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This infant nation; promises of a new life and of liberty. Twice this very day they came, donning red
coats and fur hats, seeking to eradicate us from this redoubt so skillfully crafted in just more than a few
hours of darkness the night afor. We come up to this prominence; Breed'’s as it is branded, and have
seen the lobster backs approach us from varying angles and keep on to summon their own slaughter.
Brave men or fools, they followed their officers to our entrenchments and had company with the teeth
of our attack.

Off and away | see good Charles Town, or what is remaining of her. She’s ablaze from the battering
she has taken from the King’s ships in the harbor that meant her to ruin. Not a single house will survive.
The shots from those same ships in the harbor, along with cannon below, come upon us, but do little
harm, hitting into ground and not finding more than a man here and there for all of their trouble. Before
these two attacks made previously we kept our eyes on longboats which carried scores of troops to the
shores. They appear so proper, but | deem it to declare that they were as frightened as we.

Each time they approached, we waited the declaration to fire. They were so close we could see the
intimation of whiskers upon their chins and lashes brimming their eyes. Blasting into them with the
ruckus of men that would not give up the land where we stood, the red coats that they wore became
more red. They briskly fell dead or wounded to reveal the expression of a pitiable, old man’s mouth of
intermittent missing teeth. So many of their men absent from amid their ranks.

| watched as we had been watched. Across the water, on rooftop and in church steeple, the citizens
of Boston stood to be spectator of the annihilation that ensued. Their troops, they are once more
gathering, their regiments having been thinned, but their spirits being afire by the revelry of their
officers. They certainly had no intent to withdraw. Not just yet.

| sit here, knowing all too well that | have but the most recent shot just placed in my musket
remaining — and one additional to load. Not much good will it do me if even | land both into one of the
onrushing officers with such flamboyant and telltale sewing on the shoulder wings of their uniforms. We
converse between ourselves and wonder why our men on Bunker do not come to the fore and aid us in
warding off this band of expectant thieves.

| am looking at the bodies of all of the whimpering regulars — their dirge for help sung with horrific
voices in an excruciating chorus — imploring for their lives to be saved. | am no man of the cloth, but |
have the utmost of faith in the Lord, and wonder why he does not discontinue this from occurring. What
has happened to society that we have become so uncultured? We position on this property jutting out
into the harbor, peeking downhill on our adversary, on tenterhooks that something can be done to stop
them.

Infantry and grenadiers have come within reach of this hill, finding that our redoubt and
breastworks were manned not by as elegant and practiced soldiers as they, but we had a robust
purpose, and fought with the ferociousness looked-for to fling our attackers rearward. | commence to
surmise, with so numerous men of edification and influence, why are we burdening this upon one
another. Scores of dead, so many more shot and wounded.

We now have to exchange blows with them again, their regiments congregating, and they give the
impression may perhaps they have discovered that they ought just come advance from our front.
Another glance back and our men on Bunker seem confused — looking as if to be prepared to take flight
—even though we here have fought the battle so far and have fared reasonably well.
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The formation of lines of vivid coats of scarlet, four deep and from left to right as far as my rifle shot
could reach — likely more — the British again compose themselves as they have dropped their packs and
blankets and now make ready for yet one more challenge at our placement. We’ve not been such a
trouble-free quandary to them, | suppose. Not so eager at quitting as they would want or have us.

As their parade lines form, | imagine how they proposition to press forward without faltering over
the hundreds of their injured and dying that scratch upon the ground to make it back for refuge.
Soldiers, better trained, more experienced, die no less a death when met with the destiny issued by a
musket ball. Still, they do not come into sight to be daunted from their quest. How is it that they have
sailed so far from their families and homes to die?

They draw near, and our captain heralds that yet again we will turn them away. We can only hope
for such a consequence to transpire, but once more, reminded of two musket balls and little powder,
this struggle will be more with what is left, not with what is wished for. Ready on our flanks, ready here
in our fortified position in the center, we can do little but wait. In the miniscule expanse stuck between
us, likely not more than one hundred feet, a post has been pushed into the ground to mark a reasonable
spot for each of us to open fire. No doubt the regulars, when they draw near, may be wary as they close
and hear no shots fired until they come upon that place.

With precision and artful beauty, they march to engage us. | look both left and right to see each of
us holding our muskets on the fence rail, using it to get a better aim. Not a solitary one of these patriots
seem fearful, we have delivered the redcoats back to the shoreline twice. Why not once more?

Patience — it is the only thing that we can hope for — it is our ally. If we wait for them to arrive, and
fire as best we can, it may possibly be so breathtaking to observe them turn and flee. | fret that the men
on Bunker, refreshed and armed, have not been gifted to understand the importance they can provide
should they turn up at this juncture to lend fire and fight.

The drummers pound a steady beat, unarmed save for wooden sticks, they set the cadence for the
battle that is about to arise. Come what may | think for a moment, a fine-looking day like today, | would
rather had been with my family, or fishing, or anywhere but here. Things like this traverse my wits when
| have just but an instant to contemplate my past and intermingle it with my indefinite future. | would
like to accept as true the two will form an association to get me past this instant.

Now nearly at the mark, the redcoats all over again are so discernible, so clearly seen. No attempt to
stoop or dodge our prepared rifles, supported by their reinforcements that we watched being ferried to
their shoreline from Boston, | breed an uneasy feeling within my belly, one that says this may go in a
different way than their earlier undertakings. | pray | am in the wrong, but more fear that | am correct.

As | lower the barrel and put in order to shoot, | brood over if my Lord above is attentive that | have
not chose this, but cannot walk away from the call of duty that requested us to be given freedom or
death, apparently on this field, in nearly equal measures. No matter, | am a soldier that has elected to be
here —and unlike many who have scurried away to discover cowardice — feel that if we are to ever be
men of our own country, this course of action must be sought after and followed.

| discharge my weapon, along with several hundred of those on either side of me. | believe the ball
that | sent down the hill bore into the chest of one of those attempting to purge us from this
promontory, this finger of soil that peeks out into the harbor. So many redcoats fall it amazes me that
any, if even one, remains standing. And yet, they still continue to rally toward our stronghold.
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| hasten to reload, calling for me to jam down the throat of my musket the remaining powder and
shot. Quickly, I half cock my friend, taking the last charge from the droopy pouch on my side. Biting off
the top, | nearly swallow the ball when | suck it into my mouth. The redcoats are all too close! My heart
pounds as | cause to flow the powder down the barrel, followed by the ball, and then the wadding. |
tremble, but know that if | waste a breath, it may be my last.

Hurrying | put the ramrod into the barrel and tamp the contents down snug. My eyes must be
bulging as | toss my no longer needed rod aside and bring the gun butt up from the ground. A splash of
powder into the flash pan, a tug back on the hammer to fully cock the weapon, and | have one shot for
which | am to defeat an entire army. What am | doing here with this intention so unlikely | now feel
foolish?

With much less exhausted than the minute we measure our efforts to reload by, | am about to let
off again. The clamoring to either side of me acknowledges that we, each and every one of us, are all in
the same place in our panic, but our hearts are steadfast to do what we must. | draw back the trigger
and another shot intended to kill goes about its business and completes the task with a puff of smoke.
What now am | to do?

Before | can consider further then my question, | am backed onto the ground as a redcoat has
pounced on top of me, striking me square with the butt of his musket, and now seeks to stick me with
his bayonet. There is no shield to my disposal. The splinter of steel finds a route into my midsection;
barely stopping when the barrel of the musket it is attached to was halted by my abdomen. | want to
shriek in misery, but instead | squeal like a hog being butchered.

