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Are the people of the townships then secure from the coming of Our wrath upon them as a night-raid while they sleep? Or are the people of the townships then secure from the coming of Our wrath upon them in the day-time while they play? Are they then secure from Allah’s plan?


—THE HOLY QUR’AN,
    Surah 7:97-99


C-130 rolling down the strip, Airborne daddy gonna take a little trip, Mission unspoken, destination unknown, Don’t even know if we’re ever coming home.


—RUNNING CADENCE FOR


U.S. ARMY AIRBORNE RANGERS








I
The Cherisher



Thou canst not make those
To hear who are
Buried in graves.


—THE HOLY QUR’AN,
Surah 35:22








I


I come from Westfield, Kansas, down near the Oklahoma border. Flat lands. Pickup truck lands. American heart lands. A long way from anywhere else in the world that you could think of, even farther from any place you could feel for. Which always struck me as strange, because we were all from somewhere else. The Parcells down the road were just as Irish as they were American, even though their folks had probably been in the country for two hundred years, rednecks the whole time. My first girl was Mary Hagopian, and when we were thirteen and out in the bed of her father’s truck and talking and talking, and making out a little bit, she told me her family was Armenian. Who were Armenians? Or the Swedes and Danes, like old man Syerson, who owned all the Hardees in three counties, and who I worked for, for a while. Or the Browns and the Jacksons and all the other Anglo-Saxon-nothing names, made up or borrowed, that belonged to the blacks in Westfield before some of them started calling themselves Muhammad or Abdullah.


My name is Kurtovic. Nobody thought about it. My father originally came from what we used to call Yugoslavia to Westfield on a teaching contract—teaching high school French—which was one of four languages he picked up in the years right after World War II. My father had fled Communism and won asylum in America. I was never really sure just how, or who he’d worked for in the late 1940s. You didn’t talk about history much in Westfield, and the mechanics of immigration are not so important in America, once you’re here.


By the time I was born my father was the basketball coach for the Westfield High School Vikings, a job he kept until he died of a stroke at the age of sixty-four. The seizure hit him in the family room one night after the rest of us had gone to bed. I woke up and heard the crackling of static on the television. My bedroom was just off to one side and I’d grown used to falling asleep with the sound of the late-night news, then Johnny Carson, droning beyond my door. But it wasn’t like him to leave it on. I found him with the blood from his nose already congealed along the side of his face and his eyes like glass in the silver light of that dead screen. I was fourteen. He had been, more or less, an old man when I was born. I was the third of his children, by far the youngest, and the only son.


My mother stayed mainly in the house when I was growing up. She was, when I was little, a beautiful woman. Blond and blue-eyed with fresh skin that almost glowed. Her charms, I realize now, were much appreciated around town. But she spoke with a slight accent. There wasn’t really much to it, and you could never have guessed for sure where she was from. But people in Westfield always knew she wasn’t from around there. Blood doesn’t matter, I guess, but accents do. She’d go into a drive-in sometimes, and the guys would say they couldn’t understand enough to take her order. After my father died she got a job at the Wal-Mart, and by the time I was sixteen she was remarried to Calvin Goodsell, the manager of the hardware department, which at that time included sports equipment and guns and ammo as well as drills and saws and miter boxes.


I felt sorry for my mother. Goodsell was an asshole and he didn’t make her very happy. But, then, she was not a happy person to begin with. Even when she was married to my father they would fight and she would seek refuge in our old station wagon. She would storm out of the house and just drive away. And drive and drive. Alone, I thought. She would be screaming, hysterical, and my father would not even raise his voice. “Now, darling,” he would say, “you don’t mean that.” And she’d just get more furious, and then she’d leave. And I would be terrified that she would not come back.


When I was very little it was an unfocused fear. But by the time I was ten or eleven I knew enough to mull on it and make it worse. She would be driving to Arkansas City, I thought, to get liquor. Because our county was a dry county. No booze at all. And when she would come home, she’d smell of it. My father would sit quietly—it is the quiet that I most remember about him—and wait for her to get back. Sometimes the fight would begin again. But more often he would stay in his chair and watch her pass to the bedroom and watch her close the door.


By the time my mother married Goodsell she had begun to get very fat, and, with the excuse that she was not drinking, she discovered Valium, then Percodans. And of course eventually she was doing all of them in greater or lesser amounts.


She would never have Calvin over to the house when he was dating her. They would always go out to dinner—and sometimes to the Ramada, I think it was. So he never saw the way the dishes piled up, and the scum, and then the mold that you had to scrape off the plates if you wanted to eat off of them. Eventually she started buying paper plates and, still, no one did the dishes. I ate at work, mainly, and at school.


My sisters could have helped, but they were out of the house and married by the time my father died. And they just didn’t. Joan moved away to St. Louis where she worked for a while in real estate and married a guy named Carlo Piscatori and started putting on airs and having kids. And she never did want to know much about me or the rest of us after that. I think she called Mom once a month or so. The conversations were brief and after a while didn’t even end with “I love you.”


Selma and her husband lived in Westfield, but Selma’s life was so shitty that she didn’t have much time for me or the house or anything else. When I was little, she’d been the one who took care of me most of the time. She was the one who listened for me in the night when I cried. Then Selma got married and her husband, Dave, made sure she paid attention to him, and only him. Seeing her meant seeing him. So she wasn’t far away at all, but instead of seeing her I just missed her. Dave was an ex-Marine who worked as a state trooper. A rough son of a bitch who thought being a rough son of a bitch was enough to get ahead as long as you were in uniform. But it wasn’t and he lost his job as a trooper. And when he came home, usually around dawn, from his job as a Wackenhut guard, he made Selma pay. Not long before I left Westfield I got into a fight with Dave. But it wasn’t so much to protect Selma, I realize now—I think I even realized it at the time—as it was to get something back from Westfield. Sometimes it’s only violence that can get something back for you.


