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Devon, Jessica, Raleigh, James, and Eric—
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STAIRWELL TO NOWHERE

I’M BEING CHASED. I can hear their footsteps below me, echoing up from the depths of the dimly lit stairwell. The brown concrete walls play acoustical tricks, casting echo upon echo and making each footfall sound like a gunshot. The noises boil and swell around me, growing first loud, then soft, then loud. I know only one thing: I have to get away.

My breathing is ragged. I feel heavy and slow, like I’ve been running for hours without respite.

“Allah Akbar!” shouts a voice below me.

I turn up the next flight of stairs, reach the next landing, turn and climb again. Soon I’ve put two more landings between me and them. Ear cocked under my grimy Kevlar, I pause to listen. Have they given up?

More sounds. Pant legs swishing together. Footsteps bark a pursuit. I am the hunted. And I have no way out but up.

I swing up another flight of stairs. They’re not far behind now. Not far at all. I’m on the edge of my endurance. Part of me just wants to sink to the stairs and wait for my fate to catch me.

The marine in me says keep moving. Never give up. Never. In our line of work, you fight; you die. You do not turn pussy.

Up another flight of stairs, no pause at the landing. I spin and hit the next flight in full stride, bounding upward, taking three steps at a time. If I had my M16, I’d lay in ambush and kill them all as they came for me. But I’ve lost my rifle. I have no grenades. I can’t even feel the normal comfort of my K-Bar knife tucked away on my hip. I’ve got nothing left but my fists.

“Allah Akbar!”

If they catch me, I will die. It won’t be painless, and it won’t be quick.

The stairs seem steeper now. I climb them two at a time, and when I look up, they seem to go on forever, like those long sets of stairs running to the top of those ancient Mayan temples in Mexico. Each new flight seems ever steeper, ever more of a challenge to my fading strength and endurance.

“ALLAH AKBAR!” They’re right behind me.

Move, Marine! Move! I will my legs to carry me forward. I grip the handrail and pull myself to the next flight. Just as I hit the stairs, a metallic rattle echoes behind me.

A spasm of light seizes the stairwell. Thunder reverberates off the walls, demolishing my hearing just as smoke billows up around me.

They’re throwing grenades.

Again.

The blast knocks me off my feet. I get up and unleash the last reservoir of strength within me. It propels me upward, feet chugging. There are no doors, no avenue of escape. I can only climb and keep climbing. But the stairwell never ends.

Another grenade detonates on the landing below. Shrapnel whips and scythes around me, pockmarking the walls. Everything below me is shrouded in smoke.

I’m losing the race. Fight or flight. It is the last option of every mammal. Terror sends me up the next flight of stairs. I reach another landing, my right hand scrabbling for purchase on the railing. I slip and fall facedown. Below me, I hear them coming.

A coil of smoke spins away from the landing below. It reveals a figure. Wraithlike, it slides back into the shadows.

Please God. Please. They’re too close. I’m done.

Fight, Marine. Fight.

I run on legs of rubber. I smack off the wall, lose my balance and fall. Get up. Keep going.

Knees are almost shot. I test them with every step. One more stair. One more. The landing is just out of reach.

My legs are finished. They’re but deadweight now. It’s over.

Another metallic clatter as a grenade lands a step below me. I kick it away. It ricochets off the wall and explodes. The concussion pins me flat on the landing. A dull, hammerlike blow deadens every sense. The world goes gray.

How am I alive? I feel no pain. I crawl forward, pulling myself to the next flight with only my arms. My legs trail behind me, as useless as a paraplegic’s.

Footsteps. I turn to see a cloud of gray-black smoke roiling and twisting up the stairwell at me.

There is movement in the smoke.

“Allah Akbar!”

The first coils reach me. I try to hold my breath as a tendril snakes along my body and across my face. The smoke probes me, searching for entrance. I can’t hold my breath long, and in a spasm I suck in corrupted air. The world goes dark. The last thing I see is a dirty boot on the landing.

This won’t be pretty.

Please. Please. Jessica.

No. I will not plead. I will be a Marine to the end.

The smoke engulfs me. I have lost.
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REFLECTION OF THE DAMNED

Spring 2006
Parris Island, S.C.

[image: ]

THE DREAM WAS bad, the worst in weeks. The ceiling comes into focus. I blink the sleep out of my eyes. My heart races, sweat stains my sheets. I’m burning up. Every morning, it is always the same.

I remember everything. Every move, every unearthly sensation and disorienting noise. It is the most vivid dream I’ve ever had, and I have it night after night after night.

A year ago, when the nightmare first invaded my sleep, I drowned it in liquor. At the time my unit, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines, or 3/5, was stationed at Camp Pendleton in Southern California. One night, I wandered into a tavern called The Harp in Newport Beach. On one wall rested a plaque commemorating the achievements of 3/5. Right then, I knew I had my watering hole. In the first month after I got back from leave, I ran up a three-thousand-dollar tab at The Harp.

