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To my mother, the strongest person I’ve ever known, the mom of moms. You were always there, and you were always right about everyone.
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DISCLAIMER

The views expressed in this publication are entirely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the perspectives, policies or positions of the United States Government, Department of Defense, or Army.

Many details were omitted or rendered vague to ensure that this publication does not disclose classified information, jeopardize operations security, or misrepresent official United States Government policy. Pseudonyms were given to all individuals named in this publication, other than the author and public figures, in order to protect the privacy and security of those involved. And emotions and internal dialogue were rendered as faithfully as memory allowed.

With such constraints, this publication is unavoidably incomplete. But it’s not easy telling your own story, even just to yourself, and, hey—better to tell an incomplete tale than to not talk about it at all.


The world breaks everyone, and afterward some are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there will be no special hurry.

—Ernest Hemingway


Preface

A couple of years ago, while deployed in Iraq, I came very close to killing myself.

It wasn’t the war that got into my head, because I did just fine going after the world’s most wanted terrorists. What got me were the kind of problems that all of us, no matter our circumstances, might face at one time or another. It all added up and weighed me down until the darkness just became too heavy.

Tough guys don’t talk about this kind of stuff because we think it makes us look weak. Being a real man, though, starts with being real with yourself. Fact is, too many guys are struggling with suicidal thoughts, and too many guys have been lost to their demons. I’m about as tough as they come, mentally and physically, and I was very close to being one of them.

It’s not a pleasant story to tell, and it definitely doesn’t show me at my finest. But I’m baring my vulnerabilities here anyway, to clear space for other guys to talk about being overpowered by their feelings.

I’m stepping up to tell my story, so that others can summon the courage to tell theirs. It’s time we own our shit.


Chapter One

My story starts in late 2017 when I took off my Green Beret and became a spy.

I was going to earn less in my new job because I wouldn’t be deploying as much as I had with 1st Special Forces Group, and I’d be missing out on the extra incentive pays. Still, after years of being on a 12-man Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA), the thought of working by myself was exhilarating. I was eager to get out on my own, to operate alone armed with nothing more than my wit.

The change in career would bring me to the East Coast, a long, long way from my SF base in Okinawa, Japan. For the first time in a long while, my wife and I would be geographically close to our families. After years of deploying for six to nine months at a time, we could finally have some semblance of stability and start a family.

I had saved quite a bit of “war money” over the years and paid off my wife’s student loan debt, so we had plenty for a house and a baby. And my new job had a more stable operational tempo than Special Forces, so my wife wouldn’t be raising the kid alone like so many other SF wives do. The career change was going to be good for us, good for starting a family, good for tackling the next chapter of our life together.

Like most military couples, we had our problems. When I came back from deployments, my wife made clear how disruptive my presence was to home life. But she was hardly the only SF wife fed up with the family’s schedule being thrown off when her husband came back from downrange. Most SF wives had several kids to look after and held down a full-time job, so those kind of feelings were entirely understandable. My wife didn’t have either, but at the time I didn’t make much of it.

Ahead of my intel training we settled in the Washington, D.C. area. It was the first time in a long time we spent a lot of time together, and our new circumstances led to talk of how my wife could start a career. With a paid-off college degree thanks to my deployments, she had a lot of opportunities. I thought maybe she could get a job in the intelligence community so she could get a security clearance and I could finally talk to her about work. She was hesitant about the whole idea, which I chalked up to her still adjusting to our return from years abroad.

That discussion got shelved in February 2018 when I set off for my first iteration of intelligence training, which was almost like going back to our old routine. My wife and I were no strangers to long distance: in terms of home life, that first iteration was like any other normal Special Forces deployment or training mission.

While I was away, I tried helping my wife with her resume, knowing it might help her along the path. For whatever reasons, she seemed to fix a limited horizon on her career choices: a bagger at a grocery store, or a barista at a Starbucks, something along those lines. We didn’t need the money, she’d say, since we had no debt and I had a good enough income for us both. She was right on both points, but in intelligence I’d be making $30,000 less a year than what I’d made in SF.

When intel training wrapped up the next month I returned home to D.C., and my first night back, we went out to a local neighborhood place. We cozied up in a quiet corner of the bar and got talking over a Balvenie twelve-year.

I told her I thought it would be a good year to try starting a family. I still had a fair amount of training to complete, but I would definitely be around when the baby was born and for the challenging first year. The whole conversation seemed to make my wife tense. She still wanted to travel, she tried to explain, and didn’t want to be tied down by a baby. It definitely wasn’t the first time we’d talked about us both wanting to have a family, so hearing my wife basically say that our lives would be over once we had kids was hard to swallow.

There was a little voice in my head just begging to rage. We had lived in Japan for five years, the last two after I’d extended my tour primarily because of her wishes. All that time while I was downrange, she was traveling to Thailand, to Taiwan, and all over Japan, without me, on my dime.

Those kinds of thoughts can get you pretty riled up, but my newly-acquired intelligence training started to kick in and, instead of ranting and raving, I decided to reframe the situation for her.

“We’re approaching our mid-30s,” I reminded her. “I don’t want to be an old dad, and I certainly don’t want you to have an at-risk pregnancy. Let’s not wait.”

My wife waited a beat or two, then leaned away from me and said:

“I don’t want to have kids. Not now, not later, not at all.”

I stopped playing with my scotch glass, and stared at her in disbelief. Maybe I’d misheard her; five years in Special Forces does a number on your eardrums.

“I don’t want to have kids,” she repeated.

My wife had already made clear before I left for intel training that she couldn’t imagine herself pursuing a career. Now she was saying she couldn’t imagine a family either.

“I just don’t want to give up what we have,” she pleaded.

None of it made sense. The only thing that seemed to make sense were past comments she’d made about preferring it when I was off on deployment. At that moment, I realized that it wasn’t that she didn’t want to give up what we had, it was that she didn’t want to give up what she had. When I wasn’t home, nothing was expected of her.

It was my first night back, so I let it go. What she’d said was a real papercut, though, and I had plenty of time to rub salt in it.

My grandfather had been one of the early ultramarathon runners back in the 1970s, and it meant something to me to follow in his footsteps. My first ultramarathon was a few weeks after that talk with my wife, and almost every day I was out in the woods not far from our place, logging five-mile loop after five-mile loop, all alone with nothing to distract me from my thoughts.

And all I kept thinking was: What. The. Fuck. Do. I. Do?

Should I get a divorce? I mean, she doesn’t want kids, doesn’t want to work.

But if I divorce her, I’ll be single, and I don’t have a goddamn clue how to date anymore. And who the fuck wants to date a divorced guy in his mid-30s anyway?

So I’m just going to be single then? That’s it? A dozen years together, and this is what I have to show for this marriage?

Loop after loop, mile after mile, this was the dead-end conversation I kept having with myself. I was scared, I was angry, and everything just seemed to be going downhill.

These thoughts weren’t just out on the trail. Anytime I was alone, everything up in my head would start stewing. When I was caught in D.C. traffic—which was basically anytime I was out on the road—I’d find myself white-knuckling the steering wheel, yelling at the front windshield, raging at the thought of being married to a childless barista who was debt-free only because I’d paid off her $35,000 student loan.

The outbursts in traffic helped dampen my anger, only to be overtaken by the dread of being single. Imagining being alone again resurfaced the feelings I’d had on deployment of being cut off from the world, by myself in some room in some corner of Southeast Asia. By the time I’d pull my car into the condo complex garage, I was spent. I’d just sit there in the car, loathing dealing with my wife, loathing breaching the topic of divorce, loathing the thought of being single.

It was pretty clear at that point that divorce was the only way out. What I wanted out of life didn’t match what my wife wanted. It just took too long to get there. I knew it, but I was trying to outrun what I knew.

In late March I lined up for my first ultra-marathon, a 50 kilometer “baby ultra.” It was the first thing I’d done just for myself in a long, long time. Completing that baby ultra was an accomplishment I’d spent months training for, and everyone in my family knew it was a big deal for me. My sister came down from Boston to cheer me on, hooting and hollering every time I passed her on the course.

My wife, who only reluctantly came to the race, made sure I knew that she didn’t feel like walking around the whole time just to wait for me to finish—which I proudly did in a steady 6.5 hours.

Despite that, I kept telling myself to give our relationship a bit more time. I had no illusions that our marriage could be turned around. I wasn’t that naive. I just didn’t have the courage to own the reality of my situation.

A week after finishing the ultra, I got an early morning text message from my good buddy Gene. Gene and I first met at Norwich University, a military college in Vermont. In my sophomore year he was one of my “rookie” freshmen that I would train and mentor into a cadet. He was an all-star, and after his freshman year we had remained close friends. I ended up being a groomsman at his wedding, and he was the witness at my courthouse nuptial.

When I was going through the Special Forces Qualification Course at Fort Bragg, Gene was stationed there with the 82nd Airborne Division. When we weren’t out in the field, we hung out almost every weekend. We’d go out drinking, fishing, golfing and, at least on one occasion, chasing local deer in a golf cart at three a.m. with night-vision goggles.

Gene had always been a natural leader, the kind of guy you just knew would someday become a general officer. He commissioned as an infantry officer, graduated Ranger School, and slugged out a 9-month combat deployment with the 101st Airborne in Afghanistan’s Paktika Province. He was living the dream, doing what he set out to do from his first day at Norwich.

By 2018 we had both moved on from the rowdier days of our friendship, and when I’d hear from Gene it was usually a drunk dial in the middle of the night. So when I got a text at eight o’clock in the morning, I knew something was off. He couldn’t be in a good place if he was reaching out to me at breakfast, so I mentally prepared myself to have his back no matter what he told me. Like everyone else in the Army, I’d done the mandatary online training to recognize for possible signs of suicide, and a text from Gene at that hour was a flashing neon sign.

I was halfway out the door to work, so I called him a couple minutes later from the road. The first thing he said was, “Dave, you should pull over.”

I wasn’t about to do that in rush-hour D.C. traffic, but if Gene was thinking that I might not be able to handle what he had to say, things couldn’t be all smiles over at his place. I pictured him sitting on the brown leather couch I’d crashed on many a night, with his two cats curled up next to him and his .45 laying on the coffee table.

“I don’t know how to tell you this,” Gene started, “so I’m just going to say it: I’m trans. I’m really a woman.”

I didn’t know how many others he’d already told; didn’t know if those he’d told had rejected him. It was certainly a distinct possibility, given that the circles we ran in weren’t exactly the most welcoming for a transgender soldier. All I knew was that Gene was a good guy, my friend, a person I would lay down my life for, and in that moment he needed me.

“Gene,” I quickly told him, “I don’t care what you are, you’ll always be a brother to me.”

I said it because I meant it, but also because Gene was clearly dealing with some serious shit. This guy was a real man’s man, and here he was owning who he authentically was, with all that that meant for his life. More pressingly, however, this wasn’t just an issue of identity, or what the Army might do about it. Gene and his wife had twin girls on the way.

“I don’t care, man,” I said again. “You’ll always be my brother. Before you go and do anything stupid, fucking call me. Whatever you do, you call me first.”

Gene just started crying. And crying.

“I just need to be myself,” Gene sobbed. “I need to be happy, and the only thing that’s gonna make me happy is being true to myself.”

He’d always felt out of place in his own body, but he’d had to bury it deep down. The amount of suffering that this guy had endured to keep up with the appearance of the superman that he was…was just absurd! I mean, he’d been stuck for nine months in a shithole in Afghanistan with a bunch of other dudes while the Taliban took target practice at them, and if that doesn’t make you honest, nothing will.

Here was a guy with some real mountains to climb. An active-duty infantry officer, his wife pregnant with twins, coming out as transgender. For him to decide to be true to who he was took a lot of courage. Gene knew he was going to pay a giant price for his happiness, and he still found the strength to own his decision.

That talk with Gene hit me hard. His issues made my marital problems seem very, very small. What the fuck did I have to be scared of?

Not leaving my wife—which, at this point, even my mom was telling me to do—because I was scared of being single again, because I was scared of being alone? Scared of carrying the stigma of a failed marriage? Scared of having nothing to show for a dozen years with my wife? Really? That’s what was holding me back from being true to myself, from chasing what I wanted in life?

After I got off the phone with Gene, I finally summoned the strength to have The Conversation with my wife.

One Saturday morning in early May, I went for a training run to think things through one last time. My heart was in my throat, but I knew what I had to do, and I was determined to be friendly, firm, fair, and final.

When I got back from my run, my wife was in her usual spot on the couch, and I motioned for her to join me at the kitchen table. As I walked into the room, I felt that same jolt of nerves I’d experienced during my first direct action raid in combat.

As we sat down across from each other, I took her hand in mine and leaned my head toward hers.

“I really want to have a family, and I respect that you do not,” I gently told her. “But having a family is something I really want out of life.”

I could feel her hand move uneasily.

“I’ve thought this over, and over, and over, and I’ve realized that I just can’t be with you anymore,” I calmly continued. “I want a divorce.”

She immediately retracted her hand, buried her head, and just completely shut down.

I tried to console her, because I didn’t want to see her hurt. I was teary-eyed at the sight of her crying. We’d been together for most of our adult lives, and I loved her, as I’d told her over and over throughout the years.

But I knew that I could no longer not be true to myself. I had to be happy, and that just wasn’t possible in our marriage. Our little talk that May morning wasn’t pleasant, but I owned my decision and made clear it was firm and final.

The next day, my wife took a taxi to BWI and flew back to her family.

That was the last time I saw her.


Chapter TWO

Several weeks after I saw my wife for the last time, I departed for “spy school.” It would be, with one or two brief breaks, half a year before I came back to my now-empty apartment. Those six months in 2018 were a full-on immersion in tradecraft. We learned the tools, tactics, and techniques of intelligence work, the foundation required to do the job.

The men and women who we got to know in school were legends in the community. These were people who had been there and done that, people who had spent decades operating in the field. We were standing on the shoulders of giants, patriots who had devoted their lives to the profession.

One was a woman who had been part of the mole hunt team that brought down double agent Aldrich Ames, who, at the time of his arrest, had compromised more classified CIA material than anyone in the agency’s history. Another was a guy who had handled Adolf Tolkachev, the Cold War agency asset who came to be known as the “Billion Dollar Spy.”

The most memorable words of wisdom, though, came from a graybeard who had forty years at the agency under his belt. He cut straight to the chase.

“Gentlemen,” he told us matter-of-factly, “In most countries, the work you’ll be doing is a capital crime or felony punishable by death. And so, in this business…no one gives a fuck about you.”

From Day One, they made sure we grasped the magnitude of the job. There was an omnipresent pressure on us to perform that required an almost monk-like devotion to training. It was seven days a week, no weekends off, every day, all goddamn day. Our life was learning the profession.

I was placed in a detachment, and for the next few months I operated by myself in a fictitious country devolving into a quickly-escalating conflict. Every week I had missions and operations going on. I was out honing my tradecraft, learning the job, getting reps in, making mistakes. I always had to keep up my guard, as there was a looming threat of getting rolled up by the fictitious foreign government.

Before I left home a friend had told me to treat the course like a deployment, and I scrupulously followed his advice. Going all in was the only way to emulate what I’d face once I moved on to the real thing.

The whole time, every single minute, I was being evaluated by the gatekeepers. I was constantly being assessed on every last little detail, from the way I walked on surveillance detection routes to how I struck up a conversation with a stranger. The facets of the job were extremely nuanced and required constant management of my self-projection.

The feedback I received from the gatekeepers was brutal, but it was critical because the job is too important to be done by anyone on the fence. I wouldn’t be hunting local terrorist groups in southeast Asia anymore. This was the big leagues, and there’d be too much on the line.

I made more than a few mistakes in the first couple of weeks, as did the others in my detachment. The criticisms, by design, were harsh. The grading system was the same as in most government schools: green, yellow, and red. Green was good, red was bad, and yellow—“lesters”, as they were known—was less than satisfactory.

