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To the fine men and women who have served beside me
in war and peace, and to the brave families who supported them from
home.


Apologia

 


This book is a work of fiction.

If you can’t figure that out, put this book down
before you break yourself. Seriously, this is a work of fiction.
This is a story that popped into my head. Nobody in this book is
real. Yes, it’s set in a real place in a real time, but the details
are drastically altered to conform to a story that never
happened.

This book is not a social commentary, nor a statement
on the quality of our fine brave troops on the front lines, nor an
observation of their opinions or emotions. The opinions of the
characters in this book are not meant to represent the opinions of
any members of our Armed Forces serving our country.

This book is not realistic. I tried to capture some
elements of life on the front lines, and then exaggerate them to
the point of being funny. As a result, some of the events of this
book could not possibly happen. Reality is a fleeting thing once an
author lifts his pen.

To summarize, this book is tripe. Seriously, go
outside and do something productive with your time. Don’t waste it
reading this book.


Chapter One

 


“I’m crazy.”

“No you’re not, Mr. Hoffmann.”

The nurse always tells me I’m not crazy. I’m
beginning to wonder if she’s crazy. It’s a funny thing, being
crazy. How can you tell if you’re crazy, or just imagining it? The
nurse — Ms. Blitchell is her name. I’m not certain if she’s married
or not. I asked, she won’t tell. Why don’t women say anymore? Is it
a bad thing to be married now? There isn’t a ring. There isn’t
always, nowadays.

“Of course I’m crazy. If I weren’t crazy, why would I
be in this hospital?”

“You’re in the hospital so you can rest and sort some
things out, that’s all.”

“You’re crazy.”

Ms. Blitchell turns away at that. She has a great
ass; I’m always glad when she leaves. It’s a pity the rest of her
just isn’t there. Maybe that’s why she’s still single, if she is
still single.

“We don’t like that word here, I’ve told you
that.”

“What, crazy? How the fuck can you treat crazy people
if you can’t even use the word crazy? That’s crazy.”

“Mr. Hoffman! You can’t use that language here!”

“What? Fuck? How do you treat guys with Tourette’s
Syndrome, or whatever the hell they call it, if you’re ashamed to
hear me say fuck? That’s pretty fucked up.”

“Mr. Hoffmann, if you don’t start behaving, I’ll
fetch Dr. McIntyre.”

“You’re crazy, you know that? You must be. You’d have
to be crazy to work here.”

“Mr. Hoffmann, you know perfectly well nobody here is
crazy, certainly not me.”

“Bullshit. This is a crazy house. I’m crazy, and so
are you. That’s why we’re here.”

She leaves. I’m glad at that; I get another crack at
her ass. I manage to hit this time and she shrieks at the contact.
She tells me I can’t do that. I tell her I just did. She doesn’t
seem satisfied at this.

I wasn’t always like this. To tell the truth, I’m not
even certain what got me here. I doubt it’s important anyway. I
don’t think it had anything to do with women; I’ve always had
plenty of those. It couldn’t have been alcohol; I rarely drink.
Everyone else here seems to have a history of too much alcohol or
too little women, sometimes both. But then again, everyone else
here seems to insist they aren’t crazy. The doctors and nurses just
nod and agree. They’re crazy. I guess that’s why they’re here.

Like I said, I wasn’t always like this. I grew up in
a small suburb of a small city. My father, a large man with a
mustache that I still think he dyed, since it was always a few
shades darker than his hair, worked as a salesman for a small
company that manufactured ball bearings. I stayed there until I
turned eighteen, then I joined the Army. Be All You Can Be, or
something like that. It was the summer of 1998; communism was dead,
and so was punk rock. It was only a matter of time before cannabis
was legalized, and the evening news would bring nothing more than a
list of young girls Clinton had screwed. Or so I thought, back
then. I didn’t join the Army to Be anything, much less All I Could
Be. I joined to get the hell out of Deer Valley, Minnesota.

I got the hell out of Deer Valley, Minnesota. I was
wrong about everything else.

 



Chapter Two

 


Big John was the meanest ping-pong player in the
outfit. Bulging muscles and a tendency to wear sleeveless tank tops
marked him out as a bad-ass individual, but his game was ping-pong.
And in his own little ping-pong world, he was a bad-ass. Private
Benjamin was his name; we always teased him about that.

Big John and I shared a room in Kuwait, along with
two mice, a fridge with a broken light, and sometimes, a few other
guys. People came and went. They’d move in when they were tired of
living in a tent, and they’d move out when they were tired of
living with Big John. Or maybe they were tired of living with me,
but I couldn’t wrap my mind around that thought.

“Hold this,” I asked Big John, one day while working
on replacing a gauge of some sort on a tank. I had no idea what the
damn gauge measured — everything on a tank gets measured by some
gauge or another.

“Alex, are we going to war?”

“How the fuck should I know, BJ?” We called him BJ,
sometimes. We teased him about that, too. Once you realized that
his game was ping-pong, not beating people up, it was easy to tease
people as big as Big John.

Big John did beat someone up once. We were doing some
damn exercise or another. We packed up all our gear, threw it all
into Humvees, and drove off into the desert. Our job was to join up
with the tank column at some point our Lieutenant had marked on his
map, do some periodic maintenance, then get the hell back to our
camp.

“We’re too far north,” said Lieutenant Daniels. He’d
been a Lieutenant for six years now; that had to be a record of
some kind. I asked him once why he was still a Lieutenant. I never
found out.

“Sir, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you still
a Lieutenant? You should be a Captain by now.”

“Why wouldn’t I mind?”

“Sir?”

“Why wouldn’t I mind if you asked?”

“Sir? I don’t understand what you’re asking.”

“You don’t? Then why did you ask?”

“Sir? I… Why did I ask what?”

“Exactly! You haven’t got a clue what you’re babbling
about, do you?”

“I was just asking about your rank, Sir.”

“It’s Lieutenant, you idiot. That’s what the bar’s
for. Didn’t you learn the rank structure in Basic Training?”

“No Sir, that’s n—”

“Fine, you can learn it now. You are to spend the
rest of the day studying the rank chart. When you’re finished, I
want you to draft a letter from me to the Commander of Training and
Doctrine Command, explaining that rank should be taught in Basic
Training, and have it on my desk by 1500. Is that understood?”

“Uh, yes, Sir.”

I never asked again. But it was the same Lieutenant,
two months and a couple thousand fucking miles later, surrounded by
more sand than I would have thought could possibly exist anywhere,
that got BJ and me lost.

“Lost? We can’t be lost. We’ve got state-of-the-art
GPS navigation equipment!”

“State of the art? This crap’s left over from the
Gulf War. So are these maps. So are these Humvees. Nobody gives a
shit about us, Alex. You know that.”

“Stop the damn Humvee.”

“Specialist Hoffmann! You’re not in charge here! I
am! You keep this damn Humvee moving, you hear me?”

“Yes Sir. Which way, Sir?”

“Beats me; stop for a second and let me look at the
map.”

That’s the one thing I remember about the Lieutenant.
No matter how crazy he seemed, he always made sense. On some level
anyway. Maybe it was just the sun getting to me.

“Go south.”

We turned south. After about a mile, we came across a
white pickup truck with a couple of soldiers in the rear. They were
wearing green; that’s how you knew they weren’t Americans. Only the
Arabs would wear green uniforms in the desert. Too proud to admit
they lived in the largest fucking sandbox in the world, they had to
wear green uniforms. If you asked one why, he’d tell you it was so
he could blend into the environment. If you told them the
environment was a ton of sand and dust, he’d just give you a blank
stare. I never realized how effective our camouflage was until I
tried it on; the Arabs refused to acknowledge the presence of the
wasteland around them, and thus never saw our tan uniforms.

We pulled up beside the Kuwaitis, hoping to ask for
directions. The plan was to pray they spoke English; if not, we’d
just look stupid and hope they’d point towards the Americans. We
were good at looking stupid, especially Lieutenant Daniels.

“Hey! Do you speak English?”

“Laa.”

“What the fuck’s that mean?”

“Haal taa taa kalaam Englizi?” BJ asked.

“Where the fuck did you learn to speak that shit,
BJ?”

“Laa.”

“He says he doesn’t speak English. What now,
Sir?”

“He’s probably lying.”

“If he were, would be it a good idea to say so in
front of him, Sir?”

“You didn’t answer me. Where the hell did you learn
that shit?”

“The Red Cross has lessons twice a week. They’re
free, you know.”

“You think I want to learn the damn language? If I
learn to speak it, they just might extend my ass out here. That’s
the last thing I need!”

“Actually, I’m hoping I do get extended. The extra
pay is great.”

“You’re fucking crazy, BJ.”

This was about the time we noticed they were pointing
their guns at us. We weren’t pointing our guns at them; I wasn’t
even really sure where my rifle was. Somewhere in the back with all
the other gear. But I wasn’t thinking about that; I was thinking of
the flag on the soldiers’ uniforms, and trying my darnedest to
remember what a Kuwaiti flag looked like. That’s when it hit me —
my next thought was ‘We’re getting captured by the damn Iraqis, and
we’re not even fucking at war! We’re just fucking lost, and Big
John’s talking about getting extended to stay out here longer!’ For
one hundred and fifty dollars a month extra, he’d get himself
captured by the enemy. I wasn’t going to let myself get raped by a
bunch of sweaty Iraqis in some damn prison.

“Drive. Fast..”

“Hell, no, Alex! They’ve got guns.”

“Yes, that’s exactly why you need to drive fast.”

The Lieutenant finally rejoined the conversation.
“Get us the hell out of here, now! South!”

“Which way is south, Sir?”

“THAT WAY! NOW!”

Big John floored the Humvee. Shots rang out; a few
hit the truck. I was curled up in the back seat. I was a goddamn
mechanic, not a damn soldier! They had got no right to shoot at me!
They ought to have been shooting at people who are shooting at
them! The thought of shooting back didn’t cross my mind; I would
have had to crawl up over the equipment to get my weapon, and I
preferred having the equipment between me and the incoming hail of
bullets. Maybe if my equipment was damaged enough, they would send
me home.

They chased us for about two or three miles before
breaking off. We went on until we were out of sight, and then
stopped to look at the map again. Lieutenant Daniels played with
the GPS gear some more, then went back to the map. Finally, he
reached a conclusion.

“We’re in the middle of a minefield.”

“We can’t be. You don’t get caught in the middle of a
minefield; you get killed at the edge. Nobody gets trapped in the
middle of a minefield.”

“We are. The map says so.”

BJ looked at the map, then looked at the GPS, then
back at the map.

“Well, at least we’re back in Kuwait. We can just
wait here until they rescue us.”

“Negative. Our mission is to repair the tank column,
and we can’t do that here. We’ve got to move out, we’ll just have
to risk the mines.”

“Sir? Are you fucking crazy? It’s a goddamn exercise!
Those aren’t goddamn exercise mines!”

“Soldier! If we went to war, you think this minefield
would just pick up and move out of your way? That’s not the way it
works!”

Big John lunged forward and tackled Lieutenant
Daniels right in the gut. The two rolled across the mine-filled
sand, punching one another. Lieutenant Daniels was doing most of
the punching; Big John was just rolling over the Lieutenant and
letting his weight do the work.

At Big John’s court-martial, we discovered the mines
had been cleared five years ago. Our map was made in 1992, right
after the Gulf War. I was twelve fucking years old when that map
was made, and it nearly got me killed. That map cost Big John his
rank, and Lieutenant Daniels a broken nose, a black eye, and a
bruised ego at the hands of Colonel Jacks.

“Specialist Chavez, why did you attack your
officer?”

“Sir, he needlessly endangered our lives. It was only
natural to attack him.”

“What about the Iraqis shooting at you? Weren’t they
endangering your life? Why didn’t you attack them?”

“That wasn’t needless, Sir. We were invading Iraq.
I’d have shot me, too, if I were them.”

“You’d fire on Americans? Sergeant, what’s this
Soldier being tried for?”

“Striking a superior officer, Sir.”

“Scratch that, Sergeant. We’re bringing him up for
treason.”

“Treason, Sir?”

“Yes, treason. For firing on his fellow troops during
an invasion.”

“Sir, they didn’t actually invade Iraq. They just got
lost. And he didn’t actually fire a weapon.”

“Are you correcting me, Sergeant? He damn well said
he invaded Iraq, and he damn well said he fired on his own troops.
That’s treason, and he’ll hang for it.”

“No I didn’t, Sir. I said I would have fired if I’d
been an Iraqi soldier.” Big John had unfortunately chosen that
moment to speak in his own defense.

“Now you think you can correct me, Soldier? Sergeant,
what’s this Soldier charged with?”

“Treason, Sir.”

“Scratch that. We’ll bring him up for
insubordination.”

“Roger, Sir.”

“Lieutenant Daniels, what have you got to say in his
defense?”

“His defense, Sir? I came to testify against
him.”

“Well, then, testify damn it. I haven’t got all
day.”

“For him or against him?”

“Forget it, let’s just bust him to Private and dock
him half a month’s pay. Case closed. And if I ever see any of you
in here again, I’ll ship your sorry asses back to the States.”

I tried for months to see the Colonel again. It
wasn’t easy. I think Lieutenant Daniels was afraid he’d get busted
to the enlisted ranks if he put another one of us up for a
court-martial. I didn’t give a damn what happened to Lieutenant
Daniels; I just wanted back in the States.

“You know everything. So, do you think we’ll have a
war, Alex?” We were back in the damn garage, and Big John was still
pestering me about the war.

“I don’t know everything. I do know I’ll bash your
goddamn head in if you don’t hold this gauge for me.”

“I think they had a war, back when we were kids.”
Lieutenant Daniels spoke without rising from his desk. “And they
forgot to win. It’s like a chess game, when you’re two moves from
checkmate, and you walk off. When you come back years later, you
find they’ve moved all the pieces, and you never won at all. That’s
what it’s like.”

“He doesn’t play chess, Sir. He plays ping-pong. Is
there a ping-pong analogy for him?”

“No, it’s like chess. Not ping-pong.”

“What I want to know is, how do you forget to win a
war?”

“I don’t know, Big John. I just don’t know.”

 



Chapter Three

 


“We didn’t lose the war, Alex.” The Chaplain — we
called him Gippy, short for Captain Gipstein — was ever the fucking
optimist. “We won it. We freed Kuwait from Iraq’s occupation. How
can you call that a loss?”

“We’re still here in the fucking desert, and we’re
still fighting the damn Iraqis. How can you call that a win,
Chaplain?”

“What do you mean, fighting? We’re just here in case
another war breaks out.”

“Look around, Gippy. War never stopped.” It was true.
Every damn day we bombed Iraq. We bombed Iraq because they shot at
our planes. They shot at our planes because we bombed them. It had
been that way since 1992. Ten years of war, ten years of soldiers
getting sand in their boots just to come home from a war that they
thought was won when they were in elementary school.

“You know what your problem is, Hoffman? You’re a
pessimist.”

That was true, too. Although sometimes I called it
being a realist. I never told people what I really thought of
myself. I was a crazyist. The world’s a crazy place, and the only
way to understand it was to be crazy yourself. Crazy as it was, it
made sense that we lost the war. The Iraqis went home to their
families, and I was stuck out in the fucking desert.

“So I’m a pessimist. That doesn’t change who won the
war, does it?”

“Look, America has never lost a war.”

“Never? You’ve got to be joking.”

“No, I’m serious. We’ve never lost a war. Look at
Afghanistan. How can you say we lost that?”

“That war’s still going on. Just like the Gulf War,
the Korean War, the Cold War… all the damn wars, still going on.
The only war we ever finished was the goddamn Revolutionary War.” I
always wondered if I was going to go to Hell for saying ‘goddamn’
in front of the Chaplain. But then I figured God watched me
wherever I was, so what difference did it make if I said it in
front the Chaplain or behind his back? I suppose I could have just
stopped swearing altogether just to make God happy, but it wasn’t
like God had gone out of his way to make me happy, either. I was
stuck in the goddamn desert, after all.

“The Cold War’s dead and gone. We won it.”

“Bullshit. The Soviets gave up, sure, but what about
China? Cuba? North Korea? We got one of four, and then we declared
victory. We were only a quarter done!”

Gippy had come from an affluent family in the New
South. As far as I could tell, the New South was exactly like the
Old South, except you were wealthy and didn’t drawl. He was called
to the service of God because he was raised to think he was better
than everyone else, which put him halfway between God and man. He
was called to the service of the Army because he was raised to
believe that his country was the country of God. He was called to
the service of the Central Command because his branch manager
thought he was an arrogant prick.

Chaplain Gipstein and I had hit it off as soon as he
got to Kuwait. I think that might have been since I was just about
the only soldier that didn’t attend his services, and thus never
found a reason to hate him. Everyone who attended his services
hated his guts. I don’t know why; I never went.

“Chaplain, do you have a family back home?” I asked
one day, as we sat on the steps of the library watching the
security forces pull on their flak vests, as they prepared to
patrol the perimeter of our encampment.

“Sure, Hoffmann. Wife and two kids.” Gippy began
fishing through his pockets for his photos.

“Then why are you here? Why don’t you want to go home
and see them?”

“I’m needed here, to protect them.”

“Protect them? How the hell are we going to protect
them from here? You’re a chaplain, and I’m a mechanic. What are we
possibly going to do to protect them? If you want to protect them,
go back home. Think of all the dangers they’re facing back home
without you.”

“You mean Jehovah’s Witnesses?” Gippy had an
unreasonable fear of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Even here in Kuwait,
whenever someone knocked on his door, he would always ask who it
was before opening it. Just in case, he would say. Just in
case.

The Chaplain was a Unitarian. Didn’t seem like a
proper religion for someone from the New South. It didn’t seem like
a proper religion. Hell, until I met the Chaplain, I didn’t realize
it was a religion at all. I thought it was just a name for all the
little religions that couldn’t afford their own churches; they’d
pool their money together and buy one church, then call it
Unitarian. And it would be attended by all the people who couldn’t
make up their minds.

“No, not Jehovah’s Witnesses. Thieves, murderers,
rapists. Stock market crashes. Japanese animation fads. Drugs,
alcohol, and rave music. The whole lot of ‘em.”

“What, all of those? At the same time?”

“Yes, all of them at once.”

“But no Jehovah’s Witnesses, right?”

The security forces finished suiting up, and began
loading all their chem gear onto trucks. They all took their damn
chem gear everywhere they went. Masks, suits, boots,
decontamination kits, the whole lot of it. Mine was in my room,
under a pile of unwashed uniforms. I hadn’t even tried it on yet. I
wondered if the Chaplain had. Did he have some sort of an agreement
with God that he’d survive if we got attacked? Hell, maybe God was
a Jehovah’s Witness. I don’t know.

Chaplain Gipstein chose that moment to finally
produce his family portrait from the recesses of his uniform. That
was definitely him in the center, although he had a little more
hair and fewer lines on his face. The woman on his right was at
least twice as large as he was. The two children, one of each
gender, looked too young to have started school.

“My, she’s quite a… large woman, Gippy.”

“Ain’t she?” I guess even in the New South old ways
died hard. “She’s a beauty, that’s for sure.”

The Chaplain must have come from the school of
thought that quantity was more important than quality. And quantity
was something that woman had plenty of. It was almost enough to
make me want to stay in Kuwait. Almost, but not quite.

The Chaplain and I began to have talks every night,
after I got back from the garage, on the steps of the library. We
never agreed on anything. I think that’s why I liked to talk to
him. Until the day he was shot and sent back home, of course. The
day he was shot they flew him to Germany. I always wanted to ask
him how come he got shot, if there wasn’t a war. I never got the
chance. Sometimes I wondered if that’s why they flew him out so
quickly, so they could continue to say there wasn’t a war.

There was a war on, and I was the only one who saw
it. CNN was saying that we might go to war in the spring. Might?
You couldn’t tell that to the soldiers in the desert! Might be a
war… That was like saying there might be a sky tomorrow, or people
might watch television next week. There was always a war. There
might have been some copy for the press office in the spring.

I brought Big John to the library steps after work
one day, to let him talk with Gippy and me. Big John was nervous
being around a Captain he didn’t know. Captain Gipstein was nervous
being around a man almost as big as his wife. Big John was nervous
because he’d been to the Chaplain’s services. The Chaplain was
nervous because he’d heard a rumor that Big John was a Jehovah’s
Witness. It was true, of course, but I wasn’t going to tell him
that.

“Uh, Sir?” Big John might have been the first person
to salute the Chaplain since he got here.

“Take it easy, Benjamin.” The Chaplain was the only
man to call BJ by his last name and not crack a smile when he did
it. We never figured out if he got the joke or not. I don’t think
he did.

“So, um, Chaplain, do you like ping-pong?” I had
forgotten to warn the Chaplain about Big John’s ping-pong game.

“Well, I haven’t played in a few years, but I’m
always up for a game.” The three of us walked the block down to the
gym. We used to have ping-pong tables by the pool, but apparently
some Colonel thought they made too much noise while he was tanning,
so they moved them into the gym. Exercise equipment, they called
it.

After the first point, I knew something was wrong.
The Chaplain had scored! The second point was BJ’s, but Captain
Gipstein was keeping up with Big John. Neither was playing
particularly well. At first I thought BJ might be nervous playing
against an officer. Then I thought he might be playing poorly
intentionally, to avoid upsetting the officer. Then I remembered it
was his idea to play ping-pong in the first place. He was trying to
hustle the Chaplain!

It was a narrow finish, 19-21 to the Chaplain. “So,
Benjamin, want to play again?”

“Sure, Sir, I’m always willing.”

“Not tired yet?”

“Hooah!” I don’t think I’d ever heard BJ say hooah.
Hooah is the Army’s Smurf. It’s the kind of word that can be used
to replace any other word in a conversation. I once had an officer
tell me it meant ‘Yes, Can Do, and I Love the Army!’ but I never
believed it. Sometimes it meant ‘Sure, whatever, I’m not
listening.’ Sometimes it was ‘That’s enough, shut up before I smack
you.’ Sometimes a whole group of fresh recruits would shout it
together, not meaning anything, just to signify that whoever’s
giving them orders just finished a sentence. Frequently it meant
‘yes.’ Today, it meant ‘no.’

The second game went the same way as the first,
ending 23-21 in favor of Big John.

“You’re pretty good, Benjamin.”

“Thanks, Sir. Another game?”

I don’t know why I was still watching them. Perhaps
the same reason people watch the news; you know what’s coming, but
you just can’t turn away and miss the carnage.

“Want to make it interesting? Loser buys dinner at
Burger King tonight, how about that?”

Gambling was, of course, illegal. Gambling between
officers and enlisted, even more so. That’s probably why it was so
common.

“Deal. Your serve.”

Pretty soon the Chaplain owed BJ dinner. Then BJ owed
the Chaplain twenty dollars. Then fifty.

“One more, Sir?”

“Oh, I couldn’t take any more from you.”

“I’ve got three hundred more left over from the last
paycheck. If I don’t lose it to you, I’d just lose it to someone
else out here tonight. At least give me a chance to win my money
back.”

That’s the line: Give me a chance to win my money
back. Whenever you hear that line, grab your winnings and run like
hell. Nothing good ever comes from that line. Satan himself might
have been born of that phrase.

“Alright, if you insist. But that’s it, after this we
quit.”

Big John served the opening shot, with slightly more
spin than his previous serves. The ball came back, just a little
faster than before. I could see the surprise in his face as his
swung and missed. His next serve was harder, and the return was
harder still. This time, BJ was ready, and slammed it back, tying
the game.

As the score increased, each began playing better and
better. Eventually BJ was in true form, slamming the ball as hard
as he could, with so much spin the ball would jerk across the table
every time it hit. The Chaplain was very good, too; it was hard to
tell who would come out on top.

Big John won, 17-21. Right at the end, he found a
serve the Chaplain was having trouble returning.

“Good game.” The Chaplain was doing his damnedest to
look nonplussed, and was failing horribly. He was plussed, without
a doubt. “One more?”

“Oh, no, Sir. We agreed, last game. Remember?”

“That was when you were running out of money. We can
play more now, you won.”

“No, no, we agreed. Man of the cloth gotta be a man
of his word, you know?”

And that was that. Big John had just hustled the
Chaplain for two hundred and fifty dollars. The Chaplain had tried
to hustle Big John, and got beaten at his own game.

“Asshole.” Big John blurted out, as I got undressed
for bed.

“What the fuck did I do to you?” I asked.

“Not you. The fucking Chaplain. He was trying to
hustle me!”

“You hustled him.”

“That’s not the fucking point! He’s a goddamn
Chaplain! He lied to me!”

“You started it. And you won, anyway. He paid, didn’t
he?”

“Sure, but I almost lost! That game was close!
Fucking Chaplain should be honest.”

I just shook my head.

“Fucking asshole.” Outside the library, the next day,
the Chaplain recounted the adventure. “He was hustling me. I
oughtta turn him in for that.”