I discovered that Jack Daniel’s did what nothing else could. I’d drink until I passed out, and in that darkness the nightmares and memories could not find me. Every morning, I’d peel my eyes open, unsure of who I was or where I’d ended up. Self-awareness only gradually penetrated the crushing hangover. I didn’t mind that; it gave me time to slip into myself and prepare for the shock of who I’d become. By noon, I’d be up and about, focused only on that night’s binge, longing for its numb sanctuary.

Not anymore, not for the last five months. That’s when I started drill instructor school and had to devote everything I had left to graduate. Ever since I was a raw recruit, I’d wanted to be a drill instructor. A year removed from my tour in Iraq, I fulfilled that dream and graduated tenth in a class of sixty. Be careful what you wish for. That cliché has become the story of my life.

I’ve always been an achiever. Varsity football, baseball, and wrestling back home in Ohio taught me to compete without reservation. I came of age in a tiny town of about twenty-five hundred people called Richwood, where Tractor Days was the year’s biggest event.

My friends and neighbors all hailed from hardworking, blue-collar stock; the kind of Americans who have quietly held this country together generation after generation. They aren’t revered as they should be anymore, and the blue-blood Eastern city folk look down their noses at us Red-Staters, but the fact is, the heart of America beats in towns like Richwood, whether the elites want to admit it or not.

We lived a sort of Varsity Blues existence in our little town. Football games dominated the fall weekends, baseball dominated the spring. In between, there were school dances, Saturday-night dates, and cruising after we got our driver’s licenses.

I had come to Richwood after living in Marion, Ohio, until seventh grade. When I was six, my parents divorced. Dad moved to Richwood, Mom stayed in Marion and remarried a man I came to despise. When I could, I escaped to live with my dad, who worked in a local steel mill.

I was the new kid in a town of less than a thousand surrounded by corn and wheat fields. Everyone knew everyone’s business. I dropped in from what folks considered a big city—Marion’s population is about 40,000—and was instantly put on probation by my peers. Where would I fit in? Would I be an outcast?

I threw myself into sports, and my football and baseball skills gained me acceptance. Soon everyone knew my name, and I could walk downtown after a Friday-night game and receive backslaps and attaboys from people who months before were total strangers.

I’d never been accepted before, so the attention just fueled my desire to excel, do better, grow faster and stronger. I didn’t mind the hard work that that required. I didn’t mind pushing myself to exceed, and I always had the drive to achieve my goals.

That’s why I became a Marine. The Corps harnessed that drive in me and let me explore it in ways college never could have. I finished boot camp, endured Iraq, and came home to graduate from DI school and from Swim School a few weeks later. The latter is the second toughest school Marines can attend. For me, it was the aquatic equivalent of the Bataan Death March.

It started with three weeks of conditioning. I thought after drill instructor’s school that I was in the best shape of my life. I’ve always been lean and muscular. In high school I was an all-conference running back until I broke a collarbone and suffered a knee injury. Swim School knocked all the arrogance out of me. We started with a seven-hundred-meter swim. That’s almost a kilometer. It nearly killed me, and I thought I was a good swimmer.

They made us tread water while holding bricks. We dragged them across the pool again and again, the instructors pushing us like nobody had ever done. From four to midnight every day we tortured our bodies in the huge pool at Parris Island. By week four, I could hardly bring myself to continue. Instead, I’d sit in my pickup truck in front of my apartment and will myself to go through with another night of agony.

In slow motion, I’d see my hand turning the key. Twenty minutes later, I’d be in the pool wondering if they’d let me drown as all the gear kept pulling me under. Every night for six weeks, I’d flail my way to the side and puke in the scum gutter that skirted the pool.

It was the toughest thing I’ve ever endured. Well, next to Fallujah.

That’s why I love the Corps—there is always a new challenge awaiting those with the desire to push a little harder.

I slide out of my rack. When I hit the floor, I feel clammy and off. I haven’t felt right in months. Now that the booze remains in the bottle, the memories and nightmares plague me every night. What little rest I get is always interrupted.

Beside the bed, I stretch and yawn. A typical morning routine, but the engine’s not firing. Something’s missing.

Hope. Faith.

Oh yeah. The realization wipes out the last of my sleepy grogginess.

I shamble over to the bathroom sink and find my razor. Water running, I start to lather up.

My eyes focus on the sink. I know I’ll have to look into the mirror, but I avoid it as long as I can. I dread this time. I cannot hide from myself. In my reflection, there is no escape.

My eyes flick up. I stare at a gaunt and haggard face that could once have been mine. It looks sunken, like my cheekbones are about to cave in.

I’ve lost so much weight my ribs are visible.

Were you a prisoner of war?

No. I am a veteran of close-quarters combat. I fought. I survived. At Fallujah.

Guilty as charged: I survived.

