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To the Rangers and Marines who gave it all.
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PROLOGUE

First and ten at the Army thirty-six-yard line.

Both teams trotted from the south end of the field to the north as whistles announced the end of the first quarter. Had it been the start of the fourth quarter instead of the second, all the players would have sprinted from one end to the other, a tradition meant to display the indefatigable spirit of football men. None of them knew how the tradition started, and now that every high school and college team in the country was doing it, too—some while holding four fingers in the air—it seemed to have lost its luster.

No fingers were lifted for the second quarter, a break in the action that warranted only a light jog as a fresh fifteen minutes flashed on the game clock and sixty-seven thousand fans stood and stretched their legs.

From the field, the movement of the crowd looked like water cascading down the walls of a well. Some of the fans still waved tiny American flags, the ubiquitous pompoms for this contest, while others shed their jackets and sweaters, exposing arms and necks and the occasional coed shoulder. By 1 P.M. the temperature had crept above seventy degrees in Philadelphia, sunbathing weather for the first day of December 2001.

The fans had been in these rigid old stands for hours before kickoff, many arriving at sunrise to watch the cadets of West Point and midshipmen of the United States Naval Academy fall into formation in the parking lot, a spectacle so foreign to most college football fans that they were left shaking their heads in wonder. No one cared that Veterans Stadium sagged under the weight of indifference and looked much older than its thirty years. Built in the late sixties to keep the Phillies from moving to Cherry Hill, New Jersey, and to provide a home to the Philadelphia Eagles, who once played their home games at Franklin Field at the University of Pennsylvania, the Vet had been inadequate from the moment the doors opened in 1971. Even though dual-purpose stadiums were all the rage at the time, with Atlanta, Washington, St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh opening squatty, circular coliseums, the dimensions and requirements of the baseball diamond and football field were so different that most of them worked well for neither. Early-season football games were played on dirt infields, and fifty-yard-line seats were often as far away from the action as you could get.

Veterans Stadium had all those problems and more. The place was overrun with mice, and many of the creaky seats—soon to be meticulously removed and sold as souvenirs—stuck open or shut. The paint was cracked, and the elevators rumbled and wobbled in ways that made fans want to take the ramps.

On this day no one cared. Veterans Stadium—hard, gritty, and named for veterans of all wars—seemed like the perfect spot for the Army-Navy Game, even though neither academy had anything to do with it being held there. Philadelphia is close to equidistant between West Point, New York, and Annapolis, Maryland, so with few exceptions the game had been played in the City of Brotherly Love since 1932, mostly in the old Municipal Stadium. As for the name, Philadelphia city councilmen voted to call it Veterans Stadium in 1968 as both a tribute to those who served their country and a less-than-subtle snub at the Vietnam protesters whose numbers were swelling at that time.

There were no protesters on this day. That would come later. Today, emotions ran high. Many of the spectators had already cried themselves spent. Some hugged, while others made mental notes of every tidbit of history they witnessed. This football game between two losing teams, a meeting that would have no effect on the college football standings, had become a rallying point for the country, a healing salve on a gaping national wound. Fires from the World Trade Center still burned eighty-one days after September 11.

And this was now the most watched college football game in the country. Four million American television sets tuned in early that Saturday afternoon, with another four million sets tuned in overseas.

Army led Navy, 13–0.

The Cadets of the United States Military Academy at West Point had scored on their first two possessions and would have been up 14–0 if not for a missed extra point by kicker Derek Jacobs. That miss gave hope to the U.S. Naval Academy Midshipmen. Army’s quarterback, Chad Jenkins, was playing on an injured knee, a condition far more serious than anyone realized at the time, and one that affected his passing accuracy. A brace that looked like something out of the Spanish Inquisition gave him the ability to run on torn ligaments, but if he twisted the wrong way during a throwing motion, the ball could go anywhere and he could end up writhing on the ground.

Army’s last possession of the first quarter had ended with Chad throwing an ugly interception, the sort of wobbly “jump ball” that was every quarterback’s nightmare. Navy wasn’t able to capitalize, but the momentum had shifted to the Mids.

They needed to hold Army on this drive. The difference between two scores and three is far greater than numbers on a board. Comebacks are built on the belief that the mountain is not too high, the time is not too short—the obstacles are not too great. Thirteen points down with three quarters to play was not that big a hole, and both teams knew it.

The players were thrilled to focus solely on football, at least for this day. The cheers, grunts, yelling coaches, and smells, the thick grass wedged in their fingers and soft soil under their cleats were all a welcome reprieve from the knowledge that they would soon be called to do hard things. Even though American football at the turn of the twenty-first century was applauded for its militarism and the way it prepared young men for life in another kind of uniform, the chaos, nuance, strategy, beauty, and violence of this game, with its tradition of rivalry between two branches of the nation’s military, allowed these players to push aside all thoughts of war. For three and a half hours, they could focus on a sport they had played since they were children. The gridiron had become the one place in their lives where nothing seemed off-kilter.