While | have this redcoat now captured, holding his gun into me and not allowing him to remove it
for yet another attack, I lash out with my good leg and find him to be driven onto his own back. A
hurried spin while removing the blade, | turn his own weapon upon him, squeezing the trigger and
surprising myself as the musket fires and pushes a ball of lead into his neck.

We are taking to retreat, and not a moment too soon. The only chance at surviving this fracas is if |
can make it to Bunker, and then far beyond. | know not how nor where | find the stamina and strength
to continue, but | do, and am before long to be helped by the affable faces of my fellows that trust that |
do not encumber them to their own deaths. We scurry away, a goodly number of us taking leave of the
area before the soldiers now coming over the top of Breed’s and Bunker hills have their prospect to
seize us. From the quantity of dead and wounded that they have suffered, there does not seem half as
many remaining from their original numbers to pursue. | am only glad that they have elected not to do
so.

Placed on a stretcher, my wounds said to be dreadful — but not likely to cause me to be sometime in
the near future buried — | am to be carried for hours, each movement and bump creating pain that |
cannot begin to describe, no less think about it to feel.

We have lost our place, the battle and scores of men, the tally estimated to be much less than the
British, who also began with many more than our number. | look to the heavens, as | lay on my back, and
pray a prayer of gratitude. | hope that my healing is swift so | might return to stave off other attacks, but
| bow my head at this moment to pray for all of those who have died. | pray that we can, by the shear
tragedy of war, decide this disagreement and travel on peacefully from that point. | do not sense that
day is on our immediate horizon, but | do know that it is on some horizon somewhere.
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Thank ye Lord, for allowing me to live this day. To see pride filled men fight for what they believe,
and hope that all those that stood their ground and were issued a quick disposal are now graced with
the serenity of heaven. | hope this land, our newly born country, will come to find tranquility and in its
strength serve to allow each man, woman and child a time for family, friends and most of all, to praise
you, dear God, for what you have given us, how you have blessed us, and how you love us. | place myself
in your mercy, this, your forlorn soldier, your son.

Fallen heroes, like fallen trees, lay quiet about the field; welcoming death in an awkward display of
their motionless disposition. Oh so many fallen angels. Wounds burst fully open, offering revealing
confirmation of how viciously they were felled. Those tall, straight trees that managed to remain upright
and erect, scratching at the mist in the skies just above them; creak as they sway ever so slightly in the
nearly vacant breeze.

This war, this enraged battle of brother versus brother — men in gray or blue uniform that clash by
means of wood and steel long guns and ruthless cannons that spit spheres of unsentimental demon’s
blood across mud slopped fields — is alleged to be for freedom, for righteousness, for country, and in a
cynical madness that | know not to be true unto myself — for God.

What freedom is it that we speak of? Who has been dispossessed of their liberty and who is their
denier? So many have died for something | vaguely — just barely — pry from a long since tattered
remembrance. What, pray tell, does the shade of a man’s skin or uniform have to do with that same
man being found deserving for this particular consideration? This so-called freedom.

We put up borders where there are no boundaries, no satisfactory confines, just blurred arguments
that are settled with plentiful blood before paltry ink sets down upon parchment by eloquent gentlemen
who have come to reflect prudently and christen the issue settled. So many lives spent to tip a quill.

And if we dare lift our tongues and invoke the hallowed name of God during these undertakings —
undertakings that he no doubt is ashamed of us for pursuing — this senseless butchery; how do we then
possess the boldness to speak of such uppity things as stealing away from another of his children
something that we did not provide them — but God himself had? Their very lives...

Still, we have it in our hearts to pilfer their existence for an end that we cannot truthfully give
particular reasons for. | possess knowledge of neither him nor his. Had | come upon him on a different
day, under a different circumstance, | may perhaps have shook his hand and profited a new
acquaintance.

The only words that | speak which embrace the Heavenly Father during this August day, is in hope
that through his infinite power and glory, he gaze down upon my repentant soul and forgive me for
slaying so many of his other sons.

Pride stripped of me, love shorn from me, my home so far away in a direction that | am not
presently on familiar terms with, | stand this Virginia field, this wooded land, and breathe so slight that
my breath dare not fashion a cloud of fog in the cool morning air so as to have me be discovered by a
watchful picket.

| fear for my very being, that same verve that had so carelessly and easily been ripped from the
bodies of all those littered about me. | am but a vestige here in this soggy grayness. | am the one who is
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departed. Yet | inhale and exhale the muggy stale air of a skirmish not yet over, not yet convinced to
come to an end, not given permission to cease.

My perdition is that | cannot pass this time resting as | wait to be carried away like so many of my
lifeless fellows. Everlasting slumber is the boys’ solitary saving grace, one that does not bless them, but
found them anyway. This sacred soil of carnage said to be covered by their honor. Honor so terribly
discolored reddish plum with their blood. No, | must rise up on my weary bones and journey on from
this place of my own effort.

My boots, tanned animal hides that must be aching — because my feet tell me so — cannot hike
another road even at common time, cannot press on through one more thicket, or run and jump from
singing pellets of lead propelled with the purpose to burrow deep into my flesh and mortally tangle my
innards. Somehow — these worn and weary boots — like the good soldiers that we are said to be, do
neither bellyache nor deny me as they carry me to the next engagement.

| shout with all that | am, though naught comes out from within my mouth. Frozen closed yet not
cold at all, but it truly hurts to budge my jowl, and my gashed lips are scabbed with my own dried blood.
| hold my musket, fearful to drop it, but with powder and shot being scarce as hen’s teeth for several
days now, only the blade tipping her muzzle and her brawny butt end serve to defend myself with. Her
bayonet is crooked, slightly, and akin to my lips it is layered thick with blood; however it tangs of the
blood from an unfamiliar artery, from someone not me.

As we, my company and me, trudge along, what left of us that there be, the ones not yet mustered
out, we forget to stoop when a cannon’s belch is heard. Most, all, even me; fail to raise the brims of our
sorry caps, let alone glimpse from under them to see who had fired, who had been fired upon, and who
it was that screamed to announce their wretched demise.

How hath God allowed this to us, of us, by us? Someone please answer my head that thinks so
loudly that it splits mine own ears. Though from my scrutiny | reckon it does not even reach those of the
others nearby. We march on so tired, hot and hungry that we pretend to ourselves that we have a
purpose, that we will be victorious. We tell each other mistruths that there will come a day when we will
take a seat, resting on a comfortable chair upon a sun drenched porch, drinking tall icy glasses of cider
and converse about these horrid days with humorous anecdotes.

“Run!” the command is hurled at us like an enemy volley, only to be responded to by our willing yet
nonetheless failed effort to do so.

Oh blistered, raw feet, please take me to a place where | can at least die in stillness, finding a half
full belly and rumpled cot under my shattered remains. This earnest request, my dream, seems modest
in all of its yearning.

Today — the thousands that have died in these fields have left behind congealed crimson puddles in
the deep boot and hoof holes plowed by soldier and horse alike. Shards of bone splinter up from
underfoot as our steps are taken. We walk amongst the freshest of graves. Those not yet dug; not yet
covered — an unfinished cemetery yet to memorialize those who bravely tilled themselves deeply under
her soil.

Another blast of ring making smoke came from up yonder hill. Certainly no Quaker guns are these.
Oh please, | hanker to be given the bequest of catching the hasty shot so that it rids me of my hurting,
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clears my memory of the awfulness which | have witnessed and caused, and permit me to goonto a
spot somewhere that is not here. Alas, | am unlucky with death, ill-fated in life. The battle rages on,
notwithstanding my opposition to it.

“Charge” he sings out to us from atop his brazen mount, chevrons sewn on his sleeves and slouch
hat pulled down on his head which tells me he has been this ground before and draws from familiarity
to show us the way to a victorious campaign — or — he foolishly stands it now for the first time, seeing
the elephant, and boldly leads us all to our miserable deaths. Haughtiness can be so easily cloaked as
bravery on a battlefield where young men seek to impress while dodging death.

