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Closer to the Earth 

 It‟s the last weekend before we get on the plane. One last time to converse in an altered 

state while enjoying family and friends in safety. I head to my buddy‟s new apartment. He used his 

time at Ft. Hood well. He got married to a girl from Austin. 

 We watch a movie, play cards, play a couple games of beer pong and talk about a lot of 

nothing. None of us want to sleep, knowing that this may be the last drunken fun for a year. The 

alcohol is flowing like water and no one wants to call it quits. There is little reason not to use your 

paycheck on booze when preparing for deployment to Iraq. We ramble on about the bullshit that is 

about to hit us until early in the morning. 

 “This war is bullshit!” Dutch says in a confident manner. 

 “Fuckin‟ Dubya is in it for the oil!” He concludes frankly. 

 At around three in the morning we decide to make the trek to the hot tub. Logic that is only 

in use after the sixth or seventh shot is in effect. I walk through the grass and cement barefoot. It is 

a chilly Texas night and the warmth of the water is amazing. After relaxing in the warm water, we 

sadistically decide to jump into the now freezing pool a few feet away. The cold temporary sobers 

me up and I feel alive. Looking at the clear night sky, I try to find clarity and purpose, but wind up 

only with shrinkage. Somehow I stumble back to their apartment. 

 Finally, after I‟m too far gone to care, the hosts go to their room. The bad part about having 

a party with your close Army friends is that there is likely to be no women. Women that aren‟t 

married to or impregnated by your buddies that is. No one is close to sober enough to drive. I fall 

asleep, mumbling to myself and thinking about a girl I met at the club a few days ago that won‟t 

call me. I feel the need for a warm body beside me. The need is amplified a hundred times by 

alcohol, but I pass out alone. 
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 I wake up the next morning on their nice carpet floor, with a cut on my foot, feeling groggy 

and unclean. I brush my teeth and drive back to base. The route is known by many hung over 

soldiers. Up 35, then take I-95 and pray you don‟t get stuck behind a minivan going 45 MPH. I stop 

in Florence to grab a bite to eat. I see everyday people in small town America drinking coffee and 

talking about today„s Cowboys game. There are signs wishing support to troops and yellow 

ribbons on cars. I wish I could stay in this slice of America. After I eat my burger I get back in my 

car and travel to the harsh reality of my America. My reality for the foreseeable future is tanks, 

helicopters, guns, bad haircuts and people telling me what I can and cannot do. 

... 

 When I look around at the Monday morning motor pool formation I don‟t see hardened 

soldiers or killers. I see other dumb kids. Humans, who through a series of choices ended up in the 

situation of leaving everything behind to fight in a war thousands of miles away. Some believe in 

what we are doing and spout out jingoistic sayings when questioned. Others think its bullshit and 

just do it anyways, knowing that if it is the only option unless they want to fuck the rest of their life 

up. Most just don‟t care too much either way. The monotony and omnipotence of the system has 

beaten them into submission.  

 “Battalion!” Bellows out Sergeant Major. 

 “Company!” Out First Sergeant yells over his shoulder. 

 “Platoon!” My platoon Sergeant echoes to us. 

 “Atteeenntioooon!” Our Sergeant Major booms. 

 “Supporters!” All thousand or so of us yell in unison as we snap to attention. 

 “Post!” SGM yells as the officers run up to their enlisted counterparts and salute, taking 

command of the formations. 
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 “At ease.” Our Colonel says calmly as he surveys his troops. 

 We take a relaxed stance and our heads move from looking straight ahead to looking at his 

face. He doesn‟t look much like a soldier. Our Colonel has glasses, a weak jaw and a little bit of a 

belly. 

 “Bring it in, horseshoe formation! You know the drill…” 

 We all circle around him, the first rows taking a knee. The choreography of these 

formations are known to all of us. Twice a week since I got to the unit we have had them. Monday 

morning they tell us what we need to do for the week and Friday afternoon they tell us don‟t kill 

yourself on the weekend.  

 “Alright, how are all ya‟ll doing today?” He says nervously. 

 “Hoooaahh.” I hear a few random soldiers say around me.  

 “Not much time left supporters…this will be the last time I can see you all together as a 

group. We have trained. We have went to the field. You all know what needs to be done...” 

 The Colonel continues to talk in a calm, monotone style about what needs to happen. I zone 

out for a bit and look at the large group of people. Men, women, old, young, black, white, the 

educated and the idiots, the barracks hos and the prudes. All here together, about to take a long 

plane ride to a foreign war. 

 I focus again on the Colonel as he hands over the floor to Sergeant Major Frankly. In my 

mind if I imagine a crusty old veteran, I would see SGM Frankly. Wrinkled and tan from the 

elements. A veteran of eight deployments. His commanding voice grabs your gut. 

 “Alright. We know what needs to happen! We are about to go to the big fight. No more 

training. This is the real deal! I can„t do the job for you. I can„t turn the wrenches, I„m too old. Its 

up to you. Each one of you to get the mission done. I want you to look left and right. These are your 
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buddies. These guys will take you to Iraq and back. Each one of your lives is in another‟s hands…”  

 To my left I see Garcia. I have known him since I arrived at the unit a few months ago.  

We have had a couple short conversations. We always nod and say “sup” as we pass in the 

hallways. To my right I see someone I don‟t know. He is a little taller than me and is just staring off 

in the distance, not really completely here. Frankly finishes is speech, doing his best impression of 

John Wayne and we are released back to our companies and platoons.  

 The Platoon Sergeant tells us which flight we are leaving on. I‟m heading out on next 

Thursday. Since last week I noticed fewer and fewer soldiers around. On fences and buildings, 

posters and signs are put up, wishing us good luck and encouragement.  

... 

 It is a type of sadness that rarely touches ordinary Americans. I have seen it countless times 

on TV or in movies. The husband, the father, the son, the daughter, the boyfriend say their final 

tearful goodbyes. Now I see it happening to me. One last hug, last kiss, last handshake, last tear, 

last laugh. My parents are here. My mom is crying, and my dad has a blank look on his face. I get 

a good-bye from my friend‟s wives and families. A girl I met a month ago, Nicole is also here. She 

gives me a kiss and I promise to write to her while in Iraq. The line, ”I‟m going to Iraq soon” is 

extremely potent with women. It wouldn‟t work around Killeen, but outside the area it stands a 

good chance. I‟ve never used it premeditatedly, but wish I would have a time or two.  

 While waiting for the bus to leave for the airport I look out the window. A girl a few years 

younger than me, with dirty blond hair is crying her eyes out. Her father is probably on that bus 

with me, staring at her, contemplating what he will do a year without her. I look out again as we 

drive away and see a mass of people, crying, waving and wishing us good luck. The people get 

smaller and eventually we turn the corner and they are no longer there. It is just us, soldiers 
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crammed in a bus and an indifferent bus driver. On this note I leave my state-side life behind. 

II 

 I‟m in Kuwait. The realization set in when I saw our bus driver‟s Islamic head wrap. The 

past two days have been a blur. I‟m still feeling the effects of jetlag. It is 7:00 AM local time, but I 

think 10:00 PM back home. After leaving our families we waited around until late at night, getting 

pep talks, briefings and free food. Finally, a little after midnight we got on a huge plane. First we 

flew to Chicago, stopped for a short smoke break. Then it was across the Atlantic to Germany. The 

plane was like a cocoon. There were nine movies on and a shitty music selection that got old 

somewhere around Iceland. The flight attendants were extra nice and patriotic décor covered the 

walls. 

