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VSA Texas is a nonprofit organization challenging perceptions of how
people contribute by creating an arts-inspired, inclusive community of
individuals with diverse abilities. VSA Texas started services specifically
for veterans with disabilities/ wounded warriors in 2009. VSA hosts an
annual Distinguished Artist Veterans exhibition featuring veterans’ artwork
and provides opportunities year-round for artists to get involved with our
Artworks: Creative Industries professional development program. We also
work with arts organizations statewide to forge partnerships with veterans’
support organizations to provide art programs for veterans and military
families. The Re-Integration Project includes our addition of writing classes
to our program. After debuting our writing classes in Summer 2016 to
much success, we continued them in Fall 2016 and Spring 2017 with class
offerings at the VSA Texas classroom as well as at the VA through a partnership with the Austin VA Out patient Clinic. We expanded this project by
providing opportunity for collaboration among our creative veterans in
writing, visual art, and music. Many of the writings in this publication
inspired veterans to create art and write songs based on them. For more
information on our programs and to see the corresponding pieces of art and
to download songs visit htt p://www.vsatx.org/veteranServices.html.

The Re-Integration Project is provided, in part, by funding from the Texas
Commission on the Arts and a Quality of Life grant from the Christopher &
Dana Reeve Foundation.
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Introduction

T

h e poe ms, stor i e s, a n d scr e enwriting in this book came out of three
writing classes for veterans taught by Cecily Sailer and Stephanie Whallon. Some writers were beginners while others were
reigniting a passion. The instructors did a great job of working
with each student from their individual starting points and taking the time to really listen to their stories and help the writers
get them to the point you see here. We at VSA Texas are excited
to provide this publication as part of our Distinguished Artist
Veterans program.
—April Sullivan, Artworks Director
I certainly champion writing as a therapeutic process, but I
didn’t approach this workshop with that in mind. I charged
ahead with sophisticated, accomplished works of fiction and
poetry that I hoped would fuel our discussions and explorations of craft. The veterans in our group helped me—and their
colleagues—see and understand those models in new and insightful ways, but they also, miraculously (it seemed to me),
ventured further, into the realm of emotional turmoil and, perhaps, healing. I think this group of writers lent one another the
camaraderie needed to “go there” and to share what surfaced in
the process. One writer authored an honest and heartbreaking
letter to his late father, expressing the anger and disappointment he felt over the course of his lifetime. But even the sto-
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ries that were not about deeply personal, true-life travails and
tribulations—these delivered a memorable and visceral wallop, an emotional punch or tug that spoke to our human experience. I’m grateful to have shared a classroom with these accomplished, thoughtful, and kind-hearted people. I won’t soon
forget our time together.
—Cecily Sailer, Writing Instructor
Working with the Re-Integration Project writers was a tremendous honor. We covered everything in our class from short fiction to screenwriting and poetry. Th is hardworking and prolific
bunch, I will forever admire for their unfailing support of one
another and their unbridled enthusiasm for telling their truths,
rhyming poems, and old post cards. I learned from them you
can never be too brave or curious and the quietest ones have
the strongest hearts. They allowed me to see the gooey parts of
themselves and their writing. Thanks for the beautiful words, I
can’t wait to read more!
—Stephanie Whallon, Writing Instructor
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A Fraction of a Percent
By Ray Bellon, US Navy, 1975–1980, Vietnam Era
When compared to
The whole of my heart
How much room do I save
For everyone else
When I’m in a room with you
What amount of light
Enters my eyes
Not reflected off of you
When I leave a room
With you in it
What’s the part of a second
That passes before I miss you
And what’s the extent of my love
As I give it all to you
When compared to the amount
Of love that you deserve
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The Beautiful Day
By Ray Bellon, US Navy, 1975–1980, Vietnam Era
It appeared that the day would lack the ingredients
For sorrow, misfortune, and tragic events
Just sunshine and laughter on a soft summer breeze
With nary a tear . . . as far as the eye can see
There were burgers, bratwursts and steaks on a grill,
Softball games, contests, and everyone’s fi ll
A general din occurred from this noise
Expressing the joy from parents, girls, and boys
With all of this fun and the festivities
Why should anyone notice a rustling of leaves
Why would anyone pick this day to care
About nature or hunger . . . or a desperate bear
But this wonderful park was once a large wood
Bears used to hunt where tall trees once stood
That’s until Man and his kind made gone all the trees
Gone berries . . . gone grubs . . . gone nectar of bees
Well, this one bear remembers and now has come home
He’s eternally hungry . . . he endlessly roams
Fear of these humans once drove him away
But now out of options, these humans become prey
“When leaf falls from tree,” as a Native might tell it
“Deer hear it, eagle see it, and mighty bear smell it.”
Today, the scent of a human will test this bear’s skill
Born on a breeze . . . carried over a hill . . .
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The scent led the bear right up to the park
Moving through areas that the shadows made dark
It’s ability for stealth was both impressive and keen
Slipping right past the ballgame without being seen
The bear then observed Mother Nature’s request
To seek out the weakest, least able to resist
A litt le boy by himself . . . his parents away
Unaware of the end of the beautiful day
But the breeze carried also . . . the scent of the bear
Available to any nose that might pull at the air
A black lab named Coffee turned fast at the bear scent
Then he too saw the boy, and he knew what that meant
Coffee barked out a warning while fast on his way
The human word “Bear” is what he wanted to say
He darted past tables, dodged a lady in a chair
Then ran straight for the boy, to head off the bear
Now, those who know Coffee, they know a usual dog
He plays all day long and then he sleeps like a log
He’ll fi nd you his ball . . . all day if you wish
And guard anything looking like his food dish
If given commands like “lay down, sit, or stay”
It’s a comfort to know that he loves you anyway
And without hesitation, he’ll quit his forage and fun
To fend off this bear or whatever needs to be done
The lady stood up quickly and knocked over her chair
Interpreting for Coffee, she screamed the word, “Bear!”
Then the others in the park became aware at long last
Like the shock of a wave moving out from a blast
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The bear charged right by a man stuck in mid-scream
Viewing scenes from his past, he was reliving a dream
Coffee looked to be flying over the short bladed grass
Then the boy turned and saw them . . . both coming fast
But for Coffee and the child, there just wasn’t enough time
You see, the bear started this race well over the line
Then the boy . . . doing the smartest thing he ever did
He tripped and he fell, and he tumbled and slid
That caused the bear’s paw, as it swiped through the air
To graze the boy’s head, gett ing nothing but hair
One hair for each year that the boy’s been alive
With one extra hair, in hopes the boy will survive
The bear quickly regrouped and he turned and reared
Standing most of nine feet, from ankles to ears
The boy screamed, then scrambled to climb to his knees
But when he looks up, it’s not the bear that he sees
Coffee had placed himself fi rmly, right next to the child
And then he ordered the bear to return to the wild
For a brief hopeful second, it appeared the bear might
Because Coffee so poised, was a spectacular sight
But the bear was too hungry to meet Coffee’s demand
So he put it into terms that we can all understand
He attacked from the north with the teeth in his mouth
Then with his claws, he attacked from the south
Coffee absorbed every ounce of that vicious attack
And tried to give the bear, a pound or two back
The man snapped out of his dream and made use of this time
To grab the child’s hand and then he turned on a dime
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While the man saves the child, Coffee distracts
Not a bad litt le impromptu plan of attack
But they needed more time to get him safely away
Such is the game Fate asked Coffee to play
Coffee had been wounded intercepting a blow
That was meant for the man with the child in tow
Coffee’s leg was torn . . . a bad gash on his nose
How he managed to press on, the Lord only knows
The bear then took advantage of Coffee’s bad leg
And went after the child with a zig and a zag
He lunged through the air and tripped up the man
The fall caused him to let go of the boy’s hand
But somehow Coffee managed to get in-between
The Bear and the man . . . once again in a dream
Refocused on the child, the bear took another chance
Yet once again, Coffee blocked that advance
Add up all of the anger that can exist in an age
That still wouldn’t equal this hungry bear’s rage
With the child defended, the bear veered his attack
And crushed all of his weight down on to Coffee’s back
But suddenly, loud noises came from out of the crowd
Gett ing closer and braver and shouting out loud
The bear saw the father . . . carrying a bat made of wood
With softball players following as fast as they could
.
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It was the last of the 7th . . . he was a runner on third
He started running when the crack of the bat was heard
The ball was traveling fast through the sky
When his son, the bear, and the dog caught his eye
He stepped over home plate and he picked up the bat
Even as the noise from the hit was still echoing back
On another day that ball might have been caught in mid-air
But in left, center, and right, there was nobody there
No chance existed to turn a sweet double play
Because the infielders too, were well on their way
They all ran past the umpire, who is apparently blind
With the opposing team’s catcher in step right behind
Running toward the bear, they all made an attempt
To explain to the animal that he had no consent
The pitcher took some spit off the tip of his tongue
And let loose with a fastball, the likes of Cy Young
The ball hit the bear right square in the eye
Welled up with tears, the threat multiplied
But when it’s vision cleared, it was amazed at the sight
For the whole Hall of Fame had surrounded it tight
Babe Ruth was swinging two bats in each hand
Bobby Cox was throwing handfuls of sand
Mickey Mantle had successfully aimed a line drive
At places on the bear that it needs to survive
They shouted and swung their bats and threw stuff
Half of their show was eighty-percent bluff
The bear wanted to eat and he wanted revenge
But he could not take his eyes off the advancing men
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With more jeering and jabbing the men let it be known
That not all of the cards in their bluff had been shown
The bear was forced to retreat amidst this torrent of shouts
Then the umpire arrived and declared the bear out
The child and the man were now both in a dream
Being safely surrounded by two softball teams
Everything was still . . . not a bird in the sky
Movement came slowly . . . the boy’s mother cried.
As the tally was counted just one figure stood out
Coffee lay motionless, as folks gathered about
Great deeds weigh heavy, when they’re added to one’s soul
And our world is now lighter by ten thousand or so
A statue, in likeness, will be erected right there
With this dedication to, the Dog that yelled “Bear”
~Chivalry died on Earth, when the King’s last knight fell~
~Courage must now too, exist only in Heaven or in Hell~
.

.

.