Getting lestered meant I needed improvement on a specific matter, that there was a tool I needed to sharpen before plying my craft in a live environment. It wouldn’t make or break graduation, but it made me neurotic as hell, because I’d vigilantly remember a hundred details crucial to an activity’s success, but would get lestered for one stupid thing that blew my otherwise perfect execution. It was like a splinter under my fingernail, irritating the shit out of me.

During one hotel meeting, for example, I didn’t lock the deadbolt on the door immediately after my asset entered the room. The guy was a former case officer who had personally experienced foreign government personnel forcing their way into his room, and my little oversight triggered him and the lester he gave me.

My own assessment of the situation was that a deadbolt wouldn’t do squat if foreign government personnel were intent on barging into the room. But perception was all that mattered, and my asset’s perception was that I forgot to lock the deadbolt and therefore had to be taught a lesson.

I never got any reds, but that was less a reflection of my acumen and more of the luck you need to survive in this business. A red meant a complete lack of understanding of the foundational concepts of the swath of graded activities. Enough of those and you’d have a tough time clearing the eighty percent benchmark to pass the school.

There were guys who got reds and guys who washed out completely. Mostly we were just getting lestered over seemingly inconsequential minutiae. The gatekeepers didn’t mess around.

That’s what the school was there for: to sharpen us by putting us in unwinnable situations and then pointing out every little thing we did wrong. And we had to just keep calm and take it all with a smile. “Thank you so much for the constructive feedback” is what came out of our mouths, but what we actually wanted to say was: “Go fuck yourself, buddy.”

There was no opportunity to defend ourselves, to explain why we did things this way or that. It simply didn’t matter. How we were thinking during the operation was totally irrelevant. The only thing that mattered was how what we were doing was being perceived. We didn’t get a vote in what other people thought—just like in real life.

There were exceptional circumstances, though, when the gatekeepers would hear out a story. As longtime stewards of the profession, they had all had their fair share of dealing with Murphy’s Law.

One legendary student got an acknowledging nod from the gatekeepers for his outside-the-box thinking during one particular operation gone wrong. The student was tasked with clandestinely picking up an asset, and identified an appropriate wooded site next to a strip mall with good vehicle routes in and out. On the day of the pickup, though, there was construction at the location and only pedestrian traffic was being allowed through.

Rather than let Murphy and his damn law get the best of him, the student worked a nearby Goodwill store into his route and purchased a beat-up old bicycle. He then parked his car on the far side of the woods adjoining the strip mall, hopped on his newly-acquired Schwinn, and rode back around to the pickup point. The student pedaled up to the utterly befuddled asset and, after grabbing his attention with a few ting-a-lings of the bike bell, instructed him to walk through the woods to the parked car.

The gatekeepers hammered him on some details, but even they had to admit it was the best lester anyone had ever gotten.

I knew what I was getting into when I took the job, and had been duly forewarned about the exhaustive mental beatings I could expect. No matter how much you prepare, however, negative feedback gets to you after a while. There’s only so many times you can be told you suck before you start to believe it.

That was especially the case after two guys, one with years under his belt, got cut. Most of our detachment was wet behind the ears, and we all figured we were next. A defeated mindset started to set in, like a football team losing by a couple touchdowns going into the half. When you’re in that place, it’s hard to snap out of it.

That was the vibe I walked into at our detachment meeting one Monday morning in late August, about six weeks into training. One of my buddies had gotten lestered yet again, and was bringing down everyone in the room with his negativity.

I had just spent the weekend dealing with the shitshow that my divorce had become and had zero bandwidth left for any kind of yammering. I couldn’t tell anyone in the room about what was going on in my personal life, so I projected my pent-up anger on those causing the detachment’s collective misery: the gatekeepers.

“You know the reason our instructors are here at this school?” I barked, going full Wolf of Wall Street on my detachment. “Because they’re fucking worthless out in the field. There’s two types of people in this world: Those who put points on the board, and those who don’t. The ones who are here don’t…so fuck them.”

It got the whole room riled up. We were banging our keyboards like a bunch of goddamn apes, spitting out fuck this and fuck that and fuck them. All the crap we’d been swallowing, all the “you suck”s and the lesters, the weeks and weeks of grinding without a single day off, all of it came out in a torrent of primal spite targeted at our instructors—and it completely changed the dynamic of our detachment.

For me, it was a tiny moment of catharsis. It didn’t last very long; the minute the instructors walked into the room, we shut our mouths real quick. But for a brief second, I had a fleeting reprieve from feeling hopeless.

I already had plenty to be bleak about after the weekend I had just spent on break in D.C. What I had expected to be a no-fault divorce turned into something far more combative when my wife emailed me to say that she had lawyered up.

My wife and I had barely been in communication since our talk in the kitchen in May. But at least then we were communicating directly, even if it was only courtesy calls about her returning to the apartment to grab her stuff. Now her attorney would be doing all the talking.

I was enraged, as my detachment found out at that Monday morning meeting. And my anger only grew. After another week of being told by the gatekeepers how much I sucked, I resurfaced to find a threatening letter from my wife’s lawyer. Based on the legal counsel she was being provided, my wife was insisting that alimony be written into the divorce agreement.

It was hard not to feel like I was being steamrolled. My wife was acting like I’d never paid off her student loans, like I’d never paid off her credit card debt. From the moment I first uttered the word divorce, I had made it clear that she should get half of what I had in the bank. It was only fair; a marriage is a partnership, and she deserved half.

But alimony? Alimony that she could continue reapplying for until who knows when? Paid for by a job I’d taken so we could start a family that she no longer wanted, a job that paid $30,000 less than my previous one? And to hear this not from her, but her lawyer?

“Davey,” my father would advise me in the infrequent moments I was able to call my family, “you just gotta get this fucking albatross off your shoulder.”

That meant hiring an attorney, so I did. But I was too busy with the school to have enough time for a real substantive conversation with my lawyer. There was just no way to do what I was doing in training—inhabiting the identity and routine of someone who wasn’t me, day in and day out—and also be my real-world self with my real-world problems.

A growing part of me was ready to just give up.

I was regularly out for hours doing surveillance detection routes in the car, making sure I wasn’t being followed or otherwise observed. I had to focus on my tasks for the day, had to remember my route turns, had to maintain full situational awareness at all times. I wanted nothing to break my focus on the job: no music, no distractions of any kind. It was just me sitting in silence, alone with my thoughts, my hopeless situation spinning on repeat.

A quarter of my mind was focused on the side mirrors, a quarter on the rear view, a quarter on what was going on in front of me. The rest of my thoughts were wrapped up in how absolutely lost I was.

You know, I started thinking, a car accident could just end it all.

These weren’t just idle thoughts, either. Before I left for the course, I had already changed all my beneficiary information to my mother. If I die, I figured, my mom will be comfortable and my wife won’t get a goddamn cent more than she’s already taking. At least that thought offered a miniscule bit of comfort.

That’s where it all started, those conversations I was having with myself on surveillance detection routes. Those were the first moments when ending it all didn’t seem like such a bad option. There was no way I could win. There was no light in my life, and I couldn’t fight back.

Those around me had no idea what I was dealing with, because I had to keep up appearances to pass the school. I couldn’t show any emotion, or I’d get lestered and eventually cut. But day in and day out, I absolutely despaired that there was any other way out of my situation.

In those fleeting moments when I had space to be angry—alone on a back road, in the shower back in my room—my despair was replaced by visceral rage.

Just as it had when I was contemplating my divorce, my car became a chamber of rage and catharsis. When I found myself alone out in the middle of nowhere while driving a detection route, I’d white-knuckle the steering wheel and just start screaming nonsensical shit at the windshield. I’d go after the steering wheel, smacking the hell out it, crumpling over it, beating the crap out of it again, then yelling some more at the top of my fucking lungs. That vehicle suffered some serious abuse.

There was just no other way to get rid of my frustration. Maybe once a week I had the healthier outlet of an 8-10 mile run, but that wasn’t nearly enough to process the amount of bad news I was getting from my lawyer every time I came back from the field.

I was emotionally empty, just absolutely barren.

In my abject loneliness, the little semblance of human connection I could find was with my role-player assets. I was fully aware that we were operating in fake scenarios, but our little bits of conversation and emotional engagement offered a respite from the unavoidable reality of my problems.

I worked to understand my assets’ perspectives, to walk in my assets’ shoes, because it was central to my training and made me better at my job. But I was pushing past the low-hanging fruit and aiming for a deeper understanding of their motivations, their needs, their problems, because I was desperately wishing that someone would do the same with me.

Had I been the asset, I would’ve wanted my case officer to ask me why. Why did I feel this way, why did I do it that way? I would be risking my life for him, and asking why would’ve shown some semblance of concern for me and my well-being.

In the emotional void I was stuck in, battling spats of anger and hopelessness, I was desperate for someone to ask me why. I was desperate to unload the burden of holding it all in, to be heard by another human, to feel actual connection.

But no one asked why. In this business, as I’d been told, no one gives a fuck about you.


Chapter THREE

I finally got home in December. I came back from training emotionally exhausted, just absolutely empty. I was a shell of a human being. But I passed the training, and was proud to have lived up to my reputation as a guy who just got shit done.

I hadn’t been back to my apartment in half a year, and when I walked in, everything from the dozen years my ex-wife and I had spent together was just sitting there. I had told her she could take whatever she wanted from our place, but she chose to take only her clothes and the engagement ring.

I’d gotten the comfortable D.C. apartment mainly for my wife, because she was going to spend most of her time there. Now it was just an empty place full of stuff from a life I no longer had. And I was paying market rent in D.C., which was a good chunk of change on my fixed military salary.

I ended up finding a way out of my housing issue because the intelligence community I had so recently joined was basically a bunch of professional gossips. The job description calls for acquiring insider information—in other words, collecting gossip—and processing it in a way that allows decisionmakers to make timely and appropriate decisions. Consequently, no matter how much I kept my personal life to myself—and in Special Forces we never brought our bullshit into the team room—it was inevitable that the snoops working around me would find out about my divorce.

Word eventually got around to a guy in the office named Richard, and soon enough he was offering to let me sublet his place in Baltimore. Richard was lined up to go away on a 6-month training trip, and his place would be empty while he was gone. He asked for only a third of what I had been paying to rent my empty apartment in D.C.

Richard’s motivation, besides the money, was that there’d be someone watching his place full time. It was a nice brick rowhouse, and he gave me the master bedroom, which had its own bathroom attached. He had just gotten over his own divorce, and though he didn’t know the details of my situation, he at least had a sense of what I was going through—and what might help me get through it.

“There’s got to be 90 bars within walking distance of the house,” he told me, as we walked around the cobblestone streets of Fell’s Point. Drinking was never my solution, but there are times when it’s good to have open taps all around. After the six months I’d just gone through, this was definitely one of those times. That area of Baltimore was also very conducive to dating. Fell’s Point has plenty of what we in the business call “personal meeting sites.”

I didn’t even wait for my lease to end. I just packed up my shit and moved into Richard’s house.

Richard had served with SF as an enabler. Enablers are the support guys, and are generally treated as second-class members of SF. I’d later come to see that Richard carried that baggage into his dealings with ODA guys like me, but initially we had a natural rapport. And we had all those bars.

In my first days in Richard’s apartment, before he took off for training, we’d party till 2 or 3 o’clock in the morning. We’d hit a local watering hole, then move to another one, then eventually drag our asses back to the house where we’d blast “Blood on the Risers” on the Bluetooth speakers in his kitchen.

It had been a long, long time since I’d done shit just for the fun of it, and it felt good, really good. It’s not that I suddenly had a normal life: I’d obviously picked the wrong line of work for that. But I had a three-week break from training, and when it did start back up it would mostly be local, so relatively speaking there was going to be some semblance of stability.

Within a week of moving to Baltimore, I was a new man.

Right away I joined a local functional-fitness gym. Unlike in SF, where we had conditioning coaches who’d worked at the Olympic Training Center, or some NFL or NHL team, in the IC I had to figure things out on my own. This place was the perfect fit. Not only was I getting in better shape, I was making friends, hanging out.

In the midst of that, I started going mental in the dating category. I signed up for every single dating app I could find. I was armed with all this training I had to be a master conversationalist, so it wasn’t hard for me to meet and connect with women.

This isn’t so bad, I thought. I could get used to this.

Even though I was out and about having fun, I was still very vulnerable. It wasn’t hard for the girls I dated to outshine my wife. My emotions, my need to be loved, had been ignored for years. The bar had been set so low that when a girl sent me a good morning text, I was like, maybe she’s The One.

My three-week break went by quickly—time flies when you’re…you know—so I had barely gotten that first taste of settling in when I had to ramp up for the next phase of my training: SERE school. SERE stands for Survive, Evade, Resist, Escape, and anyone whose deployment might put them into a considerable amount of danger—typically operating behind enemy lines, or in foreign countries far from the help of the American government—has to go through the school.

There are several levels of SERE training, and having been through the Special Forces pipeline, the SERE school for the IC was a gentleman’s course. SERE school during S.F. training was just fucking painful, in every way imaginable. Back then we were in the scenario the whole time, and there was no escape.

The IC’s SERE school, on the other hand, was 9 to 5 training, then back to the hotel room. Most of the people in our class had never had any SERE training before, and they struggled. I had a different frame of reference—at least I wouldn’t have to visit the pool of truth like I did in the S.F. version of the course.

My IC go-round in SERE school was like brushing up on 4th grade math when I was already in high school, so I was ready for whatever the instructors threw at me.

What I wasn’t prepared for—at all—was Gabriela.

Gabriela was part of our unit cadre going through SERE training. But she was also my administrative boss, and was the one who lined up our training.

Most evenings a bunch of us would hang out and drink away whatever we’d just endured. We’d go out to a bar, or grab dinner, just basic getting-to-know-you by a bunch of people thrown together into some fairly intense experiences.

One of the first times we all went out, I ended up sitting with a couple of other people including Gabriela. Sitting right next to Gabriela was a guy named Jake I had gotten to know at the school. He had been in infantry, done multiple combat deployments, then became an interrogator and had done something like 10,000 hours of interrogations.

The next day, Jake came up to me and, totally unsolicited, said, “Man, her body language…that Gabriela chick is into you.” Then he walked me through all the body language indicators he had picked up on.

“Before you showed up,” he said, “she was totally relaxed. Then you walked in and she started preening, pushing her hair back, her smile getting way brighter.” Jake had noticed all this shit, and made sure I knew about it the next day. While at training, I never had my radar up for that sort of thing, I also never had done much military training with females before. This was a brave new world.

I barely knew Jake at the time, and we ended up going our separate ways as the months went on. But as I’d later find out, he was carrying a burden that was all too familiar to me.

Over the next two weeks, as we slogged through the course, it became pretty apparent that Gabriela and I were attracted to each other. Whenever we all got together as a group, she and I ended up off on our own, getting to know each other. Then it graduated to text messages: harmless stuff like bitching about the training. One night it led to dinner: just the two of us. Conversation with her just flowed; I never found myself grasping at straws or filling gaps with small talk.

The night before the final SERE exercise, I hit up Gabriela about the two of us grabbing a bite. I didn’t hear back from her, though, so I went to a bar with a couple of the guys and ordered food. Then I got this text from Gabriela: “Got a better idea…how about you come over and we order room service?”

My buddies knew I was on dating apps, so when I jumped up and was like, “Gotta go!”, they just figured I was getting pinged. None of them knew it was Gabriela. I didn’t even wait for the food I’d ordered. I just threw down $20 and sprinted over to her hotel room.

It was a little awkward, because we knew we’d be seeing each other the next morning. But still, we hit it off.

We definitely didn’t hook up, though. I was too nervous to try something because she was an officer in my food chain, and screwing around with your boss is just bad fucking news. An enlisted non-commissioned officer simply can’t be romantically involved with an officer. It’s considered fraternization, and would spell certain doom for both of our careers. I might only get a slap on the wrist if anyone found out, but Gabriela would be outright kicked out of the Army. So we were both playing it real careful.