 In Germany, the plane refueled and crews changed. All hundred or so of us went to some 

weird holding area. They stuck is in a building, away from all the terminals and reality. There was 

a barb-wired enclosed smoking area and bathrooms that looked like they were set up during the 

cold war. I saw five actual Germans there. A hot USO girl, who had low-cut jeans and sparkly 

make-up and some random people who just stared at us, thinking those poor bastards. I drank 

some juice and tried to relax, but couldn‟t.  

 After a several hour holdover in that limbo, we got back on the plane. Our final destination 

was Kuwait. I couldn‟t stop watching the in-flight map on the TV screen.  We were flying over 

Baghdad. I couldn‟t see out the window because it was closed and I was sitting in the middle, 

squeezed between two guys. I was starting to get butterflies at this point. Eventually I started to 

feel the plane get lower and finally we settled in for a smooth landing. The sun started to rise as we 

arrived at our temporary base. 

... 
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 “IEDs can come in many forms. They can be concealed…” Says a British soldier giving a 

class on dangers up north. He is dressed in an odd-looking green and tan uniform with a beret and 

feather on his head. 

 I can barely stay awake. I haven‟t slept more than two hours at a time since Texas. Now 

they shove me into this class a few hours after arriving. 

 “The vehicles of the Italians in Iraq look like this.“ He points to a slide with a menacing 

looking machine straight out of Mad Max. 

 “The vehicles of the Dutch look like this.“ He points to a tall trailer concoction. 

 I am having trouble even keeping my head up, so not much is sinking in. 

 “The vehicles of the French look like this.” He points to the screen and it shows a question 

mark. A mild laughter fills the tent as he pauses waiting for us all to appreciate the gag. 

 “Hey! Stand up.” A SGT says to me from behind. 

  I am in no condition to disagree, so I stand up and go to the back to stay awake. It has little 

effect. I am still fighting the invisible boxer. My head is bobbing and my knees have been giving 

out. I fall forward and look around to see if anyone noticed. I can see that I am not alone in my 

troubles. Hubert‟s eyes are closed and Bates is standing by the edge of the tent with his eyes rolled 

to the back of his head, looking possessed. Whatever useful information given from the guy is 

being lost on me. I just want to sleep. 

... 

 Now that I‟m here my days are filled with sleeping, listening to my iPod, eating, working 

out and more sleeping. They throw in a couple hours of classes a day, but for the most part it is easy 

stuff. I‟m in a big, permanent, eighty person tent. It is raining right now so the wood plank floor is 

covered with muddy sand. We sleep on three foot wide cots. All of our worldly possessions for the 
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next 365 days lie underneath them. A few duffel bags, a ruck sack, a laptop case and boots. 

 The conditions are about what I imagined. The latrines are a low point. You have the 

permanent ones, and the port potties. I thought the permanent shitters would be better. Now I know 

the portapotties are immaculate in comparison. The permanent ones smell like a horse pissing on a 

rotten egg. There is guaranteed an inch of urine, mud, feces and whatever other fluid can flow from 

the body on the floor. This fluid usually seeps outside, creating a river of shit flowing between the 

tents. 

 The portapotties on the other hand are somewhat cleaner. The shit is sucked out of them 

several times a day and there is usually only mud on the floor. There is no flushing, like a 

permanent toilet so only aim is required. No touching disgusting surfaces. Showers here aren‟t too 

bad. Their floors are continuously filled with water and mud, I hope its only water and mud. The 

conditions are cramped, but there is some degree of privacy in the shower curtains. Soldiers are 

encouraged to take combat showers because all water is trucked in. We apply soap, turn off the 

water, lather, turn it back on, wash off and leave. 

… 

 Myself and a few buddies are making the fifteen minute walk across the base, past the 

tents, Taco Bell and Humvees to the gym. Inside it is hot and steamy. The gym is dotted with 

weight machines, treadmills and mirrors. In one corner lies a foam mat where a handful of soldiers 

are beating the shit out of each. It is packed, the machines are overrun with tattoo-clad soldiers 

working out. Some in their PT uniforms, some still in ACUs and some lucky ones in civilian 

clothes. I do a few curls and spot my buddy. A few females are here working out amongst the 

testosterone. We all stare out of the corner of our eyes and waste more time. 

 Today is Saturday. My first Saturday overseas. Last night they had a soldier talent show. I 
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didn‟t go, but could hear them sing through the tent. They butchered a few songs while I tried to 

sleep. Others seemed preoccupied with their DVD players, games on their laptops or magazines. 

I‟ll probably end up using the internet today. I‟m thousands of miles from where I was born, but I 

can talk to anyone I want easily. It just takes waiting in line maybe a half hour and a few bucks.  

... 

 I just arrived at a hangar on the camp‟s airfield. Everyone is sitting around. Not too much to 

do considering we are not yet in Iraq. Earlier today we had our Thanksgiving meal, complete with 

turkey, dressing, pie and festive bunting. There is no real break from the alertness or training 

though.  

 “You guys maintenance?” A SGT shouts out. 

 We answer yes and he comes closer. 

 “Come with me, we need to wash a bird” He informs us. 

 Myself, Bates and Hubert walk for about twenty minutes, from the hangar to the helicopter. 

There are miles of black pavement, dotted with helicopters. To the left there is nothing but sand, a 

couple of camels in the distance and pathetic bushes. To the right are the combination of tents, 

sandbags, generators, shitters and concrete that make up this base. We untie the helicopter and take 

it to the wash rack. We pressure wash all the dirt and sand off the helicopter.  

 After we finish SGT Let says “Ya‟ll can go. Don‟t go back to the tent though, because 

night shift is sleeping.” 

 We leave and try to kill the time. There are a variety of diversions available here at this dot 

in the desert. You can enjoy all the amenities of home if you have the time. X-boxes, DVDs and 

pool tables are available at the constantly crowded MWRs. They are staffed by locals, immigrants 

and a few people from the states. It gets boring after awhile. I‟m ready to go north. A few more 
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nights left. Every night we sleep with our weapons close and thousands of rounds of ammo by the 

door.  

III 

 We are packed in butt to nut and it is dark. I am trying to find my seatbelt. 

 “You don‟t need a fuckin‟ seatbelt!” The SGT next to me yells over the hum of the 

helicopter. 

 “OK.” I reply, thinking about how I will remember this moment when I am an old man. 

Will I look back and remember it as a turning point in my life? Maybe I will talk about it on TV 

when I am seventy. I try to take in every detail around me. There is greenish light emanating from 

the crew chief„s helmet. He is looking out the side of the helicopter, gun in hand. Straps, nets and 

turnbuckles cover the walls of the helicopter.  

 We are flying in a Chinook helicopter over Baghdad, on the way to our base. It‟s my first 

time in a helicopter. Duffel bags are stacked to nearly the roof. I am sitting a few people from the 

back. I can see out the back. Past the tail gunner the lights of this god forsaken country shine like 

candles in dark water. I am almost at the base.  

