing gently on his face, the water lapping up toward his boots, cigarette smoke thick and soothing to him. He can wait here, wait for his ears to clear, while someone higher ranking than him deals with the confusion in the village. The villagers seem to have lost something, and the soldier thinks he might know where it is. It’s almost close enough to touch, but like his hearing the knowledge is elusive, slippery. It will come, though, he thinks. And when it does I’ll get off this rock and go tell them.

He flicks the butt of his smoke into the water, and as the red glow sizzles to black the knowledge comes to him, sudden and full, like a rude smack from a wave. His face goes white, his muscles limp, sliding off the rock into the water, and as his boots slam into the sand he says out loud, oh God, his voice leaving him in a startled gasp. He raises his head, yelling the name of his friend, Trevor, then turns and runs to the village, leaving the water and the stars behind.



The Ride West, Part One


Ohio-Early April 1993

Payphone, he’s got a few minutes before the bus pulls out.

Two in the morning, sodium-arc lights turning the remnants of old black snow into yellow piles around the sides of the parking lot. Behind lines of Airstreams and idling semis the moon is trying to crawl its bloated self out of a frozen cornfield. Upturned collars and hands shoved deep in pockets for the rushed, half-sleeping walk from truckstop diner back to the Greyhound. The phone rings in Jones’s ear, shivering cold plastic against his skin. Trevor Alphabet answers, from a barracks phone in Virginia. The army never sleeps.

“Where are you?” Trevor asks.

When the 710th shut down in Kismaayo—their southern Somalia home—Trevor went with the boats back to Kenya and Jones went with the lieutenant to Mogadishu. Trevor was supposed to get home to the States first, but it hadn’t turned out that way. Jones beat him by almost three weeks, on a priority medical flight.

They were going to travel together, when they got home, got out of the army. That’s what they’d said. That’s why Jones was calling. That, and Trevor was his only way of getting in touch with Liz. That, and Jones was so lonely he didn’t know what to do with himself.

“I’m in Ohio, on a bus,” he said.

“On a bus?”

“In a parking lot. It’s cold.”

“What the fuck are you doing in Ohio?”

“Gone fishing.”

“What?”

“I was gonna run off and be a rock star—you know.” Jones laughs, nervous, a cloud of frozen breath escaping his lungs. “Changed my mind. I liked your idea better. So now I’m going fishing. Seattle, I think. You joining me?”

Silence from Trevor’s end.

Then, “Jones, I reenlisted.”

Silence from Jones’s end.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, I heard you.”

“They offered me hard stripes.”

Jones can picture Trevor’s face as he hears this, how his friend looks when he makes a decision and then goes with it, as if there had never been any alternative course of action. Trevor’s Polish eyebrows would set after a decision, just like they would set with a rifle sight to his cheek—sure and steady and confident.

“Good,” Jones says. “There it is. Good.”

Jones worries that the phone is going to spot-freeze to his cheek. His left foot is twitching, unnoticed. Hard stripes—good. Good.

“Jones—”

“Yeah?”

“Nothing.”

“Yeah.”

Silence.

Then, Jones: “Where’s Liz? Where’s my girl?”

“Still in Mogadishu. Until August. Maybe July. They held her back, said they needed her in the Harbormaster’s office. She said she’d send you a letter.”

Still in Mogadishu. This was news to Jones. He pressed his forehead against the cold glass of the phone booth, eyes closing by reflex, staring into depths of emptiness.

“I gotta go, man,” he whispered into the phone.

“Jones, I—”

“I know, Trev. I know.”

Two hours later the driver pulls the bus to the side of the Ohio Turnpike. Four in the morning, so cold outside, so cold, old black snow on the ground—isn’t even winter anymore and that snow doesn’t know to go away. The driver pulls the Greyhound to the side of the turnpike and opens the door, wind rushing in, Jones’s body shakes, waking up, wondering Where the hell did the heat go?

The driver opens the door and three big men, all denim and flannel and boots, pull a little brown man by the collar, lifting him right out of his seat, legs kicking in surprise. They take him out the door to the side of the turnpike and beat the living shit out of him. It takes less than a minute. They go around and around with him, his face is such a mess. He’s not making much noise, only a high-pitch almost-wail. Jones’s face pressed sideways against the tinted glass of the bus window, so cold, he’s sure he’s still sleeping, his eyes open watching this right beneath him. They ditch the man head and chest forward into that old black snow, one guy driving his boot into the little man’s side, a final good-bye, and they all get back on the bus, the driver closes the door, then pulls away.