In the seventeen and a half years I spent growing up in Kansas, I don’t think anyone who knew us knew that my father’s family was Muslim.


My mother was Catholic. My father had paid her way to the United States from Zagreb in 1954, the year before Selma was born. I always thought he married her for that skin of hers, and that beautiful hair. But the details, I just don’t know. There’s so much you don’t learn as a child in America. So much that doesn’t make sense. Of course I knew where Yugoslavia was on the map. My mother showed me Zagreb. She was proud, or maybe smug is a better word, that it was on the globe that she bought me one Christmas. My father’s hometown, a place called Drvar, was not. “Really even this is not his village,” she said. “His people were from Ljeska Župica. Can you even say that word, my love?” I tried but could not. “Never mind,” she said. “And thank God you do not need to.”


Our house was empty of mementos. Certainly there was nothing there you might have identified with Islam. But there was almost nothing you could have identified with Yugoslavia.


When I was about eight and very bored one afternoon and alone as usual after school I climbed on a chair and pulled down the steps from the trapdoor in the attic and spent a couple of hours rooting around up there—not looking for history, really, but for something, anything, that would satisfy my aimless curiosity. As I think on it, the attic was remarkably neat. Probably Mom couldn’t be bothered to put things up there. That was my father’s job, and he did impose some order. I found a box with a few old toys. I remember I found a kind of toy pinball machine and got excited, but the batteries had corroded inside and it wasn’t any good anymore. There were other boxes full of dusty old books with gray covers: Foreign Policy Journal. There were trunks, old trunks, the big green kinds with shiny studs on them and latches you had to shut with a padlock. But there were no stickers on them from faraway places. There wasn’t very much in that attic in Kansas to satisfy even the curiosity of an eight-year-old, except for a pair of large engravings. One showed a quaint old town with a bridge across a gorge. The glass was shattered in the frame as if it was hit with a fist, and instead of being repaired it had just been put up there in the attic. I couldn’t remember seeing it before, and I couldn’t read what it said at the bottom of the print. Much later I realized it must have been the bridge at Mostar. A tourist attraction of sorts. It was still there the first time I visited the city. But now, of course, it’s gone. The other engraving was of a cave. Deep and dark. It frightened me so much that I dreamed about it. And once I woke up screaming. But I was so ashamed that I couldn’t tell my mother why I was crying when she came to my bedroom. I couldn’t tell her I had slipped up to the attic. I didn’t dare. So the secret of the cave stayed with me, scaring me for months. And I’m not sure it had left me completely even when I joined the service.


Maybe if Dave had not been a Marine, I would have joined the Marines myself. When you’re seventeen that line about “a few good men” sounds very important. It has the steel edge of certainty about it at just that moment when you aren’t sure what the hell you want to be. And I was not at all sure, just then, who I was. But if Dave had been one of the few, I figured they could count me out.


Originally I thought about flying. Who doesn’t when he’s a kid? I thought Navy-Pilot-Right-Stuff and breaking all the barriers. Or Air Force, which was a little closer to home. Sometimes on the road to Wichita you’d see fighters roaring out of McConnell and feel your blood rise with the thunder of the engines. The whole time I was growing up, for as long as I could remember looking up at the sky and the clouds, I saw vapor trails. They were part of my dreams. But I knew enough, even when I was seventeen, to know that most of the men like me who went into the Air Force wound up as techies on the ground. I didn’t want to join the military to do lube jobs on landing gears. I wanted to know about combat. I wanted to know how I’d do with that kind of test.


In the end I joined the United States Army. There was a recruiting office set up in a booth at Town East Square in Wichita, and I hadn’t planned to sign up that weekend—Easter weekend, 1985—but there it was and I did it.


It’s amazing how little they want to know about who you are or where you came from when you fill out those forms. They worry about your age. Have you crossed the line of legal consent before you sign up to kill and be killed? Do you have the right number for your deductions and your taxes? Communicable diseases are a significant concern. They wanted to know was I homosexual.


But they don’t really care much, anyway not at first, where you’re from, what your true faith is, who your family are. You give an address like every other address in America. Just a street and a number, a town and a state and a code. It’s for the mail, that’s all. Your address isn’t you. They ask your race. Caucasian, that strange way of saying white. Or black. Or Hispanic, as if that were a race, or Oriental or American Indian or Polynesian. Half the list is about the spectrum of skin tones, and within that half, given that the Army is full of soldiers from places like Puerto Rico and Samoa and from the reservations—the not-quite Americans of the not-quite-united states—there are some nods to ethnic background. But Caucasian? That’s white and that’s all they’ve got to know. And then when they’ve asked that question about race they let it go, as if they didn’t care and couldn’t see, even though they don’t see much else. They’re blinded by white.


They don’t really ask your religion. (“Optional,” it says on some forms.) Decisions aren’t supposed to be made on the basis of race or creed. Sure, you’re always writing this stuff down, filling out papers for their statistics. But then your race and creed and ethnic origin—so much of what makes you “you” in other countries—is reduced to the safety of numbers in democratic America.


Dave and Selma lived in a semi-detached house in a little development not far from the Wal-Mart. They were that next step up from mobile homes, these “villas,” but they didn’t feel a lot more permanent. They were just so many walls that white trash blew up against.


And there was Dave standing in the door.


“What you want, Hunk?”


