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For Forrest.

May we win this war so that you will always know freedom.

And for Kim, who has always believed in me.





 CHAPTER 1

 The Price of Freedom


IT’S NOT HARD TO GET YOUR MIND FOCUSED for a mission when there’s a price on your head. It was the day that would change my life forever, 21 June 2003, in Hit (pronounced “heat”), Iraq.

Just a few days before, my translator and I were smoking cigarettes and enjoying some hot tea, waiting with a few sheiks for our weekly situation meeting to begin. I was the de facto sheriff of Hit. As we waited for the rest of the sheiks to arrive, we would discuss the Iran–Iraq war. My translator had been a POW in the war, held for eleven years in an Iranian prison. He had been pressed into military service after his third year of medical school and served as an infantryman. As a POW, he found himself doing procedures in prison with no anesthesia, no sanitary rooms, and few medical instruments. His  techniques kept fellow prisoners alive, but were often brutal and crippling. After getting out of prison, he decided to never practice medicine again. He was a good man, and was proud to be of service to those who had freed him for the second time in his life.

After taking a long drag on one of my Marlboros, he looked over at me and said in a low voice, “Captain, do not go on your mission tonight.”

I was surprised. “I always lead my men,” I responded. “It’s still dangerous and I want to command on the ground.”

He said, “Your men will be safe, but you will be attacked. If you go, it may be your last mission.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I said angrily. In a loud voice, so that the sheiks in the room could hear, I continued, “You’re not trying to threaten me, are you? I will destroy any man who attacks me. Tell me who is saying these things—I’ll arrest them today!”

He spoke to me carefully, in a low voice so that others couldn’t hear, trying to calm me: “Captain, there are men in town who are planning missions in our mosques, under the command of clerics here and from Ar Ramadi. These men I do not know. But they are dangerous. Some are from Iran, and some are from Syria. It’s rumored that they have offered $1,000 U.S. to any man who can kill you, the one who rides in the vehicle with the symbols K6 on the side . . . the one who always wears sunglasses. They recognize you as the leader, and as one who is successful and powerful. . . . Please do not go tonight.”

I responded out loud, “You spread the word: I am powerful and I command many men. Out of respect for the people of Hit, I have yet to bring my tanks into this city and show you my full combat capabilities. Let the town know that the whereabouts of these terrorists must be reported in order to protect the innocent civilians of this city. I’m not afraid and I’m not threatened.”

On our mission that night, we did arrest several suspicious people and killed two men who tried to attack our tanks with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs). After such a wild night, we decided to stay out of the city for a few days. Unfortunately, we were giving the terrorists more time to prepare their next attack.

It was 1630 hours on the day of my final mission. I could tell when my men were ready because the sounds below changed from bolts charged and orders given during the final pre-combat inspection to laughter and tough talk. I never came down from my command post until I heard the distinctive sound of my high mobility multi-wheeled vehicle (Humvee), distinctive because each Humvee has its own pitch or hum. Upon hearing that sound, I knew that my windshield and binocular lenses were clean, my maps updated with the most current intelligence, my radios checked, and my personal security detachment was loaded, with weapons pointed outward. With so many antennae and barrels protruding, we must have looked like some strange oversized desert insect. But before I walked down to conduct my final inspection, I continued my tradition of kissing the picture of my wife, Kim, listening to the message she had recorded in the frame, and saying a short prayer to God to take care of my unborn child if I did not return.

I was “Killer 6,” which is the code word for the leader of K Troop, 3rd Squadron, 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment. I commanded 139 men, nine M1A2 main battle tanks, 13 M3A2 Cavalry fighting  vehicles, two tracked vehicles carrying 120 mm mortar guns, three support tracked vehicles, and five wheeled vehicles.

Before heading out on the mission, I would walk the line of soldiers to look at their faces. It wasn’t just to make a final inspection. They needed to see me confident and unafraid of our impending mission. We treated every mission the same, whether we were conducting a traffic control point (TCP) or were capturing terrorists. My men had to be ready for anything.