The little brown man was Pakistani, Jones was pretty sure of that. There was a Pakistani infantry company in Somalia, living in a row of khaki tents in the far southern corner of the Mogadishu seaport—they’d been a friendly group, trading little tin plates of hot curried mutton for dog-eared copies of Penthouse and Hustler.

When Jones first got on the Greyhound, the day before, he’d been sitting forward in the bus, where the brown man would finally end up, next to a skinny, sickly woman who had three kids scattered around the bus, two boys and a girl. Her old man had put her and the kids on the Greyhound in Allentown; he’d meet up with them at her mom’s house in Laramie sometime later in the year. Jones thought she was okay, a little slow, but she was putting a good face on things. The fella sitting across the aisle from them had brought on a case of warm Bud somehow stuffed in his overcoat, they’d been drinking it and offered her one. She said no, but later when her kids were sleeping she drank a few, and talked about her mom and her husband and her boys and her little girl and how much her little girl looked like her sister who had died in a car accident five years ago. She was putting a good face on things, and got a little silly with the beer in her, but it was good to finally see her smile. With the beer and the strangers and her responsibilities for the kids suspended as they slept, she smiled, big and wide, and it made Jones smile.

She woke up—she said this later—and thought she saw this guy, the one Jones thought was probably from Pakistan, put his hand on one of her boy’s knees or thigh or something. Jones could imagine her, could see her in his head, waking up contorted like you do on a Greyhound, looking around half asleep through eyes that didn’t see much better than Jones’s had, pressed against the dark glass, but there was no glass, she was just looking around. She said he’d had his hand there, and she’d seen his hand move up and down and she screamed and it woke up these denim-and-flannel gentlemen sitting all around, half drunk, beat and tired and going home or going away but going somewhere they probably would rather not be—going where someone had said there might be a job or money, or promised something, Christ there must be something good, why the hell else would you be on a goddamn Greyhound bus in the ass end of winter—woke them up with her scared screaming, and the little brown man sitting there. They took him outside and they hurt him pretty bad. Jones sat and watched, his hands white-knuckled around the armrest, unable to move, unable to lift himself from his seat and help the poor son of a bitch getting the snot kicked out of him. Buddy, he thought desperately in his direction, through the cold, dark window, forcing his thoughts to him through the glass, Buddy I’m with you, I’m here, hold on man, I’m here …

But it’s bullshit, and Jones knows it. He wasn’t with him at all.

He couldn’t get out of his seat.

Wayne is the name of the kid sitting behind Jones on the Greyhound, and he didn’t wake up during this, same with the girl Jan, both directly behindJones, in the last seat. Slept through it, their arms around each other—found love. Craig, twenty with a cowboy hat and a world of annoying questions, sitting next to Jones, woke up and saw it but for once didn’t say a thing. He watched over Jones’s shoulder, pale and maybe scared, then just quiet and watchful as the men got back on the bus and took their seats. Later, twenty minutes later, back on the highway, the diesel low and pulsing under the floorboard, he chewed his gum and said, “Well, if I’da been up there I’d have done the same, y’know, that’s ALL fucked up, fucking dot-head pervert, I’d have fucked him up good, too, I’d have stomped him.”

Jones wants to slam him in the face with his open palm—what Trevor Alphabet would call a bitch slap—that’s what he deserves.But I don’t have the right, he thinks. I don’t have the right. I gave up all rights when I couldn’t bring myself to get out of my seat and help that poor man on the side of the road.

Jones looks at Craig quickly, without a word, then hurries into the little bathroom in the back of the bus, barely getting the door closed before he vomits into the blue sterile water in the steel bowl. He lights a cigarette and doesn’t come out until the pack is gone. When he finally opens the door the sun is coming through the tinted windows and they were somewhere in Indiana.


JONES: One Sergeant

Ft. Knox, Kentucky-Winter 1991

I quit my job the day the Hundred Hour War started.

