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For Kyle,


and for my children who will one day ask,


“Daddy, what was it like to go to war?”










1 Walk with Me in Hell



Afghanistan, 2003, seven months into combat operations


The blood pooled into small concentric circles to the left of the child. Normally, I would have found his wheezing annoying, but I could only watch as he gasped for breath. Like a gargoyle frozen in time, I hovered over the boy while he stared, wide-eyed, into the dismal blue sky.


Explosions peppered the landscape around me while a medic held a large-bore needle over the boy, flicking the end. Before he could jam it into the child’s chest, I found my feet and ran.


As I rounded a corner, I spotted a man in camouflage standing atop a large HESCO barrier filled with dirt and exclaiming, “Holy fucking fuck! It’s a good day to die!” Some nearby soldiers laughed. I slowed my pace and chuckled, too, as the absurdity of war unfolded around me. Seven months of combat in Afghanistan will do strange things to a guy’s sense of humor. Besides, all explosions considered, it was a good day to die. Despite the bitter winters of the Afghan mountains, the sun had warmed the air to a cool 50 degrees. Not having enough time to pull on pants or a cold- weather jacket, I wore a dirty brown shirt, body armor, and black shorts skimpy enough to make your sister blush.


The base had suffered a heavy barrage of attacks the past few weeks, with the Ramadan Offensive unfolding over much of November 2003. There’s nothing worse than the potbellied stove you use for warmth exploding because an enemy force blew it to smithereens, the remnants of your heating device embedded either in the walls or your friends. Dead friends and shattered heaters won’t keep you warm. Apparently, neither will “catch-me-fuck-me” shorts and a stained T-shirt.


Once I neared the base’s Tactical Operations Center (TOC), I burst through the door alongside my team chief, Paul “Gonzo” Gonzalez. Inside, frantic chatter and yelling punctuated the air. Having recently shaved his beard, Gonzo’s grimace was even more accentuated than usual. He was not a man to be trifled with despite his relative youth. Soldiers cleared his war path while they chattered away on radios, directing troop movement. Not that any of it mattered. The men attacking the base were hidden in the mountains, well concealed and with escape plans that made them impossible to find.


The room continued in a tizzy while I stood still, trying to shake the memory of the Afghan boy with a hole in his chest. I’d seen worse—men with their faces caved in, guts spilling out like worms onto the seat of a blue Toyota Hilux—but a hurt child always tore the soul, no matter how minor the injury.


As I awaited orders, I tried to distract myself by checking my magazine, ensuring the cartridges were still there. They were, but I loaded a new magazine anyway. More often than not, weapon malfunctions come from magazine cartridges that have ammunition in them for too long. The spring relaxes and isn’t as forceful, so the bullets won’t enter the chamber. If it was indeed a good day to die—as the man atop the barrier proclaimed—better to go down firing than fiddling with a jammed weapon.


No parents want to hear that the enemy killed their son as he tinkered with his rifle. Let us go down in a blaze of glory—Rambo style—as bullets riddle our bodies. The way everyone imagines it is like a scene from a movie. We bleed out of the corner of our mouths while saying something profound, and then our eyes go dim. It never happens that way, though. Once you’re dead, the body evacuates your bowels. Here lies Benjamin Sledge. Empty magazines and colon.


Once Gonzo returned from a quick briefing, I examined his face to get a read on the situation. His countenance had a severe edge to it, an expression he tended to wear when something irked him.


“I’ll stay here and communicate with the team in Kandahar,” he told me. “You and the intel guys will round up the locals and get them to safety.”


I opened my mouth to ask for more information but a loud, short whistle screamed over the TOC with just enough time for someone to yell “Incoming!” I flinched while Gonzo stood tall, unimpressed by the attack. He pointed to the door and gave me my orders. “You got this, Hollywood. Now, move.”


Doors in Afghanistan are strange. In the United States, there’s a standard everyone seems to follow: doors are shaped like rectangles. In Afghanistan, they have options—rectangle, Hobbit-sized, or slim bat-wing doors. The TOC had the bat-wing doors, so every time you entered, it felt like you were walking into an old Western saloon. In theory, this is cool, but practically, the doors are so narrow that you have to wedge yourself through, and half the time your rifle strap catches, choking or stalling your grand arrival as you fumble to break free.


As I burst through the bat wings into the chill air, true to form, my strap caught. I tugged repeatedly, doing nothing to free myself but adding to the frustration and fear ebbing through camp.


The problem with war movies is they’re sort of accurate. Everyone’s yelling, and you’re hyperaware of your own breath. Nobody has a clue what he’s doing, either. You make it up as you go, the muscle memory from training taking over. And even when you’re sprinting, it feels like you’re trudging through quicksand in slow motion. Once I freed myself from the TOC doors, I forced my tree-trunk legs forward and into the chaos.


