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More Praise for

DEMON CAMP

    “[A] darkly brilliant book . . . Remarkable . . . Startling, precise prose.”

    —Jeff Sharlet, Bookforum

    “Visceral, seductive . . . It’s hard to pull away. . . . Percy’s narrative artfully upsets a common misperception: that all veterans’ experiences of war are alike.”

    —New York Times Book Review

    “Thrilling . . . Percy is onto something essential here: understanding PTSD is one key to understanding our present cultural moment. . . . Arrives at an unlikely awareness of our shared humanity . . .”

    —The Daily Beast

    “This is the book I’ve been waiting for. Lyrical, haunting, surreal, as fiercely brave as it is fearsome, Jen Percy’s Demon Camp is both damning and redemptive, a shot straight to the hellish heart of war.”

    —Kim Barnes, author of In the Kingdom of Men

    “If you want to understand America now, read Jen Percy’s Demon Camp. An electric, unflinchingly brave, and entirely necessary debut.”

    —Alexander Chee, author of Edinburgh

    “Haunting . . . Exposes the raw reality of pain and loss. Many of us have read and heard about the post-traumatic stress disorder . . . Percy has lifted the veil for us.”

    —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

    “Percy has taken a sensationalistic, tabloid-worthy subject and explored it in a remarkably clear-eyed and empathetic fashion, without a trace of condescension. Demon Camp is not only luminously written and exhaustively researched; it’s an important account of post-traumatic stress disorder in modern warfare.”

    —Teddy Wayne, author of The Love Song of Jonny Valentine

    “The writing is beautiful. . . . Percy has a photographer’s eye. . . . She deftly makes this story part of a bigger picture—for her, what happened to Caleb Daniels is a key to understanding the way America deals with war and its aftermath.”

    —The Portland Oregonian

    “Beneath the taut, wry surface of Jen Percy’s Demon Camp is a deeply felt investigation that is marvelously disturbing—a pitch-perfect blend of reportage, meditation, and outright fantasy that beautifully captures the wounds of mind and heart in ruins.”

    —John D’Agata, author of The Lifespan of a Fact

    “Jen Percy delves deep into the life of an army vet suffering from ­post-­traumatic stress to understand the effect of war on returning soldiers. . . . You can’t walk away from Percy’s strong debut without feeling like you’ve spent a frightening moment inside the heads of soldiers who come home from war with nothing but demons, no place to go and no easy role to play.”

    —Shelf Awareness (starred review)

    “Demon Camp is the most urgent, most harrowing book to yet emerge from our wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Percy is a brave and relentlessly powerful witness, again and again confronting us with the monsters of our own making. Written with haunting austerity, this exceptionally important book must be read not only by every voter but by every one of us yearning to be more humane.”

    —Claire Vaye Watkins, author of Battleborn

    “Percy’s book gets so close to its subject’s consciousness that it stops being about any social issue, the way The Executioner’s Song isn’t really ‘about’ the psychology of killers. It’s the most unusual and beautiful portrait of trauma to come out of the last thirteen years.”

    —Jesse Barron, The New Inquiry

    “[Demon Camp] shines a bright light on America’s wounded psyche. . . . Percy’s beautiful, lucid writing takes the reader into the lives of soldiers wrestling with faith in this often harrowing book on the personal, cultural, and political costs of war.”

    —Los Angeles Times

     “A triumph of reporting, storytelling, and sympathy. Percy writes as if possessed, not by her own demons but by the war-torn lives she documents. Like some pilgrim in a latter-day Inferno, with machine gunner Sergeant Caleb Daniels for her Virgil, she has descended into an all-American hell, eyes open, notebook in hand, and returned with this haunted and haunting fever-dream of a book.”

    —Donovan Hohn, author of Moby-Duck

    “Demon Camp is the amazing story of one man’s journey to war and back. It’s a tale so extraordinary that at times it seems conjured from a dream; as it unfolds it’s not just Caleb Daniels that comes into focus, but America, too. Jen Percy has orchestrated a great narrative about redemption, loss, and hope.”