I remember sitting in the Holiday Inn’s break room, in cook’s whites and Timberlands, nursing my coffee, transfixed by what was happening on the TV screen in front of me.

The head chef walked in, walked back out, then walked back in. He looked at me, twisting the ends of his mustache. He said,“Jones, if you’re not back at the salad station in one minute you can kiss your employment goodbye.” Then he walked back out again.

I remember sitting there, still watching CNN. When a commercial finally came on I stood, lit a cigarette, dug my keys from my pocket, and went home.

I spent the next three days on the couch, not moving, just watching the live feeds from the Persian Gulf, watching it all unfold in front of me.

I enlisted three months later, about the time they started sending the troops home. The recruiter said my scores were high and I could pretty much have any job I wanted. When the options came across the computer screen he tapped his finger on the third one down. “Boats,” he said. “Army’s got boats. I seen ’em down in Virginia. Take that one. Slack life.” I did, and he said I wouldn’t regret it. He also said I wouldn’t ship until October or November. I said that was unfortunate, but fine. I borrowed his pen and without looking up signed the contract for U.S. Army, E-1, 88L10, Waterborne. Private Benjamin F. Jones. I sat back, waiting to feel different, waiting to feel something. Nothing came. That was fine, too. I shook the recruiter’s sweaty hand and walked home.

I didn’t see the need to get another job to fill the intervening months. My three memories of that summer are the unchanging look of disgust on my wife’s face, the unchanging scenes of smoke and destruction broadcast from Iraq, and the unchanging, nagging feeling that I was missing out on something. Something important, something necessary.

I turned twenty-one, and got two cards in the mail: one from my mother, instructing me to trust in Jesus, and one from my recruiter, instructing me to start doing push-ups.

I drank a lot of coffee, and took our baby Emma to the park every day, pushing her on the swings, smiling as she squealed. I watched CNN, Emma crawling around my feet, my eyes glued to the TV. I opened envelopes from collection agencies, read the letters carefully, then tore them up and stuffed them in the bottom of the garbage bag so my wife Katy wouldn’t see them when she got home from work. Occasionally I fielded a call from a friend. Our friends were in college now, juniors and seniors most of them. They would sometimes call with invitations to this party or that, but we could never go and the phone calls stopped coming.

As the air turned colder I began running. It was hard; I was a heavy smoker. But I ran every day, farther and farther each day. Slow but relentless, coughing and wheezing my way through the New Jersey rain.

One Friday night I drove to my mother’s house. She wasn’t home. I left my Yamaha acoustic guitar in her basement, my record collection, and a box of my notebooks. The next morning the recruiter came to the door. He had a big, Southern smile on his face.

“You moving and motivated, Private Jones?”

“Moving and motivated,” I mumbled, grabbing my shaving kit, closing the door tight behind me.

Drill Sergeant Rose. Sergeant First Class Daniel Rose. Senior drill sergeant of our basic-training platoon.

Forget any jokes about a drill sergeant named for a flower—after thefirst twenty-four hours with him the thought never again crossed our minds.

There were five other drills under Rose in 2nd Platoon, Delta Company, and they all looked how a drill sergeant should look:scary, tough, built like tanks. Most tankers are indeed built like tanks, and since this was Ft. Knox most of the drills were tankers, not grunts like Rose.

Rose looked like none of them.

Drill Sergeant Rose stood at a slight five foot seven inches. Not a steroid-looking boy like the tankers, just a lean and strong grunt. He wore his hair in an extreme high-and-tight, like the recruits. His choice of footwear was green jungle boot, even in the winter mud of Kentucky. His skin was olive, with no tattoos. And his eyes—arctic blue, hard, dismissing you through round steel frames.

In the whipping winter wind of 5 A.M., first formation of the day, shivering so hard your muscles turn to rock from the strength of the vibration, praying that today the drills would let us wear the geeky but oh-so-warm army winter face mask, Rose would stand at the front of formation in not even a field jacket. Not once in eight weeks did I see the man wear his coat, or a pair of gloves. He was impervious. Army regs wouldn’t let him force us to strip down to this, but his face—his eyes—let us know what he thought of soldiers who needed to bundle up so, soldiers who obviously shivered, soldiers who allowed themselves to feel the cold.