Bodies drained, there feels no charge left to be had, no effort that can be made, no strength to push
forward and no energy to fuel the very thought, no less the action, yet we still close the ranks and toe
the mark. Running — painfully crashing one foot after another into the soft earth — we light out bobbing
top-heavy toward the enemy line, whereat we smack upon encouragement when we stumble on and
witness their frightened faces.

These faces are all too familiar, too recognizable, as if they may possibly even be our own.
Reflections of our panic staring gallantly back at us, daring us to keep on, all set to deny us our bounty.
Not yellow bellies at all, but fearful courageous fellows to a man. Brother, could that be my brother or
by chance it is uncle, and is that father? Is this someone | know, or don’t, but suppose | should, for | have
come to kill him, die beside him, or take my last breath because of him? How aloof we are of this
personal exchange.

My heart beats like the thud of the cavalry charge, disciplined and swift, but sloshed by the pools of
muck. | have come here for deliverance, | suppose. | have come here for all that | believed in some time
ago, even if | cannot recall at this very moment what those particulars and foundations be or were.

Years ago, when my father, my brother, me and our friends all joined this fight, we cheered and
were merry as we sat around campfires after lengthy days of training, swapping stories of home and of
those that we love and had come to fondly pine for. | have not sat next to a fire of such in so long, only
the occasional burning house or torched wagon giving ember and recollection. The smoldering bodies
accompanying these crackling battlefield bonfires often take away the partiality | once had for such
tranquil and doting moments.

In a sound of metal and holler we clash, we merge in a fiery bereavement rendezvous, persuaded
that if we prevail we will be rewarded, but death seems a great deal quicker way from this torment.
Why is it | dread death so much, yet | discern it to be the easiest manner to shun such consequences
from greeting me time and again?

My bayonet has been broken off at its mounting in the initial frenzy and falls peacefully to the
ground. How selfishly it has found serenity amongst this scuffle without even offering me an invitation. |
bid it farewell as it is finally given respite from the scores of battles it had come upon, the lengthy list of
names it had slain being endless. Dear friend, why have you forsaken me in this moment, hardened steel
that you are? | speculate if you ever just the once felt my anguish from all that we have caused together.
| believe you to have the horse sense to do so.

Oddly, at this jiffy my hand clenches my pocket, and | feel the letter that | had not yet completed,
but it spoke of free time and of awaiting a scuffle that seemed anxious to steer clear of our gathering
regiments. Today that letter is of no value. It would be an unforgiveable account that | cannot pray hard
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enough to live to correct. The quarter pound of meat and pound of loaf issued per man just three days
ago now seems so distant that the angst deep within my belly can be acknowledged even amidst this
conflict.

My eyes rise up, look athwart, and see myself looking back at me. Young, but aged, battling, yet
fatigued, so much so that my movements are slowed, and with a sudden flash | have shot myself, or so |
believe that to be the way it has come to pass, as | unexpectedly come to rest on the flat of my back.

The sky looks suddenly different. | consider that the blue is making it through the red filtered haze
that now nestles in my eyes. | ache for your forgiveness, oh God in heaven. | trust that | will entertain it,
for all that | know at this breath is that you are the only glory, the only power, and the only path that |
should have ever followed. Tomorrow will not come for me, neither will tonight if | am truly privileged,
but you will, my Lord. | know thee as kind and gentle.

As | look at me scurrying away, or he that | appear like — and he like me — | beg you to please pardon
him as well, your son who hath fetched me to this. He was of the same mind as me, a hoodwinked
warrior following a belief that causes men to wage war, to slaughter each other, only to find out that we
will all depart this life someday no matter if our purpose is won or lost. Some give up the ghost sooner
than others and some more justly than the rest.

Liars speak of painless death, where is my undemanding departure from this sanguinary battlefield?
Pain runs unbridled amongst all my parts, through each of my thoughts and the length of every nerve
that has managed to survive till now.

My boots will march that ultimate pathway, the one that brings me home to you. Blue uniforms or
gray, butternut and soiled, or clothes of a farmer — all bleached with scarlet from the wickedness that
we so willingly shared — Yanks and Johnny’s will line my way.

Forgive them; forgive me, for not any of us will ever forget this tragedy we took part in. Save our
souls, each of us, from the injustices that we have caused upon each other. Let us learn to love each
other like we love you, and know each other to be good men, regardless of what we are, who we have
become, and what we have done.

We must realize that we are all sons and daughters of God, and accept our differences in a manner
less brutal and spiteful. Perchance this war was unavoidable, the hand of providence being rendered to
this happening, and in our small minds we only perceive this one dreadful approach to resolve things. |
know that we all have just causes and must stand for them, but with candid words that seem so plentiful
at this instant, | question if we could not have talked like enlightened citizens and avoided such
murdering. If a zeal more fervent than anger, that of love, could not have conquered our dissimilarities
more hastily and with a less calamitous outcome. This is kept hidden away in the future.

Whilst | suck desperately my final chunk of smoky air, | beseech of thee our God, maker of all men,
of all that believe, of all people regardless the colors we are — or wear — please unlatch your gate and
grant your hospitality on this, your forlorn soldier, your son.

Entrenched in these dreary surroundings, the fog and mist of yet another bleak day lands upon us.
We are huddled together and looking skyward as our ears tune to capture the pitch of an awkward
footstep. These lads are my chums. Some new found and some long term; hunkered down beside me
within these manmade caverns carved into a Messines Ridge, terrain once sprawling and beautiful.
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What is it that makes sense of this — men in trenches — lobbing explosives and bullets with the hope of
killing enough of those hidden somewhere else to call themselves the victors?

| have been hailed to this war, patriotic and honorable, only to find that death vilifies most
everything that we set about to do. Taking a life, severing a limb, extinguishing the worldly being
encasing a soul that God almighty had given birth to, appears to me to be our own suicide, if not clear
murder of them. We have heard warnings, rumblings, mere words that this day was coming when we
would spend hours diligently rooting out our enemies. This group that | am presently assembled with
has been trained to fight as one, or learn to die together; all for the good purpose we entrust will give us
peace.

Peace, via the torture of war, seems ironic and absurd. Still, with our feet in the muddy urine and
blood mixed puddle that percolates above our duckboard planks, we do not think about where we have
been, where we are going, but only of the here and now and of staying alive.

Mortars burst overhead, having me duck down and become one in the pool of nastiness. The
shrapnel that fragments outward from the bursting shells slash into earth and man alike without
remorse for what adverse repercussions they may cause. Those that could not duck downward in time
find their helmets put forward little resistance to the debris of metal that they are penetrated by. Some
wounded, some maimed, most killed. It’s a deadly pastime, this war, one that is played by the moving of
the pawns in holes like gophers. The wasteland of one hundred meters between trenches is the
slaughtering grounds for those sent to attack in vain.

Most of this war is fought by being here. By standing in this place and calling it our own. We do not
often see the enemy, and if there are no attacks, there is nothing but the occasional firing of a gun from
behind a sniper plate, a bullet landing somewhere, hopefully not upon me. Artillery and small weapons
are only useful when the enemy rises up and can be seen. Why this is attempted, no doubt, are the
misfortunate ones following yet another ham-fisted officer somewhere on their side — or ours — of these
lines of battle.

| think of those officers that we have had that ordered us to do the same. Somehow, like a conjuror,
they talked and preached until we rose up and climbed the wooden ladders to take to the strip of death,
the no man’s land, sandwiched between trenches. We ran, believing like the unwise soldiers before us,
that we were going to be the ones that crossed over, captured our enemy, and won this war.

