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PROLOGUE




I was born in Vietnam’s sunset.Twenty-five years later a slice of that fireball lingers and I live in the long shadow it paints, especially dark for a third-generation Marine trying to follow two divergent combat boot tracks. I was given my own fight two years ago in Desert Storm. Gift wrapped. Tonight, I await the opening bell of my second.
Mine was supposed to be the generation that never had to fight. Somehow it would all be done by remote control—turn on the monitor, align the crosshairs, flip the switch, andpoof!Scratch one bridge from a world in which none are “too far” for our NASDAQ war chest. In Desert Storm, you could count the number of American infantry commanders who lost people to direct Iraqi fire with your digits, a short list of the few and the damned. Guess what? I’m on it, and sometimes I think I’m the only one.

Am I viewed as a disgrace because of a quick decision and an Iraqi rocketpropelled grenade that ended its horrible path in one of my men’s helmets? No way it’s going to happen a second time. Not in this body bag of a country. We all come in, we all come out, heads high.

Heads whole.






PART I



Two men stepped out of the woods, one of them trailing a shotgun by the barrel.

—JAMESDICKEY, Deliverance 
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9 DECEMBER 1992


Butch:  Then you jump first. 

Sundance: No, I said. 

Butch: What’s the matter with you? 

 Sundance: I can’t swim. 

Butch: Why you crazy . . . the fall will probably kill ya. 



I am floating in a black rubber Zodiac on a black ocean at night, waiting to enter a country that is darker still. I strain to hear theclack of an AK-47 coming off Safe, or the abrupt, metallic snick of a machine-gun bolt, but the rapid breathing in my boat makes it impossible to pinpoint the faint noises coming from the beach. It is just past midnight and we can’t wait to crash this party.
My left arm is dangling over the side of the boat but I’m leery of dipping it into the Indian after the intelligence brief on the dangers below. I take a quick, quiet swipe to test the ocean’s temperature and it is so thick with phosphorescence that five bright green streaks follow my fingers through the length of their swim, glowing for a few seconds after my hand has retreated. My right hand remains gently draped over my M-16, my only girlfriend at this moment, a sleek beauty with whom I have snuggled for two years.

I have to fight the urge to stand and scream. I’m excited not so much because we may be able to shoot at some folks tonight—that’s just a bonus,really—but because this landing might very well make us famous. For a generation raised by celebrities and those who report on them, fame—however fleeting—is the grunt’s modern medal. In The Good War, the press were the cheerleaders, and medals—real feats—distinguished soldiers. In Vietnam, the press were the critics and medals were ignored. We learned from that. The press need us—and we can freeze them out if we so desire, just like we did in Desert Storm.

We grunts will never make the “Star Tracks” section ofPeople, or be featured onEntertainment Tonight walking our Christophe-coiffed dogs, but CNN has guaranteed an Oscar celebration for us tonight. And maybe this time the world will learn the names of grunts instead of generals and fancy weapons. We don’t really care which of us, just as long as it’sone of us —a brother SEAL or a Ranger would be all right, but a Marine grunt would be better. Just not a general or an admiral or a pilot. If you go home to a full meal and a bed, you’re not one of us.

Welcome to the world’s greatest karaoke party. Just don’t forget to bring your rifle!

“Sharkman, this is Photograph, over,” says the tiny plastic speaker shoved into my ear. A thin, rubber-coated wire connects it to the black Motorola radio taped to my shoulder harness. It is the SEAL platoon. They entered the water twenty minutes ago and swam in to the beach, and now they must be feet-dry. Why they didn’t wangle a better call sign for this operation I don’t know. I mean, comeon. Our platoon workout T-shirt has a drawing of a huge, bare-chested man—with a grinning shark head for a face—emerging from the sea, firing an M-16; underneath him the slogan reads, “Kill ’Em All, Let God Sort ’Em Out.”

What do the SEALs wear? A picture of a camera? A Def Leppard Pyromania-tour shirt?

“Photograph, this is Sharkman, over,” I say, hand cupped over my mouth so the throat microphone catches most of the sound.

“Let me speak to your six, over.” The number means he wants to speak with the unit commander. Don’t ask me why the military doesn’t use “one” instead. So our platoon’s second-in-command, Gunnery Sergeant Jarius Ricketts—who, like every Marine who holds the rank, is known simply as Gunny—is “Sharkman Five,” and the numerical references end there or everyone gets confused; by rank the platoon has several “fours,” lots of “threes,” and one troublesome Marine who was just reduced to a “two” for flattening the nose of a British MP in Hong Kong three months ago.

“This is Sharkman Six, over,” I say.

By virtue of a college education and the completion of officer candidateschool, I was deemed fit for USMC consumption, had my lieutenant’s bars pinned on my dress blues by my chuckling, inebriated grandfather—who slammed the pins deep into my shoulder muscles and shouted, “Them are your first blood stripes, butterbar! Now see if you can avoid screwing up the lives of your men like the rest of these zeros!” even as the other newly commissioned ROTC lieutenants were huddled in quiet conversations with their parents—and was placed in charge of an infantry platoon, forty-five Marines recruited from across the socioeconomic spectrum, bound by a manic thirst for adventure and, ultimately, war.

Following a full two-year infantry tour complete with a 100-hour war, I applied to become a reconnaissance platoon leader. I endured a grueling daylong physical fitness test, passed the interview, and was selected. On the day I departed my infantry battalion for recon, my battalion commander said, “Most lieutenants would kill to get to recon, but don’t be tempted to mistake a good physical fitness score for tactical superiority. It’s not a reward. I didn’t overrule your selection, because I think it can you do some good. If you don’t learn sound decision making with those seasoned NCOs, well, then I’d say you never will.”

Most officers never engaged the enemy in Desert Storm and most of them were decorated for their service. My platoon attacked a trench in a fierce fire-fight and conducted a forced coronation ceremony for thirty-two Iraqis, making them instant kings in the eyes of their god, like it or not, do not pass Go, do not collect $200. Of course, I also lost a good guy. When I faced my battalion commander hours later under a billowing black sky, his words were rapid-fire, all kill shots. “I thought my orders were to bypass all occupied trenches, Lieutenant. What was it about that you didn’t understand?”

“I didn’t have a choice, sir.”

“You always have a goddamnedchoice, Lieutenant. You’re an officer and an officer always has choices. You justchose wrong and a Marine’s dead because of it. Dead!”

He turned suddenly and stormed off toward the burning well spit, twenty feet of fire lighting the rally point like some terrible death pyre, nowhere to hide from the circle of flickering faces staring at me, a ghostly jury just returned with the verdict. The dead Marine’s name was Tommy “T-Bone” Bonneger.

The dead Marine’s nameis Tommy “T-Bone” Bonneger, and he may be Desert Storm’s only grunt casualty.

When I arrived in recon nine months ago, I was determined to prove to my new platoon that I was a good officer who would listen to his men (as my grandfather had so often lectured), look out for them, and lead them—thoughwith just two years of experience it is a fair question to ask how a youngster like me could possibly lead men like them.

Recon Marines are in a little better shape and are a touch more maniacal than regular grunts, if that is possible, and most of them are older and far more seasoned than I. Enlisted men swarm the rigorous tryouts for reconnaissance platoons because of the promise of independence; recon Marines patrol in small teams devoid of officers and their concomitant micromanagement. So here I sit, the leader of a platoon of men who do not want to be led at all.

I am twenty-five years old.

“We are Disneyland. Repeat, we areDisneyland, ” the radio tells me. SEALs have the annoying radio habit of repeating phrases they consider to be important or particularly dramatic. As if simple code words require extraordinary digestion. Actually, for SEALs they might. “There’s press people on the beach north of us. No signs of enemy. Repeat, beach is green.Beach is green, over.”

“Roger. Did anyone see you land? Over,” I ask. The military radio jargon sounds dorky and superfluous but it keeps things clear once we begin shooting.

“Negative. But there’s lots of reporters . . . right on your Mickey Mouse site. Reporters! I meanright on it. Can you see ’em? Over.”