 The SGT next to me is falling asleep. I am feeling tired too, but no matter how tired I am I 

can‟t fall asleep when something this exciting is happening. I wonder if the guys towards the rear 

should wear seatbelts, I can picture them just flying out. It‟s almost 3:00 in the morning. I got up 

around twenty three hours ago in Kuwait. I can see the lights getting brighter. We are getting closer 

to the Earth. 

… 

 I‟m in Iraq now, finally. It‟s not exactly what I expected. There is a war happening all 

around me. People killing and getting killed. I see the shadows of the bloodshed from where I am. 
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I see and hear helicopters and unmanned drones flying constantly. The drones sound like a cross 

between a lawnmower and a chainsaw. The helicopters fly low enough to give the walls a constant 

vibration. Occasionally I hear guns going off near the perimeter or a loud bang. Humvees decked 

out with armor and weapons roll through our streets. Billowing black smoke has dotted the horizon 

since I have been here.  

  The conditions on this base are good. Huge multinational companies run everything not 

related to pulling triggers. In the bathrooms I see their logos. They are nice, cleaned a few times a 

day by a group of Filipinos. The only drawback is the lack of potable water, so no brushing teeth 

with the running water. Water bottles are everywhere because of that. The water is stored outside 

each bathrooms in big towers, separated gray, septic and black. Eastern Europeans in orange vests, 

drive around in big trucks twenty four hours a day replenishing and removing the water and 

sewage. The chow hall is great, US civilians run it and Indians serve all sorts of food. The steak is 

a little dry but I don‟t complain. Even our laundry is taken care of by a hospitable crew of Third 

Country Nationals, employed by contractors. We live in trailers about the size of a normal 

bathroom, surrounded by a few feet of sandbags. It will be my home for the next eleven months. 

 This place is a huge maze. Concrete partitions are everywhere, some thirty feet tall. I feel 

like a rat walking around. Almost everything is within walking distance. There are buses, but I 

don‟t use them. I am trying to get a bike to make getting from A to B faster. The unit we are 

replacing is selling or giving away the bikes they had, along with TVs, fridges and a million other 

things handed down unit to unit at this base. I already look forward to the day when we will do the 

same ritual to the unit replacing us. 

 If items aren‟t sold, they are thrown away. Trashcans every hundred feet or so are filled 

with sheets, rickety plywood tables, TVs and every other useless thing a soldier can acquire in a 
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year. Walking to work I see people rummaging through them. I try to avoid eye contact. 

… 

 We just got here so we have to unload all the equipment we packed. Through man power, 

ratchet straps and the occasional forklift we unloaded all the maintenance stands, chairs, and 

useless shit we won„t need. We have plenty of pot belly stoves. 

 The unit we are replacing is still here. They watch us with quiet glee as we do all the same 

things they did when first coming to this country. We put our unit names and insignia on all the 

doors and walls. Our leadership looks over their operating procedures and makes trivial changes. 

Their soldiers have nothing left to do. All their shops are folded and conexes sealed so they float 

around like ghosts until the day comes for them to fly away. There is usually a big group of them 

held up in the smoking areas, laughing and talking about the future. I wish I could fast forward 365 

days so I can be there talking about the alcohol I am going to drink, the fast cars I will drive and the 

women I will fuck. 

 It looks like we will be working twelve hour shifts. I got night-shift. The real work has yet 

to hit us so for the first days of it we have just done about two hours of real work and ten hours of 

bullshitting, eating, playing rummy, chess, sneaking down the street to use the internet and 

napping. Night-shift is weird, humans are not nocturnal so it will take some time to get used to. I 

only see the sun right before going to bed and right after waking up. I need a calendar, I‟m having 

trouble with dates. I don‟t know what day it is. I think it might be my mom‟s birthday. 

… 

 I‟m about to burn some classified documents. It‟s nothing important, a bunch of technical 

manuals for our helicopter and personal records. That stuff still needs to be burned. If an insurgent 

gets an address of a soldier or family member, they could send mail bombs to them. I throw a few 
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pieces in, and try to light them.  

 It‟s Christmas time and burning the documents in the old barrel invokes memories of 

home. I think back to the Christmases of my childhood. I‟m only nineteen, so its wasn‟t too far 

away. I remember sitting with my mom, dad, sister and our dog Woody on our old comfortable, 

soft, warm couch. The fire was in our fireplace, and our Christmas tree was beautifully trimmed 

and lit. I can still imagine the smells of the winter, the sap, hot-chocolate, burning wood and 

potpourri. The anticipation of the Christmas Eve and staying up restless, waiting for Santa. My 

warm reminiscing is interrupted and I‟m brought back to the bleak reality that I must confront 

when Hubert walks up. Hubert is the same age as me. We went to rival High Schools before we 

joined. He is of medium height and is a little overweight. That weight prevents him from passing 

any PT test, so he‟s still a private. 

 “You‟re burning it wrong” he says casually. 

 “Really?” I say, I wasn‟t focusing on burning it any specific way. 

 “You have to allow the oxygen get to all the pages, don‟t throw it in tight. It will take hours 

for it to burn with it like that.” He says helpfully.  

 Hubert grabs a nearby plank and stirs around the burning papers and smoldering ash. The 

fire heats up the chilly Iraq night and lights up the surrounding area. I‟m standing on an old, broken 

palette. There is scrap wood littered everywhere, laying on top of the ash from the burn barrel. The 

wind is heavy and sparks and embers fly everywhere. There are Christmas lights outside the 

hangar, hung haphazardly from one trailer to another. Inside there is green garland strung in the 

hallway and a plastic, mini Christmas tree in the middle of a hallway.  

 We stand around the warm, bright fire for several hours, burning the bags full of paper. 

When all that is left is black ash, speckled with crimson embers we go back inside to our office to 
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get warm. We have a thin layer of ash covering us and smell like char-coal. 

 “Alright is everybody here?” Says Martinez. 

 “Ok, lets head to chow.” He continues after looking around. 

 We make the fifteen minute walk to the chow hall. Breakfast tastes great. An omelet, some 

French toast, Kuwaiti juice and cereal. Nothing but guys on this shift and no real work. We spend 

an hour and a half discussing the relative attractiveness of every female that walks in, while 

watching Shawshank Redemption on the big TV hanging from the ceiling. 

… 

 It‟s Christmas, well actually the day after at 0130 local time. I am at the MWR to use the 

phones. The line is unusually long, but I would have expected nothing else. I take a number and 

wait. Christmas movies are playing on a big, flat screen TV. I am sitting on a comfortable couch, 

surrounded by fellow soldiers, locals, third country nationals and civilians wearing long goatees 

and beards, to signify they are civilians. I can hear the loud smacks of dominos hitting a worn table 

by a group of black NCOs, laughing and yelling cheerily. A young TCN with a happy tone calls 

my number in both English and Spanish. I head into a little booth with the phone. It‟s is small, dirty 

and definitely not sound-proof. I can hear two conversations happening simultaneously around 

me. I sit in the folding chair and set my weapon against the wall. The wall is covered with all 

brands of graffiti and writings. They proclaim love for people back home, hate for people back 

home, pride for a unit or hometown and the doodles of thousands of deployed soldiers, sitting 

where I am now, in a tiny cubicle in a far-away land.  

