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E quince sian le nostre viste sazie.

	[And now with this our vision’s sated.]

	Dante, Inferno, XVIII.136

	 


Chapter 1: Pain

	“I understand your reluctance, Brian, but let’s begin anyway. What do you remember about that day, leading up to the explosion? . . . Brian? Brian, are you going to talk with me?”

	The gaunt young man lifted his head slowly, even painfully it seemed, as though disturbed by a trespasser while wallowing in some infernal depth. “Only because I have to, Dr. Kinzer.” Then, though weary with repeating his story, he began it again. “The weather was mild that day. In fact, not bad at all. So different from the heat and wind and blowing sand of previous weeks. Those are the things you remember about Iraq. The sand cuts right through you and the heat smothers you. Makes you delirious at times. But by that day we thought we’d already seen the worst.”

	“Fallujah had been liberated the day of your injury, isn’t that correct?”

	“The day before, actually. We were feeling great. Operation Phantom Fury had been a success. The first time we were alone, I hugged Vince and we laughed about it. What a relief, we thought! At last, we had a victory next to our names. A solid victory. That’s what we’d come for. That’s why we had suffered together in that damned Iraqi desert.”

	“Then what happened, after your private celebration?”

	“Our driver had the Humvee rolling right along, taking us back to base. Dodging a few potholes, but nothing bad. Nothing that would make us stop. We were two vehicles back of the troop trucks in our convoy.”

	“Is that because the trucks were slower?”

	“Right. Slowest go up front, to set the pace and not fall behind as they would if they were in the rear. Still, we were in a hurry to get back, to report on all we had done. We had come over this same road going to Fallujah with no problem, so going back should have been no problem as well.”

	“How many were with you in the Humvee?”

	“Five of us altogether. Two in the front and three in the back. I was sitting directly behind the driver.”

	“Was Vincent Gallia sitting with you?”

	“No, he was up front. We didn’t sit together in situations like that. If we did, guys would talk.”

	“What do you mean talk? Talk about what?”

	“They’d say we were getting special privileges that allowed us to buddy-up all the time, so I told Vince to sit in the front . . . And that’s what got him killed.” Brian’s voice trailed off, becoming frail and thin. Dr. Kinzer bent forward to hear him better.

	“Is that when the explosion occurred? On your way back to base?”

	“Yes,” Brian answered softly before suddenly flaring up. “You know that already, don’t you? Isn’t it all contained in that file you’re holding? I’m sure it is. I’ve already told enough people. Why do I have to tell you? I’m tired of it all!”

	“I understand your impatience, Brian, but I need to hear what happened from you.” Dr. Kinzer remained calm, adding in a sympathetic voice, “We sometimes recall important new details when we retell a story, so please tell me what happened next.”

	“After a while there was no traffic coming toward us. Not something you notice right away. Then the lead vehicle must have slowed down, and soon the convoy stopped completely. We thought there had been an accident that blocked the highway, but in combat zones you can never be sure. Just like Dad used to tell me about Vietnam—friend or foe, you never knew which was beside you. After we’d been sitting there for a few minutes, I told our driver to get out and see what was wrong. He climbed out of the Humvee and started up the line of vehicles toward the front because he couldn’t see anything from our position. Vince climbed over into the driver’s seat in case we had to start up again before the driver returned. Suddenly, there was a flash and roar up ahead of us. All sorts of debris were thrown up. You couldn’t even recognize what any of it was. And before any of it could begin to fall, there was another flash, closer than the first. And then before any of us could even move, a third. White heat. I remember searing heat. Like nothing you can imagine. Like the sun had just risen up right beside us. The Humvee lifted up—and then nothing. I don’t even remember it coming down.”

	“These were IED explosions?”

	“Yes, three mortar rounds buried under the highway. Detonated remotely by someone who could see us or had received a signal. The wreck ahead of us had been staged to make the convoy stop in the target area.”

	“Do you remember the rescue?”

	“No, not really. I only remember the Humvee being on its side, passenger side down—and a terrible, terrible pain below me—and . . .” Again, Brian’s voice trailed off, anguished by now.

	“And what else? What did you start to say? Brian, are you listening to me? Brian?”