The outpost where we were stationed sat nestled in a valley between two mountain ridges. For all the talk of the Army’s being tactical, this was the dumbest location for a small outpost with fewer than three hundred soldiers. The mountains nearby were full of caves and escape routes, which the Afghans had been using since the Soviet-Afghan War in the 1980s. The “logic” behind our location was that we were in close proximity to Orgun-E, Afghanistan. This allowed us access to diplomatic relations with tribal elders, intelligence, and reconnaissance. It also helped us keep a watchful eye on the border with Pakistan—at least, in theory.


The reality was that we kept getting attacked because we lived on a base staged between two mountain ranges, from which enemy combatants could launch rockets and mortars. If I survived the attack we were currently under, it would be the fifty-ninth I’d weathered in just over six months. Or so said my journal, where I had hastily scratched another tally mark next to the words “Rockets Survived” before running out of my room.


The sound of incoming 107-millimeter rockets is distinct. The rocket mimics the noise of a whistling firework, but with a more pronounced zip and shriek. As I rounded the corner from the TOC, a short shriek sounded overhead. Before I had time to duck, an explosion sent bits of shrapnel whizzing through the air. I slowed and slammed my body against a wall, then covered my eyes against the waning sunlight. The impact had hit the outer gate perimeter close to a bunker where other soldiers had taken cover.


Before I could move, another rocket slammed next to the bunker, sending shrapnel and debris into its walls. From the dust cloud, I watched a Platoon Sergeant with the 10th Mountain Division.1


Spotters are more commonly known as the assistants on a sniper team. However, when a sniper is delivering large payloads of artillery from a long distance, a spotter helps him direct the rockets into a kill zone.


I watched as the Sergeant led his men away from the target bunker and across the way to another fortified position.


“Welp. That sucks,” said a nonchalant voice. “I guess we’re not going to the bunkers anytime soon, unless you plan on getting blown up.”


Beside me, Max, an intelligence soldier also tasked with rounding up locals, was already pointing to the adjacent mud building that served as our chow hall. “TOC says we head there as a secondary rally point, gather the hajis, do a head count, and bunker down.”


I nodded, glad to see Max had his usual dry and calm demeanor. Unlike me, he was dressed in his desert camouflage and wearing his Vietnam-era “k-pot” helmet. I had abandoned my helmet several months back and often wore a navy blue baseball cap. The helmet I’d been issued already had cracks along the side in addition to being too large, which caused it to droop over my eyes.


When I arrived in Afghanistan, the remaining members of the Civil Affairs team my guys and I replaced had shared a story about some guy getting his brains scrambled because he wore an old helmet. The bullet ricocheted inside the helmet, turning the guy’s head into soup. Rumor or truth, my janky helmet now sat underneath my cot.


“Where’s your k-pot?” Max asked. The sarcasm in his voice still came through, despite the howitzer rounds now firing into the mountainside.


Not wearing my k-pot had become a point of contention with some of the Sergeants in the 10th Mountain, but because I was under orders from the United States Special Operations Command, they just gave me hell about it before huffing away. I gave Max the middle finger to answer his inquiry, and he grinned in response. Then we pressed our bodies against the side of the building and braced for impact as another zip tore over our heads.


The impact shook the building, and above me a voice rang out from the radio tower, “Get me goddamn air support! They’re targeting the TOC!”


Without a word, Max and I sprinted into the adjacent building and burst through the screen door. Once inside, we discovered most of the local Afghans huddled next to an oven in a corridor, just to the right of the door. In the early days of the Afghan War, the U.S. military had employed locals on base to help with menial tasks like laundry, cooking, and trash. You were never sure if one of them was selling information to the Taliban or al-Qaeda that roamed between Afghanistan and Pakistan, but it became abundantly clear that day: some of the workers had asked to leave early, and the enemy knew which building to hit. One of them had talked.


Moving through the locals in the corridor and nursing a soda was Lopez, another intel soldier. From what I could tell, everyone was accounted for, but I asked anyway. “We got everyone?”


Lopez nodded and sipped his soda as Max removed his helmet and ran a hand through his dark brown hair. Then he looked down the corridor at the locals.


“These morons are scared out of their mind,” he said, pointing to the Afghans ducking into the kitchen with wide eyes and terrified expressions. “Doubt any of them sold us out.” He paused for a moment to reconsider, then continued. “Unless, of course, they did. Because hajis don’t give a shit about each other.”


I nodded, having seen my fair share of Afghans lie about family members they didn’t like just to collect intelligence money. Max put his helmet on once more and turned to Lopez, noticing his soda for the first time. “You get that from the other room?”


Lopez nodded again. “Whole fridge full. New stock of the good stuff.”


“Well, screw it,” Max said swinging the screen door wide to the room where we ate. “I’m getting a Dr. Pepper and calling it a day.”


While Max marched into the other room to retrieve his beverage, another round came slamming in, rocking the building with a concussive blast. I laughed in response. Not much you can do anyway, and I’d been through enough of these attacks that I’d become desensitized to them, almost thinking myself immortal. Lopez stepped forward and peered through the one window near the door where we stood in the entryway.


