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Author’s Note

The Ramrods

IN 2005, I RETURNED from war wanting only to go back to it. Preserving the peace found in American civilian life was the entire reason why we fought the War on Terror, but after I came home from Iraq, that peace felt unearned. I was safe in New York again, trying to get a job, provide for my family, and raise kids all while the people I loved the most were still carrying the battle to our enemies.

In this world of normalcy, the people who should have been in that innermost circle of my life—my children, my family—were almost strangers to me. I’d been a continent or more away for the majority of my son’s young life. I barely had time to experience fatherhood before I deployed overseas. I had a family of my own, but I didn’t know them. Rectifying that became the defining feature of my life for many years.

My real family was still overseas, scattered to different units and areas of operations. Fighting for us. Out there, with them, lay the meaning and purpose that defined my self-identity. I was a warrior. A Soldier. I was a kid from New York who learned about loyalty and love in a way the vast majority of Americans never do: in the heat of combat. In those horrific moments I saw the full power of the human spirit. I saw the strength of connection, the selflessness born from love so profound that giving your life so another might live was not exceptional. It was the unconscious reaction to seeing your own people in danger.

There was none of that at home in a civilian world where the vast majority of military-age males were not in uniform, despite the fact the nation had been attacked on September 11, 2001. The normalcy was disorienting enough—I mean, at times I wondered if my fellow Americans even realized a war was being fought on their behalf. That disorientation grew to a full divide when I saw young men bagging my groceries at the local supermarket. Healthy guys, the same age as the Soldiers in my squad, stuffing kale and cucumbers into sacks while making happy small talk with customers.

It was about then I developed what most veterans do: a sense of superiority over civilians.

That kid had never seen a friend die in combat. His tattoos weren’t marred by bullet holes or shrapnel scars. He’d never tested the measure of himself or pushed others to do the same. He’d never bonded with men willing to die for him, and him for them. He had not sacrificed. He never willingly deprived himself of sleep or security, or of the arms of his beloved. He’d certainly never tried to keep warm by climbing into a body bag and spooning with his brothers-in-arms.

This was the conceit I brought into my civilian life. The Army tested me every day. It forced me to overcome challenges I thought insurmountable. I conquered them, but not alone. There is nothing more powerful than being respected by men you yourself hold in the highest regard. It fosters confidence and strength. It makes you strive to be better, always better. Those “insurmountable” challenges were overcome every time. Each one reshaped me a little bit more into the man I was when I returned home.

Civilians and warriors alike got it wrong. We combat veterans aren’t better than anyone: we just think we are. That kid bagging groceries? I assumed he’d had a soft life, had never been in danger, and had never known privation. But those assumptions could have been way off the mark. Maybe he was working a third job to put himself through school. Maybe he quit school to take a shit job after his mother got sick. His sense of connection and loyalty to her trumped everything else in his life. Maybe he knew hunger, had lived on the streets as a child of homelessness, where constant danger was just a part of life. Who was I to assume he hadn’t known sacrifice, hadn’t shown devotion to someone or something he loved? Most of all, who was I to assume he’d never even tried to serve in the military and had been medically disqualified or medically retired?

My own assumptions, I learned, cleaved the divide even wider. The conceit I felt? It didn’t affect him; it only isolated me more and made life at home that much more disorienting. And lonely.

There was another factor to that gulf between protector and protected that I had not understood until I returned home and tucked my uniforms away in my father’s barn. The Army transformed me from boy to man by crushing adolescence. The boy is slayed through Basic Training. The man emerges on graduation day. Every branch of the military does this now with both men and women. The childishness within us, the immaturity to handle adversity, the dependence we had even in our teens on our parents and family—all that is destroyed and our warriors are rebuilt by the system to be capable, responsible, and dependable.

There is no similar process in civilian life. Our universities seem to breed perpetual adolescents.

Seventy-five years before, the Greatest Generation rallied together to defeat two of the greatest—and most evil—empires in history, the Third Reich and Imperial Japan. Fully a third of America’s military-age males spent the War on Terror fighting it on their Xboxes in Mom’s basement. No job. Not enrolled in classes. A generation living at home, letting Mom do their laundry as they played at clearing rooms with their cyber friends.

The first time I read those statistics, the divide between the warrior I was and the civilian world felt like a chasm. There was no redemptive arc in my own head on this one. There was no possible scenario, no backstory to match the ones for our grocery bagger that could ever justify in my head wasting the treasure of life on video games while not bothering to better yourself. I lived with tenacious ghosts riding my shoulder every day who reminded me of the enormous gift it was to be still breathing. I thought about them constantly, juxtaposing their lives against those squandering theirs here at home. It always made me angry. Unless we Americans accomplish with our time what they willingly gave up in theirs, the sacrifice of blood in Iraq and Afghanistan will have no meaning. I have tried to honor them by living for them, making something of value out of my existence here at home. I thought everyone felt that way. If you listen to Memorial Day speeches, we give lip service to that ideal. The reality? I kept returning to that statistic: one-third of a generation parked on Mom’s couch. That reality left me trending toward bitter.

My greatest regret has always been leaving the service I so dearly loved. I tried to make it work at home, but the pull of the battlefield was too strong. Out there, I had meaning and purpose. You live on a ragged edge of danger that forces you to confront your own mortality. Every breath becomes euphoric. You exist in a different emotional framework. In rural western New York, life’s color was drained away by a million little nicks. You stress over bills and taxes, a car that’s become unreliable. The house needs siding, the floors in the kitchen need to be redone. All the logistical headaches of modern life take center stage and start to define your life.

Out there, on the battlefield, none of that shit matters. None of it. The complexities vanish, and everything boils down to this: can you measure up? When you do, you feel like a rock star. Nothing—no drug in the world—can compare to that moment of self-discovery. For me, self-discovery in combat convinced me the essence of life distills down to one thing: proving to yourself why you are needed in the fight.

I returned to combat in the summer of 2006 as a civilian war correspondent. I went again a few years later. I quickly discovered it was not the same. It wasn’t the battlefield that gave me meaning, it was the men around me who did. Being there for them. I missed my tribe, not the combat I endured with them. That was the hole in my heart I felt open on the day I took off the uniform. It grew larger every year I was away from the Ramrods, the Soldiers I served with in Task Force 2-2 Infantry.

The Ramrods were part of the legendary 1st Infantry Division. Movies have been made on the Big Red One for its actions on D-Day and through Europe during World War II. The Fighting First fought in nearly every major American battle of World War I; it saw combat for five years in Vietnam before being forward deployed to Germany to face the Warsaw Pact/Soviet threat during the final decades of the Cold War. The Big Red One is the backbone of the American infantry. These days, it is sometimes overshadowed by the airborne divisions in the popular press. The 1st Infantry Division, with the Ramrods at the tip of the spear, has won every battle it has fought since 1918.