A few weeks earlier, my boss had informed me that now that we had “stood up” an entirely new police force, we had to train them in police work. This tasking was a V Corps requirement. I was excited about it, tired of conducting patrols where I spent most of my time watching over my shoulder. Training leads to confidence and job comfort. We had done something historic. Within weeks of the end of major combat operations, we had rearmed Iraqi soldiers and were now patrolling the streets with them. They certainly needed training, and training was our task for the night.

We had scheduled the first night of training to start at 1700 hours, as it promised to be cooler than midday. The sun did not set until 2030 or 2100 hours, so we had plenty of time to train. We had planned on teaching for two hours, which we knew would turn into three or four. We always planned twice the amount of time to do anything with local forces.

It was about 1640 hours when we finally headed out the gate of our compound. I was traveling with two of my Humvees, my own and an improvised gun-truck, and two military police (MP) Humvees. As I crossed through the wire at the lead of the convoy, I called my departure report to Squadron Operations Center and told my detachment to lock and load their weapon systems.

On the squadron radio, I reported, “Thunder, this is Killer 6 . . . Killer is departing FOB Eden to Hit police academy, vicinity soccer stadium, with one officer and twenty-one enlisted.”

Changing hand microphones, I immediately followed, “Killer, this is Killer 6, lock and load your weapon systems and follow my move.”

After getting acknowledgments from the three vehicles following me, I charged my 9 mm Beretta, watching as the bullet slipped easily into the chamber. As was my custom, as a deterrent to possible wrongdoers, I had my pistol outside the window in my right hand, and my left inside on the Bible my father had given me just before deploying to Iraq. Inscribed on the inside cover were the words, “Use it as a tour guide,” and in the back I had pasted a picture of my wife and me with my parents, taken just after our deployment ceremony.

It was only about five miles from our Forward Operating Base (FOB) to the town of Hit. Just before we reached the roundabout at the north end of the city, I told my driver to turn left down a dirt road we often used for observation by tanks at night.

I intended to avoid the roundabout in order to avoid detection from any spies at the first intersection. The dirt road took us from one paved road to another, and was only about two hundred meters in length. Just as we reached the far side, I noticed that the gradual terrace that normally allowed easy access to the road was now steeper and recently graded. Looking over the edge, I decided that the vehicles could handle the drop and we started to ease over the ledge.

As we began rolling again, everything exploded.

My right front tire, just under my feet, detonated an anti-tank mine. The mine violently lifted the Humvee off the ground and set it back on the three remaining of four wheels. The blast was so powerful that most of it went out and up from the front tire, launching a door and tire a hundred meters away. Blinded by smoke and dust, I wasn’t sure exactly what had just happened, but I knew we were either under attack by RPGs or artillery, or had struck a mine—and that I was injured.

I looked down and saw blood on my arms, and through my glasses I could see that my bulletproof vest seemed to have absorbed a lot of shrapnel. Everything was quiet. I could not speak. I was in terrible pain. I heard noises coming from my driver, screams of pain and fear. I was more confused than afraid.

Finally, I got my voice and asked, “Is everyone okay?”

My driver responded with more screams, and my translator simply gave me a crazy look.

We needed to get out of the Humvee. I began to pull at my left leg, but I couldn’t get it free. My left foot was trapped under the firewall and heater. The right front portion of the vehicle’s frame was now on the ground, so I set my right foot out into the sand to get some footing, in order to pull myself and my left leg free. But I couldn’t get any footing.

I thought, “Fuck . . . Oh, God, I am hurt . . . I have to get out of here . . . Why aren’t they shooting at me? We’re trapped in a stationary vehicle . . . They’ve got me . . . Fuck, that hurts . . . Move, David, move now!”