“They’re getting closer. Spotter probably. We should move into the kitchen area.” Lopez gestured down the corridor and made his way into the crowd of Afghans just as Max returned to the room, sipping a Dr. Pepper and grinning.


“Jackpot,” he said, taking a sip. I laughed once more, standing with my back to the main entry. Just as I was about to turn and walk toward the kitchen hallway, I thought I heard the faintest whistle.


The world went dark.





The great thing about incoming artillery is that if you hear the whistle and whoosh, you’re far enough away from impact. The shorter the noise, the better the chance you’re in a kill zone. When there’s little to no noise, you’re dead. In my case, the rocket impacted a little over seven feet from my position.


There’s a face I still see in my dreams sometimes. It belongs to a large Afghan man with a barrel chest, and he’s standing over me. He wears a round-topped wool hat and has panic in his eyes. He points frantically while I stand and stumble a few steps to lean against the wall. Then I wave him off. This scene is forever seared into my memory, because it’s what I woke up to.


I poured my body into the wall for support and continued to wave off the scared Afghan man who was trying to help. The loud buzzing in my ears made it impossible to comprehend anything, and each verbal command I gave sounded like I was ten feet under water. Confused, I stared at my bare arms and saw they were peppered with flecks of translucent and black material. Absentmindedly, I rubbed at them, trying to move the strange material off my arms, until I noticed trickles of blood forming on my hand. I stared, dumbfounded, then glanced at the main door. The blast had blown out the glass windows. I was rubbing broken glass and shrapnel into my arms.


Almost whimsically, I began to take stock of my surroundings as the ringing continued. I glanced around the room a few times, sluggish and still leaning against the wall. Then I realized I couldn’t find Max. The only remnants of his presence were a Dr. Pepper can and splattered soda on the walls and floor. The groggy feeling in my head didn’t help, which led me to conclude the shelling had vaporized him.


“MAX!” I yelled as I found my footing and grabbed my right ear. The buzzing was subsiding, but the throbbing grew more intense. “MAX! Where are you? And what in the fuck was that?”


I moved toward the splattered soda and saw that the screen door separating our corridor from the main dining hut had been torn off the hinges. The screen netting hung limp. Inside the room, tables and chairs were flung about as if a small child had been throwing a tantrum. Streaks of blood snaked across the floor. It was reminiscent of a zombie flick, where the undead drag their bodies against the ground and leave bloody smears in their wake.


My eyes traced the blood trail to a corner, where I found Max. He was sheet white, rocking back and forth and holding his arm. I could tell he was mumbling something over and over, but with my own hearing muffled, I couldn’t make it out.


“You hit?” I yelled loudly as I rushed to his side. Max continued to rock back and forth, clutching his arm. “Lemme see.” He shook his head in response so I pressed, “Lemme see.” He reluctantly released his arm, and I saw the bloody mess of his sleeve. Inwardly, I cursed.


“My elbow,” he said. “I think it’s broken.” This was the phrase he would continue to repeat for several minutes, sometimes peppered with profanity.


Not wasting time, I pulled a black steel dagger from my body armor and sliced open the sleeve. Above Max’s elbow was a sloppy mess of muscle tissue and fat. The wound looked like a pop can had exploded in his tricep.


One of the greatest gifts the military can ever give you is muscle memory. When you practice the same drills over and over, instinct takes over. So I knew two things about our situation: one, Max was slipping into shock, and, two, I had to get him to a safe place and patch his wound. My years of training kicked in, and I put his other arm around my neck and began to lift him.


“We gotta move, or we’re gonna get blown up again. They got us zeroed in,” I told him.


Max was dead weight, and we both were limping along. The fact that I was limping confused me, as I wasn’t hurt. Pure adrenaline does strange things to the body, I rationalized. I continued to struggle under Max’s weight, moving us both toward the door, until Lopez burst into the room. He was quick to take action, propping Max’s injured arm over his shoulder as gently as possible. Blood dripped like a leaky faucet down his arm, onto Lopez’s shoulder, and then onto the floor, completing the look of our zombie horror flick. Both of us dragged the injured man into the room where we’d been blown up, then pulled him down the corridor and laid him against a stove.


The bad part about muscle memory and repetitive training is that it screws you, too. Prior to medical training improvements in the Iraq War, leftover doctrine from the Vietnam era stated that you never use your wound dressing on another soldier—that dressing is for you alone. Max didn’t have his wound dressing, though; it had likely been blown off. Lopez and I, however, both had our gauze dressings. If we used them on Max, the logic stood that we wouldn’t be able to patch ourselves if we got blown up.


An argument broke out about what to use to patch his wound, as we needed to apply a pressure dressing. We found dirty towels in the kitchen, but training reminded us we needed clean ones. An Afghan found us some clean hand towels, and we did our best to apply a pressure dressing on Max, who was now asking for water.


“Sorry buddy,” I remarked. “You’ll go further into shock. Stay put. I’ll go get the medics.” Lopez continued to patch up Max while I ran to a door at the back of the kitchen. Triage was around the corner; it was where the medics staged during each attack and was a rally point for the wounded. I slipped out the back and sprinted around a corner, where I ran smack-dab into a newly constructed concrete wall.