Fifty of the players were seniors—twenty-six from Army and twenty-four from Navy—and that meant they were just a few months away from the reality of commanding men in combat. For some of them, the main reason for enrolling in the academies was to get an education on par with those of the best Ivy League schools, plus a guaranteed job out of college. Others were legacies (offspring of career military fathers or mothers). They never expected to see actual conflict. Then there were the men and women who had longed to be soldiers, sailors, or marines since they were old enough to pick up a toy gun. More than a few fell into a category the Army referred to informally as “hooah,” a gung-ho catchphrase that meant everything from “Do you understand?” to “Let’s take that hill!”

Hooah is the guy obsessed with polishing every buckle and shoe, who wants to be Infantry, Airborne, and Ranger, and who can’t imagine a life not spent in uniform. If he wasn’t at West Point, the hooah guy would be in the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) or working his way through the enlisted ranks and applying to Officer Candidate School (OCS). Navy had them as well, although their pronunciations were different. Those heading into the SEALs are “hooyah!,” and marines, “oooRAH!,” shouted from the back of the throat like the gravelly bark of a bloodhound.

But for all of them, the answer to why they were there eventually came around to the quarter-million-dollar answer: it’s free. The grand bargain at the United States Military Academy and United States Naval Academy (and the Air Force Academy as well) is that in exchange for a five-year military commitment, cadets and midshipmen need only show up on campus with underwear and a toothbrush. Everything else—clothes, shoes, food, room, furniture, books, backpacks, and tuition—is paid for and provided by the government of the United States, a value estimated at between $250,000 and $300,000.

The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) does not allow student-athletes to work during the school year or take money from anyone other than their parents. So, while an athletic scholarship at a nonmilitary college might take care of room and board, things like gas, pizza, logoed sweatshirts, and date money have to come from mom and dad. At West Point and Annapolis, not only are the wardrobe and meals free, the Army and Navy pay cadets and midshipmen a $7,500 annual salary. For a football player who is not quite good enough to play at one of the bigger schools it is a good deal: four years of college football and a five-year job after graduation.

After the five-year service commitment, academy graduates can either re-up and perhaps become “lifers,” or they can get out and be at the front of the civilian hiring line. There is no official name for those who get out after the minimum, but unofficially they are known as “five-and-fliers.” Less than half of the class from 1991 was still active duty by 2001, but no one blamed them. Recruiters for Fortune 500 companies listed the most sought-after college graduates as those from, in order: West Point, the Naval Academy, the Air Force Academy, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Harvard, and Yale. Stanford, Brown, Princeton, and, oddly enough, Georgia Tech have slipped in and out of the fifth and sixth slots, but no school has knocked Army and Navy off the top in almost three decades.

The academies get the brightest who, for whatever reason (usually money), don’t go Ivy League or advanced tech, and who want the challenge of being part of something greater than themselves. All the cadets and midshipmen say this proudly, but most don’t even try to explain what it means. If you aren’t part of it, you wouldn’t understand.

The fans in Veterans Stadium and at home watching on television did their best to grasp what these young men were about to do. Everyone at the academies trains for combat, but when these football players signed on to play for Army and Navy, war was a distant figure in a rolling fog, out there somewhere but unidentifiable. Many of them had signed up for a chance to play Division I football and be on national television; they really hadn’t thought much about what would come after.

All that changed after September 11.

 

Something was different about this game even before it began. The fans knew this, and so did the players.

President George W. Bush had spoken in both locker rooms before the game. His remarks, while heartfelt, seemed stilted, somber, and somewhat unprepared. “Your opponents today on the football field will be the men you will be serving beside on the battlefield very soon,” he said. It was another hard kernel of truth that many of them hadn’t fully embraced, or if they had, it had been pushed to the backs of their minds.

The Army players also got a visit from one of their heroes, General Norman Schwarzkopf, the commander of Desert Storm and graduate of the West Point Class of 1956. After 9/11 Stormin’ Norman had become an even bigger folk hero at the academy. This was the man who crafted and executed the battle plan that crushed the fourth-largest army in the world and liberated an occupied Arab nation in less than six weeks. The general gave a stem-winder of a speech where he talked about the weeks, months, and years that lay ahead, and about how their conduct this day on the field would mirror their future conduct on another field with another objective.

Then he concluded by saying, “Men, today you are going to battle. You are going to war with Navy. And let me tell you something: the Army does not lose wars. You will prevail. You will win.”

Every cadet who heard him had been ready to run through walls to get onto the field.

The speeches in the other locker room were a little more colorful. Senator John McCain, combat aviator and Naval Academy Class of 1958, had surprised the Midshipmen in their locker room. They snapped to attention when McCain walked in and were immediately put at ease. The senator began his talk slowly, mentioning how this group was not playing for the people in the stands at Veterans Stadium, but for the U.S. troops in Kabul and Kandahar, people who were already in the fight and who were looking at this game as a rallying point and as a reminder of why they were there and what they were fighting for.

Then the senator really got revved up, his voice getting higher and louder with each breath. Within moments, the former POW’s face turned crimson. Some players worried that he might stroke out right in front of them.

That was when the tirade really started. “You are going to go out there and beat those Army bastards!” McCain yelled. “You are going to knock their asses backward!”