 Of course, first I call my family. My mom answers excitedly  

 “How are you doing Stan?” She says in a hurried manner, acting as if the words don‟t come 

out immediately they would be lost forever. 
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 “I‟m doing good here, work is not too bad.” I reply, hoping to calm my mother‟s anguish. 

 I continue talking to my family. They are having Christmas in their way back home. I can 

imagine it is not the same. After I wrap up the conversation with my family, I decide I should call 

Nicole. I only have ten minutes left in the cubicle, before a short, stocky Indian guy taps on my 

booth.  

 “Hello.” She says. 

 “Hey, its Stan.” I say in an upbeat manner. 

 “Oh, hey!” Nicole says. 

 “Merry Christmas! How are you doing” I say. 

 My conversations with her always leave me with a happy and joyous glow. It lasts a bit, but 

then I start wondering and getting suspicious.  

 “Good! I miss you.” She says. 

 “I miss you too.” I reply. 

 I look analytically at the situation. She‟s a cute young girl in college, how could she 

possibly not be fuckin‟ other guys right now? We did not have a serious relationship before I left so 

what hope is there now? I try to push those thoughts back because they help none. I‟m here and I‟ll 

continue thinking about her and talking to her. 

 “Sorry babe, I got to go.” I say as I get the tap from the worker. 

 “Awww, OK. I‟ll talk to you later.”  

... 

 Outside my room I can hear girls laughing and talking. That noise is rare in this area. All 

the housing gender separated. The issue of relationships between soldiers is at the same time taboo 

and in your face. The policy here says no males in female rooms and vice versa and no 
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relationships that compromise the mission. Memos written by Generals with cute secretaries cover 

our walls describing the consequences of violating the policy. The reality is no matter how many 

restrictions, or how much punishment will be given the average horny soldiers will try their best to 

get some ass over the course of a year. 

  A few days ago I could hear loud R&B music coming from my neighbor‟s room. The 

walls are paper-thin so this was very annoying. As time went on it became clear that the music just 

served to disguise my neighbor and his girl‟s sex. I would have used my iPod to block out the noise 

but it became a victim of the 220V outlets a few weeks ago. 

 “Oaaahhhh, yeahhhh!” I could hear an attractive sounding girl yell out. 

 “Shhhhh!” said my neighbor, in a moment of thought during the action. 

 I am tempted to go out of my trailer and join the gathering. I don‟t recognize any of the 

voices so I go to the latrine and take a look on my way. There are two young female soldiers, 

talking with a couple of guys sitting on the steps. They all have smiles on their faces, so large that 

they can only be brought about due to lust. I continue on, not wanting to stare. The lack of female 

contact and simple interaction is excruciating. In my unit, there are two females, out of seventy 

guys. That situation is not desirable, for anyone. Here I am, in the prime of my life, wasting a year 

in this fog.  

... 

 “Hey! Put that shit up!” SGT Let says as he walks into the bay. 

 “Ok…” Bates says as nearly falls out of his chair. He slides the magazine into the spray 

painted and filthy metallic desk. 

 We are actually working now. Inevitably, the higher ups saw us shamming and the shit 

rolls downhill. No more cards or anything, not even a book allowed. All our time is devoted to the 
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aircraft. Next week we have a phase coming in. A phase is basically completely tearing down, then 

building back up a helicopter with new or cleaned components. Everyone has a section they are 

responsible for. I have the transmission on the next phase.  

 We look over the manuals over and over. We prepare for the next phase by getting the 

filters, o-rings, nuts, bolts and component that time and overuse destroys. They are placed in 

zip-lock bags, with labels in sharpie written on the front. An o-ring the size of a basketball hoop, 

two oil filters, an air filter the size of a eraser, two hydraulic fluid filters and a new breather in case 

the current one is cracked are in my bag. This preparation is done so we can finish our overhaul 

quick. It is good to get the helicopters in and out so they can continue to support the ground troops 

but I think we get more satisfaction talking shit to other mechanics if we push a bird out quick.  

... 

 Another chilly night in Iraq. We are taking tents out of a conex. I have a little flashlight to 

supply the light. The reason we are taking tents out is because there is a transmission stand for a 

Chinook in the back. These tents are heavy and there are dozens of them. They are folded and 

places into a black tarp, then strapped in tight. If we ever have to use these tents, we would be 

fucked. They have been unfolded, set up, washed down, inventories, folded up and moved around 

a million times. They are dotted with rips and tears. 

 “An Apache just landed without a tail wheel!” Orozco says, as he walks up looking in 

shock.  

 “What? Are you serious?” says SGT Martinez. 

 The conex bullshit is put on hold and we all head to the flight line. There are two fire trucks 

illuminating an aircraft in the distance. 

 “The wheel was shot off and his wing man crashed down.” Says O‟Reilly, walking with us, 
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machine gun in hand. Even if he has no idea what he is talking about, he says it with confidence. 

 We all stand about thirty feet back. The back wheel is gone and it looked like it skidded in. 

The NCOs take a closer look and talk with powers that be who have just arrived. 

 After a few minutes of standing in shock we all head back to the Hangar to prepare for what 

will come. A DART (Downed Aircraft Recovery Team) mission is inevitable. Back in the states, a 

few happened. A pilot crashed into the side of the hill and another time a pilot flew too low and hit 

a power line. We went out and cordoned the area off and recovered the gruesome wreckage. This 

time there could be people waiting to kill us at the crash site. 

 The hangar is a abuzz with activity. Everyone is running with serious and determined looks 

on their faces. 

 “You got an LMTV license?!” Yells SGT Chop. 

 “No, I don‟t have any license.” I reply. 

 “What about you.” He screams to Bard 

 “Yeah.” He says. 

 “OK, both of you get on your gear.” SGT Chop yells as he power walks away, his brain 

obviously going a million miles an hour. 

 We both put on our battle rattle. Flak jacket, Kevlar, 210 rounds ammo, camelbak, but no 

gas mask, because this is real life and we‟re not going to get gassed.  

 I got my gear on, but I can‟t find Chop. 

 “If you are on the DART team get in here!” Screams an anonymous NCO. 

 “I‟m not on the DART team, but….” I try to say before getting cut off. 

 “Get in here!” He yells once more, not listening to what I say. 

 In the conference room, we give our weapon serial number, blood type and name. There is 
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an officer who is having trouble with the projector. 

 “Does anybody have AA batteries?” The Captain asks, expecting no answer. 

 We wait, not knowing what exactly is going on. The minutes take a lifetime. Are they 

going to fly us to the middle of Baghdad under fire? Images of Blackhawk Down and the 

possibility of actually firing my weapon enter my mind and simultaneous scare and excite the hell 

out of me. I can feel my heart pumping though my chicken plates.  

 “Get ready, wheels up in fifteen minutes.” SGT Warm says calmly. 

 The Colonel and Sergeant Major are here. Officers who I have never seen in my life appear 

in full gear, looking like they want to be heroes. They have been waiting for their own personal 

moment when they can test themselves. I can see something in their eyes and in the eyes of every 

other soldier who has never shot a gun in combat. They wonder if they really can handle the bullets 

flying and if they will fold under pressure. 