The slaughter that existed, that | viewed through a periscope, that | was part of, and on one such
occasion if it had not been for one of my own being hit by machine gun fire and knocked backward into
me, | would have remained standing another split second and likely would have caught my own spiraling
hot bullet and left this world. I’'m not sure that it would have been so dreadful, to leave this place.
Crawling back, after first slithering from under the body of the man who had unwittingly saved my life
with his own sacrifice, | fall into the depths of my ditch. My domain, where | thought it to be safe, or at
the very least, safer, offered me the same miserable surroundings and discontentment, but it did not
come with bullets and bombs.

Now | burrow into the same filth and hope that God hears my prayers, my pleadings, and my
begging as his child, to save me from this gruesome bloodbath. To bring me away from the things | have
had to reckon with on a daily basis. Will God, the one that has kept me alive for so long, and able-
bodied, be able to look down upon this place without having to shield his eyes or look away? We’ve
done so much to earn his disfavor in our enthusiasm to earn the regard of our officers.
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| collect myself while | establish that everything that | climbed up and out of the trench with is still
attached, still a part of me, still under my control. Even after examining myself, | remain indecisive,
because so much of me assume that | am still lying in the killing fields. My extremities must be in
attendance as my trench foot smarts to keep me apprised of their presence. | would like to bawl, but |
find that it is not something | can do now, not something | have time for. It is moments like this that |
undergo a million torments because, not knowing what | can do, what | am permitted to do, what will go
unnoticed should | take the chance, | am overwrought and do nothing.

| feel a droplet of blood land upon my hand. | look upward and see that it is coming from the rim of
my helmet. | quickly remove the steel saucer and rub my hand over my head. | do not think that it is me,
for | feel no wetness that proves it to be colored red about my hair, around my ear, nor near any part of
my skull. But then, as if to disprove me, another droplet of blood smashes into my pants, and splatters
across the area.

One more glance upward and | see a hand dangling over the edge of the trench. It clenches to form
a tight fist, then releases, talking to me in a silent display of the anguish it must be going through. And
then, to put to a final conclusion my concern, blood flicks from the tip of a lone finger and tumbles down
until it crashes onto my pants in the same vicinity as its predecessor. While | feel relief that | am okay, |
then think about those that await this person back home, this victim, this dying soldier without hope.

A prayer offered, | watch as the manipulation of the digits ceases, and the movement comes to a
finish. I imagine, and hope, for the sake of the man whose hand it is, that the end has come and he finds
peace at this moment of his thrashing. Defeat is something that does not come without heavy toll, and
the balance is payable without delay upon the moment of commencement. Why has he come to this
place, this nightmare, and if he had a reason that he did, | hope to be able to use it for my own one day
as | have neither excuse nor purpose.

Am | a coward for not extending aid to him? Should | be seen in the light of someone lacking
courage to offer assistance? Do | need to do something more than | have? | have fought in a way that
provided me the comfort of being alive, if that is in fact a comfort. Pulling him down would not make a
difference. Having him come down into the trench would only give him the impression — the false hope
— that we had the medicine, the bandages and the attention to render him the assistance that he
required.

I am a coward! | know it now because | rationalized that it was better for another man to die than
for me to do something to help him. Why have | been given the ability to breathe, while his had been
taken away? Is this all happening just to make me realize that cowards and heroes walk the same trail
until divided by their choices?

| look around at the others that are down in this channel of gloom. | find modest reward in seeing
that they are similar to me, cowering down and looking skyward with fear. We wait for something,
anything, a hostile figure to come from either side of the opening and drop down upon us. Another
ruptured bomb above us has every man pulling deeper, even if there is only so far to go down.

We are stuck like sticks in this mud, crammed down and momentarily unable to free ourselves. This
war has raged for years. | cannot recall at this moment what things were like before the war, but | know
that it has aged me beyond the days that | have lived, making me old. | think about my wife, and try to
remember the scent of her perfume that she wore on Sundays as we walked together to mass. We had
only just been married when the call to come wage war sought me out. A child, one that | have never
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seen, has been born to us. She’s told me in her letters that he is a good boy, and he is getting to be a big
lad. No doubt with the way this campaign drags on he will be a young man before he meets his father.

A barrage of bombs is now bursting all about. The bombardment is relentless and deafening. It
becomes so intense and lasts so long that it can mean many things, most likely of which is there are men
dying somewhere. The ground shudders under the impact and the sound of machines moving around
fills us with fear, heavy armored pieces that can easily slide down into a trench, crushing a person and
mashing them into paste.

We outlast the torrential downpour of mortars, sitting here as the mist and rain filter down into our
trenches, bathing us with soiled water and loose clay. | think about battles when this war started where
we flushed the enemy from heavily wooded areas, allowing them to run and salvage their lives so long
as they did not immediately turn upon their heels and prove their intentions were to counterattack. It
seemed that that war, or type of war, was more compassionate. Now, we kill without seeing, without
knowing and without having to pay the devil his price for our actions.

Tossing grenades back and forth become an amusement, one that death attached itself to, but being
able to have the accuracy and range between the trenches without being picked off by a sniper, a
sickening pastime all the same. The day dawdled along, darkness slowly creeping over the crevice that |
peered up through. With night came the veil of concealment, not only for where | was in the trench, but
for my enemy that approached it.

Thankfully, we were gifted a quiet night. Sleeping was something that only a fool would do. Resting
with eyes closed but ears keenly listening, | pushed myself into the area of the trench — the underground
dugout — where the moonlight could not make it down to greet me. | lived my life being my own
shadow. All night long prayers could be heard, each man becoming a minister, as a prayer was heard,
other men bowed their heads to take it in as their own. Mercy did not find many; even those that
received furlough came back with renewed fears once they remembered what they had left behind, of
what we welcomed them back to.

As the shade of the sky went from dark black, to deep blue, to light blue, another day had come and
| had yet another one confirmed to be alive. Hopefully the sun would bring some warmth; some heat to
chase away my chill. | reached inside my pockets to where | remembered stealing away some morsel of
food, and find it to be neighbor to all of the other things that made their way into the pocket. Some of
which, | do not want to know.

A nibble, hidden so that the others do not see my breakfast, | choke down the stale bread. It doesn’t
make it easy, my mouth so dry that | have no way to moisten it before swallowing. Before | know it, |
have devoured the meal, and still my hunger rages like a violent storm.

My body, my hands and face, the back of my neck, begin to itch. This sensation is unlike any
experience | have ever had in all my days. | scratch but it does nothing to relieve this feeling, so | scratch
harder. My unkempt nails scrape deeply into my flesh, causing me damage like | am unwilling to allow
the enemy to bestow upon me. | look at my hands, my eyes straining to see, | make out the bubbles on
my skin that are yellow. Blisters that beget me this horrible discomfort.

What is happening to my eyes? | am feeling pain and burning and they swell to the point where they
are becoming shut. Is it from my fear? During my moments of slumber at some stage in the night did
someone play a joke on me? Did my meal, my stolen moment, poison me? | walk down the trench to
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see others and find them in the same moments of despair that | have found myself. What has come
upon us? Something has made usiill.

As we talk amongst ourselves we are then gathered to get our weapons and prepare for yet another
assault. We honor the request, even at this moment of confusion that finds our skin creating a malady
we were unprepared for. We receive the order to climb up and out from our safe haven and attack. We
look at one another, knowing we must, but wondering what would happen if everyone decided to stay
and keep firmly rooted in the trench. Those thoughts were traced in the deep lines—the trenches —in all
of the faces of those close by me. We cannot think like this. We cannot win if we do not at least attempt
to end this war.