Whoa. Some of the guys looked at each other as if to say, “Is this really happening?” while others smiled and enjoyed the moment. Pregame pep talks were always fiery, but the added celebrity cachet of the speakers and the intense emotions surrounding this game ramped up the intensity to an even higher level. Like their Army counterparts down the hall, all the Navy players ran out of the locker room ready for battle.

Quarterback Chad Jenkins and Navy outside linebacker Brian Stann, two men on the field together for the start of the second quarter, did their best to remain focused on the next play and the next down. Neither could claim to be immersed in the warrior mind-set, not yet anyway. They had both gone to the academies for football. Neither of them had been raised in a military family, and they weren’t guys who had dreamed of wearing a military uniform since childhood.

The first time either of them had considered West Point and Annapolis was when they realized the limits of their Division I scholarship options. Both had been outstanding high school athletes, but despite wanting to play the big time like most seventeen-year-old males, the cold, hard reality was that neither Chad nor Brian was big or fast enough to play for the likes of Penn State, Oklahoma, Ohio State, or the University of Southern California. They could have played Division II, maybe even been stars at that level, but to be on the highest plain of their sport, to play on television and compete against the best, their best bet was to attend one of the academies. When Army and Navy called, they had both jumped at the chance to play.

Three months before this game they weren’t even thinking about war, except as it was taught in their classes and field exercises. Service and duty and honor were ingrained in them, to be sure, but war had always been more theoretical than real. Now they would be the twenty-first century’s first class of officers to lead men in combat. And neither of them had any idea how they would respond.

John Bond, the thirty-nine-year-old offensive coordinator for Army, called the first play of the second quarter from the press box. Bond knew what Chad could and could not do as well as anyone. The kid had the heart of a lion, but the body of your average computer science major. He reminded Bond a little of himself at that age, a similar-sized coach’s kid from Arkansas who played quarterback for Hall of Fame coach Lou Holtz at the University of Arkansas. Like Bond, who had been able to walk around the Razorback campus in near-total anonymity, Chad would never have been picked out of West Point’s morning formation as the leader of the football team. Still, Bond had more faith in Chad than in any other player he’d ever coached.

The first play of the second quarter was a straight drop, hitch-and-go with receiver Anthony Miller as the primary target and secondary receiver Brian Bruenton running a hook pattern.

They had practiced this a hundred times, and should have been able to execute it in their sleep. But practice never took place in front of thousands of screaming fans, including the president of the United States or a sideline full of reporters and cameramen. Every player knew this game was being broadcast to every continent, including McMurdo Station, Antarctica. Millions of people were hanging on every play. Coaches couldn’t simulate that kind of pressure in practice.

Chad broke the huddle and scanned the Navy defense. The Mids were in a four-three with four down linemen and three linebackers. He saw a mismatch in size and speed. Miller was bigger and faster than the Navy cornerbacks, but even if he wasn’t, the play was designed so that the cornerback would come up and inside to cover Bruenton, leaving Miller alone with only a smaller, slower safety to beat. Chad should be able to get this play off for a big gain, assuming his offensive line held.

“Set, blue, twenty-one: blue, twenty-one. Sa-hit!” Chad yelled.

The center snapped the ball and linemen slammed into each other in a cacophony of slapping pads and guttural growls. Chad dropped back and bounced on his toes. Every good quarterback can sense when the offensive line is holding and when his pocket is folding around him. This time he saw the pocket collapsing a second too soon but a sliver of an opening up the middle. The Navy linebackers had scampered backward a couple of steps to cover their passing assignments. With no receiver breaking into his sight, and the memory of the last interception still fresh and raw, Chad tucked the ball and ran up the middle.

Brian reacted perfectly. With no receivers in his zone, he was free to follow the football. Once Chad tucked and leaned into his run, Brian broke toward the line of scrimmage. As one defensive end grabbed Chad from the side, Brian reached him with a shoulder. Chad went down like a dropped bag of sand.

No gain. Second and ten.

The midshipmen, all four thousand of them in the stands near the goal line, went wild. Coaches slapped Brian’s helmet and yelled “good job” as he came off the field, yielding his spot to another linebacker. It would be one of the highlights of his Navy football career, one that had started with great promise before enduring numerous transitions. Brian hadn’t been recruited to Navy as a linebacker, even though it was a role that suited him like no other. He was one of those all-around good athletes who could have played four or five different positions. But he looked like a linebacker with the squared-off features that graphic novelists gave all their tough guys: hair angling at ninety degrees in the back and chin chiseled at an equally impossible angle in the front.

Brian could have been the model for the original Captain America, the one from the 1942 comic books, not the 2011 movie. As looks went, guys like Dick Butkus had nothing on Brian. And he loved to hit. There was nothing he enjoyed more than lowering his shoulder and popping an opposing runner, which made him perfect for the position he now played.

Chad and Brian had never met before that moment, although they shared a special competitive bond that Army and Navy players had always shared. For more than a century, Cadets and Midshipmen had been going after each other with an old fashioned game-day hate unrivaled in college football. The standard mantra on the West Point campus, no matter what, no matter what season, was “Go Army, beat Navy.” And at Annapolis: “Go Navy, beat Army.” It was their version of “Roll Tide.”

But when the game was over, all the players would hug and cry and wish each other well. They would walk together en masse between sidelines and sing each other’s alma maters, a sign of the bond they shared beyond football.