 A few NCOs from my platoon take a look at the list of people going and realize there are 

too many. My unit is aviation support, so we are all “Fobbits”. We don‟t leave the Forward 

Operating Bases often, most never. When the opportunity to create a war story arises, most 

soldiers jump at it. 

 “Phuong! Get out of here” SGT Garcia yells. 

 “OK, we got too many from maintenance.” He says. 

 I am in maintenance platoon. A part of me wants to stay safe in my trailer, but a larger part 

of me wants to go outside the wire and finally experience some of this war I have been a part of for 

the past months. I look around and see some people looking scared shitless. A buddy of mine looks 

calm and collected. He was here when the war began in 2003 and served as a tanker, so going on 

some downed aircraft recovery is not a huge deal. 
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 “James!” Says SGT Garcia as he scans the room, and spots me. 

 “Thanks for coming, but see ya!” He says sarcastically. 

 I head out wishing my buddies good luck.  

 Outside, more of the same hectic chaos is happening. Everywhere I look officers and 

enlisted are still running to and fro.  

 “James! Go in the office and get the key to toolbox ninety three!” SGT Let says. 

 Taking a cue from everyone else, I run into the office and get the key. 

 “Hey! Get some water and MREs and load them on the Humvee!” Our Platoon Sergeant 

yells. 

 I run outside and grab a case of the ubiquitous water bottles. The Humvees are staged on 

the flight line. They got a ground convoy going with a SCAMP, to lift the wrecked craft on a 

flatbed. In the back there are ratchet straps, food, water, chem lights, trash bags for the human 

remains, shovels, bags, ammo and a multitude of other things you‟ll need when the worst happens.  

 I can see people running up to a Blackhawk, about a hundred feet away, on the flight line. It 

can fly about eight fully loaded soldiers to wherever fully loaded soldiers need to go in Iraq. It 

looks like they need help so I follow. The blades are spinning and I instinctively duck down and 

run up to the crew station. I start unloading all the shit we don‟t need and loading it in the LMTV. 

To help us we get a few shopping carts and a little red wagon with one bum wheel. We are still 

pumped up and running on adrenaline. I rest for a bit and watch all the big wigs figure out what 

exactly will happen.  

 “Go back to the Conex!” Says SGT Martinez. 

 I head back to the conex, just outside the hangar and continue the pointless detail. I guess 

the Army doesn‟t see a use for me going room to room or rappelling out of helicopters tonight. 
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Right now my buddies could be getting shot or getting blown up, but I‟ll continue moving tents. 

... 

 The dead of winter is all the more dead here. The packed clay and rock of the streets blend 

in with the dreary sky. The sandbags and concrete look menacing in the bleak night. Its 3:30 in the 

morning but there is still a smattering of soldiers around. It never stops, the helicopters always fly, 

the work is always done. The only thing still around me is the dead environment. I walk by three 

pathetic trees a day, the rest is cold, ugly, dirt. 

 The sun is preparing to rise, so I head back to my trailer. On the way there I pass a trio of 

Iraqi men, wearing bright yellow, dirty, reflector vests. They are talking to each other and picking 

up trash. I give them a look and they say “what‟s up?“ and I reply with ”How‟s it going.” The most 

common exchange of greetings. In my head I am wondering if they want me to die. I don‟t have 

any problem with them, but these humans could want to see me and my friends dead.  

 I arrive at my room, set down my weapon and take off my uniform. It is dirty, stained and 

smells like helicopters. The smell is a mix between dirt, oil, hydraulic fluid and sweat. My room is 

small and crowded. There were two wall lockers, two beds, two nightstands and a window when I 

arrived four months ago. Duffel bags full of gear, a thirteen inch TV, my laptop, boots, uniforms, 

letters and packages from family and strangers make up my room now. There is also a minor ant 

infestation that I think is due to my roommates stash of food taken from the chow hall. It is not 

great, but it serves it‟s purpose. I need to sleep. 

 “Attention Camp Taji.” 

 “Attention Camp Taji.” 

 “This is an exercise.” 

 “Alcatraz, Alcatraz, Alcatraz.” 



 

21 

 

 

 

 

 

 Now the loud, annoying alarms are going off. I don‟t know what the fuck that was about, 

but it‟s annoying the hell out of me. 

 “Alcatraz…” 

 There are huge, loud speakers around post. They alert us of danger like mortars and attacks 

from insurgents. Currently they just serve to ruin my sleep. I try to get back to sleep but the sun 

beaming in through my window makes it difficult.   

... 

 Its time for midnight chow. I walk the same route every day. At times I feel like a zombie, 

it is all repetition. Out my door, through the barricades, onto the dirt street, every seventy five 

yards or so a dim streetlight. Past the latrines and showers, across a makeshift bridge of palettes 

covering a deep ditch of filthy water. A walk across a field of choppy sand and dirt, where trailers 

used to be gets me to the entrance to the chow hall. Ray and a few others are chain smoking in the 

designated smoking area near the entrance. 

 “The bodies were still burning when I got there. The skin was still on him, he had his hand 

on the stick. The copilot‟s face looked like plastic.” Says Ray as he puffs down a cigarette. Ray 

went out on a mission last night to recover an aircraft. He is a big guy, not fat or tall, just big. 

 “An RPG brought it down about twelve kilometers north of here. Down that road.” Ray 

continues, pointing to the dark road that crosses through our camp. 

 “The worst part was the smell. The burning couldn‟t be stopped because there were no fire 

trucks there. It just kept burning. Eventually they blew up the ordinance and we shoveled the 

rubble on a flatbed.” 

 Ray and the others flick out their cigarettes and throw them into the painted red coffee cans 

that hold the thousands of cigarettes chained smoked by soldiers through the day. We flash our ID 
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cards and go inside. It is the same combination of greasy food as yesterday. Pizza, fried eggs, 

cheese sticks, egg rolls, hot dogs and cake. If Iraq‟s bombs and bullets do not kill you the food‟s 

effect on your cholesterol might.  

 SGT Black downloaded the Maintenance Data Recorder and listened to it once. He heard 

the screams of the doomed pilots. The RPG hit the tail boom. They went into a tailspin. The last 

seconds of their doomed lives where on the tape. Listening to their voices from the grave was too 

much. He zeroed out the recorder. 

 “There were four fucking IEDs on the road to the crash site. Cav Scouts and Infantry were 

everywhere, it was tough.” Ray says as he eats a mozzarella stick. 

 Around me I see the same faces. The night crews of Taji are all here. Around one hundred 

people sitting down to eat. Mostly guys, some infantry, a few medics and a bunch of pilots. Some 

happy, talking big and laughing at old stories with their friends. A few talking with girls they are 

trying to fuck. Others are here just physically, with blank expressions on their faces. They are 

staring off in the distance or focusing their tired gaze on a movie playing on the big TVs. I scarf 

down my food and head into work. 

... 

 Bloody, dirty, cold, tired, smelly and hungry. That‟s about how I‟m feeling now. We are 

doing another phase. We got off the tranny, engines, APU, main and tail rotor head and blades. My 

section is the transmission. The seven hundred pound chunk of metal at the heart of this helicopter. 