The night after the final SERE exercise, we all went out to a bar to celebrate getting through the previous unpleasant couple of weeks. Afterward, I walked her back to her hotel room, and at some point on that walk we had another moment. For me, that was it.

After that night, we started texting back and forth like kids in junior high. Even though nothing had happened yet beyond over-the-top flirting, I was on Cloud 9. I knew there was something there.

With SERE school over at the end of January and all of us set to go our own ways, Gabriela and I lined up a date for the following weekend in D.C. As soon as I got back home to Baltimore, I dropped all the girls I was seeing. I was into Gabriela, and had no interest in anyone else. Every time she texted me I was all junior high again.

The following Friday, Gabriela called me up.

“You and me both know what’s gonna happen if you come here tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said, my chest all puffed up. “I know.”

“I want to, too. But we’re fucked if we get caught.”

“Yeah,” I said, the air totally sucked out of me. “I know.”

I was hooked on Gabriela, though, so I played the gentleman’s long game. When I’m all done with training in September, I told her, let me take you out for a beer. I was basically telling Gabriela that I could and would wait for her, and that she was worth it.

“I’d love that,” she said.

We weren’t a thing yet, but I was in love with her. I really was. If it’s meant to be, I said to myself, everything will work out alright.

I didn’t hide how I felt. I sent Gabriela the most extravagant Valentine’s Day bouquet you could possibly buy. She called me up that night to thank me, and I could hear the emotion in her voice. I told her there’d be more to come in September.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Gabriela. I didn’t want to be with anybody else, and if I had to wait half a year, so be it.

A week went by, maybe less. Then she texted me this: “Don’t wanna wait. Don’t care about what’ll happen. Wanna see you tonight.”

A couple of hours later we met up for dinner at a subpar Mexican place in DC. This was before Covid, back when people still went out to restaurants, and it was the only place we could get a table last minute. The food sucked, but we had a good time. Then we went back to her place, cuddled up on a couch and watched a movie.

At some point during the movie, I made a move on her. Now, I don’t want to portray myself as some kind of ladies’ man. That’s not my style, and never has been. But my mental state at that point was that I was making up for lost time. I had wasted 12 years on one woman who clearly didn’t care for me the way I cared for her. I felt like I was way behind, and Gabriela had invited me over to spend the night at her place. And we were both in our late 20s, early 30s—we weren’t in high school anymore.

So I made a move on her, and she goes: “You can’t do that, you’ve had too much to drink.” The thing is, I’d had maybe two or three drinks. I’m not a big drinker, but for me that was barely anything. I was basically stone-cold sober. So when she said that, I took it as a pretty clear sign that she didn’t want to have sex.

For me, when a woman says no, that means no: not maybe, no. You respect that no, and if you don’t, you’ve got no right to call yourself a man. So when I made a move on her and she said no, I was like, okay, hard wall is up. I wasn’t going to push my luck with that.

The thing is, I liked her. And I respected her. I saw her as being driven. Gabriela had a job and a master’s degree; my wife had neither. I put Gabriela on a pedestal in my head.

But a no is a no. I left the next morning, and figured that was that. Nothing was going to happen between Gabriela and me.

Later that day, after I was already back at Richard’s place in Baltimore, Gabriela called me up.

“I can’t do this,” she said.

“That’s fine,” I half-honestly replied. “I totally understand.”

“Okay, well, see you at work tomorrow,” she said.

In the weeks that followed, though, Gabriela didn’t exactly play the good girl who had moved on. Over the course of March and April, she would randomly send me blatantly flirtatious text messages. She would send country love songs like Dan and Shay’s “Tequila”—Gabriela is Latina, so lyrics like “tasting tequila” had a pretty loaded meaning.

A woman sending me love songs and stuff like that? I’d been together for a dozen years with the woman who became my wife, and I’d never gotten this kind of romantic attention. Gabriela clearly loved me; I was sure of it.

But at the same time, she couldn’t make up her mind about being with me. The whole situation was just fucking mental. The fact is, there were a lot of red flags that I simply ignored.

My gym coach Janelle saw what was going on, and tried to warn me.

“Dave, I’m telling you, she’s bad for you,” she’d tell me, as if Gabriela was the Kalsu workout. “She’s got you this worked up, and you’re not even dating. It’s not gonna get any better.”

Janelle had been through some serious shit in her life, and knew fucked-up when she saw it. She saw what was happening to me, and told me to my face what I needed to hear, like a good friend is supposed to. But I didn’t listen to her. My own mother saw the same shit, too, but I didn’t listen to her either.

My birthday is in April, and when it came around, Gabriela brought a birthday cake to work. Normally an office birthday party would be a quick mid-morning break with store-bought cupcakes, maybe something from a bakery. For my birthday, Gabriela baked me a birthday cake. My own wife had forgotten about my birthday more than once. Gabriela wasn’t even my girlfriend, just my love interest, and she baked me a friggin’ birthday cake.

That fucked with me. It fucked with me a lot. We weren’t together, we hadn’t even had sex yet. But I was falling in love with her.

The following weekend I was off the grid in the mountains. When I got back to my cell, I saw a missed text Gabriela had drunk sent the night before: “Need to be with you.”

And then another missed text from that morning: “Sorry, shouldn’t have sent that.”

There was clearly some yo-yo stuff going on.

That wasn’t the only yo-yo stuff going on in my life. The divorce process had picked back up again, and I committed myself to working out a negotiated settlement. But my wife’s legal team wanted to slow roll the whole process, and my lawyer seemed to be dragging her feet too. It felt like they were all working against me, even my own lawyer. A negotiated settlement, one that would allow me and my wife to go on with our life without eternal resentment, just seemed beyond reach.

All of it added up to that same old feeling of not being able to win, no matter what I did or how hard I tried. I wasn’t at the point of wanting to drive my car off the Memorial Bridge, but there was definitely an element of absolute hopelessness starting to calcify in my heart and head once again. Had it ever really left? My life seemed to keep stalling, the actions of others preventing me from moving on, I had no control.

A week after getting the drunk-yes-sober-no texts from Gabriela, a bunch of us drove up from work to an Orioles game. Gabriela was there too. We had decent seats, though there was still that April chill in the stadium. I sat right behind her. None of our friends there knew about us.

After the game we went out to a bar near Camden Yards, not too far from where I lived. I was the only one in the group who lived in Baltimore; all the rest lived in the DMV. We ended up staying at the place until closing. Once outside the bar, Gabriela said her goodbyes and told me she was heading home.

“This is Baltimore,” I volunteered. “Let me walk you to your car.”

As we got to her car, Gabriela suddenly turned around and kissed me. Then she jumped in her car and took off, before anyone else who had just been with us could catch on.

I started skipping down the street like a 7th grader, yelling out “whoooo!!!” super loud. Gabriela drove past me on the way out and I was just laughing, pointing at her, and generally acting like a goddamn fool.

“Never had someone so excited to kiss me,” she texted the next day.

Two weeks later, after she got back from family leave, I asked Gabriela if she wanted company that night to watch the series finale of Game of Thrones.

“Absolutely,” she said.

I didn’t waste much time getting down to D.C. I opened up the door to her apartment, and it was... clothes... everywhere. We just tore into each other. We didn’t watch a single second of Game of Thrones. It was fireworks. I was like, I knew it, absolutely fucking knew it.

That’s the way it went for the rest of May. I’d come back to Baltimore from work, knock myself out at the gym, Gabriela would text me to come over, then I’d attempt to set the land speed record barreling down 295 from Baltimore to D.C.

I’d get to Gabriela’s place, and dinner would be waiting on the table. Now, I’m a grown-ass man, and my mom raised me well enough to cook for myself. Still, there was something meaningful about Gabriela cooking for me. She was showing she cared. She was doing basic things that everyone should do in a relationship, things that I hadn’t had before with my wife.

Gabriela also started opening up to me about her past. She told me she had already been through three divorces. She wasn’t even 30 yet—and that should’ve been a big fucking red flag, a hanging-over-the-Kremlin red flag—but I was convinced I was different than those other chumps.

In June, Gabriela called me up and, out of the blue, went cold. We’d been dating for five or six weeks, and flirting for longer. Now she was talking about not knowing about us anymore. I had no idea what was going on in her head. She basically broke up with me on that phone call. Then, later that week, she hit me up and said she was coming up to Baltimore for the night, and all was forgiven.

My friends, not just Janelle, saw the mental shit going on, and warned me not to let Gabriela, or anybody, have that much control over my mental health.

“I’ll be fine,” I told them. “I’m a goddamn Green Beret.”

Turns out I wasn’t the only guy in our group who mistakenly believed he had a handle on things.

Right after Gabriela went full yo-yo on me, Jake––the guy who had interrogated Gabriela’s body language when we all went out for drinks at the start of SERE school––jumped off a building and killed himself.

I had nixed almost all my military friendships after I got involved with Gabriela, so Jake and I never had a chance to talk about any of the shit we were going through. It was only through others, including my housemate Richard, that I really learned his story.

Jake had left his wife for another woman, and then that woman dumped him. He was going through divorce, with kids in the picture, and his pension was going to be cleaned out by alimony and child support. And he wouldn’t even end up with the girlfriend he had made all those sacrifices for. His post-military life was going to be grim.

At some point before it all became too much, Jake had taken himself out of operations to focus on his mental health. That’s what they tell you to do when you’re having thoughts like that. But I’m sure that taking himself off the line took away Jake’s only remaining sense of purpose. It only magnified the issues he was dealing with, and those issues ended up being all he thought about.

I wouldn’t pretend to know what exactly Jake was thinking the day he killed himself, or in the weeks and days before. But at the time I had a pretty good idea of what it felt like to be overtaken by inescapable hopelessness—and I knew that some of the shit I was dealing with was what drove Jake to jump.


Chapter FOUR

After Gabriela’s breakup and makeup that June, I saw a blissful summer ahead of me. I was doing things I loved, and was in love with the woman I was with.

At home, we’d cook dinner together and take her dogs on walks. On weekends, we’d hit a ballgame or a museum.

We talked plenty about us, but never about work. I was still in Gabriela’s chain of command, but we both knew that would change as soon as I got through training. We were already eyeing that December, after I’d officially become a card-carrying member of the IC, as the date we’d finally move in together.

In early July, I went off to my final training exercise. It was the culmination of everything I’d learned and trained to do over the past year and a half, and after all the work I’d put in, I crushed it.

On graduation day, all these D.C. bigwigs were there shaking our hands and congratulating us. We even got a diploma of sorts. It was actually just a folder with a vague commendation inside. But I knew what I had gone through to get to that moment, and the achievement of receiving that banal piece of paper made any words written on it unnecessary.

Gabriela was on stage at the far end of the line of VIPs, quietly congratulating us one at a time. As I shook her hand in line, I slipped her my hotel room key, and she immediately knew what I’d just done. Her eyes lit up, and not in a good way. It was more like, “you motherfucker, I’d slap the shit out of you right now if I could.”

I acted like nothing happened, finished shaking her hand, then went back to my seat and sat down.

That night, I waited for Gabriela to come to my hotel room, but she never showed. The next day, I went over to her place in D.C., and she just ripped into me for taking a chance like that. Turns out she had a good reason for being paranoid, as I heard at full volume that evening.

A guy who was in charge of another troop in our squadron had offhandedly mentioned to Gabriela that he’d heard she was having an inappropriate relationship with one of her subordinates. This officer, a captain named Jared, said he wasn’t going to pursue anything because the allegation was just a rumor. But he made sure to let her know that someone was talking.

When I heard that, I knew for sure that Richard—my housemate—had opened his mouth.

For starters, Richard was one of Jared’s subordinates, so they saw each other at work as much as I saw Gabriela.

On top of that, Richard had been good buddies with Jake. Jake was the one who had pointed out Gabriela’s body language to me that night we all went out for drinks during SERE school, and I was pretty sure he had grown suspicious of me and Gabriela. At some point he must’ve shared his thoughts with Richard.

Jake killing himself really fucked Richard up. Richard blamed Jake’s suicide on the girlfriend at work who had dated and then dumped him, and afterward he went on a crusade against women in our unit. I’m not going to discuss the absolutely stellar women we had in the unit, because they certainly don’t need me or any other man to defend their honor.

Richard saw it otherwise, though, and given what he knew about me and Gabriela, it was pretty easy to conclude that he was the rat. Maybe in Richard’s mind he thought he was protecting me from Jake’s fate; that women like Gabriela were a potential threat. It’s certainly possible. The more likely explanation is that he ratted me out because of his own undiagnosed narcissistic personality disorder. Richard turned Jake’s suicide into a crusade, and made the thing about himself.

Like a lot of people in our line of work, Richard got off on gossiping. He was always up in everybody’s business. He was up in Jake’s business when he was going through all his shit, and I know that because Richard gossiped all sorts of shit about Jake to me. I’d hear the personal stuff that Richard was revealing about Jake, and real quick figured out that this dude could, and probably was, saying all sorts of shit behind my back.

For all I knew Richard already had photographic evidence of Gabriela coming over to the house in Baltimore. He had an ADT camera up on the front door that started recording as soon as it sensed motion. I made sure to unplug the camera every time Gabriela came over, but one slip up and we were burnt toast. All Richard needed to do was look though the old footage.

He had a hunch, he maybe had access to evidence, he was on a suicide-sparked crusade, and he was a talkative rat––and Gabriela was losing her fucking mind over it. I was too, but getting hysterical wasn’t going to solve our problem. I had spent the previous 18 months training to deal with situations like this, so while Gabriela yo-yoed around the room, I worked on a plan to throw off Richard.

The plan I hatched was straightforward deception. One of my close friends from college had a sister, Jenny, who fit the profile of the woman I had described to Richard. I’d fly her in to Baltimore, she’d meet Richard and stay the night in my room, basically pretend to be Gabriela for a day or two. He’d be off our trail, and we could breathe a bit.

The entire purpose of the plan was to protect Gabriela’s career, but instead of seeing my loving chivalry for what it was, she flew into a fit of jealousy and declared that Jenny was going to end up sleeping with me. Jenny was basically my little sister. Her family was my family, and we’d been through a ton of shit together. The accusation that I’d invite Jenny down to Baltimore just to sleep with her—and tell Gabriela about it beforehand—was fucking laughable.

Gabriela was mad as hell about my plan, but she didn’t have any other ideas for saving her own ass, so she reluctantly agreed. I called up my college friend, who knew all the ups and downs with Gabriela, and she immediately set things up with her sister. I got Richard’s attention a couple nights before, when I casually asked if he was cool with my girl staying over for a night or two. “Yeah,” he said real quick. “Absolutely.”

So the next week I flew Jenny business class into BWI and picked her up at the airport. Straight from BWI I drove to a quiet restaurant and sat Jenny down for a long lunch. For two hours straight, I trained the shit out of her.

Her name. Where she works. Where she lives. Where she hangs out.

All of it had to match up to the little I’d told Richard about my supposed girlfriend. She was a staffer for a congressman: in D.C., they were a dime a dozen. Jenny was perfect for the role, because she had actually worked for a while on the staff of Scott Brown, the senator from Massachusetts. So she wasn’t even totally faking that part.

We went over photo printouts of all the places she ought to know. I walked her through what my place looked like, because she’d supposedly been there before. Richard was going to ask questions, and she needed to know her stuff.

I had Jenny practice her body language. I walked her through the cues, pointing out the things people tend to do when they’re lying. I talked to her about thinking of what she was doing as telling the truth, even if some of the facts weren’t.

We knocked back a drink to fortify ourselves for the task ahead, then headed over to Richard’s house. He wasn’t home yet, so I took Jenny to my local gym for a workout together. She didn’t have to fake that part either, because she was already into functional fitness.

When we got back from the gym, looking very much like a happy couple who had just gotten in a good workout together, Richard was sitting in the kitchen. The minute he saw “Alex”—that was the name of my supposed girlfriend—Richard’s jaw dropped in complete disbelief. He was sure that Gabriela was going to be there, and she wasn’t.