Enlisted don’t salute enlisted. Even in basic training, the army doesn’t play pretend like the Marines do, spending eight weeks calling the drill “sir” and treating him like an officer. In the army, it’s real-deal from day one, something you learn on the first day when some slob, thinking he’s got it going on, calls a drill “sir.”

“Sir?”

“Sir! Yes, sir!”

“What did you fucking call me?”

“Sir! Sir.”

“You worthless fucking piece of—” Etc.

The proper form of address is “Drill Sergeant,” they don’t get saluted—they work for a living—God help the man who forgets.

Except in formation.

In formation, a whole different protocol takes effect. In that case, thesquad leaders (those on the end of a line) do salute whoever is in front of the formation, officer or enlisted, as they report the whereabouts of their squad members.

“Squad One, present and accounted for,” the only acceptable report—where else would anyone be?—a sharp salute, returned crisply by Rose.

And here is the only place, the only place I can remember, when Rose would truly break with his ironclad reading of regs and follow his own rules. Because Rose couldn’t stand a man who would salute with gloves on. Doesn’t matter the regs don’t have a problem with this, doesn’t matter the regs actually order you to put some gloves on when the temperature drops below zero, and continue using your hands just like you would without gloves.

Rose had decided he would let us wear the gloves, if that’s what had to happen, but he’d be goddamned if you’d salute him while wearing them. Problem is, in formation—the only time you would ever salute a drill sergeant—everyone has to be dressed exactly the same way. Exactly. This little problem took us a few days to figure out. Like most problems, Rose made you figure it out on your own, suffering the consequences when you got it wrong, safe in the knowledge of success not from praise but simply the absence of an ass-kicking.

Day One: The squad leaders make their report, saluting with gloves on. The whole platoon, except them, gets dropped for push-ups and leg-lifts to encourage them never to do this again. The logic here is if the entire platoon but you is punished for your error you’re not likely to make that error again.

Day Two: The squad leaders make their report, saluting with gloves off. The whole platoon, except them, gets dropped for push-ups and leg-lifts because of the obvious problem that the squad leaders were out-of-uniform for having no gloves when everyone else did.

Day Three: The squad leaders make their report, saluting with gloves off, because no one in the platoon is wearing gloves, ergo no one is out-of-uniform. This time, the squad leaders get dropped for push-ups and leg-lifts while we watch because it turns out that everyone is out-of-uniform: regs require a platoon to wear gloves when the weather is below freezing.

Day Four and every day after: The platoon forms up with gloves on. As the squad leaders prepare to make their reports, the entire platoonremoves their gloves, shoving them in their pockets. The squad leaders report, salute, and then the entire platoon puts their gloves back on.

No problem.

“About fucking time, Privates. About fucking time.”

Basic training with Drill Sergeant Rose was a puzzle, and if you kept your head together, sooner or later you’d figure it out. Rose would lay out the clues; it was up to you to put them together, and in the right order. Our platoon of almost-soldiers, trainees, slugs, none of us ever destined to be infantry like Rose or even tankers like our other drills—we were future combat medics, mostly, plus four Waterborne like me—we learned slowly but surely how to fit the pieces of Rose’s puzzles together.

Every drill has their “thing.” This is the thing they believe is most important to making a good soldier, the thing they work on hardest. Drill Sergeant Cecil—the only other drill who, like Rose, was a grunt—was a runner. He was tall and skinny and could run for days. So if Cecil was the main drill that day, you could expect to do a lot of running. Likewise, Drill Sergeant Johnson was a bodybuilder. The army doesn’t supply weights in boot camp, but if Johnson had the duty that day you could guarantee you’d be spending a lot of time hanging ridiculously from a pull-up bar.

But Rose was the senior drill, so his philosophy pervaded the platoon, even when he wasn’t there. And Sergeant Rose did not believe in sleeping.

“Privates,” he would say, his voice loud and thick and lower than you would expect from a man of his slim build, “half—half!—of the casualties in war come from sleeping. Either some sorry fuck who was sleeping when he shouldn’t have been, or a whole goddamn platoon or company wiped out because they were napping when the enemy wasn’t. He who sleeps— dies.”