When I was seventeen, eighteen years old I couldn’t get over the idea that I was too skinny for six feet three. I wanted to feel lean and taut, but I was awkward and brittle. Which probably was one reason I wanted to go into the service. But, yeah, everybody called me “Hunk.” Some asshole was looking over my shoulder when I signed up for gym one day and saw me fill in my mother’s maiden name: Unkovic. So I became Hunk. I didn’t say anything about it. But when people used that name I shrank a little, and hated them a little for making that happen. And Dave, I hated him anyway.


“Selma here?”


“She’s restin’, Hunk.”


“Un-hunh. Well. I got something I want to talk to her about. She’s not asleep is she?”


“Don’t know. Don’t think so.”


And don’t give a shit, I thought.


We just stood there looking at each other, like there wasn’t anything else to say. The front door opened right into the living room and I was watching for Selma to hear us and come out from the bedroom, but she didn’t. Moths were swarming around the bulb over the door and around our faces. Finally one hit Dave in his half-open mouth and he spit and brushed it away. “Hunk, you come back tomorrow.”


“It’s no big deal, Dave. But I’m leaving tomorrow and I just wanted to talk to Selma about, you know, mail and stuff.”


“What time you leaving in the morning?”


“Real early. Before sunup.”


“Guess you’ll have to call her.”


“No, man. I want to see her.”


“Don’t think so,” he said, drawing himself up in the doorway, trying to bulk up and intimidate me like I was some traffic violator or small-time criminal perpetrator. “Now you just run along.”


There’s something in the glands of men like Dave that just picks fights. They’re like roosters in barnyards, but most of the time they’ve got no hens and poor Selma, God love her, she paid for whatever Dave was missing. I don’t think he even got much release out of beating her. It was just something he did, like jerking off. He knew I knew that Selma was hurting. She’d have a black eye; maybe a loose tooth. But he was going to face me down. And we stood there for a minute again, in silence, the bugs flying around our faces. And he was thinking we’d go through the whole predictable ritual of confrontation, the shoving and name-calling and the first hits, and then he’d come in on me fast and beat the living hell out of me. He was getting primed.


I knew Dave. I knew this house and I knew, asshole that he was, he kept his Wackenhut club next to the door. He’d shown it to me a couple of times. It was a full yard of hardened rubber with a flexible steel core and little ball bearings at the ends, a billy club gone high-tech and lethal. At least that is what you were supposed to think. Dave used to like to pick it up to make a point. Used to like to hold it in his hand and feel its weight. Used to play with it sometimes when he was sitting there in the living room talking on the phone.


“Well, let me come in for a second,” I said and started to shoulder past him. He pushed me against the doorjamb. I put my hand behind me to get steady and just looked at him. I don’t know why I was so calm, but I was almost limp against the doorway with his hand on my chest and his face in mine and the stink of stale beer and sticky saliva in my nose and—and I felt the end of the club in my hand.


Part of me had thought this through. Part of me had thought about Dave, and that stick. Maybe it was a dream. Maybe, having lived through this before in the quiet of my sleep, it was easier to handle now. But in that minute I broke all the patterns I’d learned. And didn’t shout or shove or call names. I just set out to take Dave apart as quickly and effectively as I could.


I pushed off from him, into the house, and stepped back, just to get a little room for maneuver. Didn’t threaten. Didn’t gesture. Didn’t scream. I just started swinging that damn club, and hard, damn hard. The first blow glanced off his forearm with a crack. He grabbed his wrist and that exposed his head just long enough for me to catch him with the backswing on the side of the skull behind the ear. That loosened his joints a little. Once. Twice. Again. And he wasn’t defending himself much anymore. He went down. I wanted the face. I wanted the teeth. But he was starting to curl up like a fetus as I kept swinging. Nine, ten, eleven. It was strange. I think I was actually counting out loud. I don’t know why. I don’t know what number I was looking for. Then just for a second the son of a bitch caught the end of the club. He wrenched, twisted, and pushed and knocked me off balance. I fell back over the little coffee table, but held on. Dave was dazed and he couldn’t quite get up and grip the end of the stick at the same time, and anyway it was slick with his blood and snot by then. I twisted it once more and got clean away. And I just kept beating him, wanting to be sure he wasn’t going to get up for a while. You don’t let someone like Dave get up.


Selma grabbed me from behind. She sank her fingernails into my cheeks near the eyeballs and I had to drop the club for a second to get her hands off my face and throw her back across the room. She stumbled and lost her balance, knocking over a trophy on a chest of drawers. Then she picked it up, the first weapon that came to hand. But I had the club again, and she shrank back.


Maybe we talked. Maybe we said something to each other. But I don’t think so. The only sounds that come back to me are the animal sound of my lungs and heart and the Velcro rasp of my tongue inside my dried-up mouth.


“You okay?” was all I remember saying. And all I remember from her was the fear and—yeah—the fascination in her eyes, like she hadn’t ever seen me before.


When I reported for duty in Wichita the next day, the scratches from Selma’s nails still made jagged stripes across my face, like tribal scars.





II


I did basic training at Fort Benning, in Columbus, Georgia. I heard from my mother a couple of weeks after I started that Dave had recovered, but slowly. He hadn’t pressed any kind of charges against me. That wouldn’t be his style. And, still, Selma stayed with him. Otherwise, not much word from Westfield, and not much time to think about it, really. I was settling into the new universe of the Army. My home became the barracks, my town the fort. And it was a nice town. It had class, I thought. The senior officers lived in big white houses on tree-lined streets that looked out on the golf course. (There are thirty-six holes at Benning.) The lawns were tidy and large. Sure, you knew this was an Army installation: in the middle of the main post the three jump towers were two hundred feet high, painted red and white, looking like stickmen from space. There were sheds filled with rows and rows of swing-landing trainers for paratroopers, soldiers twirling from them like chickens on conveyor belts. There were tanks and Hum-Vs and mortars in their own special parking lots, and warehouses so tightly guarded and rigged up with electronic surveillance that they set off your fuzz-buster whenever you drove by. No question, this was Army. But in every corner of the base, the buildings were as orderly as the Main Street America you see in old movies. There were even white clapboard churches with little steeples.