It felt as if I were setting my right foot into soft mud or a sponge. I looked down to see blood and bits of bone squeezing out of the side of my right boot. I gave one big push and turned to dive into the arms of two brave men who ran selflessly into the minefield to save me.

My good friend and fiercest warrior, Sergeant First Class John McNichols, grabbed me and said, “Don’t worry, sir, I’ve got you.”

All I could do was look at the ground. I tried to use my feet, but neither one would bear my weight. I could hear First Sergeant Cobal sighing under the burden of my weight.

I looked into his eyes and said, “I can’t walk. I’m fucked up.”

Turning now to face Sergeant First Class McNichols, I said, “My feet are messed up.”

Sergeant First Class McNichols smiled at me and said, “It’s just a walk in the park, sir.”

That was the last time I ever used my right foot.





 CHAPTER 2

 Sitting on the Border


IT WAS 27 APRIL 2003, THE NIGHT BEFORE we were to attack north into Iraq. I was sitting on the back edge of my command post on the border in Kuwait, cleaning my face with a wet wipe, thinking about the long journey ahead. My lieutenants were filing into the tent attached to the back of my command post. We had endured a sandstorm all afternoon, which made planning and briefing difficult. We finally got a break after six hours of hiding, but it was night now, and everyone was tired and grim. Like everything else in war, it was not how I had anticipated giving my last commands to my troops before heading north. But since I was leaving in a few hours, it was my only chance. As I began to call roll, I noticed a giant scorpion running toward me from the edge of the tent. After screaming like a Chinese opera singer and trying my best to stomp on it, I watched it simply  disappear into the sand just beneath me. Once the laughter died down, I said, “Men, this place is dangerous.”

I was headed out in the morning, leaving the majority of my men to join me outside Baghdad a few days later. The commanders of each troop and company would travel north with their combat trains and establish a Tactical Assembly Area (TAA) southwest of Baghdad. We were to drive along assigned routes under the protection of the 3rd Infantry Division and assume defense of the TAA. In order to save money and wear on our tanks, they would be transported by heavy equipment transport trailers (HETTs) all the way to the outskirts of the TAA.

I had thought for months about what I would say to my men the night before we crossed into Iraq. I had heard stories about how some commanders acted the night prior to the attack into Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm. And for weeks, my older men told stories to the younger soldiers of what they had witnessed then. They laughed and remembered certain commanders with distaste. Some had prayed with their men, but prayer had seemed hopeless to most. A few leaders allowed their men time to write one last letter home to carry on their bodies, which seemed foreboding to me. I decided to not do anything different from any other night. So after I gave my orders I gave a few short words, unprepared, but from the heart.

“Men, we have worked for over a year together for these coming days. I am only sorry that we will not all cross into Iraq together. You know my intent and my expectations. I depend on you to lead with those in mind. I know there is still a lot of uncertainty about the weeks ahead, but know that whatever our mission is in Iraq, it will be important and historic. K Troop will lead the regiment with the honor that it has always had in combat. I am proud to lead you and to call you all friends. By the time you join me in Baghdad, we will have a few short days to prepare ourselves again for combat. Make sure you and every one of your men are ready.” I stood and saluted, and proudly gave our troop motto, “Killers on the Warpath!”

After answering a few questions, we sat around and laughed at how dirty we were. You could no longer tell a man’s race by his color, because we were all light brown. I tried to make the noise of the sand people from the original Star Wars. That brought some laughter, relief from tension, and a good change of subject. I had made the mistake, as some might say, of becoming friends with my platoon leaders and noncommissioned officers. I loved these men and would have loved to have said a prayer for their safety. But they knew all that and just kicked back and gave it to me as hard as I could give it to them. (Don’t come in our circle with thin skin, because you won’t last.)