The thing is, our training not only focuses on reading people’s emotions, but also on controlling our own emotions, our own body language. And Richard clearly couldn’t control his body language. Anger was written all over his face, and he just glared silently for a good 10 seconds.

Then he snapped out of it, and started raining questions on Jenny.

“How’d you guys meet?”

“Dave was out with some SF friends at a D.C. bar and I was there with…”

“What was the name of the bar?”

“A Boston bah down on H Street called Dirty Waddah—D-i-r-t-y W-a-t-e-r.”

Richard was straight out interrogating her, working hard to make things uncomfortable. Then he switched up his approach and started asking her all sorts of broad personal questions, trying to find something to trip her up on.

“How do you like living in D.C.?”

“Well, honestly, not as much as I like to live in Boston. I mean, Eastern Market is nice, but…”

“Eastern Market, huh? Nice neighborhood. Which building are you in? Can you describe it?”

Jenny started going on and on about her comfy pad, about her plush sofa and the over-size kitchen sink, about always finding a spot in her below-ground parking garage because the building had a couple vacancies.

“In Boston,” she went on, with a what-can-you-do shrug, “it’s just impossible to find parking anywhere.”

Richard wasn’t even trying to hide what he was doing. He was throwing out the same interrogation techniques we were exposed to in training. He was stress-testing Jenny’s cover story, trying to pick it apart, trying to find a crack to exploit.

But he couldn’t catch her. Jenny absolutely nailed it. She got every detail right, and was as smooth as a pro. Richard tried, but nothing worked.

At a certain point it seemed reasonable to say enough was enough, so I told Richard that me and Jenny were heading upstairs to get ready to go out on a date. When we got to my room, Jenny turned to me and declared: “He seems like a real asshole.”

We eventually went out to a classy Basque restaurant called La Cuchara. Once we got there, I texted Gabriela a thumbs-up, saying that Jenny had totally sold it and the plan to throw off Richard had worked beautifully. Gabriela’s response? To get mad because I was out with Jenny. Then Gabriela went and got drunk with a friend and turned super sad because she was convinced I was cheating on her with Jenny.

That night I slept on the floor and gave Jenny my bed. I called Gabriela from the bathroom to tell her exactly that, and she just started arguing and yelling and arguing and yelling. Jenny could hear the whole thing from the bed. Gabriela just kept going on about how Jenny was going to seduce me, knowing full well that Jenny could hear everything she was saying. Under the pressure of Jenny being in the next room and my nosy roommate somewhere in the house, I kept my cool. There is a thing in this business called “selling your cover,” and I did that short of any infidelity. I was starting to get the sense that there was absolutely nothing I could do to make this better with Gabriela. She didn’t understand the lengths I was willing go to for her.

Gabriela was manipulating me into thinking that I fucked up, but I was madly in love with her, so I didn’t see things for what they were. Fact is, soon thereafter Gabriela was the one who fucked up, and in a very real and problematic way.

After all the drama with Jenny, I took Gabriela to see her favorite band, the guys who sang that “Tequila” song she had texted me when we first fell in love. It was an outdoor concert and I went all out on the picnic, with a charcuterie board and ice cream to wash it down. It was a celebration, and we were doing all sorts of flirty stuff like taking cute selfies of the two of us. We were there arm-in-arm, the picture of a happy couple. There was one really good shot of the two of us, and Gabriela decided to send it to her parents, who knew all about us.

Only problem was, she accidently texted the photo of us to her subordinate supervisor––a guy named Earl who also happened to be my direct supervisor. It was an honest mistake, but she fucked up, and immediately realized it.

Right before that moment, we had been on the way out of the woods. I was done with training, so she was no longer supervising me. Richard’s snooping had just been shot down by my Jenny operation, which, despite Gabriela’s hysterics, had accomplished its objectives. The concert was intended to be a milestone, a special and significant moment in us moving forward.

With one text, we were right back in the woods. Gabriela completely freaked out, convinced she’d just ended her military career.

I went right into damage control, guiding her to quickly follow up with a “look who I just ran into!” text to Earl. I waited 20 or 30 very long minutes, then texted him myself. Earl knew my divorce wasn’t finalized yet, so when I reached out to him to ask if I might get screwed for having run into Gabriela while out with a woman who wasn’t my wife, it passed the smell test.

“Don’t worry about it,” he wrote back. “You’re good. Gabriela likes you, she wouldn’t rat on you like that.”

I figured that put the matter to bed, but obviously the mood was shot, so we walked out of the concert and drove home. The minute we got in the car, and for the rest of the drive back, Gabriela gave a master class on gaslighting. I was the one who had freaked out and overreacted, the whole thing was my fault, I was to blame.

I just stayed quiet, but all that crazy was starting to get to me.

Although I had already graduated, I had one more bit of training in early August before being released into the wild. It was an advanced driving course out in Nevada, and right before I skipped town, Richard told me that he was looking to rent out my room to somebody else for substantially more money. He didn’t want to toss me out, he said, but he needed the extra cash and knew somebody who was ready to pay.

I knew an opening when I saw one, and walked right through it.

The commute to “Alex’s” place in D.C. was killing me and my car, I told him, and anyway “Alex” was making it clear she was ready to take our relationship to the next level. We’d been talking about finding an apartment in D.C. and moving in together, so as soon as I got back from Vegas I could pack up my stuff and be out by the end of August.

Other than the woman involved, it was actually true, but it didn’t matter whether Richard bought my line or not. I knew he just didn’t want me around anymore because he was ashamed that he’d ratted me out at work, and every additional day that I stayed at his place was another reminder that he’d gotten outfoxed. Ever since Jenny’s visit, the animosity emanating from Richard had been palpable.

When I left for Vegas, I still had a lot of pent-up shit swimming around in my head. But that clean exit from my arrangement with Richard was a big step forward, and I resolved to roll with the momentum and once and for all finalize my divorce––to get that fucking albatross off my shoulder, as my dad had so poetically put it. My wife and her lawyer weren’t budging on anything, so my only path forward was to spend thousands more on legal fees and settle things in court.

Come September, I’d be a new man. I’d finally be done with my IC training and ready to exert ominous dominance on America’s enemies. I’d be divorced from my wife soon enough. I had extricated myself from my living arrangement with Richard, and would be moving into a new place in D.C. that Gabriela would call home once her lease was up in December.

I still regularly had the urge to break shit—and in Vegas, I did exactly that to the steering column of a Japanese sedan during a particularly rage-filled exercise. But I could see a clear path out of the woods, even after Gabriela made yet another amateur mistake in late August, after I’d gotten back to D.C.

Gabriela had gotten in the habit of helping me out with meal prep for the week, which was another thing that made her stand taller in my eyes than my wife ever had. Making sure a man is well fed is a pretty basic show of love––but that show of love happened to come in the same storage containers that Gabriela used for her own leftovers. So when the fridge at work had two different lunches in matching Tupperware a couple days in a row, it got noticed by Earl––the same Earl who Gabriela had mistakenly texted our concert selfie to.

“Gabriela has the same containers,” he mentioned to me off-handedly. “Amazon?”

Our lunchroom was, in the most literal sense of the phrase, a den of spies. And Earl, aided by two blatant slipups, had clearly figured out me and Gabriela. Fact is, Earl was on target: Gabriela was using the Tupperware to dead drop me her apartment keys on days when she had to work late and the dogs needed to be walked. We were just lucky it was him who had pieced things together. Unlike Richard, I was pretty sure Earl was going to let that sleeping dog lie. Earl was a good dude, through and through, and had more important business to attend to than my love life.

But I knew that he knew, and he knew that I knew that he knew.

That weekend was Labor Day, which was moving day for me and what seemed like half the Washington metropolitan area. I flew my dad down to help haul my stuff from Baltimore to D.C., making sure to pick up moving supplies—a case of ice-cold Bud—on the drive in from BWI. We loaded up a U-Haul, bid good fucking riddance to Richard, and drove to my new place right near the Capitol.

I wasn’t in Baltimore anymore, and not just because I’d gotten Richard off my back. My new apartment, in a pretty neighborhood exploding with cherry blossoms, was the English basement of a classic D.C. rowhouse. The real draw, though, was the fenced-in backyard. Gabriela had two dogs, and given what an ordeal it was to walk them from her high-rise building, the new backyard all by itself was worth the rent.

I hadn’t set up a single thing in the new place—hadn’t even gotten around to hanging window curtains—but I knew that soon enough it would be home.

The morning after my Labor Day move, I went in to work feeling like a new man…and right away knew something was up. The minute I got to the office, my sergeant major and my new company commander, Major Day, pulled me into a room and sat me down.

“We need you to go to Iraq and Syria,” they said. “Within 30 days.”


Chapter FIVE

Green Berets don’t say no to deployment. SF guys go where we’re told to go. Mission first. That is beaten into our skulls very early on. We will make mission happen even if we are the last man standing.

I had been out of regular Special Forces for almost two years, but the ODA was in my DNA, and my sergeant major and company commander knew that when they told me to pack for Babylon. They didn’t yet know that I was going through a divorce, and they sure as hell didn’t know that I was in a serious relationship with Gabriela. But they knew I’d deploy if ordered.

A split second after internalizing my orders, I recognized that putting distance between me and Gabriela would go a long way toward protecting her career from prying coworkers. I nearly as quickly realized the shattering impact deployment would have on my personal life, and made that much clear to my sergeant major and company commander.

I told them I’d go, but only as the last option, because I was right in the middle of getting divorced. This was early September, and the case was scheduled to be settled in November. My court date was just two months later, and not having those two months would cost me a lot.

I made clear to them that deployment would financially ruin me. My wife was trying to get alimony, which was understandable enough. But she dug in her heels and refused to provide any of her financials, which meant the only way to find an equitable solution that didn’t leave me a broke working man was to take the case to court, where both of our financials would be put on the table. So if my sergeant major and company commander insisted on me deploying a month before my November court date, I’d be stuck with one of two bad choices.

One choice would be simply giving up and settling the divorce on the entirely unjust terms my wife’s lawyers were throwing down. It would wipe me out and put me in a real bad financial position, but at least my divorce would be finalized. The other choice was to kick the court date back until after my deployment—and that was the advice my sergeant major gave me.

“I had a divorce,” he nonchalantly declared. “It’s not that bad.”

This sergeant major was a company man, a guy who showed up to work every day and had a bunch of trainings under his belt but who never actually did anything downrange. He had zero operational experience, and here he was telling me to just let my divorce hang out there while I deployed.

It would mean another half year of my totally estranged wife taking home half the pay I earned for doing a tough job in trying circumstances. That’s exactly the kind of open emotional wound that can fester into hardened resentment, and being distracted by a contentious divorce back home just wasn’t something I wanted to bring with me downrange. This wasn’t my first deployment, and I knew very well what I was going to be dealing with over there.

I explained all that to my sergeant major and company commander. They heard me out and understood why I needed more time, but wouldn’t commit to taking me off the list. The best I could get out of them was an assurance that at least two others were ahead of me in line.

When Gabriela heard about the news that night, it quickly blew up into the worst argument we’d had as a couple.

“You should’ve just told them ‘No!’” she berated me, knowing full well that Green Berets don’t say no. “You should’ve told them ‘No!!!’”

It’s not that she didn’t have good cause for being emotional. Until I walked into the sergeant major’s cramped office that morning, I’d been slated to deploy the following year, and Gabriela and I had made real plans for the months ahead together. She was going to move in with me in December. We were going to travel around a bunch. I’d meet her parents. She’d meet my mom, having already met my dad.

And it’s not like she didn’t know what she was talking about. She worked in the inner circle with the leadership. I’d been in training the whole time, and didn’t deal with any of the brass making decisions.

Gabriela was really worked up, and vehemently demanded that the very next morning I go into my sergeant major’s office and tell him and my company commander straight up that I wasn’t in a position to deploy.

“I already told them that,” I snapped back. “And I already told them they’d wipe me out if they sent me before I could finalize the divorce in November.”

When I mentioned the court date, Gabriela absolutely freaked out at the realization that I was still technically married, which she seemed to have forgotten.

“You’re still married?!” she blew up. “Why the fuck haven’t you taken care of this?”

She obviously knew all along about my divorce and how it was dragging out. She’d known about it almost from the beginning, because I’d made a point of being clear about it right up front. She’d signed up for the situation months earlier, knew that it would take until November to finalize things, knew that the only reason the process was taking as long as it had was because my wife and her lawyers were stringing me along.

At that moment, though, none of that mattered to Gabriela. All she saw was that she was technically dating a married man.

“Finish it already!”, Gabriela demanded, and not all too nicely.

This was only minutes after she had vehemently insisted that I go into my sergeant major’s office the next morning and declare that I wouldn’t be deploying.

Up to that point I hadn’t really fought with Gabriela, hadn’t really ever argued back. But this time I did, because it was all a bit too much. Gabriela was simply gaslighting me. I had never been the type to argue with my significant other. Now, I was not only knee-deep in a major argument, it was a mind-bending one where facts were being completely twisted around.

I hadn’t seen my wife in almost a year and a half , and had absolutely no interest in ever seeing her again. I was doing everything I could to finally wrap up the divorce, but there were things beyond my control that just took time to sort out. And the most ridiculous cherry on top of Gabriela’s whole diatribe was that she hardly had moral high ground when it came to ending marriages. She’d been divorced three times: three times. If anything, Gabriela should’ve been particularly understanding of the situation.

I went to sleep that night feeling fucked over by everyone: by work, by Gabriela, and by my wife and her scumbag lawyers.

The next day, I went into the office and first thing told my sergeant major I was in no position to deploy. I made clear to him that I needed until my originally-scheduled deployment the following year to straighten out personal issues that should never be carried downrange. I also pointed out that the entire class of training graduates who finished the pipeline before me had yet to deploy on a single operation.

The minute I’d cleared training, the sergeant major confided to me, in what was a transparent and not particularly effective attempt to soften me up with ego boosting, I’d been the No. 1 guy they wanted to send over. But with all the personal shit I had going on, he conceded, I ought to be pushed back to second or even third on the list for deployment. That seemed reasonable enough, so I thanked him and returned to my desk.

I immediately texted Gabriela that I was third on the deployment list, which had been my original spot. She sent back a smiley face and a thumbs up, and all was good again.

That sense of calm lasted for maybe a week. In mid-September my company commander called me up and informed me that I needed to be wheels up by the end of the month.

“Sorry man,” he said, “everyone else has too much going on. You’re it.”

“Everyone else has too much going on?!” I wanted to yell back at him. “What the fuck do they have going on that’s worse than a nasty divorce?”

I wanted to say all that, but I didn’t. Green Berets don’t say no…so I didn’t.

Apparently, the dude downrange who they wanted me to relieve was fucking it all up. He was working with SF guys, but wasn’t one himself, and his lack of assertiveness around hardened operators translated into key priorities not being prioritized. That’s just not the kind of environment where anyone is particularly worried about offending someone’s feelings, there is too much on the line with the mission. The personality conflict mixed with a lack of assertiveness, it was almost inevitable that the work he was producing would be subpar. A part of me felt for the dude, he wasn’t an SF-guy, so he didn’t see himself as an equal with the team, thus he psychologically punked himself out and left me with a reputation that needed to be fixed.

That, as it turned out, was why they were insisting on sending me, rather than any of the guys ahead of me on the list. From the moment I cleared training, they wanted to send in their shiny new combat-tested Green Beret to straighten out operations. Everything else was just white noise. Their week-long show of consideration for what was going on in my personal life was just that: a show. They were done sending quiet personalities downrange, even if screwing me over on my divorce was the price of getting what they wanted. To them, I was just a pawn on a chess board.

Later that evening, when I called Gabriela about the news from my company commander, she just lost it.

“I fucking told you, you fucking idiot!!!” she snapped at me, then extended her diatribe with a long list of expletives that aptly demonstrated her confidence-building vocabulary.

She started throwing out mind-bending stuff that didn’t make any sense. Gabriela was completely befuddling my reality.