“What, and admit you were gambling with the junior
enlisted? Chaplain and the flock? I don’t think that’d look too
good.”

“Yeah, but he was hustling!”

“So were you.”

“I would have let him go at fifty.”

“You didn’t.”

Captain Gipstein just shook his head. Big John
stopped going to his services, too.



 



Chapter Four

 


The aircraft mechanic was staying in our room again.
The aircraft mechanic had been there a few times before, whenever
he was sick of the tent. The tents had no privacy; at least our
room only had the three of us. Or the two of us, when the aircraft
mechanic got sick of Big John. That seemed to happen about every
month or so.

It took me several of these visits by the aircraft
mechanic before I finally figured out why we had an aircraft
mechanic in our room. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t say; it was just
that it didn’t make any sense. Of course, that was before I became
a crazyist. I understand it now. Unfortunately, he didn’t.

Private Johnson was his name, but we called him
Smitty. I don’t know why. His father was a crop duster from
somewhere out west. Smitty was scared of heights, though, and never
flew. He spent all his free time working on the plane, and by high
school he was improving it. He was one of those guys who could talk
about improving the compression ratios to increase the properties
of the power curve, and understand what he was talking about. I
went to the Army’s mechanics’ school, and I could talk about
compression ratios, but only the officers thought I knew what I was
talking about. All the other mechanics knew I was bluffing. But so
were they.

Smitty enlisted, and went to aircraft maintenance
school. He wanted to work on the C-130; I don’t know why the C-130
was so important to him, but that’s all he studied in school. The
Army, however, didn’t send him to a C-130 maintenance crew. Some
dumb clerk in personnel thought the C-130 was the name of a tank,
and sent him to our tank maintenance team. That was back in
1994.

The problem was, he couldn’t do anything here since
we didn’t have any planes. Even if we did, he hadn’t touched one
for eight years. He couldn’t transfer out, because the Army
wouldn’t let him leave unless he had someone to replace him. He
couldn’t find anyone to replace him because there was no need for
an aircraft mechanic in the unit, so the Army wouldn’t send
another. You can’t replace an aircraft mechanic with a tank
mechanic, everyone knew that. He couldn’t get promoted, because he
hadn’t been doing his job. He couldn’t get demoted, because he was
already at the bottom. His enlistment expired, but he couldn’t
leave the service because he was in a combat zone.

When you considered it all, Smitty was screwed. After
eight years in Kuwait, he had nothing to show for it, and no chance
of going home. He had a wife, but she couldn’t live forever on a
Private’s pay, and left him a few years ago. He sometimes stopped
by and helped us fix the tanks — he was a great mechanic, but
mostly he just hung around Kuwait waiting for the Army to realize
its mistake.

Smitty wasn’t an optimist. Having been stuck here so
long, there was no chance of that. Lots of people called him a
pessimist, but they were wrong. A pessimist believes the worst will
come of every development. Smitty knew the worst was coming. Smitty
was a defeatist; Smitty was a pessimist that was always right.

As Smitty unpacked his bags in our room for about the
tenth time, I decided to ask him about the war. “Well, Smitty, what
do you think? We going to war?”

“Yeah, Smit, we gonna go to war?” Big John joined
in.

“We can’t go to war, it’s impossible.”

“Impossible?” This surprised me. Smitty, the
defeatist, saying war was impossible? That itself seemed improbable
at best.

“We need a peace to have a war. What you mean to ask
is, will this war end? Or will this war get worse before it gets
better?”

“Okay, fine, which is it?” Big John was never one for
philosophical arguments.

“It’s gotta get worse before it can get better,
obviously.”

“How’s that?”

“Because it can’t get any better than this, unless,
of course, it gets worse first.”

“You just said that.”

“When?”

“Just now.”

“Well, yeah, I did just now. Duh.”

“No, I mean, right before that.”

“No, before that I said that it has to get worse
before it could get better.” It was amazing the hairs that Smitty
could split. The Department of Energy had a two billion dollar
project to develop a microscope capable of measuring the tiny hairs
Smitty could split in casual conversation, but it got cut due to a
lack of funding. Probably one of science’s greatest missed
opportunities of the modern era.

“Alright, fine — why can’t it get better without
getting worse?”

“Well, we’re not bad enough off for anyone to give
in. We’re not going to give in, because we think we’re winning. The
Iraqis aren’t going to give in, because we’re not. This can’t end
until one of us suffers a major defeat.”

“But…” I felt the need to interject at the point.
“Isn’t getting stuck out here a major defeat?”

“Not to America. Only to us.”

“So what’s going to happen, then?”

“Well, one of two things could happen. The first is a
major war breaks out.” Smitty paused, presumably to build dramatic
tension.

“And the other thing?”

“War doesn’t break out.”

I was wrong about the dramatic tension. Hell, I
usually was wrong when it came to Smitty. Like the time I had to
convince him to let me try to get him sent back home.

“Hey, Smitty, do you actually want to be here?”

“Hell no, Alex. Why would any sane man want to be
here?”

“Look around you. Everybody’s crazy. Haven’t you
noticed?”

“Maybe so, but I still want out of here.”

“Let’s do it then. I’m gonna get you out of here.”
Work was slow as usual, and I felt like doing a good deed for
Private Johnson.

“No, please don’t. Just drop it.”

“Huh? Didn’t you just say you wanted to go home?
Let’s make it happen.”

“But it won’t happen. We can’t make it happen. We’ll
explain the situation, be asked to fill out some forms, take those
to a clerk, explain the situation again, and we’ll have to look up
some regulations, and fill out more forms, and when it’s all said
and done, they’ll say I can go home as soon as the Army sends a
replacement out here for me to train.”

“They can’t do that; the Army doesn’t need an
aircraft mechanic out here.”

“Exactly. So I’m stuck.”

“But somebody, somewhere, ought to be able to say
you’re not needed here, and send you home.”

“No, Alex, nobody can. No one man can stand against
the magnificent force of the United States Army bureaucracy.”

“What about two men?”

“It can’t be done, Alex. You can die trying, but it
can’t be done.”

“Let’s go see Lieutenant Daniels. I’ll show you
you’re wrong.” I was wrong. The two of us crossed the motor pool to
see the company commander.

“Lieutenant… I respectfully request to have Private
Johnson transferred out of this command.” I looked at the
commander, and received the look of shock I was expecting.

“Transferred? What? Now listen here, this is a war.
You two need to grow up, overcome your petty differences, and just
learn to get along like civilized people.” The irony of this
obviously eluded the Lieutenant. “If you’re still having problems,
go see Captain Gipstein. He runs group therapy sessions to teach
people to make friends out of enemies.”

“No, Sir, it’s not that we don’t get along. We get
along just great. It’s just that…”

“Oh, I see,” Lieutenant Daniels interrupted, “well,
that’s another issue entirely. This is a kinder, more understanding
Army. Are you two currently rooming together?”

“Uh, no. I mean yes, I mean, that’s not what I
meant!”

“Specialist Hoffman, I know how emotional something
like this can make a man, but you just need to relax, calm down,
and talk clearly and slowly.”

“Sir, there are no problems between Private Johnson
and myself. The issue is Private Johnson — he’s of no use to this
command, and we’d be better off without him.”

“Oh, a discipline problem, eh? Write up a report, and
take it to the Platoon Sergeant. I’m too busy to deal with this.
Dismissed.”

“But Sir,” Smitty finally came forward, “it’s not a
discipline issue. It’s a question of training. This just isn’t
fair!”

“Yes,” Lieutenant Daniels responded, “I see what you
meant about the attitude problem. Again, dismissed.”

Later that day, we knocked on the door of Sergeant
Major Jenkins.

“Sergeant Major,” Smitty began, “I was wondering if
you could help me out with a problem.”

“Ah, certainly my son. That’s what I’m here for,
taking care of soldiers’ problems. Take a seat, get comfortable,
and tell me all about yours.”

“Well, you see, I’m an aircraft mechanic, mistakenly
assigned here in tank maintenance.”

“That’s impossible, for two reasons. First, we have
no aircraft mechanics here. Second, the Army does not make
mistakes. You’re obviously confused about your position here — just
remember, you are a tank mechanic.”

“Sergeant, I’m definitely an aircraft mechanic. You
can check my record if you’d like.”

“That’s not a bad idea, Private. I think I will. Fill
out a DA Form 17, Special Request Form, and route it through your
chain of command, and when I get it, I’ll take a gander at that
record. Then we’ll sort this all out.”

“Can’t you just look at it now?”

“Oh, God no! I can’t just go around pulling people’s
records willy-nilly. How could I ever inspire trust in my troops if
I kept snooping around in their private business? No, I’ll need
your permission before I do that.”

“But I just gave you permission!”

“That doesn’t count. Formal communications must be
routed through the chain of command, and registered with the admin
office. Once I get that, I’ll put in a DA Form 8, a request form
for your record, and this will all be sorted out in a jiffy.”

“How, Sergeant?”

“How what?”

“How will all this get sorted in a jiffy?”

“Well, if you’re telling the truth, and you really
are an aircraft mechanic, then we’ll fill out a DA Form 923,
Personnel Discrepancy Notification, and route that to Central
Command’s Army Component Headquarters, who will initiate the
process for getting you retrained, or moving you to a unit with a
need for aircraft mechanics. Anyway, you can pick up a DA Form 17
at the admin trailer, and get the ball rolling.”

“How long will this whole process take,
Sergeant?”

“Not long, not long at all. Hop to it, soldiers,” he
urged, moving us towards the door.

The admin trailer was typical of many of the
buildings installed in the last few years. We weren’t going to be
here long enough to justify building any more buildings, so they
wouldn’t build anything decent. But after a few years, people were
getting sick of tents. The final result looked like a mass
migration from Arkansas to Nevada — rows of white trailers
converted into all sorts of office spaces. The trailers were laid
out in a square grid with roads between each trailer, creating a
large community known as Trailer Town. The First Sergeant and his
staff occupied one corner and, against all reason, the admin
trailer was located at the opposite corner.

Within the trailer there was a small, cramped area
for soldiers needing assistance to plead their cases. Next to this
was a long counter holding a logbook, a bell, and an inkless pen.
The pen was taped to a large plastic spoon, to prevent theft.
Behind the counter was a spacious area with a Private on a stool,
and behind him the Sergeant First Class’s office. He had a
nameplate on the office door, but he was known only as the
Imaginary Sergeant. Nobody had ever actually seen the Imaginary
Sergeant, saving the Admin Private, whom nobody believed anyway.
Most of us believed the Admin Private made him up just so he
wouldn’t get pushed around by all the Staff Sergeants. I rang the
bell.

“Sign in first.”

Smitty scratched at the paper with the inkless pen to
no avail. After tearing a hole in the logbook, he turned to the
Admin Private.

“Could I please have a pen with ink in it?”

“I can’t fulfill any requests until you’ve signed in,
sorry.”

“I’ll sign in, I just need to borrow a pen to do
it.”

“Sorry, I can’t do anything at all until you’ve
signed in. Do you want to get me in trouble with the Sergeant?”

“No, but I think he’d understand if you lent me a
pen.”

“Rules are rules. I can’t distribute government
property, for any reason, to anyone who hasn’t signed in the log
book.”

“But your pen is out of ink!”

“That’s not my problem.”

“Come on Smitty,” I interjected, “I’ve got pens in my
room. We’ll come back tomorrow.” Smitty reluctantly relented, and
we headed out of Trailer Town back to the barracks. If finding a
pen was the biggest obstacle to getting out of Kuwait, I would have
left a long time before.


Chapter Five

 


“Hershey’s Special Dark.”

“What?”

“Hershey’s Special Dark. Best damn candy bar ever
made.”

Staff Sergeant James Rich had once again broken the
silence with an observation as useless as the rest of our mission.
Rich had a tendency to say things most people would be too
embarrassed to think about, much less vocalize. He thought he was
Bill Cosby, but had the sense of humor of an electric iron.
Lieutenant Daniels mistook his constant attempt at jokes to mean
that he was a people-person, and had him promoted up to
supervisor.

“You’re wrong there, Jim. Those new Reese’s Fast
Breaks are awesome.” BJ never seemed to be able to let Rich’s
comments just pass. I guess he thought it was more interesting than
just staring at the tanks, and less work than actually fixing
them.

“What the hell is a Fast Break? Sounds like a bad
porn movie, not something you’d eat!”

“Nah, it’s great man. It’s like nougat, and
chocolate, and peanut butter, all in some kind of bar.”

I couldn’t let this go on without making it worse.
What can I say, I’m crazy.

“You guys are both off-base. The Zagnut is, without a
doubt, the best candy bar available anywhere.”

“The Zagglenutt? What the fuck’s a Zagglenutt? Sounds
like some kind of Swiss hooker!”

“No, Jim,” BJ came to my defense, “Zagnut. It’s a
coconut thing, like an Almond Joy or something.”

“No, it’s nothing like an Almond Joy. It’s like a
Butterfinger without the chocolate, coated in toasted coconut. Or
something like that.”

“Why would you take the chocolate off the
Butterfinger? Isn’t that the best part?”

“But with toasted coconut? Why not chocolate and soft
coconut? That would be a damn good candy bar. Especially if they
used dark chocolate.”

“That would be a fucking Mounds, Rich.”

“Oh, right.”

I never claimed to be a smart young lad. For one, I’d
never be caught dead using a word like ‘lad.’ Notwithstanding the
language, however, I know I’m not the fastest car at the racetrack.
But I never felt out of place in this crowd. Still, sometimes a man
needed to get out of here.

“Hey Smitty!” I shouted across the bay, “Wanna head
over to Trailer Town?”

“Sure. Got a pen?”

“I wouldn’t let you down twice, would I?”

“Don’t listen to him,” interjected Sergeant Rich,
“He’s let me down more times than I could possibly count.”

“Yeah, but that’s only once, Jim.”

Smitty and I walked over to Trailer Town, then to the
Admin Trailer. The Admin Private, as usual, sat behind the counter.
The Imaginary Sergeant was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s the Sergeant, kid?”

“Don’t call me kid.”

“Why the fuck not? You’re a goddamn Private, I can
call you whatever the fuck I want to call you.”

“Watch your language in here, Specialist, or I’ll
have to call out the Sergeant. Then you’ll be really sorry.”

“Right. So, where’s the Sergeant then, Private?”

“Have you signed into the logbook?”

“What?”

“Have you signed into the logbook? I can’t answer
questions unless you’ve signed into the logbook.”

“Alright man, chill out a little,” Smitty muttered as
he signed the logbook. “Now we’re both signed in. Will you answer
his question?”

“And what question was that?”

“Where’s the damn Sergeant?”

“He’s not in the office at this time. Is there
something I can help you with?”

“Alright, prick,” I spoke with a calm and level voice
as I grabbed the Private by the lapels and brought him up to eye
level. “We just need a goddamn DA Form 17.”

“No problem,” retorted the Private without a hint of
fear or anger. “Just fill out a DA Form 5, Property Request Form,
and I’ll be able to give you whatever supplies you need.”

“Okay, wiseass, I need a DA Form 5, along with my
goddamn DA Form 17.”

“No problem, just stick that on the same DA Form 5
you’re using to request the DA Form 17. Save paper that way, as
well as saving you some work. Simplify the process, I always say.
By the way, would you mind setting me down? Otherwise I’m afraid I
shall have to tell the Sergeant that you were abusing me.”

“Tell you what. You lend me a DA Form 5. I’ll request
a DA Form 5 and a DA Form 17. Then, when you give me the DA Form 5,
I’ll give you a blank DA Form 5 to replace the one I borrowed from
you. How’s that sound?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not permitted to hand over
anything without a valid routed DA Form 5. Rules are rules.”

I let the Admin Private slide back down onto his
stool. This wasn’t going to be as easy as I hoped. But I had faith
that I could sort this out. I could always get Staff Sergeant Rich
to take care of it. He had helped me out when I wanted to switch
rooms and move in with BJ. My current roommate was allergic to
soap, and I was becoming allergic to him.

“Hey, Rich, can I ask you for a favor?”

“Sure, but first, tell me this: Why should women
masturbate with these two fingers?” Rich held his index finger and
middle finger out for all to see.

“Jesus, Rich, how the hell should I know? Higher
dexterity? Longer digits?”

“Nope. Keep guessing.”

“I have no clue. Just tell me.”

“Because they’re mine!” Staff Sergeant Rich had one
of those loud, obnoxious laughs laughed only by those who laughed
alone at their own jokes. “Good one, eh? Come on, admit it, that
was good.”

“Hilarious,” I lied. “But what about my favor?”

“Sure, whatcha need Alex?”

“I need to switch rooms. Mine has a funny odor coming
from it.”

“Switch rooms? Why don’t I just have a work crew
spray it down, and hang some of those air fresheners around?”

“It won’t do any good since the source of the odor
will still be there.”

“Well, throw it out.”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It’s my roommate.”

“Your roommate won’t let you throw it out?”

“My roommate won’t let me throw him out, no.”

“Oh.”

I had already put in several request forms to
transfer rooms, all came back denied. All of them had “No
operational need” scribbled in red ink across the top. I still
don’t know whose red ink that was, but I always suspected it was
the Admin Private. He had access to pens of all colors. The rest of
us got issued blue pens, even though no paperwork would ever be
accepted unless it was filled out entirely in black ink. As a
result, a black market emerged in pens. Black ink was, of course,
worth the most. Other colors would be traded for various uses,
including practical jokes, letters home, or sheer novelty. I once
traded a black ink pen for two blues, a green, and a yellow crayon.
After the crayon melted in the sun, I found I really needed that
black ink pen back.

The next day I came into work to find Staff Sergeant
Rich waiting for me. As I approached, he tossed me a key.

“Get your stuff into this room by ten-hundred, and
give me your old room key when you’re done.”

I don’t know what he did or how he did it, but I
found new respect for the rank of Staff Sergeant. I couldn’t see
how he could fail now, not against an Admin Private and an
Imaginary Sergeant. Like I said, he’s not brilliant, but he can get
the job done.

It was getting late — close to three in the afternoon
— so we decided to call it a night and head back to the barracks.
Since the aircraft mechanic was staying in my room, we sat back
listening to music. I put in my Johnny Cash, and sat back to listen
to Ring of Fire.

“What is this? Isn’t this the soundtrack to an old
Levi’s commercial? Put in some decent music!”

“Decent music? What the hell you talking about
Smitty? This is Johnny Cash! This is the very definition of great
music!”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me, Alex!” Smitty continued
to complain, “Don’t you have anything more, well, modern?”

“I’ve got Garth Brooks. Would you prefer that?”
Johnny Cash continued to croon in the background, now working on a
rendition of Folsom Prison Blues.

“Garth Brooks? Come on, don’t you have any
dance?”

“Western Swing or Billy Ray Cyrus?”

“What, the Achy-Breaky-Dicky dude? No, I mean like
real dance music.” Smitty began rummaging through his belongings,
and eventually pulled out a silver disk that presumably contained
real dance music. He pulled out my coveted Johnny Cash, tossed it
on the bed, and inserted the new platter. Soon a new set of sounds
began filling the room, although I’d hesitate to call them music.
The most noticeable part was the regular thumping beat, which
completely drowned out everything else. Smitty continued turning
the volume knob until I could hear nothing else. I quickly found
out that it also drowned out my voice, even as I yelled for him to
shut it off.

I motioned for him to turn down the noise, by making
the shape of a hand holding a doorknob and twisting my wrist. I
groaned inside when he jerked his thumb up twice and nodded, then
turned back towards the stereo. I knew I was going to get in
trouble for having music too loud in the barracks. What happened
instead, however, was the simultaneous blowing out of both my
speakers, which turned the dance noise into a worse kind of
noise.

Smitty stopped the stereo, then turned it off after
retrieving the offending album. Almost immediately thereafter,
there was a knock at the door. I answered it to see the Staff Duty
Officer staring back at me, in a less than welcoming manner.

“Was that your stereo making all that racket?” he
asked.

“Uh, Sir, I can explain everything,” began Smitty.
Then I remembered Colonel Jacks’s threat to send me back to the
States if I ever saw him again.

“No, wait,” I interrupted. “It was my stereo. I was
trying to wake everyone up.”

“Why on Earth would you want to do that,
soldier?”

“Because I’m awake, so they ought to be.” It was a
fine line between being only wrong enough to get KP duty, and not
being so obvious as to get found out.

“Some of these soldiers work all night while you
sleep. They’ve got the right to sleep during the daytime.”

“Ah, but how do I know they’re really working at
night? I’m asleep. Have you ever seen them working?”

“No, but…”

“So for all you know, they sleep all day and party
all night, and never work a lick while you have to run around all
day, working your tail off?”

“Well, I seriously doubt that’s what happens….”

“But you don’t know, do you Sir? You’re just
assuming, because that’s what you’d do, if nobody ever checked up
on whether you were working.” The officer thought hard before
responding.

“…Surely somebody checks up on them at night.”

“Do you?”

“No, but somebody must.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Somebody assigned night shift.”

“Exactly. Who checks up on him?”

There was a long pause, and then the Staff Duty
Officer said, “You’ve got a point. I’ll check up on them tonight,
catch them in the act. Thank you for this tip, and have a good day
soldier.”

The Staff Duty Officer turned and walked out of the
room. Foiled again. Before I could lament, Big John walked in the
very same door.

“Man, that was cool! Alex just sweet-talked the Staff
Duty Officer out of writing him up!”

“Hey Alex, Smit, what’s up?”

“Just hanging out. This idiot broke my stereo,” I
teased, poking Smitty in the ribs.

“Your stereo? That was my stereo!”

“Baloney! I bought it!”

“With my money!”

“You only paid for half! You broke the whole
thing!”

Splitting the cost of a stereo for roommates to share
had seemed like such a good idea at the time. Which of us would
eventually leave with it after the deployment, however, became the
root of many an argument. In that sense, Smitty probably did us a
favor.

“Well, he probably did us a favor; now we won’t have
to argue about it anymore.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “You’re right. But now who will buy
the replacement?”

All eyes turned to Smitty. After a few tense moments,
Smitty changed the subject.

“Hey, BJ, do you have any idea how we could get our
hands on a DA Form 5? I was thinking of asking Sergeant Rich to try
and get me one.”

“Yeah, right, those things are golden. The Admin
Private’s been hoarding them vintage Playboys, nobody’s got any
more. I doubt Rich could swing something that big.”

“You don’t think he could?”

“What did I just say? You’re toast there, buddy.”

Smitty and I were sitting on the steps outside the
library that evening when the Chaplain walked up. After the
customary salutations, the troops’ Unitarian liaison to the
Almighty sat down with us.

“Hey, Gippy, I’ve got a poser for you.”

“When it comes to the many problems of our youth,
placed here in harm’s way, there are no problems that a little
one-on-one with God can’t solve, my son.”

“I know, Chaplain, which is why the Army sent us
here.” We all laughed at Smitty’s lame attempt at humor. Even
Smitty knew it wasn’t funny. Humor comes from the obvious,
undeniably true statement that nobody had thought to vocalize
before. This was a statement vocalized many times before, and
really stretched the limits of truth. Yes, the Army had sent us
here presumably to arrange a few one-on-one meetings between God
and the enemy. But if that were the case, why weren’t we fighting a
war? And it that weren’t the case, why were we here in the first
place?

“Seriously, Chaplain,” spoken as if that were truly
possible, “Smitty and I need a DA Form 5.”

“What on Earth do you need that for?”

“To get Smitty out of here.”

“Yes, remember Gippy, we had that long talk about my
being assigned to tank repair, when I’m really an aircraft
mechanic?”

“Ah, yes, I remember we discussed that a long time
ago. I guess I just assumed you changed your mind and decided you
wanted to stay.”

“Look around. What would make you think I’d want to
stay?”

“Good point. But what’s the DA Form 5 for?”

“So I can request my record, so that I can prove I’m
here in error, and can go home.”

“That’s it? That’s all it will take?”

“Well, that’s the abbreviated version.”

“Oh. I see.” The Chaplain paused for a moment. “Yes,
I can get you a DA Form 5. I’ll need your help, though.”


Chapter Six

 


I hated official forms. Hated them with a passion. I
hated having to fill them out, hated routing them, hated the whole
nine yards. I once got written up for failure to report, and was
forced to write and route my own Adverse Action Form. Probably
would have be the worst punishment I ever got — I easily would have
preferred a month of latrine duty. That is, if I hadn’t beaten the
system.

It wasn’t my fault. I was taking the scenic route to
work, if you could call it that, longer might be more accurate. I
was heading through Trailer Town, counting spiders and scorpions.
Suddenly, the alarms broke out and a deep reverberating voice came
out of the base speakers informing everyone of a chemical attack
drill. I quickly donned my mask, and began running towards my
assigned bunker.

I was about three-quarters of the way through Trailer
Town, when someone grabbed me and pulled me into another unit’s
bunker. I fell from the force of the impact, and looked up to see a
Sergeant glaring down at me.

“Mmmhhh Mhhm Mmmm! Mmmhhh Mhhh?” he said.