My mother actually wrote to me a couple of times, but I couldn’t quite write back. And then she stopped and I didn’t really care too much. Just about all that was left of my family was trouble, and I had another world to live in, now, and other concerns.


Ranger school was the first real test I faced in the Army, and I knew it would be. Even when you’re in basic you’re getting psyched for Ranger, if that’s the way you plan to go, and you could see it coming at you across the calendar like your personal doomsday. You convinced yourself no amount of PT was enough, you had to do more pushups, run longer distances, break your body down so it could come back strong at just that right moment when you’d need it—but you knew those moments were going to stretch into days, and weeks, and there was no way you were going to hold up. No way.


Even south Georgia was cool before dawn. The streetlights of Fort Benning glowed sulfur yellow along the roads, but on the path I took there were none. I was running by feel, navigating by shadows, letting my mind drop into that hole where the sound of your shoes hitting the ground goes, that hollow sound that sucks you in with it. I liked to be at that place where the sweat begins to pour off you and you think “Sweat,” and if you slow for a second at that hour it starts to cool and you think “Cold,” and if you keep going you think “Quit. The Pain.” But, hey, you do keep going. And all you hear is the rhythm of your feet. I’ve talked to some people who say that while they’re running they think. I guess I did, too. But I never remembered what it was that I’d thought. It was like sleep. Whatever it was that went through my mind only came back in pieces. No, I ran to keep from thinking. And I ran a lot in those days to become a Ranger.


The shower was the reward.


“I am fucking wiped out,” Clifton shouted over the water. “Wiped fucking out.” He’d been running, too. And we were going to be running some more. This was a pre-run run, for those of us with Ranger in our gut.


Water. Love the feel of the water on my face. Love to breathe it.


“You don’t know what tired is,” I said.


“We gonna be drones,” said Clifton. “Fucking drones.”


“If we’re lucky.” The water drummed against my eyelids.


“RE-COG-NIZING!” I shouted.


“Recognizing-that-I-volunteered-as-a-Ranger-fully-knowing-the-hazards-of-my-chosen-profession-I-will-always-endeavor-to-uphold-the-prestige-honor-and-high”—Clifton had been shouting in one long breath but now he stumbled for a second—” ‘esprit-de-corps’-of-the-Rangers.” Clifton took a quick breath and shouted back at me. “ACKNOWLEDGING!”


“Acknowledging the fact that a Ranger is a more elite soldier who arrives at the cutting edge of battle by land, sea, or air, I accept the fact that as a Ranger my country expects me to move further, faster and fight harder than any other soldier.—NEVER!”


“Never-shall-I-fail-my-comrades …” he went on.


“GALLANTLY,” I answered, reciting lines about respecting superior officers and keeping neat. Then I called out “ENERGETICALLY!”


And now we were in chorus:


“Energetically will I meet the enemies of my country. I shall defeat them on the field of battle for I am better trained, and will fight with all my might. Surrender is not a Ranger word. I will never leave a fallen comrade to fall into the hands of the enemy and under no circumstances will I ever embarrass my country.—READILY!


“Readily will I display the intestinal fortitude required to fight on to the Ranger objective and complete the mission, though I be the lone survivor.


“RANGERS LEAD THE WAY!”


It was easy enough to memorize the creed. The first letters of each paragraph spelled R-A-N-G-E-R. Sometimes I faltered around the housekeeping details, the neatness of dress, the care of equipment. Of course the lines that you actually learned first were “Surrender is not a Ranger word,” and “Though I be the lone survivor.”


The Appalachian forests where we did our mountain training were dark and open. The huge trees cast such black shade that only a few things could grow down below—ferns, hopeless little saplings, poison oak, and huge thickets of mountain laurel, the trunks twisted and hard, the leaves shining like polished leather. Every afternoon, almost so you could set your watch by it, the rains came.


When you’re humping on the twelfth mile of mountain trail, straight up half the time, straight down the other half, the rains make your life miserable. You start to lose your footing at every step, and you cling to roots, to branches, to anything you can grab ahold of to help you move. Then, when you don’t want them to, they grab you. “Wait-a-minute vines,” we called them. After a couple of days all of us were hurting bad, banged up from slides on narrow trails.


We stopped to regroup in a shallow depression among some laurel. Sunset was about an hour away, but here the twilight was deep already. The downpour seemed to increase right as we stopped, the rain falling in sheets that made it hard to see more than a few feet in any direction. It was dripping off the bills of our caps and the hoods of our ponchos like a liquid veil. But you didn’t want to stay still too long because the damp and the chill started to catch up with you.


“Infantry sunshine,” said Clifton.


“Yeah,” said Hernandez. “That tells you somethin’ about the infantry.” He was trying to whisper, but the rattle of the rain on the leaves was so heavy that the words came out in a hoarse shout.


I didn’t say anything for a minute. I was afraid if I started talking I’d lose my focus, give in to the cold and the ache and let myself slide.


“We’re close,” said Jackson. “Real close.”


“Yeah, you got it,” said Hernandez, hunkering down under his poncho. “But close to what?”


“Unless we fucked up, Alpha is defending a position on this hill. Should be this slope.”


“You think we got the right mountain?”


Nobody said anything. I was wondering if the rain could get any heavier. If it did, I figured we’d be swimming instead of walking. “Hey, I don’t know,” said Jackson, “but look, if we’ve plotted this right—” He started to reach for the map, but there was no point. Might as well throw it in a lake and try to read it underwater. “That path we came off should take a bend to the left in a couple hundred yards and work its way along a rock face. Alpha’s supposed to be in a kind of a cut just above it. Right?” said Jackson. A couple of us nodded. “But they—this rain. They must be in the middle of a waterfall right now.”