That’s how it came to be possible . . . One Beautiful Day
A month after Coffee and Courage passed away
That a ten year old boy, with eleven less hairs
Received a twelve week old puppy, with the heart of a bear
He’s cute and he’s curious, and his favorite command
Is, “Come over here Max, and eat from my hand”
And he’ll chew up anything . . . be it bone, boot or blouse
Th is son of a hero named . . . Maxwell House.
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Granny Hart’s Feet
By John I. Hart, US Army, 1966-68, Vietnam
Crawling across a once blue-white oval cloth-braided rug—
Filthy, dirty, gritt y, smells.
Stories animals share,
to Granny feet, toes.
Stretching from my toes to fi nger tips, spanning as much
as I could stretch myself around,
listening to her body,
her bones moving . . .
The fl ight of pain,
the drum.
The rhythm.
Her toothless voice, a
Medicine Woman actualizing the visions of her
prayers
Crossing the moments through her death.
Relationships
Before words were born,
formed.
Background.
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How to Be a Slam Poet
By Erika Land, US Army, 2002–2009, Operation Iraqi Freedom
After listening to a couple of people bear their souls to
audiences, who only half get the metaphors of epic lyrical
geniuses—self-proclaimed epic lyrical geniuses that is.
One must write the catchiest, rhymiest list of words possible to
describe their love of tacos.
Then one must realize that they hate some tacos and add that
into their masterpiece about their love of soft over crunchy
tacos then after practicing in their cars rearview mirror
I love soft tacos!
I hate fish tacos!
One must experience chickening out, never going to the mic on
what is to be their debut night.
On week two, fi nd out that every poet knows that someone
in the audience will snap their fi ngers even if you forget to say
more than your name, so you fi nd out that the embarrassment
of stumbling up the stairs of the barely lit stage, before
forgett ing to turn up the mic, is nothing compared to the
anxiousness of having to change 100 blank stares, so you turn
and run, and then rehearse your lines for the next time.
I love soft tacos!
I hate fish tacos!
My day arrived yesterday like an inglorious bastard. My
supposed to be friend threw me to the wolves. Called me out
and my fellow slam poets, they accept the fact that
I love soft tacos and hate fish tacos.
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Creator Sun
By Douglas Meredith,
US Navy, 1975–79, Cold War
Northern Lights
guide us
Creator Sun
swells upward
War Shields
embolden
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Guardians of Liberty
By Kristine Tidwell, US Air Force, 1988–1992, Gulf War
Until the last cadence is fi nally called
I am a soldier undaunted that is all
Until every lost Brother and Sister come home
With every beat of my heart their souls live on
Standing ready for the call at dangers gate
Rest assured for that moment we all wait
Sleep sound my country and without fear
For our sacrifice please never shed one tear
For this path we march, our gift to you
The danger and cost we already knew
With vigilance we ensure the path ahead is clear
For freedom we stand United Far and Near
Countless Brothers and Sisters stand just like me
Protecting Freedom with Blood , Guardians of Liberty
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The Gathering
By Kristine Tidwell, US Air Force, 1988–1992, Gulf War
The wind carries a scent on its breeze
And the trees sing memories
Of your voice to my ears.
The sett ing sun bathes me
In the Past’s embrace
And I am taken back
to Evenings spent
’Neath the Oak Trees.
Watching Firefl ies,
Light the shadows of dusk.
When, laughter fi lled the air
So sweet its memory
Dispels the grief of your absence.
I am Transported
To a time when
Your presence was True
When spear-grass wars
Raged between the Youth
And troubles were chased away
By the Family Gathered
’Neath the Oaks
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Th is Sweet memory of
Yesterday’s Love
Always available
When tomorrows troubles
Are Mountains in View.
A Simple Delight
Plucked from the shadows
By the Firefl ies of Memory.

VSA-chapbook.indb 17

5/23/17 4:46 PM

18

VSA Texas

Silk Perfection
By Kristine Tidwell, US Air Force, 1988–1992, Gulf War
It beckons with healing promise.
Akin to an ancient Shamans rhythmic prayer
Waves like silk woven perfection entreat my admission.
Gently removing the heavy weight of despair
that stains my existence.
I surrender to a merciful embrace,
and am urged deeper into the Blue Silk
Far out, where shore is merely
a fleeting glimpse on the horizon.
Where ivory capped waves rise
to towering heights,
as if reaching for heaven itself.
The deep blue fades to midnight, far below,
concealing a magical composition.
I am in awe of its power and majesty.
I have become part of its healing embrace.
My life, a symphony of accompaniment
to the Shamans rhythmic prayer.
As I drift along in Silk woven Perfection
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The Deacon’s Daughter
and the Fireman’s Son
By Kristine Tidwell, US Air Force, 1988–1992, Gulf War
When the Deacon’s daughter and the Fireman’s son
joined their hearts in marriage to beat as one
Pure love spread its wings and soon took fl ight
cradled in Gods arms, guided by His light
Blessed with a daughter, and again with a son.
Sharing love tenderly, everyday with each one.
As their children grew, so did this gift of love
Protected by Gods Angels sent from above
Soon the daughter married and brought two more
beautiful grandchildren for them to adore.
Love ascends between Deacon’s daughter and Fireman’s son
for what God has joined together, shall not come undone
Next the son is married and together bring more
Soon there are four grandchildren they simply adore
The Deacon and the Fireman they grin from ear to ear
as they gaze upon the ones they hold so dear
Although their time on earth is over, their job well done.
The love they gave remains today in his daughter and his son
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The Desert
By Judy Smith, US Army, 1983–1991, Desert Storm
The sand is silent
The nights are long
Only litt le creatures skitter along.
How did this land come about?
Was it made to house certain animals
Or to keep certain ones out?
Th is is something we’ll probably never know
But God has a plan
Maybe someday he’ll share it with us all.
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Gratitude
By Barbara A. Malone-Verduin, US Army, 1986–2007,
Desert Storm/Shield, Operation Iraqi Freedom
Gratitude is att itude
Being grateful is the key
I am grateful for my eyes to see
For without them I would not be me, the person I am meant to be
I am grateful for my ears to hear
For without them things would not be clear
I am grateful for my nose to smell
For without it I could not tell
The differences between smells
I am grateful for my mouth to speak
For without it I would be weak
I am grateful for my voice
For without it I can’t sing or rejoice
I am grateful for my legs to move
For without them I would have no groove
I am grateful for my hands to use
For without them how would I choose
To be left-handed or right or ambidextrous I suppose
I am grateful for my brain and mind
For without them I would be out of line
And I would not be able to create art
Nor to sing, to dance, to write, to speak, to rejoice
Nor to see dance, see art, read stories and poems
Nor to hear music, hear songs, hear stories and poems
Nor hear a baby’s cry, hear a child’s laughter
Nor to feel emotion, to feel the touch of skin against mine
Nor to feel or hear the breath of a baby while it sleeps in time
I am grateful for my heart that beats
For without it, I won’t be able to breathe
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I am grateful to realize gratitude
For it gives me a new att itude
Gratitude improves my health and helps me to sleep better
To be more optimistic and positive
To improve overall physical health and well-being
Gratitude inspires others and invites them into my life as friends
People want to be around a person who is grateful
Gratitude is infectious
Gratitude, like the law of att raction, att racts more of what I am
grateful for
More of what I appreciate and value
Gratitude nurtures my mind, body, spirit and soul
Gratitude helps make me whole
I choose to focus on and be grateful for what I have, as opposed to
what I don’t have
For this helps me to appreciate more of what I do have
To appreciate the abundance of everything that is good in my life
To appreciate living in the moment and being in a spiritual existence
Gratitude is the key to happiness
We all need to use that key in and for every precious moment of
our lives
Do you know what and where your keys are?
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Peace
By Barbara A. Malone-Verduin, US Army, 1986–2007,
Desert Storm/Shield, Operation Iraqi Freedom
Myself, alone on a vast, soft, sandy beach
The warm sand hugging and molding me
Its’ grains blowing sporadically in the wind, like my thoughts
The lips of a calm, rippling ocean
Whispering words of wisdom, responding to my thoughts
As I ponder my past, present and future existence
The sun, sinking into a flamboyant horizon
Its’ colors and panoramic view giving me
A vivid, picturesque, open mind
Birds and sea gulls flying into the sunset
Chirping their songs in harmonious tunes
A gentle breeze, swaying palm trees, dancing rhythmically
To all of nature’s aesthetic, orchestrated sounds
A gentle breeze, kissing, caressing, enveloping and accepting me
A time for serenity, nourishment, strength, and healing
A time to absorb, to relax and to breathe freely
A time to expand, to grow, and to be me
A time to think of pure, raw, uninterrupted thoughts
A “piece” of mind . . . . A “peace” of mind
Peace . . . . . . . . . . Peace . . . . . . . . . . Peace
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Sparks of Motivation
By Barbara A. Malone-Verduin, US Army, 1986–2007,
Desert Storm/Shield, Operation Iraqi Freedom
Some days I’m in a daze and I’m amazed
When sparks of motivation come in waves
They come and they go and I don’t know
Where to start or where to go
At the beginning, I say
Pick something, do something
Follow through on what you do
But, I don’t follow through
I get distracted and side tracked
Nothing seems intact
I lose my focus, like hocus pocus
Magically making it disappear
Until the next time when
I get a hint of inspiration
From someone speaking
From a song, from a thing, or from within
I get a spark of motivation
And get inspiration
For dedication
That tells me to
Just go with it
Just do it, like Nike says
Just do it, get busy
Make it happen
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Super Fawn
By Ray Bellon, US Navy,
1975–1980, Vietnam Era