All the players, including Chad and Brian, would do the same after this game, embracing as those before them and those after them had and would, as brothers in arms.

Despite the predictions of their commander in chief that they would serve side by side, Brian and Chad never saw each other in any uniforms other than the ones they wore that day in Philadelphia, even though they fought within a few miles of each other during the toughest days of the Iraq War.

They were players in the most-watched college game of the decade. But it was in the coming years that both men did things that they never imagined possible. It was in those years that they became All Americans.





PART ONE

PLAYERS





CHAPTER 1

I fear all we have done is to awaken a sleeping giant and fill him with a terrible resolve.

—ADMIRAL ISOROKU YAMAMOTO OF THE JAPANESE IMPERIAL NAVY, WRITING IN HIS DIARY AFTER THE ATTACK ON PEARL HARBOR

All they had to do was look up. The hijackers out of Boston used the Hudson River as a visual landmark, which meant they flew right past West Point—“the post,” as the cadets who attend the United States Military Academy call their campus. Because of the steep elevation change between the river and the academy’s main black-and-gray stone buildings, a hill every plebe learns to hate as he runs up it, the Boeing 767s would have been seen at just above eye level by anyone standing near George Washington’s statue on the Plain, the campus parade ground and site of the first Army-Navy Game, which took place in 1890.

The location for the nation’s oldest military academy wasn’t picked for its beauty or scenery, although both were plentiful. It was a strategic “gift from the Almighty,” as General George Washington would later say: the perfect place to defend a wide and unwieldy river from British ships in 1778. The first three years of the Revolutionary War weren’t going that well for the upstart rebels, and Washington’s Continental Army had already erected numerous forts along the Hudson, including Fort Washington in Manhattan and Fort Lee in New Jersey. But the most significant one was at West Point. The river makes an S curve around Constitution Island, some forty-nine miles north of Manhattan and one of the only tricky spots to sail on a river that in places spreads a mile wide. The western point of that curve sits like a geological staircase, with sharp inclines leveling off to a series of relatively flat plateaus.

It was like nature’s shooting gallery, a spot where artillery could rain down upon encroaching vessels as if they were ducks in a barrel. Washington improved the kill zone by stretching a six-hundred-yard-long series of enormous cast-iron links known as the Great Chain, each link weighing 114 pounds, across the river at the first turn. British vessels could navigate no farther south than West Point, where they were bombarded with cannon fire from above.

In 2001, in an eerie historical coincidence, the enemy came down the Hudson again, only this time they had the high ground.

Chad Jenkins did not see the planes. Like every cadet, even those in the First Class (as the academies called their seniors), he had to be dressed in his uniform and in platoon formation at parade rest outside Grant Hall at 6:55 A.M. Grant is one of several stone dormitories named after former West Point grads—Lee (as in Robert E.), Sherman (William Tecumseh), Bradley (Omar), Eisenhower, and MacArthur—clustered behind Washington Hall, the gigantic dining facility that seats more than four thousand people. The routine was simple: up at 6:00 A.M., shower, dress, and square the quarters away (Army speak for making your bed and cleaning your room, a given at the academies) in forty minutes. That was a virtual vacation considering that in the winter and spring, Chad would have been in the gym at 5:00 A.M. for strength training and conditioning drills. Football season offered at least one break: sleeping until 6:00 A.M. was a treat he didn’t take for granted.

Then it was downstairs to breakfast formation at 6:55 A.M., regardless of weather. Not 6:56 A.M. or even 6:55.30 A.M. Punctuality is sacrosanct at the academies, a lesson learned in the first days on post. Plebes, as the academies call their freshmen, take turns standing at attention in their hallways announcing the number of minutes left until their first Accountability, which is West Point–speak for roll call, and also announcing what uniform is to be worn. So as plebes roll out of bed and straighten their barracks, one of their classmates is shouting, “Attention all cadets: there are ten minutes until assembly for breakfast formation. The uniform is ‘as-for-class’ under gray jacket . . .” Accountability happens like clockwork between 6:55 A.M. and 7:05 A.M., a miserable time in the winter, when cold wind off the Hudson can cut the skin. Wind is often worse than sleet or snow. At least on Tuesday, September 11, the weather was perfect, a clean, crisp late-summer day.

Once everyone called out that Tuesday morning, the entire Corps of Cadets marched together to the dining hall, where they removed their covers (military jargon for hats), stood behind their chairs until ordered to sit, and then devoured their breakfast in less than twenty minutes. There was no slouching, no slurping, and no elbows on the tables. Every cadet sat with his shoulders back, bending forward at the hips at a forty-five-degree angle, chin up, bringing the food to the mouth, not the mouth to the food, a procedure that was drilled into each plebe by his company commander in the first week. Incoming students at West Point were expected to know advanced calculus and the history of the Roman Empire: they were not expected to know how to eat. That and many other disciplines were taught.

Chad had gotten used to inhaling his food, a habit everyone who’d ever refueled in Washington Hall found hard to break, even after having been away from West Point for years.