The truth is, combat is transformative, its effects largely permanent. It makes us manically aware of our own mortality. It makes us hyperconscious of our surroundings. Some dwell on actions they regret, others on actions they regret not taking. I fell into the latter category. It changed us in fundamental ways that we didn’t even realize for years after the last bullet cracked overhead. We all tried not to let it change us. Some of us deluded ourselves into thinking we’d succeeded.

For almost fifteen years, I often felt like a foreigner in my own country. This book chronicles my true journey home, which took place long after I set foot in New York after the war was over. It is the story of how I found my tribe again at last, and how we all had struggled as to make sense of life here in the United States after the intensity of the relationships and experiences we shared in Iraq.

We said our goodbyes in 2005 after the hell of combat. The Army blew us across the world. Some, like me, came home. Others, like Colin Fitts, became eternal Soldiers, fighting in deployment after deployment until their bodies could take it no more. We went our separate ways and largely lost touch with each other. Life evolved. We married. We divorced. We had kids. We heard of friends who took their own lives and others who had dropped off the grid. The vast majority of us tried to carve out a version of the American dream. It all seemed hollow, incomplete. Anticlimactic. No matter how much we accomplished, we couldn’t help but wonder if we peaked in our twenties. After all, nothing here at home compared to the connections and emotions we felt together back then. It was like living on the backside of a drug high.

Then, in June 2019, for the first time since those close-quarters firefights in the Middle East, forty of us reunited in Washington, D.C. The brotherhood we rekindled in those short days together helped all of us heal. This is the story of that bond, and how my tribe survived together through war and peace to ultimately save each other one more time.
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Preface

Fallujah, 2004

WHEN THE UNITED STATES launched its invasion of Iraq in 2003, I was a twenty-seven-year-old noncommissioned officer serving with Alpha Company, 2nd Battalion, 2nd Infantry Regiment, or 2-2 as we were called. In November 2002, most of the battalion deployed to Kosovo on a peacekeeping mission that kept us out of the initial invasion of Iraq. As American forces drove on to Baghdad, we remained in the Balkans, a legacy force designed to protect the local population from further 1990s-style Serbian ethnic cleansing that had killed or displaced hundreds of thousands of Kosovars.

We were in the backwater, frustrated and afraid that we missed this next phase of the War on Terror, just as we had missed out on Afghanistan in 2001–02. When the fighting seemed to end after only a few weeks, it felt like we had not earned our keep. History had passed us by, and the chance to avenge the 9/11 attacks as a generation was something we thought would never be given to us.

By the time we returned to our home garrison in Vilseck, Germany, in June 2003, a growing insurgency against the American-led Coalition was taking shape. In the eastern districts of Baghdad and in the southern part of Iraq, Shia militias, each led by powerful, demagogic imams, formed right under the noses of the overstretched occupation authorities. Meanwhile, in the Sunni-dominated western region known as Anbar Province, Al Qaeda established a foothold among the tribes there. Foreign volunteers—religious extremists for the most part—trickled into Anbar to fight the Americans under the Al Qaeda banner.

The war hadn’t ended with the fall of Baghdad after all.

Task Force 2-2 deployed into Iraq during a short lull in the growing insurgency in February 2004. The Army sent us to Diyala Province, a tumultuous region north of Baghdad along the Iranian border where both elements of the insurgency converged. Some of the Sunni in the area supported Al Qaeda in Iraq, while the Shia opposed to the Coalition found easy sources of supply across the Iranian border.*

About a month after we arrived, four Blackwater military contractors guarding a food convoy outside the Anbar Province city of Fallujah were ambushed, killed, and mutilated by insurgent forces. Local onlookers cheered their deaths and strung their bodies up on a bridge into the city. The incident foretold the start of two simultaneous uprisings that destabilized the Coalition’s tenuous hold on Iraq.

The first occurred in Fallujah, which had become the nexus of Al Qaeda’s operations in Anbar Province. The Marines and 82nd Airborne Division troops in the area had largely stayed out of the city (located about forty miles west of Baghdad), but after the Blackwater Bridge killings, they launched an offensive on April 5, 2004, to clear the insurgents from the area. In what was known as Operation Vigilant Resolve, the Marines and paratroops pushed into Fallujah and quickly found themselves in an urban hellscape where every doorway and window posed a threat. By now, some of the leading terrorist commanders in Iraq, like Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and Ahmad Hashim Abd al-Isawi (who had planned the Blackwater Bridge ambush), used Fallujah as their headquarters. Some thirty-five hundred terrorists rallied around them, outnumbering the two thousand American troops fighting block by block to clear the city.

Consideration for the civilian population, outrage at the offensive by the gestational new Iraqi government, and fierce resistance that inflicted heavy casualties on the Coalition forces all combined to bring Vigilant Resolve to an end in late April 2004. A cease-fire was arranged. The insurgents buried their dead at the soccer stadium, which became known as “Martyrs Cemetery,” and the situation in Fallujah festered through the rest of the year.

At the same time, the Shia militias rose up against the Coalition in Baghdad, Diyala, and the southern provinces. Areas that had once been safe for American forces suddenly became ambush corridors. Fighting raged in Sadr City, an enormous Shia slum in eastern Baghdad, even after the cease-fire took effect in Fallujah. In Diyala, Task Force 2-2 fought pitched battles through the spring in and around the largest cities in the area until the militias finally went to ground in June and the fighting ebbed.

Shia militias, led by Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army, rose up against the Coalition a second time. Eastern Baghdad turned into a free-fire zone again, and hundreds of American troops were killed or wounded in ambushes and urban fighting. The holy southern city of Najaf became the focal point of the Shia insurgency that August, and a massive battle for the city unfolded. Alpha Company, Task Force 2-2 was sent to Najaf in April to take the fight to the Mahdi Army, led by Sadr. A cease-fire was concluded before hostilities broke out in the spring. That lull lasted until August 2004, when Marines and elements of the 1st Cavalry Division, supported by National Guard troops from Arkansas and Oregon, assaulted into Najaf, surrounding Muqtada al-Sadr’s fighters, who were operating out of the Ali Imam Shrine, one of the most holy sites in the Middle East.

By then, we’d been in so many firefights in the cities in Diyala Province that Task Force 2-2 probably had more urban warfare experience than nearly any other unit in the U.S. Army at that time. When things spun out of control in Fallujah that fall, it was not surprising that the Coalition leadership selected 2-2 to be part of the offensive to clear the city.

Through the summer and fall, U.S. forces had largely left Fallujah alone, content to stay on the city’s outskirts and not make any serious effort to patrol, police, or occupy it. This strategy kept American losses down, but the Iraqi Coalition efforts to regain control of the city without our help failed completely. What had been a hub for Al Qaeda grew into a lawless, fortified terrorist stronghold in the heart of the most important Iraqi province. From Fallujah, at least a dozen different terror groups launched attacks against Americans throughout Anbar. They laid roadside bombs and executed ambushes of our vehicle patrols. They mortared our bases in the area and mercilessly killed Iraqi police officers and security units trying to establish order.