I make eye contact with my reflection. Eyes are a window to the soul, right? I see nothing. It scares me. I want to avert my gaze, but I’m frozen in place.

Why are you still alive?

I can’t answer my reflection. It is the shell of what I once was. The jawline is still the same, my hair color hasn’t changed. The remnants are there, visible to those who really knew it. My mother. My wife Jessica. Her folks. They once looked upon my face with love and endearment. So did the people in my small town. I was the star running back for our high school football team. I was somebody once.

This new face is different. What I have left only inspires fear. Those vestiges of the past I see in the mirror serve now as a cruel reminder of all I’ve lost.

You should be dead, Jeremiah.

I want to pick up the razor and shave. I want to get through this morning ritual of hate.

You should be dead.

My reflection is right. I should be. I wanted death. I yearned for it.

Why are you still here?

I can only say, “I have every right to be here.”

Three dead Marines. That’s what I see every time I dare to look into my eyes.

I wanted to be with them. That house in Sector 19 should have been my tomb. Now I live on in limbo, cheated of my destiny. I did not leave the fight willingly. They dragged me out of it screaming. There was killing left undone, vengeance unsecured. I yearn for a reckoning that will never be made.

You didn’t deserve to live.

My reflection pulls no punches. I drop my eyes. I can’t bear to look at myself any longer.

I take a long breath. The air is stale and I smell my own sweat. Another breath. Exhale. Breathe. Calm down.

I am here. At least, what’s left of me is here. The best of me was burned away inside that house, lost forever on December 23rd, the last firefight American forces would fight in that shattered city during the Second Battle of Fallujah.

The memories flicker by like reels on a slot machine. Nothing makes sense.

Then I see Phillip Levine, bloody and shocked, shouting for a pistol. For a moment it seems so real that I want to reach out for him. I’ve never seen a man do what he did that day.

I open my eyes as gunfire echoes around me. A moment later, the vision of my best friend passes and my bathroom is salved with silence. I’m left staring at little icebergs of shaving cream afloat in an overflowing sink.

What made you worth saving?

My reflection taunts me.

“I don’t know,” I manage as I look up into the mirror.

I stare into the eyes of three dead Marines.

“I’m so sorry,” I say.

There is no forgiveness in their eyes.


[image: ]
THE MAN WITHOUT A FACE

Spring 2006 Parris Island, S.C.
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I FINISH PUTTING ON my uniform. I brush away a few balls of lint, adjust my collar until it is crisp and straight. Presentable now, I flee the mirror and forage in the kitchen for a bite to eat. All I find is a half gallon of expired milk and a bag of Oreo cookies. I get a glass of water and take a handful of Oreos with me into my apartment’s tiny living room.

Around me, the stillness and the silence make me edgy and suspicious, like I’m awaiting the first signs of an ambush. Those are my Iraq instincts. I have yet to figure out how to shut them off.

I peer out a window. The parking lot of my complex is empty. There’s no all-night SoCal party scene here like there is around Pendleton. People here work for a living and go to bed at reasonable hours. I wish I could be one of them. My workday starts at three-thirty and ends long after the majority of my neighbors have turned in for the night.

Beyond the parking lot, the street is deserted. The darkness is broken only by a few street lamps shining in isolation. Their pools of light seem to barely hold back the night. It is lonely duty amid the bleakness of the hour.

Each day, my own pool of light grows a little weaker. The darkness encroaches further into my sphere until it seems there will be no way I can resist its pressure.

The things that are happening to me I do not understand.

For the last three weeks, I’ve been the “Kill Hat” for a platoon of recruits at Parris Island. Tell a former Marine that you’re a Kill Hat, and just watch their eyes narrow. We are feared and loathed. That is our job.

There are three levels of drill instructors. The Senior is the father figure to his platoon of recruits. They come and complain to him; he encourages and mentors them in return. The Heavy is the workhorse and backbone of the Corps’ training system. He teaches and educates, gives them real skills. The Kill Hat, also sometimes called the Third Hat, is the drill instructor with the least seniority. Standing on the bottom rung of a strict hierarchy, we do the dirty work. Our job is to scream, yell, demean, and break the will of these civilians who strive to become Marines. The Kill Hat is the drill instructor of countless movies, the one whom recruits remember most vividly decades after they’ve gone through the mill here at Parris Island.

For three weeks I’ve run, shouted, berated, and emasculated the ninety men in our recruit platoon. I return home after eighteen-to twenty-hour days with my voice so raspy and raw that my wife can’t understand me when I call her on my cell phone. My legs ache from all the running I’ve done. Part of my job requires sprinting around the recruits while they’re marching or standing in formation, looking for mistakes or attitudes that need adjusting. When I see a recruit screwing up, I pull him out of the ranks and smoke him with a series of brutal calisthenics. Wherever they go, I have to run faster and farther, circling the platoon formation at full speed for hours on end. It is the most exhausting work I’ve ever done. It makes me wish I was back in Iraq.