I remember that afternoon mainly because of the storm. It was troubling me that one day before our assault north, I could barely see my hand in front of my face. I sat for hours, uncomfortably trying to just breathe. Yes, breathe. The air is so thick with sand and dust that it almost feels as if you could suffocate. I would soon learn how to live with this new feeling, but on such an important day, it felt especially constricting. One day earlier, I had had the opportunity to send about a third of my men to a nearby communications center to try to call home, and now I too longed to hear my wife’s voice. I didn’t want to talk to her, necessarily, because it would have been too difficult and too sobering. I had said goodbye back home, and that was to last until we  were established in Iraq, victorious. I just wanted to hear her say “I love you,” one more time. I thought about writing a letter, but it was impossible to explain what I felt. I couldn’t imagine writing something that could be my last words. What does a man write to his wife the day before he rides into uncertainty? I did not have the words. So I sat, trying to breathe, imagining what our child would be like when I returned from this godforsaken place.

I spent that day walking the perimeter of my camp one last time. Although it was my obligation to ensure that the men were on watch, constantly improving their positions, and maintaining a sketch-card of their area of observation and fields of fire, it was also my chance to see every soldier. I talked to each of them, and tried to get a grasp of how each man was feeling. Some were excited and asked too many questions. Some were nervous, and even more nervous when I started asking them questions about various rules and procedures. It was the nervous ones I wanted to be sure their leaders had an eye on. Sure, we were all nervous. But to display it sometimes meant that it was something to worry about. I spent most of my time at each vehicle with the vehicle commanders. Some I might quiz, but most I just shared a coffee or cigarette with, talking about our wives or something silly about their kids. I love hearing about my soldiers’ families, because they are the ones counting on my leadership. I knew each wife by name, and most of the kids’ names.

At some point, we usually crawled around the tanks like spiders, inspecting load plans. The commanders of each vehicle were proud of the way they had repacked all their equipment again. It is typical in the Army to try to pack a hundred pounds of gear into a forty-pound sack.  Noncommissioned officers are the best at it; their creativity is amazing. Vehicles are designed and issued with load plans for all essential equipment. Almost every bit of space in each rack and space on the wall is labeled for something specific. So, to find room for televisions, radios, books, magazines, food, sodas, coffee machines, cigarettes, cots, and pictures of the family was a true feat of engineering.

Did I mention that I am a cavalryman? I joined the armored force because of a conversation I had prior to selecting my branch with Major General (Retired) Dennis Malcor, who told me a story about being a tanker in Vietnam. He said that he had just finished a battle in Vietnam and was headed back to base camp when he passed an infantry lieutenant who was emerging from the road. He stopped to talk, as passing officers on missions often do, to exchange info about routes, enemy, and even scores from games back home. He said that those infantry boys were out of water, food, and ammo. General Malcor filled up their canteens, gave them some food, and gave them a split of ammo. As he told me the story, he stopped and laughed, reflecting, “ ‘Poor bastards,’ I thought as I reached down into my cooler and fished out a cold soda to enjoy.” That day I decided never to be that “poor bastard.”

For this mission though, I was leaving my M1A2 Abrams main battle tank behind. It was tough to leave my luxury items. I could afford to take only what I needed to survive for three days: one bag of nuclear biological chemical equipment, one rucksack with a week’s worth of personal supplies, a chair, a cot, a box of maps, my weapons and pyro, and my load-bearing equipment with all its associated equipment. It is amazing how little I really needed, especially considering I  wouldn’t change my clothes or wash myself for several weeks. In anticipation of the road march, I had given myself a sponge bath the night before, and changed my underclothes for the first time since coming to Kuwait two weeks earlier. That night it had rained. Then, as bad luck would have it, we were blasted the next day with six hours of sandstorms. Although the sandstorms were a great nuisance, the rain was the most troubling. It’s extreme, coming in fast and reinforced by wind. The droplets are really droplets of mud that do anything but cleanse. If you are caught with your mouth open enough to breathe in a raindrop, you are spitting dirt and grinding sand for hours. Nothing is in moderation. Trying to stay clean became a hobby that I finally gave up on.