The non-loss of the First Battle of Fallujah in the spring encouraged a new wave of foreign volunteers to make their way to the city and rally behind the jihad, or Islamic holy war. They went about fortifying this city of about three hundred thousand, all while Coalition forces largely stood on the sidelines, watching it happen. With the first free election in Iraq’s history scheduled for January 2005, and the terrorist all-star team in Fallujah readying to stop it, the situation came to a boiling point that fall. American intelligence estimated there were some five thousand insurgents using the city as their fortified lair, preparing to unleash absolute chaos on election day in January.

The decision was made to clear Fallujah, setting the stage for the largest battle of the Global War on Terror.

The Coalition announced that all civilians needed to evacuate Fallujah. Checkpoints ringed the city to ensure that no other insurgents got in to join the coming battle. In the weeks before November, tens of thousands of civilians left their homes. Fallujah became a terrorist playground, and with the Coalition intending to enter and clear the city, finally addressing this problem once and for all, the insurgents redoubled their work to further fortify their positions. They studded every major road and highway into the city with thousands of improvised explosive devices (IEDs). They booby-trapped buildings with explosives and propane tanks. They dug tunnels between fighting positions established inside thick-walled structures, and cached ammunition, medical supplies, food, and water on nearly every block. To minimize the American advantages of firepower and close air support, they built fortified kill zones inside buildings, hidden from aerial surveillance. They had studied our tactics and knew that once we entered the city, we would send troops to clear every structure.

This was a uniquely American approach to fighting in a city, designed to minimize the damage to it. The Russians, when they fought their own urban battle in Grozny, Chechnya, in the 1990s, used firepower to crush that city’s defenders. They flattened almost every building with artillery and air attacks before sending in tanks and armored infantry, which used direct-fire high explosives to add to the destruction. By the time the battle was over, Grozny had been ground to rubble.

America’s kinder, gentler approach to urban warfare meant the onus of victory fell on the shoulders of the infantry, fighting dismounted from house to house. It meant we were willing to trade higher American casualties in return for minimizing the damage to the city. Ultimately, much of Fallujah was destroyed anyway.

The offensive to clear Fallujah began on November 7, 2004. Our company from Task Force 2-2 formed one of the spearheads that penetrated the city’s perimeter defenses, secured breaching points, and pushed from north to south into the eastern end of Fallujah. The fighting was unlike anything we had ever experienced. We faced snipers, mortar fire, hidden bombs, and booby traps. The cityscape was already torn up from the first battle and subsequent barrages of Coalition artillery fire, and moving among the ruins left us cut up, bruised, and coated in concrete dust.

The deeper we pushed into the city, the wider a gap opened between us and our Marine colleagues, who had struggled at their breaching points because they lacked heavy armored support. Insurgents detected the gap and saw opportunity. They infiltrated behind us and launched counterattacks we repelled in furious rooftop firefights. For two days, we battled the enemy nonstop, day and night without respite or sleep. Then we had to turn around and advance north, doubling back over the hard-won ground we’d gained to clear our rear of those enemy infiltrators.

On the night of November 10, 2004, after an exhausting day of clearing building after building, destroying caches we’d found and enduring more enemy attacks, we came to a low-slung, fortified house in the Askari, or Soldier’s, District. This was a neighborhood where Saddam Hussein’s ruling elite built lavish homes. Each was like a mini-fortress, with stout outer walls, reinforced gates, and heavy front doors. The homes themselves were built of rebar and concrete, with rabbit warrens of hallways, rooms, and stairwells within them. They were perfect strongpoints for the terrorists.

It was my twenty-ninth birthday, making me one of the oldest members of my platoon. Instead of candles on a cake, the night was filled with red tracers and star shells lighting the city in a hellish glow. The acoustics in the city played havoc with our ears. Explosions and gunfire rattled around us, their sound waves bouncing off the buildings in such crazy ways we could never be exactly sure of their point of origin. Ultimately, it sounded like we were surrounded by dozens of firefights unfolding simultaneously as other platoons and companies ran into ambushes or were counterattacked by the enemy.

Dazed, weary, hungry, our mouths dry, our faces caked with grime, our platoon stacked up to clear this upscale house in the darkness of our third night in the city. We were all on edge, growling at each other, stressed, scared, full of rage at our predicament. This was the toughest moment of Soldiering any of us had endured to that point. It was a testament to the strength of our bonds with each other that we were still combat capable. We’d already lost our beloved battalion sergeant major during the first hours of the battle, and in the days to come we would lose even more of our leadership. Some units would have become combat ineffective after the seventy-two hours of fighting we’d gone through. Even though we were at the edge of our endurance, we still had fight left in us.

Our platoon swept into the house, clearing the entryway foyer, then moving into another room deeper inside. That’s when the enemy sprang their ambush. Armed with AKs and a belt-fed machine gun, they opened fire at us from a makeshift bunker. Bullets poured through a doorway between most of the platoon and the only exit route available.

In such moments, I learned that it is instinctive to do whatever it takes to save the people you love. Our platoon was my family. I’d been lost, struggling to find my way before I joined the Army. When I landed in 2-2, I finally felt like I’d found my purpose and the people I was meant to be with, to serve with, and to protect.

What followed inside that room-to-room kill zone on November 10, 2004, would change all of our lives forever.







