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			PREFACE

			Dana Gioia
 Chairman, National Endowment for the Arts

			 

			There are countless books of military history and wartime reminiscence, but I don’t believe that there ever has been a collection quite like Operation Homecoming. This volume contains writing by members of the U.S. military who have been involved in the war in Afghanistan and Iraq. It is not an official publication. The writing did not emerge from an armed forces or congressional history project but grew out of a series of workshops sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts and conducted by a group of distinguished American writers. The volume was edited by a civilian panel of writers, editors, and historians. Most important, the writing was not composed after the conflicts it describes had concluded. It was created in the midst of the war, sometimes even on the front lines. Finally, as Operation Homecoming is published, the war it discusses is still under way.

			The idea for Operation Homecoming emerged—oddly enough—in a tavern full of poets. In April 2003, at the first gathering of the nation’s state poet laureates, the conversation turned to the war in Iraq and Afghanistan. Marilyn Nelson, poet laureate of Connecticut, talked about the stress and uncertainty faced by the troops being mobilized for combat. The daughter of a Tuskegee Airman, Nelson knew the pressures on military families. Having recently taught as a visiting writer at the United States Military Academy at West Point, she suggested that the enlisted men and women might benefit from the opportunity to write about their experiences. We spoke about how separate the worlds of literature and the military are in our society, and how crucially important the art of literature might be to military personnel undergoing huge changes in their lives. What would happen if the nation fostered a conversation between its writers and its troops?

			The National Endowment for the Arts exists to bring the best of the arts to all Americans, but up to this point, the agency had never done anything to serve the more than three million Americans in the military or military families. Perhaps this omission reflected a sort of unexamined cultural snobbism. At the very least, it reflected a failure of imagination on the agency’s part. The new project, which was soon named Operation Homecoming, allowed us to both democratize and extend the reach of the agency’s programs.

			Operation Homecoming is a unique program in American literary history. It invited troops and their families to discuss and write about their wartime experiences while the events were still happening, rather than years later. Participants were encouraged to write in any form—fiction, poetry, drama, memoir, journal, or letters. Most of the workshops were conducted among troops who had just been rotated out of frontline combat. These sessions were also open to spouses, to discuss their experience on the home front. (This may be the first American war in which many of those spouses are male.) In some cases, workshops were held with military personnel still serving in combat zones, such as the sessions on the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson in the Persian Gulf. The writings contained in this book are not retrospective accounts of a completed conflict, but rather episodes from a war still unfolding and unfinished. Furthermore, these accounts did not emerge from a traditional military history program but grew out of a unique series of lectures, seminars, and workshops conducted by a distinguished group of American writers—nearly three dozen novelists, historians, poets, dramatists, and journalists—who operated free from any official constraints other than basic security guidelines.

			There seemed many good reasons to create Operation Homecoming. First, the program met genuine human needs by providing people facing enormous challenges with the opportunity for reflection and clarity that the reading and writing of literature afford. Second, the program had historic importance, creating personal accounts of the war—from the combat zone to the home front—by individuals who would not normally be heard. The reports on the war from politicians and journalists were printed and broadcast daily. Now there would be an opportunity to give voice to the troops themselves. Third, the project had literary potential: Some new literary talent would almost certainly emerge from the hundreds of novice writers engaged in the NEA workshops. Finally, the workshops themselves had a social and cultural importance by bringing together writers and military personnel—two groups who do not customarily mix in contemporary America.

			The original plan for Operation Homecoming was to offer ten workshops on five bases. Each base would host two visiting writers, who would teach and lecture. To prepare for the workshops, each base would receive copies of books by visiting writers and a CD audiobook featuring selections of American war literature from the Civil War through the Vietnam era. So that this new program would not divert funds from other Arts Endowment grants, we secured private support from The Boeing Company. We then chose one of the agency’s regional partners, the Southern Arts Federation, to help administer the program.

			Assembling the writers to conduct the workshops, the Arts Endowment consciously sought a faculty of distinction and diversity. We wanted writers who represented a variety of literary genres and who spanned the political spectrum. Virtually everyone we invited agreed to participate. Our initial faculty represented an impressive sampling of America’s finest writers, including Richard Bausch, Mark Bowden, Tom Clancy, Judith Ortiz Cofer, Barry Hannah, Victor Davis Hanson, Bobbie Ann Mason, Marilyn Nelson, Jeff Shaara, and Tobias Wolff. Meanwhile, a number of other writers were interviewed and recorded for the audiobook, including Shelby Foote, James Salter, Louis Simpson, and Richard Wilbur. Since we planned to publish the best of the writing in an anthology, the project also needed an editor. Once again we were fortunate to secure our first choice—Andrew Carroll, editor of War Letters and Letters of a Nation. Neither we nor Carroll, however, yet realized the ultimate scope of the burgeoning project we had initiated.

			As it turned out, our original plan proved utterly inadequate. We announced the program to the public on April 20, 2004. When news of Operation Homecoming appeared in the media the next day, NEA phones began ringing, fax machines whirred, and e-mails poured into our headquarters at the Old Post Office in Washington, D.C., as military personnel and their families asked to participate. Some soldiers even called from Baghdad and Kabul on their satellite phones, eager to sign up for workshops. For weeks, letters and manuscripts continued to arrive, including several powerful testimonies by Vietnam War veterans who wished they had been offered a similar chance to come to terms with their difficult wartime experiences. All of this happened before the program had even begun. We realized that our initial plan would need to be expanded. The Boeing Company graciously agreed to increase its support, and several new faculty were recruited, including actor-playwright Stephen Lang, who agreed to visit bases abroad.

			The Arts Endowment gave the visiting writers total freedom in conducting their workshops. They were not told what to teach, and they in turn gave their participants complete freedom on how and what to write. The objective of the program was to give voice to the American troops and their families. There was no way to accomplish this mission except by allowing them complete liberty.

			Eventually, the Arts Endowment conducted not ten but fifty writing workshops, which reached twenty-five bases in five countries, as well as an aircraft carrier and fleet ship in the Persian Gulf. More than 6,000 troops and spouses attended small-group writing workshops. Another 25,000 troops received our audiobooks. Nearly 2,000 manuscripts were submitted for the anthology, totaling well over 10,000 pages. (The staff eventually stopped counting.) Two independent editorial panels of writers, historians, journalists, and editors sifted through the copious material to make the final selection—ultimately only 5 percent of the total submissions. Once again, the editorial panel had no mandate except to find the best writing possible, without reference to point of view or political content. The Department of Defense played no role in selecting the contents of the book.

			There is something in Operation Homecoming to support every viewpoint on the war—whatever the political stance. There is also something to contradict every viewpoint on the war. I have no doubt that certain readers (or reviewers) will quote some individual passage to prove or disprove some political theory. But such selective reading misses the true character of this volume. Operation Homecoming has no single author or common point of view. The volume comprises a chorus of one hundred voices heard as much in counterpoint as in harmony. These independent-minded people have earned their right to speak, and they do so candidly.