“What if you see your wife in court and decide to get back together with her?” she demanded to know. Gabriela was insinuating that I still loved my wife and hadn’t finalized the divorce yet because I was hoping to salvage our marriage. It was complete nonsense. I had absolutely no interest in ever seeing my wife again, let alone getting back together with her, and Gabriela knew that from the moment we started seeing each other.

I tried to spin the situation into a positive. Richard, the office rat who I’d lived with in Baltimore, was going to remain relentless about pinning me and Gabriela together. So if we put space between us, it could protect us long term from his incessant snooping. If I was downrange, no one, not just Richard, would give me and Gabriela a second thought.

Gabriela was hearing none of it.

“You didn’t really try,” she declared dismissively. “You didn’t really fight.”

“I’m doing this for us!” I wanted to scream in her face. “I’m doing this to put so much distance between us that Earl, Richard, and anyone else that rat might’ve told will forget all about us.”

I wanted to say all that…but I didn’t. I was too deflated, too damaged, too helpless.

I couldn’t win with Gabriela. She was being outright abusive to me, and I couldn’t make her happy no matter what extraordinary lengths I went to. I couldn’t win with my soon-to-be ex-wife. Time was on her side, and settling ahead of our November court date meant she was going to completely clean me out. And I couldn’t win with work. They were going to deploy me, divorce or no divorce, and I basically had zero say in the matter.

I couldn’t win. I just couldn’t fucking win. I’d tried hard to do things the right way, but kept getting kicked down—and this time, I stayed down. I curled up on the cold kitchen tiles of the empty English basement apartment I’d gotten for me and Gabriela to start our life together and just fell apart.

That’s when the feelings started coming back, those same feelings I had while doing surveillance routes in training. That feeling of hopelessness, that feeling that decisions were being made for me and were forcing me into impossible situations. I’d lost any sense of what I was fighting against. I was swinging at air, totally unsure of the ground under my feet.

Everyone was going to take everything from me. I just couldn’t win, no matter what I did.

After despairing at my completely unwinnable situation for a while, I called my mom and told her what was going on. She got me off the floor by showing me a door out.

“Just settle the damn thing so you can move on,” was her no-nonsense maternal wisdom. “Don’t deal with the divorce and the deployment at the same time.”

My mom was basically saying I should pay to rid myself of my estranged wife—to get that fucking albatross off my shoulder, as my dad so poetically put it. So, with some additional cheerleading from my sister, that’s what I did.

Within hours, I sent my wife’s lawyer a final settlement offer. My wife wouldn’t get my pension, but she would get all the cash that I had. She would literally clean me out.

I also informed her lawyer that I was deploying to Iraq in two weeks, and for months afterward wouldn’t be available to handle any divorce matters. I added that I had updated my will and made my mother the beneficiary on everything, so if things weren’t settled before deployment and the worst happened downrange, my wife would face a future far less comfortable than the one she was squeezing out of me.

The settlement cost me $90,000, and my wife took it. I’d have enough left to cover the rent, but that’s about it.

Those were years of deployments I had just signed away, reenlistment bonuses I wasn’t going to earn again. I knew I wouldn’t be spending much of my own money in Iraq, since most things would be covered, so I’d at least be making back some of the divorce settlement during my deployment.

But there was no way around it: I’d been taken to the cleaners.

Knowing how much Gabriela was bothered by me technically still being married, I rushed to tell her that the divorce was official. But instead of expressing relief or appreciation that it had been settled, she was enraged that the settlement had cost me $90,000.

The day before she was yelling and screaming that she couldn’t be with a guy who was still married. So I financially ruin myself in order to finalize the divorce, and Gabriela acts as if it was her money that I’d just carelessly spent.

“You deal with things like a Kennedy,” she snapped at me. Then she stormed out.

When she came over to my place the next day, I was back on the kitchen tiles drowning in my own despair, as low as I’d ever been. I was just empty, and it was obvious to her the minute she walked in.

“I can’t fight with you anymore,” I pleaded.

It was impossible not to see what a vulnerable place I was in less than two weeks before heading downrange. I was curled up on the floor, gutted by desperation and lacking any emotional strength to pick myself up. I simply couldn’t take any more. I was at rock bottom.

To her credit, Gabriela immediately recognized the situation and flipped back to being the woman I wanted to fight so hard to keep. She helped me pick myself up, and in the days ahead helped me tackle the long list of things I needed to square away before deploying.

One of the basic things I had to do was go to a range and qualify on the weapons I’d be bringing over. When I got to the armory, I let the guy there know I’d been SF on a direct action team, and he waved off the required basic pre-deployment weapons course. He just gave me a gun box and asked what kind of toys I wanted to bring on my trip.

I grabbed what I knew I’d end up needing downrange, and talked the guy into giving me PVS 31s, which were standard SF gear but a generation better than the night vision goggles they usually gave out to people coming from offices like mine. I wanted everything I deployed with to be something I had operated with before, and I was familiar with 31s, from their phenomenal black-and-white honeycomb to their crappy battery life. It meant I could hit the ground running and not have to get up to speed on new equipment.

After we loaded up the gun box, the guy took me down to the range and informed me that I needed to qualify on every weapon I took. He started running me through quals, but after I walked right up and zeroed my optics and laser, he figured out real quick that he didn’t need to.

He was a Marine Corps infantry guy, and I happened to be his only customer that day. He had a ton of ammo and nothing better to do, so we hit the range with everything he had.

Those hours on the range were the only time I could breathe freely. I couldn’t get anything in my life under control, but at least I knew my equipment and how to handle myself. Operationally, at least, I was ready for whatever Iraq and Syria might throw at me.

About a week or so before I shipped out, I was in the office when I overheard the guy who was supposed to deploy ahead of me bragging about how he’d gotten out of it. He was only a couple feet away from me, easily within earshot, and knew that I was the one deploying in his place.

“They asked me to go downrange,” I heard him say. “And I was like, ‘No way I’m doing that…me and my wife already bought tickets to go to France for Christmas.’”

It is hard to sufficiently convey the degree of disgust and resentment I felt at that moment. This guy’s holiday vacation was more important, more pressing, more deserving of consideration than me having to financially ruin myself to settle my divorce before deployment. And this piece of shit was bragging about it in the office, knowing full well I could hear everything he said.

I’d finished my training early, in order to get out the door to do operations––not to be pushed ahead of guys who’d finished training a year before me and still hadn’t done a single operation, and who didn’t seem to want to do one. I clearly wasn’t surrounded by SF guys anymore.

My new coworkers simply didn’t give a shit about their brothers in arms. If my divorce had happened when I was still on the ODA, all my buddies would’ve been there to support me. They would’ve ordered me to live for free in their basement so I could just bang paychecks and crawl my way back from financial ruin.

That was SF, though; in my intelligence job, the only guy looking out for me was myself.

In her own way, Gabriela was looking out for me too. As the days counted down to deployment, she got palpably worried that something might happen to me. Our unit had recently lost someone downrange, and she knew what could happen to me over there.

She also knew how badly I wanted to have a family, and how badly I wanted that family to be with her. So a couple days before I shipped out, she offered to carry and raise our child if anything happened to me in Iraq. After everything we’d been through in the previous couple of weeks, that display of commitment was powerful, and really made me feel that I knew where we stood.

The very next day we went down to a local cryogenic bank and made a deposit in her name. While we quietly made love in the little room they gave us, she whispered “make me a mother” in my ear.

It was only then that I felt ready to head downrange, knowing that my name would live on even if a premature end came to a life I wasn’t always sure was worth living.


Chapter SIX

I hit the ground running in Iraq.

Settling in was far more of a pleasure than expected. The accommodations in Iraq I had were outright decadent compared to what I was used to. After Southeast Asia, Iraq felt like the Ritz Carlton.

I got to live in my own little containerized housing unit (CHU), a luxury I hadn’t experienced on any of my deployments with 1st Special Forces Group. I was used to living with host nation troops, which usually meant open-air barracks and the occasional outbreak of dengue or malaria or dysentery.

With the whole CHU to myself, I set up what I needed just the way I wanted. My kit was all ready to go, centrally staged so I could walk out the door in seconds. And I plastered pictures of Gabriela all over the walls. My gear and my girl––that’s all I had, and that’s all I needed.

My mission at work was also simple: kill or capture ISIS and Al Qaeda leadership. That was the sole purpose of the task force I was on, and I got right to it. I was outside the wire the day after setting up my suite at the Ritz.

These were the kind of missions I’d envisioned as a newbie Green Beret. I’d done comparable work in Southeast Asia, but the main fight was right where I was in Iraq and Syria. This was varsity counterterrorism, and it was exhilarating.

They handed me suitcases of money, the most cash I’d ever touched. And I had carte blanche to pursue information that would enable the killing or capturing of ISIS and Al Qaeda members. I couldn’t get over how easy it was.

Southeast Asia had been a bureaucratic blackhole because it wasn’t a declared theater of armed conflict, so doing anything required all sorts of thumb-ups. In Iraq and Syria, we could move at the pace we needed to, which was relentless.

Counterterrorism demands that pace of operations, because the information you get is always fleeting. When you have a bed-down location on a bad guy, it’s never permanent. You have to move quickly, and everyone involved understands that.

Right off the bat, I got into the groove of working long hours. I was out and about till 2 or 3 at night, and then back at it again by 10 or 11 in the morning. That was the routine, seven days a week.

Most of the guys I worked with were SF turned intelligence officers, and that shared mindset and approach made for an easy camaraderie. I was with my brothers; my fellow hood rats. We had friends who knew each other, we’d deployed to the same places, we’d done the same shit.

This wasn’t the disgust I’d felt back in D.C. working alongside senior staff who had never done anything remotely dangerous in their entire career. These were guys cut from the same cloth as me, who understood that the mission is everything. I was surrounded by solid professionals who had similar tactical experience and knew how to hold their own––and who’d learned how healthy it was to find humor in the absurdity of our situation.

For starters, we had a ridiculous amount of cash around us at all times. All that money had to be accounted for, so we regularly counted out the bills to make sure everything was by the book. The $100 bills came in $10,000 stacks, which meant we had lots and lots of bills to count. It was like Monopoly, without Marvin Gardens and B. & O. Railroad.

So I ordered a Cash Cannon from Amazon, one of those gag gifts you see at bachelor parties. I’d methodically load up a thick stack of $100 bills, then turn and spray my buddy in the face while politely querying if he could count it up for me.

Obviously, I picked up every single bill afterward. It was taxpayer money, and no matter how hard I was laughing I made sure to account for it all. But in the moment, the thought of being surrounded by that much cash was just too absurd to take seriously.

Even outside the wire, in the middle of operations, we sometimes had moments like that.

On one nighttime op, I was out with two other guys rendezvousing with an asset. The long gun doing overwatch on me was a former SF sniper. The other guy, an ex-Ranger who’d never missed a day at the gym, was pulling near-side security for me. This dude was as huge as he was hilarious, and he simply didn’t give a shit about anything.

We arrived at the X, and I readied to step out and get the critical information as quickly as possible. As a general rule, you never want to be on the X for longer than 4 minutes, because any longer than that and you start bringing undue attention onto yourself. Right before I stepped out, I heard the Ranger in the passenger seat go: “Hey, gotta pee.”

With that pronouncement he grabbed an empty 12 ounce plastic water bottle out of his magazine dump pouch, screwed off the top, contorted his huge frame away from me and just started whizzing away. His gun was slung between his legs, we had a party bag full of grenades and flash bangs on the seat next to us, we’re parked right on the X…and this dude is pissing a river.

The SF guy doing overwatch was watching the whole show through his scope, and all of a sudden I hear him doubled over in my ear: “Is he…fucking…pissing?” I just started laughing my ass off. I knew the situation we were in, and knew it wasn’t the right place to be screwing around. But I was tired, I was overworked, and everything was way too serious all the time.

The X generally isn’t recommended as a prime location for emotional relief, but the absurdity of the situation made for a cathartic moment. We needed those moments to get through the grind.

Those first weeks I was there were intense. I hadn’t even finished setting up my CHU when we bagged Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

A lot of people work on a target like the leader of ISIS, and all the credit goes to the guys who actually did the raid. Same goes for the people who initially found out where he was.

I only did a little work on it, was a second set of eyes on one or two things. I knew exactly what my role was, and it was very, very small. But at least I could say I had a piece of it, however tiny.

That was all it took for the office back in D.C. to go nuts. From what Gabriela reported to me, the higher ups thought I was off to a splendid start.

“You’re the fucking golden boy here,” she bragged to me over our classified chat messenger.

In the days after we bagged Baghdadi, Gabriela went out of her way to let me know how proud she was of me. Her approval meant everything to me, because she meant everything to me. I had my mission, and I had her. Talking to Gabriela was the most important part of my day, and all I cared about was making her feel loved.

If she had a bad day at work, I’d go online and order tacos to be delivered to her apartment for dinner. I’d randomly surprise her with flowers, making sure that the bouquet never included baby’s breath, which Gabriela couldn’t stand. It was autumn back home, so I’d order her Halloween-themed cupcakes from a trendy little bakery called Georgetown Cupcakes.

I was viscerally aware of the distance between us, and wanted to make Gabriela feel tangibly loved. If I couldn’t be there in person, at least I could send something that made her feel my presence. This wasn’t my first deployment being separated from a loved one, and I knew what that extra little effort was worth.

I’d record goofy videos before heading out, so she’d have something to smile about when she woke up. I’d repeatedly headbutt my CHU’s walls while unsuccessfully attempting to kiss a photo of her with my night-vision goggles protruding from my helmet. I’d toss $10,000 wads of company cash at a photo of her on my bed, sultrily suggesting she take it all.

Our relationship was what I had made all the sacrifices for, what I was waiting to come home to, so I tried to go way above and beyond.

Once the glow of the Baghdadi raid faded, though, my shows of love were rarely reciprocated. I was always the one who made the phone call, always the one who FaceTimed. I would stay up extra late–– and on most nights I was already out late to begin with––just to hear her tell me she loved me, and even that was asking too much.

I brought up the subject with her, gently mentioning that I only needed that tiny bit of love, those two little seconds of effort from her. She got real mad real quick, screaming that she wasn’t there just to serve a man’s needs. I was overnight ordering red velvet cupcakes just to make her day a little bit sweeter, and now she was saying I acted like she was my servant? All because I wanted her to send a fucking text message?

On a real basic level, it just didn’t sit right. And neither did some of the things she started doing.

One day, she casually mentioned that she’d just talked to her ex. Talking to a former boyfriend isn’t a big deal, or at least shouldn’t be, but since the beginning of our relationship Gabriela had gone off on how evil her boyfriends had been and how shitty they had treated her.

On top of that, she’d made it very, very clear that she didn’t want me hanging out with other women, women who’d never been anything more than good friends. That’s why I’d stopped talking to my female gym buddies, that’s why I stopped working out at the gym with my shirt off. Gabriela had told me early on she was a jealous woman, so I’d always gone out of my way to avoid plucking even the most innocent of strings.

Now it turns out she’d been talking to her ex-boyfriends? Really?

Anxiety crept into my day-to-day, because there was no way of ignoring that whatever it was that I was feeling didn’t feel good. Gabriela simply wasn’t making me feel loved. I didn’t need a whole lot, just her cheering for me every once in a while, but even that was too much to ask.

Gabriela was all I had, but how she was treating me just wasn’t right. I didn’t deserve it, not given what I was risking for our future together. Just like early in our relationship, she was leaving me in the dark about where I stood with her. I was distracted by her hot-and-cold behavior, and it affected my decision making.

There was one op where I had a fleeting opportunity at critical information that I needed to get out––and 5 minutes into the op, I knew the whole thing was going to go sideways. Everything that could’ve gone wrong did. It was just one of those days.

The guy pulling security for me, an SF guy named Armin on his fourth and last deployment pump, was a dude with some real grit. We’d struck up a friendly competition over a particular set of targets we were both trying to bag.