Days earlier, the wall hadn’t existed. It used to be an open passage that led to a ratty gym where a few benches and weights rusted in the mountain air. During combat, we used the gym as a triage rally point. The problem was that the gym was also close to the kitchen, and hungry soldiers had made it a habit to wander over after a workout. To crack down on soldiers’ sneaking through the back door to loot the kitchen, the command constructed the wall.


“Hey!” I screamed, pounding my fists against it. “We have injured! We have injured!” There was no response, so I kept pounding and screaming, knowing time was short. I was in an unprotected area, and the haji had our number. Until the Air Force leveled the side of the mountain they were shooting from, we would take more casualties.


“Hey!” I choked out in an almost frightened sob. The fear was finally beginning to grip me, and my hands trembled. We were going to die. I kept pounding until my palms ran red with bits of blood while tremors began to wrack my body.


When the fear takes you, it’s paralyzing. You want to curl into a ball and hope the explosions magically hit other targets. You pray to Jesus, Buddha, the Universe, or even alien life forms all at once. The only reason I didn’t go into a full-blown meltdown was because of my friend. I didn’t want Max to die under my watch, so I found my legs and forced them to move. I’d stayed too long, though. As I forced my feet to run, another rocket came slamming in and the impact threw me to the ground. Not bothering to check if I’d been hit, I bolted to my feet and sprinted the rest of the distance. It wasn’t far, but I burst through the back kitchen door like a man possessed.


Max’s ghostlike body stared at me with wide eyes and a detached air. Then I screamed. “THEY BLOCKED ACCESS TO TRIAGE! WHERE THE HELL DO WE GO?”










2 White Washed



Tulsa, Oklahoma, the 1980s


The crying came from the kitchen table where my mom sat. In the living room, I listened to the soft wailings, then returned to my G.I. Joe characters. On top of our brown, white, and black–striped couch I continued my war against the Cobra, invisible lasers firing into the hidden caves of couch cushions.


“Troy, we’re going to lose our friends. People won’t even sit next to us.”


My mother’s tears streamed down her face, smearing black mascara and leaving dark trails that traveled down her chin. My father, stoic, compassionate, and silent as I would come to know him, gripped her hand. The two had been distraught for the better part of twenty minutes.


In the late 1980s, the AIDS epidemic reached the forefront of national news. One of my dad’s friends had been the first to take care of those dying from the unknown disease. He ran a clinic on a small tract of land that wasn’t quite a mobile home but looked the part. Most everyone being treated in the clinic was a gay male. Because of his friend’s influence, my dad had volunteered to help run the first AIDS wing of the hospital where he worked as a nurse.


My father was a first in many ways. Long before people considered nursing an acceptable field for men to enter, he stepped into the position, and was often ostracized much like Ben Stiller’s character in the movie Meet the Parents. I never thought much about it, but kids would tease me because my dad was a nurse. When you’re a child and your dad comes home in scrubs and an overcoat, you just assume he’s a doctor. So when other kids poked fun at his position, it sometimes led to scuffles on the playground.


However, when your dad is a nurse in the AIDS wing during the early days of an epidemic that people believe is airborne? You might as well be a pariah.


Once people at our church found out my dad was treating homosexual men and women, they looked at him with disgust. They wouldn’t sit next to us for fear of contracting the disease or getting the sin on them. In children’s church, other parents instructed their kids to stay away from my brother and me lest they catch the gay. Even in town, my father couldn’t talk about what wing of the hospital he worked in. Fear ran rampant, and many people assumed HIV/AIDS could be transmitted through touch. Though I didn’t recognize it, we were social outcasts.


As I continued to play with my toys, I heard my father trying to comfort my mom. My father was—and wasn’t—many things. “Meek” is the best way to describe his demeanor, and my memories of him angry are few. Despite a long military tradition in our family, my dad never served. He tried to enlist in the Air Force during Vietnam, but the military barred him because of his asthma. I’m not sure the military would have suited his gentle demeanor. Still, he took up a medical profession, often showing the quiet resolve of medics in combat I would later come to know.


“They said they don’t know—” my mother murmured, keeping her eyes transfixed on my dad. “They don’t know whether they can still be friends with us.”


My parent’s church friends had informed them that if my dad headed to work in the AIDS wing, they weren’t sure whether they could remain in contact. Hearing my mom’s sorrowful lament, I shuffled my way into the dining area holding my G.I. Joe.


“Dad?”


“Yes, son?”


My mom tried to compose herself while I clutched the figure to my chest.


I stared at the floor, then looked up to my dad. The thick Magnum P.I. mustache that loomed over his mouth reminded me he was more a man than the tiny child in front of him.


“Can’t you just not help those people?”


My father’s look was sorrowful, and he knelt in front of me.


“Benjamin,” he said, laying a hand on my shoulder. “If no one helps these people, who will?”