“My wife can’t understand why I can’t take my time and enjoy a meal,” said Rick Dauch, Class of 1984 and a former defensive back on the Army football team. “I haven’t been in the Army in seventeen years, but I still eat every meal in about twenty minutes, and it all goes back to the four years I spent at West Point.”

After breakfast, Chad hustled back to his room to gather his books and put them into his standard-issue backpack, as much a part of the uniform of the day as the dark blue worsted wool shirt and dress gray slacks worn by every cadet. His first class started at 8:05 A.M.: systems engineering, his major. The window in his classroom faced away from the river, so he wouldn’t have seen the planes even if he had been looking. No one in class was.

West Point was not a place where students stared out the windows during class. In math classes, for example, cadets hung their covers on pegs outside the classroom and stood at parade rest behind their desks until the professor arrived. They were ordered either to sit or go to the blackboards that covered every wall of the room. If they were ordered to the boards, problems would be assigned and each cadet had to work his problem in silence.

After an allotted amount of time—not long in most instances—the professor would say something like “Cadet Jenkins, present your problem.” The cadet would then turn and say something like “Sir, the problem presented to me was to find the third standard deviation of x . . .” and so on.

Turning your back on the professor during the presentation was an automatic deduction. In fact, on any given day solving the problem correctly accounted for only half the grade. The other half was based on your ability to explain and present your answer to the class. Everything—every class, lecture, drill, meal, rule in the manual (and there were thousands)—came back to leadership. A math class at West Point was only partially about math. Mostly it was about leadership, with math as the vehicle.

At 8:55 A.M., Chad walked onto the paved area between the Pershing, Eisenhower, and Bradley barracks, a spot any cadet who screws up knows all too well. Fail to dust under your bed or fold your underwear properly and you are standing watch in that courtyard, marching back and forth through rain, sleet, snow, or blistering heat. Cadets who weren’t in trouble spent as little time there as possible, so Chad was surprised to see his roommate, Dominic Trippodo, waiting for him.

“You need to turn on the news,” Dom said. “A plane just flew into the World Trade Center.”

Televisions weren’t allowed in the dorms, but there were special cable hookups that allowed cadets to watch certain channels, including CNN, MSNBC, Bloomberg, and Fox News, on their computers. Chad got his computer up just in time to see the second plane. It took a second for him to realize what he had witnessed, but within minutes he knew the country was at war.

 

Chad’s journey to that moment had been winding at best. He hadn’t thought about Army until his senior year of high school. He was West Point material from the time he could walk—he and his family just didn’t know it. A precocious and handsome boy, he was one of those neighborhood kids who could always be found outside. The youngest of three children and the only boy in his family, Chad was the perfect playmate for his father, Dave, who loved to hunt in the countryside near the family’s six-and-a-half-acre homestead in Dublin, Ohio, an upper-middle-class suburb of Columbus. Chad could handle a rifle before he could read, and when he wasn’t hunting rabbits and pheasant with his dad, he could be found dribbling or kicking or passing some ball or other.

As young as five, he would climb onto the couch to watch sports with Dave. When he would see an acrobatic play or flashy catch, he’d say, “Dad, let’s try that.” At the first commercial break, the two would head outside, where Dave would grab a baseball bat and hit pop flies—and then watch Chad stand with his arms at his sides as the ball fell perilously close to his face. Only at the last second would Chad lean forward and catch the ball behind his back. Then Dave would hit grounders to him and Chad would make diving grabs, and throw the ball to the spot in the yard designated as first base. Chad set up targets against walls and trees and would throw pitches for hours, working on a leg kick like the one he’d seen from Goose Gossage or the high delivery he’d seen from Steve Bedrosian.

It wasn’t just baseball that drew his attention. When a new subdivision sprang up a few hundred yards behind the Jenkinses’ home, Chad went on a reconnaissance mission with a water bottle in one hand and a ball in the other. When he found that the newly constructed homes had hoops out front, he fetched his mother’s broom and lowered the backboards so he could get in some practice. The residents hadn’t moved in yet, so he felt sure it was fine. When Lee Jenkins missed her son and went on a recon mission of her own, she found Chad doing his best Michael Jordan impression, leading a fast break of imaginary friends, dribbling behind his back, faking one way and stutter-stepping another until he broke free from his defender and hit the winning shot, all the while giving play-by-play commentary.

Chad would play any game, no matter how obscure. When his sisters, Laura and Teri, practiced their field hockey in the yard, Chad would grab one of his golf clubs and join them. They all knew Chad was special, and not just athletically. He had something that everyone around him recognized, but no one could describe, not because they couldn’t put their fingers on it, but because there wasn’t an English word that thoroughly summed it up.

Two anecdotes from when he was ten years old would be repeated many times in an attempt to describe Chad. The first occurred at Wrightsville Beach in North Carolina during the annual Jenkins vacation getaway. Laura was fifteen and Teri thirteen, both awkward and perpetually mortified by everything their family said or did. Chad was always the quickest to set them off. They hadn’t been in North Carolina an hour when he embarrassed them beyond belief. The kids had gone out and discovered some older high school boys, perhaps a college freshman or two, playing volleyball on the beach. Laura and Teri hoped one or more of the young men would catch their eyes, maybe give them a smile or invite them to sit and talk afterward. Of course they would never speak first, or even make eye contact.