I

t n e v er hu rts to put a theory to the
test. At least, that’s my theory. There may
be a few that disagree. Madame Curie comes to mind. She may
have had different thoughts, as she lay slowly dying from radiation poisoning, after testing her theory of gamma rays. I also
imagine the guy who tried to test Ben Franklin’s theory of electricity by duplicating the Kite experiment, might disagree with
me. Nobody remembers his name, because he was electrocuted
during that test.
Then there were the early theories about gunpowder, by
many nameless individuals. Those unfortunates might also
have disagreed, had they not been blown up in their attempts.
But not me! I will always agree. I will always test my theories.
And although I didn’t know it at the time, I was about to have
my own chance to test a few theories this day. It would happen
on a walk with my dogs.
The fun part of the day started right around noon. It was a
cool, but comfortable, fall day. Many leaves outside were brightly
colored and many others had fallen to the ground, dead and
brown. The tree canopies were thinning, but still offered shade
from the sun, although today the sunlight was appreciated.
My two dogs and I used the following names when responding to others. From youngest to eldest, we were called Kelly,
Charley, and Ray. Kelly was a two-year-old, female German
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shepherd. Charley was a ten-year-old, male black Lab. Th is
means that I must have been older than ten years, at the time,
and I was a male human, called Ray (and I still am).
Kelly was, as usual, happy to be going somewhere to walk.
Charley was happy doing anything, as long as he had a twelveinch softball in his mouth. I was as happy as I could be with
Charley and Kelly.
We all got in the car and drove to Moraine Hills State Park,
a large park outside of McHenry, Illinois, featuring a three-mile
long drive that winds through small hills. The open parkland
and the thick woodlands, both contained many hiking trails.
There were also two small lakes for swimming, fishing, and
non-motorized boats.
In no time at all, my two maniacs and I, were on our feet
(shoes optional) and we were all well inside a large forest. Kelly
was right by my side, a second before, while Charley was running down a hill looking for the softball that I had just thrown
for him. What Charley doesn’t know is that I fooled him, and I
still have the ball in my hand and he’s running after nothing . . .
just kidding . . . I don’t do that to my dogs. I really did throw the
ball for him.
But what Charley really doesn’t know, and neither does
Kelly, is that right after I threw the ball, and then looked over
toward Kelly, I looked up. And there in front of me, was a baby
fawn lying in a pile of dead leaves.
Norman Rockwell couldn’t have painted it any better. The
late fall forest was thin, allowing one to see unusually far. Yet,
the tree canopy was thick enough to block out direct sunlight,
and left us with just a tainted, indirect sunshine. Yet, some
clever litt le sunrays did manage to fi nd their way to the ground
in certain spots. Litt le dust particles floated inside these rays of
light, here and there, spread throughout the woods. The area
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looked like a hazy living room, with curtains parted here and
there; only it was the size of two soccer fields.
But for all of these dispersed sunrays, there was only one
place where enough of these rays had gathered in an area large
enough to completely cover a curled up baby deer, if one were
to be laying there, and these rays were doing just that.
Now . . . you are probably wondering, “What’s up this stupid theory testing thing that I was talking about?” Well, okay
. . . here it is.
I was taught, in my Boy Scout days, that baby fawns, and
some other mammals, were born with several survival mechanisms, to help them through their infancy. Well, to me, everything is just a theory until it’s proven, and in this case, I had
three different theories to prove.
Theory #1—A fawn will instinctively stay completely motionless, no matter what. They even breathe in short shallow
breaths, so as not to move their chest. Of course, because of this
complete lack of motion, they make no sound for predators to
hear.
Theory #2—The spots fawns are born with help to camouflage them from predator’s eyes. So they can’t be seen.
Theory #3—A fawn is born with no scent. So predators cannot smell them.
Th is strategic combination addresses sound, sight, and smell.
A potentially effective defense, indeed, but the last theory is the
one I am most curious about, the no-scent theory. I kind of already believe theories #1 and #2.
Well, on interesting days like this one, I am still a Boy Scout.
So, I decided on a course of action to test the theories of Mother
Nature. I would simply gather up my dogs, while holding onto
their collars, and I would approach the litt le fawn, to see how
close we can get before one of the theories is disproved . . . or
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even proved. We would approach slowly, of course, and as
stress-free as a two hundred and eighty pound man, with a dog
in each hand, can approach a gentle, timid, baby deer.
“Shhhhhh . . . “ We approached wery, wery, slowly.
Theory #1—They make no motion . . . Check.
We were about fi fteen feet away and the fawn wasn’t moving
a muscle. It made absolutely no attempt to escape, and yes, we
could not even see it drawing in breaths. Now, I don’t have a
dog’s hearing, but since there was no movement, I don’t see how
there could be anything for a dog to hear. Maybe a dog could
hear the mother doe, while she stands out in the brush somewhere watching, and swearing at us in deer-lingo.
However, the dogs and I were breathing hard. If wolves
would have attacked right then, they would have attacked us,
and the fawn would have simply stayed still and survived. And
like Madame Curie, I would have sacrificed myself (or just my
dogs, if I could have pulled it off ) for science.
Theory #2—Their spots help to camouflage them from
predators.
Now everybody keep calm, my dogs and I are not predators. Nor were we predatating that day, even if we did qualify as
predators. But to be honest, I was able to see Bambi from about
fi ft y yards away. I mean, she was laying in a pile of brown leaves
with a spot light of sun rays, shining right on her. It was dingy
everywhere else in the forest, so the leaves really stood out. Plus
this was the only area to be spot-lit. There were no other concentrations of light anywhere else. So, yeah . . . I could see it.
But the dogs could not. We were like ten feet away and
the dogs were looking around like nothing special was going
on. Charley’s ball was in his mouth, but Kelly was looking all
around. Charley was actually looking straight at the deer and
didn’t see it. And I know he would react if he saw the deer, be-
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cause he would have hoped that the deer could have thrown the
softball for him. So, I guess that’s a check, also. Two out of three
theories have proved themselves valid, so far. Mother Nature’s
doing prett y good, but can she still deliver as we get closer? Will
she be able to prove the scent theory?
Theory #3—They create no scent.
My dubious self granted the theory a litt le slack, because we
were but ten feet away at the time, and apparently the fawn was
still un-smelt. But we were far enough away that it could simply
have been that the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, so
I couldn’t simply check it off, as easy as that. Holding the dogs
tight, and looking around for Mama Deer. I moved us in a litt le
closer . . . eight feet, and then six feet, and then I eased into five
feet away. I eased in; the dogs were both tugging, and panting
loudly.
The softball in Charley’s mouth was holding his jaws apart
and forcing the air to noisily enter through the sloppy lips on either side of the sloppy ball. But, I had to admit, we were five feet
away and neither of the dogs could tell the fawn was there. My
litt le mind reader Kelly, actually seemed to be looking for the
fawn, yet couldn’t tell it was there. Plus, I was sure the mother
doe was patiently watching us test these theories. So far and
still so good, Mother Nature really seemed to know her stuff.
Moving in closer, I got to within three feet from the fawn.
I was holding my dogs, so that they could not get any closer
than about two feet away, when I fi nally saw the slightest hint of
motion in the fawn’s rib cage. I suddenly realized that we were
causing the poor guy way too much stress. So, I slowly backed
my dogs up a litt le and we all veered off in a direction that angled away from the fawn.
The dogs and I never went any closer to it than that. The dogs,
to this day, still don’t know that they were about a foot and half
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away from a fawn on that day. We all walked out of the forest
and headed toward the lakes. I felt bad for scaring the baby like
that, so before I got too far away, I yelled back in the direction of
the fawn, and very likely the mother too . . .
“Sorry Mama.” Then I yelled, “You’ve got a beautiful litt le
baby there.”
A second later I added, “She needs a litt le work on Theory #1,
though!”
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To: Dad
From: Your Son, Skipper
Subject: Ah, one last thing . . .
By Ray Bellon, US Navy, 1975–1980, Vietnam Era

“

.”

I

t’s e a s y to not not ice that this
is the second sentence of this correspondence. The many empty spaces in our relationship have likewise
created many empty sentences, which precede these more visible ones. The single empty sentence, placed at the beginning,
surrounded by quotation marks, is merely representative. Now
that you’ve noticed the emptiness, I wonder what it means.
I say, I wonder what it means, because I know that you would
not wonder. With your capacity for caring about other people
long exceeded, and with your suspicions in full swing, your
own defenses would have gone up as soon as I pointed out the
unusual approach to your attention. It’s a clever approach (in
some way) and clever has always defeated you. So brace now,
for the inevitable, because death has removed your options of
fight and fl ight and with this new advantage I wish to bombard
your primitive mind with concepts unperceivable.
Th is compilation is simple and complex. It is my key, thrown
into the ocean. It is the fi nal page in a story un-read. Where
your words, all at once, appear and vanish. I see words there
now, even as I see the shadows of words previous. They comfort
me, molest me, and ignore me, as their darkness combines into
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the white of that invisible sentence. Just like that, they disappear, leaving new shadows, not yet perceptible, that are tangled
into bits of hope and despair.
Yet unable to type, I dwelled within the painful emptiness
that contains all of the said, and all of the unsaid, all of the done
and all of the never done, all of my unasked questions, and
every thing that took the guise of answers. Some of the more
unpliable answers connected confidence with delinquency and
intimacy with shame. Love and desire with defeat.
The extremes of this pain are like unto the terrorist extremes
of fear. Derived from love, yet existing in ignorance, violence,
and shame, as they cast their seeds strategic. Taking root in the
limbs and loins of man and son.
But beneath these white shadows of sentences, if one were
to peel back the layers of the unseen, there is a young life. A life
that could have been much different. A life free of self-fulfi lling,
cliché prophecies. A life of potential realized. Potential that
could actually improve upon other lives, maybe even your own
life. Or maybe not. Maybe if you would have died fi ft y-five
years earlier, that child would have simply been able to have relationships with people. Nothing Earth shattering, just World
shattering.
I know that there is no ultimate punishment for you. I do
not believe in Hell, outside of the bounds of life. But I do believe one moves on, and you must simply learn your own lessons. Left to my own devices, I have come to the realization that
I have been made observer, by either nature or nurture, and I
will know life for all of its features. Fun, or not. Famous, or not.
Dweller, or meant to be.
I will live my life, learned too well . . . , and not learned well
enough, and I will hope, against hope, for new understanding.
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Maybe even a feeling of belonging. So, my fi nal question is not
wasted on you, father. It goes out past you. Past your limits.
Could I try this life again from the beginning?
One more time, just to see what it could be like, if done right.
Once more in the name of love.
Respectfully,
Your Litt le Skipper
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Club-Footed
Frankenstein
By Perry Jefferies, US Army, 1979–2004,
Cold War & Iraq