We climb up ladders and ropes until we emerge. Smoke in the field before us conceals our
movement from detection. We can make some headway, but as we hurry along my breathing becomes
labored and difficult. My throat is sore and | feel like | am sucking air through substantial froth of soap
suds in my chest. Being urged on, we continue to go toward the enemy trenches. Some chaps become
trapped and prisoner to the thick lines of barbed wire. Others start to catch the pelting bullets from the
enemy returning fire.

And now, as we have many times in the past experienced, the shells begin to explode overhead and
all about us. We are in for more of the same, more of the dying. | continue to run, knowing that this time
| will not return to the trench where | have been for so many months, that | cannot possibly go back to.
Even this field seems good to me because it is different. And with my skin burning, eyes closing and
lungs being unable to give me breath, there may not be enough of me left to make it back anyway.

| see it! The expanse before me is that trench that they have called home. It grows larger with each
step that | take and every movement forward that | manage. | can see them! Their helmets move about
like ants. Back and forth they scamper, much like | assume we appeared when we sought to shun their
advance. | marvel at why they do not look up. Why do they not see me approaching? | continue on,
undaunted by my pain and not needing to fire my weapon.

As | stand at the edge of their trifling world, | look down and raise the barrel of my gun. My finger,
blistered and sore, eases back on the metal trigger tucked inside its guard. | feel sorry for them. They do
not know what is about to befall them. The finger eases back further still, and is about to engage the
weapon to fire.

| fall backwards, or more exactly, | am thrown like a discarded and soiled sock. | am thrust in the
opposite direction; my eyes see all the things below me, in the trench, and then just beyond. In a
reserve place, melted into the background, flashing yellow flicks of flame, a soldier is firing his mounted
machinegun. He has taken me, and those like me, and put us in a place where we are sure to meet our
maker.

| turn to crawl back to my safety, to the place where | had done this very thing just yesterday, and
several days before. My arms will not tug me along. The pain in my body has eliminated all but my
thoughts, and those bring me to know that soon | will no longer posses them either. | cough, and blood
is pushed out of my mouth and onto the ground in front of me. My legs burn where they were just
ripped into by the bullets so skillfully planted.

| am here, struggling against all of the bloodshed that | have experienced. | am a steadfast subject,
one that believed that we had to come to this place and fight this war. War, unlike any other, steps
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apart and living in squalor down in long pipelines that lead us only to our deaths. We cannot escape this,
no matter how hard we try. We make moves to challenge our enemy, to which he counters. This dance,
this rhythmic back and forth, endless | think until each man that is sent dies on this field.

| offer myself as one of them now. | am ready to go. My eyes closed shut, unable to open even if |
had elected to do so, keep me from seeing things that | probably would rather not. Breathing is not easy.
Thought is escaping me. Before | die, | only hope and pray that my wife is well, that my son grows to
never see war, and that | have done them proud. It is getting colder, colder than anything | have ever
experienced. | beg you Lord; please take care of them and my chaps. | say this from the battlefield, your
servant, this, your forlorn soldier, your son.

These snows — this thick fallen mush that restrains my every movement and chills me to the bone —
why have | come here so far from where | live and why must | stay? | have walked with comrades across
lands so unfamiliar to us, through hedgerow and town, apparently in some exultant proposal to conquer
all mankind. Why do | do this, when all | want for now is Momma’s sauerbraten and cabbage with
forkfuls of spatzle? Even a spoonful of her hearty soup would serve to nourish and warm me at this
moment near freezing.

Our tanks thirst too. Without sufficient fuel resources, and always on the run, they must choose
carefully when to start their massive engines and desperately move about through slush and mud-
spattered fields. Their heavy carcasses carried on broad treads leave at the rear a fat man’s footprints,
simple for our adversary to pursue and seek us out.

As a lonely soldier, | ram my body up against one of these metal beasts which has just shut down to
take relief. | search its skin for whatever warmness it might present, whatever shield from the brutally
bitter current of air that it can furnish me. So cold is it that the water from my tears freezes on my
cheeks. This Eastern Front is not as filled with triumph as | recollect from the now rapidly distancing
past.

Like all soldiers, | am proud of the land that | come from, and seek to look after her, but all of a
sudden | permit myself a moment to consider that | am not standing on her soil, not halting an enemy
on her doorstep, not in the midst of my family or friends. How am | defending the fatherland that has
sought out to ferociously thieve from someone else, that which | am now told | must preserve as ours?

My biggest opponent in this conflict — this battle with bodies stacked so high —is my very own
opinions. Inside my mind, as my body shudders to shake off the cold, | recognize that | should not be
here. | should not be protecting and defending that which is not ours. This frozen land was on no
account meant to be ours.

We have walked far. The soles of our feet only given rest when on rare occasion we mount vehicles
that swiftly carry us down unseen roads to engage the enemy and die some more. Yes, we sprint
headlong to our deaths because our wits are too numb within our helmets to allow us to assume to do
something else. We formulate decisions based on officers who have a singular alarm. One of facing an
unusual enemy, an enemy that is on our side — one from within — those senior ranking officers that goad
them to attain and achieve or suffer the consequences.

| look around and see many fresh faces wrapped in a soldier’s uniform. These faces are bizarre to
me, because while the uniform is very recognizable, and worn out like my own — obviously a reissued
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uniform of a soldier no longer requiring it — I make out that they are new faces filled with terror and
panic, and most of all, with youth and old age.

Children, sheer boys, meek and tender in their years, sitting with weapons they surely must labor to
carry. Old men, men that | regard as my elders — men that are to be at home while | am here defending
their places of residence — are sitting alongside us, with that same fear.

These all are the faces of those that were included in the people | am to protect. What has gone so
terribly wrong that they are now sitting in this same place with me, waging a fight against a foe that will
not relinquish the lands that are not presently significant to us, but our commanders are adamant that
they are?

In the expanse | hear the shouting of men’s voices, a language that | do not identify with, but one
that | have become all too familiar with. These shouts, commands to soldiers that hunt for us, advise me
they once again are growing near to our location. There are no artillery shells fired to back them away.
Overcast skies and resilient flakes of snow keep our airplanes from soaring above our heads, not giving
us a moment’s comfort with their protection. Like the frosty tanks, we are frozen in our places and
await the orders that will enlighten us of what we are to execute next.

‘Why?’ | holler so thunderously that | sense my lungs twinge as they throb. All this does is cause me
to gain the awareness of those about me who ask the identical question, but more quietly, silently in
actuality, but with no less appeal for a response.

Our rifles, capable to feed bullets so swiftly that we are given the prospect to take life without very
much sympathy — not afforded a split second to mull over whether we ought to take prisoners or make
corpses — are loaded and readied. While trying to hide beneath the steel of our helmets, finding little
solace for the rest of our being that sits in the open —a welcome target to our rival — we know that soon
they will arrive and like the grim reaper himself, they will seek each and every one of us out.

The voices get nearer and as an instinctive retort, we do not stand and run in the opposite direction,
though most, including myself, believe this the clever thing to do. Instead, we nudge ourselves along the
snow covered soil in the direction of the voices, headed for the thud of the tramping feet that stamp
down into the snow and approach as our eyes strain to see their movement. We are here, and for now,
here we will remain. Unless given other commands, we are about to defend our position, again.
Mysteriously, a thought crosses my mind. How did our vast land become a speck on a map now
designated by the measly utterance, ‘position’?

The monster that | crouch beside waits quietly. Her huge engine does not sputter, fearful that her
hum and exhaust would give away her substantial metallic position. Like an overstuffed beast in a
roasting pot, she believes for her own sake that in silence she remains undetectable. | laugh at you, you
ridiculous mechanized weapon. You are a foolish, foolish vehicle of destruction that we ourselves
become foolish in the company of. We huddle next to you to shelter us from the very bullets that are
aimed at you because they have come to know this to be someplace we often hide from view.