    —Dexter Filkins, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Forever War

    “Tropes surrounding veterans in the public discourse mask the reality of warfare, but Percy peels back the gauze, revealing deeply wounded ­individuals. . . . Her sharp, unadorned writing captures the rawness of the congregants’ lives, the permeability of the borderline between reality and imagination.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “This wild journey alongside madness leads Percy to the place where myth is conceived and destroyed, our wars overseas brought home as nightmares. You will begin to wonder how much pain is dreamed and if fantasy might be the way to cure it. A unique, fascinating, and always surprising book.”

    —Benjamin Busch, author of Dust to Dust

    “[A] talented young writer . . . Chilling and raw.”

    —Winnipeg Free Press

    “With exquisite patience, a wide-open mind, and a willingness that trembles on vulnerability to immerse herself in her subject, Jen Percy recounts the terrible, ongoing struggles of soldiers whom the war has followed home. Writing in lucid, beautiful sentences, Percy exposes the great psychic cost of the Bush-era wars as paid by these young men and gives us to understand that their demons are America’s demons, their stories, America’s stories.”

    —Michelle Huneven, author of Jamesland and Blame

    “A chilling work of narrative nonfiction.”

    —O, The Oprah Magazine

    “Demon Camp is for fans of Michael Herr’s Dispatches or Hunter Thompson’s own dark journeys through America; indeed, it’s hard to describe Demon Camp as anything but a tour de force literary experience: exquisitely written, psychologically deft and nimble, and shocking. Jen Percy writes a book that is at once so singular that it speaks to despair and joy yawing over our collective horizon. Here is a new, utterly surprising world we can scarcely imagine being in, except in Percy’s hands.”

    —Doug Stanton, New York Times–bestselling 
author of Horse Soldiers

    “A powerful debut . . . A haunting portrait of PTSD and the effects of war on the psyches of the soldiers who fight . . .”

    —Esquire

    “Ambitious . . . What Daniels, and Percy as his medium, has provided is a meditation on trauma, a haunted interior made external: an exorcism provided by the text. It is a rough-and-tumble first book for Percy and a remarkable one.”

    —Tottenville Review

    “Percy has walked far out into the Twilight Zone and leads us into realms of horror and dread, mystery and high weirdness. I have never read anything quite like it.”

    —Luis Alberto Urrea, author of The Devil’s Highway
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For my family, and for Kip Jacoby


To understand original sin is to understand Adam, which is to understand that one is an individual and one is also part of the whole race.

—KIERKEGAARD, The Concept of Dread

Dreams remained. For years afterwards in nightmares stark as archive footage, I was what I had been.

—JAMES SALTER, Burning the Days


A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DISORDERLY CONDUCT OF THE HEART

Sergeant Caleb Daniels wanted to save all the veterans from killing themselves. A machine gunner three years out of the 160th Special Operations Regiment, 3rd Battalion, he’d tried to kill himself, four or five times, but he was interrupted each time—once by his dead buddy Kip Jacoby; once by his girlfriend Krissy, whom he met at a strip club; once on a lake by his house in his canoe when the rain stopped and he saw the moon; and once when the demon called the Black Thing came into his bedroom in Savannah and said, “I will kill you if you proceed,” and Caleb said, “No you won’t, asshole, because I’m going to do it myself.”

At first Caleb thought he was crazy because he saw dead people, but then his roommate’s new stepdad, Wombly, a member of the Lakota tribe, saw a dead kid soldier with Alice in Wonderland tattoos following Caleb around the house. It was Kip Jacoby, whom Caleb had last seen on the tarmac at Bagram Air Force Base, slipping inside the belly of an MH-47 Chinook nicknamed Evil Empire—tail #146—the same Chinook that would explode in a remote region of the Hindu Kush forty-five minutes later, killing all sixteen men aboard, including eight members of his unit. Wombly took Caleb to a sweat lodge down the street to teach him how to become a medicine man, worship their buffalo god, and talk to the dead soldiers who had followed him home. Caleb saw bodies appearing and disappearing in the smoke, old Indian warriors, crows and bats and wolves. At first Caleb thought he’d gained power sufficient to make the Black Thing go away, but the Black Thing didn’t go away.