			No one who reads the entire book will emerge with his or her views on the war unchanged—no matter what those initial views may be. Operation Homecoming is a book about a war, America’s current war in Iraq and Afghanistan. The book presents a stark and powerful composite, full of passionate, diverging individual accounts. It’s a book not about politics but about particulars. Someone suggested the book be marketed as the first “official” account of the war, but “official” is exactly what Operation Homecoming is not. The book presents some one hundred unofficial accounts of the war—from the battleground to the home base. Official language strives for objectivity, scope, and balance. These stories are personal, emotional, and focused. These testimonies seem precise because they are individual and authentic.

			One cannot tell the story of a nation without telling the story of its wars, and these often harrowing tales are most vividly told by the men and women who lived them. Today’s American military is the best trained and best educated in our nation’s history. They have witnessed events that are changing both our nation and the world. Their perspectives enlarge and refine our sense of current history. It is time to let them speak.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Andrew Carroll

			

			“Emotionally,” U.S. Navy Captain William J. Toti writes of those who serve in the American armed forces, “we pretend we’re bulletproof.”

			Toti was at the Pentagon on the morning of September 11 when a commercial airliner carrying fifty-nine innocent civilians slammed into the building at more than five hundred miles an hour. It would be months before he could speak about the carnage he had seen, and he did not express how fully traumatized he was by the terrorist attack until he began putting his feelings down on paper. Some veterans, particularly those who have witnessed firsthand the horrors of war, go their entire lives without ever discussing their experiences.

			Their reluctance is understandable. Many do not want to burden friends or relatives with their memories, and others question whether their loved ones would even be able to comprehend the harsh realities of life on the front lines. Some are also unwilling to confide in their fellow troops for fear of appearing weak or unstable. Despite increased efforts by the government to promote counseling for servicemen and women, military traditions and training have fostered a culture that ultimately values silent forbearance—not individual self-expression—in the face of adversity.

			Which is why, when the National Endowment for the Arts first approached me about editing an anthology based on their Operation Homecoming initiative, my immediate reaction was to say no. Sending prominent novelists, poets, and historians to lead workshops on military bases was, I thought, an inspired and truly commendable idea. But I doubted much would come of it. Expecting active-duty personnel and their families to divulge their most private thoughts in stories, poems, memoirs, and other writings and then forward these submissions to an agency within the executive branch of the U.S. government seemed unrealistic, to say the least.

			Though past generations of troops have produced their share of authors, the percentage is minuscule compared to the number who served. And most of the veterans who became literary giants—Ambrose Bierce, E. E. Cummings, Kurt Vonnegut, Joseph Heller, Norman Mailer, Tim O’Brien, Tobias Wolff—were published years, if not decades, after they returned home. This distance not only gave them the opportunity to process their thoughts, it enabled them to write freely, unconstrained by military censorship or oversight. The official language of war tends to downplay and sanitize combat through euphemisms and slang, covering it with layers of verbal camouflage; dead civilians are “collateral damage,” the accidental killing of a comrade is “friendly fire,” the intentional killing of one is “fragging,” and a GI who steps on a land mine and explodes in a shower of flesh and blood is “pink mist.” Would men and women in uniform today reveal the true brutality of warfare in any of their writings? And if so, would the NEA allow them to be published?

			Less than twenty-four hours after the launch of Operation Homecoming, service members and their families began inundating the agency with diaries, essays, song lyrics, haikus, eulogies, sketches, self-published newsletters, e-mails, letters, short fiction, and full-length novels and autobiographies. Although the submissions centered primarily on life in the military, the contributors displayed a knowledge of and passion for literature, religion, geography, and culture. One soldier paid homage to Thornton Wilder by composing a humorous, sharply written play titled “Our Post.” Kathy Roth-Douquet, the wife of a Marine Corps officer commanding a helicopter squadron in Iraq, alluded to Emily Dickinson’s “Hope Is the Thing with Feathers” in her more contemporary version, “Emily, Updated”:

			

			Helicopters

			   fly without

			      feathers

			         Hope

			            is the thing

			               with armor.

In an e-mail to his two young boys, Cavan and Crew, an Air Force lieutenant colonel named Chris Cohoes marveled at the ancient history of the land that passed below him as he flew across Iraq. “Have you ever heard of Mesopotamia?” he asked his sons. “This is where civilization began on earth (the Sumarians)!” “Heard of Babylon?” Cohoes continued:

The city was built about 3,800 years ago by King Hammurabi. King Nebuchadnezzar (I can’t say it either) built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon about 2,600 years ago. It is one of the Seven Ancient Wonders of the World. This is where many great battles took place. The Romans fought here. One of the Egyptian Pharaohs fought here. Now I’m fighting here.

			

			Contributors also related stories about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that had yet to be told. Army Sergeant Clint Douglas recounted the surreal experience of dining with an Afghan warlord and his band of thugs in a dilapidated castle. Dr. Edward Jewell, a commander in the Navy Reserve, chronicled life aboard the hospital ship USNS Comfort in the early weeks of Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and the medical team’s exhausting efforts to treat the wounded—even though their patients were not the people they were expecting. Several U.S. soldiers, including a twenty-four-year-old first lieutenant named Sangjoon Han, portrayed the fighting in Iraq through the eyes of innocent civilians caught in the crossfire. And Marine Corps Lieutenant Colonel John Berens reflected on a mission he was assigned to carry out in Al Kut, Iraq, involving British troops who had marched through and died in the same region. During World War I.

			On the home front, a helicopter pilot named Peter Madsen, who had trained as both a soldier and a Marine, admitted how difficult it was to say goodbye to his wife—as she headed off to Iraq. Another Army spouse, Billie Hill-Hunt, wrote in verse about her rather ingenious solution to dealing with the emptiness of a lonely bedroom while her husband was deployed. In a poignant letter to her soon-to-be-born baby, Staff Sergeant Sharon McBride explained the challenges that awaited them because of her decision to stay in the military. “I can see why some single mommies choose to get out of the Army,” McBride acknowledged, “but my resolve is true.”

			Not all of the submissions were somber or full of anguish. There is levity even in wartime, and servicemen and women used humor to help break the monotony of daily routines and, most important, cope with unrelenting stress and anxiety. They readily poked fun at their superiors, recalled with satisfaction the practical jokes they played on one another, and laced their journals with sarcastic commentary about their love of everything from port-o-johns and MREs (prepackaged “meals, ready to eat”) to the scorpions and hand-sized camel spiders that frequently crept into their tents and gear.