“What the hell are you saying, I can’t hear you
through that mask!”

“Mht?”

“I can’t hear you!” I motioned towards my ears.

“Mhh Mmmm Mhh!” He made a cupping motion at the side
of his head, indicating I should speak up. As a background, the
chemical masks we were issued consisted of a traditional
Hollywood-style mask over the mouth, with a translucent visor over
the eyes which limited visibility to approximately three feet, and
a large plastic hood that made us look like bums with trash bags on
our heads. The mask was equipped with a drinking tube, which was
placed just out of reach of the mouth so that the tongue could just
barely touch it, but not close enough that it could be pulled into
the mouth. There was also something called a voicemeter, which
looked and sounded like the voice box on Darth Vader’s helmet,
except it made you quieter, not louder. A full volume shout was
barely audible three feet way. This equipment was designed to make
us better soldiers, I was told. I felt deaf, dumb, and blind.

For the next three hours, I tried to get away from
the Sergeant. When I tried to remove my mask, he got extremely
angry and shoved the mask back on before I could speak. We had no
writing implements in the bunker, nor anything to write on. After
the drill was over, I removed my mask.

“Who the hell are you,” the Sergeant asked, “and
where the hell is Specialist Hoffman?”

“I’m Specialist Hoffman, Sergeant.”

“Bullshit! You’re not John!”

“No, I think I’d remember if that were my name. I’m
Alex Hoffman, from tank maintenance.”

“Then what the fuck are you doing in this bunker?
You’re not assigned to here!”

“You pulled my ass in here, and wouldn’t let me
leave!”

“Oh, man, sorry about that, guy. I thought you were
Specialist Hoffman.”

“I am.”

“I mean the other Specialist Hoffman.”

By the time I got back to my unit, the Lieutenant was
waiting for me, furious. I was given the aforementioned punishment.
I pleaded my case, but Lieutenant Daniels wasn’t interested. If I
wasn’t in my assigned bunker, then I would have been dead if it
were a real attack, or so he reasoned. Lacking a real attack, and
still being alive, I got to write myself up. A fate worse than
dying, surely, if it weren’t for my creative impulses. I filled the
entire form out in yellow crayon.

“What the fuck is this?” said Sergeant Rich when it
got routed to his desk.

“Just some paperwork that needs routing.”

“I can’t read it.”

“Well, just sign it. Here, you can use my
crayon.”

“What the fuck is this?” said Lieutenant Daniels when
it got routed to his desk.

“Just some paperwork that needs routing.”

“I can’t read it.”

“Sergeant Rich signed it, so it must be okay.”

“But I can’t sign this! If I put my name on it, mine
will be the only legible signature, and then everyone will come to
me asking what it says.”

“Sir, why don’t you sign in crayon, too? Here, you
can use mine.”

As soon as the Admin Private signed for the report, I
hightailed it out of Trailer Town. I met up with BJ on the road
back to our barracks.

“Whatcha doin’ over here, BJ?”

“Just getting some legal documents drawn up, nothing
important,” he said as he shrugged up an armful of folders. “How
about you?”

“Just routed a report for that time I missed the
exercise.”

“Man, that sucks.”

“No, it’s not so bad.” I took a seat on a bench to
wait for the bus. It was way too hot to be walking. “I filled the
whole thing out with this,” I said, handing BJ the crayon.

“Shit, Colonel Jacks is going to kill you!”

“No he won’t. He won’t ever figure out that I did it.
You ever try to read yellow crayon on white paper?”

“Ah, but then won’t Lieutenant Daniels get you for
not submitting the report?”

“Nope, I got a receipt from the Admin Private.”

“Ah, I see. Good plan. Hey, here’s the bus — fancy a
game of ping-pong?”

“Sure, why not?”

I soon discovered why not, as I got whipped five
games in a row. Suddenly, a thought struck me, and I patted my
pockets. “Hey, you still got my crayon?”

“No, I gave it back to you.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Did.”

“Did not.”

“Did too!”

“Did not!”

I was beginning to feel like I was back in grade
school.

“Did you possibly leave it on the bench?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“I dunno.”

By the time I made it back to the bus stop, there was
a large yellow stain across the top of the bench.

“Damn it all to Hell,” I observed.

“Bummer, man,” added BJ.

Many weeks and a promise to help Smitty later, I
found myself with the Chaplain standing in Trailer Town, at 0300. A
man of the cloth, of all people, had talked me into breaking into
the Admin Trailer and stealing a DA Form 5. When he suggested it,
it seemed a stupid idea. Standing outside of the Trailer, it seemed
worse.

Captain Gipstein pulled a coat hanger out from under
his jacket. I was always amazed how cold it could get in the middle
of the night in a desert. It actually didn’t get that cold, but it
sure as hell felt like it after spending the entire day roasting in
the triple-digit heat. Just getting out of the sun felt like
walking into a freezer.

The coat hanger was unceremoniously jammed into a
crack between two wall panels, and twisted around. There was a
quiet click, and the door swung open. The coat hanger was removed,
and the Chaplain reshaped it into the familiar delta shape. Or
tried to, anyway. The result looked more like a pickled egg that
his wife sat on.

Gippy and I slowly walked in, and closed the door
behind us. We stealthily worked our way behind the counter, as if
the Imaginary Sergeant could still be in his office. Thinking that,
I glanced over to the Imaginary Sergeant’s office. To my surprise,
there was a light coming from under the door. I nudged Gippy and
pointed.

“The Admin Private probably leaves the light on so
that people think the Imaginary Sergeant’s real,” he said. “Who
would possibly be working at this hour?”

Just then a shadow moved under the door. The Chaplain
and I simultaneously hushed each other, combined making more noise
than either could have by talking. I motioned towards the stacks of
forms in the back of the office. Without another word, we pilfered
the DA Form 5 we had come for. Then a moment of genius struck me,
and I picked up a small stack of the forms and stuffed them into my
uniform.

As quietly as we could, we snuck out and trekked back
to our barracks. Victory was, at last, within grasp. I could see
myself actually pulling this one off. I was feeling particularly
proud, as I had previously thought only Sergeant Rich could have
possibly gotten a DA Form 5, and now I had a whole stack stuffed
inside my uniform. We split up and headed home. As I opened the
door to my barracks, I saw the Staff Duty Officer jump out, and
yell “Ah-ha!”

“Oh, shit, you scared the crap out of me!” I
exclaimed.

“Not so fast, soldier! You’re partying days are over,
young man! You are caught! C-A-G-H-T!” At least nobody could accuse
the Staff Duty Officer of taking more than his fair share of
intelligence the day he was born.

“What are you talking about, Sir? I was just out for
an innocent midnight stroll, committing no offense to man or
nation.”

“So you weren’t going partying?”

“Not at all.”

“Can you prove it?”

“You’re asking me to prove a negative, Sir. I can
only prove a positive.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, you want me to prove I wasn’t going to do
something. I can’t do that — I can only prove what I did, not what
I didn’t do.”

“So how would I know you weren’t partying?”

“Well, you’ll have to lay out all the available
evidence. If no rational explanation can be found for the evidence,
except that I was going partying, then you’ve proven that I was
partying. Otherwise, you can’t prove anything at all.”

All I received in return was a blank stare.

“Okay, Sir, let’s look at it this way. Suppose I did
want to party all night.”

“Ah, so you were partying!”

“No, it’s just an assumption. Suppose I had — would I
have come down here where I’d get caught by you?”

“I guess not.”

“Right, I would have gone somewhere you weren’t, or
at least somewhere I wouldn’t have expected you. Somewhere that,
well, you aren’t.”

“You’ve got a point, kid. Thanks for the tip.” With
that, the Staff Duty Officer turned and walked back down the
hall.

I wish all my problems went away that easily. If they
did, I’m sure I would have been back in the States by the morning
time. But come morning time, sure enough I woke up in my bunk, in
the same damn room I went to sleep in. Come morning time, sure
enough I woke up with a whole new problem. Of course, I didn’t know
that when I woke up, but the problem was there anyway, hiding,
waiting for the perfect opportunity to pounce. That opportunity, as
it happened, turned out to be as soon as I walked into work.

“Damn it all to Hell!” Lieutenant Daniels exclaimed.
“Damn it all to Hell, and the horse that son-of-a-bitch rode in on,
too!” Everyone stood demurely against the far wall, while the
Lieutenant paced back and forth in front of the tanks. “Goddamn it
all! Why the hell would that bastard do that to me?”

Nobody seemed inclined to answer, and I sure didn’t
know why the bastard, whoever he was, did whatever it was that he
did to Lieutenant Daniels, so I kept my mouth shut as I sidled over
to the rest of the soldiers.

“What’s with LT?” I asked Smitty.

“Beats me. He’s been going off since before I got
here, about ten minutes ago.”

“Lieutenant Dickson had his company clean their motor
pool up, then invited the General down for a ‘surprise’
inspection.” Sergeant Rich joined in to explain the mystery. “He
got a kudos, and now LT here’s pissed off because Dickson raised
the bar.”

“So what? Dickson got a bullet for his promotion. Big
deal.”

“Give Daniels time, he’ll come up with a plan to
out-do Dickson.” Sergeant Rich was more than right there. “Hey,
Smit, I got a joke for you — what does a fish say when he runs into
a wall?”

“Rich, fish don’t talk.”

“It’s just a joke. Think about it.”

“Look, even if fish could talk, I’ve never seen a
fish actually run into a wall. I mean, you can stick them in
aquariums with glass walls, and the walls are almost impossible to
see if they’re really clean, and they still go around in little
circles. They don’t hit the walls at all.”

“Okay, imagine a really dumb magical talking fish ran
into a wall — what would it say?”

“What kind of dumb-ass joke is this? Really dumb
magical talking fish?”

“Damn!”

“Hey, alright, relax. I wasn’t serious, I was just
trying to make conversation.”

“No, damn! That’s what the fish would say.”

“Damn?”

“Damn, as in, ‘Damn, I hit a dam!’”

“An aquarium wall isn’t a dam.”

“Damn, Smitty, it’s just a joke.”

“Geez, Sergeant, if you want to tell a joke, you
gotta tell one with a little humor. Like this: Two men walk into a
bar. You’d think the second one would have ducked.”

“I don’t get it.”

By now Lieutenant Daniels had noticed that not
everyone was paying full attention to him, and it bothered him.
Sergeant Rich and Private Johnson looked up to find the Lieutenant
standing next to them, glaring.

“Do you have something to share with us? Maybe
something to shed some light on this dilemma?”

“Sure, Sir. What does a fish say when it runs into a
dam?” Sergeant Rich quipped. “Oh, bugger, I fucked up the punch
line. It’s supposed to be ‘What does a fish say when it runs into a
wall?’ and the punch line is ‘Damn.’”

“How exactly, Staff Sergeant Rich, is that going to
help?” Lieutenant glared daggers at the NCO.

“Well, Sir, you did ask me to make light.”

“Shed light, Sergeant. Shed light. Not make light.”
Lieutenant Daniels’s normally thin sense of humor was stretched
further than normal today. “See me in my office after this,” he
whispered.

“Hooah, Sir,” Rich mumbled.

“Well, anyone have any useful ideas? Anyone at all?
Or am I just surrounded by idiots?”

“If not having any ideas makes us idiots, then isn’t
he just as big an idiot?” whispered Smitty to Sergeant Rich.

“Shhhhh,” replied Sergeant Rich.

“What was that, Sergeant? Another joke?” Lieutenant
Daniels’s ears seemed to have gained what his humor lost, and then
some, today.

“Uh, nothing Sir. Nothing at all.”

“Surely it was something. I’m pretty sure I heard
you. If you’ve got another joke, go ahead and tell it out loud, so
everyone here can witness it, and I can put you through the wringer
properly.”

“No, Sir, he was just floating some ideas to save
you, that’s all. He was asking me if I thought they were good
ideas, Sir.” I don’t know what made me step in to save Sergeant
Rich. Some might say it was sympathy, or possibly erroneously claim
I had a heart of gold. In reality, it was an errant electron in my
skull that made the wrong connection, forcing me into another
stupid course of action.

“Oh, well, that’s another story. If you’ve got an
idea, then out with it. Come on.”

“Uh, Sir,” stammered Sergeant Rich, “what if you
cleaned this place up and had the General come down?”

“You think I hadn’t thought of that, Sergeant? I’d
look like a follower, a copycat, and a weasel. No, I’ve got to do
better.”

“You could make this place even cleaner,” I
interjected.

“The General called it the cleanest motor pool ever.
How could I possibly be cleaner than that? The best I could do is
make it just as clean….” Everyone could hear the wheels churning
inside the officer’s head. “Sergeant Rich, what exactly did the
General inspect?”

“The entire motor pool, Sir.”

“Not the vehicles themselves?”

“No Sir.”

“Ah-ha!” exclaimed Lieutenant Daniels. “We’ll not
only clean this place up, we’ll clean the tanks so damn clean you
could eat off them! In fact, we’ll have a cookout, and have the
General eat off the tank engines!”

“Sir?” spoke up a previously unmentioned corporal, “I
don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“No! It’s a great idea! In fact, we’ll cook the
hotdogs on the engine as it runs! It’ll be great! It’ll be
unbeatable! The General will have no choice but to proclaim us the
greatest unit in Kuwait!” Lieutenant Daniels had obviously lost it.
The best we could do was hang on, and hope we were still in one
piece once he came back down. If he did.


Chapter Seven

 


The Chaplain and I walked into the Admin Trailer. To
nobody’s surprise, especially not mine, the Admin Private sat on
the same damn stool, but the Imaginary Sergeant was nowhere to be
seen. My curiosity had been piqued, however. Who was this mystery
Sergeant, and what had he been doing all night?

“Hey, wake up asshole,” I said by way of
introduction. The Admin Private hadn’t made a very good impression
on me during my last few visits. Still, the Imaginary Sergeant was
a wild card, and I wouldn’t have spoken like that if I didn’t have
an ace in the hole.

“Alright, dickwad, you asked for it. I’m going to get
the Ser…” the Private’s voice trailed off. When it resumed, the
anger was completely forgotten, replaced by a Hooah ‘Eager to
Serve’ attitude. “Why, Good Morning, Sir. What can I do for you
today?” The Admin Private’s eyes darted a dance of unspoken
language. To those in tune with reading people’s faces, they said
‘Please, Sir, tell me you aren’t in any way affiliated with this
bawdy asshole who broke my morning peace with an insult. And please
Sir, go ahead and reprimand him right here on the spot. Or, Sir, if
you two are together, just shoot me now.’

“We’re together.”

The Privates eyes darted out a message that looked
shockingly similar to ‘Shit.’

“Oh. Well, in that case, could I ask you to please
sign in?” Outranked, he still wasn’t going without a fight.

“Certainly.” I reached for the logbook, pulling out a
pen.

“Ah, sorry Specialist, per regulation, entries must
be in black ink.”

I looked down at my pen. Damn it all to Hell, it was
blue.

“Here, use mine,” the Chaplain volunteered. My
Savior. I signed the book, and turned back towards the disgusted
Admin Private.

“I would like a DA Form 17, Special Request Form,
please.” I could see the Private’s distress, and the politeness
just rubbed it in.

“I’m sorry, but I cannot release government property
without a DA Form 5.”

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the golden
ticket. I had filled it out properly, and had Sergeant Rich and
Gippy double-check it for correctness. The Private’s eyes widened
so far I couldn’t see the rest of his face, saving the jaw he
dropped onto the floor.

“Where… Where did you get that?” he stammered.

“That’s none of your business.”

“I… I don’t understand. Where did it come from?” The
Admin Private studied the form manically. “How is this
possible?”

“Just give me the damn DA Form 17, alright?”

Reluctantly, the Private slid off his stool and
returned with the coveted form. He placed it on the counter, but
continued to cover it with his palm.

“Where did you get the DA Form 5?”

“Please let go of my form.”

“Where did you get the DA Form 5 from?”

“Please let go. I’m asking politely. I don’t have
to.”

“Tell me where you got the DA Form 5 from!”

“Let go, Soldier.” I think it was the first time the
Chaplain had given an order in his entire career. Several seconds
of silence passed before the Admin Private lifted his hand.

As we turned to leave, the Admin Private warned our
backs. “I’m on to you, Specialist Hoffman. You’re up to something,
and I’ll find it out. I’ll find your game out.”

The Chaplain and I walked back, and I noticed he was
sweating more than usual for the desert.

“What’s up, Gippy?”

“He’s on to us.”

“He just said that to make us nervous. He doesn’t
know a thing. Besides, we’re doing this for Smitty. It’s the right
thing to do; we’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Do you think he might be a Jehovah’s Witness?”

“Smitty? No, I think he’s Mormon.”

“No, the Admin Private!”

“I don’t know.”

“I think he’s just one part of the conspiracy. Why do
you think we never see the Sergeant?”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

“I’m not sure the Sergeant exists.”

“Of course he exists!”

“You’ve seen him?”

“No, but he’s got an office! Why would there be an
office for a man that didn’t exist?”

“Gippy,” I said, shaking my head, “what’s your
point?”

“My point is, that Private may just tip off the
Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy.”

“Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy?”

“Yeah. And I think the Sergeant is a major player in
the conspiracy. Like a Jehovah’s Witness Cardinal or
something.”

“You’re crazy, Chaplain. Stone cold bonkers.”

“I’m serious here! Mark my words, the Jehovah’s
Witnesses are more powerful than you might think! They’re on to me,
and if I’m not careful, they’ll be the end of me.”

“You’re crazy. I said it before and I’ll say it
again, you’re crazy.” And with that, it was off to super-clean the
fucking garage.

As I scrubbed the floor, I couldn’t help but wonder —
why the fuck was I scrubbing the same damn floor that tanks were
going to drive over? Something about impressing the General. Fine.
But why would the General be impressed that we could scrub a
fucking floor? Wouldn’t he rather we fix a tank? Or maybe, just
maybe, fight a damn war? Or was that asking too much?

“Remember, men — clean. And I mean clean! This is
going to take every last ounce of sweat from every last man here!”
With these inspiring words of wisdom, Lieutenant Daniels retreated
to his desk and studiously pored over his paperwork.

“What’s his game, then? He wasn’t serious about
cooking on the tank engine, was he?” BJ had slowly cleaned a
shining path of floor over to me.

“No, it’s hyperbole. You can’t cook on a tank
engine.”

“My brother once cooked an egg of the hood of his
1982 Mustang at the beach. Man, it was hot that day, too.”

“Yeah, but a car ain’t a tank. It won’t work, you
know that.”

“Yeah, but Lieutenant Daniels ain’t a genius. You
know that, too.”

I did. “He’s not a complete moron. He’s seen the
inside of a tank before…. I think.”

“Not a complete idiot? We’re talking about the only
Lieutenant to invade Iraq since 1991.”

We were. “I’ll clean my way over to Sergeant Rich,
see if he can’t talk some sense into the Lieutenant, okay?”

“Yeah, good idea.”

I did. “Hey, Sergeant Rich?”

“Yeah, what’s up? Want to hear a joke?”

“Not particularly.”

“An Iraqi found a camel in the desert, and rode it
into town to sell it. When he got to town, the merchant asked him
if it was a male or female. He said ‘female.’ The merchant looked
around, and asked ‘Are you sure?’ The Iraqi responds, ‘Yes, all the
way here I heard people saying, ‘Hey, look at the pussy on that
camel.’” Sergeant Rich laughed.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Of course I am! It’s a joke, not a true story.”

“No, I mean you’re kidding about thinking that’s a
joke.”

“I thought it was funny.”

He did. I changed the subject. “About this scrubbing
thing…. Isn’t it all a little over the top?”

“The Army’s traditions are long steeped in the habits
of hygiene and cleanliness.”

“Yeah, but isn’t he going a little far? I mean, it’s
not a friggin’ competition.” I thought for a second, and then
added, “It shouldn’t be, anyway. It shouldn’t be.”

“Look at it this way. The Lieutenant has picked a
course. It’ll be less work to simply clean the garage than to argue
about it for a few hours, then clean extra hard to make up for lost
time.”

“But the hotdog thing? On the tank engine?”

“I’m sure he was just exaggerating about that.
Everyone knows you can’t do that.”

“Are you sure, though? We don’t want this turning
into a total disaster just because he’s never looked inside a
tank.”

“Come on, that would just be insulting his
intelligence. If I said anything to him about that, he’d either
think I was a complete fucking idiot, or he’d think I thought he
was.”

“Don’t you?”

After a moment of silence, Sergeant Rich agreed. He
got up and walked over to the officer’s desk. From my vantage
point, I couldn’t hear the words at all, but the length of the
conversation bothered me. It shouldn’t take so long to ask a simple
question, should it? Maybe they changed the subject, and were
talking about some other admin issue now. Maybe Rich was laying the
groundwork for the DA Form 17 we planned to route up in the
afternoon. That would have explained a lot, even if it weren’t
true.

The truth, on the other hand, was blatantly obvious
when Staff Sergeant Rich turned around, shook his head, then
dropped it into his hands. The Lieutenant had every intention of
cooking on a tank engine.

That afternoon, the very same officer stood looking
at the DA Form 17 I had routed to him. The same DA Form 17 that I
had twisted Smitty’s arm just to get a signature on.

“Are you sure this is a good idea, Alex? It can only
lead to disaster.”

“Disaster? How could this possibly lead to
disaster?”

“Well, for one, it could be a lot of work. It could
piss people off.”

“Sometimes you have to piss people off to get things
done.”

“Alex, I’ve tried many times. It won’t work. I’m just
stuck here, that’s the way it is.”

“No, it doesn’t have to be.”

Now the Lieutenant was looking at the form. I was
willing to bet he’d ask a lot of questions, and every one I could
see coming a mile away. I was right.

“Why’s this Private want his record reviewed?”

“To show Sergeant Major Jenkins that he needs to be
transferred out of here.”

“Why’s this Private want out of my unit?”

“He’s an aircraft mechanic.”

“So?”

“We repair tanks, Sir.” A bold thought entered my
head. “Speaking of tanks, Sir, have you ever looked inside one?
Seen the engine, like?”

“Don’t change the subject, Specialist Hoffman. Why
isn’t Private Johnson routing this form himself?” Close, but no
cigar.

“He doesn’t think it will work.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s a defeatist, Sir.”

“A defeatist? You mean a pessimist that’s always
right?”

“Exactly Sir.”

“Then why bother at all?”

“Because I’m crazy, Sir.”

“Come again?”

“I’d have to be crazy to try it, Sir, but I’m trying
it anyway. It has to be done.”

“Good attitude.” The Lieutenant signed the form. “I
like a good attitude. Now apply that same attitude to getting this
garage clean.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant, exactly. Was being crazy
a good attitude to have? And how was I to apply that to cleaning
the garage? Was this another one of those times when the Lieutenant
made more sense than he thought? In either case, I made another
attempt at logic.

“Sir, about that cleaning… I was thinking about the
cooking part.”

“Yes, me too. Perhaps cooking hotdogs on the tank
engine wasn’t the greatest idea after all.”

What a relief. “No, Sir, probably not,” I said,
diplomatically.

“They’d roll right off.”

Not the reason I was expecting at all, but what the
heck, you have to roll with the punches sometimes. Or the hotdogs,
as the case may be. If the Lieutenant was going to cancel hotdogs
because they were round, then at least we wouldn’t be cooking
hotdogs on the tank engines.

“Of course, Sir. Roll right off before they got
cooked all the way through.”

“Which is why I ordered hamburgers instead.”


Chapter Eight

 


“Hey, BJ, did you hear the Staff Duty Officer’s gone
AWOL?”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

“AWOL? Out here? Where the fuck could you go?”

“Beats the hell out of me.”

Smitty and BJ had chosen this moment in time to fill
my room up with obscenities. I’d be lying if I said I cared. I was
slightly interested in how the Staff Duty Officer managed to slip
out of here, though. If only to follow him.

“So,” I ventured, “if the Staff Duty Officer goes
AWOL, who tracks him down?”

“I dunno. Is there some sort of super-Duty
Officer?”

“Maybe. Somebody’s got to watch him, right?” This
conversation was giving me a slight sense of déjà vu.

“More importantly,” I added, “where could he possibly
have gone off to?”

“Dunno. Run off to Iraq?”

“Doesn’t sound too inviting. Why would he do
that?”

“I don’t remember him as a particularly smart
guy.”

“Are we talking about the short brown-haired fellow
with glasses?”

“Yeah, that’s the one, Smitty.”

“Yeah, he wasn’t going to win any races in the
intellect department.”

“Intellect races? What the hell is an intellect
race?”

“You know, a race to see who’s smarter than who.”

“Whom,” my sole contribution to the conversation. It
was becoming increasingly obvious to me why the aircraft mechanic
never stayed in our room too long.

“How would that be a race, exactly? Wouldn’t that be
more of an IQ test?”

“It’s a simile.”

“Metaphor,” I added, helpfully.

“What the fuck ever, man.”