Caleb met another veteran who also saw the Black Thing and knew how to fight it. So the veteran and Caleb drove to demon camp in Portal, Georgia, where the layer between heaven and earth is very thin, and Caleb sat down in a chair in a trailer and got an exorcism from a group of strangers, and he found his ruling demon wasn’t PTSD, like the doctors said, it was a six-foot, five-inch buffalo with horns—a manifestation of the war demon known as Destroyer. That’s when he realized it wasn’t for no reason he didn’t die on that Chinook, #146, the Evil Empire. The mission, he decided, was in America now. He knew the only way to save the vets from killing themselves was to kill the Black Thing first. He started a company, a factory in the woods that would hire a veterans-only workforce to rebuild old military vehicles—machines that would give life instead of destroying it. Then he’d use the profits from this company to counsel soldiers into not killing themselves. Some would recover with counseling, but some would not. Then he’d send these soldiers to demon camp for deliverance from the Destroyer. A modern-day exorcism of the trauma of war.

When I first met Caleb, one morning in June 2008, in an isolated parking lot beside the Allatoona Reservoir in the woods near Kennesaw, Georgia, he told me he wanted to talk about how the war had followed him home. But by lunchtime, over cheese enchiladas at the Mi Casa Mexican Restaurant, in a strip mall ten miles from the site where in 1864, 2,321 soldiers died in a single day at the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, he told me instead about the thing that followed him home from the war, the thing in the burning peach trees, the thing in the sandstorms and the dried riverbeds, the thing in the camel spiders that walked in the shadows of soldiers. It followed him across the Atlantic and sat beside him in the jet where he carried Kip Jacoby’s body home. It followed him to Florida where Kip’s father wanted an open casket and Caleb had to bring him to the morgue to convince him otherwise. It followed him back to Georgia and to Missouri, where he was born. Somewhere between Mi Casa and Portal, because Caleb said these things could transfer, and because these things are not limited to war, I started to wonder if it was following me.


PART I

WAR DREAMS


The way he remembered it, the war was going to save him. There was no war yet, but there was the dream of it anyway. It was going to save him from the fields of Centralia, Missouri, a town where most kids wanted saving, knowing that beyond Centralia was a world as wide and unfilled as the wheat that spread like rolled carpet from their porches. In Centralia night came without a neighbor’s lit window and morning came without the sounds of turning tires or the echoes of children. The nearest city was twenty miles away and the wind—loud and fierce and ceaseless—made the wheat bend like men in prayer. It tore at the grain, lifting pieces into the air so that at times the fields looked like great swaths of insects.

The war was going to save him from the poverty of his mother’s wages at the Eastern Airways ticket counter. Some days she put Caleb on board and the pilots let him fly jump seat, and the landscape of his youth grew small and the horizon breathed opportunity. Nights, he dreamed of flight. Since the second grade, he wanted to be a military pilot. Somehow or another he knew he would go to war because the war was going to save him from his father, who divorced his mother when he was thirteen, leaving the house filled with traces of parents no longer in love, the halls still echoing with his mother’s screams. There were the days his father screamed at him, too, for not hitting a home run at the Little League game. He said the military wouldn’t even take Caleb. It was the war that was going to save him from the poor grades, the whiskey smells, the unexcused absences, the hallway fights, and the plum-sized bleeding eyeball his mother must have cooled gently with a frozen bag of peas. He needed saving from the days spent riding bareback in the rodeo, the thrill he felt in the ring’s quiet center, and the women who watched, wearing sequins and drinking cold Cherry Coke.