			Troops wrote as well about the thrill of combat. “There is nothing so exhilarating as being shot at and missed,” Winston Churchill famously remarked, and generations of warriors have described the electric surge of adrenaline that rushes through the veins when bombs and bullets start to fly. The men and women in today’s armed forces are no different. “As long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to fight in a war,” the main character in Paul Stieglitz’s story “Get Some” states unabashedly. Based on Lieutenant Stieglitz’s own thoughts in the first days of OIF, the semifictional account underscored how eager he and his fellow Marines were to see action and, they hoped, to kill. What made the narrative especially compelling, however, was the revelation that their bravado was not impenetrable. After confronting a sight he literally found sickening, the protagonist could barely keep himself together. This was the first combat-related story I read, and I was stunned by its emotional intensity. There were many more like it to come.

			One after another, the submissions depicted the barbarity of combat in explicit and unflinching detail. “The ambulance in the middle of my six-vehicle column pulls forward, and I get out to find where the casualties are,” Captain Brian Humphreys recorded in his journal about the aftermath of an insurgent attack.

“What the hell is that?” I ask a Marine. Perhaps the explosion had somehow killed a farm animal of some sort who wandered out on the road. A sheep maybe? Or a cow. No, not big enough. Well, what is that and how did it happen? The Marine gives his buddy’s name and asks me to help find his head.

The troops were also open about the degree to which the incessant bloodshed was affecting them psychologically. “We are dying,” Sergeant John McCary wrote bluntly at the beginning of an e-mail to his family after his unit lost several soldiers. “Not in some philosophical, chronological, ‘the end comes for all of us sooner or later’ sense. Just dying.” McCary knew how worried his mother was about his well-being, and he assured her that he was physically unharmed. Emotionally, however, he was not unscathed.

I’m ok, Mom. I’m just a little…shaken, a little sad. I know this isn’t any Divine mission. No God, Allah, Jesus, Buddha or other divinity ever decreed “Go get your body ripped to shreds, it’s for the better.” This is Man’s doing. This is Man’s War. And War it is.

			

			Whether they were Air Force nurses describing wave after wave of critically wounded young troops being loaded onto medevac flights or frontline military psychiatrists observing the toughest, most battle-hardened grunts suddenly break down sobbing after a firefight, contributors did not hold back in reporting the full damage of combat to body and soul. And in doing so they were not looking for pity or a pat on the back, and they certainly did not mean to frighten their loved ones on the home front. They only wished to ensure that the sacrifices made by their brothers and sisters in arms are never forgotten, and they know that words like courage and honor are hollow without an understanding of the horrific conditions in which they are forged.

			Within a year of announcing Operation Homecoming, the NEA had accumulated a towering, ten-thousand-page stack of submissions, and by this time I had enthusiastically signed on to help edit the book. (In retrospect, I could not have been more wrong about the influence of the project or the reaction it would trigger.) The question was no longer whether there would be enough material to produce an anthology, but how to distill into a single collection the richness and scope of these writings, which ranged from long, riveting accounts of massive ground assaults and air rescue missions to short, contemplative poems about Afghan poppies and the beauty of a nighttime Iraqi desert illuminated by lightning.

			Novels and other literary works rarely begin with an introduction explaining how the book was created, but anthologies are different; they—or, at least, their editors—are obliged to elaborate on how the volume is structured and why certain pieces were chosen over others. A collection such as this one, which is the result of a government effort, requires perhaps even greater transparency.

			Before immersing myself in the editing process, I served on a panel of professional writers (selected by the NEA), several of whom are veterans themselves. For three months we carefully read every submission, and then, after scoring each piece, we convened for two intense days to discuss and debate how we envisioned the book and which submissions merited inclusion.

			Our first challenge concerned the architecture of the anthology and whether it should be constructed by war, genre, military branch, or some other criterion. We decided that organizing by literary type or military branch might result in a lopsided book that lacked cohesiveness, as there are significantly more submissions by soldiers, airmen, and Marines than by sailors. We were tempted to arrange the writings sequentially by date, but, with the wars still unfolding, the book would abruptly conclude with whatever the last Operation Homecoming submission happened to be.

			There was strong consensus in the end that the anthology was not intended to be a chronology of the fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq or an analysis of why or how these campaigns were being waged. Like the project that inspired it, the book was about the troops and their loved ones, and it should convey the personal perspective of going to war—packing up and heading into a combat zone, interacting with local civilians, enduring the daily grind of life “in the sandbox,” longing for family and friends back home, facing the very real possibility of being killed, and, finally, returning to the States—alive, wounded, or dead. Within this narrative arc, the chapters and submissions would emphasize the individual human experience, as opposed to the sweeping history, of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

			To maximize the number of writers featured in the book, we also agreed that certain submissions—with the permission of their authors—should be edited for length and clarity. Most contributors wanted to hone and polish their works, and we encouraged this in all cases except one: correspondence. There is a raw immediacy to letters and e-mails sent from the front lines, and they lose their potency, I think, if the words are tidied up later. (We did cut some down for space reasons, adding an ellipsis with four periods to indicate where deletions were made. Any other ellipses were in the original.) I knew the contributors would not be thrilled that their typos and misspellings would remain uncorrected, but I believe that their letters and e-mails, because of the rough spontaneity of the prose, are among the most powerful writings in the entire Operation Homecoming collection.

			As the panel reviewed the specific pieces to be considered for publication, the NEA offered four criteria to guide us in our deliberations: the work’s artistic quality, its historical significance, and its contribution to the book’s overall diversity in terms of genre—for instance, poetry, fiction, personal narrative—and life experience. By the end of our two-day meeting, we had whittled the initially overwhelming pile of submissions down to a manageable but still formidable one thousand pages. I had asked the other panel members to leave me with an abundance of material so that I would have some flexibility in crafting the manuscript, and they kindly obliged.

			Over the next eight months I collaborated with Nancy Miller at Random House and Jon Peede at the NEA to shape the chapters and edit the final submissions line by line. (After the poet Marilyn Nelson and NEA Chairman Dana Gioia proposed the idea for Operation Homecoming, Jon spearheaded the project as a whole and worked tirelessly—including weekends, evenings, and vacations—to oversee its success.) Whatever concerns I had that the NEA might try to exert control over the manuscript, censor any of the material, or advance a political cause proved completely unfounded. At no time did I feel even a hint of pressure.