I

t wa s a T hu r sday when Drill Sergeant
Blotta came to me and said that he was going to make Hatcher—that was Robert Hatcher—my problem.
Mine, all mine.
“Teach him to march straight and just straighten up in general.” Blotta was not so ‘straight’ himself. He looked like a sack
of potatoes poured into fatigues and bent his head at an odd
angle when saluting so that it looked like he had some kind of
twitch.
I’d tried to avoid the only other guy in our platoon from
Texas. “Hey, hey, hey,” Hatcher would say, following me like a
freakish puppy-dog. “Let’s show these guys how Texans are.” I
wasn’t sure how that was supposed to be, but for me, it wasn’t
like Hatcher was.
“You’re now friends with Hatcher,” Blotta said, his face
screwing up like it did whenever he wasn’t cursing. “You’re both
from Texas. Get him straightened out. He marches like a clubfooted-Frankenstein. You are now bunkmates. Meet your new
best friend.”
We were in month two of a three-month training regimen.
I would be spending half my remaining time in basic training
with the one person I most strenuously avoided. My complaints
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about Texas being a big place and having no idea who or really
what Hatcher was, went unheeded. I tried to highlight our differences at every level from cellular to cultural, all to the delight
of Drill Sergeant Blotta, who only said, “Yep, you’ve got some
work to do. Need to get him marching straight—then, everything else.”
“Hey, hey, Buddy,” Hatcher mumbled in an East Texas sort
of way later that day, sending shivers up my spine. “We’ll have
a few beers when this is all done. Maybe you’ll come out to
the house and we’ll get good and snockered,” giving me a vision of waking up in the Texas Chainsaw Massacre House
with Hatcher playing Leatherface. Hatcher’s favorite song was
“Mr. Turnkey” by Zager and Evans, possibly the creepiest sophomore pop song ever.
“I’ll have to think about that.”
We were all in basic training. Most of us, the second platoon,
were to fi nish our training and then be assigned to an Army
unit. A few people were National Guardsmen, which meant
that, after the basic training, they would return home to serve
on weekends or when called out for local emergencies. There
was a sort of hierarchy, and Hatcher, being a National Guardsman, was already at the bottom of it. Drawing the drill sergeant’s attention and ire only made it worse. I felt the ire by association every time Hatcher got out of step or said something
dumb or worse.
Hatcher was mine—mine when the drill sergeant caught
him asleep under the bunk with his fi ngers intertwined in the
springs that supported our thin matt resses so that his arms
were up and he looked like he was doing something. I wasn’t
sure what, exactly. Mine when he and Brown came out of the
gang latrine—a big shared bathroom area, with matching
bruises and no more respect for one another than before they
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went in. It wasn’t all bad—he was mine when he bought all the
beers at our fi rst break. Of course, he was mine when I had to
help him back to the barracks, throwing up on every corner. He
was mine when he got the angriest reaction I ever saw out of
Blotta by winking salaciously at the only woman in our view,
the supply clerk Specialist Smith.
“Hey, hey, hey,” Hatcher said to Specialist Smith, in a way I
never wanted to hear it said again. “I think he might be sweet on
that litt le thing,” was perhaps the most perceptive thing I heard
Hatcher say.
“She’s a soldier, man.” We didn’t need any more trouble from
Blotta.
Oddly, Blotta, who never seemed to know much about us,
also intervened when Hatcher and Litt le Caesar got involved
in a verbal spat over the same Specialist Smith. Litt le Caesar
was the nickname Promethius Blake carried with him from
some New York City borough, which I didn’t understand since
I didn’t know what a borough was back then. He was the second shortest person in our platoon and as close to a nemesis as
any of the troops not from New York City could have in such
closely monitored conditions. He was quick to offend and never
did not have something to say. He seemed to insert grumpiness
into every situation. Litt le Caesar was unlike anyone I’d met
up to that point in my life, and had a different, combative, ruledefying outlook on life that I did not understand. I didn’t know
New York, or any such city and I sure didn’t understand what
Litt le Caesar was always mad about. But he’d make a good drill
sergeant one day, I thought.
One afternoon, we were supposed to be studying, sitt ing on
our butts in the hallway. I don’t know who started it but they
quickly moved from saying something about Smith to hollering at each other. Litt le Caesar was quick-witted and sharp in
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chewing out Hatcher, who could only shout “nuh-uhh” and
“you’re stupid” back at him. Blotta overheard them, his ears attuned to any mention of the prett y supply clerk, and stepped up
to the pair.
“What are you two nimrods arguing about?” I think he knew
perfectly well. “Get these cards in order and shut up about anything else.” Of course, this only caused them to snicker and
move on to whispering about the only other thing they might
have had in common—their love of gin.
So it was that I grew concerned one evening when I realized
Hatcher was not in our squad bay studying like the rest of us.
He wasn’t underneath the bunk and a quick interrogation established that the others hadn’t seen him in long enough that I
started to worry. Mostly about my own skin and standing once
Hatcher did whatever the heck he was up to and, as always, got
caught. Hatcher joined the Army only after his fi ft h or sixth civilian job disappeared. His last job was at the Piggly Wiggly. He
managed to ride a long set of grocery carts through the parking lot and straight into the plate glass front of the store. It did
enough damage that the store had to close for three days to replace all the pieces.
I wandered down the hallway looking for Hatcher. Our floor,
second platoon’s floor, was on the third floor of the barracks
building. Th is was initially confusing, since we painted “2”s on
every door, corner, bulletin board, and flat surface in the place.
Anyone arriving at the top of the third floor staircase would
have been hard put to know where they were except that it was
only the troops of second platoon that had any need to go there.
As basic trainees though, the barracks was for “edification, not
gratification” according to drill sergeant Blotta. ‘For his glorification’ we whispered behind his back, very, very quietly.
One side of the hallway was lined with doors to offices, clos-
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ets, and the latrine. We spent an inordinate amount of time in
the latrine, cleaning, complaining, commiserating, but not
showering—those were timed affairs. You had only three minutes to shower each day. Th is was tough on Hatcher, who often showed up ready to shower with a shaving cream bikini and
laundry soap in his hands. Good enough for the uniform, good
enough for me, he’d say. It’s a long story, I told Blotta when he
asked why Hatcher always smelled funny.
Our four squad bays, or rooms, lined the other side of the hallway. They were large rooms with half-wall dividers that held
eight to twelve troops, depending how they were arranged.
There were bunk beds and large standing wardrobes, known as
wall lockers, for each troop. We slept on metal bunks—two bed
frames stacked on top of each other and joined by metal tubes.
We polished the asphalt tile every day until it had a mirrorsmooth fi nish. We used a small commercial floor buffer and a
cut up piece of the coarse wool blankets we were given to sleep
in. Sometimes there would be a dull spot and someone would
put their foot on the buffi ng head to give it a litt le extra weight.
Except for Hatcher. He tried to sit on it, causing the brush to
grip the floor, pulling the bucking device out of the hands of the
troop trying to control it and slamming its former rider against
the wall before impacting itself, leaving a visible dent.
We were assigned to the fi rst squad bay but with Hatcher
missing I began to look in the others. Second and third squad
doors were open and I could see the soldiers in there studying,
like we should have been. No Hatcher there. But the fourth
door, the door to fourth squad, was closed. I could hear Litt le
Caesar behind it though, hollering about something and talking in the rhythmic poetry he called rap.
“Have you never heard of Fatback?” he asked incredulously
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once. “Idiots!” Of course the door was closed because we
weren’t supposed to close them.
Litt le Caesar did everything we weren’t supposed to. Snuck
out and got caught by the MPs. Bought a radio at the post exchange on our fi rst trip out—got caught by the drill sergeant on
the bus back. Put the radio away but tried to play it one weekend while we cleaned or polished something—and got caught
by the drill. Brown was assigned to watch over Litt le Caesar
much like I was supposed to chase after Hatcher.
Litt le Caesar was New York through and through just like
Hatcher was East Texas through and through. Two magnets
could not have been more opposite but apparently the desire for
gin and juice was enough to set aside any cultural war or good
sense to get a couple of bott les. They decided that one of them
could crawl out of the barracks, sneak to a store, bring the bottles back, and re-enter the barracks without gett ing caught. The
holes in their plan were many, especially since we were on the
third floor, but it appeared Brown and the rest of fourth squad
found the possibility entertaining enough to watch. So in the
squad’s room, at the end of the hallway, in a plan worthy of a
Tom and Jerry cartoon, they tied bed sheets together using our
just-learned knot tying skills. They looped one end around a
metal bunk where the two beds joined and fashioned the other
into a sort of harness around Hatcher.
Although not one of us had tried it at this point, our heads
were all full of images of helicopter assaults and tough men
rappelling into combat—sliding down a rope to land like a
superhero and engage the hapless enemy with our fabulously
quick and accurate weaponry. Only later would some of us realize that the defi nition of hapless might be sliding down a rope
into a mass of armed enemies with our weapons on our backs
while our hands were busy trying to keep us from falling to our

VSA-chapbook.indb 41

5/23/17 4:46 PM

42

VSA Texas

deaths. As it was, Hatcher and Litt le Caesar were rapping their
way into “on belay—on rappel” just as I arrived.
There were no locks on our doors since they were so rarely
closed but the door to fourth squad was closed and didn’t budge
when I tried to enter.
“Hey,” I shouted and pushed hard, opening just enough to
get my foot inside. Then, the person holding it gave up and it
flew open with a startling bang and I slid inside on the polished
floor. Bursting into the brightly lit room from the dim hallway I
had only a moment to realize what was happening. A taut rope
of sheets ran from the bunk closest to the door, past the center
of the room, where Litt le Caesar was crouching in a tug-of-war
position, and to the diaper-like crude harness fashioned around
Hatcher, who was all but one foot out the tall and wide windows and standing on the third story ledge. Four or five others
from the room had been holding the bunk by pushing it against
the wall. The suddenness of my entry surprised that crew and
they all let go at the same time.
I had just a flash of anger, thinking this was even worse than
when Hatcher tripped with his weapon and bayonet, which
stuck three inches into the soft asphalt while throwing him forward to topple our entire squad like mis-stacked dominos. And
then Hatcher was off the ledge. At the same time his bulk pulled
on the sheet-rope, Litt le Caesar was pulled straight upright
from his crouch, losing his grip, and the bunk, no longer held by
anyone, flew across the room under Hatcher’s weight.
They say that, as one falls to one’s expected death, one’s life
passes in front of one’s eyes—you relive it all in a rush. Lives
may have been in danger that night but not mine and yet, I still
relived a show of sorts. Not a show featuring my life but my time
with Hatcher. I had sort of an epiphany in the split second the
bunk screamed across the polished floor. Hatcher went off the
ledge in a physics-defying arc as the soldiers stepped back and
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the bunk let loose. It scooped up Little Caesar, who didn’t quite
let go of the sheets until the bunk hit him hard and knocked
him out the window head fi rst, his hands stretched in front of
him like Superman. But he dropped straight down the side of
the building while Hatcher let out a blood curdling “whoop!”
Hatcher swung out and away from the building, and as the
bunk slammed the wall next to the windows, he swung back
in just in time to punt the falling Litt le Caesar straight into the
parallel windows on the fi rst floor, Hatcher falling feet fi rst in
behind him. Time slowed and, in the replay in my mind, I saw
my past with Hatcher in a new light. I realized Hatcher had ridden the buffer trying to buff out a spot I made spilling polish
one night. His wink as he managed to stay in front of the dented
wall during the inspection let me know he had my back. He had
not fallen asleep with his hands stuck under my bunk but had
been straightening the sheets before inspection. Hatcher, Litt le
Caesar, and I had all tangled, but it was Hatcher who volunteered to change squad bays and take the bunk over mine so I
did not have to. A dozen different times Hatcher got into trouble played in front of my frozen eyes as I realized just how much
he’d looked out for me.
That reverie ended as Litt le Caesar and Hatcher entered
the fi rst floor drill sergeant’s office in an explosion of glass and
wood as they collided, sliding across the desk perched inside
under the window, the momentum carrying them into the center of the room in an amazingly uninjured pile of idiotic manhood to land at Drill Sergeant Blotta’s boots and pants beneath
his hairy, bare legs and Specialist Smith’s screaming form.
Whatever they had been doing together alone in the office was
interrupted by Hatcher and Litt le Caesar’s arrival in a shower of
glass and splinters.
“What the—erp!” choked Blotta as the pair cut his feet
from underneath him and he landed on top of them. Smith
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grabbed some item of clothing and fled screaming in an athletic move, the door slamming behind her. Two floors up, I
shouted at Brown to turn out the lights, but the gig was up. The
sheet, still tied around Hatcher, led unerringly up to our room
full of scared stupidry. That was a Blotta word that I now fully
understood.
Miraculously, no one was badly hurt. I think, in the end, I
got hollered at more than anyone and put on more than a litt le
KP, the “kitchen police” detail where you washed pans and had
to empty that nasty slop bucket into the bigger one. I didn’t care
though. I knew that Smith’s presence in the room with Blotta
ensured that any punishment we might receive would not come
to the attention of higher authorities. The window would be replaced and you could get extra cookies on KP.
We did graduate from basic training. I was happy my friend
Hatcher was not hurt and lived to return to his hometown, undoubtedly becoming a great National Guardsman. Somehow,
Drill Sergeant Blotta felt it appropriate to present me a leadership award when we graduated. I learned to pay a litt le more attention to the next goddam-club-footed-marcher with a heart
of gold I would be assigned to. That carried me far in the service. Over the next couple of years, I was promoted and moved
several times.
It only dawned on me in retrospect what we’d gotten away
with. When my soldiers would do something dumb, I would
remember the Hatcher incident with a smile. And it was about
that time a few years later when the platoon sergeant called and
said he had a new, old, sergeant who needed some serious mentoring and could I meet him in the office. ‘New old’—what the
heck does that even mean, I thought.
“He’s new to the Army but spent some time in the National
Guard. He’s a Texan like you.” I could only cringe at the “hey,
hey, hey!” hooting through the phone speaker. “Meet your new
best friend.”
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Meet me at
the Sombrero
a fict iona l short story
By John Lawrence, US Navy,
1994–1997, Desert Shield