I disconnect all the hydraulic lines and canter plugs, remove the four drive shafts, remove the bolts 

that mounts it and lower it onto what we call a California plate. It is a big piece of fiberglass shaped 

like the state of California that the transmission rests on when we remove it. After it‟s on the Cali 

plate we push it out onto the wings and use the hoist to lower it to the ground. 
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 When I„m working on the bird I feel the fluids tingling on my skin. The wrench in my hand 

feels warm and slippery. There is a Zen-like quality to it. You have to put your hands and arms in 

contorted places. Places you can not even see, but only feel and sense. A screwdriver can barely fit 

into some chasms on the bird. You have to turn the screw. Tight enough so that the Technical 

Inspector won‟t yell at you or worse, it somehow falls off in-flight. Your legs might be twisted and 

your pelvis on a bracket, but the screw must be tightened.  

 Outside the big hangar door I can see it is starting to rain. We quickly move our desks away 

from the leaks in the ceiling. I didn‟t expect it to rain as much before I came, but it‟s coming down 

hard now. When it rains here, it makes life a little more miserable than normal. Instantaneously all 

the hard packed clay turns to slimy mud. The mud sticks to our boots like glue. Everything indoors 

gets a layer of filth. The rocks and pebbles stick to our boots and are tossed around with every step 

we take. In the chow hall, barber shop and PX cardboard boxes are thrown on the floor in a futile 

attempt to prevent the mud. The water here doesn‟t soak into the ground. It just settles in huge 

puddles in every low lying area. Walking to take my laundry takes an extra ten minutes after a 

good rain. My normal path is under two or three feet of greenish brown water. 

... 

 “Twist the stabilator up a little.” Says Red as he turns a wrench inside a panel. 

 “Alight.” I say. 

 “Hey, did you hear wee-wee died?” Says O‟Reilly stoically, as he walks up. 

 “What?” I reply. I hear him, but can‟t grasp what he said. 

 “Yeah, he was hit by an IED in Najaf.” O‟Reilly says as he continues walking down the 

hangar.” 

 This is the first time someone I have known has died that in this stupid country. This time it 
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is not an anonymous officer, flying a multi-million dollar aircraft, but another Private, riding in a 

Humvee. Wee-wee or Mariuchhi lived in the same barracks as me at Ft Hood. He was in an 

artillery unit. He drank a lot, talked a lot and was fearless. There is undoubtedly still blood outside 

our barracks from where he got punched in the nose for talking too much shit one night. He was 

short, thus the name and lived like he had to make up for his lack of height. 

 I remember him one night at Hero‟s. Kritickill was playing. The music was deafening and 

the mosh pit was big, dirty and mean. Huge, sweaty, tattoo-clad men were banging their bodies 

onto each other at full speed. I saw out of the corner of my eye Wee Wee. I never went anywhere 

with him or even had a full conversation with him while sober. He was there, all five foot nothing 

of him jumping at the guys twice his weight. They looked shocked but banged him around 

tentatively. He got right back up. They hit him harder, and harder and eventually, he was flying in 

the air across the alcohol stained concrete floor. 

 I step away and look at a paper listing the recently dead. Sure enough Mariuchi is there. His 

name pops out. Its not another name, like all the thousands I have seen before in whatever 

newspaper or TV show. It is three dimensional. I talked with him, ate with him, drank with him, 

got in trouble with the MPs with him and was pissed at him. Now he is dead. Blown to fucking 

pieces by some anonymous insurgent who I can‟t even fully conceptualize. I feel numbed by the 

news. I am sad, but I can‟t channel my sadness into anything, so it is buried underneath all the other 

shit.  

... 

 Today is a beautiful day. There are high wispy clouds in the sky. A cool wind is blowing. It 

is a perfect day to live and a perfect day to die. The visibility is unlimited. If a sniper is hiding in a 

window or on a rooftop, he could blow my brains out.  
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 “Eagle Delta, this is Charlie Ten. Over.”  

 “Charlie Ten, this is Eagle Delta. Over.” 

 “Eagle Delta: I hear small arms fire. Over” 

 “Charlie Ten: I read, you. Continue to monitor situation. Out.” Replies a specialist, 

manning the radio, sitting in a nice climate controlled office near the airfield. 

 I am on Charlie Four now. A few hours ago I climbed up the tower and looked at our view. 

I can see a thousand locations where I can be shot from. There are windows everywhere and little 

more than a dozen busted open sandbags and a piece of plywood to shield us. We can call in 

activity on our radio but that doesn„t do too much. We are sitting ducks. There are people walking 

around, carrying on life is normal. Outside the wire there is a soccer game going on. A little kid is 

climbing a tree. Two donkeys are running around trying to fuck. Closer to me, Iraqi tanks pass by. 

The Iraqi army controls the other half of this post. Their tanks and soldiers pass by occasionally. I 

get a little nervous when I see them in their ghetto-looking tanks and trucks. Inside the trucks are 

the Iraqi Army soldiers, AKs in hand, wearing ski masks and body armor. One of the Iraqis waves 

and I return the gesture. That gives me some calm. 

 My partner is Watkins. He is on guard because he has nothing else to do at his unit. He 

smoked pot twice in the rear and got busted down to PVT. If you get caught doing drugs, you 

won‟t be seeing too many helicopters up close. So now he is here. I have good conversations with 

him. Talking about the flaws of the military and life. His wife is back at Hood, pregnant with his 

first baby. They both were in my same platoon. Both got caught smoking on a piss test. She‟s out 

now since she got pregnant. That method of leaving the Army was quite prevalent amongst the 

unhappy female soldiers. When I got to my unit seven months before we deployed there was 

around eight girls in our platoon. Now there is two. The rest got pregnant and said good-bye to the 
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Army. 

 I got all my battle rattle on. Its heavy and uncomfortable. Last week we were given yet 

another addition to our armor. Arm and side protectors now cover us awkwardly. With body 

armor, there is a compromise between mobility and protection. This Army seems to favor 

protection. The congressmen all push for billions of dollars worth of armor, but many times I‟d 

rather be able to move instead of be covered with seventy lbs of Kevlar. We are not allowed to sit 

on guard or even lean on the sandbags. I lean but don‟t sit. The only time during guard I sit is in the 

shitters. When the pain and discomfort becomes too much I head down to the shitters for a few 

minutes to rest.  

 I sit in the portapottie, a few feet from the perimeter pondering how my life is now. I am 

twenty years old. I am in Iraq. I am sitting on the toilet so I can get some relief from standing. It is 

fucking hot as hell and smells like shit. Flies are hovering around my face. I have a loaded M16 

slung around my shoulders and 210 rounds of ammo strapped to the armor on my chest. There are 

likely people who want to kill me yards away. I see writing scrawled and scratched on the 

portapottie wall.  

 “I fucked LT Garcia” 

 “FTA” 

 “Look left...Look right” 

 I take my Kevlar off and scratch my head. I need a haircut. The rules and regulations of 

garrison have made their way to this war. If I don‟t cut my hair I could get in trouble. A reduction 

in rank be given for something as trivial as putting your foot on a sandbag or being a minute late to 

guard. In our bathrooms we are reminded of the consequences of breaking the rules with posted 

”Jail-O-Grams” describing what happens if caught sleeping on guard or getting caught in a 
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female‟s room. I head back up the steps and take a deep sigh as I survey our sector. Six more hours 

of this for the next week. All the threads of conversation and thoughts in my mind will be stretched 

thin. 