We all thought about this for a second. Nobody wanted to give Jackson right. But he could be right about this.


“Where do they move?” I said.


“Damned if I know. I don’t think they know.”


“They come back around the cliff,” said Hernandez.


“Jesus, think what the footing’s like.”


“Let’s go for them,” said Jackson. “In this rain, in this dark, if we’re guessing right we can catch them crawling.”


“They’re gonna be looking for us,” said Clifton.


“Yeah, but if we move in this rain they’re not gonna see us,” said Jackson. “Their thermal sights, their NVDs, they’re all gonna be fucked.”


“That’s why we love the rain, right?” said Hernandez, pulling on his collar with both hands as if that could stop the steady flow of water now running in rivers against his skin.


“Fucking love it,” I said.


I was convinced Jackson was an asshole. In fact I knew he was, and part of me wanted to see him prove it to everyone—including himself—with this stupid deployment in a downpour. He was too deep into the game. This stuff wasn’t in the mission profile. But we all moved out. We spread out on each side of the trail and in seconds we started to lose each other. Clifton became a blurred outline to my right. Jackson disappeared altogether to my left. We moved slowly, so slowly that it was hard to judge the distance we traveled. We were trying to stay parallel to the trail, but we only had a notion of where the trail was from the map burned into our minds and, sometimes, a break in the intensity of the rain. It seemed to have a rhythm to it, like the sky was heaving, throwing water at us, then holding back a little, then throwing some more. The leaves under our feet were slick, floating on mud, and the moment you put your weight wrong you slipped. As we got nearer the cliff trail the angle of the slope increased and it wasn’t just Alpha that was crawling. If Alpha was there at all.


A chill was working its way into my shoulders and the back of my neck, crawling down my spine, creeping under my ribs like a sickness. The tops of my legs ached. My right ankle, which I’d sprained any number of times as a kid, and which never was strong, had begun to throb and cramp. But I kept moving. “Focus,” I kept telling myself, repeating the word into my teeth, feeling the muscles of my face harden with it. “Focus.” An enormous, rotting tree blocked my way. Down to the right, the trail would let me get around it somehow. But our orders were to stay off that path. I looked down there to see who else was moving, but with the light gone and the rain still coming, I couldn’t make Clifton out. Couldn’t see anyone. Jackson was gone, too. I listened. Nothing but rain and leaves. I felt my way along the mosscovered bark. The wood was so full of rot it crumbled in my hand like wet paper. I figured it must be about seven feet high, and I didn’t have any idea how far it might go in either direction. I inched along the side of the tree until I felt the stub of a broken limb that seemed strong enough to step on. But even with that leg up, I couldn’t get any purchase on the wet moss and the wood. I pulled my combat knife and used it like a pick, stabbing my way along the green slimy surface of the tree.


And then, in a second, the rain stopped. I was grunting and hammering the blade into the rotting wood, and the forest fell silent. I froze and listened. There were scattered drops of water falling from the leaves. Nothing else that I could hear. And then I could see, coming at me, another curtain of water. If God had had a garden hose he couldn’t have made a cleaner line of water clattering down through the leaves. It was an onslaught, a stampede of rain. And I was over the tree and sliding down the other side, working my way through the light brush again toward the objective.


My head was pulled back so fast and so hard there was no time for thought and the blunt edge of the knife half-strangled me as I went down.


“You’re dead” was all that the breath in my ear said. Real quiet. No anger. Just a little adrenaline behind it. And dead right. I sat down where I was. The soldier from Alpha disappeared into the dark and rain before I could make out much more about him than that he’d left his kit somewhere. He was in his green T-shirt and his camouflage pants. He was black. He was moving fast.


“Now you men may think this is show-and-tell, but you better take a look at what I’m showing you if you want to live to tell about it.”


Everybody tried to be serious, but there was something about the sergeant with the little bottles that made you want to laugh—at the same time your flesh was starting to crawl. He was standing on the tailgate of a transport truck and we were standing in the high grass, getting ready to start the phase of the program in north Florida swamps, and he was giving us his little talk on snakes, scorpions, and spiders.


“You men—any women here?—no—you men are going to be walking into the poison capital of America this morning. Things that crawl, things that fly, things that swim, things that rub against you while you’re marching and creep in with you when you’re sleeping. Here at Eglin we’ve got them all.”


He told us about cottonmouths and copperheads, timber rattlers, some of them as big around as your arm, and coral snakes, those quiet, colorful little serpents. “If you are bitten you probably are not going to feel much. It’s going to get a little numb around the bite. Then the poison goes to work on your nervous system. Maybe your skin gets real sensitive, maybe light starts to hurt you, your heart starts beating so fast you don’t know what’s happening, you go blind, you shit in your pants. We can’t tell you exactly what is going to happen to you, but if you don’t guess right about what bit you, and fast, then you are in trouble.”


“Excuse me, sir.”


“Yes, sir.”


“What’s the procedure if we’re in trouble?”


“Medevac. We’ll get to that.”


I could hear Clifton talking under his breath and I nudged him. “But will Medevac get to me?” he whispered.


The sergeant didn’t have as much to say about scorpions. Maybe he thought their looks made the point. It was a relief to hear that we probably wouldn’t die from a scorpion sting. It was pretty obvious that the sergeant was bored by scorpions.