War is folly that rattles around in the souls of men who have nothing better to look for, and not
enough astuteness to reconcile their discrepancies by other means. These arguers, men who have
unsympathetically dispatched us here, have not stood inside the trenches, have not been lacerated by
the barbed wire, have not gone without meals and given only rations of bullets for so many days that
stomachs stopped being hungry because the pain inside would not allow it.
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| wonder if Momma is well. | wish | could see her if only for a fleeting glimpse. As her son | feel that |
have abandoned much of the lessons she had taught me as a youth, a youth that had been stolen from
me, from her, and sewn into the fabric of this uniform and hurried off to war.

So many others have been left strewn about the countryside. This country and that, lands unknown
and soil without welcome, all burial grounds for friends that have become just short-lived memories of a
past that seems so long ago, but was in some cases just yesterday. My comrades, they look to me for
leadership, not as their officer, but as someone that has stepped on blood spilled snow, and not landed
on the ground to make it. Their eyes bulging, their blue lips trembling, | dare not think about what they
are to see for the first time, to endeavor, to come to terms with, but | know what it is all the same.

| offer a nod, and to one youngster, a smile. Why is this boy standing equipped to die for something
he without doubt has no fervor for? He just as likely would be playing with his friends with toy guns and
count the numbers aloud until those dead could get up and play again.

Old man, why do you look at me so? | cannot save you, for | barely have saved myself on numerous
occasions, often hiding behind the dead as the bullets stung into their bodies. You may be my shield by
the end of this day — or — me yours.

On command the tanks growl to life and we launch into our assault. As we hurtle ourselves over
rubble and bodies, we push forward on the way to where those peculiar voices had come from. We
make out nothing but a blanket of white, dimpled with rocks, a fence, a burned out farm house, and a
slew of victims dotting the horizon. Still, we run, and run as hard as we can. Each step finds even colder
ground. | feel | may freeze if | do not soon feel the warmth of my own blood splashing upon me.

And then, with a loud eruption and burst of fire, | have found myself to become weightless and
warm. As | am lifted up to no longer burden my legs, | look around and see that all those young boys and
old men that took up with me have been given the same grace of God. They too are now warmed and
lifted. It lasts a flash, or an hour, it is difficult to tell when something so different comes upon you. But
yes, it is warm, so | greet it and embrace it.

And now that | think deeper, it is quiet. Strangely quiet for a battle that still seems to rage on around
us. Has God — who we have all prayed our own prayers to over and over again — plucked us, the lucky
ones, from this hardship? No one even notices that we seemingly are escaping the throes of war and are
being carried upward and away, given heat and protection.

Then, just as suddenly as we had been graced, it is taken away. My body, my spirit — all that | am —
has been tossed lifelessly into a mound of earth and snow, shattering bones and tearing flesh as | twist
and contort to meet the specifications of the uneven ground. The pain, | cannot describe pain that is so
encompassing that | realize only now that | have been lifted to heaven, then cast down to hell.

When will it stop? When will this war that takes guilty, innocent... any person in its range —and
grinds them up as useless fodder for the bottom of a pet’s cage — end.? How will Momma go on with her
smile when she discovers that | have come to part ways with the world in this manner? | doubt if she will
even learn of this.

And now, | only hope that my prayers through the years for all of my fallen friends, all of the
sickening sights | had come to cross paths with — even those of the other side that | have wished better
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for —are answered, so that God might have a moment to hear me now as | pray for my family and my
own welcoming by him.

| cannot see the skies, cannot taste anything besides blood, and breath has not filled my lungs fully
since | have landed. My aching limbs ache no more. My frozen digits do not feel cold any longer. My
tears that froze as | wept do not freeze — in fact — they do not even exist. | feel that this must — this just
has to be — a signal from God as he has taken away all of the woes which have caused me abundant
misery.

Oh Father, as | offer myself to you, | pray you to please absolve me for the things that | have done,
both knowingly and out of foreboding. And please, give mankind the blessings to know that there are
other methods to stave off such cruelty. | implore this of you, this, your forlorn soldier, your son.

This dense jungle, air so thick that it makes me wonder why we fight in a place like this, struggles to
halt us from advancing through her. The enemy, one that merges with the undergrowth so readily that
we often lose several men in a single burst of a burping weapon, is out there. We know of him. We have
seen him, if only lying dormant on the floor of this place, looking lifelessly up as we walk past.

We have also seen children in this same horrific state. And as much as it pains me to associate
myself with it, these children have been dealt the harshest blow of this war, that of dying for something
that we cannot explain to them. Something that is unimportant to them. Something we insist upon. I sit
and think about how lines on a map, sectors and vectors, marks to identify where we are, where the
enemy is, and eventually, where the dead will be found, have become more important to us than our
own lives.

Panic settles in very effortlessly here. We discover that we are fighting fit, armed, better fed, and
somehow the item we require the most is the same article our pauper enemy lacks. The intelligence to
know that we can scour this dungeon-like jungle forever and never rid it of each other. The fire fights,
the searing bombs fired down from jets that zoom by, the rapid fire of automatic weapons does nothing
to transform the moment within which we reside. We only reload and fill ammo pouches so that we can
do it again.

The psychosis of war is alive in me. | know that it is because | feel that my body count is now some
competition. It has become a quantity for which | suppose | will be given praise and rewards. Chowing
down, | recall hearing stories from others in my platoon boastfully telling of how they faced an enemy
and decimated them. Instead of being sickened by such woeful tales, | smile, smoke my cigarette, and
offer my own brand of murder to become a fellow in the peerage of death.

With each movement that rustles a leaf just outside of our improvised camp comes the instruction
for a few of us to gather up our gear and see what caused the noise. We trust no one. We often do not
trust our own suspicion. | do not even trust me, any longer. | stride with my automatic weapon, my
buddy, for he is the only one that in the face of battle | can truly count on. Even if he has jammed on
occasion, he did not abandon me. Most times when | request his power, his metal spitting might, it is
given like unconditional love.

With my helmet rattling about on top of my head, hair drenched with sweat underneath, | dash into

the undergrowth. | have become so keen at discriminating the things that | see when | move at such a
pace that | have grown to be almost too comfortable with my environment. An ambience of greens,
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searching for the darkened eyes that protrude and look back at me, up and down, side to side, he can be
there — anywhere — and often is.

Now forming a single line, we try to keep a fair distance between each other as we run, just enough
space that the blades of grass hardly start to rise up from the ground where the man in front of us had
just tread. | wonder why people fight for such places, why they call such desolate and remote areas
home. It isn’t like you can do much here. Not much but fight and die.

The sound of our packs and gear bouncing, keeping beat with our gait, resembles a herd of wild
horses that have been straddled with bundles and sent barreling recklessly. Our enemy knows we are
approaching, even with our disturbance of the jungle we can distinguish their attempt to scurry away
and hide. We are in pursuit of a demon that plagues us. They are soldiers that have no reason to allow
us to live, and seek to give us a reason to die.

As maniacal as that may sound, it is most proper, as we propose to do the same for him, should we
locate him. | recall as we first came to this place, we looked upon people that were poor, hungry, dirty
and somehow, they were happy. They smiled and waved. They welcomed us to their space in the world.
We followed orders to remove from their lands those that were killing, raping, plunging into little
villages and destroying them. Ironically, it is said, we have come here and done many of those same
things. What good are we doing?

Who feeds these people the ammunition to continue this war? They offer them little in the way of
food, but the supply of bullets, mortars and bombs is endless. They burrow into the ground often having
us right behind them, then just that quickly, them behind us. Sometimes, when | roll my eyes upon
discovering such a turn of events, | want to laugh, but the bullets and blasts erase that notion from my
deliberation.