My wheeled convoy of fifteen vehicles was lined up at dusk with its lights shining across the open desert. For the first time that day, the desert was peaceful. There was just a line of blue left on the horizon, but enough to see the vastness of the earth. After all our training with black-out drives (dim lighting for use with night-vision goggles), I never imagined I would be sitting on the border of Iraq with my high beams on. We had to move only a few miles to link up with the rest of the squadron’s wheels, but we all moved together, because the desert is an easy place to get lost in at night—even for scouts, but they call it “disoriented.” There are horror stories of men getting lost in the desert and continuing to drive under the delusion that they are going in the right direction, only to later find themselves outside the reach of rescuers and dying of heatstroke. Even worse now would be to get mistaken for the enemy and killed. We even have an official acronym for it: LID, Lost in the Desert. These may sound like campfire stories, but  it is enough to make folks think before they try to drive off on their own across all that sand. As the last bit of blue disappeared, with no other lights shining around the horizon and only the bright stars in the big sky, we looked like a space exploration mission, lined up to move out and discover the unknown. Indeed we were.

Before loading up in my Humvee, I had one last command to give. I told my driver to crank it up and join the front of our convoy. I ducked into my command post and found my executive officer, First Lieutenant Jon Kluck, “Mother Klucker.” We had been through a lot in the last year and could know what was on the other’s mind simply by reading each other’s expressions. I found him, as I often do, holding two radios in one hand and updating the map board with the other. My scouts have ten kilometers of frontage, with tanks five kilometers apart and three kilometers behind. The field trains, which are our service support vehicles, can be as far as ten kilometers behind. Unlike an infantry officer, I can’t just stand up and see my forces and how they are arrayed. I depend on concise reports from my lieutenants and platoon sergeants. My executive officer processes them and “paints the picture” on my map using lots of colored pins and pens to indicate different units and conventions. It can be quite a work of art by the end of the day.

There is no more fightable map than one that Jon Kluck puts his hands on. The goal is to have a board that someone familiar with the mission can walk up to with no explanation and “visualize the battlefield.” Jon had that talent.

I stood tall at the edge of the ramp and gave Jon a look, and before I spoke, he said, “Don’t worry about it, sir, I got it.”

I responded, “You’re in charge. See you in Baghdad.”





 CHAPTER 3

 The War Machine Starts Turning


I BELIEVE MY JOURNEY TO IRAQ started the day I arrived at Fort Carson in Colorado and reported to duty with the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment (3rd ACR). That day was 11 September 2001.

I had just returned to the States from a one-year assignment in South Korea. While in Korea, I was a war planner. I was fresh out of the Armor Captain Career Course and was full of energy to plan, and plan I did. When I wasn’t writing orders for operational missions, the planning staff would dust off and update war plans. For the first time in my career, I really felt like I was doing the real thing. Whether it was defending terrain below the demilitarized zone or attacking north into the strong North Korean defenses, I felt my work was relevant and important. My orders had to be concise, accurate, and creative. Any mistakes I made as a planner affected the individual soldiers.  Conventional tactics and planning procedures wouldn’t work; creativity was the best weapon.

After a year of separation from my family, Kim and I spent several weeks taking it easy with family and friends. Like a sailor back from sea, I was able to amuse them with stories about my travels and adventures. It had been an incredible trip. Whether it was about sneaking onto a Chinese army installation for a rugby game or about riding elephants in the jungles of Thailand, I kept my audience entranced. But everyone knew that I was off to Fort Carson, my dream assignment. I had volunteered to serve a year in Korea to guarantee my spot there. I had even turned down two commands in Korea to wait for one at Carson. It was my mecca: skiing, hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and, of course, the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment. 3rd U.S. CAV is the last heavy cavalry left in the Army. It is an honor to serve in the same unit as some of the most famous leaders in the history of our country: Patton, Polk, and Roosevelt, to name a few.