			The only “agenda” I could detect, and I supported it wholeheartedly, was for the book to be as faithful as possible to the heart and soul of the writings themselves, regardless of how jarring or potentially upsetting they might be. There are contributors who voice staunchly antiwar opinions and accentuate in their writings the pain and destruction the hostilities in Iraq and Afghanistan have inflicted, while others express a strong sense of pride about going off to serve and focus on the positive achievements made in both countries over the past few years. Many contributors lash out at the media for only reporting when a bomb is detonated and not when a school or water treatment plant has been rebuilt, while others blame politicians in the United States for not calling on the nation to sacrifice more, as government leaders have done in past conflicts. And some, in words that are more pained than angry, cannot believe that as two major wars rage overseas, claiming the lives of American men and women on an almost daily basis, the conflicts are often overshadowed by the latest movie-star gossip, celebrity wedding, or reality-show winner. Instead of diluting these impassioned and disparate sentiments, I felt the anthology would have more integrity and authenticity if it featured a full spectrum of viewpoints and experiences.

			Most of all, the book had to make the conflicts—and the people fighting them—real. Even in an age of twenty-four-hour cable news, Internet blogs, and live webcasts, war can seem abstract and remote. Its true impact cannot be communicated through third-person reports or the latest casualty statistics, no matter how staggering in size. It is best captured viscerally in the first-person words of those who have lived it. For Captain Robert W. Schaefer, the reality of war is watching helplessly from afar as two soldiers find themselves in a minefield and, after a split-second mistake, essentially vanish into thin air. For Myrna Bein, the mother of a soldier who lost part of his leg in Iraq, it’s walking the halls of Walter Reed Army Medical Center as her son recuperates and catching glimpses of teenage troops maimed and disfigured for life. For Major Theodore Granger, it’s the fear of coming home after a six-month deployment and finding that his infant son has no memory of his father. For Captain William J. Toti, it’s observing a chaplain rush from one burn victim to the next outside the Pentagon and administer last rites over their bodies.

			As I worked with the contributors on the final edits of their submissions and wrote the short biographical introductions to each piece, one question kept coming to mind: What compelled these men and women to share their writings? This could be asked of any author, I suppose, but the response to this project has been so enormous that it has clearly touched a nerve within the military. What was prompting veterans and troops to let their guard down and be so forthcoming? Not everything that they sent in, of course, was provocative or outspoken, and some potentially incendiary issues like desertion, infidelity, suicide, and substance abuse were addressed only peripherally. (Ideally, as the Operation Homecoming archive continues to grow, these and other relevant topics will be represented.) But the vast majority of the material submitted to date is remarkably intimate and candid, especially for members of a community renowned for its reticence and stoicism.

			When I asked the troops about their motives for writing, the responses were as diverse as the individuals themselves. Some explained that they do so purely for enjoyment: It’s a hobby, a way to pass the time. Others consider it a necessity. They find the act of writing to be cathartic, enabling them to gain a measure of control over their feelings as they unravel tangled knots of emotions, one thread after another.

			Time and time again, I also heard contributors lament how little civilians know about the armed forces, and they hoped that these writings would foster a greater understanding of the military. “Until I married my husband,” the wife of a National Guardsman said to me, “I had no idea how demanding the life of a soldier is. He almost never talks about it, but it’s harder than anyone can imagine.”

			Many veterans told me as well that they decided to share their words so that troops overcome with grief, anger, or depression after being deployed would realize that they weren’t alone. For a young combatant suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, alcoholism, or persistent nightmares, there can be solace in knowing that others have struggled with these problems, too—and gotten through them.

			The answer that proved to be the most memorable, however, was actually the first I was given. It came from a noncommissioned officer in the Army’s Special Forces during an Operation Homecoming workshop at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. After I posed the question about what inspired him to participate, he said quietly: “This is the first time anyone’s asked us to write about what we think of all that’s going on.” The small semicircle of soldiers around him nodded in agreement.

			This anthology marks not the completion of the Operation Homecoming mission, but its expansion. And there is, on a personal level, a kind of heartbreak and joy to working on a project like this. Not all of the writings forwarded to the NEA are literary masterpieces, and many—especially the private e-mails, letters, and journals—were not, it seems evident, originally produced with any intention of later being published. But in even the most hastily dashed-off messages, there are flashes of poetry and wisdom. These authors demonstrate in submission after submission that they are more than just stenographers mechanically recording history. They are true artists crafting works of profound beauty, depth, and imagination. They have exceptional eyes for detail, for the small, searing images that infuse characters and moments with drama and vitality. And although composed in the context of war, their pieces transcend the subject. They are about resilience, faith, loss, terror, heroism, despair, hope, camaraderie, and the extremes of human nature, from its astonishing capacity for destruction to its limitless potential for compassion and mercy. The value of these insights lies in what they reveal to us not only about warfare, but about ourselves.

			The excitement of seeing a new generation of extraordinary writers receive the attention they deserve is tempered only by the realization that so many others, before this effort was launched, were never encouraged to put their wartime experiences down on paper or preserve their correspondences and journals. But as discouraging as it is to consider what has been lost or gone unrecognized before this initiative began, now that the idea of seeking out the undiscovered literature of our nation’s troops and their loved ones has taken hold, it is exhilarating to think of all that is yet to be found and of everything, ultimately, that is still to be written.

			—Andrew Carroll

			Washington, D.C.
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			AND NOW IT BEGINS

			HEADING INTO COMBAT

			[image: image]

			The World Trade Center’s North Tower and the Empire State Building, as seen from the South Tower, c. 1987. Photo by Gregory S. Cleghorne; used by permission.

			
			 
[image: image]I remember the golden globe in the vast courtyard between the two buildings and a spattering fountain next to cold stone benches. Inside, I would look up in awe at the cathedral-like glass, the suspended walkways, and the grand, vaulted ceilings rising ten stories, crowned with a diadem of crystal chandeliers. I remember the large fabric hanging artwork. I can still smell the concourse level’s red carpets when they were new. I was eleven. I remember sitting on those red carpets with my schoolbooks, imagining I was in the city’s most elegant reading room.

			Now, up there on floors so high no hook and ladder could ever reach, a man in a tattered and burned white business shirt stands in a broken window with flames licking at him and smoke billowing around him. I see someone let go, briefly flying. I read later hundreds did the same. Hundreds.

			I remember spending many summer afternoons and twilights as a teenager sitting on top of the South Tower, sometimes reading poetry or a book, the raucous sound of the city muted and far below. I was listening only to the air passing by me, my mind wandering.

			A second plane slams into the South Tower. The explosion sounds like thunder.

			I remember closing my eyes outside in the open air up there and feeling the sun’s warmth on my face. No matter how hot it was on those city streets below, there were always cool breezes at more than a thousand feet up. The Tower would gently sway from the wind. It was unnerving at first, but after a while, I remember feeling comforted like a child being rocked back and forth. I wasn’t worried she’d tip over. Ever.

			The president addresses the nation and the world. He says to us, the armed forces, “Be ready.”

			I am.

			—Forty-four-year-old Petty Officer First Class Gregory S.