“Wait one, over.” I point at Sergeant Armstrong in the bow and give two hand signals. We communicate with hand and arm signals when the enemy is near and enforce a strict code of noise discipline. Draw your own conclusion as to the label we’ve applied to our beachgoers.

Armstrong picks up the laser illuminator and slips on his night-vision goggles. I point in the general direction of the beach and bring my hand, two fingers extended in a horizontal peace sign, back to my face as if I am going to poke out my eyes. The other five Marines in the boat put their NVGs on, too, having seen the hand signals. A powerful laser beam shoots across the water from Armstrong’s hand and lights up the dark continent, in a fifty-meter diameter, like a spotlight. The infrared laser is invisible to the naked eye; unless they have NVGs, the forty-odd bodies on the beach have no way of knowing they’re being watched. I adjust the focus of the magnifier on my goggles and can make out cameras and cords. Between fifty and a hundred people.No rifles. 

The Pentagon must have given them an eight-digit grid coordinate; they areright on my landing site. Armstrong sees the same thing and signals “seventy-seven people,” which I believe to be within ten; he’s a terrific observer but cocksure. He then signs “No enemy in sight” somewhat dejectedly. Of my twenty Marines, I’ll have to watch him most closely once we’re ashore. Like most bullies, his self-esteem is linked to domination.

He’s also the Marine I want most on my side if we exchange metal.

I give him the hand signal for “Prepare your team to swim.” Armstrong nudges the Marine next to him, and when he has the boat’s full attention he hand-signs “I love you, sir.” He gives me an exaggerated wink, the white of his eyeball disappearing momentarily, replaced by a shit-eating grin that breaks through the dark, more teeth flashing in the night now that the others have seen this. Armstrong’s trying to show just how cool he is under fire . . . or, potential fire.

I’m tempted to zing him right back, something like “Love you too, One Nut.” Sergeant Jake “Stretch” Armstrong is happy to tell you all about how his extraordinary high school football career (“twice anAll-State tight end, sir . . . and that’sTexas football, not some pussy New England prep stuff”) was ended when the family tractor rolled and crushed his pelvis. What he won’t tell you, though, is that he lost a testicle in the accident. I know this because as his platoon commander I have access to his medical records, which is also the reason I can’t engage in tit-for-tat grasps at attention. I smirk and turn back to the radio.

The whole action takes less than fifteen seconds.

“Roger, Photograph, we make out about seventy-five news bubbas on the beach. We’ll see you at Goofy, then. Over.” I’m happy they weren’t made because I want my platoon to be the first ones to take advantage of the photo op. Talk about fifteen minutes of fame! I’m surprised the SEALs didn’t take advantage and throw out a few bombastic quotes. It’s not like them.

Don’t get me wrong, Marines understand the lust for glory as well as anyone-—a jealous World War Two Army officer likened our propaganda machine to Joe Stalin’s—but ours is a much more stealthy approach. Put it this way: The professional wrestler Jesse “The Body” Ventura was a SEAL: “I ain’t got time to bleed!” John Glenn, on the other hand, “is” a Marine. “I think we would be remiss in our duty if we didn’t make fullest use of our talents in volunteering for something as important as this is to our country and the world in general right now.” Enough said.

“Roger. We’re heading to Goofy now. Out,” whispers Photograph. The Disney code words are probably unnecessary given our encryption technology, but it’s good practice and it sounds cool. It helps get the Marines into character. The SEAL mission is to “di-di” (a Vietnam slang holdover for “go fast”) to the airport just a few hundred meters inland, link up with the Pakistanis on deck, and ensure that the runway is clear for the heli-borne force. My Zodiac is flanked on either side by the two other boats carrying six Marines each; our job is to secure the beach landing site for the tracked amphibious vehicles that will be carrying a few hundred infantry jarheads. We’ll be the first Marines to land in Somalia as part of “Operation Restore Hope.”

My recon platoon is going in first tonight because it’s our job—scouting ahead and putting eyes on the enemy before the big forces arrive; a toe in the water. Roughly the same theory applied when you handed your kid sister a glass of Coke and some Pop Rocks. The platoon is made up of three six-man teams of hard-core, patriotic whackballs, each of them led by a seasoned NCO like Sergeant Armstrong and used to operating on its own. Gunny—my impressive platoon sergeant—and I are riding in with the teams because the entire platoon has been tasked. And because, frankly, we didn’t want to be watching this landing on the ship’s televisions.

I call headquarters back on theTripoli. “Vader, this is Sharkman. Seventy-five press personnel are right on the proposed Mickey Mouse site. Should we still keep it primary? Over.”

A ten-second pause. “Sharkman, this is Vader. Affirmative, over.

” The Pentagon wants to show us off.

Ted Koppel is waiting for us on the beach as we speak. I know this because we watched him on television yesterday announcing our forthcoming arrival. “The operation is expected to begin tomorrow at midnight with the arrival of elite Navy and Marine reconnaissance units that will pave the way for a larger follow-on force.”

We’re not exactly following Sun-tzu’s advice on surprise here.

You won’t hear any arguments out of us, however; we relish the opportunity. My generation hasn’t seen a big war, but we’ve been assuaged with some quickies. When the other 1,500 Marines arrive at dawn, we’ll teach some punk warlords what true domination is all about, open up the clogged food supply lines, and save a starving nation.



Armstrong’s six-man recon team slips quietly over the side. I’m clumsy and the added caution I use in order to avoid a loudSplash! —and the ensuing snickers of my Marines—allows Armstrong a small head start. He’s a decorated Marine who gnashed his teeth when he heard that his team wasn’t going in alone, angry that his gunny and lieutenant decided to accompany him to meet and greet. Rank is a bitch.

The ocean is too warm and feels as thick as a milk shake. As I slip the heavy rubber fins over my desert combat boots, I think of the sharks circling below and my first instinct is to catch the other Marines to reduce the odds that Bruce will pick me out as the lame calf.

A defunct slaughterhouse sits just at the eastern tip of the entrance to Mogadishu Harbor, about two klicks (slang for “kilometers” for all you civiliantypes who don’t watch movies) up the beach from our objective. Built on stilts and attached to a small jetty, blood and guts were ripped from cows, camels, and Lord knows what else and dumped directly into the ocean for all to see. It was an efficient Third World solution to waste that gave rise to another evil.

While children at Coney Island might dodge bandages in the surf, Somali children were snatched by sharks and devoured in the waist-deep waters. It became a minor epidemic for which there was no reasonable cure. The crumbling, prickly dirt found just inland made soccer too painful for the barefoot Somalis. Soccer is life in the Third World and sand is soft.

Though fishing nets were erected, an occasional ball sailed over the nets and into the water. Theonly ball. The sharks, creatures that can smell a thimble of blood in an Olympic swimming pool, were driven mad by the constant flow—gallons of blood!—in the water. With their senses on full alert and their appetites raging, the small splashes were investigated immediately and violently.

The blood stopped flowing from the slaughterhouse a few months ago; crops went untended and animals starved, so the slaughterhouse shut its doors. The clans began hoarding food and fighting over it. Which caused a famine. Which drew CNN’s attention. Which is why I’m here.

By the time I link up with my swim buddy, Gunny, who is also my righthand man, Armstrong is already forty meters closer to the beach. I can just make out heads and contrails in the strip of moonlight. No matter, both Gunny and I are strong swimmers and will reel them in quickly, much to Armstrong’s chagrin. Armstrong is from rural Texas and though he’s got the build of a big swimmer at six foot five, he’s better in a barroom than he is in the water.

I swim up to Gunny and he winks at me. He has camouflaged his eyelid like an eyeball: all white except for a black dot, centered, perfectly proportioned, a trick that has freaked out many a foxhole buddy at night.

His black face is streaked with tiger stripes of light tan and green paint, which is ironic because my white face is covered in black and green. We were ordered to cammie up, unusual because it’s never an explicit order, it’s standard. But camouflage makeup makes for better TV.

And you thought supermodels were bad.

I’m not swimming so much as finning, my long legs propelling my torso forward with steady, rhythmic kicks of my swim fins below the surface. Legs straight and locked, hips swaying for most efficient power. Both of my arms are streamlined against my sides, like a squid, my left hand pressed flat against the seam of my utility trousers and my right hand wrapped around the barrel of my rifle. The sling of the weapon across my chest keeps it snug, and when I inhale I feel it tighten and pull the rifle slightly into my spine, the front sightpost digging into my lower back sharply, very nearly drawing blood. It is a comfortable feeling.