The next words out of his mouth would ring in the echoes of my conscience for decades. Later in my adult life, his simple statement would become a reason I found myself so disillusioned with Christians. He squeezed my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “How could we possibly call ourselves Christians if we didn’t?”


I was too young to understand his compassion and wisdom, so I just nodded and said, “Okay, Dad.”


Then I went back to my war.





My dad ended up heading the entire AIDS wing.


When I was in my late twenties, my mom told me how my father took her to the hospital wing to get to know the people dying in the beds. She held hands with many of them, even becoming friends with their families and partners. I remember her crying one afternoon when she learned one man she had become friends with had passed.


AIDS was a cruel disease that ostracized many who needed compassion the most. My parents’ faith impelled them to be compassionate, but much like the Man they claimed to follow, they got the blunt end of the religious stick. With time, they too fell into the world of Christianity that ostracized the outcast—in their case, not men or women with AIDS, but those who loved hard rock and metal music. Or, as they would come to discover, their son.


I don’t blame them. Pastors of the 1980s and ’90s promoted wealth, blessings, politics, and the shunning of those outside the church. So it was just a matter of time before the homeless version of Jesus that cared for the ostracized swapped His cross for a power suit and fistfuls of cash. Those types of ministers loved to focus their anger on anyone but themselves, and along with the help of the U.S. government, made music their target.


When metal and rap began to dominate the mainstream market, Tipper Gore—wife of former U.S. vice president Al Gore—formed a task force to inform parents about the determinants of explicit music. Her task force is the reason we still have the words “Parental Advisory: Explicit Lyrics” on album covers.1 Tipper focused on heavy metal, punk, and hip hop. Metal, in particular, started becoming linked to the occult, and soon a wave of ill-informed hysteria swept the nation. The American Christian Industrial Complex latched onto Tipper’s fanaticism, linking metal with devil worship. Satanic Panic then captured the attention of the American populace once 60 Minutes aired an episode on the occult, securing metal music’s odd link to youth rebellion.2


The underlying belief was that listening to hard rock or metal meant you were apt to murder your parents and do crack cocaine. Initially, Christian pastors focused on heavy metal, but soon mainstream pop-rock bands bore the brunt of their fervor. Listening to the sound of a record played backward, they claimed bands like Journey were commanding their fans to worship the devil.


Within the same time frame, rap music came to dominate the mainstream airwaves, and the focus shifted as Tipper’s task force took aim at groups like N.W.A. As a young kid trying to fit in at school, I received Please Hammer Don’t Hurt ’Em by MC Hammer and To the Extreme by Vanilla Ice for my ninth birthday. Within a few months those records and cassettes were in the trash, along with my Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles action figures. Conservative Christian churches labeled mutants as demonic, secular music as leading to the degradation of society—and in the craze, most evangelicals loosely associated both with each other. Even my poor RoboCop action figure ended up in the garbage after nudges from church leaders. Half-man, half-machine was mutant enough to push my parents into capitulating.


These moments were confusing to me as a child. My dad took care of the homosexual community and drug addicts, but I wasn’t allowed to touch action figures that were fictional lest they tempt my soul to Satan. Lord of the Rings and Narnia were fine because the magic and mutants in those stories were at least dreamed up by Christians. Once you sprinkled Christian pixie dust on anything secular, I guess that made it holy.


Bands like Metallica sang lyrics about war and young men who became cannon fodder in songs like “Disposable Heroes” and “One.” They even wrote a metal version of the biblical story of the Passover (“Creeping Death”). Along with Anthrax, Megadeth, and Slayer, they became part of the “Big Four” Horsemen of the Apocalypse.


Despite their honest—even honorable—subject matter, evangelicals labeled this style of music “evil.” Acceptable, however, were the posters in my room. Men in jungle fatigues with slogans like “Semper Fi” or “Be All You Can Be” littered my walls. These posters boasted images of intense-looking men carrying rifles on a mission to kill Russians during the height of the Cold War. I would stare at the posters and dream of myself in camouflage, fighting a foreign enemy and killing for my country.


Pastors reiterated that to serve country was to serve God. Society viewed killing on the battlefield as noble. I ate up these tropes like a dog to vomit, hoping I would one day do my duty like my grandfather in World War II. There was just one problem: I was painfully shy, artistic, bean-pole skinny, and often the target of school and neighborhood bullies.





I saw The Karate Kid, Part II for the first time in theaters and was desperate to learn the ancient martial art. But like metal, rap, and Ninja Turtles, American pastors claimed karate dabbled in Eastern mysticism and the occult.


Like Daniel LaRusso, the titular character from the movie, I only wanted to learn karate to defend myself against bullies. When you’re a child who enjoys art and often stares at his feet instead of making eye contact, you attract the vultures. I made the mistake of enrolling in as many art classes as the school would allow, thinking maybe I could one day draw comic books for a living. By middle school I was not only in art classes but also playing saxophone in the school band. For whatever reason, I found Kenny G enticing and believed a man skilled on a saxophone would land dates with the ladies.


I was wrong.