But Chad harbored no such inhibitions. He immediately asked if he could join the game, even though he was at least six years younger and eighteen inches shorter than everyone there. If that weren’t enough, within minutes Chad had taken over as his team’s captain, motioning people to different positions and shouting instructions during the points. At first the older boys chuckled. They got a kick out of his gumption. Then they realized he knew what he was doing.

Laura and Teri were furious with him but not surprised. That was just Chad. He couldn’t be any other way.

The second incident happened at a field near their home. In addition to being a hunter, Dave Jenkins loved motorcycles. He had always been fascinated with Harley-Davidsons and, as an adult, had always owned one. Much to Lee’s chagrin, Dave took Chad riding from the time he was three years old. By age four Chad had his own Honda 50 cc dirtbike. He also had a best friend named Jeff Schroeder who had become like part of the family. Earlier that school year Jeff and Chad had collided going for the same ball during a kickball game and Jeff’s knee broke one of Chad’s teeth. Months later, neither of them brought up the broken tooth, but they still argued over who should have caught the fly ball.

This afternoon, Chad had finally agreed to let Jeff ride his bike, but only if the adults were around because Jeff had never operated any vehicle that didn’t have pedals and a chain. Dave and Lee came out, as did Jeff’s mom, who crossed her arms and tried to calm her racing heart. Jeff strapped on a helmet and revved up the engine to an ear-piercing pitch. He found first gear and quickly got the hang of it. The Honda motored along, much like his bicycle, only without all the pedaling. He kept his hands near the clutch and brake in case of trouble, although none seemed likely.

He never saw the hole. It was large and deep and camouflaged by grass. The front wheel fell hard and Jeff lunged forward. His butt left the seat, but he kept his grip on the handlebars. He countered the lurch by pulling back. In doing so he opened the throttle wide. The rear wheel spun and the bike tilted at an impossible angle. Jeff went to one knee, bouncing off the grass. Somehow he spun the bike upright and came to a stop.

As often happens in such situations, the adults froze, their eyes wide as their brains tried to process what they were seeing. It couldn’t have been more than a second or two, just long enough for shock to slap them. But by the time the paralysis faded and the grown-ups could move, Chad was already there. He sprinted to his friend and cut the bike’s engine. When Dave and the others reached them, Chad was helping Jeff get his helmet off.

“Man, I told you about that dip,” Chad said. “You have to be careful.”

 

That event would stick with everyone there, not because Chad helped his friend, but because of the speed with which he did it. There was no hesitation and no fear. He saw trouble and ran toward it, a curious trait in a ten-year-old, and one that he would never outgrow.

Chad played football for the first time in the sixth grade, and before the first practice ended he was the starting quarterback. Once again imitating moves he’d seen on television, he rolled out and motioned receivers to open spots like Cincinnati Bengals quarterback Boomer Esiason, then tucked the ball and ran, spinning off would-be tacklers like Steve Young. Many afternoons after that first practice Dave would come out of his home office to find Chad throwing to makeshift receivers in the yard.

The trash can became a wide-out, the oak tree a tight end, and the bicycle a running back on a slant pattern across the middle. The lawn mower became a big defensive tackle rushing from his blind side, one he would always manage to avoid. He would go through one play after another, calling out signals to his imaginary teammates before taking a three-step drop and looking for the open man.

Jeff Schroeder played running back behind Chad throughout middle and high school, and as they grew up, both became stars of the Dublin Coffman High School Shamrocks. Chad was the typical high school jock. He loved the spotlight; he loved the nervous giggles from the girls as he walked down the halls, and he loved the rumors of college scouts hiding in the stands at all his games. Despite his size, Chad put up great numbers as a high school quarterback, but it was his quickness and his ability to evade tacklers that had some other high school coaches comparing him with the likes of Doug Flutie, heady stuff for a seventeen-year-old.

He played lacrosse for the first time his junior year and was awarded All-State honors. Like everything else, he worked at the ancient Cherokee game for hours, throwing and catching a ball against the wall of his house, and shooting corner shots in his front yard at a dead sprint. By fall of his senior year more colleges wanted him for lacrosse than football, including Ohio State, where both his sisters went.

But Chad was determined to play college football, even though he blew his chances with one foolish move the summer before his senior season. After a scrimmage, coaches gave the winning team a T-shirt proclaiming their victory. Chad wore his to a party the weekend after the game. When one of the revelers took offense and threw a soda onto the shirt, Chad punched him in the jaw. Chad ended up breaking his hand in three places. Four surgical pins, three wires, a plastic brace, and explicit instructions to avoid contact and not run up the middle later, Chad played every snap of his senior year with a broken hand. He also ignored the advice of his doctors and rushed for more than five hundred yards. He passed for almost two thousand and was named team MVP.

Several Ivy League teams wanted him. He probably could have started right away at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton, and he had been offered preferred walk-on status at Ohio State, where he would probably be moved out of the quarterback spot and into a wide receiver or safety role. Schroeder signed with Bowling Green and urged Chad to go with him. But Chad wanted to keep his Division I options open, so he sent tapes of his games to coaches all over the country, including the three main service academies—Army, Navy, and Air Force—even though he had no real passion for the military other than watching A Few Good Men and Top Gun scores of times.