At 1000 hours, 11 September 2001, I was to report to the headquarters of 3rd Squadron to meet the squadron commander and receive my in-brief and job assignment. Kim and I decided to go to the gym early that day, so that I could get my workout in before starting my first day of work. Between sets my eyes caught the television. Although I knew it was tuned to the news, it looked like a trailer for an action movie was on the screen. It looked so real. I walked closer and saw that this was actually live, breaking news. I was stunned and asked one of the men walking underneath the televisions to turn up the sound. I remember hearing the words “terrorist plot,” then saw the footage of the second plane making impact. My shock turned to anger.

I yelled over to Kim, “Get over here! We’ve been attacked.”

Kim stumbled across the gym, so focused on the televisions that she kept running into machines. She said, “I don’t understand.”

I said, “Neither do I, but we are under attack.” For the first time in my adult life, I didn’t know what to do. Like the rest of America, I stood and stared at the television in disbelief. Then the newscast cut to the Pentagon. Then I knew what to do.

“Kim, get your stuff. We need to go. I need to get my gear. We’re at war.”

She knew what I meant, and she didn’t hesitate. We ran to the truck and drove off the post to our friends’ house, where we had been staying until we could move into our housing on post. I stayed only long enough to shower and grab my Army bags. I kissed Kim and held her tight. I wasn’t sure if I was coming home again. After living in Korea, I had practiced this drill several times a month. But this time, it was, without any doubt, no drill. Looking into her eyes, I saw her pride overpowering her fear. She knew that duty was calling me. Neither of us knew what was next. We hadn’t even moved in yet. All our stuff was in storage. Our cats were in the basement of our friends’ house. There was so much left to do. We were in the middle of a national emergency, and there was no time to worry about the details.

I drove to work as fast as I could, but was stopped by the six-hour traffic jam of everyone trying to get back to headquarters. Every car had to be inspected. We were so unsure of what the next target was that the post commander had to close the gates and search every vehicle that was coming on post. Even the soldiers had to be inspected. I sat frustrated in my truck, waiting. Fortunately, as she always does, Kim had packed me a lunch. I spent that time listening to descriptions of people jumping from windows, heroic actions, and lots of people dead  or dying. I was so confused, I couldn’t even cry. I didn’t know how to feel. I just wanted to get to work and find out what our orders were. I thought about my friends in New York City, and others at the Pentagon, and wondered where they were, and if they were still alive. It was all so confusing.

Finally on post, I made my way to the headquarters building and was told to stand by in the briefing room. I sat with the rest of the officers and waited for our boss to get his brief. After a few more hours of waiting, the boss came in. Even he looked confused—and angry.

“Men, our nation was attacked by terrorists. We currently have no orders to mobilize, but need to get prepared for it. Stand your units down. I need to know how many families are affected by this and get them on leave as soon as possible. Go home and spend time with your wives and kids. This is a day for prayer.”

We all stood and saluted. That was how I met my first boss in the 3rd ACR.
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We were finally issued our deployment order on Valentine’s Day, 2003, sixteen months after 11 September. It was a Friday morning, and Kim and I were enjoying a day off from our regular weekend skiing routine. We had been expecting the call, but not on the day reserved for lovers. February 14 was supposed to be a day off, one of the cherished days off I was actually able to take over the last year. Up to that point, I had already been away from home six of the last eight months. We had just enjoyed the morning, and I was already in the garage packing my ski  gear for the rest of the weekend. Kim came into the garage and handed me the phone and said, “I think it’s work,” giving me that look I am so accustomed to when I have promised her some time alone and the phone calls me to duty. Being told to drive in to pick something up was not unusual for a troop commander on the weekend, but it also implied some amount of work. I had the drill down and was out the door within minutes. I thought it was odd that all the captains in the neighborhood were headed to the headquarters building. We passed with waves and uncertain looks. Some, already returning, were smiling and flashing lights, yelling out the window, “We’re going to the big show!”