There’s a reason movies, television, and books play out school clichés—much of it is grounded in reality. Kids really are cruel. Jocks really do like to beat up nerds, and with the rise of social media and viral videos, we’ve seen this play out in real time. Kids with glasses, autism, or goth clothing endure the brunt of bullying while someone films them getting beat up.


A friend of mine once recounted his experience. His bully would shove him over school railings or slam him into lockers. He was a metal kid, too, so his all-black clothing and beanies attracted insults. He wanted to be like the musicians he listened to because music was his passion. His tormentor would call him “faggot” because of his interest in the arts. But just like in the movies preaching high school platitudes, my buddy went on to become the lead singer for a successful metal band while his bully went nowhere.


I finally got my wish to learn self-defense when my parents discovered a Christian karate class. I didn’t care who was teaching it at that point, because I just wanted to learn self-defense. I soon found I was terrible. The first tournament I competed in, I got severely beaten while my younger brother placed in his age bracket.


Back at school, once some wrestlers found out I took karate, I got shoved around even more. I tried fighting back in my middle school gym class by pushing one of them into a wall, but that only led to further altercations and harassment. I was the “art fag” or the “skate faggot” because I hung with the other kids who enjoyed skateboarding, punk, and grunge music. The insults fueled my resolve to get better so one day I could join the military and impress all the bullies and girls who made fun of me. Teenagers are superficial like that.


By the time I was about to move on to high school, I’d climbed the ranks in karate and gotten more skilled at self-defense. None of this helped when the time came, however. In my neighborhood, a kid I used to be friends with got involved with the wrong crowd. Those kids were into gangs, often throwing Bloods and Crips signs and taking drugs. One afternoon, my friend invited me over to play basketball. My brother got the sense something was amiss and warned me not to go, but I waved off his suspicion. Upon arriving, I saw my friend holding a basketball while a group of his buddies meandered about. He smiled warmly, then tossed the ball in my direction.


“You guys ready to do this? What are teams?” I asked.


His response was puzzling, as it had nothing to do with teams or basketball. “Better not go snitching to no one,” he said. A moment later, I got sucker-punched right above my eye.


I could take a punch as I’d been sparring in my karate classes for years, so I dropped the ball, grabbed my eye, and laughed. “What was that for?”


Once I saw their expressions of shock, I knew something was wrong, so I wiped my eye and stared at my hand. Scarlet red smeared all over my palm, and I tasted copper dribbling into my mouth.


Instead of fighting back or doing something heroic, I froze as the blood pooled over my hand and face. Then the panic set in, and I ran off screaming—just like the twenty-one-year-old version of me did when my friend sat bleeding out on a godforsaken military base in Afghanistan.










3 Nothing Left



The panic in my eyes was evident as the red stain on Max’s makeshift bandage spread. His skin had turned a sickly white, and his breathing was labored. I was heaving under the weight of body armor, and my hands continued to tremble. Trying to still the tremors, I clenched and unclenched my fists while staring into his glassy eyes.


Next to me Lopez crouched, a look of concern and puzzlement on his face as he examined the wounded soldier. He abruptly stood, then pointed to the front door where Max and I had received the brunt of the Chinese-made artillery shell.


“We can reach triage that way. Get the medics?”


My hands continued to tremble. I’d been in combat before, so why was the fear gripping me so intensely now? I gave into the cowardice eking its way through my body and directed Lopez, “Your turn to get blown up, bro. I’ll stay with Max.”


Lopez hesitated, boots shuffling on the dusty floor. I imagined he was having the same psychological argument in his mind that I’d had. Then he nodded and ran out the door. I continued to talk with Max, whose head lolled like a drunk’s, hoping the medical aid would arrive this time.


“Where’s he hit?”


Two medics entered the room, huffing and sweating despite the winter chill, Lopez in tow. Before I could respond, they spotted the bandage and blood smears.


“Help us with the IV line, yeah?” one said.


Another explosion shook dust from the ceiling, and each man braced for impact. Once clear, we went back to work. Lopez and I laid out the lines while the medics set the needle, but I wasn’t the only one whose hands wouldn’t stop trembling. As one medic attempted to puncture Max’s vein, his hand kept shaking violently. He’d retreat, grab his forearm to steady the needle, then inch forward once more.


“FUCK!” he yelled in exasperation after three attempts. In response, the other medic asked for a turn. He couldn’t start the IV either. Max’s head lolled to the side while he went in and out of lucidity. He’s gonna die, he’s gonna die, he’s gonna fuckin’ die. The record track in my mind was cruel as I loomed over my friend.


In the distance, a low rumble began to build, and each man’s head perked up like a prairie dog’s in response. This wasn’t the whistle of the 107mm rocket, but something much more powerful. Glorious thunder cracked the sky followed by a thump thump thump, boom boom boom. Curiosity got the better of me, and I shuffled toward the window in the corridor to watch in awe as the mountains bled orange and yellow from the howitzers on base firing into the side of the mountain. Our salvation was at hand.


“They’re lighting up the side of the mountain. Looks like fighter jets too!” Lopez roared from behind me.