C

ode wor ds. By t h e t i m e K i n dergarten started for me I hadn’t really
learned how to use them yet. I was five years old and the world
was a big, beautiful place to explore and I did, as much as my
parents would let me. Gett ing my fi rst bike helped a lot, but this
story is about what happened just before I got that bike. My
dad and I used to take walks and hunt for bugs, beetles mostly,
they’re prett y common here in Texas. It started when I spotted a scorpion in our dining room; dad quickly caught him and
then went online to fi nd out what scorpions eat. He said it was
important for us to take good care of the creature, or else we
shouldn’t keep it. He said it was his responsibility to teach me
about life and death and that this scorpion would not survive
in a jar if we didn’t feed it. Dad found out that scorpions sting
other bugs and then suck the guts out of them for food; that was
when our walks started. He worked during the day so it was
usually twilight by the time we were on the hunt, but I loved
those times. Dad eventually moved the scorpion into an old fish
tank so he’d have more space and so we could put more bugs
in there with him, but when my father died my mom didn’t let
me keep the bug tank. Before I tell you what happened with my
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dad I want to tell you about our fi rst bug hunt. We took a small
jam jar with that brute inside and almost immediately found
a beetle, our fi rst catch of the day. It was like a game. Then we
found more, and each time, with so litt le space, the scorp immediately attacked. Instinctively the beetle knew he was in trouble
and the scorpion wasted no time; it was no game for them. On
our way back to the apartment we passed a small stone statue
of a man with his head down so you couldn’t see his face. He
was wearing a sombrero. My dad said it was interesting and we
would usually walk past it on our hunts. He wondered out loud
where it came from and then, on that fi rst night, he made me
make him a promise and he taught me my fi rst codewords. He
said the world is dangerous and if he ever said to “Meet me at
the Sombrero.”, I was to immediately run to that spot and hide
in the corner near the stairs. We even practiced it once. He said
if he ever needed to say those words it would be very important
for me to do it quickly and then wait there. I was not to leave
that spot. That was nearly 30 years ago. It’s difficult to remember how much time passed, but some time later, a few months
perhaps, he did say those words to me, and, as I now understand, obeying him saved my life.
As usual, it was dark outside and we were almost home.
Mostly oblivious to the dangers of the world I walked along the
pavement, seeking the next meal for our insect guest, unaware
that a different kind of predator was also out hunting tonight
and was now parked and watching us from only a few parking spots away. A neighbor’s dog began barking as Charles approached. My dad slowed us, leaned down, and whispered into
my right ear. There was no mistaking his words and Charles
was still coming. I turned, released my daddy’s hand for the last
time, and in the process lost one of my crocs.
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Leaning down to pick up my shoe I saw that strange mustache and no smile. Who is he anyway? I didn’t recognize him
and obviously my father didn’t want me to get to know him. As
dad gave me a quick slap on the butt and gently said, “Quicker.”,
I began to run. As I did I noticed, too late, the two (2) beetles
right in my path; one of them quickly flew away, but the other
one strangely stood its’ ground and I couldn’t help myself as I
felt and heard its’ body being crushed under my bare foot. Was
it my fault? I didn’t mean to.
That dog was still barking as I ran with one shoe in hand
until I was past the litt le stone man with the stone hat and no
face. I found the corner behind the bushes near the stairs and
stole another curious peek (not exactly like we practiced). The
apartment building and the bushes and the stairs defended me
against much of the cold air that night, but not all of it. Alone
with my thoughts and no coat, I held myself. As I sat in the dirt
of that corner near the stairs, I stared at the litt le stone man and
I looked for his face, but it had escaped, hiding somewhere between his knees and his hat. I fl icked away the remnants of the
dead bug and a few small stones from the bottom of my foot and
then I took another peek, hoping to see my father, begging quietly for that crazy dog to shut up and for my dad to fi nd me and
for everything to be okay, but none of that happened. He was
already gone and so were the beetles.
Some of our neighbors found me hiding and stayed with me
until the police and my mom came to get me. We had to move
after that.
I got the bike the next weekend, but wasn’t allowed to ride it
without mom close by. When I think about my dad, I know he
loved me. The police found out that my dad had worked with a
man fitt ing Charles’ description, but dad quit that job without
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notice and wrote a detailed letter to the boss. Charles had been
fi red as a result of my dad’s words and apparently had been plotting something ever since.
The last time I saw my dad was when he led that strange man
into our apartment.
He has a granddaughter in kindergarten now and it’s time for
her to learn some codewords.
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The Fall of ’85
By Andrew Mellon, US Marine Corps,
1985–2005, Operation Enduring Freedom/
Operation Iraqi Freedom-1

S

om et i m e s I w ish I was back in the
front seat of that car, when the acceleration of the GTI engine pushed us all back into the new leather
seats as we four friends rocketed through the winding road.
Brightly colored fall leaves swirled up in clouds in our wake;
AC/DC blasting on the oversized speakers.
Th is was the life. How it should be. Free and healthy young
men, the world before us. A crisp Friday afternoon, fi nished
with another intense couple of weeks of living outside in the
cold Virginia woods, learning the fi ne arts of military combat.
We were now facing the prospect of two days of adventure,
punctuated by new bars, laughter and girls as enthralled with us
as we were with ourselves.
We had been graciously granted a temporary reprieve from
the overwhelming task of learning how to efficiently kill and
break things . . . and the constant drumming that how well we
learned would either save lives or cost them. And with our poor
performance of the past few days, almost certainly cost them,
or so we were told. Cold and wet and bone-tired, words of discouragement rang true from the grizzled teachers. They were
gods to we novices. We sought their nod of approval, any sign of
satisfaction with our efforts. They rarely came.
Each of those hard men, emphasizing that their litt le block
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of instruction on how to assault an enemy bunker or patrol
through an Asian village would be the only important thing
to remember when you were inevitably there. We were always
thinking about “there”. That unicorn situation, that perfect vision scenario of being starkly alone in combat with 36 young
lives dependent only on your skill and effort . . . And as if that
wasn’t enough, the added burden of 200 years of Marine Corps
history and judgment which would fall upon you if you failed.
Those concerns momentarily pushed to the back of the mind
as if by centrifugal force, as we rocketed down the back roads
in a celebration of being tested and at least surviving to move
on to the next set of killing skills to be learned. The weariness
of the cold, wet woods and exploding self-confidence being
the trophies we carried with us in our search for fun and lovely
young ladies to experience that weekend.
And most of all, ignorance of the fact that we would need
completely different skills when that crucible would come. That
concepts of honor and effort fall under the weight of bureaucratic sludge and the thousand cuts of necessary compromise
over our lives. Th at many of us would bury good Marines under
our command decades later, no matter how well we learned to
kill the enemy in the Virginia woods in 1985.
Don’t get me wrong dear reader, we would save many lives
too, and do good things for those who can’t fight for themselves,
but it would cost pieces of our souls and luxuries such as families to make the journey.
And if given the chance, we would go back and do it again.
Every one of us.
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It Was Over
By Douglas Meredith, US Navy,
1975–79, Cold War

I

wa s sitt i ng on a park bench reading
the daily news under the shade of an old
oak tree. Th is had been my routine for almost ten years and I
had watched the tree grow into a majestic specimen. The day
was exceptional, deep blue skies with cotton ball clouds, a light
breeze that sent waves and ripples across the soft grass, the park
behind me alive with activity. I folded the paper placing it inside my coat as I stood up. I walked a few paces until I was eye
to eye with its massive trunk and I lay down. I closed my eyes
and heard the sounds that we seldom notice, dogs barking, car
horns competing, children laughing, and a faint siren in the
distance. My breathing slowed as my eyes got heavy. My mind
sank back to the breezy fall days of my youth, flying kites with
my kid brother that we made from newspaper and string and
sticks; with tails of knotted rags keeping them stable in fl ight.
I was now in full-blown slumber. I was unaware as passing
strangers giggled and whispered at my deafening snore. I immediately went back to the kite dream . . . but this time the skies
were ashen and angry, forming that foreboding wall shape that
scares the hell out of all Midwesterners. Mother comes frantically running out of the house, drying her hands with her apron
and shouting for both of us to head to the shelter. More often
than not we would ignore her pleas and the rumbling and chaos
just to test how long our stick kites would last before disinte-
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grating in mid-fl ight. But for some reason this afternoon was
different, it was suddenly cold and my ears popped. I released
my kite and immediately ran over to my litt le brother, wrenching the roll of string from his hands, for all intents and purposes
dragging him across the pasture. I don’t remember any of us going down the steps, but looked up just as the apron was ripped
from mother’s hand as she securely barred the reinforced door.
Power-driven dirt seems to sift in from every seam as the disturbed tornado roiled and shrieked just a few feet above us.
Then it abruptly stopped, nothing, complete and total silence. It
was as if a ghost had been exorcised from a shallow grave, freed
to haunt elsewhere. Mother lit a lantern as we choked on dust
and our muddy tears. A loud bang of locks disengaging made
me jump and the heavy trapdoor slowly opened. We looked up
and it was father silhouetted against the depressing sky behind
him, like a vision from a biblical verse. It was over.
The dream frightened me and I abruptly awoke, for an instance not knowing where I was. I sat up and noticed that the
skies overhead were gett ing very ominous and suddenly my
ears popped. I stood up and noticed that people were quickly
leaving the streets as a siren began to wail and day turned into
night. I turned in the direction of the wind and saw a familiar
wall cloud start to develop, at fi rst as if in slow motion only to
circulate faster and faster, as if it was a dragon circling its prey.
Then I saw him, a boy not much older than I was in the shelter; flying a kite. I shouted as loud as I could but he did not take
notice of me over the all-encompassing noise of the oncoming
twister. I moved out from under the tree when a powerful up
draft sucked the folded newspaper from my coat, shooting it
straight up while ripping it to shreds. I looked back at the boy
and he was alone now, still trying to hold onto his kite. Where
was his mother, his family, his friends? Did nobody care about