My wake in the black ocean is green and sparkling. The Indian lips around my head and expands in a rippling V as I slice toward the beach. It takes ten minutes before Gunny and I catch the six Marines of team one and it will take another ten to touch the dark continent. I hear the men breathing because they are excited, the low, mechanical hiss skipping across the surface like a distant steam engine, but there is no other noise, no telltale splashes.

I look at Gunny’s square head, framing the eyeball, two meters away. His warpaint scheme is totally sinister, especially given what lurks underneath the water. I want to giggle because this is just not going to be a fair fight. And because I’m a little nervous—I’m not exactly the bravest guy in The Few and The Proud.

I swim headlong into the Marine swimming in front of me, who has stopped for some reason. He shudders, absolutely terrified, and spins around, reeling and snorting. He thinks I am a fish come to kill him. Then his eyes and brain connect and his mouth closes again, his face a mix of relief and embarrassment, and he points to an area in front of Armstrong, who has stopped as well. I swim forward and Gunny grabs my elbow.

“What’s that?” he asks. “SEAL submarine?”

A mass of glowing green is moving rapidly toward the team like an underwater comet, moving just below the surface. Fear tingling in my stomach, shooting down my arms now the way it did just before I crashed my father’s truck. I try to get my rifle out in front of me but the fish is too fast. It closes to within two meters and turns abruptly, gliding past me, streaking a bright contrail of phosphorescence behind it. A wave of pressure lifts me backward gently, right into Gunny’s arms.

“Holy Shit,” I say. It is hard to tell exactly with the tailing glow, but the bulk of it is easily ten feet long. It circles around behind the team, then turns again, carving out a dimming figure eight.

Armstrong is suddenly moving past me, whispering orders to the team. “Break up and get to the beach as fast as you can. That thing—”

“Hey,” I hiss. “Listen up. Everyone get in here tight and face outboard.Now. ”

“Sir! This ismy team. We need to get to that beach . . . it’s, what, maybe two hundred meters away? We keep fucking around out here and—”

The fish closes in again, this time from behind, and streaks below us. I watch as the glowing particles from its wake flutter up past my fins, now tucked tightly against my hamstrings, my body in a cannonball as I watch itpass, my nose bubbling as I try to put my eyes as close to the slick as possible. The Marines are already moving by instinct, huddling together for protection like a school of bait fish, spinning with the shark.

“I am in charge of this platoon,” I whisper, almost believing it.

“Sir! My team . . .we need to get to shore—”

“This is nowmy unit, Sergeant, so you’ll do exactly what I tell you.” Sergeant Armstrong has six years, five inches, and forty pounds on me, but I have rank and that is all that matters right now. I turn to the team.

“Form a tight circle, shoulder to shoulder, and face outboard. When he makes his run again, jab your rifles underwater and keep your feet up. It’s okay to break your waterproofing and noise discipline. If you have to fire . . .fire.” 

The comet turns and moves in again, steadily and slowly, deeper this time. The shark is directly under the circle of Marines, perhaps seven meters below—a faint ball of green that my eyes strain to discern—when it turns and streaks for the surface, the glow growing exponentially, my legs fleeing from the fish as if they are in competition with my torso, trying to push me up and out, my rifle moving forward. The shark shoots up and out of my view, behind me, and I cannot turn in time.

Then the deep pop an M-16 makes—nearly muted—when it discharges underwater, Gunny lifted halfway out of the water, his rifle jammed into his ribs, the slap of the tail on the surface, Gunny up higher now like a pole vaulter, me rolling back from the force of the water wave, the Marines turning in all directions like a herd straining to see the predator that has come to take a meal.

“Gunny!” I whisper, not expecting an answer.

His big head breaks the surface and he spins in a tight circle, treading water-like a water-polo player, frantically looking down at the water, froth all around us.“Oh myfuck! He . . . see that, sir?” he pants. “Big . . . He came at me. Got my rifle in front of him and he drove it into my ribs . . . on the . . . on the way up. Up to take me. Put the barrel right on his head and shot him. Shot that motherfucker! Pushed me out of the water and onto his back.”

“You’re lucky. Let’s—”

Armstrong swims out from behind one of the Marines and hisses, “Fuckin’ A, he’s lucky. Never should have been sitting here in the first place. We got to get the fuck out of here. That thing took off . . . get out while he’s gone. This is stupid, sitting—”

I turn to him and put my finger in his face. “You listen. If—”

Gunny is between us, pushing Armstrong back.

“How about this? How about this, sir? We stay together, like you said,which probably saved one of our lives”—he glares at Armstrong and then turns to me again—“but we swim now. As a group.Together. ”

I look at Armstrong but he just stares back.“Make it happen, Gunny,” I say. “You and I will take the tail-end Charlie positions and look backward the whole way.”

“Gotcha, sir.” He leans in to Armstrong’s ear, whispering furiously, the Texan’s equipment harness wrapped around his fist as he lectures, and seconds later we are on our way to the beach like a tight pod of dolphins, Gunny and I watching the six, hanging on to the harnesses of the Marines in front of us.

After five minutes I hear Gunny whisper, “Hey, sir. Why d’you think that shark picked me?”

“Just bad luck I guess,” I whisper back.

“Nawww, sir. Once you taste black, you don’t go back.”

“I heard that, Gunny,” whispers Lance Corporal Terrel Johnson, Armstrong’s assistant team leader and most loyal henchman, a black Marine from the Los Angeles suburbs who was recently busted down a rank for that Hong Kong brawl. “And I don’t like bein’ on the clock. Can you two swim faster? You’re slowing us down.”

“Uh, hey, sir, you seeing what I’m seeing back here? Coming from five o’clock? I think it’s another fish,” Gunny whispers.

“Don’t fuck with me, Gunny,” whispers Johnson. “Seriously. My shit’s freaked out right now and I don’t wanna look like a puss in front of the cameras.”



Fifty meters later the team has stopped again. I look over the bobbing row of heads, toward the beach, and can make out people and vehicles. They are talking quietly and occasionally I hear the group laugh. There are women present. Hubba-hubba. Hey, it’s been three months.

I see Armstrong give a few hand signals and four Marines break off from the huddled group, two swimming right and two left. They fin away from us, parallel to the beach, to provide flank security. I wish them Godspeed because I really don’t want to get eaten while I tread water. Armstrong remains in the center with Johnson and is doing his best to ignore us, but his excitement boils over and he swims up to me and smiles. The prodigal son. He signs that, if the shit hits the fan, Gunny and I are supposed to hit the water first while he provides covering fire from center beach. Right. Imagine Gunny and me returning to theTripoli to explain why the two senior members ran from their platoon. But I placate Armstrong with a smile and a thumbs-up.

The wind picks up slightly and it’s an offshore breeze because I can now make out a conversation. There is no smell to Somalia yet. I expect the entire country will reek of disease and death and corpses and blood and sand.

“Where the hell are they?” says a man on the beach. “I’m fucking bored.”

“Maybe they’re already here, Don,” says a woman.

“Yeah, check your jeep, Donny. Maybe they’re hiding in it,” says another.

“Pshhh. These macho idiots don’t sneak around. They bumble. You’ll see,” he says.

I want to swim around their flank and sneak up on Don, just me, perhaps grab his throat and cut off the airway with my left and put my Ka-Bar knife up next to his eyeball with my other hand, wearing a scary war face, fangs extended, then apologize and say that I wasn’t sure if he was a friendly—postal workers don’t have the market cornered on screwy fantasies. But I also want to hear their excited gasps as we emerge from Loch Ness in full regalia.

Armstrong checks his watch—it’s 0030—and signals the Marines on the flanks. All six of them begin to fin slowly, in a line, toward the beach. Their rifles are no longer slung across their backs; mine is in my hands as well. I see Armstrong’s shoulders pop up and know that he’s in shallow enough to stand. Like all of my Marines, I am scanning the darkness behind the reporters for bad guys, moving my eyes quickly back and forth and looking out of the corners the way I was taught: The rods and cones in the eyeball work more efficiently at night this way. I’m looking for vehicles that look out of place, people moving a little too quickly, and torsos dug in. All Marine rifles come off Safe.