Army had gone 10-2 in 1996 during Chad’s senior year of high school, and had almost beaten traditional SEC powerhouse Auburn in the Independence Bowl, a game that so shocked the football world that people weren’t saying Auburn had a bad team—they were proclaiming that Army had a great one. With that game fresh on his mind, Chad shipped out a tape and a nice letter to West Point in which he gushed about how much he would love to play for Army. In truth, he didn’t give the academy a second thought after dropping the tape in the mail.

Folks at Army thought about him, though. Running back coach Mike Dietzel got so many letters and tapes from kids all over the country that, at times, he felt like the good-looking waitress at a Saturday night bar: he had become impervious to the pickup lines. “I would give anything to play for Army,” most of the letters read.

Dietzel could spot the form letters the second he opened them. Then there were those players who got their English teachers to write letters for them. No matter how smart a seventeen-year-old boy might be, he did not use the word subjugate. Dietzel never even watched those tapes. You had to weed them out somehow, and if a kid couldn’t write a cogent letter selling himself to a coach, he didn’t stand much of a chance at West Point.

Chad’s letter caught his eye. It was well written without being bullshitty, striking just the right tone to get Dietzel to cue up the tape. He liked what he saw. The kid had natural skills and an instinct for the game, but more important, he was a natural-born leader, the kind of high school player with a commanding presence that elevated those around him. Dublin Coffman’s offensive line played above their physical abilities because this kid was on the field. That was exactly the kind of player Army needed.

Ohio was Dietzel’s recruiting territory, so while he didn’t make a special trip to talk to Chad, on his next visit through Columbus he stopped by Dublin Coffman High School to make his pitch. After a few minutes of saying things that no other college recruiter would ever tell a potential signee—“Army isn’t for everyone . . . The discipline is tough and the lifestyle is challenging . . . It takes special character to succeed at a place like West Point”—the coach asked Chad if he had any questions.

Chad said, “What part of Indiana is it in?”

A burly man in his early thirties who had put on twenty-five pounds since his All-American days as a defense back at Otterbein, Dietzel cocked his head and blinked, unsure of what to say.

After an awkward couple of seconds, he said, “Son, West Point is in New York.”

The coach pulled out brochures and a map. He showed Chad the serpentine bend in the Hudson and the “west point” where the post stood. He told him how it was originally called Fort Arnold, named after Benedict Arnold, and how Arnold had betrayed General Washington and tried to sell West Point to the British for £20,000; how the fort became a training ground for soldiers and then a college. He showed Chad photographs of the hillsides around the Hudson in autumn, the leaves bursting with color against the backdrop of a clean blue sky, and he showed him shots of the Corps of Cadets in formation, and a cheering throng inside Michie Stadium (pronounced “Mikey,” like the kid in the Life cereal commercial, and named after Dennis Michie, West Point Class of 1892, who organized the first Army football team in 1890, and who was killed in action in Cuba during the Spanish-American War in 1898).

Then Dietzel, sensing he had found the right candidate, not just for Army football but for the Army way of life, said, “Who knows, Chad? You might be the next General Jenkins.”

General Jenkins. Chad said it to himself several times throughout the day and into the night. He liked the way it sounded, and the mental image he painted of himself in a uniform, standing at attention, returning a salute. He had always envied the Top Gun guys, or at least the way they were portrayed in the movie. “Tell me one thing: if you had to go into battle, would you want him with you?” He could quote every line, even the cornball ones like Val Kilmer telling Tom Cruise he could be his wingman anytime. The Army had to be the same thing, right? Brotherhood and bonding and really cool, athletic friends who got to see the world and do amazing things. By the time he replayed all of Coach Dietzel’s points in his head, he had convinced himself there was nowhere else he could go.

It was March of his senior year. National Signing Day, the day on which all major colleges sign their most sought-after high school recruits, was in February, so Chad was already behind the curve. His options were dwindling, but Army seemed like the perfect fit, at least from Chad’s perspective. He didn’t even mind that he would have to spend a year in something called the United States Military Academy Preparatory School, in Fort Monmouth, New Jersey. West Point required a congressional recommendation, medical exams, references, and the kind of grades Chad simply didn’t have at the time. Prep school was the equivalent of being redshirted, which, once he made the decision, wasn’t such a bad thing.

He had it all worked out, at least in his own mind. Then he told his parents. The announcement came at the dinner table. He said, “Mom, Dad, I’ve decided where I’m going to school.”

Dave and Lee sat up straight and gave him their full attention. “Where, son?” his dad asked.

“West Point,” he said. “I’m going to Army.”

His mother burst into tears. The only words she could get out were “Why would you do that?”

His dad shook his head and wore a hard frown, saying, “You don’t want to go to the Army.”

Chad couldn’t believe it. For two years they had been telling him he needed to choose his own college, just as his sisters had done. Now that he’d made the choice, they weren’t just second-guessing him: they were telling him he was flat-out wrong. His mom was crying real tears.