The medics had already begun packing their equipment. “We have to get him to the LZ! He needs a medevac now!”


I remained transfixed and ignored the medics. A B-1B Lancer was making a low pass while its supersonic shriek warned off further rockets.


“SLEDGE!”


Shaken from the trance, I ran to the room where we got to work creating a litter to carry Max, whose clammy skin made him look more Casper the Friendly Ghost than human. The last thing I told him before we carted him off was the same thing you tell every dying man—“You’re gonna be okay. Promise.”


Gonzo found me after I watched Max’s helicopter fade into the dimming horizon. I clutched absently at Max’s rifle for a long time, the emptiness filling me.


“You’re hurt.”


Gonzo had never been one to let too much emotion show in his face, but I must have looked like hell because his expression was grave. Blood crisscrossed my bare forearms and stained my hands. Whether it was mine or Max’s was anyone’s guess.


Moving with the finesse of his EMT training, Gonzo rotated my head from side to side, until I swatted at his hands. “I just got my bell rung.” This made Gonzo raise an eyebrow, given that my responses were slow, I was swaying from side to side, and my shirt was covered with holes. “Okay, I went headfirst into a wall. I’m fine, though.”


My claims and what Gonzo saw told two different stories, however. The base medic diagnosed me with a concussion, and once my hand swelled, he splinted the arm and requested another medevac. I protested and tried to argue that it was nothing more than a few bumps and bruises. They disagreed. I was to be sent back to Kandahar.


My tour of duty had ended.





When Max arrived at the trauma outpost at Forward Operating Base (FOB) Salerno, medics transported him to the medical bay. There they pumped him full of drugs and removed as much shrapnel as possible, bandaged his arm, and laid him in a clean, white bed. The medical personnel were unable to remove all the metal from his arm without damaging nerves, so they left the rest in, then tossed him a bedpan.


“What’s this for?” The drugs that coursed through Max’s veins made his words a little slower, but his sharp wit remained.


“It’s a bedpan. In case, you know, you need to piss,” a nurse told him.


“I’m not pissing in that. How am I supposed to get my dick out and aim it at that?” he asked. “I’ll walk to the latrine.”


The argument that commenced ended when the nurses gave up in frustration and told Max the drugs he was on were too powerful; his legs wouldn’t work. In defiance, he stepped out of the bed and fell to the floor. He then low-crawled until a medic helped him up and slung Max’s limp arm over his shoulder. The two men hobbled out into the darkness where long tubes hammered deep into the ground lay. Once they reached a tube, Max eyed the other man with disdain.


“You’re not going to hold me up while I piss. That’s gay.”


“Look, you’re gonna fall right back down,” the medic replied. “There’s no way you’ll be able to piss into those tubes by yourself.”


Max remained undaunted, thinking his first steps out of the bed merely an accident. “Try me.”


Hesitantly, the medic let go of Max, who immediately fell, face first, next to a waste tube surrounded by lye. Resigned to his position, he lay there, moved his medical gown to the side and watched his urine soak into the ground. After he emptied his bladder, the medic helped him up and dragged him back to his hospital bed.


Before leaving, the medic asked, “Well, what did we learn?”


Max narrowed his eyes. “Fine. I’ll use the bedpan next time.”





When I reached Kandahar, I found out Gonzo had put me up for two awards: the Purple Heart and an Army Commendation Medal with a “V” Device. The Purple Heart I knew of. One of my dad’s close friends had been shot up in Vietnam and gotten one. As a kid, I watched the way people looked at him with awe when they found out he had that medal. Granted, when you’re eight years old, you don’t have a clue what the medal means except that it made him badass. With any medal or trophy, I imagine soldiers want them because it means what you did mattered or was stupid enough to make a difference. The Purple Heart, however, is a funny medal. It’s literally your enemy marksmanship award. Congratulations! Charlie got you. Here’s a ribbon with a shiny heart to commemorate the event.


The Army Commendation Medal I was also aware of. It is a midlevel award in the armed forces, but I didn’t have a clue what a valor device was. Someone had to explain that you wear a valor device with the medal to distinguish heroism in combat.


When I found out Gonzo had nominated me, I tried to deny both awards. I’d been there on that fateful day, and they hadn’t. I knew how I’d frozen. And I didn’t even lose an arm or leg like some friends. Instead, I’d lucked out with a concussion, fractured wrist, and superficial shrapnel wounds. I would recover, when so many others who had done far more selfless acts would not.


People thought I was being modest when I stated I didn’t deserve or want the awards, but it was because deep down I felt ashamed. Max had almost died because of my cowardice. I’d refused to run out under fire again. Lopez was the actual hero.


Max and I saw each other again when I showed up to get my hand cast in Kandahar. The medics had wrapped his arm in a bandage, and tiny dots of blood could still be seen. We sat in silence, both waiting our turn.


Max was the first to break the silence. “Word is command is going to do a big rah-rah ceremony for us.”


I nodded. I’d received word after I decided to stay in Afghanistan.