The war was going to save him from the agony of love: a girl named Allyson. The way it goes in Centralia is that you date and then you get married, and because Allyson always knew Caleb would get out, they started dating in the summer of 1997, when Caleb was sixteen, and on into harvest season, air thick with grain smells, doing the usual things: rubbing each other in the backs of cold theaters, tonguing salt-plastered lips, or just sitting in fields back to back with the wheat reigning all around them. On weekends he worked her father’s farm, rolling stiff veins of irrigation pipe, bringing water to places where there was none. Her father rarely got off the couch. One day he seemed to give up on life. That’s when Caleb made promises to Allyson, said he’d get her out of Centralia. One day they met on the back of a tractor in a bean field; Allyson told Caleb that while he’d been gone she’d started seeing a classmate named Cole Boy. So when he left for the war, he left her too.

Middle of sophomore year, sixteen years old, and he dropped out of Centralia High School. He’d already received emancipation from his parents. The GED wasn’t hard. He looked for work. The only place hiring was in the nearby city of Columbia, at the college, the hospital, and the AB Chance Company, where men worked with gloved hands inside a metal building for long hours forming ship anchors from soft iron, and at a company that had no name, just a man, Scott, who fixed steel buildings abandoned across the flat wilderness of Missouri, Kansas, and Illinois. He paid eighteen dollars an hour and Caleb waited for him in a parking lot at Home Depot while clouds of gnats rose from the plots of switchgrass that broke the pavement.

The men he joined were not good men. They were coke addicts and meth addicts and they ate steak for breakfast, working eighteen-hour shifts, seven days a week. Every other week they had Sunday off. At night all the men shared a hotel room, three men to a bed, five to a floor.

Caleb worked through harvest season into winter. From the road, the buildings looked like deep red slashes in the sky. They leaned. He liked climbing to the top of the buildings, where the voices below seemed too weak to rise, and everywhere there was the mingling of heat and cold—the backs of tractors collecting snowfall, livestock pooling amid rising steam.

December came, and the farmers retreated to their homes and the livestock walked defeated to their barns to feed on old grain.

The manner of the work was most likely illegal. They’d make bets: rebuild from the ground up in ten days, all or nothing. The guys were always yelling at each other. Guys falling off the tops of buildings because they were tiptoeing along inch-wide steel beams with nothing to tie on to. They used an old forklift with a broken emergency brake to hoist themselves forty feet in the air. One of the guys got the idea to put an old piece of fence on the fork, flat like a platform, and they huddled atop it like birds to work.

One day Caleb was up on the forklift, welding a roof ledge, when the driver went into a cocaine rage and abandoned the vehicle. It rolled backward. Caleb jumped at the last minute, grabbed onto the roof ledge. Behind him, the forklift slammed into an eighteen-wheeler box truck and erupted into flames. The workers gathered around the fire, forgetting Caleb, who dangled by his fingertips until blisters grew soft between the metal and his skin. The screws rattled beneath his grip. Twenty minutes passed before they noticed. They picked him up off the roof with another forklift and lowered him to the ground. Caleb asked for a check and told them he was on his way to something else.

•  •  •

Snow fell, covered the highway. He passed the brokenness of grain silos, billboards for adult stores, McDonald’s signs rising over the fields like the sun itself.

Ten miles out, somewhere near Right City, Missouri, the road going straight through farm country, a blizzard began, and up ahead, on the icy roads, two cars collided. Caleb came to a halt. A man in a white Ford Taurus had hit another car, and the whole front of his truck was mangled.

One driver dead. The other in bad shape. An old man with blood and glass all over his face. The door was crushed-in, so Caleb couldn’t pull it open to remove him. But because the dome light was sparking and there was fuel everywhere, Caleb grabbed the old man and tried to drag him through the window. His ribs were so badly broken that they crumbled and snapped against Caleb’s hand like a tangle of rotten branches. He was shivering, bleeding in deep pools. At that moment another car pulled up and a man in an army uniform got out. Together they yanked off the driver’s side door and pulled the old man from the vehicle. A state trooper arrived and though Caleb asked for help, he wouldn’t give it. Caleb, infuriated, snatched the hat from the trooper’s head and put it on the old man. They stood over him. He handed Caleb a photograph. Tell my wife I love her, the old man said. Then he died.