At this rate, I could see the three of us getting in
a fight long before lights out, and without an officer around, who
knew how long we could fight for. A change of topic was needed.

“Hey, Smitty, you think the Admin Private’s going to
shit himself when he sees that DA Form 8 tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I bet he will,” BJ added. Smitty didn’t
answer, but just smiled.

We had gotten the DA Form 17 routed through the
Lieutenant, and had taken it to Sergeant Major Jenkins.

“Sergeant?”

“Yes, Specialist? Can I help you?”

“Remember when we talked about our aircraft mechanic
here, Private Johnson? Well, we’ve got a properly routed DA Form 17
here requesting that you take a look at his record.”

“A DA Form 17, you say? He wants a review of his
record? And why was that again?”

“Well, Sergeant, I’m aircraft mechanic assigned to a
tank repair billet.”

“Impossible.”

“Well, that’s why we want you to look at the
record.”

“Yes, yes, I remember now. You say you’re an aircraft
mechanic, and you want to be transferred out because we don’t have
aircraft here.”

“Exactly.”

“But you’re not an aircraft mechanic. If you were,
you wouldn’t be assigned here, thus you can’t be one.”

“Nevertheless, Sergeant, he is an aircraft mechanic,
and he is here.”

“Alright, you’ve got a DA Form 17. I guess that
obligates me to retrieve your record, if only to prove you wrong.”
The noncommissioned officer rifled through his desk, and pulled out
another piece of paper remarkably similar to all the ones mentioned
so far. He filled in all the blocks, crossing each ‘t’ and even
dotting every ‘i’, and then handed the form over. “Here’s a DA Form
8; take it to the Admin Trailer in the morning, and pick up the
record.”

I was dumbfounded. That was too easy. There must have
been a catch, somewhere. And of course there was. Nothing good ever
comes that easy. I wish I had known that the day I signed up for
the Army.

“What can I do for you, son?” Never trust anyone who
calls a grown man ‘son.’

“I was thinking about joining the Army,” I said. As
an afterthought, I added, “Sir.”

“Ah, then you’ve come to the right place, son.” The
dreaded word again. “What makes you want to join our fine
service?”

I knew this question was coming. I had even
rehearsed, in front of the bathroom mirror, while shaving. “Sir, I
want to make a man out of myself. I want to Be Everything I Can
Be.” Which just goes to show, no matter how much you practice,
you’ll still fuck it up. Be Everything I Can Be? What made me think
the Army could spell any words over three letters long?

“Ah, well, then, I think we can help you, son.” He
had yet to finish a single sentence without calling me ‘son.’ I was
starting to count the sons in my head. Mrs. Fletcher, my high
school science teacher, had told me there were millions of suns
throughout the universe. I was starting to see what she meant.
“But, tell me, son. Cut all the bullshit, why do you really want to
join the Army?”

This I had not rehearsed for. “Uh… Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

“I just want to get the hell out of Deer Valley.”

“There you go, son. I can guarantee you a trip out of
here, Monday morning, bus ticket paid for by the US Government. And
you’ll get paid to do it, too. How’s that sound, son?”

“Sounds great!” It did. I envisioned myself leading
parades, helping little old ladies across the street, and generally
being a hero to everyone. I had this nagging thought in the back of
my mind that sometime I might have to run up a beach braving
incoming fire, but I was eighteen and invincible. Death was what
happened to old people, not me. What I didn’t envision, what
completely failed to cross my mind, even in the slightest, was that
I’d be scrubbing a tank engine so a Lieutenant could cook
hamburgers on it. If it did, I might not have joined.

So there I was, scrubbing the fucking engine on a
fucking tank. The Lieutenant had told me to make the ‘cooking
surface’ especially clean. I’d be a buggered Frog if I knew what
surface was the damn cooking surface. Cooking surface? The whole
fucking tank was a cooking surface, but there wasn’t a square inch
I’d eat off of.

Before long, I saw the Chaplain enter the garage via
the back door. Sidling along the wall, he made his way towards
me.

“Pssst! Alex! Over here!” The Chaplain’s whisper
could have woken the dead.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Not so loud; they’ll hear you! Come over here!” I
complied, slightly less than reluctant to take a break from
scrubbing.

“Okay, what’s going on?”

“I think they’re on to us. We need to do something
fast.”

“Who?”

“You and me!”

“We’re on to ourselves?”

“No, they’re on to us!”

“Who?”

“You and me.”

I sighed. “Who’s on to you and me?”

“The Jehovah’s Witnesses, of course!”

“Gippy, what makes you think the Jehovah’s Witnesses
are on to us?”

“You seen the Staff Duty Officer lately?”

“No, I heard he went AWOL.”

“That’s what they’d like you to think.”

“Are you suggesting the Jehovah’s Witnesses kidnapped
the Staff Duty Officer? That’s utterly ridiculous.”

“It’s not as ridiculous as you might think. I was
talking to the Staff Duty Officer the night he disappeared. He said
he was investigating a Sergeant from Admin.”

“The Imaginary Sergeant?”

“Do you know any other Sergeants in Admin? The Staff
Duty Officer was snuffed by the Jehovah’s Witnesses because he was
close to exposing them for what they really are.”

This was all really too much to believe. “I don’t
believe it. Why don’t you just not poke around, and not raise
anybody’s suspicions, and then you’ll be safe?”

“I can’t do that! It’s my duty to protect the
soldiers from Jehovah’s Witnesses!” I wondered if the Army would
have accepted him as a Chaplain if they knew how strongly he felt
about Jehovah’s Witnesses.

“I’m not going to be sleeping in my room anymore. If
you need me during the night, I’ll be sleeping in my chapel; it’ll
be safer.”

“Safer?”

“I’ll be protected inside the chapel; the Lord will
provide for me there.”

A sacred tent? How many churches were bombed during
World War II? It reminded me of a picture I saw of a church in
England during the war. Upon the steeple, affixed on the cross,
were air raid sirens. I couldn’t help but wonder — if God was going
to protect them, why did they need sirens? Come to think of it, why
does the Pope drive around in a bulletproof car? If God can’t
protect the Pope, why does He bother at all? I wasn’t completely
sure God was looking out for me, anyway. Especially if He wasn’t
looking out for the Pope.

“Sure, Gip, whatever.”

“You just wait. You’ll see. Have some faith in me.”
With that, the Chaplain sidled back out the rear exit. I hardly had
any faith at all, I didn’t really have much to spare for the
Chaplain.

“Put some elbow grease into it, men!” hollered the
Lieutenant. “Tomorrow the General’s coming down! Nobody’s getting
any sleep tonight if one speck remains in this garage!”

Tomorrow? Well, at least this would be over soon. I
redoubled my efforts on the current floor stain, fully knowing that
once concrete gets stained nothing gets the stain out. It passed
the time anyway. Sergeant Rich walked over to my chosen stain.

“Hey, Alex!”

“What’s up, Sergeant?”

“Listen to this one; I just made it up.” Bad sign.
“An Iraqi walks into a market, and goes up to a man with a bunch of
camels. He says ‘I’d like a camel, please.’ The merchant says ‘One
hump or two?’ He replies ‘One hump is all I’ve got time for
today.’”

“If it had two humps, wouldn’t it be a dromedary
rather than a camel?”

“What?”

“I mean, don’t all camels have one hump?”

“Not around horny Iraqis!” Sergeant Rich doubled over
in laughter. This was pretty pathetic.

“Hey, Sergeant, are we going to war?”

Rich suddenly stopped laughing. “Why would you ask
that?”

“Don’t you think I’ve got an interest in knowing?
Seeing as how I’m here and all?”

“Yes, but why ask that now?”

“Well, the news said we’re going to be going to war
soon, and instead of preparing, I’m scrubbing the floor. It doesn’t
seem any different here.”

“There’s more to war then just shooting people, you
know. There’s also…”

“…cleaning?”

“Well, yes. What if they had to convert the garage
into a field hospital?”

Sergeant Rich had a point. Maybe we were really going
to war. Who knew, maybe the Lieutenant wasn’t as dumb as he looked.
That thought occurred to me every month or so. As far as I can
tell, it was always wrong.

“So we’re going to war?”

“I don’t know, Alex. Perhaps. It’s not really our
decision.”

“Whose is it?”

“The President says it’s up to Saddam Hussein.”

“Is it really a good idea to let your enemy decide if
there’s going to be a war?”

“That’s a good point… The thing is, Saddam keeps
firing at our planes, so we really ought to go kick his ass.”

“Why’s that? Can’t we just stop flying over Iraq, go
home, and call it a day?”

“Look at it this way, Alex. The guys flying those
planes are just like you. They’re given orders to come here, and
told what to do each day. Some days they get told to fly over Basra
and ensure that the Iraqis aren’t massing another army to invade
Kuwait. It’s not their choice. It’s just like you’re told to stand
here and scrub the floor. Then, all of a sudden, someone shoots at
them. If someone shot at you now, you’d like to think the rest of
us would come over and kick the shit out of whoever did it,
right?”

“I guess you’re right, Sergeant.”

“Besides, it’s not that different from Nazi Germany.
You have to nip evil in the bud, before it grows.”

There was a short pause. “Sergeant, how long has
Saddam been in power?”

“Since the early seventies, I think.”

A slightly longer pause this time. “Sergeant, do you
actually believe any of that shit?”

“The bit about wanting to kick his ass, yes. The rest
I could pass on.”


Chapter Nine

 


Life in the desert is a funny thing. The sun beats
down all day, so that when night falls it seems strange that it
could possibly get dark at all. Some nights it gets freezing cold,
other nights it seems like the heat had nowhere to go, and just
hung around bored. You could always identify the guys working night
shift in camp, just by looking at their boots. Within a week of
arriving, your boots would fade from the intense sunlight. Unless,
of course, you worked night shift.

Oh, and there was one more thing that drove people
crazy being in the desert. No sex. I got along, most of the guys
did. But all that pent-up testosterone could make a man do funny
things sometimes.

There was a story about life in an Army camp out in
the desert. A soldier arrives at this Army camp in the middle of
the desert, and after a week, approaches his Sergeant. He nervously
mentions what’s been preying on his mind, and asks what the men do
when they get horny. The Sergeant replies they keep a camel out
back behind the tent for that very purpose. The soldier vocally
disbelieves it, but the Sergeant assures him all the guys do it. In
shock, the soldier walks away, determined to make it through his
deployment without ever satisfying his urges. After a month or so,
however, it was getting to him, and clouded his better judgment. So
he saddled up behind the tent, got behind the camel, dropped his
pants, and did what he did. Halfway through, the Sergeant walks
around the corner and sees him.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Fucking the camel. You said all the guys did
it.”

“No, we ride the camel to town to buy hookers, you
sicko!”

Life in a desert isn’t exactly like that, though. For
one, they didn’t let us into town. Secondly, if they did, there
aren’t any hookers in the town. Thirdly, if there were, we would
have taken a vehicle. Gas was cheap out there, and you could fit
more people into one. A camel could only hold one person, and we
didn’t have any camels anyway. So why the story? Because Sergeant
Rich told it while we waited for the General. All lined up in
formation, standing in the position of parade rest, waiting for one
damn General so we could cook his damn hamburger.

“That’s a lame-ass joke, Sergeant.”

“Come on, admit it, you thought it was funny. Wasn’t
that funny?”

“Uh, sure, Sergeant,” lied Smitty.

“I liked it,” volunteered BJ.

“Nobody asked you, BJ.”

“Hey, it was funny, alright? It reminds me of a
Scottish joke I once heard.” Uh-oh. “A bunch of Scotsmen were
herding sheep up in the mountains. After a week, the new guy asks
what the guys do when they get horny.”

“If they say they ride the sheep into town I’m
leaving!” interjected Smitty.

“No, not at all. They tell him they bugger the
sheep.” At this point Sergeant Rich begins laughing. “What’s so
funny? I haven’t told the punch line yet!”

“Nothing, I’m just thinking about the Scotsmen. It’s
so true; they would you know.”

“Would what?”

“Bugger sheep.”

“Yeah. You know they don’t wear underwear under
there?”

“Under where?”

“Yeah, underwear.”

“Under where?”

“Yes, underwear. You know, the white stuff?” Abbott
and Costello’s Comeback Tour, Kuwait, 2002. Lord help me.

“Anyway, back to my story. The Scots—”

“Oh, you mean no underwear under the skirt?”

“The kilt?”

“Whatever.”

“So the Scotsman says he’ll never bugger a shee—”

“Yes, no underwear under there.”

“—never bugger a sheep,” BJ persevered, “but after
another week he just gets too horny. He sneaks out during the night
and grabs a likely woolball, and goes to town. Some of the other
Scots wake up and see him, and start laughing. ‘What’s so fucking
funny?’ he asks. ‘You said everyone did it!’ ‘Yes, but you picked
the ugliest one!’”

Sergeant Rich laughed hysterically. A little too
loud. Lieutenant Daniels turned and marched over to us, in proper
military march.

“Something funny over here?”

“No, Sir,” I replied truthfully. Sergeant Rich
giggled.

“Sergeant Rich?”

“Yes,” stammered the giggling noncommissioned
officer, “Sir?”

“What’s so fucking funny?”

“Nothing, Sir.” More giggles. Somebody really ought
to have medicated him.

“I didn’t think so. Now, be professional!”

Professional? I idly wondered whether amateur
soldiers ever spent a week cleaning a garage to impress a General,
or tried to cook hamburgers on a tank engine. Surely not, right?
Perish the thought. It would take a professional to fuck up this
badly.

After about half an hour, a white Suburban pulled
into the garage. Everyone important drove identical white Suburbans
here in the desert. I never did figure out why. Maybe they decided
we might learn to drive tanks if all our cars drove like them. Not
that I ever got to drive a Suburban, mind you. The only people who
drove them were officers, and those assigned to drive officers
around.

Not everyone drove Suburbans, though. After the
Suburban, the next caste of vehicles was the Humvee. Almost as big,
and just as bad on the gas mileage, the Humvee lacked only the
comfort of the SUVs. The real unlucky troops drove little
Mitsubishi vans, barely four feet high and about as long. Despite a
four-cylinder gasoline motor, they handled like overloaded golf
carts. I think the Army handed them out as a joke.

I had driven one of the golf carts once. By sheer
coincidence, it also happened to be one of the rare days when it
rained. And when it did rain, it really did rain. Despite the fact
that water was pouring out of the sky by the bucket, none of the
roads had been built with any sort of drainage whatsoever. I went
around a wide turn at about thirty miles per hour, and the van
skidded through a graceful 720˚ across the asphalt. The grace ended
when I hit the curb, and the van rolled onto its side.

I unbuckled myself, which turned out to be a major
mistake, as I dropped down to the other side of the van. Reaching
up, I opened the door, and climbed out of what had become the top
of the vehicle. With a minimal amount of effort, the car flipped
back onto its wheels. Every since then, I’ve had a rule against
driving cars that weigh less than I do.

We knew this Suburban was the General’s, if not from
the front license plate with a blue field with three white stars,
then because it pulled out of the sand and drove right across our
fucking clean floor. I could still hear the Lieutenant’s voice
saying “Not one grain of sand!” in my head. After it rolled to a
stop, three of the four doors opened.

The first door to open belonged to the Lucky Private.
Everybody hated the Lucky Private, and everyone wanted to be him.
He got to drive the General around. In exchange for driving the
General around, he was treated like royalty. He didn’t have to
fight, he didn’t have to clean; all he had to do was follow the
General around. When his tour was over, he’d get a personal
recommendation from the General, which was worth a promotion or
two.

The second door to open was directly behind the Lucky
Private’s. Colonel Jacks popped out, stretched his arms, and
generally made like the half-mile drive had worn him out somehow.
He then started to walk towards Lieutenant Daniels. The resulting
collision between his still-open door and his right shin created a
clank that reverberated through the nearly empty garage, followed
by a scream audible in Baghdad.

As Colonel Jacks jumped up and down on one foot, the
passenger side rear door opened. Out stepped Sergeant Major
Jenkins. He was obviously doing his damnedest not to laugh at his
Colonel, who was flailing about like a drunken party flamingo. The
smirk cracking through the corners of his mouth was visible even to
the troops in the rear.

When the Lucky Private had finally worked his
ceremonial way around to the front passenger door, he opened it and
immediately saluted the door. A few moments later, the General
appeared. He had a thin face, with a nearly transparent combover
covering the top of his bald head. His nose had an obvious crook to
it, like an exaggerated bird. Thin wire rim glasses completed the
look of a man who could order armies but never lifted a rifle. He
slowly exited the vehicle, taking his time with every motion. Once
fully erect, he towered at least a foot over the Lucky Private. He
deliberately retrieved his cap from the Suburban, placed it on his
head, and returned the salute.

He walked ceremoniously over to Lieutenant Daniels,
who was engaging himself in a long set of various ceremonial
formalities he had spent the morning practicing. Once all the
salutes and Sirs were dispensed with, the review began. Beginning
at one end of the garage, the General walked the length and back.
Directly in tow were Lieutenant Daniels and Colonel Jacks, who
occasionally made remarks to each other about various specks of
dust they spotted. The General said nothing.

Once the inspection was complete, the General
declared the garage clean, waved his hand, and proceeded to give a
lengthy speech on the importance of always being prepared, and how
great a job we were doing. As he talked of preparing for war, I
thought of cleaning the garage. When he talked of staying in shape,
my feet began to ache from standing too long. When he talked of
being prepared, I realized how little sleep I had been getting.

The speech having ended, we were dismissed and
proceeded to our assigned stations for our cookout. A few token
soldiers were assigned the enviable job of ‘appearing to enjoy
themselves,’ while most of us were designated to cooking, serving,
cleaning after those who were eating, or a myriad other odd jobs.
My job was to stand beside a pressure washer, and to be prepared to
demonstrate it should the General happen to walk by and ask what it
was I was standing next to. Without a doubt, the least enviable
jobs were those hand-picked to operate Lieutenant Daniels’s pride
and joy — the burger cookers.

The frozen burgers were stacked up behind the tank.
Next to them stood a folding picnic table, covered with various
condiments. In deference to the high rank of the eater of said
condiments, they had been removed from their respective squeezy
bottles and poured into shallow bowls. Behind the table stood the
host and guests of honor. In the tank sat an unlucky Private, and
another equally unlucky Private stood over an access hatch, ready
to apply meat to any hot surface which formed once the tank was
started.

“Let’s kick this pig!” hollered Lieutenant Daniels.
“Gentlemen, start your engine!”

Now would have been a good time to run for cover.
I’ll settle for a quick explanation of how a modern tank works. The
engine is not, in any way, a souped-up version of the four-banger
in a 1993 Toyota Camry. A modern tank has an engine more akin to a
jet engine. The jet spins a turbine, which is used to move the
tank. One side effect of this is that tanks use virtually the same
amount of fuel at idle as they do at full speed. Another side
effect is that they blast out a large stream of hot air out the
back whenever they are running.

So, having pictured the tank starting up, picture the
scene behind it. The hamburgers took flight, scattering about the
ever-so-clean garage. The portable table became significantly more
so, and flew back away from the tank. The loose condiments departed
from the table, and eventually from their bowls, and landed on the
guests of honor. The guests of honor themselves were seen flying
through the air, landing about fifteen feet further back from the
tank. The General’s cap was never found.

“ ” said the General.

“Fuck!” shouted Sergeant Major Jenkins.

“Turn the damn thing off!” shouted Colonel Jacks.

“What the fuck?” shouted Lieutenant Daniels, who
watched his hopes fly out with the paper napkins.

The previously mentioned unlucky Private in the tank
couldn’t hear any of this. Nor could he see behind him. He pulled
out his handheld Tetris game, determined to make the most of his
half hour of solitude.

Once out of the jet blast, the Lucky Private went on
a search for the General’s cap. Sergeant Major Jenkins spit out a
sailor’s string of obscenities. Colonel Jacks tore into Lieutenant
Daniels, calling him every name in the book and borrowing a few
from Sergeant Major Jenkins’s diatribe. The General, completely
disheveled in appearance, calmly walked over to the Suburban,
stepped in, and drove off without a word.

“Shit!” said Colonel Jacks, when he realized he’d
been left behind.

“Shit!” said the Lucky Private, when he realized he’d
have to leave the cap behind.

“Shit!” said Sergeant Major Jenkins, when he realized
the blast tore a large hole in his behind.


Chapter Ten

 


There was a door. Inside the door there was a long
counter. On the counter was a logbook, containing an anthology of
my signatures. Marking the current page, an inkless pen stuck out
of the logbook. There was a bell next to the pen, its ringer
removed. In front of the counter I stood, behind it was an
astonished Admin Private. Halfway between us, on the counter, was a
DA Form 8, a properly signed Record Request Form. To the side stood
a reluctant Private Johnson. The Imaginary Sergeant was nowhere to
be seen.

“What the fuck is going on here?” stammered the Admin
Private.

“I’m requesting my record,” answered Smitty. “That’s
all.”

“Yeah, let the man have his record.”

“Who signed this?”

“Can’t you read Sergeant Major Jenkins’s
signature?”

“How did you possibly get him to authorize this?”

“With a DA 7 Special Request Form. Remember, you gave
it to me?”

“Oh,” said the Admin Private. A light came on. “You!
I’m on to you! And your little Chaplain Gipstein, too!”

“Yeah, whatever,” I replied. “Just give us the damn
record, alright?”

“Give you the record?”

“It is a Record Request Form, is it not?”

“It is.”

“Then you will?”

“Will what?”

“Give us the record?”

“Private Johnson’s record?”

“Yes, Private Johnson’s record. I do believe that is
the record indicated on said Record Request Form, which would imply
that we were indeed requesting aforementioned record.”

The Admin Private glared at me. Sarcasm was obviously
not a weapon he was used to facing. I suspected frustration was the
only human emotion he typically saw in others. He shuffled off his
stool and headed back to the records archive. After walking up and
down the rows for a few minutes, he returned empty-handed.

“It’s not here.”

“That’s impossible, look again!”

“I’m telling you, we have no record of a Private
Johnson here. He must not be assigned to this command. What does he
do?”

“I’m an aircraft mechanic.”

“Ah-ha! We have no aircraft mechanics here. We have
no aircraft, even. So we surely don’t have the record of an
aircraft mechanic.”

“My record’s got to be back there somewhere! Look
again!”

“I’m sorry, it’s not there. We don’t have it.” The
Admin Private’s face had regrown its familiar smirk. “Would you
like your DA Form 17 back?”

“Yes, I would,” I replied firmly. This was going to
be fun to explain to Sergeant Major Jenkins.

“Well, then, there’s nothing I can do for him.”

“Sergeant? You’ve got to correct this!”

“Look, if we don’t have his record, he must not be
assigned here. If he’s not assigned here, we’re powerless to help
him. End of story. I can’t overstep my bounds by interfering in the
affairs of a soldier who isn’t assigned to me.”

“You wouldn’t be interfering! He wants your
help!”

“He’ll have to request my help through his chain of
command.”

“He did.”

Sergeant Major Jenkins looked down at the array of
requests forms in front of him.

“All these are signed by officers in this command. We
need something from his command.”

“This is my command, Sergeant! Don’t you see
that?”

“Impossible. Simply impossible.”

“Is there nothing you can do?”

“Until you bring me his record, no. There’s nothing I
can do.”

“I told you so,” muttered Smitty outside the trailer
door. “There’s nothing that can be done. Still, I appreciate the
effort.”

“I’m not giving up yet. There’s got to be a way.” I
thought hard. It hurt.

“There’s no way. You’re crazy, Alex. It can’t be
done, give it up.” With that, Smitty left me standing in the
sun.

Crazy. That was it, of course. I had been looking at
this logically. Following the damn rules, getting the damn forms,
filling them all out and everything. You couldn’t approach a crazy
problem like this by following the rulebook. You had to look at it
through the same lens with which it had been projected onto us.

They didn’t have his record in Admin. Therefore he
wasn’t attached to the command. But he was here. He had brought his
record here at some point. And they kept changing his room
assignment, so they must have a record of him somewhere. Where
could it be if not in the Admin Trailer? And why would a single
record be kept elsewhere? It didn’t make sense. I was obviously
missing something. Something wasn’t right, and a DA form wasn’t
going to fix it. The record simply had to be here somewhere.
Somewhere where I couldn’t find it. What crazy reason could they
have for not keeping the record in the Admin Trailer? No, wait.
That wasn’t it at all. The Admin Private had looked everywhere that
he would have kept a record. Suddenly I knew exactly where to
look.

The next day I was playing ping-pong with Big John.
Playing may have been the wrong word, though. Big John was kicking
my ass clear across the room. Still, it was better than hanging
around doing nothing.

“So, BJ, when’s your tour up?”

“What?”

Big John scored.

“When do you go back to the States?”

“Oh, I dunno. My orders ended two months ago.”

“Two months ago? What the hell are you doing out
here?”

“I extended.”

BJ scored again.

“Extended? What, voluntarily?”

“Yeah. Voluntarily.”

I caught the ball, granting Big John another point.
“Why the fuck would you voluntarily extend to stay out here?”