VSA-chapbook.indb 52

5/23/17 4:46 PM

The Re-Integration Project, Fall 2016/Spring 2017

53

this child? Was he homeless perhaps? I stared sprinting in his
direction and immediately my sports coat was ripped off my
back. I was determined to get him out of the storm’s path when
it happened, everything went completely black. Coal black,
India ink, so dark that even light was reluctant to try. I could
faintly hear mother, or was it my brother crying muddy tears?
The blackness became deeper and I had no sensation of being. All at once I was surrounded by light, as if I was inside a
long, vertical incandescent tube, slowly floating upward. The
light was not extreme or intense. I was comfortable, much like
I would imagine a fetus feels like in the womb. I looked up and
saw only light. But when I looked down, I saw a small group of
people cautiously approaching what used to be me. I was unrecognizable, a still-smoking remnant of a human form that has
been hit with a massive airstrike of nature’s napalm. The lightning had left only a charred shadow before grounding itself,
leaving a small crater on its way to Hell. It was over.
I was sitt ing on a park bench reading the daily news . . .
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Terminal
By Thomas Orlando, US Navy Reserve,
1966–1968, US Air Force Reserve, 1972–1985

C

ol on e l Kor n e wa s a massive man.
I would guess 300 lbs of solid muscle,
shaped like the proverbial refrigerator, and Commander of the
Air Transportation Squadron at Clark Air Base in the Philippines. The story was that he had flown F-15s, but no one knew
how he was able to fit in the cockpit or how he came to this command. One thing everyone seemed to know was that he was a
drunk and a bully.
He had a habit of standing on line at “Last call” at the Officers Club and then visiting the Air Terminal Operation Center
(ATOC) and generally making a nuisance of himself. Th is was
particularly irksome to me as I was in command of the night
shift there.
One early morning, Col. Korne dropped in, loaded to the
gills and started barking orders to my subordinates. He and I
had discussed “chain of command” before and I thought we had
come to an understanding. Th is time I had had enough. I announced, “You’ve got it, Colonel, I stand relieved.” I picked up
my hat and walked out; as if it was something we had planned
together!
I returned at 0640 and relieved Col. Korne before the official
day crew arrived and spared him the embarrassment of explaining his presence. He wasn’t happy, but never mentioned nor repeated the offense. Oh, he continued to visit in his inebriated
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condition since few places were open at that hour but tended to
keep quiet and merely stagger about bumping into things and
people and observing. On one occasion, however, his visit precipitated a more significant change in our relationship.
The impromptu visit occurred at an unfortunate moment
when we had permitted the late departure of a military transport. A Priority 1 piece of hazardous cargo arrived last minute
after Space Available passengers had been loaded on the aircraft. Th is required the passengers and their baggage to be unloaded, the manifest to be updated, the crew briefed, etc., etc.,
etc. It was only a few minutes late, but any delay was considered unacceptable. As Officer in Charge of the team, I expected
a dressing down from the Colonel who had witnessed the entire event, but not in front of my subordinates. While Colonel
Korne hadn’t said a word, his face was a more luminous shade of
red than his intoxicated state would normally provide. Since he
seemed unprepared to comment on my breach, I turned back
to record the event in the log. Just then I felt the powerful grip
of Col. Korne’s right hand on my left shoulder. His considerable bulk stood to my left. I looked down at his left hand which
was now curling into a fist. “Orlando, I ought to knock your
block off !”
It took only a fraction of a second to analyze the situation.
Realizing that striking a junior officer in front of half a dozen
witnesses would surely end his career, his threat was obviously
hollow. In the utmost calm and commanding voice I could
muster in the situation I replied with a bluff of my own, “Colonel, you and I both know that if you were to strike me with that
fist, you would probably kill me . . . but, I promise you this, before you connect, I will pluck out both your eyes and put them
in your pocket.”
A moment later, the grip on my shoulder loosened and lifted,
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followed by a powerful but respectful pat on the back, “Orlando, you’re okay.”
As a result of that exchange, a new and amicable relationship
developed in which we shared a mutual respect. While the early
morning visits continued, he treated me more like . . . not exactly an equal, but more like one of the boys, more friendly and
jocular. He would occasionally call me over to his table to buy
me a drink when we ran into each other at the “O Club”.
A few months later, Col. Korne was reassigned to the Pentagon and some time later I was transferred to Torrejon AB, Spain,
where I managed the airport. That’s where I met Lt. Flanagan.
Lt. Flanagan was ancient, a retired World War II Era nurse
turned “bag lady”, who essentially lived in military air terminals and traveled the world Space Available on military transport. Her only expenses being food and the occasional room in
the Officer’s Quarters, her military retirement and Social Security provided enough to live on. She spent most of her time
in the Passenger Lounge waiting for fl ights out and reading romance novels.
Regulation prohibited sleeping in the terminal, but that
didn’t deter Lt. Flanagan and she eventually outlived her welcome and was forced to take a room. She would then gather up
the plastic bags containing all her worldly goods, button up the
four or five sweaters she wore, shake her stringy gray hair from
her shoulders and shuffle off in the direction of the “Q”.
Lt. Flanagan was never a serious problem, never loud nor disruptive; in fact, she was rather quiet, never saying more than
“Good day” or “As you wish” and never spoke of her military experiences. Th is was a shame since I suspected she had amassed
a large collection of stories to relate if one could only get her
talking.
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One morning at about 0500 I received a phone call at my
apartment in town alerting me that the Inspector General team
was on its way to inspect my Air Transportation Squadron.
Since I was the Officer in Charge of the Air Terminal, I hurriedly dressed and drove to the base. The Squadron Recall had
been initiated, so I could expect my senior NCOs would be on
their way, too.
I inspected my night crew to make sure they were recently
showered and shaved and dressed in clean, pressed uniforms
with shined shoes, buttons buttoned and hair combed. I didn’t
have much to worry about . . . my folks were in high profi le positions and knew that they were under constant scrutiny by transiting passengers and so always tried to make a good impression. Never the less, it didn’t hurt to check.
Next, I inspected the facility to get any spilled soft drinks or
visible trash cleaned up and collected, then went in search of
any potentially sleeping transient passengers.
Wait a second! There’s someone sacked out in the baggage rack.
As I approached, I recognized the miscreant as Lt. Flanagan.
I confronted her, “Wake up, Lt. Flanagan. We’ve talked about
this. You know you are not allowed to sleep in the baggage
racks.” I gently shook her.
“Come on, Lt., wake up, the I.G.’s inbound, you have to get
up!” She didn’t move. Beginning to panic, I shouted, “Lieutenant, WAKE UP!” No movement. I put two fi ngers to her throat.
Cold and no pulse!
Oh my God! She’s croaked!
The I.G.’s aircraft would be on the ground in less than ten
minutes and I had a stiff in my Passenger Lounge! Th is could be
the end of my otherwise unsullied career!
There would be time later to chew out the Staff Sergeant in
charge of the night shift for overlooking the corpse in our baggage rack, but right now action was required.
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I grabbed a phone and called the base hospital. “Medical
emergency! Th is is Captain Orlando, OIC of Terminal Operations, you need to send an ambulance to the Pax Terminal,
ASAP! Th is is a medical emergency and the I.G. is on fi nal
approach!”
The short wait for the ambulance seemed like an eternity,
but when they fi nally arrived they worked quickly and professionally, put the deceased on a gurney and exited through the
front door in their hasty obsequy as the 8 members of the I.G.
Team entered the terminal by the rear door leading in from the
fl ight line.
Just as I was taking my fi rst breath in fi fteen minutes, I heard
a familiar voice. A voice I hadn’t heard in two years. The bourbon scented voice that had boomed in my ear in the ATOC. My
old pal . . . “Hey, Orlando, have you got your car here? Take me
to the Q . . . and tonight we’ll go downtown.”
I replied, “You’re on, Col. Korne.” Looked like we were going
to pass the inspection after all.
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Thou Shalt Not Scorn
Thyne Idiot Lights
By Thomas Orlando, US Navy Reserve,
1966–1968, US Air Force Reserve, 1972–1985