I was doing something to someone’s car, and struggling to get it done. At the 4-minute mark Armin made clear that we needed to move along. He was right, but I didn’t want to come back later for a second attempt and the information was critical.

I was set on getting it done the first time…because I had fixed a FaceTime date with Gabriela for afterwards.

“I’m just going to borrow this car for a bit,” I announced to Armin. “Then we’re going for shawarma.”

I’d gotten Armin to come on the op by promising him a stop at this little spot that served the meat with serious hot peppers. It’ll be in and out, I’d told him, with plenty of time for a bite on the way back.

It wasn’t a quick anything, though, so I just decided to take the car and finish the job. Armin was blowing up my comms the whole time, most of his sentences using some form of fuck followed by a question mark.

“We’re still going to get shawarma,” I matter-of-factly informed him. “...in a stolen car.”

I eventually got what I needed, and returned the car. We got back just fine, but never ended up getting the shawarma with hot peppers, and Armin broke my balls the whole ride back to the safehouse.

The thing is, freestyling like that was totally out of character. Since my days as a Green Beret, I’d always done hood briefings with whoever I was heading outside the wire with. Didn’t matter who, didn’t matter what, I made sure we went over everything before heading out.

We’d do location checks on our individual first aid kit, on the med bag in the car, on where we’d secured our tourniquets. We’d check each other’s magazines, we’d check the party bag with all the bangers. We’d do radio checks, we’d test our lasers and optics. We’d go over actions on contact, double check contingencies, confirm mission abort criteria.

We were able to do what we did because we prepped better and harder than the other guys. For years I’d approached and executed every op the right way, no exceptions. And here I was, way past the 4-minute mark on the X, jacking a car to buy myself a bit of time—just so I wouldn’t mess up my FaceTime appointment with Gabriela.

Had she appreciated that kind of effort, it would’ve been one thing. But no matter what lengths I went to, no matter how hard I tried, Gabriela turned noticeably colder toward me.

One day in early December, Gabriela texted me that she was heading out for drinks with a bunch of friends. I was happy for her. She was carrying a heavy load too, and it would be good for her. At around 3 in the morning in Iraq, just before I went to sleep, I called her to say goodnight.

“I’m going to bed, just wanted to say I love you,” I groggily mumbled.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m still out.” Then she hung up.

She called back a couple hours later, knowing full well that I was deep asleep, and laid into me, accusing me of not trusting her, of watching over her shoulder.

When I’d called her earlier, I wasn’t looking for a long conversation, or really any conversation at all. It was 3 in the morning, and I was completely exhausted. A simple text message from her saying “I’m still out, love you, sleep well” would’ve been enough. Something, anything that affirmed I was still a priority for her.

As it turned out, the friends she’d been hanging out with were a bunch of dudes. I’d never been the jealous type, and Gabriela knew that. But still, spending all day with a group of guys, not taking two seconds to say hello like most other days, then hanging up on me when I call to say goodnight? C’mon.

It was a mental mindfuck, because just a few days earlier we’d been looking online together at engagement rings. She’d become increasingly distant, interspersed by moments when she was again the woman who’d promised to give birth to my child if I didn’t make it back.

Less than a week later, while out in D.C. doing Christmas shopping, Gabriela called me up and announced that she was unsure we had a future together.

“I don’t really see this going anywhere,” she declared.

Then she broke up with me, right then and there on the phone.

We’d made a deposit together at a cryogenic sperm bank. We were looking at engagement rings. She’d met my family. I’d accepted my deployment in part to throw off the snoops who might expose our professionally forbidden relationship. And, not so incidentally, I was barely three months through my half-year deployment to Iraq and Syria.

And she fucking broke up with me on the phone.

She didn’t even have the decency to sit down in a quiet, private place to break the news. While the woman I’d put my life on the line for was coldly ending our relationship, in the background I could hear the department store sound system broadcasting “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”


Chapter SEVEN

When I got off the phone with Gabriela at around 3 in the morning, the corrugated tin walls of my room felt suffocating. I crumpled over on the edge of my bed, staring emptily at my pistol on the nightstand. I was broken.

All I’d wanted was to love and feel loved. I’d gone years with my wife without feeling either, and just when I’d found those feelings again with Gabriela, she’d put an end to it all.

In the weeks before, as Gabriela grew more distant, I’d cycled through the anxiety and the despair. By the time she ended it, I was too empty to feel anything. I’d given her everything I had, literally put my life on the line to protect her. I’d done it out of love, out of the hope for a future together. Now there was nothing but raw emptiness.

I had nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing. All I had left was the mission.

“Just end it,” I could hear myself saying. “You can’t win, you can’t fucking win. Just end it. There’s no fucking point, just end it.”

My pistol was within arm’s reach, right there on the nightstand. I glared at it, debating whether to shoot myself in the side of the head or from inside the mouth. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d pulled a trigger; the difference this time around was that I was the target. I envisioned the relief I’d feel––finally, I could just get it all over with––and for a moment that vision overrode all other emotions.

Actually, I’m not quite sure how long those thoughts went on for. Time kind of loses significance when you’re in the abyss. At some point during the staring contest with my pistol, though, I started getting angry.

Real. Fucking. Angry. Rage against the world angry.

“I don’t fucking care anymore,” I cried out loud, half fetal and half primal rage. “All…all... all I have is the mission.”

I shoved the pistol away, forcing distance between me and the one thing I’d trusted most to keep me safe.

“I need to get out of here,” I angrily whimpered. “I need to go to the gym. I need to go to the gym. I need to go to the gym.”

“Fuck you!” I raged, and got up and went to the gym.

The gym was open 24 hours a day, and had everything I needed to destroy myself. When I walked through the door I was swinging from emptiness to despair to anger, and I took out all that torment on my body. I absolutely slayed myself on the fitness equipment.

I kept working out until the chow hall opened at 7:30 in the morning. There was no way I was going back to sleep. I didn’t want to go anywhere near my room. I couldn’t.

Until that day I hadn’t gone to breakfast a single time in my entire deployment. My first meal was always lunch because I worked so late. Breakfast time was normally sleeping time.

Not that day, though.

After the gym and breakfast I threw myself straight into work, because it was the one thing that would keep me from being alone with my thoughts. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I went back to my room. There was an entire arsenal back at my CHU, 50 different ways for me to go out with a bang.

Green Berets are taught from Day 1 to never be more than an arm’s length from our weapon, so I still had my pistol on me. But in the preceding few hours, my relationship with my sidearm completely changed. I was real uncomfortable with it around, because what I’d come close to doing just a few hours before had made my relationship with the pistol a dangerous one. My hip holster weighed heavily on my shoulders, my pistol insistently pushing me to just end it.

I picked away at my projects, but I was on autopilot. I was deep in my own sleepless abyss, a vision replaying over and over of me snapping up my pistol and blowing my brains out. My mind was stuck on the thought of pulling the trigger—something I’d done countless times, just not pointed at myself. I was raw, barely treading water, and on some level knew that I wouldn’t be able to deal with things if I went back to my room.

At some point that afternoon, I got a surprise call from my gym coach back home, Janelle. Since I deployed she’d been sending me workouts to keep me up to date with the gym. But this time she was just randomly reaching out to check how I was doing, probably because Christmas was a couple days away. She’s a rock of a friend, and immediately recognized I wasn’t in a good place.

“I told you she was no good,” Janelle scolded me when I told her that Gabriela broke up with me. “Hang in there. I’ll find you a nice girl when you get back.”

I didn’t have the strength to tell Janelle that less than 12 hours earlier I’d had a staring contest with my pistol and almost lost. I already felt like shit, and what I’d almost done at 3 am made me feel even shittier––about myself, about everyone, about everything. But even though Janelle didn’t know the whole story, hearing her tough love over the phone was enough to keep me afloat until I collapsed into bed at the unprecedented hour of 8 pm, where I remained near-comatose until 10 the next morning.

I got up and went straight to work. I wasn’t going to take a single second that morning to think about anything, so I just got my shit together and left my CHU.

I walked into the joint operations center, and right away was told to drop everything I was working on—literally, everything—and instead start working on a close-hold project.

At the time I was managing a bunch of other projects, and working on other people’s priorities too. For me to drop everything just to focus on this one thing was a huge ask. In effect, they were forcing me to leave a lot of people hanging, and that’s not how I worked. So, when told of the plan, I was a little…pointed…in my questioning of the guy in charge. I was still completely raw from the day before, and getting blindsided by an order like that was too much for me to process.

“Trust me,” he said, in a way that made clear he knew exactly what he was talking about. “You’re gonna wanna work on this.”

“OK,” I said. “I’m in.”

Literally the day after I almost killed myself, I went all in on an operation I knew nothing about except that it was a big, big deal. If that seems too scripted to be true, well, that’s what it was. I couldn’t make this stuff up. Fact is, being picked for that project might’ve saved me from a rematch with my pistol.

For days, I was never far from the abyss. I couldn’t stop thinking about having almost killed myself, or about Gabriela ending us, or about the cowards who didn’t accept the deployment I was now stuck on, or about how my divorce had financially ruined me, or about how my roommate Richard had pushed way too much drama into my love life, or about all the fucking resentment I had raging inside of me.

I was angry at everything and everyone, including myself. I hated myself.

I was angry most of my waking hours. I worked angry, which in my particular profession wasn’t always a liability. And I worked out angry, when I was able to squeeze in hard sessions at the gym.

In the moments when the anger temporarily receded, a desperate hopelessness immediately took over. I was suffocated by the feeling that I just couldn’t win, and I kept visualizing myself sitting there after the phone call with Gabriela, the pistol staring back at me.

“Should’ve just ended it,” I’d hear myself saying. “Should’ve just fucking ended it.”

But for most of my waking hours, anger blocked out all other thoughts. When Christmas rolled around, I was the motherfucking Grinch.

The day before the holiday we confirmed the bed-down location of a particular ISIS guy, the only loose thread I hadn’t dropped when I joined the close-hold project. We had everything we needed to launch a raid to kill or capture him, and I tried to convince an SF team working the same target to do a Christmas Day raid.

The thing is, raids on Christmas Day just weren’t done. George Washington did one back in 1776, but ever since it was generally frowned upon. I was too angry to give a shit about Christmas, though, and we had solid info on a bad dude. I was having none of it, I wanted to get my “gun on.”

“We gonna let GW be the only man around here?” I laid into the guys, getting them all amped up to honor the holiday with some havoc. “He crossed the Delaware to kill the British, we’re gonna cross Iraq to kill ISIS.”

The guys were laughing, but I was real serious, and it got them all worked up.

“George Washington? You want George Washington!? I’ll show you George fucking Washington!”

The thing is, that brief moment of rage-fueled defiance was the closest I came to feeling any sort of relief. When I was pouring all my anger into riling up the boys for a Christmas raid to rival the crossing of the Delaware was the only time I felt even slightly good about myself. What better way to celebrate the birth of Christ than with the blood of your enemies?

We put together a plan, and sent it up the chain. They shot it down real quick, adding a couple colorful thoughts on celebrating the holiday in such a fashion.

The one break I got from being angry was my functional fitness training. The gym was the one place I could productively channel all that rage, all that despondency, all that cowering from my own thoughts. My total focus on the close-hold project blocked out the dark, messy screams in my head, and slaying myself on the equipment allowed some of those dark screams to escape without me having to hear them.

But as Christmas turned toward New Year’s, my superiors made clear that there’d be no more midday fitness crucifixion until the operation was completed. There was work that needed to be done immediately––all the time.

I knew something was up because the intelligence we were producing was getting an immediate response from high up the chain at CENTCOM. I obviously didn’t know where the information was going, because a guy at my paygrade is far, far removed from the strategic level, but it became increasingly clear that we were setting up a way to enable a strike on some dude who was worth the trouble.

Judging by the little piece of work that we were doing, this guy was clearly worth a lot. For counterterrorism targets, there were simpler and cheaper ways of vetting information than the methods we employed. The operations we were running were expensive, and us being asked to do that kind of work meant something big was going on.

For a couple days straight, right through New Year’s, the pace was unrelenting, even for guys who hadn’t almost killed themselves a week before. We’d send something up, and they’d come back to us within half an hour for more. So we’d turn right around and go get that. I was answering information needs from senior people who I didn’t know and never communicated with, and their requests starting piling up. I had no idea what the intel was for, but knew there were serious people very interested in what I was able to find out.

In the middle of all this, we got intel about a pending attack on the American embassy in Baghdad. Kata’ib Hezbollah was staging all around the city, and our info indicated they were setting out to assault the embassy. So we dropped what we were doing, again, and got to work producing information on retaliatory targets in the event the embassy was actually attacked. The embassy was the beating heart of America’s presence in Iraq, and every single asset in theater was directed toward it when that Kata’ib Hezbollah intel came in.

The pace wore me down. I started 2020 absolutely exhausted, ringing in the new year with the same work I’d done the previous days. There was no break whatsoever.

The day after New Year’s, on January 2, I noticed all our birds flocking to the Baghdad airport. All the surveillance aircraft we had in the air were descending on the location I’d worked literally every single waking minute for the previous two weeks. I’d done nothing but collect and disseminate information on the exact spot all the birds were focused on.

I knew something unusual was happening, and that kept me fueled for a while, but by the time midnight rolled around I was out of gas. I was beyond tired from the relentless pace of operations, and a complete zombie the minute I didn’t have work or fitness to focus on.

“Nothing is happening tonight,” I declared to the room. “I’m going to bed.”

Everything around me was still ongoing. The birds were still up in the air, and we were keeping a beat on the location in case any last-minute information came up. But at that late hour, I was confident that we’d gotten all the info we were going to get that night, and if there wasn’t a good reason for me to be there, I wasn’t going to be there.

I was watching the bird feeds, and could see that nothing was happening. I’d watched enough Kill TV to know when something was about to happen. You’d see some ISIS dudes digging in an IED, or a bunch of guys in some dusty camp, and know that pretty soon they’d be gone. This wasn’t one of those shows. Absolutely nothing was happening, except my bitching about going to bed getting louder and louder.

One of the guys I was working with was getting an earful from me. I was done standing around watching nothing happen.

“We’ve been chasing a fucking ghost for a week and a half,” I yapped at him. “Look at the goddamn feed. Look. Nothing is happening tonight. Nothing.”

“Trust me, Dave,” he smirked back. “You definitely want to stay for this.”

Then he pulled out one of those foldable metal chairs and shoved me down.

“Don’t. Fucking. Move,” he added nice and slow.

A couple minutes later, on the screen in front of me, a plane touched down at the airport and was met on the tarmac by an SUV. The vehicle pulled away, and started driving down an access road that I was very, very familiar with: it was the target I’d been working non-stop for the previous week and a half.

I still had no idea who was in the SUV. I was just a guy on the ground gathering intel, one of many working different angles on the project. But I knew my work was being put to good use when I saw a bird lock on the target, and, less than five seconds later, turn that SUV into a smoldering mess of twisted metal.

The guy I was working with—the one who minutes earlier had shoved my ass into a foldable metal chair to prevent me from going to bed—knew exactly who was in the SUV.

“Congratulations,” he declared with a giant shit-ass grin plastered across his face. “You just bagged Qassem Soleimani.”

Everybody in the room went absolutely nuts. Nailing Soleimani was big, even bigger than bagging Baghdadi. In terms of the pain and suffering this guy caused, he was right up there with Bin Laden. Soleimani had tentacles in everything nefarious that Iran did—and we’d just removed him.

The moments afterward were primal. We were flipping chairs over, dancing on tables, hooting and hollering like we’d just won the Super Bowl. There was total shock at what we’d just done, because until the moment it happened few of us knew what we were actually working on. Less than 10 minutes earlier I’d been bitching about going to bed.

Now, a target as big as Soleimani means that a lot of people were involved, and I had only a little part in enabling the strike. That’s it, nothing more. But there was a small bit I could take credit for…and any part in taking down that guy, no matter how small, was notoriety with a big fat capital N.