Big John shrugged. “Money’s not bad. It’s kinda
fun.”

“And if we go to war?”

“Then we go to war. It’s what we train to do. Come
on, serve the ball.”

I did. “We don’t train for war. We train to scrub the
fucking floor, and to stand in damn rows, and other useless shit
like that.”

Big John missed the table on a return slam. I scored
my first point of the match, leaving me down by ten. “Oh, come on.
We’ve gotten rifle training.”

“I haven’t fired a rifle since Basic Training.”

“Every other month there’s a trip out to the M16
range for anyone in the garage who wants to go.”

“What, train on my free time?”

“You won’t regret it if we go to war.”

“If I’m firing a fucking rifle, I’m going to want to
know what happened to all the tanks I was supposed to fix.”

“Just like last time you went to Iraq?” I had
forgotten about that. How could one even forget a thing like
that?

“I had forgotten about that.”

“How the hell could you forget about that?”

“I dunno. Say, have you seen the Lieutenant around
anywhere?”

“Not since the hamburger fiasco. Yourself?”

“Me neither. It seems odd.”

“Why’s that? I’m not sure I’d want to show my face if
I did what he did, either.”

“No, I mean it seems odd that people keep
disappearing. The Staff Duty Officer vanished last week, and now we
haven’t seen the Lieutenant for a couple of days. Where are they
hiding?”

“I don’t know. Are you complaining? Work’s been
easier without him.”

“No, it’s just that if they’re going home, I want to
go home, too. You might like it out here, but I just want to get
out of here in one piece.”

“In one piece? You make it sound as if we’re
knee-deep in Vietnam. Look, if we go to war, we’ll just push some
buttons and the Iraqi Army will get demolished. That’s how it
works.”

“That’s how it works, is it? Are you telling me
people don’t get killed in war anymore?”

“Well, not exactly, but we won’t be.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“We’ve got all this cool technology and expert
training. It gives us the edge.”

I thought about my tools. A set of wrenches, both
metric and standard. An air gun. Some rags. A crowbar. “Tell me,
BJ, what kind of training did you get for this job?”

“Well, they really just threw a big manual in my lap
and told me to read it.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Okay, but the guys dropping bombs and aiming the
missiles are well trained, and they’ve got good tools!”

“I bet those guys say the same thing about the tanks.
And I know damn well the tank drivers think we’re well
trained.”

Big John did have a point, though. Why did America
win wars given the state of the Army? The only wars I was old
enough to remember were the Gulf War and Afghanistan. I’d come to
expect a war to last about a month and result in five casualties,
all due to accidents. If the rest of the Army looked anything like
my unit, I couldn’t see how that was possible. And from what I’d
seen of the rest of the Army, it looked exactly like my unit. Like
when I was in tech school, learning how to be a tank mechanic.

We lived in barracks back then, no alcohol, no girls,
and lights out by 2200. On the other hand, there were two hundred
eighteen-year old men living in a single building. Why did they
bother with rules? I often wondered if they thought they would be
obeyed at all.

So there I was. Half sloshed on cheap beer, picking
up some blonde in a bar. I think her name was Angela. She had just
moved out of her parents’, and moved into the city. She was all
over me, admiring my uniform and saying she’d never been with a
soldier before. She was pretty good at lying. I knew she was lying,
because a friend of mine had fucked her the week before, and
suggested this bar as a good place to pick her up.

We staggered back to the barracks. After looking both
ways, she darted inside and ran into my room. Opening the door, I
saw my roommate sitting on the edge of his bed. Damn. I’d have to
come up with a way to get him out of the room. But then I noticed
the girl kneeling in front of him. Now it was a truly sticky
situation. Luckily Angela was pretty drunk by this point, and
didn’t even seem to notice. By the look of it, my roommate was far
gone, as he just waved me in with a big shit-eating grin.

Angela shut the door and immediately starting
stripping down. Skipping the seductive moves, she went for the ‘I’m
late for work and need a shower’ routine. First went the shirt,
then the skirt. She whipped off her bra, exposing her small pert
tits. Without even a glance to the erotic scene behind her, she
lowered her panties, giving me a clear view. “Strip,” she
commanded. I quickly complied, tearing my clothes off. Down to my
underwear, I heard taps playing outside.

“Shit! Lights out!” I flipped off the switch, but not
before taking a long look at the petite beauty I was about to
ravish, and an immodestly long look at the attractive girl blowing
my roommate. Pulling off my briefs, I climbed into bed.

I went right at Angela kissing her lips and fondling
her breasts. They were firm and small, like those of a young girl.
I never liked the big floppy tits all the other guys seemed to
like. After getting her warmed up, and myself just a little heated,
I moved down and starting kissing, licking, and sucking on her
nipples. A bite every now and then, too, just to keep her guessing.
She was giggling, half from me, half from the booze, but I didn’t
mind. I could hear my roommate grunt as he came, and I wanted him
to know I was having at least as much fun, too. I started to move
lower, when Angela stopped me.

“No, wait, I have to pee.”

“What?” I whispered. “I’m all worked up!”

“I won’t be long. I’ll be right back, I promise.”
Reluctantly, I slid off her. I could hear bumps and feminine
giggles — obviously the other girl was moving about, too. When the
door opened, I was immediately blinded by the light from the
hallway, but I could see both girls leave. They were wearing our
bathrobes — there’s something sexy about a woman naked under an
oversized bathrobe.

After a few minutes, the door reopened. Two female
figures re-entered, but they had obviously lost all night vision
and they resumed bumping into things and generally being clumsy as
hell. I could tell Angela was still quite drunk when I heard her
bump into the strange girl and break into laughter.

“I’m over here,” I whispered, trying to get back to
screwing as quickly as possible.

“Yeah, and I’m over here,” my roommate whispered,
“Ready for some serious fucking?”

Angela reached the bed, and promptly slipped and
fell. As she fell, she took my sheet with her, leaving me naked on
the bunk. Angela got back up, and straddled my hips. I felt the
bathrobe fall, and let my hands roam up to her tits. She leaned
down for a deep French kiss as she began fucking me.

After a few minutes in this position, I heard my
roommate grunting again. That man was practically an egg timer.
Three minutes in, three minutes out, and ready to go again. As
Angela continued to ride me, I could her him get up and start
putting his clothes on. After fumbling around for a bit, I saw a
flashlight beam start up.

My roommate scanned the flashlight around the room,
obviously looking for his clothing. The light passed over a pair of
underpants, which he promptly donned. After another scan of the
room, the light passed over the girl on his bed. She was naked,
legs spread wide open, and completely unconscious. And unmistakably
blonde. Without a doubt, my roommate had just fucked my date into
oblivion.

My roommate made the mental connection about the same
time I did, and the light swung around to me, buck naked, with a
raven-haired beauty bouncing comically up and down on my dick.
Although I was quite drunk, I was sober enough to know this wasn’t
what I had planned at all. The dark-haired girl shuddered
violently, and then leaned down to kiss me. Only then did she
notice the light, and with it, me.

“Oh, hello, it’s you,” she said, by way of
introduction.

“Um,” I replied.

“Hey, that’s my whore!” said my roommate, whose sense
of tact was severely lacking.

“Whore?”

“Yeah. If you’re going to fuck her, you’re going to
pay her! I’m not paying for sloppy seconds!”

This got the whore’s attention. Screwing a complete
stranger by accident was not a big deal, being called a whore was
just a statement of fact, but mention the possibility of not
getting paid and you had a hurricane on your hands.

“Now hold on right here,” she said, jumping off me
and onto her feet in one smooth motion, “I’ve given head and gotten
fucked, and I’m going to get paid!”

“Piss off,” replied my roommate. “Ask him for the
money, he did the fucking.”

“Well?” she asked, sternly.

“I never asked you to fuck me!” I cried. “I brought
Angela here, and he,” pointing a finger at the perpetrator, “he
fucked my date! A date, mind you, not some loose whore from the
street corner.” Okay, a little extreme there. Angela wasn’t a
whore, but only by virtue of her discount price.

“Well, goddamn it, I’m getting paid.” My roommate
turned on the light. She looked laughable, standing stark naked
with such an angry countenance. Her tits were similar in shape and
size to Angela’s, although the nipples were significantly larger
than Angela’s nickels. She was larger and more muscular, which I
supposed should have tipped me off some time ago, and probably
would have if I weren’t so toasted. She was also deeply tanned, in
stark contrast to Angela’s fair skin, and heavily tattooed.

“Fuck off, bitch. All I got from you was a blowjob,
and a lousy one at that.” Uck. I had French kissed her, too. “I
ain’t paying for pussy I didn’t get.” My roommate pulled out his
wallet. “Here, there’s ten for the blowjob.” He dropped the bill on
the floor. The whore turned to me.

“Alright, bud, you owe me fifty bucks. Cough it
up.”

“Fuck off!”

“Alright, asshole, I’m gonna beat it out of you!”

“Me?” I gestured towards my roommate. “He’s the dick
that hired you!”

The nude whore took a swing at me, which I avoided
only by stumbling and falling to the floor. My roommate saw an
opportunity and graciously reached out to restrain her, getting a
good handle on each of her tits as he did so.

“Get your damn hands off me, asshole!” cried the
whore, while kicking me in the spleen. I began rolling across the
floor to get away, when I heard a harsh knocking on the door.

When the Army knocks at your door, it’s just feigning
politeness. A knock means the door is about to be opened, one way
or another. There’s no point in opening it for them, since you
won’t have time. A typically knocker will wait a half second before
turning the doorknob, and if it’s locked, his other hand is already
reaching for his master key.

“Shit!”

The doorknob rattled, but remained steadfastly
locked. The sound of a key sliding in echoed in the small room. The
doorknob turned again, this time giving in to authority. The
Training Officer strolled into the center of the room, still fully
dressed in uniform despite the hour. None of us had moved.

I looked around. I was still on the floor, naked. The
unclothed whore was still struggling to get out of the grip of my
roommate, who was wearing only his boxers as he fondled her
breasts. Angela still lay unconscious, on her back, legs spread,
with a look of contentedness smeared across her face. On every
horizontal surface not currently occupied by undergarments or naked
bodies were scattered empty beer bottles, souvenirs of my
roommate’s pre-whore drinking binge.

The words ‘it’s not what it looks like’ popped into
my head, but my tongue made better judgment and kept quiet.

The Training Officer, stammered, looking for the
right thing to say. He finally settled on “What on God’s green
Earth is going on here?” Not a bad choice for the situation, I
guess.

That’s how I ended up in what the Army calls
‘non-judicial punishment.’ Basically, that means they’re not going
to judge you, because they already decided you’re guilty. To save
time, they skip forward to the punishing part, which I figure they
prefer anyway. As if getting kicked in the spleen by my roommate’s
whore wasn’t punishment enough, the Army decided to dock me a
half-month’s pay.

As a Private living in the barracks, I was making
just a little over five hundred dollars every two weeks. The
officer told me my next two paychecks would be about two-fifty, in
order to pay off my fine. That’s the way the Army thinks. A guy’s
getting drunk and buying whores, so you take his money. Then he’ll
have nothing better to do than show up for work.

My next paycheck came in, for seven hundred and fifty
dollars. The paycheck after that was the same. I went to the admin
office to ask about my sudden fortune. The clerk tapped at the
computer terminal, and then said, “Well, it looks like you were
awarded an extra half month’s pay as an NJP sentence.”

“I don’t mean to be a bother, but I’m pretty sure
they meant to dock me a half month’s pay, not award me a half
month’s pay.”

“No, it definitely has you getting extra money
here.”

“No shit. I saw the pay stubs.”

“Well, then, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t want to get in trouble when the Army
realizes the mistake.”

“The Army doesn’t make mistakes.”

“But surely the Army will want this money back?”

“No, they awarded it to you.”

“But they didn’t mean to.”

“They must have meant to, otherwise they wouldn’t
have. In any case, I don’t have time for this. Goodbye.” With that,
he turned away and pretended to be busy rearranging his paperclips
in the paperclip holder. It was one of those clear boxes with a
hole at the top and a magnet to keep all the paperclips
together.

So the point of the story is this: If the training
command is so jacked up as to pay a trainee five hundred dollars to
get drunk and fuck a roommate’s whore, then why does everyone keep
saying it’s our superior training that makes us win wars?


Chapter Eleven

 


“Hey, Gippy, why does America always win wars? Is it
really because God favors us?” The Chaplain and I sat on the steps
outside the library, and my mind was wandering again. I was
interested to see how the Chaplain reacted to this one. If God
favored us, then it seemed that our Army was really unnecessary.
Wouldn’t God protect us no matter what? Would a loving God let the
righteous get trampled in battle? If God wasn’t on our side, why
did we have Chaplains here at all?

“Well,” began the Chaplain, “it’s not that God picks
sides in battle exactly. But he never abandons the faithful,
either.”

“Isn’t that a contradiction?” The whole Church is
built on contradictions, and I loved pointing them out. God is
loving, but he rained fire down on Sodom and Gomorrah. Does a baby
that dies before christening go to purgatory? If so, is God really
a just God? Did not God give man free will, then turn around and
hand down Commandments? Why do the Commandants forbid the coveting
of my neighbor’s wife, who might just happen to be really
attractive, but not say jack shit about not forcing people to live
in Kuwait like a fucking nomad waiting for a war that may or may
not happen?

“Well, God gives us the ability to win our wars. We
still have to do the fighting ourselves.”

“What do you mean?”

“God allows us to build the better weapons, and
blesses us with better men to train us, and better men to fight
beside.” Ah, yes, the famous ‘better training’ argument. “But the
actual fight he leaves to us.”

“Sounds pretty cowardly to me.”

“No, no, it’s not like that. Our Father wishes us to
grow and experience. If he did everything for us, we wouldn’t get
better.”

“If we die, we won’t get better either.”

“If you die for your country, you can continue to
grow in Heaven.”

“Okay, then, here’s a poser. If I break one of the
Commandments, but then die for my country, would I go to
Heaven?”

“Well, it’s not that simple. You have to look at a
life as a whole, not single events.”

“No other judicial system works that way.”

“No, it doesn’t. But then again, there is no
punishment worse, nor reward greater, than those handed out by our
Savior.”

“So, what you’re saying is, God wants us to win, but
he wants us to do it ourselves in order to become better?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“But doesn’t Jesus teach that we should love our
neighbor and forgive the sinner?”

“Yes, he does.”

“Then why does God encourage us to become better
warriors?”

“I think you’re missing the point, Alex.”

The Chaplain was correct on that. I was missing
something, anyway. “So, Gippy, God lets the aircraft mechanic stay
here, until he develops enough to figure out how to get out of
here?”

“Well, that could be one reason he’s here.”

“But you tried to help him leave by breaking into the
Admin Trailer.”

“Yes, but God does work in mysterious ways.”

“And we took a Special Request Form, even though the
Bible says ‘Thou shall not steal.’”

“Yes, well….” The Chaplain had begun to look
decidedly nervous. “God makes exceptions. And I think I sense the
hand of the Jehovah’s Witnesses involved in here somewhere.”

“And that makes it alright?”

“In this case, I think so.”

The security forces had begun suiting up for the next
patrol. I glanced at my watch. They were late.

The security forces patrolled the base perimeter on a
set schedule. I couldn’t think of a better way to make it easy for
someone to break into the base. When I first arrived, before I
learned how things worked, I tried to point out the flaw.

“Sergeant? Did you know your security patrols work on
a regular schedule?”

The random sergeant I had addressed looked me over. I
didn’t know his relationship to the unit, but he was the first
authoritative-looking person I saw after I entered the security
hut. “Of course they do. Don’t you?”

“Don’t I what?”

“Don’t you work on a schedule?”

“Well, yes, I do.”

“Then why shouldn’t they?”

“Well, what if an attacker learned their schedule,
and tried to cut through the fence between patrols?”

“Where do you work, soldier?”

“Vehicle maintenance.”

“And you work on a set schedule?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Then why don’t you feel the security forces have the
right to do the same?”

“Well, I just thought random patrols would be more
secure.”

“Why?”

“To catch attackers off-guard.”

“But you work a schedule.”

“I don’t try to catch tanks off-guard.”

“Look, if you work a set schedule, but the security
forces had to bounce around, it just wouldn’t be fair to them.”

“Fair? They’re supposed to keep me safe! I’m not
concerned about what’s fair!”

And that was that. A totally pointless exercise in
trying to improve base security, resulting in absolutely no
progress. The security forces still conducted patrols on a set
schedule, and after a while, I forgot about it. Since nobody had
killed me yet, I guess I just stopped caring.

“Have you told the security forces about the
Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy?” I teased.

“Shhh! We don’t know for certain they’re not
involved.” Gippy really took this phobia too far in my opinion. But
then again, you never knew, did you?

“Alright, here’s what we need to do, Gip,” I said,
leading him in. “We’ll break into the Imaginary Sergeant’s office,
and sort this out for good.”

“What? You’re crazy!”

“So I’ve been told. But it’s the only way we’ll get
to the bottom of the Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy.” I didn’t
actually believe in the Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy, but I had my
own reasons.

“Look, if you want to piss up the ass of Satan, then
be my guest. But don’t be surprised if the steam burns your pecker
off. You’re on your own on this one.”

“Come on Chaplain. It’s your duty as a man of the
cloth.”

The Chaplain sighed. “We can’t do it anyway, he’s in
there at night, remember?”

“We’ll do it in the middle of the day.”

“Break into the Imaginary Sergeant’s office in broad
daylight? I knew you were crazy, but that is simply suicidal!”

“No, look. We’ll get Big John to create a diversion
by arguing with the Admin Private, then you and I can slip in the
back window.”

“I don’t trust Big John. What if he tips them
off?”

“He won’t tip them off. He’s my friend.” Of course,
Big John was a Jehovah’s Witness. But I wasn’t looking for
Jehovah’s Witnesses. I was looking for something far more
important.

The security forces began moving the remainder of
their gear onto trucks.

“When?”

“Tomorrow, lunchtime. Meet behind the Admin
Trailer.”

“Something tells me this is a bad idea.”

“Probably just your conscience. Ignore it.”

The next morning started like every morning since the
Hamburger Incident, as it had become known. Life was easier without
the Lieutenant. It’s not that any more or any less work got done,
but without the officer around to force us to look busy, we could
rest whenever we finished whatever needed done. When he was around,
we had to work slowly, and without breaks, or we would finish too
soon and get accused of not working hard enough.

So we were lounging around, basically giving the
coffee time to bleed out of our cups and into our blood, when the
Lieutenant returned. He threw open the door, intentionally slamming
it open to create a thunderous crash. Framed in the entrance, he
was truly a sight to behold. He was decked out in his dress
uniform, complete with all his medals and ribbons. Extending from
his right hand and tucked under his elbow was a riding crop. He
looked in every way how Hollywood thinks an Army officer looks. He
also looked totally out of place in the desert.

I still don’t know where the hell he got a dress
uniform out here. Nobody wore dress uniforms in Kuwait. We each had
three sets of camouflage, which we rotated weekly for laundry. Some
of the less hygiene-aware soldiers would rotate them monthly, which
allowed them to put off laundry day for an entire quarter. Besides
those, we mostly wore civilian clothes. T-shirts and shorts were by
far the most comfortable clothes for the clime. Dress uniforms, on
the other hand, were amongst the least.

“Sergeant Rich! Assemble the men!” the Lieutenant
barked.

“Yessir,” replied the confounded Sergeant.

The process of getting assembled took less time than
usual, thanks to countless hours of practice for the General. Once
in formation, Lieutenant Daniels put the troops at ease, and
confidently addressed us. We, on the other hand, stood silently in
shock through the entire speech.

“Alright, men, you all know why you’re here. You’re
here to protect our grand country, the United States of America,
from whatever threats may lay ahead. From the looks of it, we could
be in harm’s way very soon now. Which means that we, you and I, are
America’s first line of defense today.

“The best defense, however, is a good offense. And
that’s what we’re going to be — the best first line of offense in
the whole damn Army. We’re going to work our goddamn asses off to
be the best damn first line of offense in the whole damn Army! If
any man doesn’t think he can be part of the best of the best, let
him step back now.”

The Lieutenant paused for effect. “We’ve had some
setbacks, that’s true. We’re down, but we’re not out. We didn’t get
where we are today by giving up when things got hard! When we get
knocked down, we come up fighting!

“You may be wondering where I’ve been the last couple
of days. Well, I’ll tell you. I’ve been in the library, trying to
find the answers to our problems. And I found them. Gentlemen, in a
book. A book with all the answers! I’ve read everything there is to
read on the life of our greatest leader, General Patton. And
gentlemen, I can tell you things are going to be a little different
around here from now on.

“We stand today on the cusp of the greatest day of
our lives. Are we prepared, gentlemen? We are the best fighting
force on the planet. But we need to be better still. Because it’s
not sufficient to win a war; we have to do the best job possible.
Remember that! The absolute best possible!

“So, men, we are going to train like we’ve never
trained before. And we’re going to repair tanks like we’ve never
repaired tanks before! Take the rest of the day off to think about
it, and well reconvene at 0700 tomorrow morning, ready to fight!
Hooah!”

Hooah? Every soldier in the room was simultaneously
thinking, ‘What the fuck happened to Lieutenant Daniels?’

I was at a loss. I had a couple hours to kill before
breaking into the Admin Trailer. BJ and I spent the time walking
around, admiring the wildlife. There wasn’t any.

“Why does Saddam want a war?” he asked me.

“Beats the fuck out of me, Big John. Why?”

“Seriously, if you were him, what would you do?”

“I dunno. Since Iraq’s already had it’s ass kicked by
America, I suppose I’d plea bargain. You know, I’ll stop producing
forbidden weapons or whatever, if you give me shitloads of cool
Japanese televisions. Probably get a couple of billion dollars or
something, whatever we bribe little countries with these days.”

“So why doesn’t he?”

“I really don’t know. Maybe he’s just stupid. Why?
What would you do in his shoes?”

“I think he thinks we’ll give up. Like Castro. Live
forever as a thorn in the side of a helpless superpower.”

“But this is different, isn’t it? We never told
Castro we were going to kill him unless he did something, did
we?”

“We told the Soviets that line all the time, we never
meant it.” Soviets? I had forgotten about them. Childhood memories.
I once saw documentary on the History Channel. If we get nuked,
duck under your desk. Stop, drop, and roll, or some such shit. It
was different these days. It was modern. It was civilized. These
days we had peace.

“Yeah, but we’ve already kicked his ass once.”

“But we didn’t take him out, did we?”

“Well, no.”

“Then what’s the worst that could happen? We invade,
take over, destroy whatever it is the UN can’t find, and then go
home? Big deal.”

“But the President said we’re going to take him
out.”

“Yeah, right. That’s not going to happen.”

I thought on it. It occurred to me that I was
believing the President, a professional politician. I dimly
remembered his father. “No New Taxes,” he said. The old joke was he
used the same tired old taxes, just higher. So if this President
said we were going to kill Saddam Hussein, why should I believe
him? Why should Saddam believe him?

Of course, this President had done Afghanistan. Sort
of. From what I saw on the news, we dropped some bombs while the
Afghan people did the down and dirty fighting. America didn’t like
fighting on the ground. People got hurt when you fought face to
face. Perhaps more importantly, people’s feelings got hurt. You
could see the people you killed.

“Up for an early-morning ice cream?” Big John broke
my train of thought. There was a Baskin-Robbins in our camp. I
always thought that was a grand joke. Here we were, on the front
lines of battle, but we had a Baskin-Robbins in case we got the
munchies for a frozen treat. Half the soldiers were living in
tents, but the Baskin-Robbins had its own trailer. You had to eat
quickly, or it would melt all over your uniform, but it wasn’t bad
ice cream. It was also about the only place you could spend money
in camp.

There was, of course, free ice-cream in the mess. But
it was only available in chocolate and vanilla, and sometimes,
strawberry. While the soft-serve was good, sometimes I got a
hankering for some old-fashioned hard-pack pistachio nut ice-cream,
a hankering that only an overpriced cone from a franchised trailer
could appease.

“Sure, why not?”

We stepped inside the nearly empty trailer. Behind
the counter stood a local worker. By local, of course, I mean
imported from the other side of the globe. This one looked like a
Bangladeshi worker. Kuwait would use the money from the oil to
bring these guys across the world to do all their dirty work. They
would find some unemployed father of eight, and force him to sign a
five-year contract. Then he’d serve ice cream to American soldiers
for a few dollars a month, which he mailed back to his wife. At
first I was repulsed by the whole arrangement; it seemed so
archaic, so un-American. But then I realized it wasn’t un-American;
it was in fact very American. It was the same arrangement that got
me here.

“Good Morning.”

“Good Morning. Could I have a single vanilla cone
please?”

“Yeah, and a double chocolate for me?”

“No problem.”

“Hey,” I queried, “if you don’t mind me asking, how
much longer do you have here?”

“Two more years. Yourself?”

“Another six months, then another two years of
service back in Texas.”