... 

 “Hey, SGT Dawley, PVT Threadgill! Retards! Did you put on this transducer?” Yells SGT 

Fig from the other side of the bay. 

 “Yeah, we did.” Replies SGT Dawley. SGT Dawley is a little slow. I think he did too many 

drugs before joining the Army and possibly while in the Army. He was a supply clerk but he 

decided to become a mechanic so he will have skills when he gets out. 

 “Well its all fucked up, can‟t you clowns read a manual?” Fig screams as he walks closer. 

 “Don‟t talk to me like a fucking private!” Dawley replies. 

 SGT Fig gets in SGT Dawley„s face and a scuffle breaks out. It is the kind of fight that 

comes from both participants not really wanting to fight but need to show they won‟t back down. 

Hubert and Phuong step in and separate them. 

 “Take it outside!” yells SGT Let from the desk. 

 They continue pointing and yelling from a few feet away. 

 “Take it outside!” 

 They finally comply with Let and all three of them walk to the flight line angrily. I‟m back 

at work in the hangar. People have been getting testy lately. Long hours, combined with close 

living conditions have made some snap. There are no releases here, except masturbation and calls 

home. Feelings get so pent up and squeezed in, something is bound to happen.  

… 

 Another day in Iraq. Every day I wake up, I think the same thing. It is early March. I can‟t 
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remember the exact date. It is morning time and the weather is perfect. A cool breeze is blowing. 

Helicopters are flying and soldiers are zooming by on bikes and four wheelers. The big pond that 

sits outside our hangar is still mighty. The reflection of the hangar and helicopters shine in it like a 

mirror. I can see a guard tower in the distance. There are two soldiers up there thinking who knows 

what. A giant plume of black smoke covers a portion of the sky. They serve as a reminder that 

somewhere, maybe fifteen or twenty miles away someone is dying a horrible death. It could be an 

IED on the side of the road blowing up a Humvee, crippling and killing my fellow soldiers. It could 

be a suicide bomber walking into a crowded market and blowing himself and countless civilians to 

pieces of flesh, bones and blood. I don‟t know, everything is the same here. 

 I‟m pro-sealing the main rotor head out on the flight line. Pro-seal is a glue type substance 

that coats nuts, bolts and other surfaces on the helicopter. The substance is messy as hell. At first I 

try to stay clean, using an acid brush, popsicle of something to apply it. For it to go on truly smooth 

you have to use your fingers. If you take pride in your work it can‟t be sloppy. The pro seal stays on 

your fingers and hands for a few days. People probably look and me and my fellow mechanics and 

think we are dirty as hell. The grease, oil, pro-seal and all the other materials that go into 

maintaining helicopters are not easily removed from our clothes or skin. 

IV 

I wish I could escape for a few hours. Escape through sex, drugs or leaving. Currently all 

three options are unlikely and illegal. A six pack of beers to give me a new perspective on myself 

would be nice right now. I‟ve been away from what I knew as civilization for almost half a year. I 

wouldn‟t say I have been in combat for five and a half months. Well, I may say that when I get 

back to try get laid. I‟ve been on a really bad vacation. Lots of work. I have went to sleep, woke up, 

shit, showered, shaved, ate some chow, walked probably a couple thousand miles on this rocky 
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clay and sand and then went to work for another twelve hours. Not a lot of free time for the sex part 

unfortunately. I get to take two weeks of leave in about month so it will happen then. 

I would love an R&R trip to Quatar. Phuong just got back. He experienced the Air Force 

lifestyle for a few days. He was allowed to drink three beers a night. He was allowed to, but he 

ended up drinking a single Heineken. The rest he sold for twenty bucks each to his fellow 

servicemen temporary away from war. They even had a Chilis and Wal Mart there. Massages were 

given out for free by an overweight, forty year old Filipino lady. She also gave out hand jobs if you 

stuck a twenty in your crack.  

 I just got off guard duty and am walking on the streets late at night. The packed clay has 

been dried by the sun and now a rocky sand inhabits all surfaces in sight. The sky is dark orange, 

with a heavy fog. The fog prevents all the helicopters from flying so the always present hum of the 

birds cannot be heard. Instead, I hear the wind howling and the sound of my boots on the ground. I 

feel more alone now than I have my entire life. I can see the trailers housing the thousands of 

soldiers in the distance. All of the lights are off inside of them. No vehicles are on the street. It is 

just me and the most depressing environment imaginable.  

 The female trailers are up ahead. I think about knocking on the door of one of my friends. 

The thought is dismissed quickly when I remember the time and consider how it would look, some 

dude in that place at this time. I wish I could just have some sort of real connection with a person of 

the opposite sex now. I talk to Nicole back home. But I can‟t believe she is not with a guy from her 

college. I am twenty years old. I have to be here for a year, well about six more months now. What 

will happen? I feel like I‟m going to explode!  

 The women here seem to get hotter and hotter. We call it the Iraqi Drunk Goggles. Other 

guys must be feeling the same way. A bunch have been caught fucking. The leadership goes to 
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great extremes to ensure that war, rather than love is made. They have set up POD guards, whose 

job is to ensure no males linger around female pads. After knocking on the door of a female, you 

must exit the area around the trailers and wait for the females by the street. The only reason for 

knocking on the door of a female soldier, in the eyes of the higher up, is to escort these females. 

After dark all females must have escorts everywhere they go. This became strictly enforced after a 

soldier was raped last week.  

… 

 I had a day off after guard. My first day off in a month. I went to the only places to go. I 

took the walk to the PX, looked at their selection of magazines and DVDs but didn‟t waste my 

money. The bazaar had some interesting stuff. It is filled with Iraqi souvenirs and random 

electronics. Most of these authentic Iraqi souvenirs are made in China or India. I took a long walk 

and bought three bootleg DVDs for a couple bucks. It took me almost an hour to get to the big 

DVD shop. I walked past countless bunkers, soldiers, tanks and lonely fields of sand and dirt. 

Finally I could see the sign for Sam’s Iraqi Blockbuster. It is the biggest DVD shop on the camp. 

Every DVD in the place for two dollars. Not a bad deal. Inside it‟s doors two Iraqis sat at a card 

table with dollar bills in rubber bands. The floors and walls in the place looked like they were the 

setting for a shootout a half hour before I walked in. There were a few posters on the walls from 

movies released when I saw ten. It had no air conditioning so the soldiers and civilians mulled 

around the huge selection of bootlegs with sweat beading off their face. On the way back I tried to 

call home at the MWR. I talked for awhile about the same stuff with my family. I called Nicole but 

only heard her voicemail.  

 I am back in my room. I check my e-mail. I got a message from Nicole. She says she misses 

me and can‟t wait until I get home. She mentions another soldier she is talking to. She must have a 
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fetish for soldiers. I don‟t like being one of a few soldiers she talks to out of boredom or pity. I need 

to turn on the A/C. It is starting to get hot outside. I have yet to experience the excruciating heat 

that so many soldiers tell me about. That will kick in a few months from now. Currently it‟s just 

hot enough to annoy me, but not hot enough to drive me crazy. This is the first war fought from the 

convenience of air conditioning. 