So what if I’d almost killed myself less than two weeks earlier? I’d just bagged Qassem Soleimani.


Chapter EIGHT

The dopamine glow faded as soon as I got back to my CHU, and that’s how it went the nights that followed.

During the day, I didn’t have time to think about anything besides work. But when I’d go back to my room at 1 or 2 at night, I was greeted by nothing but reminders of Gabriela and a relationship that only a couple weeks before was headed toward marriage. Gabriela’s presence loomed over the room. The care packages she’d sent were still laying around. At some point I took down the photos of her I’d taped to the walls, but for a while they stayed up because I couldn’t stomach redecorating.

So every day I worked myself to the point of passing out when I got back to my CHU. I couldn’t deal with it any other way. I couldn’t deal with the thoughts that I knew would come up—because they already had—if I allowed myself any energy to think. It was all there in my frontal cortex, just waiting to come up.

So I worked, and worked, and worked. The threat of conflict with Iran was right there in our face, so everyone else was running at the same pace. It was all full speed ahead, and the orders coming down were to keep our foot on the gas. We had full backing from the higher-ups to hunt down bad guys all over Iraq and Syria—to enable kinetic strikes and kill/capture missions—and that’s what we did.

People in my line of work get their motivation from different places. Most are out there to be Captain America. In the not-so-distant past, I’d definitely been that guy at times, but on those early January nights I saw myself as nothing but a godless villain. I was Celtic Frost-blasting darkness coming to wreak havoc on the battlespace.

I went at my work with cold-calculated cunning. I left the wire almost daily to venture out on my own, a one-man op shop determinedly working my way down the list. The guys we were going after, I didn’t feel the need to know the specifics of their wrongdoing. They were making IEDs, blowing stuff up, planning attacks. They were on the targeting list for a reason, and I wasn’t going to get too emotional about figuring out how to bag them.

We teed stuff up, and the guys went out and knocked it all down. But we weren’t just trying to remove these bad guys. We were trying to kill their character by working to have them go out in betrayal, casting doubt and suspicion on all those around them. We sowed distrust among their ranks, so they’d have reduced capability to conduct operations.

The guys around me generally approached work the same way I did, but even they noticed I’d grown a couple levels colder. I was steamrolling through projects, getting “who are you?!” looks from guys who worked pretty cold themselves. I was palpably ominous.

I was also tired, real tired. At that point, I was coming up on four months downrange, which is when most guys cycled back home. I was on a six-month pump, and still had more than two months to go. You can sprint hard for four months, but after that, your body feels it in a way that’s impossible to ignore, no matter what’s going on in your head. It just hurts.

The joy in life had been snuffed out in me. I was in a constant and consistent state of anger, cloaked in dark rage and self-loathing. It weighed on everything I did, and manifested itself in every part of my day to day.

Even the rare moments that put a smile on my face were full of pain. Armin, the veteran case officer to whom I owed a shawarma, flipped a dirt bike he was riding while rehearsing for a mission. He shattered his shoulder and broke some ribs that led to a tension pneumothorax requiring the SF medic to intubate him.

He was in pain for hours, until they got some ketamine and stabilized him. When we came over to see him in the med shed, he was still dopey from the painkillers and hooked up to a machine pressurizing his lung cavity.

As is solemnly demanded by such situations, we started talking shit the minute we walked in. Armin started laughing, and while laughter is in fact the best medicine, in this case it hurt like hell. He’d tear up from the pain, then laugh at the pain he’d caused himself and in the process cause himself even more pain. He was wheezing, coughing, crying, and laughing the whole time. It was absolutely excruciating to watch, but it was too goddamn funny to stop.

With all the ruckus we were causing, the surgeon came in real quick and kicked us out. Laughing might’ve been good for my health—it was my first laugh in a long time—but it sure as hell wasn’t good for Armin’s.

Fact is, I was hardly the only one whose face hadn’t seen a smile in a while. Most of us had a bunch of years under our belt, and at a certain age everyone starts to have real problems. Guys are married, or close to it––like I’d been a couple weeks before––and have families to deal with. It’s usually right around that point of deployment, 3 or 4 months in, when shit goes wrong at home for just about everybody. Everyone’s life starts falling apart, and no one has the capacity to be decent with each other.

So it wasn’t all that noteworthy to the people around me that my demeanor had totally changed. I was no longer the happy dude they’d met when I first deployed, back when me and Gabriela were looking at engagement rings. Now I was angry all the time. Stuff that I normally wouldn’t give two shits about would set me off.

Everyone around me just wrote it off, understandably, as me being burnt out. They knew what I’d been up to, knew how hard I’d been riding the gas pedal. Even without my telenovela with Gabriela there was plenty good reason for me––and everyone else––to be edgy, because we were a razor’s edge away from all-out mayhem with Tehran. If things went off, it was a given that our deployments would be extended indefinitely and we’d be heading across the border. We were already in the neighborhood; already doing what we were doing.

Things were heating up, and retaliatory strikes were just a question of when and where. Soleimani’s martyrdom was not going to go unavenged. So we slept in our boots, ready to hit the bunker as soon as the incoming alarm went off.

A week after the Soleimani strike, the alarm went off again and we hit the bunker, figuring we’d be stuck there for 45 minutes or an hour. It turned into an all-night thing. It was rainy season where we were, so the bunker was full of mud and the temperature dropped into the 40s overnight. There were a lot of people down there, and some of them were clearly uncomfortable.

Armin was more bothered by the cramped quarters than he was by the likelihood of incoming fire—he hadn’t gotten much fresh air in the med shed—so he grabbed a camping chair and took all the space he wanted outside the bunker. He just sat there snoozing, all kitted up with his bum shoulder in a sling. Like the rest of us, he figured they’d throw us a Katyusha shower, a show of 107mm rockets that looked good on launch but didn’t have enough aim to do much.

“It’s just gonna be a couple of 107s,” he announced out loud before nodding off. “Wake me up when they’re coming in.”

While Armin caught up on his beauty sleep, the rest of us waited and waited, a bunch of go-getters stuck in a muddy bunker with nowhere to go and nothing to do. One greybeard in the crowd tried to cut the tension by fondly reminiscing about the early good old days in the Iraq war.

“I was here for the invasion in 2003,” he assured us. “You have no idea how great it is to be in a new war. Trust me, no fucking rules for 60 days.”

“This could be the opportunity of a lifetime,” he grandly declared at the prospect of us getting dragged into conflict with the Revolutionary Guard. “I’ve done a lot of shit, but the one thing I’ve always wanted to do is knock off a bank. We’re gonna go Ocean’s 11 on the Central Bank.”

It was just ridiculous enough to draw a smirk.

Not everyone down there was in a laughing mood, though. As the night wore on, my inner NCO came out and I went around trying to maintain accountability and keep morale up. Some in the bunker clearly needed it.

One of them was Edith, a woman whose CHU was diagonally across from mine. Almost every morning I’d awake to her sitting out front pulling on a cigarette. She’d been around, done multiple combat tours, but that night she was visibly distraught and furiously typing away on her phone. She wasn’t the only one, either: the threat of an impending Iranian strike on an American base in Iraq was all over the news back home, and everybody was fielding frantic messages from family.

“It’s gonna be alright, you’re gonna be safe,” I assured Edith. “Armin’s outside right now, snoozing on a camping chair. It’s not gonna be that bad, just a bunch of 107s.”

A couple minutes later, we heard a rumble in the air and then two or three deafening explosions. Armin dove into the bunker and crammed in with the rest of us, and everyone went super quiet. We’d just survived a ballistic missile strike.

As twisted as it may sound, that night I felt better about myself than I had in a long while, my near-miss with mortality notwithstanding. Helping out and comforting Edith gave me a tiny little reason to value myself, at a time when I didn’t value myself for anything but my ability to enable kill/captures. The bitter coldness inside of me was warmed by the tiniest bit of human connection.

When I got back to my room, the good vibes evaporated, but a week or two later I got another hit of self-worth after reuniting with an old buddy. John and I had been next to each other in the Special Forces Assessment and Selection lineup—he was #118, I was #119—and we kept each other motivated as we progressed through the Q Course.

The last time I’d seen him before Iraq was not long after we graduated, when the 3rd Group sergeant major yanked John out of morning formation and sent him to Afghanistan. Almost a decade had passed, but even through the dark fog of my abyss I could see something was up with John. We’d seen each other at our lowest moments back in Q Course, and I knew the look of a buddy who was off track.

So I sat him down in the smoking area outside our little office, and asked him what was going on.

Turns out he and his wife were arguing every time they talked on the phone. She just yelled and yelled and yelled, and he inevitably ended up yelling back. He was a fairly emotional guy to begin with, and you could see how much the rift between him and his wife weighed on him. He was heading toward a place I was deeply familiar with.

“You ever just let yourself be vulnerable around her?” I asked him, knowing full well what the answer was. Guys in our line of work are not particularly renowned for that character trait.

“Let her yell at you,” I suggested. “Then tell her that it hurts you, because you love her. And tell her that you’re not going to yell back, not because you don’t care, but because you don’t want to hurt her. Tell her how much you appreciate what she’s doing with the kids while you’re on deployment, that you want to know what she’s going through even if you can never fully understand all the challenges she’s handling. Tell her that you’re risking your life every day, and the little bit of peace you find is talking to her.”

The words came easy to me, because they weren’t all that different from the ones I’d wanted to say to Gabriela.

When we got back to work the next morning, John gave me a teary-eyed bear hug.

“Thanks man,” he said, as he put back on his grim work face. “You fucking saved my marriage.”

I hadn’t done much, other than offer a couple words of wisdom. Whatever transpired since we’d talked the day before was all John. It just took someone giving enough of a shit to ask what was going on—to ask why—for him to do something about it.

Like my bunker counseling session with Edith, being there for John picked me up, at least for a little while. I couldn’t save my own relationships, but my buddy believed I’d just fixed his marriage, and that wasn’t nothing.

But the abyss was always there, waiting for a chance to disguise itself as a ray of sunshine. And as things heated up in February, it became clear that if Iran chose to escalate the fight, we’d be the first ones in. The first thought I had about what sure seemed like a one-way trip? At least I’d go out notorious.

The vision of me heroically riding into a hail of Revolutionary Guard gunfire was almost comforting. It would give a purpose and meaning to ending my torment. There was no glory in taking my own life: I’d seen how Jake’s character was trashed after he ended his. But being the tip of the spear as America finally made the Iranian regime pay the price for its terrorist ways? That was like a lantern beckoning me into the abyss.

No such glorious exit awaited me, though. Within days, I was urgently pulled out of Iraq and onto a transport back home.

We’d been betrayed…by Edith, of all people.

Edith—the same woman I’d watched smoke a cigarette across from my CHU every morning, the same woman I’d given a sympathetic shoulder to as we waited out the ballistic missile attack—was arrested for giving information to Iran that fundamentally compromised us and what we were doing.

As an SF guy, I was comfortable with dangerous situations. But with Edith betraying us—not just America or even the military, but specifically the people I was working with—it was no longer a question of risk tolerance. Anyone who’d lived and worked with Edith now potentially endangered those around us. At that point we simply didn’t know how much she’d given up.

There’d be no “once more unto the breach”, no roaring swan dive into the abyss, just me unceremoniously packed into the cargo hold of a C-17 on a long haul back home.


Chapter NINE

Dulles airport was jarringly empty when I landed back in D.C. COVID had shut down America.

There was no “Welcome Home!” hug waiting for me. Nobody, not even my family, could pick me up. It was just me, my gear, and a deafeningly silent arrivals terminal.

A month earlier COVID had hit Iraq, and in a camp like ours it spread like wildfire. So I was familiar with the virus. The emptiness, though, was something else. It was all encompassing.

Washington was a ghost town. The flight into D.C. was empty. The airport was empty. The roads to the one place I could return to were empty.

The full weight of the emptiness really hit home when I arrived at my English basement apartment. I went down the small staircase into my eerie hovel, shuffling through leaf drifts and cobwebs just to get to my door. A complete absence of life awaited me on the other side of the door. Everything was still in boxes, exactly where I’d left them almost six months earlier.

I’d never slept a single night in the apartment, because pre-deployment I’d been staying at Gabriela’s. The only part of the place that held any memories for me were the kitchen tiles, the ones I despairingly curled up on after Gabriela gaslighted me about my deployment and my divorce.

The apartment had sat there for months, being paid for but never used. The heat hadn’t been turned on since the past winter, when the previous renter had lived there. I hadn’t yet hooked up internet service. The bed, still made from when I moved in, had gathered a top sheet of dust.

There was literally no food in the kitchen, not even non-perishable stuff from before my deployment, and from the looks of D.C., it didn’t seem like many grocery stores were open. I’d been downrange for half a year, and the most basic routines of everyday life had been upended days before I came back. About the only thing I had going for me was a bottle of Balvenie 12-year I’d wisely stashed in my new digs just before deploying.

The morning after landing, I called up the office to report back for duty. But like everyone else in the country, they had no idea what was going on.

“Don’t worry about coming to work for at least a month, maybe longer,” they helpfully suggested. “You’ve earned some time off.”

Time off? Were they fucking kidding? I wanted my life back.

Those were the early days of Covid in D.C., and everyone was spooked. We’d all seen the pictures from New York City.

I had no work, no mission, no purpose. I didn’t even have my SUV. It was a half-dozen states away at my mother’s house, where I’d left it before I deployed. I was trapped.

I’m close with my family, and being around them would’ve filled in a lot of the emptiness. But I couldn’t go and see them, and they couldn’t come and see me, and none of us knew when it would all end.

The only way I could stay connected with anybody was through social media. But that just amplified the loneliness because all I saw was everybody else enthusiastically embracing time at home with their special others.

I was all alone in my unwanted 650-square-foot apartment and aware of it every minute of my soul-crushingly empty day. The rest of March into April, I just rotted by myself in that goddamned apartment.

The one reprieve I had was working out. I still had the discipline to exercise in a way that was beneficial to my fitness and not detrimental to my body. I wasn’t trying to slay myself into submission. Working out was just a temporary pause button on all the shit that was going on in my head, a way to get away from my thoughts and get out of the apartment.

The only equipment I had at home was two kettlebells, so that’s what I worked out with. I did kettlebell workouts on my patio out back, keeping up with what my gym friends in Baltimore were doing in their own little isolated worlds. And I did an exorbitant amount of running. I ran to the Lincoln Memorial almost every day, about a six mile round trip. Most times I was the only person on the Mall.

My time at the Lincoln Memorial was the only moment of the day when I felt like I’d exorcised something out of my system. I’d knock out some burpees, plop down on the steps, chug in the traffic-free air, and wonder what the fuck was going on with the world. It was a temporary pause, lasting no longer than the dopamine glow, but it was the only break I had.

On those misty spring mornings, I was almost always the only one there. So there was no one to give weird looks when I turned to Honest Abe for guidance. He didn’t say so much as a single word, but almost every day I came back to sit at his footsteps, trying to find some meaning in everything that had happened, trying to find a reason to keep fighting the good fight.

Those moments were the only time I could unflinchingly face up to my situation without drowning in a whirlpool of thoughts: I’d done something great downrange, something that really mattered, but I sure as hell didn’t feel great, and my life was a big fucking mess. None of what I’d done in Iraq mattered, because I didn’t have what made me happy: being with a woman who loved me back, and starting a family together.

I had nothing to show for everything I’d done. The sacrifices I’d made before deploying had all been for naught. I didn’t have shit, and I felt fucking worthless. I couldn’t win with anyone or anything.

All I had was hate and anger and regret and resentment. At all the nasty things Gabriela had said and done. At my Baltimore housemate Richard for ratting out my relationship with Gabriela. At the heartless way my ex-wife had drained me of almost everything before settling our divorce. At that spineless prick who I deployed for because he’d already booked tickets to spend Christmas in France with his wife. At the office goody two-shoes who’d shown me zero of the commitment I’d shown to my country. At Edith’s betrayal putting me in the crosshairs of an enemy nation. At Covid for fucking up everything.