I

t wa s t h e su m m er of ’71. We were
tired and broke, and thousands of miles
from home. Aimed North, toward the sanctuary of the American border, our car was on its last legs, and it was 120 degrees in
the shade.
A major excuse for Mike and me taking this trip from New
York to Acapulco was to show Mike’s sixteen-year-old brother,
Barry, how different the world is outside Jamaica, Queens. In
reality, we were just looking for a litt le adventure, and to prove
to the younger generation how worldly wise we were. Th is was
likely our last opportunity for disorganized escapade as we
were both planning to enlist in military service after graduating
in the Spring.
So far, we had put about 7,000 miles on the $150 car we purchased the day before leaving New York, the three of us had
contracted Montezuma’s Revenge in Mexico City and our car
was broken into, resulting in the loss of all our possessions, save
the clothes on our backs.
I think Barry was impressed.
Now, we were on the back end leg of the trip and as far as we
were concerned we had had about all we ever wanted to see of
Mexico ever again.
We came around a curve somewhere near Hermosillo, and
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there on the other side of the road was a brand new Cadillac,
sticker still in the window. The hood was up, and a frail litt le old
lady wrung her hands anxiously as she peered into the steamy
entrails of the engine compartment. Her blue hair was done
up in a thin beehive and her winged glasses hung from a gold
chain around her neck. She was wearing a smart, sandy colored
suit that seemed inappropriate anywhere that wasn’t air conditioned. Since we were miles from any apparent civilization,
Mike and I concluded that if we didn’t stop and render aid, only
God knew what would befall this unfortunate. We pulled over
and stopped, trying not to kick up too much dust, but waking
Barry nonetheless.
“Wass goin-gon?” he queried in New York-ese, rubbing the
sleep from his eyes, and yawning.
“It’s a damsel in distress, Barry, and we get to be heroes.”
Barry looked inspired for a moment until he realized the advanced age of our intended ward, whom we learned was named
Mrs. Gilcrist.
Just then, “La Turista Patrulla” appeared out of nowhere and
ground to a halt somewhere inside a voluminous cloud of dust
and noxious exhaust fumes, accompanied by the cacophonous
staccato of a perforated muffler.
The Turista Patrol was an interesting phenomenon. While
obviously a public relations gimmick of the Mexican Government, they did serve a somewhat useful purpose, cruising the
highways searching for stranded tourists, and attempting to
rescue them. In practice, they were more than a litt le comical.
About five of the would-be paladins rode in a white pickup designed to hold only three. They carried gasoline and water, a few
simple tools, and lots of enthusiasm. They all seemed to pour
out of their vehicle at once, like from a clown car at the circus.
They surrounded the disabled vehicle.
We watched in amazement as they rudely examined the pri-
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vate parts of this magnificent vehicle. When one returned to
the pickup for tools, our amazement turned to horror. Amidst
the jabbering and wild gesticulations of members of the Patrol, I was able to discern a few words that seemed relevant,
like “calor” and “agua” and “radiador”. It was obvious that the
Caddy had overheated. My only trepidation was that these
Keystone Cops didn’t have a tight enough grip on mechanical
engineering to correctly diagnose the cause. My worst fears
were reinforced when one commenced delving into Mrs. Gilcrist’s engine with a crescent wrench too large for the job. The
poor overwrought woman started screaming. Mike and Barry
tried to separate the do-gooders from the do-goodee, while I retreated to the passenger compartment of the Cadillac, and had
a seat. I did this partly because I wanted to keep out of the fray,
and partly because I wasn’t sure that the object of their excavation, the thermostat, was responsible for the car’s current condition. After all, it was brand spanking new! The odometer had
less than 250 miles on it. She must have driven it directly out of
the showroom. No, it was unlikely that the thermostat was the
culprit.
Just then, the head “mechanic” extracted the suspected
miscreant. He smiled a huge toothy grin as he displayed the
thermostat between thumb and forefi nger. As we watched, the
spring-loaded valve closed, as the ambient air cooled it. There
was absolutely nothing wrong with that component. At the
disapproving looks on our faces, “El Jefe” provided a gesture of
his confidence that this was indeed the offending part. He said,
“El thermostato”, threw it over his shoulder into the desert, and
smirked.
Mrs. Gilcrist started screaming again and attacked him with
store-bought claws.
While Mike and Barry attempted to calm her, I examined
the inside of the marvelous chariot in which I sat. It was enor-
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mous. The chairs were plush velvet, and the dashboard was
burlwood. It had every kind of luxury one could purchase on
an automobile of the early seventies. One thing it didn’t have,
however, was an overabundance of gauges. The philosophy of
the era was that most people never looked at their gauges, and
if they did, they wouldn’t know how to interpret them anyway,
so why include them? Instead, gauges were replaced by what
were commonly known as idiot lights. I noticed one now. It was
about two inches on a side, lighted bright red and said simply
“BRA KE” in large black letters.
I called Mrs. Gilcrist over, eager for an excuse to extricate
her from what could otherwise result in an international incident. “Ma’am, when you parked here, did you apply the emergency brake?”
“Emergency brake? Where’s that?”
That clinched it; the thermostat was not the perpetrator
but rather another victim of overzealous Samaritans. The real
villain in this crime was Mrs. Gilcrist herself! She had apparently driven all the way from Tucson, about five hours, with the
emergency brake on. And in that heat, is it any wonder the car
overheated?
By this time the engine had cooled enough to replace the water, which the Patrol did while I explained to Mrs. Gilcrist what
she had done wrong. I described what the emergency brake was
for, and how to engage and disengage it. Then I reviewed every
gauge and idiot light on the car, for good measure.
I didn’t understand at fi rst why the “salvadores” were unwilling to leave on their ongoing quest for another rescuee, until
she handed me a twenty dollar bill. The look of disappointment
on their faces was almost audible. Apparently, they still thought
they had fi xed the incapacitated luxury car, and the tip should
have been theirs. Dejected, they skulked off to their pickup and
rolled away silently, disturbing not a single mote.
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Some Memories You
Just Don’t Share
By Judy Smith, US Army, 1983–1991,
Desert Storm

L

ook Hon e y, it’s turning out to be a
beautiful day after all,” Blake stated. I was
so deep in thought that I hardly heard what he has said to me.
I think he said, it’s a beautiful day. But who cared what kind of
day it was, I would have continued this trip to Dallas even if
there was a blizzard going on. I’ve waited a long time for this
and nothing was going to stand between me and my wedding
day. I loved this man so much and . . . my thoughts were immediately cut off when I heard Blake ask, “Are you hungry? Do you
want to stop and get a bite to eat? I see a Pizza Hut just down
the road a ways. Wanna stop there?”
Actually I was starving, but my stomach wasn’t feeling very
good. Too much thinking about today, I guess. So I lied when I
shook my head and said, “No . . . I’m not really hungry. I think
I’d rather stop later for a nice dinner.”
“Umm, that sounds good to me. It will be our fi rst dinner as
husband and wife,” he voiced as he patted my hand affectionately. Glancing in his direction to return a smile, I notice the
Pizza Hut he had just mentioned.
“You know,” Blake said, “growing up we never had pizza. In
fact, I never knew it existed until I was around seven or so.”
“Really? We did. What? You had pizza joints in Wrotham,
Texas, back then?”
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“Yeah, it was called Chef Boyardee.” Seeing the twinkle in
his eyes, I realized he was just teasing me.
“Oh stop it, Blake. You’re being too silly,” I grinned as I
thought about my fi rst taste of pizza. Independent establishments normally sold pizzas back then and the best one in town
was sold on North Main Street or so Daddy said when he began taking Mama there on their occasional Friday night out. I
can still remember it as if it was yesterday. It was fascinating to
watch the tomato sauce trickling down my mother’s chin, as she
ate one slice after another . . . And the smells it produced . . . Oh
my god, it was just too much.
I would have loved to have said when Daddy ordered it, “I’ll
have what he’s having.” But I knew that would never happen. In
fact we never even got a slice of theirs. We only got the crust of
Mama’s, unless Daddy wanted it.
I say we because I had a twin brother by the name of Michael
and he was just as much a part of these Friday night excursions
as I was. We both wished we’d been able to stay home instead of
going with them, but Mama would always say, “Come on, your
father and I are going out for pizza, and since you two heathens
can’t be trusted in the house alone, get those frigging asses of
yours in the car and make it quick!”
As we’d jump in the back seat of Daddy’s jalopy, Michael
would normally say something like, “Th is means no supper for
you tonight, Joan.” Although it was meant to be funny, I never
laughed. I didn’t fi nd it funny because I knew it to be true.
But I did laugh when he’d say, “Maybe Mama doesn’t trust
you to be in the house alone because she thinks you’ll eat all
her candy again.” I never took her candy, Michael did. The litt le
stinker. We shared a lot of laughter over that candy for many
years, but we shared other memories as well. And one of them
was when Mama and Daddy would park their asses on the Main
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Street Drag and eat pizza right in front of us. Sometimes they
even parked alongside the Lincoln Block. They really enjoyed
parking there was because they could see the people coming
and going from the roller-skating rink.
On many of those occasions Daddy would shout, “the girls
that hang out there are nothing but ole “#!$&’s” and “$%!*’s.” It
was prett y callous of him to say those things, especially knowing we were in the backseat hanging onto every word he said.
But he didn’t care.
On the other hand Mama would always say, “Don’t let me
hear either one of you repeat the things your father says here
tonight, if you know what’s good for you.” Dah, we knew better
than that. But Daddy’s insolent remarks on those nights weren’t
the only thing we had to listen to. Mama had some bad habits of
her own. And one of them was to continuously smack her lips,
as she gummed that pizza to death. She did this because she
never wore her dentures. Eww . . . .It sounded gross. But what
was even grosser then that was, after she gummed all the goodness off the crust, she’d pass the remainder of it to us.
Did we actually eat it? You betcha! It was our supper. What
choice did we have? Eat it or go hungry. But sometimes before
she passed it us, she’d ask Daddy, “Do you want this or can the
kids have it?”
We’d look at him as if to plead for that tiny piece of scrap, but
sometimes it didn’t matter what we did, for he’d say, “Sure give
it to me.” So I guess it’s not fair to say we got supper every time,
but when we did, we chomped it right down.
Those Friday nights continued until Michael and I reached
the age of nine. Th is was when Mama figured we were fi nally
old enough to stay home alone. In fact, I had a lot more privileges by then. I could prett y much go anywhere as long as I
continued to do my chores, was home by five o’clock every day
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and told her where I was going before I left the house. Although
there were many neighboring girls for me to play with, I mainly
stayed to myself at this age. However, I found other ways to enjoy my days. I was quite the litt le entrepreneur.
Working for Mr. Edward on one cold winter day, shoveling his driveway, soon put me on the fast-track for other jobs
as well. I stacked wood for him for those cold winter months,
clipped his grass after he mowed, and helped him picked up
shingles when he repaired his roof. But these weren’t the only
jobs I did. Over a ten-year span I bott le hunted, picked and sold
berries, babysat, raked blueberries, worked at the movie theater,
packed sardines and sold dandelion greens door to door. It was
never a surprise to anyone to see me in the fields each day after
school, digging those dandelion greens. Of course this was just
a seasonal job, but I made a lot of money from it for many years.
In the beginning years I didn’t clean the greens and only go fi ft y
cents a bag. But as I got older, I smartened up. Th is was when I
began to clean and wash them before I put them out there for
sale. I not only made more money, I doubled my profits.
Over those years I made a lot of money doing those odd jobs,
but I never spent my money foolishly. I’d set it aside, until I
had enough to buy something I needed or particularly wanted.
But on that specific day I remember precisely what I would
spend it on.
I rushed out to buy a pizza for Michael and me. I can still see
myself to this day walking past all those store windows, which
offered a lot of tempting ideas for me to spend my money elsewhere, but I never stopped. No sirree! I kept right on trucking
to the store where Mama and Daddy used to buy their pizza
years ago. Ahead of me in line was a gentleman who ordered
one that had pepperoni on it. And I must say, it felt good to finally utter, “I’ll have what he’s having please.”
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But what felt even better was to eat that pepperoni pizza
right in front of Mama. Michael wasn’t home that day to share
in this delight, but I’m sure he would have enjoyed it when I
asked, “Do you want the crust Mama?”
It didn’t surprise me when she said, “You know I can’t eat
that Joan.”
Why yes I did know that! But I still offered it anyway and
once she said no, I threw it right in the trash, because I don’t eat
crust anymore either.
“Earth to Joan,” I heard Blake say. Whatcha thinking?”
I turned towards him and said. “I was just thinking how
much I love you.”
I didn’t want to share this part of my life with him. They were
Michael’s and my memories. I wanted to start a new past that
included him. And forty-two years later with three children
and four grandchildren, I’ve done exactly that.
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The Absence Inside
By Barbara A. Malone-Verduin, US Army,
1986–2007, Desert Storm/Shield,
Operation Iraqi Freedom

I

l ook e d de ep i nsi de my soul, searching for what was missing. Emptiness was
there. Dreams that never happened, because the Army life and
war got in the way. I sacrificed and lost lots of time with family
and friends. I missed the excitement of new additions to families, birthdays, graduations, proms, weddings, and many other
celebrations and holidays, and so much more.
After serving twenty years, seven months and twenty-nine
days in the Army, including three wars, nine years have passed,
since I retired from the Army in 2007, I still feel the emptiness
and sadness in my heart, mind, body and soul. I still have visions, flashbacks and ugly, pathetic reminders of sounds and
smells of war that I can’t seem to get out of my head. It’s a
pounding, relentless reminder of the disasters of war.
I’ve forgotten how to breathe; how to live normally; how to
be my happy-go-lucky, courageous self, and how to be comfortable in my own skin, especially around people. I avoid people,
most of the time, especially in crowded areas. It’s been a hard,
long journey in the military and since I retired.
Now, I am left trying to adapt to a new way of life. I am desperately trying to cope with depression, post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), and other chronic, painful service-connected
injuries. The pain lingers on endlessly.