			Cleghorne, born and raised in Brooklyn, New York.
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			ANTOINETTE

			Personal Narrative

			Captain William J. Toti

			

Just before 9:00 a.m., as word spread rapidly throughout the Pentagon, military and civilian personnel alike began huddling around television sets to watch breaking news about a plane crashing into one of the World Trade Center towers in New York City. “I am sitting at my desk when I hear someone yell, ‘Oh my God!’” forty-four-year-old Captain William J. Toti wrote in a detailed, present-tense account of what he was doing on September 11, 2001. Toti had enlisted in the U.S. Navy at age seventeen, while he was still in high school, and eventually became a career submariner. In 1997, he was given command of the nuclear fast-attack submarine USS Indianapolis, which was based in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, and named after the legendary World War II cruiser. On the morning of September 11, Toti was in the Pentagon, serving as the special assistant to the vice chief of naval operations. “I glance up at the television to see the World Trade Center on fire,” he continued in his narrative.

I walk into my outer office, turn up the volume, and hear the anchor theorize that the cause of impact is some sort of technological malfunction. We know immediately that there is no way navigational failure could cause an airliner to fly accidentally into a building on a bright clear day. By the time the second plane hits the Trade Center’s South Tower, we all realize this is a major terrorist attack.

What Toti and his colleagues did not know was that a third plane, American Airlines flight 77, was heading straight for them.

I quickly go back to my desk to call my wife, but nobody is there. I leave a voice message, telling her to take the kids out of school, stay home, and keep the telephone lines open.

			As I hang up the phone and walk back to the outer office, I hear the sound of an approaching airplane, the whine of the engines growing louder and louder. And then impact—a massive earthquake-like jolt. There is screaming everywhere, and the halls immediately fill with dust and smoke. There is no time to think. I sprint down the hall behind two other Navy officers toward the point of impact.

			My office is on the fourth floor of the E-ring, which is between the fifth and sixth corridors of the Pentagon. The plane has hit between the third and fourth corridors. We run through a brown haze that I learn weeks later was a combination of vaporized aviation fuel and particle asbestos that had been shaken loose from the ceiling. We pass through an area that recently had been abandoned for renovation and into a newly renovated, fully occupied area containing our operations center.

			I finally reach the fissure—a gaping hole of sunlight where there should be building. The floor simply has dropped out, and parts of the airplane are visible, burning not fifty feet below us. It does not take us long to figure out that everybody on our floor who is still alive has evacuated, and that there is nothing we can do for anybody in the pit.

			I run outside to the point of impact, and I encounter total devastation. Aircraft parts, most no larger than a sheet of paper, litter the field. I can make out, on one of the larger pieces of aluminum, a red A from AMERICAN AIRLINES. A column of black smoke rises into the air, bending toward the Potomac over the top of the building.

			I start to wonder, Where is everybody? Thousands of people work in that building, there should be hundreds streaming out of the emergency exits right now. But at first I see no evacuees. Then as I round the corner of the heliport utility building, I notice a very small number of walking wounded, and then, on the ground before me, one gravely injured man. He is a Pentagon maintenance worker who is burned so badly that I can’t tell whether he is white or black. Amazingly, he is still conscious. An Army officer is kneeling beside him, and since we are just a few feet from the still-burning building, the soldier says, “Let’s get him out of here.” A few more military men gather, and we carry him away from the building to the edge of Route 27, where the first ambulance has just pulled up.

			As the EMTs tend to him, I look back down toward the building and see an open emergency exit, thick black smoke billowing out. There’s some sort of movement inside the doorway, and it appears as if someone has fallen, so I run back down the hill and into the building.

			Just a few feet inside I almost stumble over a lady crawling toward the door. She can’t stand up, and I try to lift her, but I’m having trouble because sheets of her skin are coming off in my hands. I call for help, and two Army officers respond immediately. Then, as we hear—and feel—a series of secondary explosions just a few yards away, the three of us half-carry, half-drag the woman to the top of the hill, where we place her by the maintenance worker as a second ambulance arrives.

			Third-degree burns cover her. But she is conscious and lucid, and a man with a blue traffic vest proclaiming PENTAGON PHYSICIAN stops to examine her. So I leave, confident that she is in good hands, and run back down the hill to help evacuate another of the wounded.

			When we attempt to lift a badly burned man, he screams out, “Let go! Don’t touch me!” Just then we hear more explosions coming from the fissure which we fear are bombs (but later learn are the airliner’s oxygen tanks cooking off), so we carry this man out of there with him screaming the whole way.

			When we arrive at the top of the hill with the second man, I notice that the woman we had just carried up the hill is becoming agitated, saying, “I can’t breathe.” I call over to an EMT, “Do you have any oxygen?” He runs to the back of his rig, pulls out a bottle, and puts it on her. As the flow begins and she starts to calm down, she looks at me like she wants to say something. I kneel down beside her and ask, “Is that better, are you all right?”
 And then comes the moment I’ll never forget. She blinks and asks, “Doctor, am I going to die?” Wham. Just like that. That is a question that I never imagined myself having to answer. I look around our little triage area on the side of the road—

			The first injured man I had come across is no longer conscious and is doing poorly.

			Another young lady is standing nearby with severely burned hands, screaming hysterically.

			A soldier is trying to chase down a fire truck that has become lost in the maze of roads surrounding the Pentagon.

			Other officers are attending to the walking wounded, and someone is pouring water from a five-gallon cooler bottle onto people as they exit the building to extinguish the small fires on their clothing.

			—And here lies this woman, with no one to attend to her but me. What should I say? Should I tell her I am not a doctor? But there are no answers to be found, so I lean over the lady and ask, “What’s your name?”

			“Antoinette,” she says.

			“No, Antoinette, you’re not going to die. We have a helicopter coming for you. I’m going to stay with you until you’re on it.”

			She nods, and I feel relieved for having said this.

			The medevac helicopter arrives a few minutes later. Since the Pentagon’s heliport is in the middle of the attack area, the helo has to land up the hill toward the Navy Annex, on the other side of Route 27. The trek up the hill is surprisingly long and difficult. When we finally get her to the helicopter I yell out over the noise, “I’ll visit you in the hospital!” Then I turn and run down the hill without looking back.

			When I arrive, the “Pentagon Physician” (who, it turns out, is actually a dentist) asks me to take charge of establishing a station to receive the “expectants,” which means I am in charge of caring for those who are not expected to live. Just then one of the Defense Protective Service police shouts, “Clear the area! Another plane is coming in!” So we cram the rest of the wounded into the few ambulances present and they drive away. We move farther from the building to wait for a second attack, which never happens. This is the first of many false alarms that day.

			I try several times during the morning to call my wife, but the cell phone circuits are jammed, and eventually I kill my battery trying to get through. Hence, it is several hours before she knows I am still alive.

			The day is full of vivid images. At one point, a group of firefighters is inside the building, knocking out windows to vent the heat, when they come across a Marine Corps flag. They extend the bright red flag out the window to a wave of cheers.