Tension.

Our inherent paranoia—that the media will somehow screw us over— does not explain away all the jumpiness. Somalia is a dangerous place and Gangbanger bullets will kill you just as dead as Soviet ones will. Whoops, sorry,Russian ones.

Thirty meters from the beach the Marines are all moving forward in various-crouches in waist-deep water, rifles being furiously unwrapped from their plastic shields like Christmas morning, Armstrong now on his belly, lowcrawling on elbows and knees to keep his M-16 dry, when a woman spots him and shrieks, “Ohmygod! THEY’RE HERE!”

Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more. 
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Captain Willard: Who’s the commanding officer here? 

Soldier: Ain’t you? 



There is a surge of vocal orders near the vehicles and people begin running, sprinting, down the beach. It is a total goat rodeo—the first derivative of the clusterfuck. Some people are clapping and cheering. There are metallicclangs andthumps andriiippps as car doors are opened and slammed shut and cameras are dragged out of flatbeds. There are “Let’s gos,”“C’mon, Todd, hurrys,” and “I’m comin’, I’m comin’s.”
Armstrong is quickly surrounded by the screaming throng and, on one knee with his rifle in his shoulder, I am convinced he will plug somebody, possibly in front of the 40 million Americans watching back home. I quickly yell into my radio—“Mickey Mouse! Mickey Mouse!”—the code word for “feet-dry,” no contact. Then I focus on Sergeant Armstrong, the platoon’s Lone Star. The only hope is that the NVGs he is wearing, which make precision shooting difficult because you cannot use the sights, will hamper him just enough to prevent a kill shot on a national anchorman. Given the choice, I know he will kill someone of distinction.Better to burn out, sir . . . 

The Gunny and I might have assigned one of the other two teams as the scout swimmer team—and left Armstrong to arrive by Zodiac with the other twelve Marines once the beach was secured—but you don’t keep your best Marines in reserve. You put them on point. Jake Armstrong walks a fine line, but he does it because he believes in his job and his men. The fact is, if a fire-fight erupts, I’ll be looking to him for clues, not vice versa.

I look right and left and see that flank securities are feet-dry, undetected.

But our noisy landing has, I’m sure, penetrated all of Mogadishu proper. I imagine clan leaders four miles away standing outside their huts, listening to the celebration on the beach. Laughing. No need to watch it live on CNN when you can stand outside and watch. I imagine that hundreds of evil red eyeballs are watching our fete. The throng encircles Armstrong and begins to press in tightly as if he is a famous defendant. Armstrong stands, weapon at the ready, shoves a photographer and yells, “Get the fuck away from me!”

Cameras poke through the crowd and I see little red lights in the darkness. They are filming, probably with civilian night-vision scopes. I’m happy they’re smart enough not to use lights. Armstrong seems to take notice and yells for all the world to hear, “I am a United States Marine here to do a job, so please get out of the way and let me do it! We’re here to feed starving children and all you can do is think of your ratings!”

I am standing in knee-deep water. Three things pop into my mind. First, he has obviously rehearsed this line, perhaps daily for the last two weeks. There is just no way in hell. Second, the colonel must be going ballistic right now and I’ll have some serious explaining to do. Third, I’m jealous and hope the cameras still roll for me.

The soliloquy triggers a reflex in all of the camera people and instantly we are bathed in light. Flashbulbs erupt, floodlights lock in, and the night is gone. I lose my night vision in an instant. I see only blinding white light, and imagine Gangbangers sneaking in between the reporters to plug us. I know Armstrong has ripped off his NVGs by now. He is cursing loudly and tries to push through. This is not good.

Gunny and I sprint forward, onto the beach, trying to draw attention away from Armstrong and succeed. I hear abeep! from my Motorola—HQ calling—and ignore it. Gunny moves forward with his right hand on the trigger housing of his weapon, his left hand extended like the Grim Reaper.

“We’ll address all of your questions, ladies and gentlemen.So you better get those fucking lights off my Marines, ” he says.

The lights swing onto us and two anchormen move into the attack, holdingmicrophones. It dawns on me that they are broadcasting live. This reallyis a karaoke party. I feel a strong grip on my arm—it is Gunny—and he pulls me down on a knee so I don’t look like a deer in the headlights, literally, to all the folks back home. We go into a stealthy, conspiratorial whisper mode for the cameras, and though it is only acting we have done it enough to make it look good: two painted warriors leaning in cheek to cheek, a portrait of diversity, eyes and weapons outboard, looking for danger, whispering hasty plans of destruction and death as if the cameras did not even exist.

I send Armstrong forward to recon the road while we keep the press occupied, then shield my eyes from the lights with my hand in a mock salute. The CNN logo is suddenly in my face and that good-looking Gulf War woman with the supercilious accent, Christiane Onomatopoeia or something, is on my left. Some fatty photographer in jungle safari dress—come to think of it, all these bozos are dressed for a designer assault on the outback—nearly backs into her and she deftly smacks him in his head and pushes him back. She’s still talking but I cannot see the camera now so I scoot forward to give her a better backdrop, which blocks the Gunny. He whispers, “Hey, sir, you’re blocking me out here. Rotate back so we can both get in.” He winks.

I recognize Ted Koppel from ABC and wonder why Jennings didn’t make it. Dan Rather has the cool designer safari jacket on that he’s worn since he arrived last weekend, and I am nearly overcome by the urge to rush over, grab him, throw him down and scream, “What’s the frequency, Kenneth?” which will certainly get me launched from the Corps, folk-hero status notwithstanding. Brokaw is here but no Scud Stud.

A photographer says to another correspondent, who I can’t make out,“Can you do that again with the Marines in the background? I missed the picture.”

“How’s it feel?” says some guy stupidly.

C’est magnifique mais ce n’est pas la guerre. “Good,” I say. “We’re excited to get in here to help.”

My radio beeps again. I turn to answer and a camera lens jabs me hard in the mouth; I feel a trickle run down my lip and taste the blood when it curls under my lip. I’m the first casualty in Somalia.

“Are you expecting trouble tonight?” asks a woman. Woman. Female. Procreates with males. Three—long —months. Thank you, Easter Bunny.

“We’re always expecting trouble, that’s why I have a problem with all the lights.” I am stale and feel like a tired athlete slurring banal answers to banal questions, just like Nuke Laloosh.

Gunny rescues me. “Aidid said he’s glad we’re here and looks forward to working with the Marines. I have something to say to him, from me personally: Be careful what you ask for, you just might get it. I don’t like people starving young kids.”

“What’s your name? Who are you?” they all ask, excited.

A boom mike comes swinging through the crowd and settles, hovering over Gunny’s head like a mechanical bumblebee.

“Hey!” I shout at the crowd. “You are compromising the safety of this mission and the safety of my Marines with those lights.Turn off your lights or we will turn them off for you. ”

Tell me Middle America won’t eatthat one up. I nod at Gunny. He winks, tosses the rifle from his large right hand to his left, takes two menacing steps forward and hisses, “You heard the man. Do it.”

Cell phones begin to ring in the crowd and everyone is shouting that New York is telling them to douse the lights, douse the lights, DOUSE THE LIGHTS. All the lights go off and suddenly it is dark again. No doubt the Pentagon brass on their case, having realized their error.

One photographer can’t resist the image, however, and keeps snapping away at the large man in camouflage, the flashes lighting the Gunny like lightning. The wet utilities are outlining his body, especially the upper mass, and I think it will make for a great picture inTime. 

He says, “Hey, motherfucker, I’ve had about enough of you,” and the man stops immediately. To the seasoned brawlers within the paparazzi ranks, Gunny must make Sean Penn look like a little schoolboy. They back off nearly twenty-five meters, which gives us some room to think.

“Sir,” Gunny says, “don’t you think you should call the colonel?”