	Slowly, Brian resumed his story. “. . . and Vince in front of me. I could see Vince. The explosion had thrown him against the passenger door. And now his face, his beautiful face, was gone . . . just a mass of torn flesh and oozing blood. That’s the last time I saw him, if it was him. It was like one of those creatures being torn to shreds in scenes from hell by—who is that painter?”

	“Do you mean Bosch? Hieronymus Bosch?”

	“Yes, I think so. That seems right. I remember, too, that I couldn’t hear anything. I was on top of the guys who were in the back with me. I could see their mouths moving but no sounds were coming out.”

	“You had been deafened by the explosion? Is that what happened?”

	“I guess so. Later, I could hear again, but my hearing is still not what it was. We must have been real close to the third shell that exploded. But the rescue—you asked about the rescue—I don’t remember that. The pain must have been too great. I think I passed out. Seeing what was left of Vince is the last thing I remember in the Humvee.”

	“What is the next thing you do remember, after the rescue?”

	“The medevac copter taking me to Baghdad. I recall a little of that—the chopper’s sound and motion. But even that’s just a blur. I recall thinking we were going home, Vince and I, just going home. Everything was going to be okay. We’d be heroes, coming home from the war, just like we’d planned. But now I know it was only the morphine.”

	“What do you remember next that you know was real?”

	“An Army doc telling me my legs were gone. Had to take them, he said, and said it blunt as hell, too. That was real. I started to sit up, to look. I remember that. At first, I thought what he said was only in a dream. A nightmare that would pass. I would come to, and everything would be okay. I’d have my legs and Vince would have his face. But I couldn’t even make myself look. I just couldn’t. If I looked, I thought, the doc would be right. If I didn’t, everything would still be okay. Then I asked him about Vince. He told me two guys had injuries but would be okay. But what about Vince, I asked him again. Was Vince one of those two guys? Was Vince all right? Was he still alive? He was still alive, wasn’t he? I kept asking that until the doc shook his head and said, ‘No.’ Then I quit.”

	“What do you mean, exactly, when you say you quit?”

	“I didn’t want to hear any more and didn’t want to see any more. The real me wasn’t a whole person any more. The dream me was okay. The dream me still had a future. Was going home. Would get into politics. Would run for office and win. All just as we had planned, Vince and I—and Dad.”

	“Similar to what your father has accomplished? Is that what you mean?”

	“Yes, just like Dad coming home from Vietnam. But even better—going faster and farther. I had a beautiful wife to help me, just as he had. And a cute little son to hold up to the cameras and kiss. Once I had been that son. And I had a faithful partner. The dream me was a guaranteed winner.”

	“Do you mean a partner in addition to your wife?”

	“Yes.”

	“Who was that?”

	“Vince, of course. My partner was Vince.”

	“And now? What will the real you do?”

	“Not one damn thing. The real me just needs to go away now. The real me is wasted.”

	“But that can’t happen.”

	“Why not? Why can’t it happen? It happens all the time in the real world. Who says it can’t happen? Who says I can’t just go away? It should happen. What should be, must be.”

	“Then why won’t you make rehab happen? You can still have a good life. Rehab could turn everything around for you and your wife and son. You still feel a responsibility to them, don’t you?”

	“Bullshit! You must be at least the fiftieth person to tell me about the rehab miracle—and at least forty of them have been Rita!”

	“That’s because she loves you and she’s worried that you’re not yet in rehab and on your way to that good life you want.”

	“How do you know I can have a good life? Huh? What makes you so damn sure?”

	“Because others have done it, some with even worse injuries than yours, difficult as that may seem to you now. You have no injuries at all above the knees. Your medical team says that you’re nearly ready for discharge, that their work is almost done.”

	“But that’s where you’re wrong, Dr. Kinzer, and so are they. I’m different. The guys you’re talking about are all just GI Joes. Warehouse workers back home. Nothing more than clerks and mechanics and delivery guys with ugly wives and fat kids. Nothing big changed for them. But me, I was going to be a political star, dead certain. And so, I fell much, much, much farther than any of them did. I had a beautiful wife and a son and a great future. And a solid political family behind me. I would have been a star in no time with Dad’s help—and Vince’s support.”

	“You still have support. And that successful life can still be yours, but only if you’ll try for it. Don’t you owe that to your wife, your son, and yourself?”