			Another time, I am going to the fissure to help an FBI agent plan his evidence walk-down. As I approach the burning core, I see a single yellow flower in a clay pot, miraculously sitting untouched amid smoldering embers and soot.

			I also watch as a Catholic priest, who I later find out had walked three miles to the Pentagon from his parish in Arlington, stands over a dying man to give him his last rites. The priest then moves to another man, who is severely burned but still lucid enough to be screaming, and he repeats the sacrament. Overwhelmed by the enormity of the event, the priest walks up to the gaping hole in the building and gives absolution to all of the dead at once.

			One of the great ironies of the day is that earlier, when we were saturated by wounded, there was almost no medical help available. Then later, when we had hundreds of doctors, nurses, and paramedics on the scene, we had a profound shortage of injuries that needed treatment. Those who were rescued were saved not by trained first responders, but by people who were on the scene at the moment of impact.

			At about 2100, almost eleven hours after the Pentagon attack, a wave of exhaustion hits me, and I decide there is nothing more I can do. I need my wife to come for me, but I realize she will be unable to get anywhere near us. So I borrow a cell phone and tell her to start driving north on Interstate 395. I start walking south, and after about fifteen minutes a state trooper pulls over beside me and asks me if I want a ride. I tell him that if I get into his car I am afraid that my wife will never find me, so I continue walking for almost a mile, with him creeping along behind me in his patrol car, both of us traveling south in the northbound lane, until I arrive at the barricade and see my wife.

			Not surprisingly, I have trouble sleeping that night. I receive calls from some friends who, during World War II, survived the sinking of the cruiser USS Indianapolis. One says, “You got hit by a kamikaze just like us.” Another remarks, “You got too close to us, now you have to share our fate.” And through it all, I keep thinking about things we might have done better, the possibility that we might have been able to save more people. I am comforted, however, by the thought that at least we saved one individual: Antoinette.

			The days immediately after the attack are a continuous stream of fifteen-hour workdays. I never find the time to make good on my promise to visit Antoinette. I know that she is in the Washington Hospital Center, and I call to check up on her, but then move on to what seem like more pressing matters. The urgent eclipses the important.

			On September 19, I open The Washington Post and find a story about Antoinette. Thirty-five years old, budget analyst, raising a teenage foster child by herself. Two dogs, Oreo and Rex. Had been on the phone with a friend before the plane hit the Pentagon, planning a cruise together, just a month later. She was wheeled into the emergency room fully conscious. But despite hours of surgery, she never opened her eyes again. She had been burned over 70 percent of her body. She died on September 18.

			I had only known Antoinette for a few moments, but I am shocked by the news and feel as if I have lost someone very close to me. I will never forget her.

			

			—

During a memorial service near Ground Zero in New York, Rabbi Marc Gellman said that it is improper to think that on September 11 approximately three thousand people died. To understand the enormity of the loss, we have to recognize that what really happened was that a single individual died three thousand times.

			There were three thousand Antoinettes that day, every one of them searching for a human savior who never arrived.

Toti was awarded the Legion of Merit for his actions on September 11 by Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Vern Clark. In 2003, he was promoted to serve as commodore of a squadron of nuclear-powered fast-attack submarines, and in 2006, he retired from the Navy after twenty-six years of service.

			

			


			IN-COUNTRY

			Personal Narrative

			Lieutenant Colonel Brian D. Perry, Sr.

			

In a favorite café on the outskirts of New Orleans, Karla Perry and her children were enjoying breakfast on September 11, 2001, when the waitress came over and asked, “Your husband is on military duty, isn’t he?” Mrs. Perry answered that he was. The waitress said, “You need to come look at the television right now.” After seeing the images on the screen, Mrs. Perry turned to her children and remarked, “Our whole life has just changed.” Within weeks, in fact, her husband, Brian, would be on a plane heading overseas to hunt down the terrorists responsible for masterminding the attacks on the United States. Lieutenant Colonel Brian Perry was, coincidentally, visiting CENTCOM (Central Command, which has been responsible for U.S. military operations in most of the Middle East for more than two decades) in Tampa, Florida, on the morning of September 11. He had just come out of one briefing and was about to step into another when he heard the news. A full-time attorney in New Orleans, Perry was one of 815,000 Americans serving in the reserve or Guard (another 1.4 million are on active duty), and he would have to temporarily shut down his law practice and help his family prepare for his abrupt departure. And because the mission was classified, he could not tell them exactly what he was doing or where he was going. Perry would later write about certain aspects of his deployment, and in the following narrative he describes his first impressions of the base where he would be stationed and what was going through his mind during the seventy-two hours it took him to get there.

From the time I departed New Orleans to the moment we landed in-country, I had been traveling almost nonstop for three days. There were only two passengers on the MC-130 taking us to our final destination: me and a Marine who had recently retired but was called back to active duty.

			On the last leg of the journey, fatigue was getting the best of me. I would doze off and on, but the web seats were uncomfortable and made sleeping a challenge. Time became difficult to track.

			My mind drifted back to New Orleans. It was just a few days ago that I had served my last trial as a judge ad hoc. It was a coveted position, but, unfortunately, the appointment came just a week before September 11, 2001. My lovely wife, Karla, and our six children spent part of the day in the courtroom with me, and it was an emotional moment for all of us. The youngest, our seven-year-old son, had hidden behind the massive bench and secretly handed me small notes telling me how proud they all were of me.

			The stench of diesel fuel brought me back to the present. I set my watch to Zulu (Greenwich Mean) time, which would be my way of keeping track of operations no matter where we were. The place we were going was one of the few countries in the world to have its time thirty minutes different from others in the same longitude.

			The sluggish sway of the plane began to lull me to sleep again. Not the deep sleep my body desired, but the type where your mind is moving too rapidly to unwind.

			I thought back on my decision to stay in Tampa in the days immediately after 9/11. I did not want to leave headquarters, as there was so much to do to get ready for war, and I remained on duty until my wife received my mobilization orders. One week was all the time I had to close down my law office and return to CENTCOM.

			A sudden movement in front of me brought me back to the plane, to the mission. The loadmaster was no longer asleep. He was aggressively searching through one of the military duffel bags, from which he pulled out a helmet, flak vest, and what in the darkness appeared to be a pistol. He opened his hand and dropped the weapon onto the pallet beside him. The Marine and I watched the crew member retrieve and strap on the pistol, which we could now see was a military-issue 9mm. He had already worked his way into the flak jacket.

			“We are going in hot,” he shouted over the pulsating engine noise. He started making movements with his hands indicating that, to avoid surface-to-air missile attack, we were going to zigzag in.

			The plane shifted and swayed in the air, jerking us back and forth and pressing us hard into the unforgiving seats. This was part of the “corkscrew” landing procedure to evade surface-to-air fire against the unarmed plane.