When I first arrived at Parris Island fresh from DI school, I went to meet the recruits while they were out on the rifle range. On the way there, I encountered Staff Sergeant Shelby, one of my superiors in the company. He’s a barrel-chested staff NCO who stands about six foot three. He reminds me of the old WWF wrestler, Sergeant Slaughter.

“Sergeant Workman,” Shelby said to me after he introduced himself, “you’ve got a good Senior. You’ve got a good Heavy. Rely on them. Here at the rifle range is where you’ll earn your money. You’ve got two weeks to prove yourself. By then, you should have gotten at least two of these bitches to hurt themselves.”

The litmus test for my new job, he was telling me, was the number of recruits I could push to attempt suicide. I didn’t even know how to respond to that.

I went to work. That evening, I smoked a screwup in front of the entire platoon. I worked him over so hard that he snapped and lunged at me. When he went for my throat, it was as if a tumbler clicked into place and a safe door popped open deep inside me. Cold fury spewed forth. I parried his thrust, then snatched him by the throat. I lifted him off his feet and then body-slammed him to the squad bay’s deck. He lay helpless on his back, his eyes full of terror. But the safe door was open, and I was not finished. I jumped atop him and went for his throat again. Finally, my Senior, Staff Sergeant Edds, and my Heavy, Sergeant Allen, pulled me off the cowering recruit. They led me back to the DI’s office at the far end of the barracks. I thought I was finished. Day one, and I already went too far. Ashamed of my violent response, I was expecting the worst from my leadership. When the door closed, Staff Sergeant Edds smacked me on the back and said, “Right on, Workman! That’s exactly what we’re looking for.”

The next morning, I found that recruit cowering in the head; a poor, broken soul, slashing at his wrists with a Gillette Mach 3. One down. One to go.

In Iraq, I took care of my men. That was my sole job. I loved them like brothers; they became my family. Now, I am asked to destroy men who want to be Marines. I am the crucible they must endure to make it in the Corps. The role does not suit me, but I must perform my duty. I have three years of this left, but every day has been increasingly difficult to get through.

I can’t help but hate myself for what I have to do.

I leave my apartment and walk to my Toyota Tacoma pickup parked nearby. Outside, there is no hint of sunrise yet on the eastern horizon. The morning is stillborn quiet. I feel like a trespasser. A few minutes later, I’ve wound the Tacoma up to sixty on the causeway linking Parris Island and the rest of the South Carolina coast. For every recruit living east of the Mississippi River, Parris Island is their first destination after they sign their enlistment papers. That’s the way it has been for generations. “The Island” is where new Marines are minted. The civilians who enter this place emerge tough and tempered and ready to kill. In World War II alone, we trained 200,000 Marines here.

In decades past, they went on to thrash the Germans at Belleau Wood, storm the beaches of Tarawa Atoll and Saipan. They fought their way across Guam and Tinian and Kwajalein, hoisted the flag on Iwo Jima. Another generation fought the Chinese and the freezing weather around the Chosin Reservoir in 1950. Parris Island’s baby boomers beat back the Tet Offensive in ’68. Now, my own generation has our own war, and our own hallowed ground thousands of miles from this birthplace of Marines.

Parris Island is our tradition and our heritage. It is a proud place that sets the heartbeat for the entire Corps. The men we mold into Marines need to be hard, motivated, and determined. What I want to do, but can’t, is to treat them like men and teach them how to survive. No screaming, no belittling. I want to tell them how we lived through our ordeal in Fallujah. But that’s not the way things work, not for more than a hundred years. I wish I could be proud to be a part of this heritage and tradition, but my self-hatred gets in the way. I wouldn’t treat a dog the way I’m expected to treat my recruits.

For these past three weeks, I’ve stumbled along and shed a little more of my humanity each day. I torment the recruits and push them beyond their limits. They despise and fear me; I have only respect for them and their ability to absorb every new torture I throw at them. But I can’t show it. They take it and move on, clinging to the goal of one day standing before friends and family and earning the right to be called a Marine.

They are better than what I do to them.

I notice the causeway’s guardrail whirring past on my right. I’m so weary that it takes several seconds to register the danger. I’m too close. Somehow, I’ve wandered into the break-down lane.

I try to focus on the road. In my enervation, this proves extraordinarily tough. I feel so heavy and slow, yet at the same time I have this ethereal sensation, as if I’m simply riding a pocket of air and floating along above the road. The sensation frightens me.

I see the guardrail again. It gives me an idea. I could just floor the accelerator, and give the steering wheel a little flick to the right. Would I break through and plummet into the black waters beyond?

I have a vision of myself as the cab fills with water. The Tacoma sinks faster and faster. There seems to be no bottom. I stay at the wheel and feel the chilly water numb my body. As the water reaches my neck and submerges my mouth and nose, I feel my brain go slack.

Would anyone really care? Jess would feel guilty of course.