Medal of Honor Citation

Staff Sergeant David G. Bellavia distinguished himself by acts of gallantry and intrepidity above and beyond the call of duty on November 10, 2004, while serving as a squad leader in support of Operation Phantom Fury in Fallujah, Iraq. While clearing a house, a squad from Staff Sergeant Bellavia’s platoon became trapped within a room by intense enemy fire coming from a fortified position under the stairs leading to the second floor. Recognizing the immediate severity of the situation, and with disregard for his own safety, Staff Sergeant Bellavia retrieved an automatic weapon and entered the doorway of the house to engage the insurgents. With enemy rounds impacting around him, Staff Sergeant Bellavia fired at the enemy position at a cyclic rate, providing covering fire that allowed the squad to break contact and exit the house. A Bradley Fighting Vehicle was brought forward to suppress the enemy; however, due to high walls surrounding the house, it could not fire directly at the enemy position. Staff Sergeant Bellavia then re-entered the house and again came under intense enemy fire. He observed an enemy insurgent preparing to launch a rocket-propelled grenade at his platoon. Recognizing the grave danger the grenade posed to his fellow soldiers, Staff Sergeant Bellavia assaulted the enemy position, killing one insurgent and wounding another who ran to a different part of the house. Staff Sergeant Bellavia, realizing he had an un-cleared, darkened room to his back, moved to clear it. As he entered, an insurgent came down the stairs firing at him. Simultaneously, the previously wounded insurgent reemerged and engaged Staff Sergeant Bellavia. Staff Sergeant Bellavia, entering further into the darkened room, returned fire and eliminated both insurgents. Staff Sergeant Bellavia then received enemy fire from another insurgent emerging from a closet in the darkened room. Exchanging gunfire, Staff Sergeant Bellavia pursued the enemy up the stairs and eliminated him. Now on the second floor, Staff Sergeant Bellavia moved to a door that opened onto the roof. At this point, a fifth insurgent leapt from the third floor roof onto the second-floor roof. Staff Sergeant Bellavia engaged the insurgent through a window, wounding him in the back and legs, and caused him to fall off the roof. Acting on instinct to save the members of his platoon from an imminent threat, Staff Sergeant Bellavia ultimately cleared an entire enemy-filled house, destroyed four insurgents, and badly wounded a fifth. Staff Sergeant Bellavia’s bravery, complete disregard for his own safety, and unselfish and courageous actions are in keeping with the finest traditions of military service and reflect great credit upon himself and the United States Army.

*






Part I


Prologue

The Man in White

AL ALI — DIYALA PROVINCE, IRAQ

JANUARY 2005

THE TOWN SEEMED EMPTY. Shuttered windows, closed shops, and no movement on its dirt streets gave it a creepy end-of-the-world sort of vibe.

Al Ali. A village with a wagon-wheel downtown. A large, open center public square. The rest of the population lived in the rural farmland spokes.

Foreign influence swayed the people of this region. They hated Americans. We started reciprocating the feeling in May 2004 after someone in an adjacent village sniped Staff Sergeant Joe Garyantes, one of our tank commanders, right out of his turret. That had happened just south of Al Ali, in a town called Dali Abas.

Losing an NCO as strong and steady as Garyantes was a blow we all took personally. He would have battled any enemy face-to-face if given the chance. Instead, he died from a bullet none of us had even seen fired. His death showed us the impersonal sterility of this peculiar battlefield. It also showed us the cowardice of the enemy—men who would supplicate to our faces, then snipe us from behind if given the opportunity. It made us alert, distrustful, and rage-filled. And for me, I grew to despise snipers. On our side or theirs.

A good sniper is nearly impossible to combat, especially in the terrain around Al Ali. There were a million places to build a hide among the civilians and their meager dwellings. The best Soldiers in the world cannot see everywhere at once, cannot maintain a hyperalert posture for days on end while out on patrol. Even if we could, snipers are so well concealed and far away, spotting their hides requires binos—or pure luck.

Garyantes’s death left us feeling powerless. We realized that at any moment, an enemy secure and far away could anonymously kill us. Thinking about it made us paranoid, especially around Al Ali, which in May 2004 was crawling with insurgents living among the populace. We’d done three patrols after Garyantes’s death in support of our sister company from 1-63 Armor. Each time, unseen assailants ambushed us.

Today, in the brutal Diyala heat, our platoon patrolled into Al Ali after our Bradley Fighting Vehicles—basically armored infantry taxis with a turreted 25mm machine cannon—dropped us off about a kilometer outside of town. We walked up the main road out in the open, as if daring the enemy to oppose us. We moved past palm groves that once served as ambush hides for the insurgents, then broke out into open ground with an occasional farmer’s hovel. Finally, we reached the town’s little open core. Walled in a circle leading into shops and homes, Al Ali represented the very insecure Iraqi culture that lived in a perpetual state of paranoia under the Ba’athist regime. This town, like the Iraqi people, was ready at any time for an attack from their own government under Saddam Hussein. A few squalid houses, most made of concrete, were followed by its tiny commercial district built around the village square.

We stood in the middle of the square now, rifles in hand, fingers just outside the trigger guards, alert and scanning the rooftops and alleys. It wasn’t a matter of if in this area of Diyala, but when. The thick vegetation made this more akin to South Vietnam than the open desert terrain of the Middle East. And in that vegetation, anything can hide. The enemy used this to their advantage.

For the last year, a strange mix of Shia militias, Sunnis allied with Al Qaeda in Iraq, Iranian Revolutionary Guards, and blue-eyed foreign fighters lurked in these palm groves, watched us from windows, and lay in ambush on rooftop redoubts.

Captain Doug Walter, our new company commander, gave exactly two shits about the enemy’s affiliation or intent. He walked to the center of the town square, looked around at the dilapidated shops that lined this bit of communal space, then took a knee. He was here to meet the locals and let them know that the boys of Fallujah were back in town and itching for a fight, too.

Captain Walter dubbed this mission, plus a series of patrols in all the villages outside of Muqdadiyah proper, Operation Welcome Home. While the Ramrods were away, the insurgents came out to play. For two months, they launched crazy-brave assaults on the American and Iraqi National Guard units that covered for us while we took part in the Battle of Fallujah. When we came back to Diyala Province in December, the place had gone full Wild West. It was dispiriting—by the time we left in October, we’d beaten the enemy down. The place was actually getting quiet.

Not anymore. A few mornings after we returned from Anbar Province in December 2004, the enemy assaulted our forward operating base. I spent the firefight in a T-shirt and boxers, no boots, in a guard tower manning a machine gun as we poured lead at them. The Army National Guard unit that was occupying that tower didn’t even complain about Fitts, Lawson, Brown, and myself just helping ourselves to their weapon systems and ammunition. The Soldiers stood back, with not even a question as to who we were or who gave us the authority to take over their mission. That is what came with our new Fallujah street credit.

Now, we were under time pressure to get the situation under control again. Iraq’s first free election was only a couple of weeks away, and our command feared the enemy would attack polling centers and murder hundreds of civilians if we didn’t handle business quickly.

Captain Walter studied the nearby shops, noting the bullet-scarred walls and blackened facades where rockets had impacted in previous fights. If those warning signs made an impression on him, he didn’t show it. Not surprising; the man always seemed fearless.

Walter had once been a barrel-chested physical specimen. He played baseball at West Point, crushed Ranger School, and smoked men fifteen years his junior on company runs back in Germany. He could outrun, outgun, and out-endure every other man in the battalion. We worshipped him.*

That was Germany, a year and a lifetime ago. He looked frail now, his body wasted by an intestinal disease that robbed him of the strength we marveled at when he commanded our company back in Europe. He dropped to under 130 pounds before we left for Iraq almost a year before, which forced him to give up command of Alpha Company. His best friend, Captain Sean Sims, took his place.

In recent months, Walter had regained some of his lost weight, but he was far from healthy.

“Sir,” I said quietly.

He wiped sweat off his brow and looked back at me, eyes squinting from the sun. “What you got, Sergeant Bellavia?”