If you listen to enough of these talks, you realize that there are some medics who are just repeating what they’re told to repeat, and some who are really into it, and the ones who are really, really into it have their favorites. This sergeant, you could tell, liked spiders. He held up a tarantula that looked big enough to eat a sparrow. “You wake up one morning with this crawling across your face and—nothing. This is not Hollywood. Pick it up and put it in your pocket if you want. Impress your friends. I’m not saying it won’t bite you. But your tarantula is not going to take a big piece out of your day.


“This, on the other hand”—he held up a bottle with something inside that looked like a big black grape with legs—”is a problem. This is a black widow. Take a close look. There’s nothing on eight legs that looks like this, and, as I say, it bites you, you got a problem.”


I’d never seen anything quite like it, that’s for sure, and I was fascinated. You hear about black widows from the time you’re a little boy. Kids spook each other with stories about how horrible they are. And there’s no mistaking them. They look like finely engineered bits of evil, black as space, with that red hourglass on their bellies. Why so damn black? Why the red? Why an hourglass? They’re not natural. They don’t blend with anything. They’re just there, evil and alien and waiting to kill you.


“Two tiny red dots may appear where it bites, but you might or might not feel it. Then the swelling begins after a few minutes. Cramps. Pain that makes you scream. Your muscles go stiff. Sometimes you get an erection—yeah, but it doesn’t go away. Your penis swells and you can’t urinate. You get chills, you get rashes, and your muscles tie up in knots, and, if you’re lucky, you get to somewhere where there’s antiserum. You do not have any in your kits. And if you are not lucky—well, the best way to deal with this situation is to stay alert in the first place.”


“You,” said a whisper just behind me and talking to me. “You are one of my dead men.”


I turned enough to see a black soldier, but there wasn’t much I could tell about him. He was almost as tall as I was, but his frame was heavier. I expected him to smile, but he wasn’t giving anything away. “By that big tree day before yesterday,” he said.


“Alpha.”


“You got it.”


“Brown recluse,” said the sergeant, holding up a bottle with a little shriveled spider in it that looked a lot like something you’d find in the dust that settles in the corner of a tool shed. “We have more problems with these than any other spider at Eglin,” he said. “If it bites you, probably it won’t kill you, not directly, but you might wish that it had. The area around the bite goes pale and you feel a stinging sensation, or a burn. Then the hemorrhages start into the skin around the bite, the flesh starts to decay, and infections can start very easily. There may also be internal bleeding, convulsions, cardiovascular collapse. Death.


“So—your tarantula, which looks big and hairy and dangerous, is not. Your black widow is dangerous as hell, but you know it when you see it. The brown recluse, which will be hiding in the kinds of dry places you’re going to want to sleep and to rest, is the most dangerous of all, in my humble judgment, because it is the one you forget about. Any questions?”


I had a question for the soldier behind me, but when I turned around he’d gone. I wasn’t going to look for him. But I could feel a good hate for him coming on, and the idea that he wanted that didn’t make it any better.


We saw plenty of snakes in the swamps at Eglin Air Force Base, especially cottonmouths. We would spend five, six, sometimes almost eight hours paddling through the cypress stumps, then wading over and around them, and on top of them. They stabbed you and tripped you and snagged you. And more than once, a cottonmouth came gliding toward us across the black surface of the water, then made its way right through the momentarily frozen collection of humans. Soon we quit caring.


That first night we tried to be sure there were no scorpions in our boots, no brown recluses lurking in the site we chose to sleep in. But who could tell? None of us was bitten by anything but mosquitoes and chiggers. By the second night we were so beat it didn’t seem to matter.


Eglin, on the edge of Florida’s armpit, bracketed between towns called Niceville and Valparaiso and Bagdad, is a special, humid little corner of hell. You spend sixteen days there rotting on the move. When you first get into the Zodiacs you think you’re going to keep your feet up and fairly dry. But you cramp in the same position after a while. The rubber on your ass, the mosquitoes and gnats in your face, the sweat oozing from every place in your body and turning to lines of cheese in your groin, all that breaks down your good intentions pretty fast and you let your feet drag in the cool when you get a chance. Then they turn white and wrinkle. The calluses you’ve built up in basic and with all the running and marching and the action in the mountains, they all peel away.


Your brain starts to unravel a little, too. One afternoon on a small rise in the middle of the swamp I saw a cluster of flowers. Not just ordinary swamp flowers, but a selection of daisies like something from a florist shop. And I thought, Isn’t that pretty? and Isn’t that weird, here? and then, It’s not here. I just looked at it, and looked at it. Still there. But I didn’t want to reach out and touch it because I knew it wasn’t.


“You lose something?” Hernandez asked when he saw me move my hand through the air where the flowers were not.


On the morning of about the twelfth day it turned strangely, suddenly cool at night and we all slept with a chill on us, then woke up early. Clifton sat up, rubbed his eyes. I shined my flashlight low in his direction and it caught what looked like a wrinkle on the earth behind him. “Freeze,” I whispered hard. He did. “Stand up and—and don’t look back until you’ve taken a couple steps forward.” A copperhead had slithered in under him while he slept, for the warmth, but he’d been so completely out of it that he hadn’t moved the whole time. I was frightened for him and my pulse was racing. When I saw that he actually saw the snake I was relieved, too.


“There is something they’re not telling us about this place,” said Hernandez after the first night marching in the desert at Dugway Proving Ground in Utah.


“What they are telling us is bad enough,” I said. “My feet are like hamburger. I’m so tired I’m seeing things. My stomach’s got a knot in it, and I don’t know if I’m coming down with the flu, or just beat to hell, or one of these goddamn chemical agents is doing something to me. How are you feeling?”


“Same as you—that’s what I mean. I think there’s something leaking, you know? I think they didn’t clean it all up. But, like, I can’t use the antidote because I don’t know and the antidote fucks you up.”


“I was kidding. The detector says there’s nothing.”