Dave was a veteran, having served two years in Büdingen, Germany, with the 83rd Artillery Division during the height of the Vietnam War. He held the Army in high regard—in fact, he was a civilian contractor now, providing large-scale pumps to the Navy, so he was as pro–armed forces as anyone—but as every parent knows, standards are different when it’s your child. When it became obvious that Chad wasn’t changing his mind, the Jenkinses embraced the idea as much as they could. How bad could it be? At least he would have a guaranteed job after graduation.

Lee would later tell everyone that “Chad went to Army for all the wrong reasons, but stayed for all the right ones.”

That didn’t stop her from pulling Chad aside the day she and Dave dropped him off at the prep school in New Jersey. Quietly checking over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, Lee gave her baby a one-way ticket back home dated three days hence.

“Just in case,” she said in a low voice, patting his hand.

 

Those memories ran through Chad’s mind as he watched the towers collapse. Announcements were coming fast and furious. Classes would continue on schedule. Everyone was to report as normal until ordered otherwise. The base was on lockdown. No one could come or go. At the time it wasn’t clear if more attacks were on the way, but obviously West Point would be on any terrorists’ short list of targets even if no one had intelligence of an imminent threat.

Many of Chad’s teammates and friends were still in class. Brian Zickefoose, a linebacker and defensive captain of the football team and one of Chad’s closest friends, was on the twelfth floor of the law building taking a Law of War class when an aide knocked on the door and interrupted the instructor, a hard colonel named Patrick Finnegan. Colonel Finnegan suffered fools with all the patience of a career Army lawyer, which was to say he didn’t suffer them at all. Interrupting his class for anything less than a full-scale invasion would result in swift and unpleasant corrective measures.

The aide wasted no time telling Colonel Finnegan that the World Trade Center had been hit by a plane, and that if it pleased the colonel, he should turn on the television. Finnegan flipped on the old Zenith in the corner of the room just in time to see United Airlines Flight 175, a Boeing 767 with fifty-eight passengers and six crew members, crash into the south face of Two World Trade Center at 513 knots.

Zickefoose’s classmates broke noise discipline, several going so far as to utter profanities, another infraction that would normally earn a cadet a weekend’s restriction. Finnegan let it slide. He watched in silence for five minutes, his big neck tightening the collar of his uniform. Then he turned off the set and returned to his lecture. Laws of war had just gotten a lot more important.

 

The mood changed throughout the post, but the procedures didn’t. Since no one was quite sure what to do, they did what they had always done. Chad went back to class after watching the second plane hit the South Tower. Life continued at West Point with the same precision as always. At 11:30 A.M. he went to the dining hall with his teammates for early lunch. The entire Corps of Cadets eats three squares a day at the same time with one exception: the football team eats the midday meal before everyone else during the season so they can study film and work with their position coaches during standard lunchtime. It is one of the small things that often alienated the football players from the other cadets, a bone of contention shared at all service academies, where uniformity is sacrosanct.

Team lunches weren’t better or longer than the ones consumed by the rest of the corps. If anything Chad and his teammates inhaled their food even faster than normal so they could head to their breakout groups. Major General Eric Olson, Class of 1972 and commandant of cadets from 1999 through the end of his term in 2002, spoke to the team in the dining hall. He told them what they already knew: the nation was under attack and West Point was a “target of opportunity.” He also informed them that things would go on as scheduled, including football practice that afternoon.

“The Army doesn’t stop, no matter what,” he said.

They were the only Division I football team to practice that day, a decision Coach Todd Berry reinforced before they took the field with the same message given by General Olson.

“The Army does not stop, ever,” he said. “That includes us.”

They were 0-1 for the season, having lost a heartbreaker to Cincinnati three days before. But that game now seemed like a dream to Berry. A former quarterback at Tulsa who had never lost his Oklahoma accent, Berry felt a duty to coach at Army even though he wasn’t from a military background. His father, Reuben, had been a soldier and a college coach and served a brief stint as a head coach in the Canadian Football League for the Saskatchewan Roughriders, but it was those Saturdays in December with his dad that Berry remembered most. Reuben would buy a bucket of fried chicken and put it on a TV tray so that he and Todd could watch the Army-Navy Game.

“This is the greatest game of them all,” Reuben would tell his son. “This is the way it should be played, for the love of the game.”

Then, during his time as the offensive coordinator at East Carolina, Todd’s wife, Lisa, had made a road trip to West Point when the Pirates played at Michie Stadium. She had been to Memorial Stadium in Lincoln, Nebraska; the Swamp (Ben Hill Griffin Stadium) in Gainesville, Florida; and Neyland Stadium at the University of Tennessee, where 103,000 fans wearing orange sang “Rocky Top” as loud as they could. There were a few she’d missed, but as college football stadiums went, she had seen the most raucous. That Saturday night in West Point she told Todd, “I want you to be the head coach here someday. I want you to coach these men.” Now he was doing just that.

Berry had always understood the challenges. Not only was the NFL carrot never a recruiting option, but it took a special kind of kid to want the West Point life. Not that they weren’t smart enough or athletic enough—these were the smartest and hardest-working young men he’d ever been around—but their focus was always divided. Now football had tumbled even farther down their list.

Within a few months, some of his players would be fighting in some foreign land, not fighting as the metaphor is often used in football, but with guns and
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