			The plane then rose in altitude. We watched the crew members, now in full battle gear, pull their seat belts tighter. We did the same. I heard the familiar rumbling of the plane’s flaps extending, followed by the clamor of the wheels extending beneath us. The engines were slowing and then increasing in no discernible pattern, as if the plane were faltering. Losing, then gaining altitude. Suddenly I felt the jolt of the wheels contacting the pavement.

			The loadmaster was out of his chair in a flash. After struggling with the side door, he was finally able to force it open, and the noise and rush of air startled me. The prop wash blew into the plane with a deafening roar. I expected the propellers to be slowing to a stop, but we still seemed to be at full power. The Marine bolted out of his seat while I fumbled for a second with the double latch of the seat belt. The crew was throwing our gear out of the door, and another crew member made frantic hand signals for us to exit.

			The Marine made it to the door first but stopped abruptly before descending the ladder. I felt a hand on my shoulder pushing me out of the plane, but the Marine hadn’t started moving yet.

			“Go!” the crew member yelled at us as he prodded the Marine forward with his hand. The Marine glared back at the crew member, but finally he was down the stepladder into the darkness, and I was right behind him.

			Mines, I thought, beware of the mines. This was why the Marine had hesitated. We had been forewarned that the place was full of them. Stay on the hardstand. The airplane took up most of the width of the runway and there was no place for us to go. Darkness surrounded us. I pulled a small flashlight from my pocket and, aware of the need for light discipline, lit the area around us for only a split second. We were right on the edge of the cement. The minefield lay just beyond where we stood, out there in the darkness. The Marine was standing next to me but I could barely see him.

			Above, a million stars shone. The sight was overwhelming. In that moment I felt totally alone but surprisingly at peace. I knew I was where I was supposed to be. I thought of my wife and family, left behind with my closed law practice. I was comforted knowing that they, too, believed I was where I needed to be. Here in the fight.

			A chill wind blew down on us from the snowcapped mountains. I searched in vain for some way to get off the runway before the MC-130 went to full power for takeoff. But it was not to be. I heard the four heavy propellers grab more air as the plane inched forward. There was no place for us to go.

			We huddled deeper into our field jackets. The windblast forced our hands over our ears and we tightly closed our eyes. Dirt and small rocks peppered us. In a few minutes the wind abruptly and unexpectedly subsided. No lights were visible on the plane. I could just see its outline turning sharply into the night.

			We waited, not moving until the MC-130 was out of earshot. The plane and its crew were safe. But were we? We looked around, squinting into the pitch black nothingness. There was no one there to meet us. We had no radios on us, no way to communicate with anyone. We had rushed to get on that plane back in Uzbekistan, and even though we weren’t on the manifest, they had agreed to drop us off in-country. We knew that our final destination, the Task Force Headquarters building, was near the runway, but it was about 0130 (one-thirty in the morning), and we didn’t dare walk blindly off into the darkness.

			After about fifteen minutes of standing in the cold night, we heard a slight rumbling in the distance. The silhouette of a truck started to grow larger and larger as it approached. Unarmed and exhausted, we hoped it was friendly. The headlights were mostly blacked out but still projected a faint glow, and we walked quickly over to where the truck seemed to be heading. It stopped. A young airman looked out and, by the expression on his face, appeared more surprised to see us than we were to see him. To our relief, he gave us a ride.

			It was two o’clock in the morning by the time we made our way to the support base, which was not really a base at all but just an old bullet-riddled roofless building. A makeshift entranceway was added to keep light from seeping out of the cracks of the front doorway. A sliding hatch opened into a vestibule of hefty tarps. No security guards were posted, no barbed wire protected the perimeter. The American troops we met inside all had beards and wore civilian clothes. Their defense was being low key, and they relied on the Northern Alliance and their own intelligence to notify them of an attack. Any Taliban in the area would be dealt with quickly, long before they could get close to the special operations forces.

			The light was dim inside the building. Special Forces teams slept in two large rooms off the main hall. Camouflaged poncho liners acted as interior doorways. Plywood and two-by-fours were used to fashion a separate operations area at one end of the main room. Maps with overlays hung professionally on the bare wood walls. Radios and field telephones of different types were silent. The light was brighter here.

			“I’ll take you to the general,” a bearded man who identified himself as the unit’s sergeant major said, obviously not happy that he was awakened to greet the two lieutenant colonels unexpectedly dropping in.

			“You were brought to the wrong place. Follow me.” We grabbed our heavy bags and dragged them along the dirt road to our headquarters. Our task force was separate from the war fighters here. We had a special mission. The sergeant major carried two of our bags and used a small flashlight strapped onto a headband to find his way as we moved clumsily through the darkness.

			Out of breath and disoriented in the blackness, we made it to our destination and into a dusty old building. The lights here were dim. There was a hole in the door where the handle was supposed to be. A water bottle filled with sand as ballast was used instead of a spring to keep the door closed. A lanyard tied to the upper corner of the wooden door fit through a small hole in the doorjamb. The sand weight pulled the door tightly closed.

			A lone figure sat in a chair guarding a plywood door. He was a bearded, tired-looking young man, in jeans and a heavy sweater. Even with his longish hair and coarse wool hat I could tell he was an American soldier. He stood slowly as we entered, adjusting his M-16.

			“These officers belong here,” the sergeant major said while he moved quickly back to the door. The young man just nodded.

			As we made our way through the darkness to our sleeping quarters, I was struck by the contrast between the building’s decrepit condition and the twenty-first-century technology I knew was in these rooms, installed by the first troops who had arrived at this desolate base. There would be STU-III secure telephones, state-of-the-art computers monitored continually by signals technicians and information analysts, and a video-teleconferencing uplink system that enabled the general and his staff to communicate with fellow commanders back in the States. This was the “the cell,” the nerve center for the task force in the region.

			We were led into a small, cramped room with no heat. It was cold enough that I could see my own breath. Military equipment and weapons were suspended haphazardly from nails in the wall. A bare lightbulb seemed to be hanging precariously from frayed wires in the center of the ceiling, and I could make out the dark outline of men sleeping in cots. For the next five months, this was home. The Marine and I looked at each other. We had finally made it. I could tell by the half smile on his face that he, too, knew that this whole experience was history in the making and we were now a part of it.

			Before leaving, the sergeant major turned toward us and said respectfully but matter-of-factly, “Gentlemen, welcome to Afghanistan.”