The EMTs had to push Caleb off the body. The old man disappeared with the ambulance lights, leaving Caleb kneeling on the road in snow smeared bright as cherries.

He turned around and looked at the soldier.

“I need to get out of here,” he said. “Is there anything you can do for me?”

The soldier nodded. He was a recruiter for the U.S. Army and he took Caleb to a diner down the highway. They drank coffee. Hours later, they drove to the recruitment office.

Caleb went home. He didn’t tell his mother about his day. He didn’t call Allyson. Instead he ate a quiet dinner, and he went to bed, and in the middle of the night he filled his backpack with a toothbrush and a change of clothes and he snuck out his bedroom window into the Missouri cold. He drove straight through Illinois, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia and all the way to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, where a sign hanging on the wall read: VICTORY STARTS HERE.

One of thousands and nervous as a bird. They ate shoulder to shoulder. There were fences between him and the world now, long roads, wires, and phone calls and messages still to be read. What he did mattered now. It mattered to the group. Drill Sergeant Barganier—a real mean guy, six-foot-five, skinny limbs—scrambled his brain into something new. The day Caleb was promoted to platoon leader over his class, he felt the addiction of hard work. A thing once unrewarded, now turned into gifts.

When Caleb finally told his mother what he’d done, the phone was pressed to his ear, greased with the hands of other men. He waited for her to be proud, but she only begged Caleb to call Allyson because Allyson had been calling every night, sometimes at three or four in the morning, wondering where he’d gone. “She’s driving me crazy trying to find out where you’ve been.” Caleb’s mother hated Allyson. Allyson accused her of lying about not knowing the whos and whats of her son.

In time, he did call Allyson and she said she wanted to be with him, and because he was lonely and away from home, he said he wanted to be with her too. Every day Caleb snuck her these little one-minute phone calls and they’d talk, exchanging apologies and promises.

Caleb’s mother worried he wasn’t going to graduate basic training. Caleb’s father straight out said he’d fail. The words crowded him. Caleb considered quitting because he didn’t want to lose Allyson. Away from her now, he believed in her. He went to Sergeant Barganier and told him he was having some problems at home. “I don’t think I am cracked up to this.”

Barganier said the solution was real easy. He said, “I’m going to make the decision for you. I’m not filing the paperwork. You’re not going home, and if you try to go home then I’m going to tie you up here so long that you can’t leave.”

His mother and brother showed up to the graduation. Allyson didn’t. He didn’t remember her even being there. The army shipped him to advanced training in Fort Eustis, Virginia, outside the small fishing town of Newport News, where he trained as a helicopter mechanic, fixing Black Hawks and Chinooks.

At Eustis, Caleb had enough freedom to remember what freedom was like, but he was caged up and he couldn’t enjoy anything. He wasn’t allowed to have a car. Mostly he missed Allyson and his little brother, John. The other soldiers talked about sex and the ways of women and he didn’t know much. He felt himself retreating in these moments. Disappearing. He was younger than the other guys. If his grades were 80 percent or better, he’d get a pass and he could leave for the weekend. He’d go to the bars with his buddies and they’d stay at hotels.

Caleb kept dating Allyson, but over time he sensed a drifting in her voice. She was still talking to Cole Boy. “You’re gone too much,” she said. So he called this other girl he knew from home named Gillian, who lived in Atlanta. “You know I’ve crushed on you since seventh grade,” he told her. “I was just too worked up about skipping school and riding rodeo to give you the time of day.” A Greyhound got him to Atlanta, and the two had plans to meet, but when he arrived his friend Smitty dragged him to a bar. Caleb stood her up.

A few days later, they met and drove to the beach on Tybee Island in Savannah and they stayed up all night talking and the talking was easy. They buried and unburied their feet. They sat on that beach and they must have talked for nine hours and it didn’t feel like long. Never went further. She was a strong Catholic girl.