Oh, shit.Well, to tell you the truth, I kind of forgot myself in all this excitement. The colonel will be highly pissed. DEFCON 3, I’m sure. He gave me explicit orders to keep in constant communication with him. Constant, not just code-word calls. This is a bad, bad mistake. In the Marines a direct superior can destroy a career with a simple performance report. This nationally televised operation will make or break him, an operation that, for a man who missed Vietnam and was left home during Desert Storm, meanseverything. 

“Yes, Guns. I’m just letting him sweat a little.” I wink, trying to be casual, but I am worried.Really worried. Lieutenant Colonel Vin Capiletti is fully aware of my actions in the Gulf War, lectured me on following orders when I reported to the battalion—“No room for reckless actions inmy unit,Lieutenant. I’ll make sure you’ll never have to struggle interpreting commander’s intent; I make my orders clear and I don’t pull punches. Your job is to carry them out well”—and has a thermonuclear temper that can be combatted only by employment of an equal show of force, interpersonal MAD. Which is to say, if you are a subordinate, not at all. Oh, and I don’t want to forget this fact: The colonel also controls my career and, by extension, my life.

“Besides,” I whisper, “there’s nothing much to report.”

Gunny likes this. He chuckles and shakes his head as if to say “You officer types are crazy.” Gunny hates Lieutenant Colonel Capiletti.

“Vader, this is Sharkman. Mickey Mouse, over.” It’s been, what, five mikes (if you were visiting Canada when this became colloquial, it’s short for minutes) since we hit the beach? What’s five mikes? About five weeks of ass chewingsand five months of sweating over my next fitness report. “Vader” used to be the colonel’s sarcastic nickname until some sycophant told the old man, and he liked it so much he kept it as his call sign. Now the lieutenants have given him two new, secret nicknames: Bison Breath and B-Squared, for obvious reasons.

“Sharkman, this is Vader Six! Get your six on the radio, over!”

“This is Sharkman Six, go, Vader.” This is not a cheer.

“What are youdoing? Over. I want those lights turned off, ASAP! What was that Marine doing speaking on TV? And you! What’s the situation? Over. Are you in control of the situation?What’s going on? Over.” 

His voice is squeaky, though it could be the encrypted radio. The Gunny pretends to check his weapon, but he’s not even moving his head, he’s straining so hard to overhear. The next transmission will be reported back to the troops if I don’t screw it up—officer conversations hold particular interest for the men because they glean insight into their own commanders. I’m tempted to request, “Say again all after ‘doing,’” but that would really be pushing it.

“Situation resolved. Press misled by HQ. Marines did well. Mickey Mouse, over.”

“Sharkman, I say again,where is the press now? The commander of the Joint Task Force is goingballistic! What is the situation? Are your Marines doing reconnaissance or giving quotes? GIVE ME AN UPDATE, OVER. OVER!”So great is his pain that he does not scream but roars. Lieutenant Colonel Capiletti has blown a gasket. He’s lost it. I actually have to turn down the volume on the radio.

“Vader, this is Sharkman. Press have retreated. No casualties, no choices. Preparing to Minnie Mouse. No sign of Gangbangers. Over.”

“Hey, let them through,” says someone behind the press circle. A reporter shouts, “Excuse us! We need to get through. Excuuuse us, please!” Someone important is trying to get to us, and the herd is following. The radio beeps and I hear Armstrong’s voice, but I have to address the oncoming throng first.

It’s two Italian officers, part of the UN force already in country, and getting-their pee pees slapped by the Somalis. We shake hands and the Italian colonel holds on for too long and actually smiles for the camera. You’d think it was Yalta.

Some photographers snap a few pictures, but they are hesitant now. No flashes go off. No floodlights. The colonel is somewhat puzzled, but eventually releases my hand and says, “I am Colonel Calizzi. Can I give you a ride to the airport? That is where you will set up the operation. We have met the SEALs already!”

I want to ask him if he plans to reveal theentire plan to the press now, or only the landing. Add some elephants and a few tents and we’ve got a threestar circus going.Step right up! 

“No, sir,” I say. “And I’m going to have to ask you to follow my gunnery sergeant here back to the news trucks. We’ve got this under control.” It’s dismissive and arrogant considering that an Italian general has been placed in charge of the United Nations operation here, but certain militaries have screwy ways of doing business and they are best avoided.

I turn to the reporters and say, “That goes for everyone. Fun’s over. Let us do our jobs. No more questions will be answered.”

The prospect of facing my own colonel has my full attention, and I am overcome by regret for not dismissing the cameras earlier. The colonel must have watched our big interview! With the Desert Storm focus on smart bombs and generals I guess I just got greedy. Dumb.

Gunny takes his cue and shouts, “You heard the man! All you people follow-me back to the jeeps.”

The Italians stare at the Gunny for a second—thankful that he’s a good guy—before they nod and walk away, the media mass following. No more live shots for the evening news.

The radio beeps and I hear Armstrong again. I take a knee and am about to respond when I hear a noise behind me. It’s a woman in a CNN cap, cameraman in tow. “Excuse me. Hi. Are you in charge here?” Her J. Crew blouse is still damp from the squall and her safari vest is open, so I notice the outline of her bra, light green in my night-vision goggles. It’s clear she’s been in Somalia for a while; she’s darker than the rest of the pasty group fresh in country for the landing.

“Sorry. No more questions, ma’am.”

She ignores my remarks and walks right over, kneels next to me, hand extended. She has dark eyebrows that plunge sharply toward her nose and she’s really quite good looking. Though, truth be told, even the Gunny has started to look handsome, as long as it’s been. “I’m Mary Thayer-Ash. Are you Lieutenant Kelly?”

It’s too dark for her to read the name tapes stitched onto my uniform and I search for an answer. Finding none, I ask, “How’d you know that?”

When she flips her head back toward her cameraman, her black hair swings around and exposes her neck. Her hair bunches at the end of its ride and moves back gracefully to its natural position fanned across those wide shoulders of hers.

She ignores the question.

“I’d like you to answer a few questions—for the good of the mission.”

I like that. Blackmail posing as patriotism. If I don’t respond, I’m letting down the team; if I do respond, she can damn well ask me anything and edit it later.

“Do you expect any trouble from the warlords who have been terrorizing the population?”

It’s my turn to ignore her.

The radio beeps again and I whisper, “Excuse me, call waiting,” and stick the earpiece in deep. I put my hand across my mouth so Ms. Ash won’t hear me—our throat microphones transmit noise directly from the vocal cords— and whisper, “Sharkman Six, over.”

I hear Gunny clearly in a shouted whisper. “Six, this is Five! Roll to platoon frequency!”

The last time I heard inflection like this I was in Kuwait and someone was screaming that my radioman was dead. My throat closes and I turn from Ms. Ash and her cameraman. I roll to the private freq and hear, “Six, I’m with Armstrong. We’ve got one dead Somali Gangbanger over here. Another beaten up but still breathing and tied up. Both were armed. I’m fifty meters north of the road. We need to unfuck thisASAP. ”Oh, shit. 

I turn to Thayer-Ash. “No more questions. Please. Just go back to the vehiclesand stop interfering.” I am trying to remain calm but my head is now swirling with anxious images: dead Somalis, the colonel screaming disobedience and recklessness, the brig, dishonoring an already scarred family . . .

I am a third-generation Marine. My family’s military history, though rich, is binary. My grandfather, Red Kelly, is a warrior forged in World War II and the Korean War, a hero of hyperbolic status for me, the embodiment of manliness and the benchmark by which I judge myself. A man who spent his formative years robbing young Japanese, Chinese, and Korean men of theirs. When I look into the mirror and shave off pieces of my inheritance, I see tangible bonds to him that have grown stronger now that I, too, am a Marine—aman —my breeding flushing proud, manifest in my wars. For I have craved, hunted, and baggedmy adventures,my tests,my stories—elusive and skittish prey in a world where most baby boomers point to their portfolios when asked to name the biggest risk they’ve ever taken.

My father joined the Marines to fight in Vietnam, but disgraced us, my grandfather and me. Discharged from the Corps under “other than honorable” circumstances and sent home halfway through his first tour, my father has never discussed his war or his failure, and it remains an awful secret, a spur in my grandfather’s shoe that he cannot dislodge and a consistent reminder ofthe cowardice that defined my early years. “The boy sure as hell didn’t inherit the penchant to play pussy from me,” I heard Red Kelly tell my father once when I came home crying after yet another schoolyard rout.

