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The weather that day had been the same as the weather the day before, and the day before that, and the day before that day. With the breeze, it was balmy. It was Saturday, and I was a young American infantry soldier in Panama. I was training, doing army jungle operations training close to both the canal and the city of Colon, and only training as Operation Just Cause had been over for over a year, and so the weekends were for R and R. 

Most of my morning had been spent in a small utilitarian weight room in the basement of a three story building about two hundred feet from the water. The walls of the room were thick plaster, and they were blue, but there were big holes in the walls where you could see the white plaster. There were two small windows up high. Unfortunately they were the only windows. With little breeze down there, it was stuffy and, as everywhere else, humid. Everything metal in the room—barbells, plates, collars, etc.—was rusted. I soon got rust all over the brown t-shirt I was wearing as well as my hands and shorts, and I was sweating heavily. All this made the weights seem heavier. It was too much at times—I didn’t speak while I was down there, and the three or four other guys in there did likewise.

Afterwards, I went back to my barracks, walking past a few common areas along the way. All the buildings in the area were in a straight line, and all the buildings were well spaced, separated by large green lawns, perfect places to muster or to play. Like every building in this area, my barracks was three stories. It contained large open bays that were packed with bunks. Although each floor had only one latrine, the latrines were big. 

I bunked on the second floor. As I was walking to my bunk, I was struck by how quiet the barracks were. I had my pick of the sinks when it came time to shave and brush my teeth, and I enjoyed a privacy that I was unaccustomed to as the large communal shower room was nearly empty. I dressed by myself for a change and, wearing swim trunks and a civilian t-shirt and carrying a towel, headed to the local PX, which was a small ground level shop in a nearby building. 

I stepped into the shop from the walkway, which was bustling with soldiers in brightly colored civvies. I felt rich at the time—a young E-4 Specialist making approximately $1,000 a month, one with cash since there was no way to spend money in the jungle. Inside the cramped, dark shop, I browsed for a few minutes, enjoying the only air conditioning I ever experienced in Panama. I bought a refrigerated bottle of red Gatorade, because I thought it was good for me, and a bottle of Panama Jack suntan spray, because I thought it helped with the tanning process immensely. 

I put my towel in the bag with my suntan spray and stepped outside, cold, sweet drink in one hand, plastic sack in the other. Panama turned out to be the one place on earth I could tan. Sometimes the sun would be straight overhead, casting no shadow, an eerie display of exactness and order. At that moment, you were, literally, at the center of the earth. The inherent powers of this most unearthly place coupled with the mysterious properties of Panama Jack suntan spray, its mere application seeming to bronze my skin, ensured that I was copper toned at the beach.

Heading to the beach, I walked along an asphalt road where there were never any vehicles. Fortunately I ran into Presley, a friend from another platoon, and together we did the ten minute walk to the only nearby coastline that was called the beach. Everyone called it the beach because that part of the coast had lots of sand as well as a good, unobstructed view of the ocean.

The sand here was coarse and heavy; it could hurt your feet, but at the same time, it wouldn’t be carried by the lazy winds of that day. My platoon was having a cookout for lunch today, so I appreciated sand that stayed on the ground. 

As I walked closer to the gate to the beach, I looked through and over the low chain link fence, seeing two of my sergeants standing over a large grill, smoke rising from the fire. I could already smell beef cooking. I walked past the open gate and said hello to both sergeants. They greeted me, smiles on their faces. 

I threw my towel down and took off my shirt and shoes. I removed wood debris that had washed up and smooth pebbles by tossing them aside and spread my towel out with painstaking precision. This spot was my property now; I had just staked a claim.

It was now time to work on my tan. I pulled the Panama Jack out of the bag and, fearing the mist, held my breath while waiting for the air to clear somewhat. The spray smelled intoxicatingly good. The airborne oils made the beach smell like a beach.

I didn’t know that I had so many muscles until I rubbed the spray in and over them. My muscles were hard and shapely, and the oil made my body look even more impressive. Now I was really glad that I had worked out that morning. I had been working out religiously since my seventeenth birthday, and I still had the enthusiasm of a beginner.

I looked around me, in order to compare my physique to everyone else’s. I was average height, 5’11” tall, and I weighed around 200 pounds. I could see my abs, but some of the guys were smaller and leaner as they didn’t lift weights regularly and ate less than I did. Some of the guys were about my size, x-football players, heavier wrestlers, and country boys. One of the sergeants was large and muscular but thick waisted. Some of the sergeants looked used up. Some of the men looked untrained even though we all got plenty of exercise.

When we weren’t hiking through jungles, forests, and deserts or playing war games, we were usually back at the barracks. There, we did PT (physical training) for an hour almost every morning. PT usually consisted of pushups, situps, mountain climbers, arm circles, and other calisthenics followed by a four mile run. Sometimes we did chin ups and climbed ropes and did sprints instead. Sometimes we ran the entire hour. You get the idea, though.

We were infantry (11 Bravo). At this time all infantry soldiers were men. There were zero women in the US infantry. Women did other physically demanding jobs as well as desk jobs, but the infantry was the exclusive domain of men. One reason for the restriction was that few women were strong enough to meet the expectations of the job. Our equipment was very heavy, sometimes over one hundred pounds per soldier, and sometimes we hiked twenty miles in one day, all while carrying that equipment. And we were all expected to be able to fireman’s carry the heaviest man in the unit, in case he became seriously injured.

As I looked around, I noticed one fact that I had grown accustomed to: I was surrounded by only men. This was unfortunate, for
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