Good. She should.

What about my mother? She would be devastated. That gives me pause, but only for a moment.

In my vision, I see the water crest the top of my head. I’m totally immersed now. It numbs everything, like a body-shot of Novocain. The wretched memories of Iraq flow away as I let the water into my lungs. I drift. No more emotional self-mutilation. No more nightmares. The guilt floats away.

I could do it and nobody would know that it was not an accident. Everyone would say I simply fell asleep at the wheel. I could erase myself and still retain my dignity, my honor.

I peer beyond the window. Curls of fog drift across the water. It is a damp morning, not rainy, but dew-laden. The road is slick.

An accident. There’s nobody out here to judge.

My foot hits the gas. The Tacoma rushes forward. One swift move, that’s all it’ll take to finish the work the insurgents failed to do in the house. Since December 23, 2004, I’ve lived on stolen time, cheated of the end that fate had arranged for me. It would have been an honorable death. Instead, I robbed the dead to be back here, and I’ve lived in the shadows of their memory ever since. And in those shadows are things I can’t handle seeing anymore.

The speedometer needle kisses a hundred and moves on. I’m close to the edge. It is time.

Make your move.

The guardrail is mere feet away. My hands are rigid on the wheel, poised and cocked to execute.

I wanted to die in battle. That is where I belong, up front with my men, leading them into the thick of a fight. Someday, I will get back to the war and fate and I will have our rendezvous. At least that gives me a fragment of hope. I ease off the gas. The coward’s way is no way for a Marine to die.

At 0325, I park the Tacoma in front of the barracks. I stay in the cab and watch the digital clock tick off the minutes until I have to make the transformation. Out here, I am Jeremiah Workman, marine combat veteran, lover and husband to Jessica, former high school athlete and small-town American. My kind has been celebrated in movies and John Mellencamp songs all my life.

Inside the barracks, I am Remarque’s petty and violent Corporal Himmelstoss, the drill instructor who tormented Paul Bäumer and his schoolmates throughout boot camp in All Quiet on the Western Front. I just want to be Kat, the veteran who holds them all together.

The clock reads 3:30. I put my campaign cover on and walk toward the squad bay.

At the front hatch, I haze the fire watch until the recruit there looks ready to wet himself. I move on and raise hell with the rover. I check the head. No feet appear under the stalls this time, no Gillette Mach 3. That’s a relief.

At 0400, Sergeant Allen appears and the recruits begin their day. I try to run through the squad bay doing my thing, but I feel sluggish, like I’m running in a dream and getting nowhere. I see a recruit lagging behind the others and I get in his face.

“Bitch! Run … run … run … run!”

There’s nothing behind my words. I feel gutted.

Sergeant Allen approaches me. “Sergeant Workman, let’s get the recruits to chow.”

“Roger that.”

Allen shouts, “Get out!”

The platoon replies as one, “Get out, aye, sir!” The men race outside. I find a recruit struggling with his cartridge belt. I wade into him without mercy. He quails as I belittle him. Finally, he gets his gear sorted out and he flies out the door.

I drag myself after them. Outside, the recruits have formed up. Sergeant Allen is counting down from a hundred. Anyone not in the formation at the end of the count will feel my wrath.

Sergeant Allen takes up position in the middle and to one side of the formation. He barks a new command. “Right face! Forward march!”

The recruits move as one, their boots clicking across the concrete walkway in unison. It sounds as rhythmic as a metronome. Or gunshots.

“Ah left … left … left right … huh!” Allen calls a cadence. This is my time. I’m supposed to sprint around the platoon and correct any flaws I see. I start to run, but it feels like I’m five hundred pounds. I move with a strange and awkward gait. I’m too worn out to wonder why.

Regulations require the men to march with their arms swinging exactly six inches forward and three inches to the rear. This sort of precision is what makes a Marine marching formation look so impressive. I see a recruit whose arms are swinging too far forward.

“Six and three! Six and three! Arm swing! Arm swing! Arm swing!” The kid corrects himself. The others around him stare straight ahead, but as I make my high-tempo circuit I can feel their hate hot on the back of my neck. When I come along the other side, I see a recruit bouncing in his step. Marines march like ballroom dancers. We don’t bounce. We don’t bob. We glide, graceful and deadly.

“Bobblehead! Bobblehead!” I call to the recruit. He doesn’t get what I want at first so I lay into him. “Stop bouncing, bitch!” That did it. His boots stop trampling the concrete and start skimming across it.

Fifty yards from the chow hall now. In order to get there, Sergeant Allen will need to order a left turn.

“Left! Right! Left! Hup!”

The platoon is a well-oiled machine. The best I can do is nitpick.

Sergeant Allen gives the order for the left turn. The ranks pivot sharply. My job is to look for anyone who does not pivot smartly.

I’m struggling to make the circuit. I feel myself slowing down. My voice has a weary quality.