And now that | have a moment during this wretched mission to think, | recall how many of my
friends, buddy’s that | have grown to admire and love, have been placed on a stretcher and then onto a
chopper, hoping to find a hospital sooner than their supply of blood can run out. In many cases, | have
again walked the path that we had just the day before only to be reminded of friends. Sadly, it is mostly
because | see their limbs that had been blown off of their bodies or a splash of blood caused by a hidden
enemy, or a booby trap left behind for just such a purpose.

Reality snaps me from my momentary lapse. | see movement just off to our right. It moves quickly
and in a direction away from us. A grunt, a yell, and | turn to follow it. All of the men with me follow
without questioning or doubt. We have become too accustomed to what is expected of us, that little
more than a change in direction has each of us responding. | see it, him, or them. Just ahead, running for
their lives, they stay their course. Lives that | do not want to see unless they are captives. Each one of
them, | am told, can kill a dozen of us, so | would like to make sure me, we, none of us are in that twelve.

Even with the weight of the things | carry | am making up the distance between us. My buddies call
to me to keep on, they now see the enemy ahead. We are within visual contact, but | am tiring. The
amount of work it takes, the energy it burns, to carry these weapons, is starting to see me slow. | raise
the muzzle and pull the trigger. A quick blast of several rounds is sent tumbling ahead of me. | hear the
cry from the hit target. One that | could not clearly see, but one that | knew was just ahead. Again | pull
the trigger and again the shrieks are evident.
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And then the slowing person ahead of me drops to the carpet of green and becomes motionless. We
all run to the place and form a circle, looking out in our own assigned direction, waiting for inbound
retaliation, but it does not come just yet. Sarge is so contented. We have once more added to the
extermination of the jungle rodents that have stolen so many lives. The body, tiny, gripping tightly their
own rendition of a weapon, is no longer breathing. At the very least, they are not showing the motion
that it is.

After consoling ourselves enough to believe that we have cleared the area, Sarge puts his toe under
the shoulder of the defeated soldier, and rolls him over onto his back. | am filled with hatred. | am angry.
| want to take my own life at this moment of confusion. There, the enemy is but a young girl with a large
gun that | cannot imagine that | have killed. My feeling of victory is swiftly swept away and the
emptiness left behind is filled with self loathing.

My eyes revolve about, peering from under my helmet for an answer to what just happened.
Someone’s daughter lay bloodied in a place that is otherwise unremarkable. She did not fire upon us.
She did not really threaten us. She was only heard to be among several others that were nearby our
location and made the errant step to rustle the foliage, causing our attention to be given. Now, only for
the reason that she could not outrun her companions, she lay dead. My heart begins to grieve for a
person that | have never met, do not know, but have willingly shot and killed.

For a second time there is a grunt issued, and the platoon is off and running. | watch them, frozen in
my place, staring at the eyes that look up at me. | am mesmerized by the soft skin, the petite features
and the lack of my ability to call this person an enemy. | am now torn between catching up with my
group, and taking a moment to pass an appeal onto the Lord for this brave woman. Terms break away
from me. Thoughts have no purpose because they are trying to alleviate my guilt for my actions. | have
come to fight a war against a relentless enemy, one that has rules that | am neither accustomed to or
willing to accept.

Her lip trembles. The tiniest movement of it has caught my eye, having me crouch down as a tear
also seeps from the outside corner of her eye. She is not dead, but seriously wounded and likely close to
death. | must furnish her help. | am obliged to do what | can to right this terrible wrong. | also have a
duty to join my squad, but | try to erase it from my mind at this moment because | am certain it would
give me direction to do something other than what | am thinking.

| lift her body up and onto my shoulder. | have carried burlap bags of sand used to build defensive
bunkers that weighed more than this young girl. | hear her trying to struggle through her pain. She may
even be a child; she is so tiny and frail. As | make my way back to base camp | wonder what the reasons
were that she was given to be here on this day, playing a man’s game that is not even fit or suitable for a
man to involve himself with.

| run, maddeningly | hear the pounding of my pulse in my ears. | try to make as few steps so that | do
not turn an ankle or fall into a trap, but | have no time to be cautious should | want any time to remain
so that her wounds can be tended to. Why could she not be home with her family? Why could she not
be sitting with her siblings, with her mother and father? Why is she here? Why, my God, am | here? It is
so easy to lose sight of the goal when you are given the ground between the starting point and the
destination to contend with.

As | close in on camp | call for help, giving our password to allow the guards to know that | am one of
them, and that | approach with as much haste as the moment would allow. Where are they?!? Why are
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they not coming to give me their much required help? | run faster, finally getting to a tent where
surgeons can offer this girl some aid. As | enter and ease her body onto the gurney | see that she is
wilted like a lily long without water to quench a frenzied thirst.

The medic, he looks at me as though he expects me to tell him what to do, wearing a confused
appearance. He moves, but things seem to be in slow motion. Can he hurry? | so need for him to salvage
this young life. | cannot think of going on with this blood on my hands.

“She’s gone” he says, his voice nonchalant.
“Gone?” | ask, furious at the matter-of-fact message received.

| look down at her and she has become lifeless, pale, as her clothes absorbed most of the blood that
flowed through her body. If there was ever an image that this war had etched upon my memory, my
thoughts that will be carried forever and a day, until such time as | meet my maker and hope he
understands what | have done, this young flower plucked from a field where she was once beautiful and
vibrant continues to stare at me, her killer.

What now? What do | do at this moment of victory merged head-on with defeat? How do | explain
to my family, to those that love me, the ones that think they know me and were proud of me for coming
here to this place and serving so well? The hand on my shoulder tells me that | am permitted this
moment of puzzlement. | just find it impossible in my own judgment to feel that what | have done is
right.

| am not a religious man, at most times. My last prayer was when | wanted to make it through boot
camp and earn my uniform and that first stripe. | swore to God if he allowed this for me that | would
somehow repay him as many times over as | could. Here — now — | stand with a debt growing deeper.
But common sense and dignity have brought me to again call upon my creator.

| think of words, but know that he already knows my thoughts. | try to mold my thoughts — a difficult
task to do when they are scattered — so | do my best. At this moment | do not think of anything but
those that have died. Those that have been maimed. Those sent home in body bags or with parts
missing. | offer up to you, Lord, a thought that is my prayer.

Please take those that come to your doorstep, those that have left this place by any means, and
open your arms and give them the one thing that can heal all, your love. And Lord, please give me the
strength to survive this moment and come to some understanding why it has happened. | say all of this
using the word ‘please’, but | am truly begging. And at this moment, as | am being sent back to wage
further war, to cause others to die, or be killed myself, | ask that you protect each of us and make this
war stop as suddenly as a summer rain shower. | plead this of you, this, your forlorn soldier, your son.

I never liked the beach much anyway. Now I sit here in a desert, surrounded by bags filled with even
more sand. There is sand everywhere. So much sand that it has gotten into the seams of my clothing,
under the nails on my fingers and during a strong sandstorm | am convinced that it plunged deep within
my flesh hoping to choke off the beat of my heart.

My heart, it yearns. As | pull out the old letters and pictures sent from home, | can somehow still
smell morning bacon and eggs, and fresh coffee. | can almost hear the radio playing in the kitchen, some
music from the 80’s that never seems to fade, and is often recycled. | so long to see my loving spouse
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standing at the stove skillfully whipping up a batch of homemade flapjacks and placing them neatly on
plates drizzled with maple syrup and butter. Around here, there’s mostly just sand.