“Yeah. But maybe they fixed it.”


“Aw, shit, man. Leave that alone.”


“And what about biological agents? What about those? Anthrax? Q-fever? Shit.”


“Shut up.”


“Suppose there are some of those little anthrax spores around? Just leftovers? All you got to do is breathe one in. Bingo. One hundred percent dead.”


“Shut the fuck up. We are here and we are not going to get out of here, and it ain’t going to make things better if we make ourselves crazy.” We didn’t talk after that. Maybe we were afraid to.


It was the middle of summer but we were in the high desert, six thousand feet up, where the air is crisp and light shines through it with an edge. All night long the black of the sky had been perforated by the stars as brilliantly as the dome of a planetarium, but now that I could lie back and look at them for a second, some were already disappearing behind the first light of dawn. Soon there would be only the planets and the sliver of the moon, and then the sun. But I couldn’t sleep, and as much as I tried to concentrate on the stars my mind wouldn’t let go of the random facts we’d been taught about chemical warfare since the first days of basic.


Night is the best time for chemicals, I thought. A calm, cool night, a light breeze. Perfect for killing. Sun causes most of the chemical agents to break down. Sunlight alone can reduce by sixty percent the area covered effectively by nerve gases. A high wind can carry lethal doses of some nerve gas for a hundred miles, but it’s unpredictable. It can dilute the gases, too. You pop the top on a night like this, though, and—what kind of gas would it be? What did they try out here at Dugway back in the 1960s? What didn’t they try? They only taught us about the obvious stuff. Your mustard and your blister gas, a big favorite of the Russians that left you writhing in pain and your skin peeling off your body like a slug covered in salt. These were called “harassing agents.” They weren’t necessarily going to kill you, but they took you out of action fast. The first thing they destroyed was your eyes.


Then there were the ones that were meant to be lethal: choking gas like phosgene, the big killer in World War I, which shut down your lungs; and blood gas, usually based on cyanide, which threw you into convulsions before you suffocated and died.


And night was the best time for them all.


I never could identify the planets, except to know they weren’t stars. Venus. Mars. Love and war. Silver blue and red, they said, but I wondered if I was just imagining the colors.


Some of the nerve gases had exotic names, almost mystical-sounding, like Tabun and Soman. Others were cold and technological, like car models, CMPF and VR-55 and VX. They were very sophisticated and the formulas could be adjusted so that the lethal effects lingered effectively for twenty minutes in some cases, up to two thousand seven hundred hours in others. In a war the nerve gases probably were not going to be used on the front lines, because they were too dangerous for your own men. They were designed mainly to go at the rear guard, the airfields, and, while nobody said it straight out, the civilian population. They were the most terrible of the chemical weapons because you didn’t have to breathe them to die. You just had to touch them, and you didn’t know when you had. You couldn’t see them, or smell them. You could only feel what they did to you. People would drop quickly, like victims of a plague in the Bible, and they might never know what hit them.


Back in the heyday of Dugway our American scientists would have shot these agents in rockets and artillery shells, sprayed them like insecticide from crop dusters, drenched this wasteland of sand and mesquite, Gila monsters and sidewinders with the most evil compounds they could devise, sure that the Russians had developed something even worse. They experimented a lot with delayed delivery systems, devices like mines left to go off when the enemy had overrun your position. If any of those were forgotten or misplaced they could still—


But this was not what I wanted to think about. “RECOGNIZING that I volunteered …,” I started repeating to myself, but repetition didn’t work. My mind kept veering back to the gases. Now, I thought, they sent Rangers here to train, with our feet raw and rotted and bleeding from the swamps, with our systems overloaded with fatigue, and marching hour after hour in MOPP-4—full chemical, biological, and nuclear warfare gear—the rubberized suits with the activated charcoal lining and the drawstrings and Velcro and the hood and the gas mask, of course, and the straw to drink your water from a sealed bottle like a huge fly sucking from a flower. And then sometime we’d cross the very same ground MOPP-0, more or less normal combat gear, the suits and masks stowed and no protections at all but the little antidote kits we were told not to use until convulsions started. Were they just training us, or testing us? Or testing the equipment and testing the effects, years later, of the chemicals? Who the hell knew? But—every one of us felt something was wrong. But—even if nothing was wrong, we were told, we would think so. A big part of chemical and biological warfare was the way the stuff worked on your mind when you started to think about it.


Time to take a shit, I thought, and moved as quietly as I could over a low rise near the camp and dug a little trench with my knife. As I squatted and looked around I saw another soldier at the limit of my vision in the rose-gray twilight. He was black and I couldn’t begin to make out his features, but if he saw me at all he took no notice. At first I thought he was there for the same reason I was, but then I saw he was pulling off his boots. I finished my business and watched. He was taking a kind of bath with water from his canteen, rinsing his hands, splashing his face, rubbing behind his ears, over his head, even washing his feet. The idea of the chemicals must really have gotten to him, I thought. He’s trying to wash them off. Now he was standing with his hands resting on his chest and his head bent down a little bit, like a vertical corpse. This wasn’t decontamination. I couldn’t figure out what he was doing. I stayed there in the shadows, watching. He was facing the stain of light just starting to spread across the eastern horizon. And he dropped to his knees and put his head to the ground.


Damn, I thought. I’ll be damned. I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t. I moved closer. The morning was as still as pond water and I had to take care. Even the sound of my pants legs rubbing together could have been heard. As it was the sand slipping beneath my boots filled my ears with its noise. About thirty yards away I could start to make out the soldier’s features. It was him. Alpha. His eyes were closed and as he kneeled his head touched a stone on the ground. He was muttering to himself with his ass in the air. It would have been so easy to put my knife to his throat the way he had put his to mine. But I left it in the sheath. Weird and funny as the spectacle seemed that first time that I saw it in person, I recognized it from travel movies on late-night TV and old cartoons on Saturday mornings as the ritual of prayer. This wouldn’t be the moment for revenge, I thought.