“Pivot foot. Pivot foot …”

I get a few sidelong glances from the recruits. They’ve noticed something’s off with me today.

The platoon completes the turn. I come around to the left side. We’re marching alongside a row of trees covered in Spanish moss. It is still pitch dark, but through the moss, one of the base safety lamps shines like a searchlight.

The light.

A hitch in my stride slows me further.

The light.

Spear points break through the Spanish moss in a crazy quilt pattern. The bright rays of light flash and turn as I move along the tree line.

The world narrows. The darkness washes away. All I can see is light.

Lights in the smoke. My Marines have their SureFire flashlights turned on. The house is full of gray-black smoke.

I’m standing in a foyer at the top of a flight of stairs. Alone. I hear the chatter of their gunfire, converging into a bedroom. Then I see him. Across the foyer from me there’s a Marine lying behind a desk. Is he dead? Is he wounded? Who is it?

We’ve got to get to him, but the volume of return fire is too great. Bullets smack into the corner of the wall next to me. Others gouge the wall behind me. If I take another step, I’ll die.

Within the smoke, a muzzle flash erupts. That’s no AK. I hear a long string of automatic weapons fire. Bullets chew up the floor in the foyer in front of me. The gunner has shot low. Bits of carpet and masonry careen around me.

My M16’s at my shoulder. I pull the trigger as fast as I can. My magazine runs dry. I drop it out and recharge my weapon. Another thirty rounds and I’m out again. As I reload this time, Corporal Steve Snell comes up the stairs behind me. He’s carrying an AK-47. He pulls alongside me and levels the weapon. The barrel is inches from my head. When he pulls the trigger, a sheet of flame shoots out beyond the flash suppressor. He rocks and rolls in full auto, tearing off a long burst that empties his magazine in seconds. How many are we up against? I can’t tell, but it sounds like dozens of rifles are firing, including at least one RPK or PKC crew served machine gun. I realize I’ve been struck nearly deaf by the tornado of noise.

Behind me, my fellow Marines are stacked up in the stairwell. Their SureFire lights pierce the smoke, and as the men jostle the crazy patterns of light on the shrapnel-scarred walls make me dizzy. I turn back to the enemy and fire until my M16 runs dry.

Something yellow flies out of the bedroom. With dawning horror, I realize that it is a grenade. It rolls straight for me, then spins in a little circle. Before I can even move, my world turns to fire.

Light and flames.

Light.

I’m not running anymore. I hear bootsteps on concrete, but they sound like echoes of a memory, unreal and vague. I can’t see anything. I can’t feel anything. Have I gone blind?

A presence on my right. My head turns in slow motion, as if I’m under water. My peripheral vision is gone. I’m looking at the world through a soda straw. Everything is distant and unreal. The presence is a recruit. I see his eyes as he runs past.

I know where you’re going.

I want to shout it, but I can’t. My jaw is frozen solid.

You’re going to Iraq. I want to be your brother, not your tormentor.

My head swivels forward, and the light hits me with its fullest intensity, like the desert sun.

I’m taken back to December 23rd, staggering toward one of our Hum vees under fire. Sergeant Allen’s voice pierces the scene. He sounds like he’s talking through a tin can.

“Sergeant Workman? What the hell are you doing?”

From the back of the Humvee, I hear myself answer, “I don’t know.”

The sun beats down on me and my pupils constrict. I see nothing for those brief seconds, though I can hear the firefight raging up the street.

“I need some help here!”

Did I really just say that?

I look away from the sun. The scene refocuses. Through the soda straw I can see that I’m standing at the chow hall door.

Sergeant Allen orders, “Platoon halt! Stack weapons!”

“Stack weapons, aye, sir!”

I see Allen turn to me. His movements are so slow it almost looks as if he’s floating.

This is my time. I’m supposed to kick over rifles, scream and bellow and rant. I move to the recruits automatically. But I take a few steps and come up short. A recruit is staring at me with wide blue eyes.

Eyes.

I look in his eyes. The distance between us seems more than spatial. It is temporal.

From the back of the truck, I call for help again. “Doc! Doc! Get over here, now!”

Our corpsman stands only a few feet away. “Don’t worry about it, Workman.”

“Doc, we’ve got wounded men back here! They need help, goddamnit!”

“Workman, they’re okay.”

I look down.

Through the soda straw the recruit stares at me with saucer eyes full of terror. I suppose he’s never seen a drill instructor coming apart at the seams in front of him.

I see my friend Raleigh Smith lying on his back next to somebody else. He’s got his arm up shielding his eyes from the early afternoon sun. His lips are curled into a frown of pain. He needs help.

Raleigh’s the kind of guy who never asks for anything. He’s overly generous, willing to give the shirt off his back to a fellow Marine. He’s a small town kid, just like me, only from Montana.

Why won’t Doc get his ass over here?

“Raleigh? You okay, bro?”

No answer.