We would be standing in the bay for one of these lectures, toeing the line literally, in rows next to our bunks, Rose moving up and down the bay, always the same tone of voice with him: a sneer, a put-down; the man could tell you it was snowing out and have it sound like it was almost certainly your fault—the fact that some soldier had died in France fifty years ago because his buddy fell asleep was probably your fault, too. His BDU shirt would be off for the evening, just a brown T-shirt tucked into his BDU pants. We were the same size almost—I’m sure he wore the same size uniform I did—but where my arms hung loose out of the sleeves of my brown T-shirt, with a lot of room to spare, his arms would be tight against the fabric, veins lined on his muscles. He was not a built man, but he was ripped.

“So, Privates, there is a solution to this little problem.”

Yes, of course there was. And I had a good idea what it might be.

“You don’t fucking sleep.”

No, no, of course you don’t.

“Privates, most of the world’s fuckups over the years, military or civilian, have happened because some sorry pussy was tired, too tired to go on, too tired to think, too tired to kill. We will not have this problem. You will not have this problem. If I do nothing else, I will do this for you: train you to teach your body to stop fucking whining, shut up, and drive on.”

If Drill Sergeant Rose was nothing else, he was honest.

In eight weeks, none of us ever slept more than four hours a night. And never, never, was more than half the platoon asleep at once. Not just a single house mouse or fire guard awake through the night like the other platoons in the company. No, no. We accomplished things at night. Halls were buffed, uniforms pressed, manuals studied, boots shined, latrines scrubbed.

There was no coffee to help you through this, no caffeine of any sort. No nicotine, either. I entered the army a young man who would drink two full pots of coffee a day, with a minimum one pack of Marlboros to break it up. This is why I don’t remember the first two weeks of boot camp particularly well: it was a haze, a dream, something happening to someone else, someone else’s body, while I endured withdrawal.

I do remember something toward the end of our second week. We were getting ready to qualify at the rifle range for the first time. I remember Rose meeting our formation at 5 A.M., and he was with us all day without a break. He was there for chow that night, and in the barracks after. At lights out, when half the platoon went down for their brief nap, he was still there, pulling the awake privates into his office one by one to have them go over the parts of the M16 with him. He was there all night, working individually with the idiots, as the rest of us worked and cleaned and napped. There was never a moment, not even a moment, in the whole night when someone from the platoon didn’t see him. At five the next morning he was there for formation, then chow, then drawing-of-weapons, and he personally marched us to the range. He was with us all day, through the range, through the march home, through chow again, rifle cleaning, and weapons-return. Finally, at ten that second night he walked out the door. Through the window I saw him, two floors below, get into his white topless Jeep with Florida plates and drive away.

Forty-one hours he was with us, wide awake.

I never saw him yawn.

We hated him.

Oh my God, we hated him.

For the most part you could tell the drill sergeants held the attitude that this was a job to do, like any other job in the army, and they were just trying to do it. They were there because they were squared-away, and the army had noticed, and sent them here. I didn’t have a single drill in boot camp who had volunteered for this duty—the only personal piece of information any of them would share with us.

They could joke, too. Drill Sergeant Johnson, especially. He was young, just a few years older than me—at twenty-one, I was one of the old men among the recruits. He played Metallica tapes in the drill office when he had night duty, he bitched openly about not being allowed to smoke around the recruits. After chow, when we usually did something or another in the barracks bay—clean rifles, shine boots, get a lecture on first aid, whatever—Johnson would go up and down the line, hanging out with some of the privates he liked the most, talking to them about their home, giving them shit about their girlfriends or their moms. He was the one who taught us what real army life would be like; that this torturous shit wouldn’t last forever. He was the one Rose put in charge of our graduation ceremony, teaching us close-order drills and marches. Instilling discipline, but with a sense of humor: although our drill ceremony was exactly precise and by regs, at one point in the ceremony, when the platoon was in block formation, he had us re-create the scene from Bill Murray’s Stripes (filmed at Ft. Knox, and treasured by all GIs) by yelling out once in cadence “That’s a Fact! Jack!”

Most of them were like that, in one way or another, in their own ways.

Not Sergeant Rose.