My father wears a wicked skull tattoo on his forearm, teeth rigored shut around a dagger with five long blood slashes forming a base for the tattoo. He refuses to discuss its origin except to say, “Vietnam,” a mystery that maddened Red Kelly, made worse by the fact that his son had a cooler tattoo than any of the five faded units Red advertised on his own body. When I was five I told my grandfather as much and he was so bothered that he went out and got a new tattoo stitched into his chest—a massive man with a shark’s head, carrying a machine gun. Underneath the Sharkman it reads: “Undefeated.”

Twenty years later I requested Red’s old call sign and was given, along with it, the chance to prove that I, too, am a fighter. But now my platoon has killed a Somali and modern wars come with modern rules. I am a third-generation Marine. Will there be a fourth?

Miss Thayer-Ash is taken aback by my tone—I haven’t covered the significance of the radio message as well as I’d hoped—but she nods and stands up. “Okay, Gavin Kelly, take it easy. Maybe we can talk later?” She turns and walks away.

I start to answer her but realize that I don’t have any saliva left. It is all I can do to nod and focus on the sand under my combat boots. My earpiece beeps again and I hear Gunny hiss, “Sir! Give the Zodiacs the signal to land and get over here. I need youright now. ”

And suddenly I know why Mary Thayer-Ash knows my name.
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10 OCTOBER 1988



When we last met, you were the master and I was the pupil.Now I am the master . . . 



I am a college senior. My best friend, Darren Phillips, and I are in a preppy biker bar called the Bow and Arrow. Such things are not contradictions in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where old money Harvard students dress down so they might bond with the working class between visits to the Upper East Side and the Hamptons. Darren is over by the bar buying a round while I scan the crowd of women and pick out a few I’ll watch intently all night but never speak to. I see Darren glare at two Massholes who are wearing their baseball caps backward as he makes his way over to me with the drinks; Darren’s gritted teeth and foamy mouth are not unusual given his general intolerance for things that rub his worldview raw—“What’s the purpose of wearing it like that if the lid’s on the other side?” he once asked me, spinning my hat around. “Marines don’t pull this showy shit.” Problem is, the men he’s locked his radar on are laughing with the bouncer. As a general rule, you don’t irritate the bouncer when you’re underage.
Darren bulls his way through the crowd and hands me a Guinness. He is scowling but it is impossible to tell if the Massholes are the salient cause;Darren Phillips is cheap as hell, doesn’t drink, and deeply resents his turn to buy the round—he feels he’s overpaying given the fact that a Sprite costs a third as much as a Guinness.

“What’s your problem?” I shout over Axl Rose, a wildly overreaching question that might elicit a wide slew of answers from “this vile music” to “the fact that Michael Dukakis was allowed in an M-1 in the first place.”

“Heard an ignorant comment I shouldn’t have. I may need you in a second, Kelly.”

He turns back to squint across the bar at the men, sipping his Sprite through a straw, and my stomach roils. Darren keeps his head shaved and I see the skin around his ear stretching toward his jaw, then relaxing, then stretching again the way it does when he grinds his teeth.

“Welcome to the jungle, baby!” Axl screams. “We got fun and games!”

He hands me his Sprite and pushes his way back through toward the entrance, his head glistening as he passes under the flashing lights of the arcade basketball game. Black guys look good bald, I look like Frank Purdue. I keep my hair in a flattop as long as ROTC regulations permit so the Harvard women can at least leave one box unchecked as to why they won’t date me.

My eyes move past him and find the bait; one of them has extended an arm so a woman can’t move past and the other is leaning in from her six o’clock, pinning her next to the wall. The bouncer is just sitting there, watching the men laugh. Now I know we will fight; Darren Phillips often ignores insults leveled at him—he views them as manifestations of either jealousy or ignorance, both beneath him—but he never passes up a chance to play the hero. He moves up, weaving stealthily through the crowd, grabs the Masshole’s arm and snaps it down. I cringe; just like Phillips to act before he thinks it through! There is an animated argument and much finger-pointing. A chair falls down, a bottle breaks, and necks extend, heads craning. Though I am safe in a DMZ fifty feet away, I find it hard to breathe.

“Welcome to the jungle! Watch it bring you to your knees, knees! I wanna watch you bleed!” Axl squeals.

Darren turns abruptly and storms over to my safe haven, his lips pursed and his features folded up like a bulldog. “I need you outside, Kelly. Fight’s on!”

“Jesus! Do you even know that chick? Maybe she’s friends with those guys.”

“I need you outside with meright now, Kelly.”

“Shouldn’t we just call the cops?” I call after him, but it’s just a finger drag mark on a cliff. Darren is already heading toward the three men, squaring his shoulders and swiveling his head on his neck—a wrestling warm-up, I figure—following them out the door.

The old panic rises and freezes me in place, a gift from my father, a virusthat I will not manage to root out until the GulfWar. My mind races and I am both awed by and ashamed of the excuses that prevent me from leaving this bar: Sorry, I got into a scrape inside with two other friends of theirs. I slipped and hit my head. Bouncer stopped me. There was a fire. Chick was choking on a peanut. I didn’t hear you. A fight? I thought you were just going home early, like usual you lightweight. Why didn’t you say so? You know I got your back covered. Semper Fi.

I am comfortable with self-contempt when it comes to violence, and the feeling isn’t a sharp guilt, just a dull throb with which I have lived since my grandfather first discovered that I was a coward.

In 1975, when I was seven, he took my father and me to Fenway Park. Red Kelly is an ardent Sox fan so I, too, became another fanatical and tragic victim. We sat in the bleachers behind two shirtless drunk men—in retrospect I suppose they were in their twenties—who were drinking prodigiously.Occasionally they would burp and swear at a player, and I would look at my grandfather with wide eyes and an open mouth. It seemed unconscionable that those fat, hairy drunks could have anything bad to say at all about Yaz and Fisk!

“Did you hear what they said, Red?” I asked.

My grandfather has insisted I call him by his Marine nickname from the time I could first speak. In fact, my first word was “Red,” a bitter subject for my parents, both of whom blame my grandfather for a force-fed, two-day carpet bombardment of his name during a visit when I was thirteen months.

Eventually Red could take it no more. “You two shut your sucks or I’ll shut them for you.” My grandfather is a big man, and though he was over fifty years of age he seemed incredibly imposing and brave.

“Cool down, Pop,” my father practically begged.

The drunks glanced back, laughed dismissively, and continued the onslaught.

My grandfather’s face began to flush red, a sign I recognized as a natural warning, the way a snake rattles or a shark arches its back. He handed me his beer and stood up. “You fancy yourself tough?” Red hissed at the two men.

He was much bigger than they were, and a step higher he seemed to be a giant, red stubble bristling out across the width of his face, darkening his hue and framing a nose that zigzags as wildly as a lightning bolt. My father rubbed my head and winked. Still, I wept openly.

“Easy, Pop,” my dad said.

One of the men looked at my grandfather. “Don’t push me, man. I’ll embarrass you right here.”

“Do—you—fancy—yourself—tough?” 

“Go fuck yourself.”

Then one of the men pushed my grandfather in the chest.

Red yanked him clear out of his row and slammed his face into the back of a seat. He jerked the man’s head back by his hair and smashed it down into the metal again, grinding his teeth into the backrest, taking his time. The man let out a loud wail and his face was bright red and wet. Red lifted him to his feet and wrapped his left arm around his neck in a choke hold and looked at the man’s friend, who was just standing there stunned, as frozen as I was.

“You gonna help your buddy out of here? Huh?” Red asked.“Because it’s your turn next, you hippie bitch.” 

The man said, “Jesus Christ! Yeah! Just let him go. Security! SECURITY!” He grabbed his friend and started to help him up the aisle.

Red looked at us and smiled. He seemed totally at ease. Actually, he seemed genuinely happy. He said, “I’m going to escort these fairies outta here. You can stay with the boy, Tom, since you’re not going to join in. I’ll be right back,kids. Are you all right, Gavin?”