When he first joined the 81’s platoon, he seemed kind of mousy and shy. That didn’t last. He was just watching us, seeing what we were all about. When he felt comfortable, he unleashed a wacky and completely un-PC side we never expected in him. He came so far out of left field with his craziness that we nicknamed him Section Eight.

I move his arm. It sloughs off his face and falls away.

His eyes are closed. I slap his ashen face lightly.

He doesn’t move.

Before he left for the Marines, he was at a party in Montana. He punched a guy right in the face. “What’d you do that for?” the guy asked. “ ’Cause I like ya!” came Raleigh’s rollicking reply. His sense of fun always makes us forgive his antics. Hell, we love them.

“Doc! For God’s sake get over here now! Raleigh needs you.”

“He’s okay, Workman.” Doc’s voice is strained and odd.

I don’t understand this. I smack Raleigh’s cheek again. He doesn’t flinch. He must be unconscious.

“DOC!”

“Workman, he’s fucking dead!”

Edges of darkness curl away the light. The recruit still eyes me warily. He is Raleigh.

My hands shake. My knees go weak. He’s lying next to somebody else, left arm canted slightly where I let it drop. His eyes are closed and his face is a grimace of pain.

Sergeant Allen’s voice thunders across time and space. “Drop gear!”

“Drop gear, aye, sir!” the platoon sings out. Their voices sound so removed, so utterly without form and substance I could be hearing the dead.

Or the doomed.

Through the straw I see the recruit’s face disappear as he dumps his cartridge belt and gets ready to line up at the chow hall door.

On the back of the Humvee, Raleigh is at my feet, unmoving. There is no blood. He looks like he’s asleep.

There’s someone lying next to Raleigh. Who is it?

Don’t go there, Jeremiah.

Sergeant Allen barks another order, “Form for chow!” His words echo across six thousand miles.

“Form for chow, aye, sir!”

They’re ready to get inside the chow hall. I do not move. I cannot move. How can I? I’m not even there.

Back in Fallujah, my head turns away from Raleigh.

Next to him, I see blood on cammies. A hand. Limp. Whose is it? I must look.

Don’t do this.

There is no face to see. Just a bullet wound in the temple and all the damage it caused.

“Ready! Move!” shouts Sergeant Allen above the din of battle.

I look hard, wondering who this is, but still I cannot see his face. I see bone and blood, but blackness obscures his features. Something’s keeping me from seeing the full, terrible truth.

His chest tape reveals his name.

Hillenburg. This is all that’s left of my brother Lance Corporal Eric Hillenburg. Hoosier. Marine. Friend. He was supposed to get out next summer and was going to go to college. He had the quirkiest sense of humor of any man I knew. Even in the worst moments, he always had an off-beat joke, a ribald comment that would leave me shaking my head and laughing from the belly. We called him Ernie.

He also had the darkest eyes. Black like coal, but bright and shining as the desert sun.

It’s like a transformer in my brain has blown. I leap off the Humvee and charge up the street. I am a running back again, this time I have no pads, just a flak vest and an M16. I run past Kraft and Snell and Levine, who is still trying to cage a pistol off anyone who will listen to him.

I do not see them. All I see is the man without a face. And the only way to drive that vision from my mind is to drive headlong into the enemy.

I could kill a thousand insurgents and never lose a minute of sleep. The sight of the two dead Marines tears my heart out.

I could not save them. I know that I will never be whole again.

I don’t deserve to live.

I run for the house, swallowed by fury and a lust for revenge.

Sergeant Allen’s voice arrives like a distant whisper. “Workman?”

Pain propels me forward. Through the soda straw, I see recruits dodge out of my way. I plant my shoulder into one of them and send him spinning away like an undersized linebacker. Another goes down. I plow through them and storm through the door.

I’m inside the chow hall. Other platoons are already eating. The recruits eye me curiously.

As the aperture of my vision opens wide, I can see them. I’ve come to a stop, finally, beside a Coke machine. Come to a stop. I’m breathing again.

I’m on Parris Island. My brain feels numb from the sensory overload. I’ve blown its neural pathways like an engineer blowing bridges in a desperate retreat. Now I feel nothing.

Dimly, I’m aware of Sergeant Allen next to me. “Workman, what’s the matter with you?”

The answer tumbles out from the wreckage of my brain. I hear my words before I’m aware I’ve spoken them.

“I don’t give a fuck about you, and I don’t give a fuck about these recruits.”

I’ve cared too much. Now I have nothing left.

Allen pulls me farther from the recruits into a corner by the Coke machine. “Listen, Dog, I can’t afford to have you around with an attitude like that. Why don’t you go home.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

I turn and flee my failure, to where I don’t know or care. I am supposed to be a maker of Marines, part of the system that takes American boys and forges them into fierce warriors. Now, I don’t even feel like a Marine myself.