“We came here on foot. And we’re leaving here on foot. I am all about whatever you want. Just know this is gonna be a gunfight very soon.”

Walter reached into a pocket and pulled out a map. As he unfolded it, he said, “We’re not going anywhere, boys. Not moving.”

I made eye contact with my best friend, Staff Sergeant Colin Fitts. Maybe five nine, he seemed ten feet tall and larger than life. Quick with a quip and quicker on the draw with the combat shotgun he hefted in every fight, Fitts was a man born without a filter. That made him among the most honest humans I’ve ever met. It also got him in constant trouble. If somebody was screwing up, he’d tell them. Didn’t matter the rank.

Fitts was also a brawler whose southern sense of honor was easily offended. It made him prone to throw the first punch. He also brooked no stupidity. Five months earlier, an Iraqi cop thought it would be funny to point his weapon at one of Fitts’s soldiers and track him as he walked by. Fitts gave him exactly one warning with his shotgun at the ready. When the idiot didn’t heed it, our Mississippian pulled off his Kevlar helmet and beat the Iraqi unconscious. When the cop’s supervisor protested, he, too, received Fitts’s sense of frontier southern justice.

Command frowned on the fact that this police supervisor had happened to be the deputy chief of police of Muqdadiyah. Those little subtextual points of contention meant nothing to Fittsy. Both cops were left in need of an endodontist when all was said and done. Somehow, Fitts avoided the wrath of our own chain of command.

For a change.

There in the middle of Al Ali, I watched Fitts approach me, the slight hitch in his walk a reminder that we almost lost him the previous spring. In April 2004, he’d been shot three times, by three different insurgents firing three different weapon systems. He could have stayed home and rehabbed his wounds. Instead, he returned to us in the summer, half healed.

“You ready for this shit, bro? I don’t think standing around here is a good idea.”

“It’s Captain Walter,” I said simply. Fitts stared at me for a beat, so I added, “Look, I am whatever he tells me to be. And today, it looks like we’re gonna be infantrymen.”

“I can do infantry today,” Fitts drawled.

We both loved Walter. We’d served under him for two years before Iraq. We admired his attitude—hard-nosed and aggressive. Walter didn’t want to pick a fight, but if one came to him he would smother the enemy with firepower. Today, though, he sure seemed like he was challenging the enemy to hit us.

You insurgent jerks have the stones for this? Bring it. I have no plans for three more months.

Two months after fighting the biggest battle of the War on Terror, the Ramrods of Alpha Company, Task Force 2-2 walked with swagger. We’d survived the worst the enemy could dish out and kicked their teeth out in return.

Not that they didn’t get licks of their own in, too. We lost Captain Sean Sims during a point-blank gun duel fought in a kitchen of an abandoned house. We lost our executive officer Lieutenant Edward Iwan to a rocket-propelled grenade. We lost our battalion command sergeant major, Steven Faulkenburg, a father figure to all us sergeants in 2-2 Infantry. Staff Sergeant James “J.C.” Matteson, a scout from our battalion task force, was also killed in Fallujah.

We never stopped fighting. We stowed our grief and flung ourselves at the enemy, killing with pent-up fury. They gave no quarter, and we asked for none. When we saw them, rushing us, bounding from building to building in the dead of night, we gunned them down. We dug them out of buildings, battled them room to room, captured and destroyed their arms caches and bomb factories.

Doug Walter returned to Alpha Company after Sims was killed. The same day he rejoined us, an Explosive Ordnance Disposal detachment filled a hole with captured mortars, mines, bullets, and artillery shells and detonated them outside the Industrial District in Fallujah. From five hundred meters away the blast crumbled walls. Vehicles were tossed across the street. The place looked like Armageddon. When the EOD Soldiers asked Doug Walter to escort them to do a post-blast analysis, Walter asked about “secondary explosions.” He was told that the area was secure and that they did this all the time. Walter took four steps into the fifty-meter-wide crater when he vanished as a secondary explosion touched off.

We thought he’d been killed, but he staggered out of the swirling smoke and dust, deaf and dizzy, and laid out one of the EOD guys. Walter’s dust-caked face cleared with snot, spit, and blood shooting from his ears and he tossed unknowing explosive ordnance Soldiers like they were rag dolls.

Walter was a force of nature when he was pissed. The loss of Sims, the pain his Soldiers were dealing with, and the continued unknown threat made that emotional journey travel at light speed.

He was our kind of leader. We rallied behind him, and the company survived the loss of our other leaders because of his example. When we returned to Diyala Province, we were cocky, confident that after what we’d been through, we could handle anything, defeat anyone. We were the victors of Fallujah, nationally famous now thanks to cover stories about us written up in Time magazine and U.S. News & World Report. We were on CNN, Fox; more stories appeared in Stars and Stripes.

By the time we left Fallujah, much of America knew of our unit and what we accomplished. New Army and Marine units coming into Iraq to relieve us saw us as rock stars. In the moment, Fallujah made us almost like Army royalty.

My men killed the enemy at extreme close quarters and proved American Soldiers did not need to rely on technology and firepower to defeat the enemy. We did it, in some cases, with our bare hands.

That grit and confidence forged in Fallujah was about to be tested here in the Wild West.

Staff Sergeant Scott Lawson, our weapons squad leader, jogged over to Fitts and me. He sensed the same danger we did and knew we’d need our M240 machine guns positioned to cover us.

He announced, “I’m going to get the guns up.”

Lawson was a Michigan native, tough with a dose of unpredictable crazy that endeared him to me. Others found him a misfit head case, but we’d seen him in battle. He was a man we could count on, and we wanted him with us. Fittsy and I conspired to pull him into our platoon before the Battle of Fallujah, and he never let us down.

“I don’t know where we’re gonna be,” I told him, looking around at the shops and homes abutting the square.

“Hey, if you’re right about this place, we gotta have those guns up,” Lawson answered.

“I understand that, Lawson,” I said with frustration, “but you don’t know where we’re going and we don’t know where the bad guys are.”

Lawson thought it over. “How about I flex my machine guns at the front and the back of the formation?”

Fitts was losing his patience. “Hey, Lawson, just do what you gotta do, man. If I need your guns I am just gonna take your guns. No offense. That’s just what’s gonna happen.”

Fitts probably didn’t need to be so blunt. Lawson had a good idea. It was hot. Everyone saw this town for what it was. Stress was in the air. We all saw trouble coming.

When Walter signaled to us to resume our patrol, Lawson put a gun team up with Fitts’s squad as his men took point. His other gun stayed back with my squad. Walter and his security detail, led by Sergeant Travis Barreto, stayed in the middle of the formation.