My life was pathetic, with barely any face-to-face interaction of any sort with anyone. The loneliness of my unlived and unloved basement apartment was unbearable.

In that silent echo chamber, I kept going in and out of berating myself. I was angry at everyone who’d done me wrong, but it was myself who I blamed for being in the spot I was in.

I put it all on me. My decisions had been the determining cause of everything. If only I’d done this or that, I’d still be with Gabriela, my return from Iraq would’ve been a triumphant one, and I wouldn’t be waking up every morning frustrated that I hadn’t yet finished myself off. If it wasn’t for me, the past shitshow of a year wouldn’t have happened, and I would’ve been much farther along my path than I was.

In that mental cesspool, even the fact that I hadn’t pulled the trigger in my CHU was cause to flagellate myself. Should’ve taken care of it downrange, I’d berate myself. Over there I had a fucking arsenal. In DC I had nothing, because I hadn’t been home enough to have a safe place to store my arms. Now how the fuck was I supposed to do it? Steal a car and then drive the fucking thing off the Delaware Bridge? Last time I tried that downrange, Armin never ended up getting his shawarma. I’d probably fuck up this time too.

Morning after morning, the abyss would come calling. The emptiness and loneliness and despair were even stronger than they’d been in my CHU. Downrange I’d only been a broken soul. Back home, though, I was a broken soul who should’ve been basking in glory, and the fact that I couldn’t––because I had no one to share my joy with, because Covid had sucked out whatever joy remained in the world–– made the feeling simply unbearable. I’d done something that really mattered, an achievement that ought to have filled me with deep pride, and all I felt was nothing but crushing disappointment.

I was aware of what was going on in my head, but there was no way to get it out. I couldn’t go talk to our office’s mental health people because that would mean fessing up about Gabriela, and I wasn’t going to talk about her to anyone at work. I knew that the mental health people had standing orders to report up for “immoral activity,” and I didn’t want to get in trouble for the fact that I’d dated Gabriela. I had enough problems.

I also didn’t want Gabriela to get in trouble. No matter how much pain I was in, no matter how much of that pain she’d caused, I didn’t want to screw her over. The part of me that wasn’t filled with blinding rage still loved her, and keeping everything to myself was the only way I could protect us both. When you’re in love, you do whatever it takes, even after it’s over.

Then my reckoning hit me, in a very concrete way.

Like most people bouncing off the walls during those first weeks of Covid, I tried filling some of my time with little projects around the house. I spruced up the patio in the back. I planted flowers. I mulched. It wasn’t even my place; I was just renting. But my landlord was back in his home state, and I was the only one around.

There’s only so many times you can water the plants, though, so I turned to another mindless task that I’d ignored for months: cleaning out the storage unit I’d been keeping since the divorce. My plan to declutter mostly revolved around tossing my ex-wife’s stuff. She’d left basically everything, and it took up most of the storage unit.

Hauling the stuff would’ve been way easier with my SUV. But it was mothballed at my mother’s place up north, so I had to make do with my friend’s red Volkswagen Jetta. It didn’t have enough space to move big stuff like the couch, but it had plenty of room for my ex-wife’s tasteless collection of mismatched Japanese pottery, so I drove as much as I could fit to the dump and chucked her prized pieces into the pit while Jim Morrison screamed from the Jetta’s shitty little radio.

I went back home and loaded the Jetta up with a second haul, then went on a second run to the dump. I was doing 60 out on 395 South, just getting on the bridge over to the Pentagon, when out of nowhere a cement truck barreled into my peripheral vision. Just before the mixer gobbled up the driver side of the car, I let go of the gas and brakes and rode out the impact while steering the Jetta to safety without jeopardizing other drivers.

The left side of the Jetta had gone flush up against the mixer’s wheels, which were as tall as my vehicle. Twelve inches closer and the tread marks would’ve been on my face instead of the driver door, but I ended up with barely a scratch. Whether it was my evasive driving training or just dumb luck, that mobile rock quarry had somehow not killed me.

When the driver came over to check on me, I could barely give him a word. I was devastated—not at the crash itself, but at the fact that I’d missed my chance. It wouldn’t have been as heroic as riding into a hail of Revolutionary Guard gunfire, but at least it would’ve prevented my memory from being posthumously trashed like Jake’s.

I’d had a shame-free death handed to me, and I fucked it up.


Chapter Ten

The red Jetta I’d borrowed was more beat up than I was, at least physically. But it still drove, so I exchanged license and insurance info with the other driver and guided my friend’s clanker back home.

My apartment had an odd setup, with a bathroom sink out in the bedroom framed by a mirror and two closets. I returned there in a disconnected haze, dragging myself across the bedroom and slouching over the sink, my elbows digging into the porcelain. I was incapacitated by emotional exhaustion, just utterly drained of life. I couldn’t get out from under the cloud.

I was fucking disgusted by the guy I saw in the mirror. The pain was written all over my face, from my uncivilized beard to the emotional torment staring out from my eyes. All I saw was darkness, and I couldn’t stand looking at that guy.

“I want to kill myself,” I said. Just straight out like that. “I want to kill myself.”

It was the first time I’d actually said it. I was finally saying out loud what had been screaming inside of my head for months, and knew better than anyone how seriously I meant it.

It was horrible to see what I’d become. How the fuck had I ended up like that? After being on autopilot for months, I suddenly became aware of how absolutely absent I’d been. I’d checked out, and for a long time.

Looking in the mirror finally put a face on what I was fighting. And the longer I looked at that guy, the more defiantly I stared back. Fuck that guy, and fuck the dark struggle stamped all over his face. All the suffering was going to teach me something, and I’d be stronger for it. I wasn’t going to waste everything I’d been through.

“Can’t go on like this,” I said, or thought, not sure which. “Need to just sit here and figure this shit out.”

I was absolutely miserable, and when you’re miserable, nothing else matters. That much I’d learned from Gene, my old golf cart wingman at Fort Bragg who had to be herself in order to be a happy person. I had to own my shit, just like she had. No one was coming to do the work for me, and no one was coming to save me.

The day after the crash, or maybe the day after that, I started marking up a calendar I had hanging in the kitchen. Days when my thoughts turned dark got an X on the calendar. Days when despair didn’t get the better of me, the few that there were, were left blank.

That calendar was a daily reminder of my defiance against all the shit that had come my way. I was a fighter, not some broken dude. I was still stuck in the same shitty place, but the hopelessness and despair that had sucked me close to the abyss now gave me something to fight against. I was putting points on the board, one blank date on the calendar at a time.

My defiance wasn’t some band aid that healed all wounds, and it’s not like I suddenly started shitting out rainbows. I was still raging with resentment at all the things that had led me to the edge, at how I’d allowed myself to be screwed over so deeply and by so many. And we were still stuck in the middle of Covid lockdown, leaving me all alone with my thoughts and my two kettlebells.

But as the weeks went by, I marked the calendar less and less, and some days I even found something to smile about.

In late May, my previously empty neighborhood suddenly filled up with thousands of protestors after George Floyd’s murder. It obviously wasn’t a joyous gathering, but for a guy who had been in tormented isolation, seeing so much life around was a great distraction. I lived two blocks from the Capitol, about 150 feet from the vehicle security barricades, and I’d sit out on the deserted front patio of my rowhouse and take in the action. One neighbor down the block had also stuck around, and we’d trade a nod and a raised glass as we watched things spin close to the edge.

The whole world seemed to be taking a knee, and that gave me yards of space to just sit there and figure my shit out. Not just where I’d gone wrong, but why I’d gone there in the first place.

I’d allowed Gabriela to gaslight me. I’d allowed the sergeant major to run over my personal needs. I’d allowed my ex-wife to clean me out, first emotionally and then financially. Why? Was what I’d been doing good for me, or even what I wanted? How had I lost track of myself so badly?

I didn’t have any real answers, and I wasn’t even sure which direction to look. But at least I was asking those hard questions, and that meant something to me. Almost daily I’d conduct an after action review, and that little bit of taking charge brought me a tiny step closer to the guy I’d been—and with that came just the smallest beads of confidence.

A week after the Floyd protests peaked, our unit did a virtual meeting to go through the findings of the year-long investigation into Jake’s suicide. The investigation concluded that he’d been driven to kill himself after too many traumatic brain injuries downrange.

Fact is, Jake had been in a personal situation unpleasantly similar to mine. I’d been in his position, or something close to it, and kind of doubt it was TBIs on Jake’s mind when he jumped. I’m no medical doctor, but I’d been in Jake’s shoes and could see that TBI might be a little too tidy of an explanation. That dude was suffering through some serious emotional pain.

No one wanted to talk about Jake’s personal situation, though, because the woman he’d gotten involved with, the one he’d left his wife and kids for, still worked in the office.

“OK, that’s it,” the sergeant major declared after going through the findings. “That’s all we’re doing on this.”

The thing is, each and every one of our own who falls in the line of duty is memorialized in some way to show a measure of recognition for their sacrifice. Half the intelligence community shows up to the memorial ceremony, top brass and all. You get a memorial book, a “hero” workout in your honor, maybe even a road or bridge named after you.

What Jake sacrificed for our country should’ve earned him a stretch of local highway back home. He’d given at least a dozen of his best years to the Army. He’d done multiple tours, served his country over and over. But he’d taken his own life, and suicide is shameful, so we were supposed to forget all Jake had done and dismiss him as a goddamn loser—and losers don’t get conference rooms named after them.

It really rubbed me the wrong way. I was disgusted at the way Jake’s memory was being silently crapped on, and indignant at the thought that these brothers of ours would’ve treated my memory the same as Jake’s.

“That…is…fucking…bullshit.”

I said it nice and slow and loud, so everyone on the all-call would know exactly how I felt about it. Forty-five days of marking my calendar had given me the courage to speak out, and for a brief shining moment I was a man in full, the tip of the spear, call sign Nemesis.

Then I slinked back onto mute before anyone could figure out it was me who had said it. After 20 seconds of silence, the sergeant major moved on.

That all-call for Jake could’ve been a real opportunity to take a hard look at some of the dark things going on in our minds. There’s no way the sergeant major didn’t know that some of us were struggling with things––one of our own committing suicide was the reason we were having that goddamn conference call in the first place. We were all there, all primed for a tough talk about suicide, all primed for raw honesty about what we’d struggled with and what we’d been through.

I definitely could’ve used a conversation like that. I was deep in my head exploring my vulnerabilities, and hadn’t yet grown a thick skin to buffer against the cold. After all, I just wanted someone to ask me why. But the sergeant major said that was it, so that was it. His dismissive treatment of Jake’s death and my trip to Iraq were a fitting reminder that in this business, “no one gives a fuck about you.”

A couple weeks later, I went across town to catch up with Adam, a buddy going all the way back to our pre-Army days. We’d been roommates, gone through training together. I knew his wife, he knew my ex-wife. It was that kind of friendship. We’d been fellow travelers for a long time, other than his number having never been called for a combat deployment.

Adam’s wife was cautious about Covid, like most people that crazy summer, so Adam grabbed a bottle of bourbon and we set up shop in his little rowhouse backyard.

I hadn’t seen him since I came back from Iraq, so we talked for a glass or two about all the shenanigans I’d done over there. I hadn’t seen any friends in person since I’d gotten back from Iraq, and it was good to finally share a drink with a brother.

Then he started talking about Lou.

I’d gotten to know Lou toward the end of my time in 1st Group, when we each moved over to battalion staff. He was working as our battalion’s jumpmaster, coordinating air for all our movements around the Pacific Theater. Our battalion moved around a lot, so it was a ton of work. He was a good dude, always checking if I was getting what I needed.

It turns out he’d been stuck in that job as punishment for failing his physical fitness test when he took his first shot at the senior leaders course. I didn’t even understand how it was possible for him to fail a PT test. For a high-performing guy like Lou, even SF standards aren’t that hard. He’d done SFARTAETC, HALO, a bunch of good schools, and had done a couple combat deployments. He’d been tested again and again, and come out victorious every time.

Lou was given another shot at the senior leaders course in 2017, at the same time Adam and I went through it. Lou and Adam ended up in one group, and I ended up in another. Lou knew he needed to pass the PT test to pass the course and make rank, otherwise he was out of a job.

At the time I was training for my first ultra-marathon, and when I heard about the PT test hanging over Lou’s head, I rode his ass a bit to get him to join me on a run. He said he would, but you could tell his heart wasn’t into it. No surprise, he ended up failing the PT test again, and got kicked out of the Army.

Not long after that senior leaders course, I transferred to D.C. to start a family and lost touch with Lou. I hadn’t heard from or about him again until that afternoon sipping bourbon in Adam’s rowhouse backyard.

“That dude Lou,” Adam smirked. “That piece of shit killed himself last year.”

It’s not like Adam was celebrating, but he sure got a good chuckle out of it.

I was disgusted by my buddy’s obvious lack of compassion for a guy who wasn’t all that different from us. Lou and I hadn’t been the closest, but still, we’d gone through things together, and so had Adam.

I just stood there, though, and didn’t say a goddamn word.

I’d spent the previous couple of months in desperate isolation, and didn’t have the strength to burn bridges with one of my oldest and only friends in D.C. I was raging with resentment, but just didn’t have the bandwidth to have the kind of conversation out loud that I was having in my head. It had only been six months since that night in my CHU, and barely three months since I got hit by the cement mixer. Everything was still too raw.

“He was a good guy,” was all I managed to say.


Epilogue

I couldn’t find my voice in Adam’s backyard, and I couldn’t find it on the all-call for Jake. But ever since that moment I’d said out loud what had been storming in my head, there was no way of not facing the truth: Not talking about it was not going to make it go away. There was only one way forward, and that was talking myself through it. Sitting in that basement pushing through the darkness.

So that’s what I did, first to myself and then eventually, in this book, to you. How I got to that point is beside the point, because what worked for me probably wouldn’t work for most. I’ve got ODA in my DNA, and defiance has always been the fuel that’s gotten me where I’ve needed to go. There are reasons why very few end up in my line of work. Guys like me do things differently.

But zoom out from whatever 2D image most people have of a Green Beret, and like everybody else we’ve all faced our own trials and tribulations.

We all experience love, we all experience betrayal. We all have friends and work, with the highs and lows that come and go with them. We all have vulnerabilities, and we all have difficulties with the things that challenge us the most.

And though not all, a lot more of us than you think have thoughts of ending it all. Suicide is around us, whether we want to talk about it or not, and it has taken even the toughest and hardest among us.

Jake. Lou. And almost me.

At the time I came this close to the abyss, an average of 17 veterans a day were committing suicide. Seventeen guys, every single fucking day: more than 6,000 a year.

Losing six thousand vets a year to suicide is mindboggling, but zoom out and the scope of devastation is even worse. The number of suicides among vets was basically the same 20 years ago, but over that time the number of vets shrunk by more than 6 million—a quarter of our ranks. For vets in my age group, suicide is now the second leading cause of death.

And it’s not like those guys aren’t trying to get help. I didn’t seek out assistance because I wanted to protect Gabriela and knew there was no way they wouldn’t report it up the chain. But almost 40% of the vets who killed themselves during my time in the darkness had gone to the VA for mental health within the previous year. They got help, it just didn’t help.

The numbers speak for themselves, and they speak for the ones no longer able to speak for themselves. Buddies I’ve lost were hard woodpecker-lip motherfuckers, and everyone just figured they’d work things out. They didn’t, or couldn’t. So let’s talk about it, because not talking about it is not going to make it go away.

If you’re going through some shit, call it what it is, at least to yourself, and own it. And let your people, whoever they are, understand what’s going on. I’m not saying we should air all our dirty laundry. I’m not saying we should be a sloppy emotional mess. But let’s be real with ourselves, be real with the people we trust.

Being real with our emotions isn’t easy. It’s hard, real hard. But it’s not complicated. My Fort Bragg golf cart wingwoman Gene had it right, even if it took her a long painful road to get there: If you’re not happy, nothing else matters.

So let’s talk about it.
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