Under the eyes of a hundred aspiring Marines, I run through the chow hall door, my humiliation complete.
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MOP-UP CREW

December 23, 2004 0900
Fallujah, Anbar Province, Iraq
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THE SUN RISES on a skeletalized city, ravaged and picked over like a desert corpse. The early morning shadows are fractured and Picassolike. They paint a black picture of destruction across the ruined streets. Smoke plumes tower overhead to mark burning arms caches and ammo dumps. They are Fallujah’s funeral pyre.

The stench of death lingers in the air. It is oily, and pungent, and it permeates our clothing so we carry the reek of rotting flesh with us wherever we go. We are used to this and our stomachs are long since immune to its effects.

This morning starts our third week inside the city. Through November, our heavy weapon’s company remained north of town, using a railroad embankment as cover while we supported the Marine units fighting their way south to Highway Ten, the main east-west road through Fallujah. Day after day, we pounded insurgent positions with our 81mm mortars. My crew loaded and fired as fast as we could to rain destruction down on the Jihadists resisting our brothers in the line companies. My men refused to slow down, even when our enemy plotted our position and launched a counterbattery attack against us with 122mm rockets. Instead of dashing to our dugouts, we stayed at our tubes and dished it back at the Muj.

Now we’ve traded our mortar tubes for M16’s.

In the Corps, we are riflemen first. We train to carry an M16 and kill the enemy. It doesn’t matter if you’re a supply clerk or a Jump-Jet pilot; we all possess basic rifleman skills. It is a tradition that predates World War II, and there is a good reason for it. During the Pacific War, there were desperate moments on long-forgotten islands where commanders threw their last reserves into the battle. Cooks dropped their ladles and picked up M1 carbines. Buglers abandoned their instruments to man antitank guns. There are some key moments in the Corps where such scratch-built forces performed with heroic devotion. On Wake Island, for instance, a fighter pilot named Hank Elrod died throwing grenades at Japanese landing craft as they ground ashore around him. On Peleliu, a Japanese counterattack was stopped cold by typists and orderlies and other rear area troops.

We are all infantry in the Corps. It is tradition. At times it is also a necessity. And here in Fallujah in 2004, in the waning days of the battle for this city, my mortar platoon reverted to our foot-slogging roots. The Coalition needed manpower to search through every room in every building for weapons, ammunition, booby traps, and bombs. This has to be done before the town’s civilians can be allowed to return.

Simultaneously, the need for indirect fire ended when the main resistance collapsed in mid-November. So they gave us rifles, Humvees, and trucks, and told us to go empty Fallujah of its remaining weapons of war.

Imagine going into Kansas City to search for every gun and every bullet hidden there with less than a division of men to do the job. That’s what we face. We are Fallujah’s mop-up crew. Since early December, we’ve wandered among the destruction in search of secret caches. There’s no glory in it; the national media declared the battle over in November. The press has gone home. The nation’s lost interest, and the military historians are already busy writing the story of the battle. If we’re lucky, our sweating, thankless efforts will merit perhaps a footnote in the campaign history.

The work is hard and dangerous. Every room we enter is a potential trap. Insurgents have left trip-wire detonated mines and IED’s all over the place. One shove on the wrong door, and letters will be sent to our loved ones back home.

Clearing hundreds of buildings and thousands of rooms every day requires a methodical and detailed approach. But we are only human. As the days wear on and we grow exhausted from our repetitious task, our security posture slips lower and lower. At times, we’re reminded of the danger that die-hard insurgent holdouts present to us. Last week, I entered one house that was pitch-black inside. We flicked on our SureFire flashlights to begin our search and discovered two decomposing corpses in the kitchen. I stepped over them and moved down a hall toward a closed door. When I reached it and pushed it open, I found myself inside an Iraqi’s bedroom. The place was in disarray—sheets torn and strewn on the floor, clothing heaped here and there with pieces of broken furniture topping the mess.

Something moved in the darkness. I brought my M16 to my shoulder. Just as I did, a shape charged out of a closet straight at me. Startled, I fired wildly—and killed a goat. Lesson learned: Next time, it might just be a Muj. Don’t ever let your guard down.

This morning, we are extra alert. Yesterday, one of our patrols reached Sector 19 in the northeast corner of the city and encountered stiff resistance. A long, ragged firefight broke out between die-hards and our Marines. When the patrol returned to our apartment complex base at the edge of town, the men looked drained and hollowed-out. Thank God nobody had been killed.

We spent the night cleaning our rifles and ammunition to ensure we would not suffer any jams should we get in a firefight as well. I think we all sensed that come dawn, we would face the enemy.

We rolled out of our base at 0600. For three hours, we picked through a neighborhood on the cusp of Zone 19. All we found were corpses and an occasional AK-47. It was a dry hole, so battalion moved us into the heart of Zone 19.

The place is as quiet as a morgue. We find ourselves in the middle of a residential district. Here, rich Baathists who had curried Saddam’s favor came to retire. The beige cement
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