Twice a week Caleb and Gillian went to Taco Bell, and, once, he told her: “You’ve been nothing but sweet to me. I love you. But I’m not going to talk to you anymore until I get everything resolved at home. You get one phone call a day when I get all this baggage put behind me. Will you be there when I do all this?”

“I’ll be here as long as I can,” she said.

Allyson found out Caleb had those two weeks off. She started calling his father constantly. Caleb’s father said he couldn’t take it anymore. “Get her off my back,” he said.

But it was too late, Allyson had left a message on Caleb’s answering machine: I’ve used all my money. I bought a ticket to come to Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport. One way. I don’t have a way back home and I don’t know my way around the airport, so you better be there. I’m just coming.

She arrived at Hartsfield-Jackson wearing a yellow dress and peach perfume. They rented a cabin for three days and Caleb noticed that things were different. It was pretty much the way it had been in Centralia. Sex, hot and heavy. That was it. There was no foundation to it at all. There was still that part of him that wanted to take care of her. He thought of her as helpless. She gave him that whole I can’t live without you talk.

Back at Fort Eustis, after too many days spent lubricating drive systems, repairing cockpit gauges, checking tension on flight controls, Caleb decided he was lonely again. He was eighteen years old. He asked his buddy Smitty what to do: Should I go for the sexy one I don’t like or the not so sexy one I do like?

Smitty said write a letter to both of them and tell them you’re sorry and whichever one takes you back is the one it’s supposed to be. Caleb wrote Allyson and Gillian the same letter and they both said okay. Smitty said the only way to do it now is to flip a coin. Good logic. So they flipped a coin. It landed on Allyson.

Allyson came down the day before he graduated from advanced training, a few months after the coin toss. It’d been a long time since he’d seen a girl. They got a hotel and toward the end of the weekend they were lying in bed. “Listen,” Allyson said. “I went back to Cole Boy. We had sex a couple times but I realized he wasn’t for me. You’re the one I want.”

The military guys at Eustis told Caleb it was a common thing and so he forgave her. At graduation she pinned on his airborne wings and smiled in pictures with just the two of them.

They drove back to Missouri and took a bit of leave and Allyson had this little red Plymouth piece of junk and he had a 1977 Ford pickup truck. He started working on it because he had one week to get it seaworthy enough to drive to Georgia. They rented a U-Haul trailer and put it behind the truck and they drove, Allyson in the Plymouth, and Caleb in the truck.

In a town called Dalton, in Georgia, his power steering went out. The only person he had to call with any money was his father. He said he was broke down with empty pockets. He had to report to the base by morning. His father gave him 146 bucks.

Allyson’s mother found them an apartment in Statesboro, forty-five minutes away from Fort Stewart. It was a little one-bedroom apartment. It was a lot of really good sex and a lot of jealousy. Allyson didn’t want Caleb in the army. She wanted to get married and have children and she wanted him to be home.

One time they were at a restaurant that sold thick hamburgers and she said, “There’s a girl just walked in the door. Don’t look at her.” She must have compared every part of herself to this woman. Caleb wasn’t cheating. She always thought he was cheating. Allyson stayed anyway and took classes at Georgia Southern. He’d try to talk to her about what was going on in the army. She said she hated the army.

Finally, unable to take it anymore, his long workdays, the uncertain future, she pinned him in the house. “I’m not letting you leave.” Caleb punched a hole in the wall next to her head. Allyson stepped slowly to the side. An hour later, he came back. Nothing but a note saying she’d be gone for the night at a hotel. She’d taken his credit card. All night he was sorry and he painted these picture frames that she’d asked him to paint yellow.

Caleb and Allyson moved to Savannah next and he was stationed with Hunter Army Airfield base, working as a low-level army mechanic, a low-paid private, with the 159th Aviation Regiment.

Payroll messed up his check one month, and they had no money to pay the bills. Allyson wasn’t working. Caleb called Smitty, and Smitty recommended they get married, and so they married because that added eight hundred dollars to his monthly paycheck, and because they could not leave each other, and because they were eighteen, and they hung crosses on their walls and this meant something. They married at the justice of the peace for thirty-five dollars and took a slow honeymoon at Red Lobster.