We originally planned to stay no longer than forty-five minutes. Instead, Captain Walter knocked on doors and led us down alleys and side streets, meeting the few locals willing to show their faces. Captain Walter eloquently briefed Battalion that he intended to use these patrols to reassess the enemy situation in our area post-Fallujah in order to reestablish control in time for the upcoming election in late January 2005.

PowerPoint presentations to command aside, Walter was really just daring the enemy to attack us that day in Al Ali.

Two hours later, on the outskirts of town, we came to a house sitting atop a slight ridge. Down the slope behind it stretched a thicket of vegetation tangled along a five-foot-wide irrigation canal. On the other side of that was an open field, a road, plus a line of two- and three-story buildings.

Walter banged on the door. A sullen, dark-eyed man in a traditional white thawb answered it. We invited ourselves inside, looking for weapons or signs of bomb-making. Piles of foreign currency, spools of wire, boxes of cell phones and car batteries—these were the signatures of a roadside-bomb factory. We’d found dozens over the past year.

We discovered only two people in the house: the middle-aged man who answered the door and a teenage boy. They watched us search their home with pure hate stamped on their faces. They made no effort to conceal it. When I looked at the older guy in the white man-dress, he made eye contact with me. I stared back. He didn’t flinch. As the search continued, his eyes never left mine.

We called this eye and body language “mad-dogging.” We’d seen it many times before. As I held his gaze I sensed he would kill us the first chance he got.

His expression stoked my own. We fed off each other’s quiet fury. I wanted him to make a move, to do something that would give me a reason to exact revenge for the men I’d lost. In that moment, I would have hunted him down through hell itself if he had made a move against us.

He didn’t. Instead, he kept his eyes leveled on mine. He didn’t move. Didn’t say a word. Just stared on, as the emotional subtext played out between us.

Then the fear struck me, as it always did. Fury mingled with fear. A good Soldier knows how to harness it. Fear becomes power. It is a cycle that propels you forward, moves your body when part of it wants to be paralyzed in place.

The true lesson of Fallujah and its close-quarters battles was not that we were better trained, or better equipped. We didn’t have any more fighting spirit than they did. As much as we depended on our skills and sense of professionalism, the chaos of war always has a say. In the end, luck, chance, the enemy’s skill—all those things coalesce in an urban battlefield to ensure that we lost people we loved.

We did our best to deny chance for the enemy to play a role in our fates. But that was baloney I fed myself and my men to keep our fragile sense of sanity in balance. Once a Soldier realized there was no defense to luck, no way to conquer it, that fragile balance would be forever shattered.

As I stared at this belligerent old man, practically tasting his hate, I wondered if my luck had finally run out.

I touched my dusty backward American flag sewn on my right arm. Then I touched my bright red 1st Infantry patch above it. The old man broke eye contact long enough to watch my finger’s path along my arm. Then his eyes returned to mine, shining with hate. Both of us were sweating in the heat, and beads of perspiration kept dripping into my eyes.

Staff Sergeant Fitts saw what was happening here. His head swiveled from me to the old man and back. Then he said, “Hey, Bell, this guy wants to kill you, man. Oh, he hates you. Look at him mad-dogging you.”

Before I could reply, our Soldiers completed their search. Nothing. The house was clean. There wasn’t even the single AK allowed for home defense anywhere inside. If the old man really wanted us dead, the weapons he would use lay concealed someplace else.

Our men filed out through the front door. I was among the last to leave. Before I did, I glanced back at the old man. No words had passed between us. Even if they had, we didn’t speak the same language. But two men know the score when you’re that close. Those eyes said everything. They transcended the differences in language.

Dare you. I will bend your ribs inside out, so help me God. I will take everything you have lived for away from you if you even contemplate hurting any one of these men. We will be the last thing you see on this planet. I will dominate you. I promise you it will hurt. You will suffer and wish you chose any other cause than to stand up to me, this unit, or my nation.

Outside, I gathered myself as we reassembled into patrol formation and set off down a road that descended the ridge.

“Hey, Bell, that old man get to you? You two wanna get a room or something?”

I was in no mood for Fitts’s jabs.

“First squad on me. Let’s let Sergeant Bell collect himself. He is having a rough day in Diyala.”

We passed the vegetation, crossed the canal, and turned left to leave town on the road flanked by those few buildings on its right side.

Fitts led the way. His squad had been on point all morning, and he himself took the tip of the spear. That was how we did it. Neither he nor I ever asked our men to do anything we wouldn’t do ourselves.

We patrolled up the road, eyes roaming in search of danger. To our right, the row of buildings looked deserted. To the left, we could see the house on the ridge we’d just visited silhouetted against the afternoon sky.

Sergeant First Class James Cantrell radioed me, “Hey Two, this is Seven.”

“Go ahead, Seven.”

“Get ready. You guys are about to get attacked. I got movement everywhere. We are on the way. Over.”

“Roger that, Seven.”

I turned to my A Team leader, Sergeant Chuck Knapp, and said, “Knappy, get ready.”

He nodded and spun around to check on his guys, weapon at the high ready. Knapp was the first-round draft pick every platoon wanted in Alpha Company. A physical specimen, whip smart and courageous in a fight, he possessed the skills and judgment to do any job within our platoon. In many respects, I considered him my co–squad leader.

Right then, Fitts stopped abruptly. He raised his hand to signal the rest of the platoon. His men took a knee. I jogged forward, past Walter and Travis Barreto, who hovered beside our company commander. He’d been with Captain Sims that terrible day in Fallujah when Sims was killed in that house fight. Travis helped pull another wounded man to safety, which earned him a Bronze Star for Valor. Still, he’d lost his commander, and the survivor guilt he endured was slowly gutting him. No matter what happened, Barreto was locked to Walter’s hip pocket. Any bullet that was fired his way was going through Travis before it hit the commander.

Fitts turned, saw me coming. A quick shake of his head, another hand signal, and everyone stood up and started to patrol forward again. I stopped, unsure what had spiked Fitts’s Spidey sense. I saw no movement in the vegetation. The ridge behind it looked clear. The buildings on the other side of the road still seemed abandoned. I noticed a drainage ditch between us and those structures. At the bottom was a black slick of sewage.

This was exhausting. Adrenaline rush. Adrenaline drain. The heat. The stress. The constant state of alertness. These patrols had a cumulative effect on all of us. Now, in the waning weeks of our deployment, I walked back to my squad feeling strung out.

A machine gun shattered the silence. The gunner laid on the trigger and the weapon thundered over and over. The sound was like Morse code to us by then—a deeper, more metallic one than our weapons. And the undisciplined length of the burst telegraphed to all of us that no American stood behind that weapon.

Knapp reacted instantly to the threat. He pivoted, dropped to a knee, and opened fire with his M4, his rounds spearing into the vegetation to our left. I couldn’t see whatever he was shooting at; others apparently did. A heartbeat later, one of our M249 SAW (Squad Automatic Weapon) light machine guns opened up. Then another. Within seconds, the platoon sent hundreds of rounds into the threat vector.