I didn’t understand this at the time, but later, in the real army, and almost two years later in Somalia, I met men like him, and I better came to understand what he was. Rose, who had a college degree, was someone who had spent most of his army career in small units—units given wide latitude and autonomy from the army because of who they were and what they could do, and coming to expect it. This was someone who had no time for bullshit, and no time for anyone or anything that wasn’t as high-speed as he was. Someone who would give more respect to a PFC or corporal in his unit—because he wouldn’t be there if he couldn’t hang—than he would to a colonel or a general from the Pentagon.

I try to imagine the look on his face when he opened the envelope telling him he was on orders for drill sergeant duty. Jesus H. Christ. It was the early 1990s, the army was smaller, good talent was hard to come by, and sometimes being good had its penalties. This was one such penalty. Duty as a drill sergeant, especially at Ft. Knox—tanks, for Christ’s sake!—would be akin to having a leg amputated.

Us being worms wasn’t an act with Rose.

I remember Drill Sergeant Adams—an older guy, with almost fifteen years in—saying once, and he was being honest, almost sad,“Fellas, I been in the army a long time, and quite frankly, anyone not wearing army green is an asshole in my book.” He turned his head and spit on the parade ground at this point. “Civilians, they’re fuckers. They’ll send you off to die, send you off to protect their sorry asses, then fuck you over when you come home, treat you like dirt, and shit on you first chance they get.”

Rose took this even further: It wasn’t just civilians he considered subhuman, it was anyone not wearing a red beret.

As for a bunch of recruits who couldn’t even wear the uniform correctly?

He hated us, and we hated him.

But did that stop us from trying to impress him?

Of course not.

It doesn’t work like that—men don’t work like that. One of the first conversations I ever had with Liz, she said this: Spit on a woman and she’ll smack your face and walk away. Spit on a man and he’ll probably punch you, but he’ll follow that up with hours and hours of trying any way possible to prove he shouldn’t have been spit on in the first place—that he didn’t deserve it.

On a day when something big was going to happen—rifle qualifications, a major PT test, a command inspection with the brigade colonel—it was Rose we secretly wanted to be there with us. To fuck up during such a time, especially with him there, would be worse than horrible; it would have been inconceivable. But you didn’t plan on fucking up, you planned on success, and if you were going to succeed, there was no drill we wanted there more to witness it than Sergeant Rose. One tiny softening around the eyes, one grunt of acknowledgment, getting marched back to the barracks around the huge hill the drills called Agony—the easy way—rather than over it—a sure sign of punishment—was worth ten times any other drill sergeant actually saying congratulations or well done.

I was not the best in my platoon, and I was not the worst. I found I had strengths, and I used them. We all did. The lines the drills would dish out about relying on one another turned out to be true: like it or not, the only way to successfully complete basic training was to do it together. This was hard for someone like me; hard, but I learned not impossible. Not when you wanted to succeed. Not when you had to succeed. You learned. Learned to rely on others.

I was a master of bed-making. I could make a bed like a motherfucker. Don’t laugh: it isn’t easy. And your life will become hell if you don’t get this task down right. But my corners were perfect, my creases aligned. Fuck bouncing a quarter, you could bounce a helmet on a bed I’d made. My bunkmate, a pale, stocky kid from Michigan named Trevor we all called Alphabet, could polish boots with the same level of insane quality. I couldn’t polish a boot to save my life. And he couldn’t make a bed. Once we figured this out, after the first week or so, I never polished another boot and he never made another bed. Simple.

I was brought up in the New Jersey suburbs, I had never fired a gun in my life. Our first day at the range with an M16 rifle—how hard can it be?—was a lesson in sheer humiliation, so completely not able to do this one small thing that makes an American male real, this thing so many can do so easily: to shoot, to shoot straight, to hit what you’re shooting at. I left the range in disgrace, one of a small group of only four taking the brunt end of Rose’s wrath that night. But Trevor guided me, molded me, taught me, quietly at night, mock rifles in our hands, learning to breathe, learning to sight, steadying a shiny dime on the flash suppressor while I slowly squeezed the trigger.

Trevor Alphabet from Michigan, my new and immediate best friend, was a big boy—not fat, but thick. He would literally scream on the grass during morning PT (he wasn’t the only one), trying to do one more sit-up; unable, simply unable to force his body to bend one more time over his belly. So every night before chow, or in the latrine waiting for the shower, or right after lights-out, sneaking from our bunks, we hit the ground: doing sit-ups together, me slowing when he did, but never stopping, never allowing him to stop, tears popping out of his eyes, unable to fail in front of me, forcing his stomach into shape by sheer force of my presence on the floor with him.