I was still sobbing, and lacking the lung capacity to blurt out a coherent sentence between breaths I stuttered, “Red . . . I thought . . . Red . . .”

“He’s got a lot of his father in him, doesn’t he? Jesus, calm down, Gavin. Man’s never got nothing to cry about. Certainly not for a fight. Look at this one. He’s even more nervous than you two.” He pointed at the man as he walked past us up the aisle with his wounded friend and I saw that his cutoff jean shorts were dark with urine, the hair on his thighs slick against his flesh. “That’s what happens when you don’t take beaver and root it out of a man early in his life.”

Bryan Jenkins filed assault charges and brought a civil suit against my grandfather for a broken cheekbone and seven broken teeth. My grandfather was terrified; he wasn’t afraid of any man, he told me, but lawyers were not human.

When Red went to the Boston police precinct to answer questions, an old desk sergeant said he’d already ripped up the charge sheet. Red nodded his thanks and started out the door.

“Hey, Red Kelly,” the cop yelled after him. He pointed a thumb at himself. “Marine Corps. Nineteen fifty to fifty-six. First of the First. Warred in the forgotten war with you. I read about you in theGlobe. Several times.”

As do I whenever I visit my grandfather’s house. The articles about Red Kelly’s exploits in the western Pacific and Chosin line the walls of his South Boston home, neatly encased in custom-made cedar frames, perfectly aligned so that when you enter the house and move down the narrow hallway you feelyou are running a gauntlet of sorts, the glass faces twinkling, beckoning you to read the words of intrepidity that bulge beneath. A test of your manhood. A dare to compare.

When I was young Red would read the articles to me, adding editorial comments, sound effects—“Then that little Jap, right? I fire at him again but this time he gets it in the head.POP! And he still keeps runnin’ for the line, crazy little Tojo! So I pop him again.Thwack! ”—and charades. Eventually we would reach the living room, as pristine and rich as a museum, trophies neatly arranged and ready for viewing. Japanese pistols, a North Korean flag, a samurai sword, and, of course, the medal case. He would take the cedar case down, unlock it, and step away, watching me proudly as I devoured the contents. I liked to rub my fingers across the colorful ribbons, and by the time I was six I could recite the story behind each of them. Most are adorned with tiny brassV s for valor in combat. Bravery in the face of the enemy.

So it does not shock me that, at the age of twenty, my feet are glued to the bar’s sticky floor when my best friend needs me outside. No, it’s no surprise, but the disappointment is as palpable and tasty as bile.

I gulp down my Guinness and grab the pay phone.

“911. What is your emergency?”

“There’s a fight right outside the Bow and Arrow in Cambridge!” I shout. “There may be knives!”

“Okay, take it easy. We’ve got a patrol car right near there. Now, what is your name and how—”

Welcome to the jungle! It gets worse here every day! Ya learn to live like an animal! In the jungle where we play! 

I drop the phone, walk toward the door, stop, peer out the window, breathe, fight the fear, steel myself, and step into the street. The cold air scratches my lungs and it is hard to draw air. A dry leaf crunches under my sneaker. One of the men is already unconscious on the brick sidewalk, his baseball cap—“BU Hockey”—lying next to his head. Blood from his shattered nose is brighter than the red of the brick, gurgling and popping out of the hole in the bridge, thin round bubbles filling with air then bursting and trickling past his eye.

He’s breathing. Why can’t I?

The second man is also on his back, but still struggling. Darren straddles him like a grizzly over a fresh kill, blood and saliva drooling from his mouth, painting the man’s face. His fist is up in the air, then rocketing down again, the sharpcraack! of that big black paw striking the face, the other hand choking him. This one’s cap is off, too.

“Take it easy, Darren,” I try to say, but it’s just a whisper.

He tilts his head up toward me and he nods, drooling, teeth clenched but enjoying it.“You got him,” he hisses, jerking his head at a man who is rushing by me.

I tackle him and can’t even encircle his legs, they’re so thick. We’re grappling on the pavement. The bouncer. He frees one of his legs, foot slithering out of my grasp, then returning with the force of a mule kick right in my chest, exploding my lungs. I fly back and slam into a parked car. The bouncer rolls to his feet and thunders forward but he’s not fast enough. Darren shoves him hard into a light post and I see him tumble sideways and hear akah-pop! The bouncer crumbles backward as if he’s a crashed car and screams something about his shoulder.

Darren sticks out his hand and I grasp it. He yanks me up.

“I thought for a second you were going to let me take all the glory again, Kelly.”

“I . . . tried . . . to get out here quick . . . I figured that if . . .”

He claps me on the shoulder. “Easy, brother. Catch that breath first. If they counterattack, you’ll need it.” His black eyes dart across his victims the way they do when he’s revved up, predatorlike, surveying the situation, feeding him information. “Not that they’re gonna come back for seconds. They lack the good old Marine Corps spirit! You know, Kelly, you just need to learn to act on instinct like they taught us at OCS. Don’t think things through if you’re just going to waste time. Marines don’t twiddle their thumbs, hemming and hawing, they adapt to a situation andact! When we get out to the fleet, there’s no officer handbook that will make decisions for us.”

It was one of many lessons Darren Phillips delivered to me, perhaps his most loyal henchman. Darren was a prodigious lecturer, far more eloquent than my Harvard professors and much more striking because his subjects were grounded in the deep realities of the world he had made and then conquered, intricate power plays doggedly implemented to slingshot him—and those who would dare to follow—up and over mountain after mountain until there were none left to climb. His creed was grounded on simple principles: Follow the rules and separate yourself from the pack, not with pomp and flourish but with the sheer determination to beat them. “There may be people who are smarter than I am,” Darren told me once, “but I’ll be damned if I’ve ever seen one who’s willing to outwork me.” Darren took me under his big wing in college, and while he still brags that his mentoring enabled me to get through ROTC and Marine Corps officer training unscathed (true), it is also true that I was his only real friend; most of our peers kept a friendly and awestruck, but leery, distance from the tiger.

The last lesson I learned from Darren came in October 1991. Eight months earlier, a stray Iraqi bullet shattered his kneecap and ended his Marine Corps career. More than that, it cracked the cemented plans of a man who writes down weekly, monthly, and yearly goals in a notebook I once discovered called “Life Tactics and Strategies.” Darren’s dream was to become a Marine Corps general officer, make a name for himself, and run for office. On the flight to Saudi Arabia, he said, “Let’s say I do some good in the desert. Kill a few Iraqis, earn the unbreakable respect of my men. I think I have a legitimate shot at becoming the first black president seventeen years from now. That’s assuming General Powell won’t run first, of course. Because if he does, he’ll avalanche it.”

His doctors acted out the clichÈ and gave him fourteen months of convalescence following his bitterly disputed medical discharge from the Corps. Six months after a plastic kneecap replaced bone, Darren and I were racing for the Clydesdale trophy in the Marine Corps marathon—the Corps has a special place in its heart for big guys and the winning Clydesdale would collect a trophy as large as the first place bulimic’s, assuming he or she tipped the scales over 190 pounds. We talked of finishing together but with two miles to go, Darren accelerated and said, “Gotta go for it, Kelly, sorry, man, keep up if you can but I gotta do this thing.” I plodded next to him for a mile before my legs burned and my lungs seized just enough to spur him into his sprint, sensing it. He finished in just under three hours, and my time is not important since I finished behind someone; as Darren says, “Better dead than second.”

Still, the Marines refused Darren’s request for reinstatement and he found work, of all places, at CNN as a “combat technical adviser.” CNN! This job for a man who once threatened to shoot a reporter who escaped from the Gulf press pool to follow his platoon.

Mary Thayer-Ash knows my name because Darren is on this Somali beach somewhere. I should have expected him—this is CNN’s exercise, and with Marines making up the landing force for Restore Hope, I am sure there weren’t many other articulate, decorated, by-the-book and follow-the-rules former Marines hanging around Atlanta begging for the assignment. His presence was inevitable. He’s smart enough to stay hidden; the last thing he wants is to be associated with the gaggle fuck on the beach. But he’s here, watching over my shoulder. Watching the man who switched places with him.