“My sympathies.”

“To you as well.”

We weren’t supposed to talk to the foreigners, but
everyone did. They were human, after all. More so than our
superiors, I often suspected.

“Do you ever think of leaving?”

“Leaving?”

“You know, going home? Fuck the contract, just go
home to your wife and kids?”

The ice cream man looked confused. “I’m sorry, I not
speak English very well. I don’t understand your phrase, ‘fuck the
contract.’”

“Sorry. I mean, just go back to Bangladesh.”

“Life is better here.”

I choked on my ice cream. How do you choke on ice
cream? I managed it somehow.

“What’s the matter, Alex?” asked Big John.

“I just can’t imagine life here being better than
anywhere else.”

“I’m telling you man, life is great here. No worries,
no problems. It’s a grand old life as long as you don’t let him
wear you down.”

“Who?”

“You know, him. Whoever he is.”

I didn’t. I suspected the ice cream man did.

Big John and I ate our ice cream, said our goodbyes,
and agreed to meet again behind the Admin Trailer at lunch. The
Lieutenant’s return had been a shock, but the day was just
beginning.


Chapter Twelve

 


The three of us meet stealthily behind the Admin
Trailer, and reviewed the plan.

“How much time do you think you can earn us?” asked
the nervous Chaplain.

“With this?” Big John waved the DA Form 5 I had given
him. “Probably at least ten minutes.”

The DA Form 5, Property Request Form, was a work of
art. Taking one of the DA Form 5s I had stolen during my last
illicit excursion into the Admin Trailer, Big John had made up a
request for the entire Admin Trailer. I had carefully forged
Lieutenant Daniels’s signature, resulting in a document demanding
that the Admin Private move the entire trailer to wherever Big John
wished it. I was sure that Lieutenant Daniels would catch hell for
this, but as Patton himself had said, “War is Hell.”

“Where are you going to ask for the trailer to
go?”

“About three feet to the south.”

I had to glance over at the Patriot batteries to see
which way was south. South was the direction they weren’t pointed.
Looking to the south, I realized why Big John had picked that
direction.

“There’s only two feet between this trailer and the
one next to it.”

“Yes, I know. And only two feet to the next trailer.
And to the next one. And so on and so forth, all the way across
Trailer Town.”

“That’s pretty smart, John,” said the Chaplain. He
looked down at his wrist. “Okay, synchronize our watches… 1200 on
my mark… ready… Mark!”

The Chaplain looked up. We were staring back at
him.

“Didn’t you set your watches?”

“I don’t have a watch on.”

“Me neither.”

“What?” The Chaplain expressed true shock, followed
by a heavy sigh. “We’ll just have to risk it. I’ll set my watch for
five minutes, then we’ve got to get out of there, okay?”

“Sure thing,” I replied.

“Alright then. You keep the Private occupied for ten
full minutes, to give us a margin of safety.”

“Roger, can do.” Big John turned and walked around
the corner towards the front entrance.

“Okay, let’s get to work,” I urged after a moment or
two.

“Give him time to get the Admin Private worked up.”
The Chaplain paused a few more seconds, and then peeked through the
blinds into the office. “It looks empty, let’s go.”

The Chaplain pulled out a tool unlike any I’d ever
seen before. It had a heavy handle, with an odd-shaped firm wire
protruding about a foot out, bent in several places with
ninety-degree bends.

“That’s for opening windows?”

“In a way, yes.” The Chaplain grasped the tool by the
wire, just beside the handle, and then smashed the handle into the
glass. The window shattered and fell to the floor inside the
office. The Chaplain ducked under the sill, and pulled me down with
him. “Wait and make sure he didn’t hear that.”

“Hear that?” I whispered. “You broke the fucking
window! Of course he heard it.”

“I don’t think so. Listen.” I did. I focused my
hearing, and found the Admin Private’s voice. It was obviously very
upset about something. I couldn’t make it what he was yelling, but
I did catch a few words. ‘Three feet,’ ‘impossible,’ and
‘ludicrous’ all made it to my ears. Big John was coming through
with his part of the bargain. The Chaplain smiled, stood up, and
leaped into the window. I followed, landing hard on the broken
glass inside the tiny office.

With the exception of the window and the door, the
office walls were covered in bookcases. The bookcases were entirely
full of records of some sort. There was no desk, and with the
exception of a few walking paths, the floor was coated in records
stacked four feet high.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed the Chaplain. “We’ve found the
mother lode! There’s got to be some real damning evidence of the
Jehovah’s Witness conspiracy in here!”

“I don’t know about that,” I answered. “I think there
might be other forces at work here.”

I picked up a record at random, and stared at the
cover.

 


Private Paul L. Johnson

Enlisted Service Record

(cont. from previous record)

 


I set the record down and picked up another from a
different stack. The cover was identical. Grabbing a record from
the shelves, I saw the same label.

“Chaplain, would you look at these?” I whispered.

The Chaplain was already flipping through a random
record. “Yeah, the Admin Private never looked back here for
Smitty’s record. I bet it’s back here somewhere. Look around.”

“It is, Chaplain. I found it.”

The Chaplain looked up at me. “You found it? Which
one is it?”

“All of them.”

“What?”

“All of them. Private Paul L. Johnson. That’s
Smitty.” The Chaplain looked down at the record in his hands, and
dropped it in shock.

“Oh my God… It’s worse than I thought!” Reaching
down, he picked up the fallen record, and began reading it.
“Everything he’s ever done is in here! Look at this!”

I walked over, and looked over the Chaplain’s
shoulder. The page was dated 15 OCT 98, and was a record of his
every activity throughout the day.

 


0500 Reveille. Subject awakens.

0510 Subject proceeds to latrine. Shaves.

0530 Subject proceeds to mess hall. Subject orders
ham and cheese omelet, hash browns, and biscuit. Subject puts
ketchup on hash browns, Tabasco sauce on omelet. Subject does not
finish eating omelet.

 


This continued on for the entire day. I couldn’t
believe my own eyes. The Chaplain flipped the page. Each page
contained a similar level of private detail on this particular
Private.

“What the hell does it mean,” wondered the Chaplain
aloud.

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

The Chaplain’s watch beeped. Had it been five minutes
already? It was hard to tell. I grabbed a random record, and shoved
it into my jacket. I followed the Chaplain out the window, and took
off running. I had some thinking to do, so I went straight to my
room.

There were over a hundred pages in the record jacket
I had taken. The whole folder covered less than one month’s of
Smitty’s life. One month! They were recording everything he did,
down to the most minute detail. For what purpose? It was crazy, but
it still didn’t make any sense. Not to me, anyway. I read through
the first ten pages or so, when I realized how voyeuristic I was
acting. Ashamed, I slid the record under my mattress. Why do people
always hide stuff under mattresses? Everyone knows that if you lift
any mattress, you’re going to find a king’s ransom in money and
porn, but we still insist on hiding stuff there. Possibly because
no semi-decent man would steal from under a mattress. Taking
something from his desk is just borrowing; after all, if he didn’t
want to share, he wouldn’t have put it somewhere you could find it,
right? But the crack under the mattress is a man’s personal space.
That’s his stuff.

I went out and found the aircraft mechanic eating
lunch in the mess hall.

“I’ve got bad news, Smitty,” I said in greeting.

“Sit down. Whatever you’re going to say, I’ve got
worse news.”

“I don’t think so.”

“No, I’ve got really bad news. But go on, tell me
your news.”

“I found your record, Smitty.”

Smitty’s head jumped up so quickly I thought he might
break his neck. Has that ever happened to anyone? Just hear some
news when you’re not expecting it, then just like that, you’re
dead? Broke neck.

“That sounds like good news, Alex.”

“There’s more. I found it in the Imaginary Sergeant’s
office.”

“So he’s been hiding it, or what?”

“I don’t think so. It’s all that was in the
office.”

“What, an empty room with just my record?”

“Not an empty room.”

“You said there was nothing else in the room. Which
is it?” Smitty looked at me with a confused expression, which put
me in the mind of a puppy when you put its treat behind your
back.

“You don’t understand. The office was filled with
your record. Your record, well, it fills the entire office. There
are libraries with less paper than your record.”

Smitty was dumbfounded. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No, dead serious. I’ve got one jacket’s worth in our
room.”

“Well, damn, that was worse news.”

“Why, what was yours?”

Smitty pointed at the wall. A new sign on the wall
proclaimed:

 


Due to the sudden increase in soldiers assigned to
this command, custom orders can no longer be accepted.

 


“No omelets?”

“No omelets.”

“Damn!”

“Alright,” said Smitty, bringing the conversation
back to himself, “let’s take a look at this jacket. I think I’d
like to see what’s in it.”

The omelets were more serious than they appeared at
first. It was an omen, and not the first. The first occurred a few
days before, when Smitty had gotten pissed at Big John again, and
tried to move back into the tents.

“No.”

“What?” replied the shocked aircraft mechanic. He had
room switching down to an art. Which made sense, of course, since
he had a lot of practice. Each time he switched rooms he followed
the same script, answering the same questions the same way. ‘No’
was not the correct response to the previous question.

“Look,” said the Sergeant, “I can’t move you out of
the barracks. There are no more spaces.”

“What do you mean, no room in the tents?”

“I mean we’ve got soldiers sleeping in every bunk.
Unless you want to sleep on top of one of them, you’re shit out of
luck.”

“Well, if the tents are full, then there must be
other bunks free in the barracks?”

“Nope, all full.”

“All full?”

“All full.”

“So, there isn’t a single free bunk anywhere?”

“That’s correct.”

“So, if more soldiers come in, where are they going
to stay?”

“In tents.”

“But I can’t stay in a tent?”

“No, we’re out of tents.”

Smitty shook his head in disbelief. “So, where are
the other guys getting tents from?”

“They’re bringing them.”

“They’re bringing their own tents here?”

“You got it. Sorry about your roommates, at least
you’ve only got two.”

“Only two?”

“Some of the rooms have four or five people in them
now.”

Smitty had relayed all this to me a few days before
in the mess hall during breakfast. It seemed incredible at the
time.

“He was pulling your leg, Smit.”

“I’m not so certain, Alex.”

“Why’s that?”

“I went to me old tent, and sure enough, someone was
in my bunk.”

“Coincidence.”

“And when I was walking back, I could have swore
there were more tents than last time I was over there.”

“Are you sure?”

“I didn’t fucking count them. But it felt like more
tents.”

“If there are more people here… then that means war
is coming, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know. Does it?”

“I guess. I mean, why fly all these people out here
if they’re just going to sit on their asses?”

“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last eight
years?” Smitty had a point. Smitty had a damn good point. That was
all I’d been doing, too. That was all anyone here had been doing
for years.

“Good point, Smit.” I took another bite of my
custom-ordered omelet. “So you’re saying we’re not going to
war?”

“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying I’m not so
sure.”

“How can we tell?”

“When we get shot.”

“If we get shot, we’re at war? Until then, we’re
not?”

“Well, yeah, I guess. It’s not a war if nobody’s
shooting at you, is it?”

“Another good point,” I conceded, taking another bite
of the omelet. It was pretty good.


Chapter
Thirteen

 


Smitty and I were walking back towards our barracks
when we came across Big John. He was walking towards the mess hall,
but upon seeing us, he changed his mind and joined our duo,
creating a trio.

“Hey, guys, heard the news?” he spouted
excitedly.

“About my record?”

“Your record? No, I mean the Staff Duty Officer!”

“The old Staff Duty Officer? He went AWOL. He’s been
gone for days. We know that.”

“No, they found him!”

“Where?” I was still curious how he had stayed hidden
so long.

“They found him in Riyadh, of all places!”

Riyadh? Riyadh was the capital of Saudi Arabia,
consistently ranked in the top five of Least Interesting Places to
Visit. No alcohol, no gambling, and no skin. You can’t say ‘Hello’
to your sister without the Morality Police coming by to chop your
dick off for indecency. Why anyone in their right minds would
voluntarily go there was beyond me.

“Why did he go there?”

“I only caught parts of it, but it had something to
do with parties.”

“Panties?”

“No, parties.”

“Oh.” Realization dawned. Smitty saw my expression
and turned to me.

“I don’t suppose you could elaborate a little on
that?”

“Well, the night before he disappeared, he caught me
out late. He tried to write me up for partying at night.”

“Were you too loud?”

“No, I wasn’t partying at all. I was sneaking into
the barracks.”

“So why did he want to write you up for
partying?”

“It’s a long story. Because he wasn’t partying.
Anyway, he tried to write me up. I told him I wasn’t partying at
all, and if I wanted to party, I would have done it somewhere where
he wouldn’t have expected it.”

“You told him to go to Riyadh?” interrupted Big
John.

“No, no… I just told him to look where he wouldn’t be
expected.”

“Ah,” said Smitty. “I don’t get it.”

“Do you suppose he got anyone, then?” BJ asked.

“In Riyadh? You’ve got to be kidding. Who could he
have possibly caught there?”

“I dunno. I’ve never been.”

“Me neither, but it’s not a pretty place I’ve been
told.”

“Maybe they only tell you that to keep you out. Maybe
it’s kinda like Vegas.”

“Vegas? We’re talking about the Saudi Arabian
capital!”

“It’s in a desert.”

“We’re in a fucking desert! Does this look like
Vegas?”

“It could, what with some neon and all.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

“I dunno, Alex, he might be on to something. You
could really get a tourism industry going with a decent Vegas
around here.”

“They’ll never stand for it, I tell you. These are
Arabs!” I couldn’t believe how ignorant some people were of other
cultures. “They would never let it be built.”

“I dunno, Alex. If they got a portion of the profits,
surely that would sate some of that resistance. They used to not
let people drill for oil.”

“Yeah, BJ, you think so? Just try opening up a
casino, and see what happens.”

“I will,” Big John joked. “You wait and see. Not to
change the subject, but where are you going to?”

“We’re heading back to the barracks. I wanted to show
Smitty one of the jackets from his record.”

“Oh, okay. Well, I’m going to get some chow. I’ll
catch you two later, okay?” He turned again, walking the same
stretch of road for the third time in as many minutes.

The two of us resumed our trek back to the barracks,
but not for long. Again we were interrupted, this time by a cloud
of dust rising from Trailer Town.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Smitty, “We’re being
bombed!”

“Relax, Smitty. There aren’t any sirens. It looks
more like some kind of construction.”

“Construction? Whatever for?”

“Probably putting in new stuff for all the new
soldiers. I bet we finally get a decent-sized pool, or maybe a
bowling alley.” This was the sort of hopeless optimism that comes
from ignoring everything that goes on around you. We couldn’t have
omelets anymore, but by God, we were going to get a bowling alley.
Yeah, right.

“You think? Why’d they want to build it in Trailer
Town, rather than over by all the barracks?”

“Beat’s the shit out of me. Come on, let’s go take a
look.”

“What about my jacket? My records!”

“They’ll still be there. Let’s see what’s going on
first.”

Turning again, we cut across the wasteland towards
Trailer Town. Arriving, we wondered at what we saw. There were at
least fifty trucks, forklifts, and various rigging arrangements
scattered about, along with hundreds of soldiers sweating in the
mid-day heat. Whatever was happening, it was important.

“Hey, you!” I approached a random soldier. “What’s
going on here?”

“We’re moving this trailer.”

“Where to?”

“Just three feet off to the side.”

Big John had done it! I couldn’t believe it, but
looking up the row, it was true. Every damn trailer was hooked up
to ropes and pulleys, and the whole damn thing was being shifted by
three feet. I had to see the Admin Private about this.

Leaving Smitty behind, I jogged to the appropriate
trailer. The Admin Private sat on a rock, silently stewing in
misery. Seeing me, he leapt to his feet.

“You goddamn dirty son-of-a-bitch! I’ll get you, you
just wait!”

I looked around. I guessed he was talking to me,
although I wasn’t sure what wrong I had done him. “What’s the
matter?”

“What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” He waved his
arms hysterically at the mayhem around him. “That’s the fucking
matter! Look at this! It’s all your fault!”

“My fault? I don’t understand.” I didn’t.

“Everything was smooth as whiskey until you showed
up. Suddenly DA Form 5s start falling out of the sky! They’re
everywhere! I had one today requesting another pad of DA Form 5
forms!” I suddenly remembered handing a few of the forms out to
friends. I figured it would help grease the wheels, and get more
stuff done around the camp. From the expression of the Admin
Private, it had.

“I don’t understand, though, what’s all this got to
do with me?”

“All this,” he waved at the mess again, “is due to
one of your stinking forms! Someone requested these trailers, and
they requested them three fucking feet over!”

“Relax, man. At least you get the day off,
right?”

The Admin Private glared daggers at me. “I’m going to
catch you, Specialist Hoffman. Mark my words, I’ll find your game
and I’ll fix you up right. Nothing happens here that I don’t know
about, you understand that?”

“Then why don’t you know about Private Johnson’s
record?”

“Because Private Johnson isn’t here! I told you
that!”

I pointed down the road. “Bullshit. He’s right
there.”

“No he isn’t.”

“Yes he is, look!”

“No, I won’t.”

For a man of such power, the Admin Private could be
so childish. Fuck him. I hadn’t yet made up my mind how much he
knew about Private Johnson’s record.

“Let’s split,” I said, returning to Smitty. “It’s too
hot to stay out here all day.”

“Alright, let’s see this record then.”

“Sure. Take the bus?”

“Yeah, I’m sick and tired of walking in this
heat.”

It was actually faster to walk than to take a bus,
and the air conditioning on the buses was marginal at best. The
real reason to take a bus was just to sit down and rest, taking
some weight off your feet. The bus drivers drove extraordinarily
slowly, obeying every traffic sign and speed limit. Nobody else on
the roads did.

Once we reached the bus stop, we found another
surprise. Taped over the bus schedule was a simple paper sign.
Paper signs were common; since it so rarely rained, laminated signs
weren’t cost effective. Every time it did rain, people had to run
around rushing to replace all the signs. Inevitably one or two
would be missed, and they would always be the critical ones.
Somehow they would manage the sign with the library hours on it,
but they’d forget a damn stop sign until some poor bastard got run
over. The last time it happened, it was a bus driver that drove
straight through an unmarked intersection.

This sign, however, was new. We read it:

 


All buses cancelled until further notice, due to
increased camp population.

 


Fuck it all! Why the hell were they taking everything
away from us? For a war that started ten years ago but hasn’t
happened yet? I felt like America had just told me, ‘Hey, you might
get killed soon, so we’re going to make life as miserable as
possible for you.’

“What a crock of shit,” remarked Smitty. He reached
out and pulled down the sign. Tearing it up, he tossed it into the
wind. I wondered how long the next soldier was going to wait before
giving up on the bus.

“No kidding.”

“No, I mean it. What a fucking crock of shit!”
Smitty’s sudden anger surprised me. “I mean, what’s fucking next?
Are we going to have to start catching our own food and drinking
our own piss?”

“Relax, we’ll just walk. It’s not a big deal.”

“No, it is a big deal! No omelets, no room changes,
and now no fucking buses! It’s not right!”

I did agree. Why should we get less, when more was
being expected of us? It didn’t make any sense, that was for sure.
Not that I ever expected any out of the Army, but one could always
hope, couldn’t one?

I guess it’s kind of like that for a lot of people,
though. Take the soldiers who moved the damn trailers, for example.
Every one of them was sweating like a pig, working in the desert
sun, trying to move a damn trailer. And where was the officer in
charge? Ten bucks puts him inside the trailer, enjoying the air
conditioning. He hardly lifted a finger, and he had it made.

I idly wondered what was happening to the guys who
weren’t serving us anymore. Where were the egg-flippers and bus
drivers? Did they suddenly take up arms and man the front lines
when war came? Did years of training as an egg-flipper make them a
better shot? Or did they just go serve omelets to the newly arrived
officers? If I had to guess, I’d go for the latter.

The Army told me I was an “Army of One.” Army of one?
What the fuck did that mean, anyway? The Army dumps me off in a
foreign desert, and tells me I’m on my own? A tank mechanic can’t
win a war by himself, I often thought. Whatever.

So Smitty and I walked back to the barracks in
silence. We had forgotten about the Lieutenant’s newfound love of
Patton, the oversized service record, even the mobile trailers. All
we thought of was how much we’d like to have one damn bus to drive
us back. It wasn’t fair; I’d give you that. Not fair at all.

By the time we got back to our room, we were so
pissed we forgot about the record entirely. Which was odd, really,
since I usually walked anyway.


Chapter
Fourteen

 


In the morning, we were assembled into formation,
standing like little toy soldiers. Was the General returning? Was
CNN coming to tape a special on our fine brave troops defending the
front lines? No! It was all for our valiant leader, Lieutenant
Daniels, back from the grave of his career, and born again as the
phoenix was, to set himself afire and smolder and burn once more.
Not that anyone asked me.

“Gentlemen! We may have lost the battle, but we have
yet to lose the war! For they may take our hamburgers, but they can
never take our initiative!” I wondered where this was going, if
anywhere.

“Let’s review our tactical situation. Our image is
besmudged, our visages tarnished, and our repute is in disrepute.”
If nothing else, college had made Lieutenant Daniels a hell of an
orator. It was hell to listen to him, and I was worried my feet
would kill me before he finished. I was almost right. I survived,
but only barely. “We need fresh ideas, fresh thinking. What this
unit needs is fresh blood!” That was the truth. “We’re going to
turn this unit around, by God, and mark my words, before the week’s
out Lieutenant Dickson will rue the day he so much as thought me
his lesser!

“To tackle a challenge of such magnitude as this, the
circumstances necessitate a strategy,” he continued, demonstrating
the ability to use a thesaurus, “and such a stratagem as would be
beyond the grasp of ordinary mortals. But we are not ordinary men;
far from it! We are a new breed, a strong class of men. We are
America’s new warriors!” My feet began to hurt. I never did like to
stand for long.

“So, herefore is our plan: We shall call retreat for
a thirty-minute stand down, wherein each man amongst us shall
develop a plan for our communal salvation. At this point, I shall
call upon each of you singly, and you shall divulge your proposals,
which I shall digest and contemplate. This afternoon, I shall
commence execution of the best plan put forward!”

We stood in silent awe. Who else could call that a
plan? Wait for someone else to come up with an idea and then claim
it as their own? What genius! I developed a new sense of respect
for our idiotic leader.

“Troops — attention! You are dismissed to brainstorm.
Reconvene at this location in thirty minutes.”

I climbed atop a handy tank, dangling myself on the
barrel. Or muzzle. Or gun. Or whatever they called it. You’d think
a tank mechanic would know, but I didn’t. I tried in vain to think
of ideas to give the Lieutenant, but I couldn’t think of a damn
thing. After about twenty-five minutes, Staff Sergeant Rich
sauntered over to my perch.

“Whatcha got, Alex?”

“What do you mean?”

“What grand scheme did ya develop?”

“Why? You need something to claim as your own?”

Rich looked sheepish. “No, no… Just checking up on my
troops, that’s all. See how you’re coming along.”

“I ain’t got shit. How would I know how to salvage
his damn reputation? I don’t even know why I care what his damn
reputation is, anyway. If he continues to fuck up, won’t he get
replaced?”

“Possibly.”

“Could his replacement possibly be any worse?”

Sergeant Rich stood quietly. I’m sure he was thinking
that he wasn’t supposed to criticize the officers in front of
subordinates, but I was right. “I know you’re not supposed to
criticize officers in front of me,” I said, “but I’m right, aren’t
I?”

The sheepish look intensified. “Yeah, I guess
so.”

“So, why don’t you just suggest that he fuck up, and
get replaced, and never see Lieutenant Dickson again?”

“I couldn’t do that!”

“Why not?”

“Because…” Rich paused. “I don’t know, but I can’t do
that.”

“What’s the worst that could happen? You get
transferred out of here, maybe back to the States?”

“Maybe if I worded it just right…”

“Yeah, there’s the ticket. Spruce it up with fancy
words; he’ll fall for it like shit off a camel’s ass.”

“Hey, you’re right. Besides, it’s not important what
he thinks of the ideas, as long as we all have one, right?” I still
didn’t. “Thanks, I appreciate it! Hey, before I go, I’ve got a joke
for you. Want to hear it?”

“No.”

Ignoring me, he continued, “How does a blonde have
safe sex?”

“I dunno.”

“She pads the headboard!” The belly laugh from the
Sergeant echoed through the garage, waking several snoozing
soldiers. “Get it?”

“Yeah, I get it.” I did, although I wish I
didn’t.

Before long, Lieutenant Daniels returned to call on
us. Staff Sergeant Rich was first, and walked across the garage to
the Lieutenant’s desk. He took little time in explaining his idea.
Apparently he had taken my idea seriously, but not the flowery
language part. We all watched the reaction, as Sergeant Rich
received a good telling to. After a few short minutes, they
returned.

“Attention, everyone! One minor alternation to the
plan — your ideas must be decent, reasonable ideas! Does everyone
understand me?” We all nodded. We understood, although I still
didn’t have an idea. The Lieutenant pointed at Big John. “Private
Chavez! You’re next!” Turning his back, he walked back to his
desk.