I did finally learn to shoot, I qualified, but it would be another year in the army before I earned my Expert badge, and even then I would hold it only a few months before dropping back to the second tier of Sharpshooter.

When you arrive at Ft. Knox as a recruit, riding in on the bus from the Louisville airport under a big sign that says WELCOME TO THE U.S. ARMY AND THE START OF YOUR LIFE, you spend a few days in a place they call Reception. Fill out forms, get your head shaved, get your shots. (I remember the apron-clad PFC who bent over to stick a needle in my ass had a bumper sticker plastered to the wall behind his little desk that said “To err is human, to forgive is divine. Neither is U.S. Army policy.” Judging by his lack of accuracy and mercy with the needle, I could see he had taken this to heart.) Then you get to “meet” your drills for the first time, and they march you off to your new barracks; one duffel full of uniforms strapped to your back, another full of equipment strapped to your front, trying to march precisely with all this heavy shit making you wobble and weave, drills screaming in your ear the whole two-mile march, trying to make someone fall out—eventually succeeding.

My first meeting with Drill Sergeant Rose was me on the ground, him looming over, swearing and cursing while I trembled and shook.

The first thing you have to do for your new drill sergeants when you get to the barracks area is a minimum number of push-ups and sit-ups. If you can’t do them, they won’t let you into basic. They send you instead tothe fat-boy farm—land of pussies and other lesser men—to get to the minimum standard. Once you attain it, usually a few weeks later, the next platoon starting up takes you. There is nothing worse than this. Going in to the army I had a good idea that I would soon attain a whole new definition of humiliating—and in the frame of mind I was in at the time that didn’t seem so bad. But I didn’t want to start this way. I at least wanted the dignity to begin my army life with a regular bunch of guys.

The minimum was then, and is now, staggering to me. Thirteen pushups, twenty-five sit-ups. In a row, no break.

Why staggering now? To graduate from basic, eight weeks later, you had to do fifty-five push-ups in less than two minutes. When they called two minutes time for me the day before graduation I was approaching seventy perfectly executed push-ups and had barely broken a sweat.

Why staggering then? I knew I couldn’t do the thirteen. Knew it. Had tried it. Could barely do ten with my skinny arms. Never more than eleven. And I knew there would be no mercy, no “almost” allowed—twelve push-ups or less and you were off to the fat-boy farm.

We stood in a line, the air just turning cold in Kentucky, late afternoon, what had to have been the hardest day of my life more than half over, but the trauma I feared most was still to come and I knew it. I watched as this man, this small, strong monster in immaculate BDUs, made his way down the line, dropping each private individually, counting and watching, making notes with a pencil on a clipboard. Most of the recruits, if they had a problem, had it with the sit-ups. Big boys most of them, high-school football players like Trevor, who just couldn’t make their bodies move that way. But the push-ups? No problem, for almost all of them. Once Rose actually had to stop some show-off private with bulging biceps who thought he should keep going after thirteen. Rose paid off this kid’s enthusiasm by making him continue until his arms gave out from muscle failure.

I was a wreck, beyond frightened. After fifteen guys in a row, not one of them had failed. Not only would I fail, fail in front of all these guys, I would be the first to do it.

Rose stepped in front of me with an impossibly sharp and perfectly executed left-face, my first good look at this man.

It is impossible to describe to someone who hasn’t been a military recruit just how close another human being can come to your face, just how much of your personal space they can invade. It is beyond intimidating.

His eyes were not exactly level with mine, I was one maybe two inches taller. He was perfectly shaved, but I was so close to him I could see where the stubble would come out, given the chance, could see a few pores on his forehead, could smell coffee on his breath. His face was perfect, and, had he been in any other line of work, what someone might call beautiful. His cheekbones were high, sculpted, lips thin, teeth white and aligned.

And then he exploded.

I was prepared for it, knew it was coming, but never in all of my life have I ever been so shaken by one man who wasn’t even hitting me. The force of his words, the full weight of his utter contempt for me, came screaming from his mouth at a hundred miles an hour, and it only had to travel one inch. His disgust slammed into me like a whack in the face from a two-by-four.