	“No—no! You’re wrong! All that belongs to the dream me who died in that damn Humvee—with Vince. I’m only that person now in dreams. The morphine me. And when I’m in that place, Vince is still there with me. And we’re happy. We’re going home. The IED didn’t explode. And all these troubles—they just step aside for us, like we’re royalty. Just as troubles should.”

	 


Chapter 2: Withdrawal

	Brian sat hunched in the wheelchair, motionless and distant, staring blankly at the floor in front of him. He had allowed his hair to grow long, and it now lay uncombed and dangling in his face. The face itself, unshaven for days, appeared haggard. He balanced a lunch tray on his lap. It held a soup bowl, now empty; a sandwich, partially eaten; and an empty milk carton. He was still bent over the remains of this meal when Rita entered the room. He didn’t look up at her as she bent to kiss him. Instead, he turned his face to the side, away from her. But she kissed him anyway, on his defenseless, scraggly cheek.

	“How are you feeling today, darling?” she asked. “Would you like me to arrange a haircut and shave for you?”

	“No!” His answer was sharp, cutting. “Growing hair is at least something I can do on my own.”

	“Aren’t you feeling any better at all?”

	“I feel exactly the same as the last time you asked, Rita. Legless, that’s how I feel,” he replied with the caustic tone she had come to expect from him. He did look at her now, eyes ablaze. “I am legless. You understand they don’t grow back, don’t you? You do understand that?”

	“Yes, I understand.” She sighed but was determined to remain calm.

	“So, legless yesterday, legless today, and I’ll still be legless tomorrow. That’s how I feel, as you should know by now. Nothing has changed, Rita. And nothing will.”

	“But Brian, your doctors say it can.” Already exasperated with him despite resolving not to be, she added, “You can learn to walk again with prosthetics, if only you’ll try. Your doctors have told us that repeatedly.”

	“And you keep telling me that repeatedly. I’m sick of hearing it, Rita! No, thank you. I don’t care what the doctors say. I’m not interested in becoming the next freak vet hero to be trotted out on July Fourth and Veterans Day. You should know that by now. You’ve interviewed enough of these freaks yourself. I’ve watched you. They rise up from their wheelchairs on those damn steel sticks for legs and salute the flag. Oh, they must salute the flag! No hard feelings, after all. Besides, it’s only done so that other people can feel patriotic. Let them lose their legs and see how damn patriotic they feel!”

	“Yes, I have interviewed some disabled veterans. Quite a few, in fact. And I can tell you that those appearances do make them feel good, and yes, even patriotic. You’ll never know for yourself, Brian, if you don’t try. You can’t just keep turning your face away from me—and from the world—and expect anything good to happen on its own.”

	“Oh no, I certainly don’t expect that, not any more! I’m cured of expecting anything good, Rita, even if I’m cured of nothing else.” He swallowed the last bits of the sandwich and, finding the milk carton empty, swiped it off the tray onto the floor with the back of his hand. Then he sent the tray itself flying. It clattered across the tile floor before crashing into the far wall. The ceramic soup bowl and sandwich plate shattered into pieces along the path behind it.

	Holding inside the desire to scream, what and to whom she didn’t really know, Rita demurely tucked her plaid skirt behind her knees, crouched, and began putting onto the tray the ceramic shards, some still moist with food.

	In a matter of seconds a nurse’s aide, responding to the noise, rushed in and relieved her of the cleanup. “Oh, here, Mrs. Collins, let me get that,” she said in a gentle voice. “You go on with your visit.”

	But once again, Rita’s visit with her husband had dissolved into an acid bath of bitterness, just as all her other visits had done since he was injured in the second battle for Fallujah, despite her efforts to comfort and encourage him. In fact, Brian’s behavior had become so vicious that Rita had ceased bringing their son Matthew along with her, not wishing him to experience his father lashing out. And by now Brian didn’t even ask about his son, so consumed he was with grief for himself. But for this visit he now added something new.

	They watched for a while in silence as the nurse’s aide cleaned up the mess he’d made. Then in a subdued but determined voice, Brian said, “Rita, do this for me and for yourself—find someone else. Take a lover, for godssakes. Whether a palfrey or a mustang, it doesn’t matter to me. Your choice. It’ll make me feel better that all your youth and beauty aren’t wasted on a cripple who can never satisfy you—and never did anyway. We both know that.”