Upon arriving at work, I signed for my copy of the memorandum for record, “Deployment of the Regiment of Mounted Riflemen,” which was written by the seventieth colonel of the regiment himself. That was all I looked at before hurrying back home, knowing that I was about to be part of history, but also knowing that I owed the rest of the day to my wife. As I entered the door, she looked into my hand. “Wow. That was fast. What happened?” she asked. I responded, “We got our deployment orders . . . we’re finally going.” That’s how I felt. Finally. It was a relief after months of training. I had spent every free moment studying Iraq maps, tactics, Arab culture, reading the Koran, and sizing up every one of my men for readiness and potential. I had been studying for this final exam for years and was finally going to have the chance to take it. I was going to war as a troop commander. I was so proud. But Kim’s hug felt pitiful. She was already crying, and it was hard for me to be sensitive.

I tried to read my memorandum to Kim: “The 3rd U.S. Cavalry Regiment will deploy to Central Command’s area of responsibility in a  number of weeks. Our equipment will be shipped overseas in a couple of days. When we link up with our equipment, we will build combat power in theatre and complete preparations to conduct combat operations. The personal responsibility of every member of the Regiment and every attached soldier that deploys with the Brave Rifles will be enormous.”

Realizing that I was now reading it to myself, I continued under my breath, until the final two paragraphs:

“Finally, we will all do our duty. Duty requires high and demanding standards in combat. That duty obliges us to put the mission ahead of everything else, even ahead of personal comfort and safety. That sacrifice is difficult and harsh. Duty in combat calls for levels of self-sacrifice and dedication that are just not present at any other time. But that concept of duty has characterized American Soldiers of the past and will guide us well into the future.

“May God bless us and protect the Regiment as we answer the Nation’s call. Signed, David A. Teeples, 70th Colonel of the Regiment.”

Although I should have knelt to pray for my own protection, I instead did the next most logical thing—I cracked open a beer. After savoring a few long draughts, I called my first sergeant and all my lieutenants to announce the word. “It’s official,” I started. “Call your chain of command and let them know that a two-hour recall is in place . . . we have our deployment orders and are headed to the CENTCOM AOR. Call me back when you have complete notification.”

Last on the alert roster were my parents. My father was excited. My mother cried. I had planned on spending some time with my wife after finishing the roster. What a joke. The phone rang all day. I could barely hold her in my arms before there came a knock on the door or  another ring on the phone. We gave up on being sweet and postponed romance until this day was done. I owed her a big one.

We had just watched the movie We Were Soldiers, in which the colonel’s wife receives word that the men are deploying to Vietnam and says, “Ladies, get out your best dresses . . . the men are going to want to have a ball.” Indeed, we were scheduled for our regimental ball that very night. We were originally not excited about having to go to a ball on this special night of Valentine’s. But with orders in hand, there was a new excitement about dining, toasting, drinking, and dancing with my fellow warriors.

Kim was not as excited. It was a moment of sobriety for her, not just the awkwardness of having to attend a formal ball in her second trimester of pregnancy, but just an overall feeling of nervousness. She felt as if each day could be our last together.

We had decided to try to have a baby as soon as all the signals were pointing to an uncertain war in Iraq and our eventual deployment. “I want to have a baby so I have something left of you,” Kim had told me. “Something living and breathing that is you.”

The ball started with a bit of a shock. We were at the Antler Adam’s Mark Hotel, and the commander had pulled out all the stops to decorate for the event. But when I tried to drop Kim off at the hotel doors, several police cars were blocking the entrance to the drive. So we parked on the street and hurried in. Once inside, I thought it seemed unusual that there were several hundred soldiers and their dates in the lobby and not at the bar. The buzz in the lobby was that there was a bomb in the underground parking lot attached to the building. We had dealt with antiwar rallies for the last six months, but  this was going too far. Our event was a good target, with all the leadership of the entire regiment in one room in a single building. The colonel considered canceling the evening, but we all felt confident that it was just an antiwar protester making a statement. I am proud of the right to protest and will defend that freedom with my own life. But when someone breaks federal law and puts others in danger with a hoax, that privilege is revoked.