Command had offered me the chance to return home since I was dead weight, but I had declined. I didn’t want to return home and leave Gonzo fighting out on the border. Instead, my company commander agreed to let me work in headquarters answering phones, manning a radio, or carting interpreters around. Since we were scheduled to leave Afghanistan at the end of January, the staff at the 10th Mountain Division decided to hold the award ceremony closer to when we left. There, they would award both Max and me the Purple Heart.


Gonzo’s recommendation for an Army Commendation Medal with a “V” Device, however, had been downgraded to just the medal with no valor distinction. They’d put Lopez in for the same award and downgraded his valor distinction too. Despite having the support of the task force commander, my unit commander, and Gonzo’s recommendation, the brigade officers way up in Bagram reasoned that since it wasn’t direct fire, no valor distinction was needed.


This often happened to lower enlisted soldiers. Officials gave higher awards and distinctions to those with senior rank. In the military, awards are supposed to be based on merit, but as I would come to discover, they helped advance the careers of those with higher rank. By the time we left Afghanistan, I’d met tons of senior officers and enlisted who were awarded the Bronze Star despite never having left base, and who worked on PowerPoints from the safety of an air-conditioned room the entire time. Some of them were even in my unit. This angered me because I remembered the men fighting on the border. Many of them would never receive an award, just get a back pat for a job well done. That made me feel guilty too.


When the medics finally called my name, I told Max where to find me and to visit often. Like me, he was dead weight and forced to man a radio, so we had ample free time. Though I didn’t know it at the hospital that day, our experience formed an inseparable bond. Men wounded in combat are far more than blood brothers. There’s no word in the English language for it; the best description I can give is that of two souls knit together.


Max waved farewell, then yelled at a physician who claimed he couldn’t possibly have shrapnel in his arm still. I shook my head, muttered, “Idiot,” and walked back to get my hand cast.


When I left Charlie Med, I couldn’t help but stare at the white homing beacon snaking around my arm and hand. They had to cast my thumb as well, so it looked like I was giving a half-hearted thumbs up or trying to hitchhike. I was also a little nauseated. While casting my arm, medics hauled a young Afghan man onto the table next to me and broke out a bone saw. The poor soul had a mangled leg due to a land mine and was going to lose his limb. When the sound of metal hits bone, you can feel it in your teeth. I couldn’t turn away from the horror until they drew the curtain closed.


Trying to numb the memory, I remembered the bottle of Percocet they’d given me and fumbled to open it. This proved difficult with a bum hand. Once I got the bottle open, I downed two pills, and thirty minutes later, I was on cloud nine.


And the war? What a nice little day for a war.





The door to our ramshackle tent was flung open, ushering in sand and dust.


“Sonofabitch. Sledge is all fucked up again!” a voice yelled from the doorway.


The door closed and footsteps clunked against the plywood floor. The TV in the corner kept playing the bootleg copy of the new Lord of the Rings movie someone had purchased from the local haji mart.


“Sledge?”


“Mmm? The weird one has the ring again,” I stated in a slurry voice.


My comment caught the man crouching over me between amusement and concern. “Can you stand? How are you feeling?”


I made a circular motion with my finger in the air. “Same as always. Nice little day for a war.”


“Shit.”


My teammate stood and paced a few steps. Muttering to himself, he left the room and flung the door open once more to usher in the fine silt that coated everything from the TV to our pathetic Christmas tree in the corner.


I remained on the floor, closed my eyes once more, and fell asleep.


I’d gotten hooked on the Percocet early and began mixing it with bootleg moonshine to enhance the effects. War wasn’t terrible when you could shuffle to and fro without a care in the world. I would do my job during the day, then pass out in the evenings. As Christmas neared, my menial responsibilities slowed, and I got more time to goof off.


Christmas was a lonely time for soldiers. We listened to carols in silence while we chain-smoked cigarettes or stuffed pouch after pouch of chewing tobacco into our gums. Then we’d go to our individual “rooms” divided by poncho liners and grow introspective in the solitude.


I, however, got lit on Christmas Eve instead of wallowing in the melancholy.


This proved to be an utterly idiotic move because the 10th Mountain Division wanted soldiers with valor awards and combat experience to dine with famed actor Robin Williams and General Richard Myers, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Williams was there to perform a surprise USO show, but because I’d been so doped up on pain meds and moonshine, I missed my chance when they came to get me.


But I did wake up in enough time to catch Williams’s performance. I also bumped into General Myers, who asked what happened to my hand when he went to shake it. After we took a photo together, I returned to our hooch and listened to Bing Crosby tell me he’d be home for Christmas. I wondered if this was how my grandfather felt as a paratrooper in World War II? Did he listen to the same song on Christmas Eve? I didn’t know but figured we could talk about it when I got home.


Then a thought occurred to me. Can I even go back to my old life?


Before Crosby lulled me to sleep, I thought about the day I raised my hand and swore an oath to uphold the Constitution of the United States. That dumb kid had no idea what he was getting into.
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