Ironic as it is, there was so much sand on the streets of Manhattan that day. The towers, built to
withstand the pelting weather, the searing sun and the winds of time, could not suffer the attacks that
day and they crumpled to the ground as | sat in front of the television, watching in horror. So many faces
filled with despair. So many lost lives that had nothing to do with what brought them to their deaths,
other than being citizens, representatives of a life and a country that others seek to bring down.

| remember how | tearfully bid farewell to my loved ones and went off to join this band of patriots.
We sat on plastic chairs in a building waiting to be processed and were given our chance to provide the
defenses that would keep us from ever seeing or feeling that tragedy again. We signed, willfully
submitting ourselves to become soldiers, warriors in a battle we didn’t fully understand, but knew that
we must, or we faced further consequences.

And now, like the sand from the concrete of those buildings that billowed through the streets, | am
surrounded and trying to suck air from between the grains that hit my bare skin with such velocity they
intend to blast the skin right from the bone.

Like all of the wars before us, there are those that have condemned our military actions. There are
stories and reports of assaults that have been concocted solely to prove that we, as a people, joined
together as a country, are ruthless and without care of how we incorporate our way of thinking anyway
that we desire. And out there, among those dunes, more familiar with the terrain and the hostile
weather, awaits the enemy. He is armed with weapons — some new and some archaic — longing to prove
to us that no matter how well we are prepared, no matter if we control the skies overhead or have
better arms and tactics, they will defeat us as they have defeated other similar armies in the past.

| check my weapon’s functioning, wanting to avoid a situation where it may fail. My goggles are snug
against my face, but still | can feel the sting of sand against my forehead. Like a curious child, it finds its
way just about anywhere. Finally our transport arrives, hulking metal craft that will carry us somewhere,
anywhere, so long as it is inside its belly so that the wind can no longer pulverize us with the sand.

We scurry inside, cordiality has no place here. One by one we get within and gasp with relief as the
door closes behind us. It is somehow quiet, even if the roar of the motor is pounding in our ears. We
bounce along inside the compartment, brushing ourselves off and laughing about how each of us had
our own personal battle with the elements. Our laughter would not last long, and our battles were not
all behind us.

After a short ride, | could hear the motor lowering its pitch and the bouncing around had come to a
slower tossing from front to back. The chatter on the radio was furious, but unintelligible to me as |
could make neither sense of it or determine its meaning, only an occasional word sounding familiar. And
then, for what could not have been more than half of a breath, there was silence.

With a sudden eruption our moving armor was heaved brutally to one side, accompanied by the
sound of a blast from the other side of the plate of steel. Tossed onto the floor, it was all | could do to
gather myself and my weapon and return to my place. | was not the only one that had been dealt such a
jolt. Regaining our focus, we looked to the rear of our vehicle and waited the lowering of the door so we
could emerge and face our attacker.
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Again the fierce communication jammed my ears as it came from the radio’s speaker. | did not know
what it all meant specifically, but could tell that it was talking about the location of possible unfriendly
locals. The door crept down, and automatically we took up positions ready to fire at anyone or thing
that moved to our rear. With a single command, and before the door had fully lowered, we erupted
from our host and took out in a defensive pattern.

Smoke billowing up from beside our vehicle, the remnants of a person smoldered from the blast.
Experience tells me that he was not just an unfortunate soul that had been near the transport when it
was struck, but rather, he was the carrier of the explosives, delivering them as near as possible and
detonating them to his own detriment. What practice of mental persuasion has a man believe that by
committing himself to such suicide he would afford himself a favorable place with God?

Now, the ticking of bullets is heard as they smack into the armored flanks of the vehicle. We are
taking fire. We look around quickly and determine that we are being fired upon by several enemies,
from differing locations. Ambush is a word we are familiar with, one you cannot practice for, but you
must always be aware and prepared for.

The shout of a gun has an expression all of its own. It speaks with a voice that is unlike any other
weapon, even those manufactured right beside it. One such singer of death is raising our attention, and
tempers. Without notice, one of my team is struck and sent reeling backward. The sand and soil around
him puff up as other rounds are being aimed at him. He is not behind shelter. He is not in a safe area. He
is not going to live without someone’s help.

| look around and see that we are pinned down. We cannot move because the same guns firing at
the exposed soldier are also flicking bullets as close to each of us as they possibly could be. Our friend,
our buddy, he is lying out there in the open and taking additional damage from the rounds being fired at
him. The madness tells me that something must be done. We, me, | cannot just sit here and allow this.
He is another victim. He is another face of suffering that needs for an intervention.

| rise up, and find myself moving to him. Somehow, by the power of God and God alone, | find that |
am able to dance enough to avoid being hit. Even as the sound of the weapons becomes louder and the
ground around me is hit more ferociously, | am moving with impunity. | get to him, and he looks at me in
disbelief. Is he shocked to still be alive, or that | have come to help? No matter, it is now my duty to pull
him to shelter.

Grabbing hold of him under his arms | arch myself backward and heave. Like rowing a boat, | am
tugging and moving along so that | can swiftly get him to of all places, a stack of sandbags. As we arrive
and he breathes a sigh of relief, | realize what | have just done. | have placed myself in harm’s way for
one of ours, for him.

| am then shaken with the realization that just that easily | could have been given a death warrant. |
say a quick prayer, for only God could have allowed me to be so privileged. Why is it that | only think of
God when | need, or believe | need and merely strongly want, or when | am trying to show | am grateful
for something that is assumed to be beyond the scope of the deserved?

Suddenly a rocket propelled grenade blasts into my life, and the lives of those around me. Some are
just frightened by the blast, it causing them nothing but an intense alarm. Others are hit with the
fragments that blitzed out from the exploding device. And me, | believe | must be somewhere in
between. | do not feel like | have been struck, but | also know that there is something woefully wrong.
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| try to move, but | cannot. | take a breath and it hurts. | move my flak jacket and find a stream, if not
an ocean, of my blood seeping from my abdomen. “How did | get hit there”, | wonder? The pain is not
present at this moment, mostly because of the fear | have taking over every bit of me. My buddy, the
one | had just pulled from the open, he looks at me in horror. | can see in his eyes that he wishes he
could do for me as | had just done for him. This does not appear to be what will transpire.

Again | try to rise up, but my legs are numb. | look down at them and they are undamaged, but
unwilling to respond to my commands. My stomach burns. It causes me such pain. My head spins and
nausea is near. | press on the soft of my belly and my fingers plunge inside. | have been hit. Not only
have | been struck, but | have been hit so badly that | have a gaping wound that my insides are trying to
escape through. My horror is elevated and my breathing only makes my heart increase the amount of
blood it is spurting from me.

Sand, | truly despise sand. | have come here to right a wrong, yet another wrong has been done. |
am not a hero, | am not a born soldier, | am not even a very good soldier, but | am proud of the home |
come from and the land that we all call home. Dearest Lord, | am again beckoning to you to heed my
prayers. If there was ever a moment | truly needed you, more than anything | have ever wanted, it is
now. | am dying, and fear that when | die | will take bits and pieces of all of those that are at home
wishing me well, expecting me home.

This pain is unspeakable. Words escape me and my voice cannot even shout for help, even though |
see that other soldiers are hurrying to assist me. | fall back, my stomach now a fountain of blood. There
is nothing that can be done for me, this | know. This is my last hurrah. | came here to prove myself, and
all I have proved is that | am as human as the next person. Maybe that is all of the proof that | ever
would get. | never did like sand much.

But now, Lord, look down upon me, welcome me into your arms. Try to help mankind find another
way to dicker its arguments and mend it’s fences, as these wars prove only that we can kill each other. |
am ready now, and | am coming to hopefully be welcome. You know me God, it is me that prays at times
of need or want, it is |, this, your forlorn solider, your daughter.
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