			

			


			TIC

			Journal

			Lieutenant Colonel Stephen McAllister

			

A philosophy major who joined the U.S. Air Force not long after he graduated from college, Stephen McAllister would go on to serve in Operation Desert Storm in 1991 and Operation Enduring Freedom more than ten years later. McAllister’s deployment to Afghanistan was originally scheduled to last for three months. It was extended to eight. McAllister worked at Bagram Air Base for the Air Component Coordination Element (ACCE) in the headquarters of the Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF-180), and during his time there he began writing a journal. McAllister mused on both the serious and the relatively insignificant, from the plight of the Afghan people and mortar attacks on Bagram to poisonous snakes and port-o-johns that were almost as terrifying in their own way. (McAllister’s observations about the bathroom facilities on base are featured on chapter three.) In one of his entries, which is intentionally vague in parts for reasons of operational security, he wrote about the military euphemisms and terminology used to describe the harsh, real-life brutality of combat.

Early in the afternoon, another map is projected on the screen at the front of the headquarters, prompting everyone to stop and take notice. Along with its graphic terrain depiction, contour lines, and named geographic features, there are bright yellow crosshairs in a circle. And above it are the words—Troops-In-Contact. The acronym is TIC, and it is shorthand for U.S. soldiers either engaging hostile forces or receiving fire from the enemy. It is a polite and dispassionate way of saying that someone is trying to kill an American’s son or daughter, husband or wife, boyfriend or girlfriend.

			At the beginning of this mission, a convoy of vehicles, mostly Humvees, is traveling down a gully between steeply rising hills. A single, two-lane dirt road winds next to a dried streambed. It serves as the sole link between two relatively large villages. Inside the lead and rear Humvees, soldiers sit in the driver and passenger seats, and a soldier stands in the turret manning the M240D machine gun. The other vehicles contain two soldiers each. All have their flak vests and helmets donned. The driver and passenger have their M-16s “locked and loaded,” on safe with a round in the chamber. The muzzles rest on the floorboard. The more senior soldier is in the passenger seat, though all three of the troops are under twenty-five years old. I can imagine the driver and passenger joking about getting home to toilets that actually flush as they are constantly scanning the terrain for something out of the ordinary. The soldier in the turret can’t hear the joking below and shifts his focus in segments to look for the “bad guys.”

			And now it begins. The lead vehicle jumps violently and dirt flies. A deafening explosion echoes through the valley like a thunderclap. The driver and passenger are numb from the shock. Shards of metal and glass rip through the air. The turret gunner, knocked off balance, is on his knees holding on to whatever feels solid. Pain like they have never known before surges through the driver and passenger like an electric current. The convoy behind them lurches to a stop. I can almost hear the soldiers in the number-two vehicle say “Jesus Christ” in unison and instinctively pick up their M-16s. The ranking soldier yells into a microphone slung over his shoulder and clipped to the front of his flak vest: “Dragon Base, Dragon Base! This is Convoy Alpha. We are under fire! We are under fire! Coordinates 42S WD 964 629. Vehicle number one disabled. Crew status unknown. Direction of attack unknown. Request immediate assistance.” The microphone transmits every word and breath. “Stay in the vehicle! Everybody stay in the vehicle! No one move!”

			Two soldiers cautiously approach the lead Humvee. One door is missing, the rest intact. The turret gunner opens a back door and slides onto the ground, trying to keep a low profile.

			“Jesus, what was that?”

			“Stay here.”

			The driver and passenger are both conscious but obviously in shock. Blood covers the right side of the driver’s face. The passenger’s mouth is also bleeding profusely and he’s wincing in agony. They’re taken from the vehicle and laid on the ground. “Dragon Base, Dragon Base, Convoy Alpha requesting immediate medevac. Two injuries—both stable.”

			The headquarters is all business. Is there close air support available? What caused the explosion? What time did the explosion happen? Where’s the nearest medevac? Launch the HH-60 and support it with an AH-64. Take the patients to the nearest airfield where we can stabilize them and put them on a bird to Bagram. We’ve heard reports that it was an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade). Can we get confirmation? We need to launch a Chinook to sling-load the damaged Humvee and bring it to Bagram for analysis. The HH-60 is en route, expect arrival in fifteen minutes. Hold the C-130. We’ll put the patients on it. Remainder of the convoy reports negative contact. Close air support reports negative contact. Chinook estimating arrival in twenty minutes. HH-60 arrived. Patients stable. Transload to C-130. Expect departure in twenty-five minutes; arrival at Bagram in one hour and twenty-five minutes. We now believe they struck a mine. Chinook sling-loading Humvee now. Second explosion. RPG? No injuries, no damage. Convoy reports mines. Professional and dispassionate.

			The moon is out now, casting shadows everywhere. A patrol is investigating reports of suspicious activity within a kilometer of base camp. Twelve soldiers struggle with the moon’s brightness, which washes out the NVGs (night vision goggles). They stumble on rocks, cursing. Approaching the reported coordinates they find twenty individuals fully armed with AK-47s and RPGs. Suddenly, the armed men turn and run. The patrol begins pursuit. The armed men stop and turn, shooting into the darkness. The patrol returns fire. One soldier abruptly stops shooting and doesn’t respond. Another is cursing and swearing. The assailants get away. The first soldier has been shot in the head and is covered in blood. The second soldier is lucky. The bullet grazed his cheek and exited the back of his helmet. The squad leader radios for medevac and again the HH-60s and AH-64s scramble. The soldier with the head wound dies before getting to a hospital.

			I stand at the gate to the flight line for the arrival of a C-130, which is carrying the remains of the soldier. The moon’s gone and the clouds are thickening. The only stars visible are running from the advancing storm front and the blackness is penetrating. A crowd of troops gathers, though it’s difficult to tell how many have come. Uniforms stand next to sweat clothes, young next to old, men next to women. Some strain to see as the aft ramp lowers, others look blankly at their feet. We watch intently as the body, entirely covered, is removed on a stretcher and put in the waiting ambulance. The general salutes as the ambulance passes. Some follow suit. Others, lost in prayer, deep thoughts, tears, salute in their own private way. Once the ambulance disappears into the darkness, some of the gathered start to walk back to their tents. It takes a little longer for others to start moving. No one says a word.

			As I walk slowly to work, I wonder if the young dead soldier has a wife and children. Would his son or daughter be allowed to see him? Would they recognize him when he comes home? Would they remember him as they walked across their high school commencement stage or at their wedding? Would his grandchildren ever know how their grandfather died? How long before his memory would disappear? Fifteen seconds on CNN.

			It’s still dark when I start the daily reports. There isn’t an airlift mission of special note today. Airpower didn’t dispense any flares, drop any bombs, fire any guns. Combat air support covers the next twenty-four hours.

			The bottom line on the report

			

			


			
			
			
			



			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			

			



			
			
			
			





			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			

			


			
			
			
			





			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			


			
			
			
			



			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


			

			


			
			
			
			

 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			

			


			
			
			
			



			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			


			
			
			
			





			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
		

	
		
			To our nation’s troops and their families—
 and to all who went before them
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