Caleb didn’t know what marriage was supposed to be like except that you’re gonna be miserable for the rest of your life and your wife is gonna bicker at you and life sucks. He thought, Well, this is what it’s like to be married. Things shifted. Allyson had full rein to go crazy over anything. The jealousy got way worse. Any time the military would say, be here at this time, she’d say, if you love me, you won’t go. It was hard enough to have to do it and then come home and hear her shit. He’d say, they’ll throw me in jail if I don’t go. Within six months they weren’t even talking anymore.

One day, in the middle of all this, members of the 160th Aviation Regiment, a Special Forces helicopter transport crew known as the Night Stalkers, asked Caleb’s unit for extra help doing phase work on their choppers. No one volunteered to go over. They’d heard rumors about those guys: that they were six-foot-tall snake-eaters, and throat-slitters, and that they did stuff you couldn’t talk about, and you couldn’t talk about them. Their motto was Death Waits in the Dark. Their creed, taken from the Book of Revelation: “And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him. And power was given unto them over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth.”

Some said when Night Stalkers died in the field, they’d be decapitated, the hands removed and hidden in bags, separated from the body to prevent identification. Some said when a Night Stalker died in ways you couldn’t tell his family about, they mutilated the body to launder it. Some said they’d run it over with a jeep, blow it up, douse it with oil, and set it on fire, invent a new truth.

The platoon leaders called on their four newest cherries, and Caleb, with only three months’ experience, was sent over. He was surprised. They jogged in shorts instead of sweatpants and took on dangerous missions, mostly at night. They were a Special Ops regiment, flying Blackhawks, MH-47 Chinooks, Apache gunships, supporting dangerous combat missions of Special Forces recon teams. Caleb never wanted to go back to the 159th. He stayed a few weeks, fixing choppers, observing the men—their camaraderie and intensity.

He stopped by the sergeant major’s open office hours and told him he wanted to become a Night Stalker. “What the fuck are you talking about, you pencil-dick pussy? You’re nothing but a goddamn kid. Get the fuck out of my fucking office on the fucking double.”

The sergeant major spit when he spoke. Caleb nodded at his words but came back every week for six weeks until he was escorted out by military personnel. Special Ops was divided between the guys who do stuff and the guys who don’t. He learned that assessment is the way to get to do stuff. The guys who assess, they fly the helicopters, go into combat, shoot the bad guys. The guys who don’t, they sit at a desk. Finally the sergeant major said, “You’re not going to let me alone, are you. You realize what you’re getting yourself into? You realize what assessment is?” Assessment is the entry point into SERE (Survive, Evade, Resist, Escape) school and then the Special Forces. They beat you, drug you, starve you, lock you in a dark cell for a week, and blast static and screams from loudspeakers, trying to make you break, trying to see if you can hold up.

•  •  •

Caleb decided to assess anyway, and before assessment he went through a five-week training program called Green Platoon. A lot of carrying logs around and walking through mud. Close quarters combat, weapons, medical. Sticking IVs, chest tubes, shots. How to carry tampons to plug bullet wounds. Sterile. Easy to carry. Great blood stoppers. If somebody got shot, he asked: Super or regular? Then a lot of what to do with credit cards, how to deal with travel vouchers. Lots of classroom time. Then it was back outside, more close quarters, standing right across from each other and slugging, learning where to hit for trauma, trying to knock one another unconscious. If the instructor didn’t think you were training hard enough, he’d slug on you both and make sure you understood 110 percent. At the end of the week, the instructor put on a foam Red-Man suit and fought the men until they bled. Those weeks were about getting guys to quit.

On the third week the sergeant major lined up all the men. He said, “One of you guys has screwed up and I want you to tell us who it is.” Caleb didn’t know what was going on. By the looks of it, no one else in the room did either. The sergeant major said okay then, walked off, left the men wondering. The next day he came back. It was the same ordeal: lining everybody up, accusing them. “Somebody has done something wrong. Are you going to tell me who it is?”