	“Brian, what an awful thing to say!”

	The nurse’s aide hurried out of the room, not wishing to overhear anything more, carrying with her the tray loaded now with the broken dishware. But a janitor quickly replaced her, wielding a wet mop and a spray bottle of disinfectant, spraying the floor and rubbing it methodically as Brian spoke.

	“You know it’s true; I know it’s true,” he said, ignoring the janitor. “But sometimes the truth is awful, as I’ve found out. I’m only saying what makes sense for both of us. You don’t even have to tell me about it. I’ll know anyway. I’m sure you’ve already thought about it; I would in your place. I don’t want details. I just don’t need you coming in here so tense and timid, afraid you’ll offend me more than life already has.”

	When she didn’t reply, his voice rose again, this time seared with anger. “In fact, dammit, you don’t have to come at all! I can tell it’s such a burden for you and a torture for both of us. So just stay away from now on. That’ll be better all around.” His head now dropped, his fury having sapped his remaining strength. Then he added sadly, “I should have told you this before. Sorry.”

	Rita turned away from him, her face flushed with anguish. She watched the janitor finish his mopping and leave. By then, she had composed herself enough to start anew. “Did Dr. Kinzer speak with you this morning?” she asked while staring out the window at the parking lot, where she could see her car and wished she were already in it. Then looking back at Brian, she added, “Is that why you’re so upset? Because of the interview?”

	“Yes, he was here, for what that was worth. Here asking lots of unnecessary questions, plowing the same barren ground as the others before him. He may be smarter than the others, but it seems that he can’t grow legs or raise the dead any more than they could. Imagine that!”

	“But he may be able to mend spirits.”

	“Yours maybe, but not mine.” By now Brian’s face contorted with anger. “Now go, Rita! Just go!”

	The smell of the disinfectant stung her nostrils as she turned toward the door. Without another word or a kiss goodbye, she left him staring again at the floor.

	 


Chapter 3: Help

	“Hello, Dad. Told you I’d call when I got back from the hospital, and here I am, true to my word.” Rita tried as best she could to force a cheerful tone into the mic slot of her cell phone.

	“As you always are, honey. How’s my grandson?”

	“Matthew’s taking a little nap right now, Dad, but I’ll let you talk to him before we hang up. He’ll pop up in a few minutes and be a little chatterbox, as he always is.”

	“Good. And I’m almost afraid to ask this next question, but how was your visit with Brian this time?”

	“Oh, Dad, it was the worst yet!” Any trace of cheerfulness now fled from Rita’s voice. “He says he doesn’t even want me to come back. And once again, he didn’t ask about Matthew. Oh, Dad, it’s terrible, so terrible!” Despite her best efforts, Rita began to weep while now putting her forefinger over the mic slot.

	“I can only imagine, honey, but hang in there. Sounds like he’s still talking out of his head. I just don’t understand it.”

	“Neither do his doctors. But a new one, Dr. Kinzer, has taken over Brian’s psychiatric evaluation. He’s supposed to be excellent; however, his interview today seems to have sent Brian into even deeper depression. Still, I think Dr. Kinzer is our last hope. I have an appointment with him tomorrow to discuss Brian’s case.”

	“Well, if this Dr. Kinzer can get Brian back to reality, he will indeed get my endorsement. Listen, your mom and I have been talking about how we can help. What if she comes down to Alexandria and stays with you and Matthew for a while? Maybe a month, or even longer if you want. I could also visit on most weekends. Would that help you?”

	“Yes, oh yes, that would help a lot. I’d love to have Mom here for a while, and I’m sure Matthew would, too. Besides, I have a special project at work that’s about to start, a study of college student opinions, and that promises to take up a lot of my time, even some evenings. I’ve been worrying about how I would manage it with Matthew and his sitter, who usually doesn’t want to watch him later than six o’clock.”

	“Well, then, consider that help is on the way.”

	“But what about all of Mom’s volunteer work? Wouldn’t being away that long cause her a problem?”

	“Actually, she’s out of the house right now working on that. And if I know her, she’ll have it all arranged before she gets home. You know how efficient she is. When she gets back, I’m sure she’ll call you with the details about just when she can get down there.”

	“Great! I look forward to that. Now, Dad, it’s my turn to ask
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