I did my sit-ups first. No problems there, I was skinny. Alone in a cheap motel room in Jersey City the night before the recruiter put me on a plane to Kentucky I had executed sixty perfect sit-ups in a row and stopped only because I was bored. Sit-ups would not be my problem. Unfortunately, my arms were as skinny as my midsection.

“Drill Sergeant!” I screamed from the ground, trying to do the right thing. “Private Jones requests permission to roll over and execute thirteen perfect push-ups, Drill Sergeant!”

His face again in mine, ripping off his campaign hat and throwing himself to the ground next to me, his face now touching mine, screaming in my ear:

“Why are you fucking talking to me, Private! When did I tell you to fucking talk! Do your fucking push-ups, Private! NOW!”

He had yelled at the last guy in line for beginning his push-ups without asking for permission, now he was yelling at me for asking. I immediately saw how this next eight weeks were going to go.

If I would even get the opportunity to start my eight weeks.

I rolled over, assuming the push-up position. My hands were too close together, and he screamed again, putting his hands around my wrists and dragging my palms across the gravel to their proper position. I thought I was going to pass out, and when I stood some minutes later I saw that my palms were bloody.

I began.

I know, I know, to this day, that my thirteenth—if not my twelfth and thirteenth—push-up was not correct. My arms were wobbling, my back was swaying, my head down. And you weren’t just supposed to do thirteen, you were supposed to do them perfectly.

I had failed.

But when I looked up, Rose was gone, standing, as if he had never been next to me, now with the next private in line, repeating this game.

I got to my feet and went to attention, wanting to weep, assuming I would be called out when this was done, to take my place among the ass-holes and subhumans.

But three guys down the line, as I watched out of the corner of my eye, a boy failed. And there was no question about it. The humiliation wasn’t even mine and still I could taste it from where I stood, hot and sharp, five feet away, as this poor, poor kid—too tall, too fat, too weak—fell to the ground sobbing in pain and horror after only his fifth push-up.

And if getting yelled at for doing the opposite of what the last guy had done to get yelled at was my first lesson in Drill Sergeant Rose, this was my second: Rose didn’t say a word to the kid. He didn’t yell, he didn’t scream, he didn’t talk. Rose watched, hawkeyed, intent, as the kid struggled through his five, but when his chest hit the ground Rose didn’t even so much as flinch. He signaled with his fingers to a soft-capped non-drill NCO standing on the parade ground, and that sergeant came over, helped the kid up, and walked him away.

He wasn’t worth the breath to yell at.

This was the lesson I carried—we all carried—through the next two months: the real fear should start when Rose gets silent, when Rose ignores you. If Rose ignores you, then you as a person have ceased to exist.

I knew then I’d made it, and I sort of swooned, the blood rushing to my head, too miserable to be happy—that would have been ridiculous—but more relieved than I had ever been in my life.

I was fooling myself, of course. If I could have foreseen the agony that awaited me in the future as Rose built up my chest and arms I would have quit right there. No question about it, I would have.

 But, what you don’t know can’t hurt you. Not yet, anyway.

Four other guys failed right there on the parade ground, led away by the same NCO, like the first unfortunate fat boy. But it was small consolation, because I was the only member of the surviving platoon who had passed with the bare minimum of push-ups. And so my life for the next eight weeks was to become one big push-up, at the hands of Drill Sergeant Rose. While the other guys were more frequently dropped for leg-lifts (Rose was a big fan of the gut-wrenching leg-lift) I would almost always be dropped for push-ups, and not just when I had done something wrong.

Oh, we hated that motherfucker.

No doubt, the other platoons had it bad, too. There is no getting through basic training without it being bad. I remember reading once, some months before I joined the army, that if you’ve successfully completed boot camp you never have to prove anything to anyone ever again, and I believe it. But as bad as it must have been for those other platoons in our company, they got rewards. When things went right for them, when they performed like good little privates, there were days off, phone privileges, extra chow. Once I even saw a drill buy a pack of smokes for the smokers in his platoon after they had all qualified with high scores at the range; smoking has been outlawed in basic training since 1987. So it was hard, but at least they had something, something tangible, to work toward.
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