The room was full of Green Berets, Army Rangers, top-notch guys, and an E-2, a low-ranking guy, just got in the army, hadn’t been in the army even a year. The sergeant major looked at the E-2. “Take off your uniform.”

This kid, it turns out, went to the store on base and bought all these badges he’d never earned. The Special Forces badge. The airborne wings. The combat badge. All these extra badges. Later he got drunk and put them on his uniform and went to the strip club.

It’s Saturday night. The women paw at him, dance for him. The sergeant major is at a table, watching everything.

The E-2 kid cussed the sergeant major. “That’s it,” he said, “so now I guess I’m kicked out.”

The sergeant major said no, you’re going to stay in the unit, because it’s going to take a while to outprocess you. He stayed for eight months, and they tortured him, harassed him. In close quarters combat, they used him as a dummy. When it was time to learn a knee strike, the sergeant major nailed the kid, and he’d fall down, and he’d get back up. Every day they trained and they trained by him. When Caleb got to the medical portion of Green Platoon, it was January and it was cold and they were out in the woods and this kid was the one who got stuck with IVs. Guys missing veins on purpose.

•  •  •

When Caleb finally told Allyson about his plans to assess, she threatened divorce, telling him that those were the guys who went to hotel rooms and cheated on their wives. Caleb assessed anyway. When he came home, Allyson wouldn’t talk to him. He found his uniform in the trash, buried in a snowfall of tissue. Dog hair and garbage all over the floor. There were no paper towels.

Eventually Allyson suggested he make up for lost time by watching her cheerleading squad at the Georgia Southern men’s basketball game. Caleb watched. After the game she told him, “The girls and I are going to Hooters and you can’t go. I know how guys are when they go to Hooters.”

He’d finally found a job he loved, something he was good at, and the more he loved the army, the less it seemed that Allyson loved him.

He went to Taco Bell to be lonely. He ordered a chalupa extreme, a cheesy double-beef burrito. He spoke to the drive-thru like a confessional, telling it things, things he would never tell anyone else. The face he saw in the yellow window where he received his food was never what he wanted—something beautiful and waiting. But it didn’t matter. He ate in the dark, facing the restaurant, so he could see inside.

Nights, he slept in the green-lit back of his truck, someplace new every day, the fast-food chains that broke the dark highway with their haloed light.

He bought a gun and considered killing himself. Back at home, he told Allyson, “This is going to make me sound like a girl, but there’s got to be a way to have a relationship besides sex and arguing.” She yelled at him, “What do you mean? What do you think a relationship is? It isn’t always perfect. Yelling is normal. It helps things.”

He got in his car and drove toward nowhere, said he was going to drive until he figured the mess out. While the truck was nagging to start, Allyson was outside in her nightgown, making a scene. He drove all the way back to the base at Hunter, and from there, he drove to SERE school at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

SERE school was like a prison camp, preparing men for capture, captivity, torture. Once he was running thirty miles during a training exercise with a broken foot, limping, unsure if he could finish. The sergeant came up to him, handed him a thirty-pound weight from his rucksack, and asked Caleb to drop it on his foot. The sergeant’s foot. “Now I got a broke foot too,” the sergeant said. They continued on their run.

To train, they’d hit the men, kick the men, cover the men with bruises and throw them into a dark room. Someone was always inside, wandering around in the dark. They had to know when they were just a few feet away from the other guy. Then they’d strike.

Caleb made it through SERE school, drugged and beaten within an inch of his life. He was gone a little over a month. That last day he called home and told his father, “I made it. That was the final deal. That was the hardest thing I had to go through.” He mentioned the graduation date and hung up.
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“Visceral, seductive ... It's hard to pull away.”
—NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW

A tale so extraordinary that at times it seems ¢ 4
not just Caleb Daniels that comes intofocus; but America, too. Jen Percy has orches- |
trated a great narrative about redemption, loss; and hope.”

—DEXTER FILKINS, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Forever War
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