I entered the Corps to right a family tradition and initially intended to serve the four-year minimum required of the ROTC scholarship. After Desert Storm I warmed to the idea of a career, and after seeing Red Kelly’s face at the Gulf War parade, after hearing him talk with my men about what a good job Ihad done in the war—the first time I really did well at anything—I’m suddenly vying for lifer status and the same run at general that Darren was making before he was clipped. He’s probably staring at me through a civilian night scope right now, muttering a string of fantasized commands, putting himself in the place of his pupil.
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Rules?! In a knife fight? No rules!


“That one there’s the dead one, Lieutenant Kelly. This one’s still among the living, just a little bruised. He’s playing possum, is all.” Gunny points at two small figures lying face down in the dirt, their hands flexi-cuffed tightly behind their backs.
The plastic handcuffs—roughly the same design as plastic straps that bind stacks of newspapers—are drawn so tight that their hands have swollen like that awful Howie Mandel balloon prop, in itself as troubling a cultural misfire as Vanilla Ice. The prisoners are lying side by side and head to toe. Their mouths are duct-taped shut. No whispering allowed, not that the dead one is going to start singing “The Body Electric.”

“How can you tell this one’s alive with your boot on his head?” I hiss.

Gunny looks up at me and his eyes arewide, glowing light green in the crystalline haze of my night-vision goggles, otherworldly; he looks like an excited but nervous father whose son has just tagged one 300 feet over the Little League fence and into the windshield of a Ferrari. “Checked his pulse as you were walkin’ up, sir. He’s alive, all right. Watch.” He lifts his boot and drives it down onto the prisoner’s hand. The man squeals and thrashes forward, moving like a deranged inchworm. “See?” Gunny returns his combat boot to its original bar rest and the man lets out a muffled grunt but stops struggling.

I have been on the beach fewer than fifteen minutes and one of my men has already erased someone. Considering the presence of the press herd fifty meters behind us, this is not exactly the kind of development about which a young officer fantasizes when he plots his military career. “Guns . . . how did thishappen? ”

“It was a righteous kill. I got Armstrong set up on the road there in case any more show up.”

“I didn’t hear any firing.”

“No, that’s the best part, sir. Armstrong used abayonet. Didn’t want to endanger any of the reporters behind you. Is that old school, or what?”

I look up the road with my goggles and see Sergeant Armstrong moving back toward our position, using a bush to sweep away the footprints and drag marks the bodies have made on the road. I hear the live prisoner breathing heavily now, more rapidly than I am . . . and I started hyperventilating when I heard the radio transmission five minutes ago. Little dust clouds are forming with each exhalation and drifting across his face. It smells like human excrement. “This one just shit his trou,” whispers Gunny. “Nasty beast.”

Join the Marines. Make your journey into manhood an adventure, travel to beautiful, faraway lands, meet people from myriad exotic cultures.

And kill them.

“Don’t crush him with your boot, Gunny,” I whisper. “Last thing we need is an accusation of excessive force.”

He steps over the dead Somali, who’s splayed across a shrub, frozen in a violent sprawl, and slides his combat boot down from the living Somali’s head, stopping on his upper back. “Well, sir, I think we got that box checked already. We already killed one.” Gunny smiles widely, pearls against his black skin, but when he reads my frown he closes his mouth and affects a grave air.

I see a large shadow gliding soundlessly across the dirt and recognize Sergeant “Stretch” Armstrong before I see his face; no one else in this country is that big and scary. He crawls over, nods at Gunny, then stares at me proudly. His face is painted like the Grim Reaper that he is. “I was reconning this road out in front of you-all and I seen these two walkin’ down the road with AK-47s. I tried calling you a bunch of times, sir—”

“We were keeping the press off our backs then, sir. When he probably called, I mean. That was all the beeping on your radio,” Gunny interrupts. They’ve discussed this story, but Gunny will keep it honest. At least to me.

“Anyway, so I remembered the rules of engagement and all, and I fixed my bayonet on my rifle. I didn’t want to exchange shots with the press and you-all behind me. When they got close, I jumped ’em and told ’em to give up. Then that one fucker just raised his rifle at me. Him, sir. Raised the rifle up! So I had to stick him. It happened real fast. The other Skinny fuck tried to attack me, too—tried to unsling his AK—but I butt-stroked his ass. Clubbed him real good. Didn’t kill him or nothing.”

I kneel by the dead man and roll him over. He’s very light and his headsnaps back abnormally, exposing a long, dark gash that runs from his Adam’s apple clear through his neck to his spine. The rank smell of human feces in combination with the sight nauseates me and I raise my head and shut my eyes for a moment, breathing through my mouth. The feeling passes and in the green haze of the night-vision goggles I see there is blood all over him. All over . . . everywhere. There is a big hole in his chest. Huge. As in fist size. As in I can drop a grenade through his body. Oh, he’s been “stuck” all right. For a second I find myself admiring the sheer physical strength required to make a man’s neck disappear and then put a hole clear through a man’s rib cage.This was no boat accident. 

I feel for the pulse out of some television habit and notice that my hand can almost fully encircle his neck. The NVGs don’t provide depth perception up close and my thumb sinks into the neck wound about an inch before I yank it away. He’s still warm, a cherry pie. His eyes are open but this is just a corpse now. I try to pull the head back toward the shoulders but my hand keeps slipping. I am weak. My forearms are so tight that I couldn’t open a jar of spaghetti sauce right now. Can’t grip with warm blood all over my hands. I think of lots of things at once:Do I have cuts on my hands and is there HIV in this blood? Was this a righteous killing? Gee whiz, isn’t he warm. 

This is the first corpse I’ve touched; in Kuwait the dead we created were policed up by REMFs—Rear Echelon Mother Frickers, supply weenies like my father was—though I did step in a man’s rib cage once. Gunny reaches over and grabs my forearm. “He’s already dead, sir.”

“Yeah,” I whisper a little too shakily considering Marines, like wolves, can sense fear. Gunny and Armstrong cock their heads and share a brief glance.

I use some silence to reclaim my voice—it is a macho game and I know The Rules—then, “Thanks, Sherlock.” Smooth.Smith, Wesson, and me. “So they both had weapons. Armstrong, they have any extra ammo on them? We’re going to have to get everything in place under the rules of engagement.”

“Negative extra ammo, sir, we searched them. But this is a good kill, that’s obvious. Their magazines have about twenty rounds each and the little fuckers aren’t starving, that’s for sure. They were fuckingshaking, they were so scared. That one shit his pants.”

His dismissiveness pisses me off. The rules of engagement are strict for Restore Hope and have dominated our preparations for this landing, taking up more scenario rehearsal time than combat preparations. We have landed in the middle of a chaotic civil war that is claiming five thousand lives a day, a hurricane of violence and blood, but Somalis are allowed to carry personal weapons; deadly force is authorized only if an American life is directly threatened,and each incident is sure to be assiduously investigated. I can feel my heart thumping steadily now, boom, boom,boom. Many Marine officers pray for moments like these—tangled leadership problems that they can cut through with swagger—but I amterrified. “No, it’snot obvious. He pointed the rifle at you before you stabbed him. Correct?”

“What thefuck is this, sir?Yes, I said,” Armstrong hisses. “He raised his fucking rifle. Sir, I tried calling when they were coming at me andyou didn’t answer. I had toact. ” In a moment our relationship has changed and I don’t like the clichÈ upon which it is forming.

The Gunny steps between us, tapping my arm reassuringly. “The lieutenant ain’t accusing you, Stretch. Smarten up. He’s trying toprotect your white Texas ass in case there are questions.”

Armstrong nods at me and whispers, “My bad, sir. I’m still keyed up.”

“Okay, we’ll take ’em off your hands now. Get out on the perimeter with your team. You did the right thing and you sure as hell saved our asses. I’m just asking the questions they’ll ask me.” I grab his shoulder and look him square in the eyes. No sense flustering him now; there may be more bad guys en route. “Keep your eyes on the road. Expect a whole caravan of news folks to come back down the road at about 0400, when the colonel arrives, so let the rest of your team know not to go shooting any good guys.”
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