Suddenly the firefight ebbed. The enemy gunner went silent. Our platoon followed. For a few seconds, I heard our men calling out to each other, chattering over what had just happened.

That’s when a second machine gun, even louder than the first, boomed to life. It belched a few short bursts, then the gunner went fully cyclic. The weapon was closer, but still concealed. I spun around searching for it and caught sight of the front of our platoon. The men had gone to ground, except for Fitts. He was still standing, bullets exploding the asphalt road all around his legs. Chunks of the stuff spun randomly as clouds of dirt plumed every impact. He dropped to his stomach.

“Holy shit! Fitts got hit again?” somebody shouted from behind me.

Fitts was a good two hundred meters from my squad. I could see his own men either firing while prone on the asphalt road or crawling into the sewage ditch.

Another long burst of automatic weapons fire raked around Fitts. He suddenly stood up, apparently unharmed. Ignoring the incoming, he charged at the enemy positions through the open field on our left. None of his men followed. Instead, they poured fire into the thicket beyond the open space, covering his movement.

Nearby, my men opened fire as well, unsure where the enemy was, but determined to suppress those automatic weapons. As they did, Travis Barreto tackled Captain Walter. The two went straight into the sewage ditch, where Barreto shielded his commander’s body with his own. No way was he going to lose another commander on his watch.

In the distance, I saw a Bradley hauling down the road toward us. Then another. Cantrell was coming to our rescue.

Lawson grabbed his two gun crews at the back of our formation, jumped the sewage ditch, and broke into the tallest building on our right. The men flowed inside and rushed to the roof to get their weapons in the fight, showing a speed and sense of purpose rare among Soldiers lugging heavy machine guns.

I took my squad and did the same thing, entering a building next to Lawson’s. We raced up the stairs and kicked open the door to the roof. My men quickly crouched into firing stances and hammered the brush line.

I ran to a corner of the roof and stopped cold. An AK-47 lay there behind the parapet, a stack of magazines beside it. I glanced at the other corners. Each contained an AK. The roof of the building next door did as well. The enemy had prepositioned weapons and ammunition on every rooftop along this road. Thank God nobody was up here to shoot at us. We’d have had a very bad day.

In the field, Fitts found what looked like a well flanked by a small stone wall. I saw him hunkered down behind it, still taking fire while the rest of the platoon hammered away at the invisible enemy from the sewage ditch and rooftops.

Two of my men barraged the vegetation with 40mm grenades. They arced over the field and detonated with muffled explosions deep in the brush. Lawson’s gun teams joined the fight, strafing the vegetation. Leaves and branches were torn apart. Small trees were sawn in half. We still could not see the enemy. Whoever was in there was still shooting back.

Our tracked vehicles roared down the road. The sound of steel treads churning over sunbaked asphalt rose above the din of battle. They gouged grooves into the road as their tracks ate up ground to get to us the support we needed. Help was coming—those Brads carried 25mm semiautomatic cannons, high-explosive love that more than once had been our salvation.

They charged into the fight and their Bushmaster cannons boomed. High-explosive shells blew apart the underbrush as our gunners walked their fire along the irrigation canal.

In desperation—or stupidity—one of the enemy made the suicidal decision to shoot at the tracks from the house on the ridge with an automatic weapon. The bullets bounced harmlessly off our armored vehicles. The Brad crews spotted the threat. Shane Gossard swung his turret toward the house, the cannon’s barrel shifted upward. A moment later a fusillade of high-explosive shells blew holes in the house’s walls and roof.

These men in our Bradleys had saved us time and again in Fallujah. They were supremely aggressive and dominated every fight with the firepower they possessed.

The enemy machine gun went silent. Our men kept shooting, unsure if the insurgents had been killed or had just gone to ground.

I took advantage of the lull in incoming to run downstairs and get back onto the road. I headed over to Captain Walter to confer with him. He was halfway up the ditch now, radio handset to his ear, Travis Barreto kneeling right beside him. Both men were covered in black raw sewage. The smell was absolutely overwhelming. They were alert. No fear on their faces.

Something moved to my left. Instinctively, I stopped, spun, and set into a shooter’s stance. A split second later, my brain caught up to my body. What was it? What is out there?

Doug Walter saw my reaction and called out, “Sergeant Bellavia, what’s going on?”

“Shhhhhhhhh,” I said, as if in a trance. Every synapse in my body seemed to be firing on full automatic. My stomach fluttered. I was outside my body. The enemy was near. And I was out in the open.

Twenty meters away, the bushes along the irrigation canal suddenly swayed. There was no wind, and nobody was shooting this close to the buildings. I brought my reflex sight to eye level.

A hand appeared through the thicket. Then another. They grasped some branches and pushed them aside, revealing a man in a white thawb with a black strap on one shoulder crossing his chest. A bandolier. Or maybe a weapon sling? I couldn’t tell.

Christmas morning is exciting. Catching the enemy before they can kill you is an exhilaration that is impossible to comprehend. I had him cold and there was no way I would let him hurt any one of these beautiful American boys.

I slowed down, my brain focusing on one thing: eliminate the threat.

Don’t overthink this. Don’t panic. Breathe. And stay steady.

I pulled the grip of my M4 into me tightly, settling the buttstock into my shoulder pit. That feeling was comfortable by then, natural. It was how we assured steady, smooth, and controlled pairs. Marksmanship on a range back home is one thing. In combat, with all the chaos, fear, and adrenaline, it is quite another.

I dropped to a low shooting stance and took aim.

Is this my buddy? Ol’ Mad Dog Ali?

I couldn’t see his face. My reflex sight’s reticle settled center mass—right on his chest. Through my optics, I saw now what that strap was on his chest. He was carrying an RPK machine gun, complete with a metal drum magazine. The guy was heavily armed, but he was also very, very stupid. He stumbled around in all that vegetation in the middle of the firefight, looking for a decent firing position. Instead of finding it, he wandered right into my squad’s position without any clue we were there.

This would be the easiest shot of my entire deployment. Point-blank range, enemy distracted by the tangle of branches slowing his headway and completely unaware of the M4 barrel pointed right at him. I couldn’t miss.

I triggered my M4 carbine. One shot pair, followed by the pop-pop of the second controlled pair. Then a third. I paused, then fired again.

The man in white still stood, arms spread apart as he pushed his way through the last of the thicket’s branches.

What the hell?

I fired again. This time, something sparked in front of him, and I wondered if I had hit his machine gun.

He froze in place. I pulled the trigger. One . . . two . . . one . . . two . . . one, two. He didn’t move. How was I missing this guy? What was I doing wrong?