He stood again, unmoving, then shook his head slightly as if waking from a deep sleep. He didn’t look in my direction, but I heard his voice.


“You know how I got you in Georgia?” he said.


“The noise,” I said. “Climbing over the tree.”


“No, soldier. The smell,” he said, turning to look at me, his eyes white and clear in the dawn light, and angry for reasons I could not penetrate. “The white devil stinks,” he said.


He walked away and I let him go. I was tired, too tired to move, too surprised to think of anything to say. He disappeared over a small dune. I had been crouching and as I stood up I realized I’d grabbed a handful of sand. My knuckles were white around it. Funny how fear and anger can leave your brain calm while your body ties in knots. I stared at my clenched fist. I loosened my grip. The rough grains slipped through the creases of my hand like time.





III


I led an oddly peaceful life at Hunter Field near Savannah, Georgia, improving my leadership, survival, and killing skills and falling in love and thinking about raising a family. The Army gave my life an order it hadn’t had, if not quite the order I’d expected.


In my first year, in fact it was at Eglin in the swamp one night, an idea came to me that helped me to endure. I kept focusing on it for the rest of the time I was there, and then at Dugway, too, and eventually it took shape in my mind as something that was mysterious but gave me power: there is strength in submission. I thought in those days that the notion was original, a kind of pact I made with myself. It wasn’t like me. My way had been to never give in, ever. But I focused on this notion and built on it and repeated it to myself like I was going to work myself into a trance with it, convincing myself that you could give in and be strong at the same time. And in the most basic sense it worked. I stayed on duty, stayed on track. I guess I just knew that if I talked and acted in the Army the way I had done all my life in Westfield, always ready to fire back at any insult, real or imagined, always letting people know what I thought of them, well, I wasn’t going to make it in the Army. And I did want to make it. I really did. Especially as a Ranger.


I wanted to erase my past and make of myself something completely new. I wanted independence from everything I’d known, from my mother and sisters, from the memory of my father, from the boredom of the malls and the backyards. But I didn’t have a clear idea, really, what that new me would be like. A Ranger. Yeah. Maybe an officer someday. But I couldn’t quite picture that life. I defined myself entirely by what I was not. So I learned in those days to give in and to let the world I’d entered make of me what it would. I learned not only to take orders, but to absorb them, endure them, digest them, internalize them, even, in a weird way, to enjoy them. Eventually I was fascinated by the discipline itself.


There was a part of me, I believed, that could become a machine.


But by the end of three years, when I was based at Hunter and a fairly skilled survivor and quite able to kill on full automatic, I’d started to lighten up.


Partly, it’s a fact, you have to have a sense of humor to do demolition work, and by then that was my particular specialty: knowing how to blow up the enemy, and keep him from doing the same to me. The basic techniques are no-brainers, like most of what you do in the Army. Setting up a Claymore mine by the side of a trail, for instance, is at most a problem of style. Any fool can read the directions, figure the pattern of the blast, and set the detonator to fire. The most basic tripwire uses a clothespin and a plastic spoon. Nothing exotic about it. But the trick is in the precise positioning, and in the camouflage. You want to be able to deceive and eliminate someone who knows every bit as much as you. In the killing game you have to imagine constantly that your enemy is smarter, more creative, and more committed than you are. If you believe that, then there is always the incentive to think. There is always the little adrenaline rush of fear. And you live longer. Get it wrong just once and, as one of my instructors used to say, there’s nothing left of you but pink smoke. You can be deadly serious about this stuff. But if you are, you’ll likely be dead sooner rather than later. You have to stay loose. Alert but loose. And to do that, sometimes you have to laugh.


The other reason I lightened up was Josie.


The base itself was a decent enough place to live, and the South, with its slow ways, was generally pretty kind to me. Even now, when I see Spanish moss and live oaks, palmettos and sawgrass, I get this weird rush that’s partly the security of familiarity, partly the thrill of battle. We spent a lot of time crawling in that gray sand and red clay, hiding among those leaves and burying ourselves in the pinestraw, hardening our bodies, working on our timing, refining our discipline, simulating death. And then we’d play—at the beach, in boats, and, for a while in my case, at the service clubs. But after I met Josie other women and other worlds seemed a little bit beside the point.


I first saw her, as it happened, in a filling station. I had an old Nova I picked up at Benning for eight hundred dollars. One stifling Sunday in June it just barely limped into the Fina station outside Hunter’s Montgomery Gate, then died on me. There was nobody around. Even the car wash was shut. I tried to make a few adjustments myself, but the engine still sputtered and coughed, strangled and croaked, and I was stupid with the heat and couldn’t begin to figure out what to do. I could feel the sun burning through the shirt on my back. Sweat was running into the corners of my eyes and as I was wiping it off, smearing grease across the bridge of my nose and feeling just about as grungy as I could get, I looked up and saw her smiling, sipping a Pepsi. She was leaning on the fender of her old Triumph convertible in front of Road Savannah Import Auto Repair, a little junkyard of rusting Alfas and MGs that looked like it was closed, too.


“Need some help?” she called out.


I looked out at her again. I still wasn’t sure she was talking to me. I could feel the blood rushing to my face and I fooled around under the hood. I was clueless before she arrived and now I was completely distracted. She walked over and stood behind me, still sipping the Pepsi. I felt, well, kind of trapped.


“Looks like nothing’s open around here,” she said. “Should have known on a Sunday, but sometimes Jim Bob works odd hours. Sure you don’t want some help?”
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