Avoiding Sergeant Rich, I mingled with the other
soldiers. I was spotted anyway. Sergeant Rich made a beeline for
me, and I knew I was in for it. However, salvation came quickly,
for Big John had been gone not thirty seconds before he and the
Lieutenant returned.

“Attention, everyone! A clarification may be in order
here. Everyone must present an idea. Not having an idea is not a
good idea! Am I making myself perfectly clear?” We all nodded in
understanding, and I still didn’t have an idea. “Specialist
Hoffman, you’re next!”

Oh, shit. I walked over to the officer, still without
an idea. I couldn’t believe I had been bested by the Lieutenant’s
scheme. He was going to take credit for our thinking, and I
couldn’t think of anything better. Then it hit me — I didn’t have
to.

Sitting down at the desk, I smiled. “So, what’s your
idea, soldier? I trust it’s a better idea than the tripe I’ve been
presented with so far?”

“Yes Sir, it’s the best idea you’re going to hear all
day. I’d venture to say it’s the best idea ever brought into this
unit.”

The Lieutenant’s eyes lit up. Leaning forward, he
placed both elbows on the desk. “Tell me, boy, what’s the idea,
then? Out with it!”

I couldn’t resist. “Well, Sir, it’s a really corker
of an idea. It could put this unit right back on the map. No, I
tell a lie, it will redraw the map, I tell you.” I laid it on
thick, and he was eating it up. “This is, I tell you, the idea of a
lifetime.”

“Well, then,” cried the Lieutenant, “give it over!
Tell me your idea!”

“Okay, Sir,” I gave in, not wishing to press my luck,
“here it is. I suggest you listen to the ideas of the men in the
unit, and take the best as your own.”

The Lieutenant bolted upright, knocking his chair
down as he did. “Why, that’s not a good idea at all!”

“It isn’t?” I asked innocently. “If that’s the case,
I suggest you not do it.”

It slowly occurred to him that condemning my idea
meant insulting his own idea. He slowly sat back down, glaring
daggers at me. “Okay, I stand corrected, it’s a good idea. But you
have to admit, it wasn’t your idea to begin with, was it?”

“But Sir, surely you’re not suggesting that taking an
idea as one’s own is unethical?”

The daggers turned into M16 rifles. “What are you
trying to say?”

“Nothing Sir, I just proposed an idea, and I was
wondering if you thought it was a good idea or not.”

“Well, I’m doing it, aren’t I?”

“Then it’s a good idea, isn’t it?”

“But it isn’t yours!”

“It isn’t yours, either!”

The Lieutenant mulled this over in his head. I could
tell he was having trouble figuring it out, but I let him continue
working on it. He wouldn’t get the same satisfaction if I just told
him the answer, anyway.

“So what you’re saying,” he postulated after a few
minutes, “is that you’ve come up with an unoriginal idea, and want
credit for it?”

“Exactly, Sir.”

“And I should give it to you?”

“Absolutely, Sir.”

“And why is that?”

“Because to do otherwise would be hypocritical.”

“I see.” I didn’t think he did, but I decided to take
his word for it.

In the end, the Lieutenant was torn between not
getting credit for his own idea, or having to admit it was
unethical to steal ideas from others. He chose the former, gave me
a letter of achievement saying that I came up with a great idea,
and then claimed someone else’s idea as his own. The idea?
Compiling a list of accomplishments to fill one hundred pages, and
deliver it onto the General’s office. Not very original, either,
mind you.

It was pretty hard to come up with a hundred pages of
accomplishments. After going through one page, we started running
out of anything worth bragging about. We broke up the work, and
made each soldier responsible for a few pages and nothing more. Of
course, we repeated each other quite a bit. I made that my
forty-eighth accomplishment: Unit improved global mental
environment by recycling used thoughts. I was pretty proud of that
one.

What else to brag about? Eight years since the last
DUI incident, that was number eighty two. No friendly fire
incidents, either. I didn’t think anyone would ever read this shit
anyway. Who cared about the deeds of a few tank mechanics? I
suppose I could have bragged that we successfully repaired every
tank ever brought in here, but that would be a lie.

First of all, we said that on page one. Second, two
tanks had been brought in while we compiled the list, but nobody
was working on them, since we were too damn busy bragging about it.
Thirdly, there was always the Lost Tank.

The Lost Tank had a broken electronic fuel regulator.
What the hell that was, I didn’t know. The tank was in the garage
for a week before the aircraft mechanic took at look at it and told
us what was wrong. We asked him to fix it, and his reply was “Fuck
no!” He pulled the electronic fuel regulator out to show us. It
resembled a piece of coal, all burnt and sooty, and melted into an
amorphous blob. Smitty explained that fuel had sprayed onto the
unit during operations, and it caught fire. What was left was
recognizable mostly by the space it used to fill.

So the damn thing was unrepairable. So we sent off
for a replacement, and we were told they were controlled units, and
they could only replace it if we sent the original back. Carefully
we swept up the ashes, put them into a plastic bag, and mailed them
off to the supplier. The bag came back a month later, with a notice
informing us to send a piece with a legible serial number on
it.

A flurry of letters went back and forth, but nothing
changed. Without a legible serial number, no replacement part would
come our way. We didn’t have anything that was recognizable as a
damn electronic fuel regulator, much less with a serial number. We
tried stealing one from another tank, but the cannibalized tank
just showed up in our garage the next day. There didn’t seem to be
a way out of it, and the Lieutenant was starting to get angry with
us for not repairing the goddamn tank.

Sergeant Rich had the idea that saved us. One night
we dug a deep hole in the sand, and using another tank to tow the
carcass, we dumped it in. Staying up until dawn, we covered it up,
leaving only a small mound marking the spot. Over the next day, the
wind leveled the desert back out, removing all traces of our
crime.

Of course, after a week or two, people came looking
for the tank. It started with someone coming by to check the
status, but we insisted we had never seen or repaired the tank.
After a few heated arguments, we continued to maintain that we
couldn’t possibly have lost a tank we never had. Into the shredder
went any reference to the Lost Tank.

The Army sent in investigators who interviewed us
all, and looked through our computer. I wasn’t impressed. They
didn’t even find Staff Sergeant Rich’s pornography, so I knew they
couldn’t possibly find the tank buried outside. They never did,
either.

The final report came out, saying that the tank had
been stolen. They picked up the tank commander, who had originally
declared the thing broken after we stole the electronic fuel
regulator, and charged him with theft. It stood to reason, they
argued, that there was only one possibility. He had lied about the
tank being broken to escape suspicion, and driven it away. Where
the fuck he drove it to was beyond me. Last I heard they had found
him guilty and shipped him off to the States. Lucky bastard. The
way I see it, he owes me a favor.

I came up with a new one for my list: Reduced
vehicular theft by 100% in last six months.


Chapter Fifteen

 


I handed the record to Smitty. Or, more accurately, I
handed the pilfered jacket containing a small fraction of his
record to him. He flipped the cover open, and started on a random
page. I could see his tonsils, the way his jaw dropped.

“My God, they’ve been watching everything I do!”

That was the first time it occurred to me that
somewhere, right now, someone might have been making an entry into
Smitty’s record, saying that Smitty was reading the record I had
stolen from the Imaginary Sergeant’s office. I pulled the curtains
closed.

“Why the hell would they record all this information
about me? What do they want?”

“I don’t know, Smitty, I thought you would.”

“I have no idea.”

Smitty’s eyes narrowed, then he flipped back to the
cover. Reopening the jacket, he read the same page again.

“This isn’t right,” he declared.

“No, it isn’t,” I agreed. “A man has a right to more
privacy than this.”

“No, I mean, it isn’t right. It’s wrong.” Smitty
searched for words. “It’s incorrect, inaccurate, false.”

“Inaccurate? What do you mean?”

“It says here I had breakfast on September 15, 1998.
I skipped breakfast that morning.”

“What?”

“And here, on the nineteenth, I had strawberry
pancakes. It says blueberry pancakes. They were out of blueberry
pancakes that day.”

“Are you taking the piss off me, Smitty?”

“No, I’m serious. This whole thing is wrong. It’s
almost like someone wanted to write up a really detailed record of
me, but made up all the minutiae.”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“I don’t know.”

We sat in silence for some time, me thinking and
Smitty flipping through the list of lies. I racked my brain for any
reasonable explanation, but I couldn’t find a single one. I
couldn’t even think of an unreasonable explanation, which would
have been almost as good. The whole thing was crazy, and even a
crazyist like myself couldn’t figure it out. It was truly
crazy.

“So what are we going to do?” he eventually
asked.

“Don’t know. See the Chaplain?”

“He already knows, doesn’t he?”

“Got a better idea?”

“Not really.”

I guess sometime my parents had taught me to seek out
the clergy when in need of guidance. It had never made much sense
to me, seeing how I didn’t really believe in God. After a while,
though, I realized it was the best course of action. An agnostic
seeking advice from a Chaplain was crazy, but it was smarter than a
Christian doing the same. The Christian gets tied up in the
religion, whereas I got the advice I needed. Captain Gipstein had
helped me out so many times before, I was sure he could do
something to help us out now.

“I don’t know what I can do to help, I’m sorry.”

“There’s got to be something you can do.”

“I don’t know.” Gippy looked downtrodden. I’d never
seen him so depressed.

“What’s wrong, anyway? You look awful.”

“I haven’t gotten much sleep. It’s all too much for
me.”

“There’s got to be something left to try, somewhere
to turn.”

“What about the Jehovah’s Witnesses? We can’t make
too much noise.”

“We can’t just sit still and ignore it.”

A pause. “You’re right.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“I’m going to see Colonel Jacks. Maybe he can sort
this out.”

“Colonel Jacks?”

“Yes, he’ll be able to pull some strings, make things
happen. I think he could be trusted.”

“He’s an idiot.”

“Yes, that too.”

So it was decided. The Chaplain would take the record
to Colonel Jacks, and sort the whole thing out. I hoped Colonel
Jacks could handle it. Hell, I hoped the Chaplain could handle it.
I remember how he handled me asking him about God. I’m really more
of an agnostic, or maybe even a mild atheist, I couldn’t decide,
but I still engaged him in a religious debate. Not a good idea.

“Hey, Gippy, mind if I ask you a religious
question?”

“I guess that’s what I’m here for. Go ahead.”

“You have a dog?”

“That’s a religious question?”

“I’m getting there.”

“Yes, I have a dog.”

“You ever put your dog in the kennel so you can go to
Disneyland?”

“Once. It was shortly after we got married, and we
wanted to do something different for vacation. Normally we go to
Savannah.”

“Do you think that maybe we’re the dog, and you’re
God?”

“Do I think I’m God?”

“No, you don’t understand.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Look, your dog didn’t understand why you left him,
did he?”

“Not really, no.”

“I bet he thought you were mad at him, punishing him
somehow.”

“Yes, he seemed real apologetic when I got back.”

“He couldn’t understand why you’d do that, because
all he knows is he loves and dotes on you. He doesn’t understand
Disneyland; it’s all too much for his little doggie mind.”

“What’s your point?”

“Do you suppose God is like that? He does mean things
to us because he’s got bigger interests that we couldn’t possibly
comprehend? Like some great big divine theme park that he can’t
take us to, so he abandons us sometimes?”

“No, God never abandons us.”

“Bullshit.”

“God is always by our side.”

“Then why do so many bad things happen?”

“God tries and tests our souls to make us
stronger.”

“Even the babies?”

“The babies?”

“Yes, the babies. The baby that dies two months after
birth because of some defect, why does God do that? I think he was
looking the other way.”

“Well, I suppose you might have a point there.”

“So you agree God must love something above us?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“Then why else would he abandon us?”

“Like you said, he has greater plans. We agree on
that.”

“Greater plans that don’t include you or me.”

“Greater plans for all mankind!”

“Mankind, excluding present company.”

“You have no faith,” said the annoyed Chaplain. He
was correct for once.

“I think the branch managers are kind of like God,
too.”

“What?”

“The branch managers. The guys who write our
orders.”

“I know what a branch manager is. But I don’t think
they’re anything like God.”

“Sure they are. The branch manager doesn’t understand
you, doesn’t care about you, and doesn’t listen to what you want.
He pretends to, but he doesn’t care.”

“But…” The Chaplain tried to argue, but so far found
nothing to disagree with.

“All he cares about is some larger goal, filling some
quota or whatnot. Whatever his goal, it’s nothing that you or I
care about.”

“And your point?”

“Well, what if God’s like that? Too big to understand
or care about our individual desires, but rather just using us to
fulfill some larger goal we can’t comprehend?”

“God loves us, he says so.”

“So do the branch managers. They’ll fall over
themselves to tell you how important you are right before they
screw you in the ass.”

The Chaplain sat silently for a while. The security
forces came out and began getting all their chem gear together.

“Alex, you are one of the most irreverent men I’ve
ever met.”

“Thank you, Chaplain.”

“No, I mean it. You have no love of God.”

“I was just asking your opinion.”

“Hmpf.” The Chaplain turned his back, while remaining
seated beside me. “I’ve got no further desire to discuss this issue
with you.”

“Geez, can’t a man have a philosophical discussion
with a Chaplain anymore?” Apparently not, said the silence. “I was
just trying to pass time.”

“Pass time? You pass time by discussing the weekend’s
football game, or trading stories about your old drill sergeant,
not by disgracing Our Lord Father!”

“Alright, relax man. Here, let me buy you a
beer.”

The Chaplain resisted smiling at the joke. Neither of
us had had a drink in months. A grimace escaped. “A Bud then,
please.”

As I said, I liked the Chaplain. But I didn’t go to
his services. And from that point on, I was very careful whenever
religion came up around him. Go too far, and he might start
thinking I was a Jehovah’s Witness.


Chapter Sixteen

 


“Alright, gentlemen!” Lieutenant Daniels still hadn’t
descended from his new cloud. It was starting to get really
annoying. No, I tell a lie. It was always really annoying. “We have
a new, very important mission today!” Groans filled the garage.
“Today the Army is bringing in ten new vehicles to our fine
compound – ten new N-B-C armored defense vehicles!” NBC, or
nuclear-biological-chemical, was the buzzword of the year. Our
government said that Saddam was going to nuke us, germ us, or
barring that, spray us. I was more scared of getting shot. “These
new trucks could give us the edge we need against an enemy willing
to use perverse, unethical means of combat against our finest. And,
gentlemen, here is the good part – we have been selected to perform
maintenance and repairs on these advanced units!” Who else could do
it? The medical battalion?

“With all the advanced technology and equipment on
these motor vehicles, they are very big. And we don’t want them
damaging any of our trailers on the way in. So today we shall form
up along the ingress route, and guide our saviors into the garage.
Our goal is to achieve absolutely no vehicle/trailer collisions!
Remember that, men – no collisions!”

“Here is our plan: We shall break into teams of two,
each positioned by one of the critical defense areas.” I could only
assume he meant the trailers. “Using the flags I’ve procured,
thanks to Private Hoffman for providing the DA Form 5, we’ll guide
them in.” I blushed. Those extra forms I stole had sure been coming
in handy, that was for sure. I just wish Lieutenant Daniels
wouldn’t tell the whole unit about it. Compared to the rest of the
shit coming from our esteemed leader, nobody was likely to remember
the comment anyway. “Remember, zero collisions. So, men, let’s go
out and kick some ass!” Whatever.

I was teamed up with Big John. Our job was to protect
Colonel Jack’s trailer from getting run over, and I was sure I
would give absolutely less than the maximum effort in the endeavor.
On the other side of the road sat the Admin Trailer. If a certain
Imaginary Sergeant got run over by a not-so-imaginary tank, it
wouldn’t be the worst thing that happened today. So I took up
station beside the Colonel’s trailer, and Big John stood across the
street and defended the Admin Trailer.

“Hey, Alex,” Big John wasted time waiting for the
wasted tax dollars, “What are you going to do after the war,
assuming we have one?”

“Same thing I’d do if we didn’t have a war.”

“What’s that?”

“Go the fuck home. Won’t you?”

“Oh, I dunno.”

“Come on, BJ, sounds like you do.”

“I’m not ready to say yet.”

“Not ready to say? What the fuck’s that mean?”

“Ain’t saying.”

“You’re a nutcase, BJ.”

“Yeah, but you’re crazy.”

“At least I’m not a nutcase.”

We laughed a bit, and waited more for the damn
trucks. It was getting hot in the sun, so I moved into the shade of
Colonel Jack’s trailer. Leaning against the thin wall, I realized I
could hear voices inside.

“It’s not right, and you damn well know it.” The
voice was familiar, although I couldn’t place it at first.

“Know what?” The voiced sounded like Colonel
Jacks.

“You know it’s wrong!”

“What’s wrong?” It was Colonel Jacks.

“The man’s a fucking aircraft mechanic!” Only one man
could swear at the Colonel with so much venom. It was the
Chaplain.

“He must do a damn fine job. From my records here, we
haven’t had a single aircraft failure since he got here.”

“Or before!”

“So he’s good? What’s the problem?”

There was a pause. Finally, the Chaplain spoke
again.

“Look, what about the record?”

“What about it?”

“It’s a fucking invasion of his goddamn privacy!” The
Chaplain really could swear once you got him started.

“It’s a perfect example of excellent recordkeeping,
if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask you. I might have sucked your cock dry
with a Hoover while you shoved a hot poker up my ass, but I sure as
hell didn’t ask you.” Okay, maybe the Chaplain could go overboard
on the swearing sometimes.

“Captain, may I remind you that I am a Colonel, and
you will treat me with respect!”

“Colonel, may I remind you that I’m a goddamn
Chaplain, and you’re nothing more than a servant of the devil Satan
himself!” The Chaplain was now screaming at the top of his lungs; I
had long since stopped pressing my ear to the wall. A quick glance
over to Big John confirmed he could hear this, too.

“Get the fuck out of my office!” The voices died off,
so I pressed my ear back to the wall. “Besides, I have to go out
and watch the new trucks roll in.”

If he knew what time the trucks were going to drive
through, why the hell had I been here for the last two hours? As if
on cue, I heard the rumblings of the vehicles as they
approached.

I leapt away from the wall when I heard the door
open. Quickly snapping to, I tried to look the part of a
professional trailer guard. That is to say, I tried to not look
like someone who had been eavesdropping, nor like someone who had
just been standing in one spot for the last two hours. Pretty much,
I tried to look as little like a guard as possible.

The Chaplain came out, spied me, and came over.

“Asshole,” he said.

“Who, me?”

“No, the Colonel.”

“Oh.”

“He’s a fucking idiot!”

“You noticed?”

“Hmpf.”

The Colonel walked out, and immediately came over to
us. I saluted, and tried to look like I hadn’t in fact been
discussing with the Chaplain what an asshole he was.

“One more thing, Chaplain! Where did you get that
record?”

Gippy slipped the record behind his back.

“What record?”

“Private Johnson’s record.”

“Oh, that record?”

“Yes, that record.”

“Sir,” I defended the Chaplain, “I brought you a DA
Form 8, Record Request Form, which you signed.”

The Colonel swiveled to face me. “And how did the
record get from you to him?”

“I… I gave it to him, Sir.” I hadn’t expected
this.

“I don’t remember seeing a DA Form 324.” We responded
with blank stares. “A Record Transfer Form,” he explained. “Where’s
the DA Form 324?”

“You signed it,” answered Captain Gipstein.

“I did?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive, Sir.”

“Hmpf.” He had been saying that a lot recently.
Still, the answer seemed to have been sufficient.

The NBC tanks rounded the corner, and I began waving
my arms in random directions to look like I knew how to direct
traffic. It didn’t really matter, because I figured the odds were
against the driver knowing any traffic direction signals,
either.

The tank barreled down the road, heading directly for
the Colonel, the Captain, and myself. I waved frantically to get it
to change course as it got close.

“He’s a little close to my trailer, isn’t he?” The
Colonel was almost shouting.

“I’m trying, Sir!”

The roar from the engine was deafening. The tank
continued sliding towards us, and we began backing up. He was no
more than three or four inches from the Colonel’s trailer, and
there was no way we could possibly stay where we were.

I continued waving frantically towards the Admin
Trailer. The son-of-a-bitch might not know traffic signals, but
surely he could tell he was about to run us over! As I continued
walking backwards, I tripped over a convenient rock, and fell flat
onto my back.

Oh, shit, I thought, as I looked at the giant wheels
approaching within inches of my feet. Scrambling like a drunk crab
on its back, I fled towards the officers behind me. Getting to my
feet, I jumped up onto the tank, and beat my fist against the small
porthole the driver was supposed to be watching me out of.

“Stop this goddamn tank, you goddamn Sunday driver!
You trying to kill me or what?”

To my surprise, the tank stopped. After a moment or
two, I heard the hermetically sealed hatch open, and a sergeant
popped out.

“What’s the problem?”

“You like to run me over, that’s the fucking
problem!”

“Run you over? You kidding? I was giving as much
clearance as I possibly could.”

“Three fucking inches?”

“Build a wider road, that’s what I say.”

“It is a fucking wide road!”

“Then why was the private waving me your way?”

Private? Big John! What the hell was going on? I
leapt down to have a few words with my former friend and current
attempted assassin.

“What’s going on here?” I shouted.

“Just guiding the tank in,” replied Big John,
calmly.

“You fuc—” I stopped as I saw the clearance between
the Admin Trailer and the tank. Three inches. The tank was
perfectly centered between the buildings, and there was no room on
either side.

“Well, ain’t that a sight,” wondered the Colonel.
“Doesn’t that just beat all?”

“I’ll beat you,” murmured the Chaplain. If the
Colonel heard it, he ignored it.

“Didn’t the Admin Trailer used to be right here?”
asked the Colonel, drawing a line in the sand with his boot.

“Yes Sir,” replied Big John.

“Good thing it got moved, or this never would have
fit.” We nodded in agreement. “Who ordered it moved?”

“Lieutenant Daniels,” replied the guilty party. I
remembered forging his name on BJ’s property request form. I could
only envision things getting worse from here.

“Lieutenant Daniels?” asked the shocked officer.
“Wasn’t he the one with the burgers?”

We cringed. “Yes, Sir.”

“Hmpf.” I was getting tired of that word. Sound.
Whatever it was. Either way, the Colonel turned and walked back
into his trailer. Using the side door.

“Asshole.” Captain Gipstein’s opinion hadn’t changed
in the last five minutes.

“So what are we going to do?”

“I’m going to see the General about this. And you’re
going to make sure one of these tanks hits the Colonel’s goddamn
trailer.”

And I did.


Chapter
Seventeen

 


“Why the hell did you let that truck hit the trailer,
soldier?”

“It was an accident, Sir.”

“An accident?”

“Not really, Sir. I just wanted to put a hole in the
side of the Colonel’s trailer.”

Lieutenant Daniels shook his head.

“I just don’t understand. What the hell were you
thinking?”

What was I thinking? I was thinking I wanted to put a
huge fucking hole in the side of the trailer. I was thinking the
Colonel ought to send the aircraft mechanic home. And me, too. The
whole lot of us, really. We didn’t belong out there. But the
Colonel wasn’t thinking that. The Colonel wasn’t thinking about me,
or the aircraft mechanic, or the Chaplain.

What was the Colonel thinking?

“What are you thinking?”

“What?”

“What are you thinking, Sir?”

“I asked you first!”

“I was thinking the Colonel wasn’t being fair to us.
What are you thinking?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking you’re in a lot of fucking trouble,
soldier!” At least that was an honest answer. But it didn’t help
much. I really just wanted to know what was going on. Was that too
much to ask? “I’m going to have to send you to the see the Colonel,
you know.”

I shrugged. What’s the worst that could happen?
Banish me to the fucking desert?

“Yes, Sir,” was all I said.

Lieutenant Daniels and I were standing in the middle
of the garage, while everyone else was pretending not to notice
that I was getting reamed for intentionally doing exactly the thing
I was ordered to prevent from happening by accident. I couldn’t
tell if the glances I was getting were those of shame or envy.

Tiring of the embarrassing silence, I turned and
walked away. It wasn’t quite time to shove off and get dinner, but
I sure as hell didn’t feel like hanging around, and I didn’t see
how I could get in much more trouble, so shove off I did. Too bad
the chow hall wasn’t open yet.

“Hey, Alex, wait up!” It was the voice of Sergeant
Rich.

“Hey, Jim.” I didn’t stop.

Sergeant Rich caught up and walked along the road
beside me. “What’s going on? What the hell happened?”

“I don’t know, Jim. I really just don’t know.” I
didn’t. “I guess I just don’t care anymore.”

“Don’t care?”

“Yeah, don’t care.”

“Don’t care about what?”

“It. All of it. It doesn’t matter to me.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Look, Jim, what’s important to you?”

Sergeant Rich stopped and thought. “Lots of
stuff.”

“Yeah? Because I’ve stopped caring.”

“Caring about anything?”