I drained the magazine, dropped it out, and shoved a fresh one into my weapon. It was a fluid action, something we could do in our sleep at this point in our deployment. It took less than two seconds.

I tightened my stance, sucked in my elbows even closer to my body. I was rock-stable, the pipper of the bright red reflex sight tacked to the man in white’s chest. I flipped my selector switch to burst mode, something I rarely used. Three bullets spat out of the M4’s barrel. Over and over I pulled the trigger until my bolt racked back and my mag went dry.

I dropped it out, swapped a full one in, and shot at him again.

How the hell am I missing this guy?

He stepped backward. The branches swung back in place and partially obscured him. I could still see enough of his white man-dress to know he was there, still on his feet.

I fired ten more rounds before he vanished altogether.

The firefight up the road had sputtered out. The men ceased firing and reloaded their weapons. In the lull, my M4’s bark was the only sound. The entire platoon looked at me, standing in the road blazing away into the bushes sixty feet in front of me.

I heard Captain Walter’s voice, as if from a dream: “Sergeant Bellavia, what’s your report?”

Barreto echoed him, “Sergeant Bell, did you get him?”

I lowered my rifle, peering into the bushes.

“Lawdog, do you have eyes on him?”

Lawson took over a machine gun and stitched the area I was firing at.

Lawson replied from his rooftop, “Nothing’s outside that tree line. Now. Guarantee that.”

The Bradleys turned away from the house and made their way cautiously toward us.

“Mount up when they get here,” Captain Walter ordered.

Staff Sergeant Cory Brown’s Bradley reached our position first. He popped out of his turret and pointed at the road.

I gave him a thumbs-up. That’s where we’d mount up. Time seemed to slow. The moment became surreal.

Did I hallucinate the man in white? Heatstroke?

“Sergeant Bellavia,” Walter said again, “did you drop him?”

As if in a daze, I answered, “I don’t . . . I don’t think . . . no, sir. Negative.”

The platoon was gathering in the road again, and when they heard my words, several men burst out laughing.

“Come on, Sergeant Bell. Of course you got him.”

Fitts was still in the field several hundred meters away. He stood up and plunged into the vegetation. A moment later we heard two shotgun blasts just as the Brads arrived and dropped their ramps.

“I think I missed. I can’t believe it,” I said almost to myself. Captain Walter came over to me. I was still fixed in my shooter’s stance, peering into the vegetation.

“That dude was twenty meters in front of me. I have no idea what happened.”

Civilians started to dart in and out of buildings around us. Whether they were just curious or ready to cause more trouble wasn’t clear. Either way, Captain Walter ordered us to fall back. If there was more fighting, the civilians in the open would be caught in the cross fire. Walter refused to risk their lives.

“We are falling back. Time to go. Civilians everywhere,” Captain Walter said.

I barely heard the order. Instead, I said aloud, “I missed him.”

“Sergeant Bellavia, let’s mount up. We just started our day.”

I turned and walked stiffly to our Bradley. My squad was already inside, staring at me strangely. I ignored them and sat down, head spinning, hands shaking.

I missed. I did everything right. I controlled my breathing. I didn’t have sweat in my eyes. He was right in front of me, almost totally exposed.

That was him. The old man. I know it was him. All that rage. All that buildup. This will never, ever happen again. Dammit, you blew it, man.

The ramp closed behind me, and we were bathed in artificial light inside the Bradley’s armored hull. Our driver moved out; the engine shifted gears. The Bradley lurched forward, taking us away from Al Ali. I noticed none of it. My head was still in the fight, replaying those fifty rounds I’d fired at the man in white over and over until my confidence was dismantled.
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Stirring Demons

WESTERN NEW YORK — OCTOBER 2018

THE HOUSE WAS EMPTY, smothered in darkness. Waking up to that black nothing, the same as the last moments of consciousness before sleep, always brought me comfort. In combat, we grabbed sleep where we could, and all too often we had to go from that blackness to action in seconds. Here at home, this transition that might have unsettled some proved a comfort to me. No threats loomed. No action was needed. I lay in the dark, eyes open now, listening to the sounds of the morning.

Today, the wind tore through the trees outside as rain lashed the roof and windows in sudden bursts. The branches swayed and rasped against the side of the house. Listening to the downpour distracted me from the storm clouds forming on my own horizon.

I dreamed of the Man in White again. For thirteen years, I’d seen him in nightmares. Sometimes, I could see his face, and I knew he was the old man from the house. I shoot at him and miss. I always miss him. He goes on to kill another American Soldier. He never shoots back at me in my dreams. I am in no danger, but I always feel the pressure that if I don’t stop him, another American would die.

Who had died because I’d failed to do my job? Were there widows, children who would curse my name if they knew of my failure? Parents? I would never know. The Man in White remained one of the dozens of loose ends every deployment creates.

Some vets have nightmares about the enemy they killed. I have them about the man I missed.

I had failed to do my job as a Soldier and protector to stop him. He lived to fight another day. Since then, I’ve carried the guilt of those he may have killed after I blew my opportunity. How many souls are on my conscience? I probably will never know for sure. I did know that each time the news reported an American Soldier had been killed around Diyala Province, I felt responsible. Those reports always triggered more visits from him.

Maybe this was transference. Maybe this was some expression of another underlying issue still festering from the deployment that I had not worked through. Still, the guilt was real. At times after I came home, it tormented me. At its worst, I would call Fitts and talk to him about that day. This had long consumed me as it lingered in our phone calls for years since we came home. He indulged it, listening as I recounted the same story over and over ad nauseam. He took the brunt of it. Those conversations were the outlet I needed, because elsewhere in my life, I had long since bottled everything up. There was nobody else in my life beyond Fitts who understood what the war was like. Trying to pull a civilian into those memories was like trying to explain a Rembrandt






















































































































* The Coalition forces in Iraq primarily included the United States, the United Kingdom, the new Iraqi forces, and Australia. Thirty-nine other nations also participated in the Coalition.


* In Germany, our motor pool was atop a steep hill and our company area, Rose Barracks, sat at the foot of the hill in Vilseck. Most company runs were an adventure. Six miles became ten miles. The threat from Captain Walter of “Bring your IDs to PT tomorrow” meant one thing: we were leaving the gate on a run. Those runs could easily become twelve miles. And just as it was ending, the barracks in sight, he would swoop from the front of company formation, the poor bastard behind him with the guidon, and feign like we were done. Then he would pick up the pace and take the hill toward the motor pool. I wanted to run him over with the mil van on those days.

On those exceptionally cruel extended runs, the long formation of A Company would race up the hill and turn around at the top. The mass of infantrymen would predictably snake back. The leaders of the formation would run downhill as the platoons from the back were making it through the toughest part of the incline. At those moments, Doug Walter would turn back and run the hill again with the units that looked like they had quit in them.

Hatred became love again. His support became our strength.
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