 “So who was your instructors in the school house?” I say 

 “Mr. C was.” She replies. 

 “Wow! He‟s still there.” I reply, not really caring about the subject. I just want to engage in 

a conversation with someone new and most importantly, not a dude.  

 A new girl came to our unit yesterday. We have been awaiting her arrival for a few weeks. 

She is straight out of training and cute. Behind her back we plot to get with her. She is a gazelle and 

this army is full of a million cheetahs chasing her.  

 “Yeah.” She replies. 

 “So…where are you from?” I ask. 

 “Minnesota…” She says. 

 I heard she got with a soldier in training and he‟s in a unit here. I don‟t really care so I will 

continue my pursuit. I just want to be in the states though. I want to see college girls in skirts. I 

want to drink beer and laugh at a party. I want to drive to McDonalds and get a value meal, served 

by Americans. I don‟t want to be in this hot fucking desert. I don‟t want to wear the same clothes 

every day. I don‟t want to do the same thing every day. I don‟t want to be drenched in sweat and 

smell like ass no matter how much deodorant I put on. In the back of my mind constantly is how 

much time I have left. A month until leave and seven months until I am back home for good.  

... 
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 “Oh Shit! Time for a smoke break!” Says a civilian contractor. 

 The power in the hangar has gone out. This has been a common problem since it heated up 

outside. Its dusk here so we all scramble to get our headlamps or flashlights. I see all the civilians 

head for the big door. It is around their time to go home, the lights going out provided them with an 

excuse to leave a few minutes early. We still got seven hours left on shift. Another helicopter is 

sitting in the bay. I am removing screws from a huge engine exhaust seal. Frequently I want to 

punch the engineers who crafted this helicopter in the face. Over a hundred tiny screws, washers 

and nuts. Someone gorilla torqued these in, so the heads keeps stripping out when I try to unscrew 

them. I have to saw the heads of a few so I can use a flat-head screwdriver for added leverage. 

There is a way to everything on the helicopter, sometimes it just requires extraordinary amounts of 

time and effort. 

 The fans and swamp coolers are no longer blowing. They provided little relief from the 

heat anyway, but still, they served as an oasis of warm in a desert of hot as hell. Sweat is dripping 

from my face onto the seal. I had trouble seeing the screws with the lights of the hangar on, now 

my headlamp‟s drained battery provides just enough light to make a worthwhile attempt, but not 

enough to succeed. All I can see are my hands, the ratchet and a few feet of the helicopter. 

 “Fuck!” I hear breaking the silence of a merciless night. 

  I am now hearing sarcastic remarks and bitching from my fellow soldiers. Without light 

people are compelled to yell out what is on their mind. 

... 

 I am back in my room. The lights finally came back on and the seals got replaced. My 

roommate is on the opposite shift so I can enjoy some time alone, spank time, as it is called here. I 

am flipping through the eight channels we get. Normal shows and sports, but with military 
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propaganda in lieu of commercials. Life is going on in the states. Society doesn‟t miss a beat when 

a few hundred thousand soldiers go to war.  

 The trivial entertainment news and gossip shows are played even here. An anchor talks 

about Paris Hilton for several minutes, then she throws it to her stone-faced colleague. “Five 

soldiers have died today in Iraq from attacks in Baghdad.” The anchor says as shots of a smoky 

vehicle and bloody civilians pop on the screen. The images disappear and the anchor picks up a 

happy tone and throws it back. A news pundit is talking about summer fashions. The set is adorned 

with a grill and other colorful beach related items. As soon as the anchor talks, the news of death 

left the minds of America. The 4
th

 of July and cooking out are much more pleasant to think about 

than a hundred thousand or so soldiers sweating and dying in an ugly country. I turn off the TV and 

try to sleep.  

 I go on leave from this place in a week and a half. I am wondering how it is going to be. So 

long away from normalcy and I will be back in the world. A world where I won‟t hear helicopters 

flying constantly, a place where I don‟t need a weapon. I see all the good things clearly and 

concisely. Get drunk, eat big meals, talk with the family, fuck Nicole and sleep in a nice, clean bed. 

In the back of my mind I still wonder if I will be alright.  

... 

 I am standing just outside the flight-line. A Chinook helicopter should be coming to pick 

me up in a few minutes. The first step in the long trip home. Around me soldiers from other 

divisions and civilians wait anxiously, making trivial small talk and smoking. The sky is black and 

the stars shine bright. It is a full moon. The sound of helicopters, generators, drones and vehicles 

echoes through the warm night. I no longer carry a weapon. It is locked in our arms room until I 

return. My ammo and other gear is in my trailer. I wear my stripped down flak jacket and Kevlar. 
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Underneath the protection is my best pair of ACUs. The only pair left not stained by hazardous 

materials, torn by wear or unraveled by time. The evidence of my work will not be evident to those 

who pass in the airports. 

 I have been here for seven months. Shielded by a war that few truly care about or even 

think about. I will go forth into the world for two weeks and then return. Back to a war no one cares 

about. I don‟t know if this war has changed me. I look the same, talk the same and act the same, but 

I won‟t know if I am different until I step into the ocean of society. I will be back here soon 

enough. I‟ll try to keep that fact off my mind while at home. 

 The Chinook has landed and we are all making the dash for the open door. I duck down and 

pick up a semi-run. I smell the fumes and feel the heat from the exhaust. We all cram in, with bags 

nearby. I take another look at my companions as we wait. No one is talking. Everyone is just 

existing. There are no smiles or frowns. Thoughts are flying through their heads and their minds 

are already back home. I feel movement in my stomach and suddenly we take off. Below me the 

lights of the two square miles I have made a home shine. We are flying low over the perimeter of 

the base. 

 I see fireworks shoot from the sides of the chopper. The chaff dispensers are going off. We 

are being targeted by a laser or RPG. Apparently they didn‟t work! I feel a huge thud and the 

normal calm vibration of the helicopter is gone. A menacing, throbbing, spinning feeling has 

replaced it. I look out the back door and the lights of the cities have become indistinguishable from 

the stars above. I don‟t know what is up or down. The neatly stacked green and bulbous duffel bags 

are flying everywhere. They slam into the person across from me and he flies off his seat like a rag 

doll. I can hear the screams of terror from my fellow passengers.  

 “Twist it back! Twist it back!” I hear the pilots yell. 
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 The flight engineer and tail gunner look at each other across the helicopter hoping the other 

can do something to save us. I can see through the chaos that they realize the fact that all their 

technology, bullets and bombs don‟t mean a damn thing. The insurgents got us. This helicopter is 

going to spin around until it smashes to the ground and every soul onboard is going to die a 

horrible, bloody, fiery, disgusting death. Our names will be added to the list. I won‟t be going to 

college. I won‟t get to fuck Nicole. I won‟t see my parents. I won‟t get to look back at my time in 

the Army when I am old or talk about it on the History Channel. Families will be shattered, life 

insurance policies will be paid out, meaningless posthumous awards proclaiming our bravery will 

be issued and we will be dead. Fear grabs me and I can feel us wildly descending. I close my eyes 

and hope it is over. I didn‟t think it would end this way. Everything I have dreamed of and 

everything I have been ends on an ugly field in central Iraq. 