I thought about BJ, and the aircraft mechanic. “Well,
not everything. I still care about my friends. But the rest of it:
my job, the officers, all that – I just don’t care anymore.”

“Not at all?”

“Not at all.”

“But Alex, they’re important!”

“Are they?”

“Of course!”

We walked a little longer in silence. It was true,
although I hadn’t really realized it before. I just didn’t care
anymore. The war, if we had one, would end the same whether I was
here or not. It was all computers now, anyway. Computers talking to
missiles, raining down death, destruction, and mayhem down while
the soldiers bunkered underground. Why did we send soldiers at all?
Couldn’t we just stay home and enjoy ourselves instead?

At least ten minutes passed before Sergeant Rich
spoke again. “Where are you going?”

“I dunno. Why?”

“It’s my job to make sure you’re alright.”

“Alright? I’m not fucking alright!”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m in a fucking desert! Any day now, we
might go to war! And I just drove a tank into the Colonel’s
trailer! On top of all that, I don’t care about any of it. Crazy I
may be, but I still know I’d have to be a little crazy to not feel
the way I don’t feel!” In retrospect, I’d have to be a little crazy
to say a sentence like that, and crazier still to understand
it.

“I don’t quite understand you.”

Looking up, I noticed we had walked all the way to
the Trailer Town. I saw that I was standing outside Sergeant Major
Jenkins’s trailer. I kicked a rock, which clanged off the
aforementioned trailer with a loud rattle.

“Let’s see the hole.”

“Why?”

I shrugged. “Why not?”

We set off through the trailers towards the opposing
corner. “Want to hear a joke?” asked Sergeant Rich.

“Why not?” I asked for a second time.

“Two fish were in a tank. One looks at the other and
says, ‘Do you know how to drive this thing?’”

I laughed. It was funny, I realized. “Got any
more?”

“You bet! Two muffins are in an oven. One looks at
the other and says, ‘Hot in here, isn’t it?’ The second muffin
screams ‘Holy shit! A talking muffin!’”

I don’t know what made the jokes funny. I never
thought they were funny before. Maybe I was truly crazy.

“We’re here.”

I looked up. We were there. More importantly, we were
at the there were I had directed the tank into the Colonel’s
trailer. A large sheet of corrugated steel had been duct-taped over
the hole. I had to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Everything. The hole, the aircraft mechanic, the
hamburger incident, everything. It’s funny.”

“What’s that?”

“What’s what?”

“That cloud of dust.” Sergeant Rich had changed the
subject, and nobody had told me. It wasn’t fair. But then again,
what was? I looked in the direction he was pointing, and saw the
approaching dust cloud.

“More tanks coming in?”

“No.”

“How can you tell from here?”

“No, I mean there aren’t any on the schedule.”

“Oh.”

The two of us waited for the coming dust cloud.
Something large was headed our way, that was for sure. “Got any
more jokes while we wait?”

“Sure. A frog walks into a bank and asks to borrow
some money. The banker, a Mrs. Patricia Black, asks the frog his
name. ‘Kermit Jagger,’ he replies. ‘My father is Mick Jagger.’”

“That’s a pretty fucked up frog, Jim. I mean, is Mick
Jagger’s dick so small he could fit it in a frog?”

“I dunno. Maybe it was artificial insemination, it’s
not important.”

“I think it’s pretty important to know how Mick
Jagger fathered a frog.”

“Look, it’s just a joke, okay?”

“Fine, whatever. I was just trying to understand. Go
on.”

“Thank you. Anyway, Mrs. Black then asks him what
collateral he has for the loan. He says all he’s got is a little
ceramic doll. The banker thinks this is odd, and goes to see her
boss.”

“I would have gone as soon as I saw a talking
frog.”

“Shut up.”

“Sorry.”

“So she explains all this to her boss, who tells her
‘It’s a knick-knack, Patty Black, give the frog a loan. His old
man’s a Rolling Stone.’”

There were several minutes of silence.

“That was the joke?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“So the frog got the loan?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess so.”

“What did he do with the money?”

“I don’t know! It’s not part of the joke!”

“I liked the fish in the tank better.”

“Oh.”

A few more minutes passed. We could see the trucks,
now. The lead trucks looked like those big eighteen wheelers you
might see rolling down American highways. Behind them, though, was
another army of various trucks and trailers, stakebeds, and other
assorted vehicles. They rolled right into Trailer Town, and started
heading down the road towards us.

“Hey guys! Fancy seeing you here! Come to see them
arrive?”

It was Big John, coming up behind us.

“Take the day off?” I asked.

“Couldn’t stand to be at work without you around.
Besides, I wanted to watch my charge arrive.”

“Your charge?”

“Yeah, all this. It’s mine. I ordered it.”

“What, all that?” Jim waved his hands at the
approaching vehicular stampede.

“Yep.”

“It’s not really a charge, then, as much as a
delivery.”

“Huh?”

“I mean,” I said, “you’re not accepting
responsibility for a burden, but rather accepting goods in exchange
for payment. It’s not really a charge.”

“Whatever.” BJ was too excited for word games. “It’s
finally here.”

“What…” asked Sergeant Rich, “What exactly is
it?”

“My dream come true, that’s what it is. Remember when
I said I was saving all the money I earned out here?” We shook our
heads. “Well, I spent it all on this investment. I present to you,”
he said, taking a bow and waving towards the lead truck, now only
fifty feet from us, “Las Basra!”

“Las Basra?”

“Las Basra!”

“What, pray tell, is Las Basra?”

“The Las Vegas of the Arab world! Gambling, booze,
showgirls in veils, the whole nine yards!”

“Booze?”

“Showgirls in veils?”

“Well, I’m still working on some of the details. But
the buildings are here, neon lights and all!”

Sure enough, some of the stakebed trucks were
carrying large neon signs. I looked at one, a gaudy orange affair
proclaimed ‘Win at Big John’s!’

“What’s that?” asked Sergeant Rich. He was pointed to
a large, overly wide flatbed carrying some sort of oversized brown
shaggy mass.

“That, my dear man, is the draw.”

“The draw?”

“The draw. Every attraction has to have a draw,
something to actually attract people. Once you get them there, you
milk ‘em at the betting tables. Until then, you need something to
make them want to come.”

“And what is it?”

“The world’s largest camel sculpture!”

“What?” we asked in unison.

“Come on, what Arab wouldn’t pay to see the world’s
largest camel sculpture?”

“Hey, Big John, what if we don’t invade Iraq?”

“In that case, I’ve got a backup plan.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Build a casino for all the troops stuck here.” Okay,
that did sound like a profitable idea.

“Okay, that does sound like a profitable idea,” said
Sergeant Rich.

The camel-carrying flatbed slowed to a crawl as it
approached us. I watched the driver lean out his window, and yell
at us.

“Any of you a Mr. John Chavez?”

“That’s me!” replied Big John.

“Got delivery of a complete Las Basra kit. Where you
want it?” The driver spoke perfect English. Which was fortunate,
otherwise I would have ended up standing there looking like a deaf
idiot. Instead, I just stood there like an idiot.

“Park it out in the sand on the other side of these
trailers.”

“Ain’t gonna fit through here.”

“Yes you are, I’ve made arrangements.”

“No I ain’t.”

“Yes you are.”

“Alright, buddy, it’s your camel. I’ll squeeze it
wherever you want it, but don’t get mad at me if it don’t fit.”

The flatbed inches forward. Without a word, Big John
and I split up and stood guard on each side, guiding the driver
between the trailers. At least we had practice with this. As the
truck pulled in alongside the Admin Trailer, I noticed we only had
a few inches of clearance on each side. That bastard!

“You bastard!” I called out across the road.

“What?” Big John replied.

“You fucking bastard! You knew all along!”

“Knew what?”

“You had the Admin Trailer moved just so this big
fucking camel would fit!”

Big John grinned. “So?”

“The whole DA Form 5 thing, request the Admin
Trailer, piss off the Admin Private, help the Chaplain and me, all
to squeeze a camel in through here?”

“Yes.”

I tried to think of why that bothered me, and
couldn’t. Giving up, I responded “You’re too goddamn smart for your
own good, you know that?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

We guided in at least forty trucks of various sizes,
and caught a ride with the last one. We squeezed in the cab, the
driver, Big John, Sergeant Rich, myself, and for no obvious reason,
a chicken.

“So, what do you really think, Alex?” Big John was
looking at me.

“About what?”

“About Las Basra.”

I shrugged. The chicken flapped its way across my lap
onto Sergeant Rich. “I’m not so certain it’s going to be a big hit,
but I wish you all the best.”

“Give me two years and I’ll own that town.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, how hard can it be? People will bet on
anything, you know.”

“Wanna bet on that?” Sergeant Rich couldn’t resist
throwing a crack in.

“Haha. Very funny.”

“I thought so.”

“Why’s there a chicken in here, anyway?”


Chapter
Eighteen

 


And, of course, there was the ceremony. Some
ceremonies require that you be more specific, so that people will
know which ceremony you’re referring to. If you’d been to this
ceremony, you’d know which ceremony I was referring to. It was the
ceremony, plain and simple.

It started ordinarily enough. Everyone lined up in
neat formations, a feat we were quite practiced at. The Colonel
came over, there was a lot of saluting, and a short speech.
Lieutenant Daniels then got up and gave a long speech. Then the
General arrived, and there was more saluting. And another speech.
Then a bunch of people I neither knew nor cared about were awarded
medals for things that really didn’t make a difference anyway.

Then the Staff Duty Officer was called up on the
platform. He got a medal! We stood in awe as the ignorant officer
was commended for his own stupidity. It was incredible.

The Staff Duty Officer had taken my advice quite
literally. Picking the least likely place anyone would choose for a
party, he sneaked off base and traveled to Riyadh. There, according
to the citation, he had found a group of five American soldiers who
had deserted their camp, and were setting up an illegal alcohol and
gambling establishment. The Saudi Arabian government had awarded
him Morality Policeman of the Year, or some such nonsense, and we
gave him a fucking medal.

At least that’s what they said when he was standing
on the stage. It sounded crazy enough to be true, didn’t it? You’d
have to be crazy to believe it, and I was.

Lieutenant Daniels got called up for a medal, too.
For foresight and proactive action, above and beyond the call of
duty, or something like that. I remember it well; the General
presented it himself.

“Lieutenant Daniels, front and center.” He did.
“Recently, we brought in a new mission; a very important mission.
We accepted responsibility for a number of new NBC warfare tanks,
which could be critical in the event of hostilities with Iraq.
Lieutenant Daniels here,” he said, gesturing, “was essential to
successful adoption of that mission.”

“Lieutenant Daniels proactively ordered the movement
of trailers to ensure the road was wide enough for the passage of
the tanks, thus ensuring mission success. For this, I personally
extend my heartfelt thanks, and we award him…” We didn’t hear what
he was awarded, because just then Lieutenant Dickson interrupted
the General.

“Crock of shit! This is a farce!”

“Excuse me?” asked the astonished General. This was
probably the first time anyone had ever yelled ‘Crock of shit!’ at
any of the General’s award ceremonies. I guess it was only natural
for him to be a little surprised.

“He could have just had the tanks drive around
Trailer Town, and saved a ton of money! He was wasteful!”

“There’s no road around Trailer Town,” pointed out
Colonel Jacks.

By this time, the stage contained both Lieutenants,
the Colonel, and the General, none of whom looked happy. “They’re
fucking tanks, they don’t need roads!”

“Wait a minute,” said the Colonel, “are these the
same tanks that ran into my trailer?” He was ignored.

“It was absolutely essential that the tanks came in
through Trailer Town, Lieutenant. Thank you and kindly depart the
stage.” The General was the only calm body onstage. Lieutenant
Daniels didn’t look calm, but was still standing at attention as
ordered.

“No! This is a travesty! I refuse!”

I had only seen Colonel Jacks that angry once before,
and that was a few days before. He ranted and raved like a drunken
firebrand preacher in a whorehouse. After a few minutes, Lieutenant
Dickson took a swing at Colonel Jacks, who fell back onto
Lieutenant Daniels. The General moved in to restrain the Colonel,
who was getting up to return the favor, and was given a crack on
the chin for his efforts. Lieutenant Daniels scrambled up and
tackled Lieutenant Dickson, and proceeded to rain blows on him. At
this point, the brawl had officially begun, and every soldier
present ran forward to get a chance at their respective favorite
officers. I left.

The last time I saw Colonel Jacks that angry was the
day I was called in to his office to explain the hole. I knocked on
the corrugated steel repair, and waited for permission to enter.
Lifting the temporary patch, I entered the office and stood at
attention.

“Soldier! Are you responsible for this?”

“No,” I answered honestly.

“No? Were you not responsible for directing tanks
through this section of Trailer Town?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And did you not direct a tank into my office?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then you’re responsible?”

“No, Sir.”

“No?”

“Yes.”

“So you are?”

“No.”

“Goddamn it, which is it?”

“Sir, I can’t be held responsible for all this. I
don’t care about the desert, the oil, Iraq, or weapons of mass
destruction. All I want is to sit in front of my television back in
Deer Valley, so how could I be held responsible for a hole in the
side of a trailer in the desert of Kuwait?”

“Because you put it there!”

“The tank put it there.”

“You put the tank there!”

“I didn’t put the office there.”

Colonel Jacks glared at me. “Why the fuck not?”

“Not what, Sir?”

“Why didn’t you put the office there?”

“Because I don’t care where the office is, Sir.” I
was confused.

“Why not?”

“Why should I?”

“Why should you what?” He was confused, too.

“Why should I care where the trailer is?”

“To support the war effort, of course!”

“Which war? The one we’ve been threatening to start
or the one we’ve been fighting since the last one ended?”

Colonel Jacks didn’t answer, but just stood fuming. I
could see rivets of sweat forming on his brow. “You’re going to see
the General about this, Soldier! And if I were you, I’d get my
story straight before I did!”

I stood silently.

“Well?”

“Sir?”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Get the fuck out of
my office!”

I did. Through the hole in the wall.

I saw the General about a week later. There was none
of the anger the Colonel had shown. It’s kind of funny; they train
you from Basic Training to fear the generals, but he was kind and
gentle. He reminded me of a father. Not my own, of course. The
fathers they had on television.

The General wasn’t on our base, so I had to get a
ride from the duty driver across the desert to see him. It was an
odd feeling, spending an hour in a car with another soldier, who
knew you were up shit creek in a barbed wire canoe. We quickly gave
up on any attempts at conversation, and watched the unchanging
scenery until we reached the General’s base.

The duty driver pulled right up to the building with
the General’s office. I didn’t quite understand how he got a
building, when we weren’t supposed to be here long enough to
justify buildings. Would he stay after all the other troops had
left? A General in the sand?

Walking in, I gave my name to the receptionist and
took a seat. He pressed a button on the desk, and told the General
I was here. It seemed like forever before the General poked his
head out of the door, and called my name.

He sat down behind a huge oak desk, and motioned for
me to take a seat. I did. I was dwarfed by the wooden monstrosity
before me, so I just put my hands in my lap and waited for the
onslaught of insults.

“Son, did you direct that tank into the Colonel’s
trailer?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Well, tell me, why?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Because it felt like the
right thing to do. Because I couldn’t think of any reason not
to.”

“Surely you’ve realized why you shouldn’t have done
it by now?”

“No, Sir. I haven’t.”

The General sat thoughtfully. After a few moments, he
spoke again. “That’s crazy, you know. There are lots of reasons not
to drive tanks into trailers.”

“Yes, Sir, it is crazy.”

I don’t think that’s what the General was expecting,
but I had stopped caring.

“Do you want to go back to America?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You want out of the Army?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Did you do this to get forced out?”

“No, Sir.”

“No?”

“No. I wasn’t trying to achieve anything. I just told
the tank to drive into the trailer.”

The General made that humming noise people sometimes
make when they want you to think they’re thinking. He did it quite
well; I was convinced he was thinking. “If you had been trying to
get out of the service, of course, we’d have to keep you here as
punishment for your actions.”

I said nothing. It was obvious that he was waiting
for a response, but I had none.

“But,” he eventually capitulated, “you say that you
weren’t scheming to get out. That tells me you’re crazy, and the
Army has no need for crazy people. I’m afraid we may not be able to
keep you, soldier.”

I remained silent, as no questions had been asked. I
didn’t feel the rush of relief I would have expected. I could go
home! What did it matter? Would Deer Valley make any more sense
than Kuwait? How would Big John fare without me? It all seemed
somewhat moot.

“I can’t tell if you’re happy or upset. How do you
feel about this?”

“I don’t know, Sir.” I answered honestly. “I don’t
want to stay here, but I’m not certain I want to be anywhere else,
either.”

“Well, you have to be one or the other.”

“One or the other what, Sir?”

“You have to be here, or somewhere else.”

“Do I?”

“I think so.”

“Oh.”

“Well, soldier, we’ll take care of it from here. The
paperwork will take a few days, and we’ll probably fly you out in a
week or so. Any questions?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Go on.”

“Sir, are you by any chance a Jehovah’s Witness?” I
had to ask.

“No, I’m a Unitarian. Why?”

“No reason. Thanks.” With that, I got up and walked
out the door. I didn’t even stop to tell the receptionist I was
leaving, or to ask him to call the duty driver for me.

But something else had happened between the award
ceremony and when I saw the General. Something that changed me. The
Chaplain had been shot.


Chapter
Nineteen

 


The Chaplain had decided to sort out the issue of
Smitty’s record, once and for all. The two of them piled into the
Chaplain’s Suburban, and drove to the General’s base. I never quite
figured out why the Chaplain was assigned his own Suburban. As far
as I know, that was the first time he had taken it anywhere.

They left early in the morning, so I was expecting
them back around lunchtime. When they didn’t return, I assumed they
decided to eat lunch at the other base, and they’d be back by two
or three. But they still weren’t back by the time I was getting
ready for bed, and that worried me.

“Hey, Big John, what do you suppose happened to
Smitty and the Chaplain?”

“Oh, I dunno. Maybe they got Smitty tickets home, and
they’re waiting at the airport right now.”

“His stuff’s still here.”

“Relax, Alex, they’re fine.”

I didn’t think they were fine. In fact, I was pretty
sure they weren’t. I was right.

When we arrived at work the next day, Sergeant Rich
briefed us all on what had happened. The two were driving to the
General’s base when they were ambushed. Unidentified gunmen fired
on the vehicle at a stoplight. Smitty died in the passenger seat,
before any medics could arrive. Captain Gipstein was barely alive
when they found him, and they rushed him to Kuwait City for
treatment. Later that day, before we even found out he had been
shot, he was flown to Germany.

I’m not sure how I felt. Angry. Saddened. Relieved,
in a way. Smitty was free from his bonds here, and the Chaplain was
back home with his wife. I guess it was a happy ending for
everyone, although it didn’t seem that way. I couldn’t bring myself
to cry, but I didn’t feel good either. I just moved a little
further to the right of sanity.

Weeks later, they caught two Arabs who they said did
it. The Kuwaiti government tried them for treason. I don’t remember
seeing what the outcome of the trial was. I’m not sure it mattered.
It wouldn’t bring anyone back.

I guess I had expected more. A funeral for Smitty, or
a going-away party for the Chaplain. They just disappeared, as if
they had never been here. It was hard to remember which one died,
and which one survived. After all, I never saw either one
again.

I remembered the Chaplain telling me we weren’t at
war. I’ll never forget that. I guess that means Smitty wasn’t
killed in action, just injured in a car accident.

They gave them both medals, too. Plenty for each.
They even got medals for bravery. Mind you, everyone else who drove
back and forth between the bases got nothing. But they weren't shot
at, so it was all fair, right? Smitty wasn’t there by choice, and
probably wouldn’t have gone if someone had told him he’d be killed
if he went.

It didn’t make sense. None of it did, at the time. I
think I got crazier, because it did eventually make sense. I must
have gotten pretty damn crazy.

A few days later, I saw the General. He didn’t say a
word about the Chaplain or the aircraft mechanic. I wondered if he
knew I knew them. Or if he even knew them. Did he even know anyone
had died? Maybe his secretary had just told him that his nine
o’clock appointment had been cancelled.

About a week after that, I flew home. Not directly,
of course. First, I was flown to Washington, DC, where I stayed for
about a month. I saw doctors, lawyers, and various other assorted
important-sounding people. Eventually they discharged me from
service, calling it ‘for the convenience of the Army.’ I guess I
was more work than they wanted to put out.

Then I flew home. Deer Valley didn’t exactly welcome
me back with open arms. My father called me a failure, and my old
girlfriend had married some guy stocking shelves at the grocery
store. I hung around for a few months, but there was nothing for me
there. I recalled joining the Army to get out of there, and I
wanted to again.

One day I took my wallet, put a few days of clothes
in a backpack, and walked out the door. Greyhound offered to take
me anywhere in the country for ninety-nine dollars. It was an offer
I couldn’t refuse, and I didn’t. I went to Las Vegas. I don’t know
why. I’d never been, I guess. It sounded like the kind of place
that could provide purpose, direction, and motivation. Or at least
give you something to do while you waited for life to sort itself
out.

I got a room in a motel with my credit card. Every
morning I swore I’d get a job, but I would always be in the casino
by noon. I was lucky, the first few months. I made enough to cover
the room, and food. And I always had a little extra cash to help
pick up chicks. I did that a lot.

It turned out there was a war. A real war, I mean.
Hell, a different war, or the same war in a different way, I don’t
know. But CNN and Fox News all went to Baghdad, and shot footage of
our troops shooting at the guys who had been shooting at them over
the last ten years, and more footage of the Iraqis shooting at the
Americans that had been dropping bombs on them for the same ten
years. It was all over in a month. A month! Ten years of
‘low-intensity conflict,’ if there ever was such a thing, resolved
in a single month. It was incredible.

Sometime during the summer, though, I lost my touch.
I don’t really remember how or why. I don’t actually remember much
of it. I remember the cake my mother made for my sixth birthday,
but my life in Las Vegas is just a big foggy dream. In any case, I
got booted out of the motel. It couldn’t have been more than a few
days later that I got picked up by the police walking along the
strip.

I had put my last quarter in the slot a few hours
before. My credit cards were all worthless, and the only thing I
had left of any value was the comb in my back pocket. I don’t know
what they picked me up for. Maybe being crazy is a crime, I don’t
know. I think it might be.

So I was sent before more doctors and lawyers. I
think they decided I was crazy. I would have told them that if they
asked, but they didn’t. I guess they wanted to figure it out on
their own. They called my parents, and I got sent to a hospital
full of crazy people who said they weren’t.

Which is where I started.


Chapter Twenty

 


Ms. Blitchell walks back in. I’ve asked before, but I
ask again. Just in case. “Ms. Blitchell, are you married?”

“Mr. Hoffman, I’ve told you before, I like to keep my
private business private.”

“You don’t wear a ring.”

“No, I don’t.”

“But your finger has a tan line.” Her hands quickly
shoot behind her back. “Is he a good husband?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“The doctors are always asking me about my
relationships.”

“You’re not a doctor.”

“What’s the difference?”

“You’re a guest, they work here.”

“They’re just as crazy as I am.”

“Mr. Hoffman, I’ve warned you about talking like
that.”

I laugh. I’ve never been as happy as I am in this
hospital. I’d have to be crazy to leave. Which I am, of course, but
I still have no intention of going. Once you get over the food,
which compares favorably to the Army’s, it’s not a bad life at all.
Plus, sometimes you can give Ms. Blitchell a good whack on the
ass.

I never heard from any of my old friends. I wonder
sometimes if they’re alright. I did hear a rumor that Big John had
moved his casino to an offshore oil rig in the Northern Persian
Gulf. Apparently he had too many problems with laws and customs,
and decided to set up shop in international waters. Seems like a
good idea, I guess. I’d go. I wonder if he’s rich yet.

Ms. Blitchell leaves. She’s too far for me to hit her
ass, so I watch it go without getting up. I idly wonder why she
came in. I guess she was just checking up on me. She does that. I
wonder what they think I’m going to do.

It’s almost time for dinner. I don’t particularly
like dinner. Not because the food tastes awful, but because they
don’t like us talking. I’m not sure why. But I can’t stand to eat
without talking. Besides, the other crazy people are a lot more fun
to talk to than anyone I ever met outside.

So that’s my story. Or the interesting parts. The
relevant bits, anyway. Hell, it’s only half the story. The other
half? I’ve forgotten it. Or maybe it never happened. How would I
know? I’m crazy, remember?

No, it did happen. I know that. I couldn’t have
possibly imagined it. It’s too big, too real. Except the part in
Las Vegas, I hardly remember that. But it must have been real,
because it’s how I got here, right?

I did eventually figure everything out, I think.
That’s when I realized I wasn’t just a little crazy anymore. I was
truly crazy the day it all made sense. I could try to explain it,
but you wouldn’t understand, would you? If you could, you’d be here
with me. And you’re not. So I’ll live and die alone, the only one
who understands. Probably the only one who cares.

It had nothing to do with Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Really.
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