After an hour wait, hotel security confirmed that there was no bomb, and in typical Army style, it was not mentioned again. Before long, the queues for the cash bars were long and everyone was asked to take their seats. As the bugler called the crowd to attention, it was clear that the presentation of the colors were next. The short ceremony had special meaning tonight. Two thousand men and women stood at attention and watched as the color guard brought in the United States flag and the regimental guidon, both under armed guard by the detachment. At any formal dinner, the colors are presented to the highest-ranking officer, who gives the command to “post” the colors. It is a reminder that we are men in uniform and that we owe our respects to those who have provided our freedom. The regimental colors are a beautiful sight. Atop the flagpole are all the campaign streamers of the 3rd U.S. Cavalry history: three from the Mexican War, eight from the Indian Wars, three from the Civil War, one from Spain, one from the Philippine Insurrection, three from World War II, and two from the Gulf War. The bearer always seems to strain under the weight of the colors. Behind the U.S. flag follows the 3rd ACR.

During the National Anthem, men and women cried together, but all stood at the perfect position of attention. Before we stood at ease, there were the toasts.

“To the president of the United States . . . To the commander in chief!”

“To the United States Army... To the Army!”

“To III Corps . . . To the Phantom Corps!”

“To Fort Carson . . . To the Mountain Post!”

“To the Regiment of Mountain Riflemen, Brave Rifles . . . Veterans!”

“To the Troopers . . . To the Troopers!”

“To Our Fallen Comrades”. . . (Silence, to honor the fallen)

“Gentlemen, please seat your ladies”. . . (time to seat the ladies) “To the ladies!”

As I drank deeply to the last toast, I set down my glass and gave Kim a tender kiss. With all that had happened that day, it was finally time to give Kim some attention. It was not the perfect evening, but it was our life. She was able to hide her prior nervousness and now smiled with pride as I sat with my lieutenants and noncommissioned officers, and continued to toast until the dinner was served. These were the men I was off to fight with, and these were the women we were going to leave behind. Three of the four women at the table were pregnant, and the fourth would be married within the week. We were family—not just the table, but the entire room.

One of my favorite lieutenants asked with a shit-eating grin, “Sir, are you ready?”

He knew that if we weren’t dressed up, I would have socked him once in the arm for asking such a dumb question.

I responded, “Well, if we aren’t now, we’ll just figure it out when we get there.”

That answer was enough for him. But I knew he was nervous. He had only been here for two weeks, but was already prepared in his  heart and mind. He was going to have to learn his job at war. He was ready to pick my brain right there at the table because he was so eager to learn.

I had to stop him and say, “L.T., this night is for us to relax and enjoy being part of the cavalry. We will not discuss war and tactics in front of the ladies. Bring your maps in on Monday and I’ll fill your head . . . until then, pour yourself a whiskey and make polite conversation.”

After some genuine laughter from the entire table, I added, “And, don’t worry... we will be victorious!” We all tapped our glasses together at my new toast.

[image: 003]

We spent our final weeks before deployment to Iraq thinking back to the lessons we had learned from our rotation at the Joint Readiness Training Center (JRTC) the previous October in Louisiana. JRTC is the Army’s infantry branch proving grounds. Unlike the armor branch, infantry measures success by matter of inches on a map. It conducts missions in urban areas and clears buildings in a fashion that we rarely study. When we go to any other training center, we conduct contiguous battle planning and execution. We had moved across the Mojave Desert at the National Training Center (NTC), in Fort Irwin, California, and tried to fight like Patton or Rommel across forty kilometers of sand and dust to the objective. I had already had two tours at the NTC and was ready to learn something new in the “jungles” of JRTC. JRTC is located in Fort Polk, Louisiana, and replicates terrain 
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