68
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But, I am learning to cope with all of this, one breath at a
time, one step at a time, and one day at a time, thanks to therapy
from the Veteran’s Affairs (VA) and retreats. I try to do things
that are therapeutic for my healing process. I attend group and
individual therapy for PTSD. I have attended music therapy. I
have attended yoga and writing retreats; a retreat for woman
combat veterans, and a songwriting with soldiers retreat. I try
to write stories, poems, and songs relating to my life, and some
not related, which is therapy for me. Now, I am attempting my
memoir about my time in and out of the military.
All of this helps me to take a deep, good, long look at myself
and try with all my might to get myself back to “normal” and
to try to get my “groove” back, not necessarily like Stella in the
movie How Stella Got Her Groove Back, but my groove in terms
of my happy-go-lucky self who once believed she could do anything and everything; and who wanted to conquer and rule the
world with no limitations.
Somewhere along the way, during my military career and deployments, I lost my focus and my will to strive for anything,
because I felt deprived of life and felt empty and unfulfi lled. I
lost my confidence, my concentration, my rhythm, and my razzmatazz, and all that jazz. All of my energy and focus was on the
Army and the wars and trying to survive it all.
Although, some days and nights, especially during war time,
were so terribly dreadful, that I thought I would rather be dead,
than to deal with another terrifying, treacherous moment. But,
then, I would remember that I was too busy trying to survive all
of this chaos, so that I could get back to my family and home in
one piece and get a second chance at living my life with fresh,
new goals and ideas, and a much better appreciation of and for
life. But, my spirit was broken. All of me was broken, especially
when I returned home from war. My mind and body are scarred
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and bruised by the ugly, tormenting memories of war. These
memories take me down, like quick sand, and I struggle to get
out of it. War has made me feel empty with the absence of everything I used to be. The essence was sucked out of me. I need to
fi nd the “me” again.
I get sparks of motivation, now and then, to better myself. I
fi nd hints of inspiration and I give bits of dedication here and
there to help heal myself back to my groove. I have been trying to resurrect my old, ambitious dreams of writing that were
tarnished by the military and disruptions of war. Th rough it all,
the good, the bad, the ugly and the ugly on steroids, I am happy
to know that I have lived to tell my story, and there is so much
more to tell, than what I have written in this essay, that I could
and should write a book or two, and/or volumes of books on my
life in the military and after the military.
In addition, I would love to get a masters of fi ne arts in creative writing to better my writing. Gett ing the education and
writing my books, could take a lifetime to accomplish, since my
focus is lacking and I get migraines and other painful serviceconnected issues that stop me from my creative process and accomplishing my goals. But, at least, this gives me something to
strive for and to think about towards my future.
I am not totally sure if I can accomplish these goals with my
issues at hand, and being totally and permanently disabled,
from my service-connected injuries, but I can try at my own
time and pace, as opposed to being obliged to go to a job, where
I have requirements to meet with strict timelines. When I have
pain or discomfort, I can at least, take my medications and lay
down to rest my weary body and mind, which I would not be
able to or be allowed to do at a job. After taking the medications
and gett ing rest, I can get back to “normal” or feeling better for a
litt le while, and I can start to write and/or study bits and pieces
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of my craft at my pace and time, according to and based on my
health.
I know writing will be the ultimate therapy for me and for
others. In fact, I hope I will be well enough to be able to volunteer my time to other veterans by using my writing abilities
to help other veterans to write and to help themselves. I would
also like to be able to volunteer my time to encourage veterans
to write and contribute their stories to Veteran’s Voices, a wonderful magazine for Veterans to write and vent their stories and
opinions. Writing has a miraculous way of healing and working
through our issues one word at a time. Every soldier and veteran has a story or stories to tell and we should tell them. Writing a story, lyrics to a song, a poem, a memoir, a musical score
or a letter is very therapeutic for the heart, mind, body and soul.
Writing is music to my ears and eyes. Writing and music make
my heart beat, one breath at a time and helps the healing and
creative processes one step and one day at a time.
Healing takes time. Time is of the essence. Write on Veterans!
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Two People Who
Are Forced to
Solve a Problem
By Tina Griego, Texas Army National Guard,
currently serving

Ac t I
Scene I—Family of four, both parents Jerome and Matt, work
full time jobs, and they have two children.
Scene II—School is about to let out for summer, and the family
car breaks down.
Scene III—Parents talk and fi nd out they have family out of
town in Tennessee who will give them a new car for free, but
they must come pick it up by Friday.

Ac t I I
Scene I—The parents decide to fly to Tennessee and drive the
new car back by Friday when the kids get out of their fi rst summer camp.
Scene II—The morning of their fl ight sitt ing at the airport, they
are going over the plan for the week. We see Matt’s computer
open, which shows receipts for activities he planned as a surprise for him and Jerome on their drive back to Austin.
75
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Scene III—They arrive at the family’s house in Tennessee late
into the night. As they are lying in bed, they look at one another
and both say at the same time that they have something they
need to talk to each other about. Jerome tells Matt to go fi rst,
and he excitedly starts telling Jerome about the surprise plan
he made for them on the way back to go to a concert of their
favorite artist. Jerome lies when it’s his turn and says that he
just got a promotion at work, but when he gets up to go to the
bathroom, a text comes through on Jerome’s phone that Matt
sees that says, “So when are you going to be asking Matt for the
divorce, Jerome?”

Ac t I I I
Scene I—The trip back to Austin starts early in the morning,
and Jerome is asking a lot of questions about the activities, trying to sound enthusiastic and interested, unaware that Matt
knows. Matt sits in the passenger seat, very distant.
Scene II—They arrive at the concert, and it’s already live and
popping. When the last song comes on, Matt can’t take it anymore and yells over the music, “I saw your text about the divorce.” Jerome freezes as Matt walks away and says, “I’ll be in
the car. I’m ready to go.”
Scene III—They spend the rest of the drive home in silence. As
they pull into their driveway, the kids are gett ing off the bus
from camp, laughing and running inside the house in what feels
like slow motion. Jerome looks at Matt, grabs his hand, and they
just sit there, realizing their life has changed.
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Crack Shot
S y nopsis
By Douglas Meredith, US Navy, 1975–79,
Cold War, with Chase Meredith

A

t e l e v ision ser i a l dr a m a with
an undertone of dark humor in the
style of Three Kings with the gritt y character interplay of Breaking Bad. The tale of Stephen “Lil’ Stevie” Douglas (white) and
his lifelong friends: Reginald “Reggie” Johnson and Donald
“Donny” Kindall (both black).
Post-military discharge and a troubled return to civilian
life is where the real story begins. SW Houston, once the idyllic homes of Oakwood and Riceville and the seemingly endless
pine thickets and forests of their youth—long gone; now gangland, low-income housing, open crack sales, gun shots in the
night, families living in fear and desperation. Their new mission; the total destruction of the gangs that critically wounded
and crippled their best friend Stevie Douglas in a drive by shooting. Using their post military prowess and Special Operations
Sniper Skills interspersed with scenes from their childhood and
flashbacks from Somalia, Bosnia, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
The historical story goes from the time the three boys met in
second grade (one white, the other two black) through elementary, junior and senior high school, service on the buddy plan as
a (rare) three man US Army Rangers SPQC Sniper Team in the
following operations: accompanying 1st Ranger Battalion deployed in the First Persian Gulf War (Operations Desert Storm
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and Desert Shield) in 1991 and Bravo Company, 3rd Ranger
Battalion, the base unit of “Task Force Ranger” in Operation
Gothic Serpent, in Somalia in 1993, concurrent with Operation
Restore Hope.
Short version intended for general conclusion not actual script or a
portion thereof:

E p i s ode On e , Ac t 1— T h e S ho t
(On e Hou r P r e m i e r)
Note: The narrator throughout the series is the voice of “Litt le
Stevie.”
It is August 1993 in SW Houston, Texas. The day is unceasingly hot and humid, and crack cocaine sales are brisk in the
dirty streets just in front of the Le Tour Apartments across
from Westbury High School. As a car pulls up, several low
level members of the Black Disciples fight for the opportunity
to peddle their poison. Pushing both aside, this fat slob named
Big; an OG or Original Gangster, leans his head in the driver’s
side window and says “. . . what you want, hurry up motherfucker it’s hot out heer?”
A half mile away, two self-appointed assassins in Ghillie suits
target a long distance kill. A single 750 grain Hornady A-MAX
.50 caliber very low drag cartridge is loaded into the rotary bolt
action McMillan Tac-50 C-15 sniper rifle. In a steady, confident
whisper a voice says, “1052 meters, wind 2 knots. Fire, fi re, fi re.”
With a crack the projectile leaves the rifle at 2,700 feet per second. With the screen view as if the camera was mounted on the
bullet, the distance closes on Big’s temple in less than a half second. He never heard it . . .
August 1978, the same location only 15 years earlier. No cement, no apartment buildings, no crime. It is quiet in the old
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growth Lob Lolly pine thickets except for the sound of birds
and the never-ending, incessant hum of mosquitoes. A fat dove
sitt ing on a high branch fi lls the screen. Suddenly, a head shot,
a red mist and feathers fly as the dove is instantly killed. Cut to
a pair of red Converse high-top All-Stars, blue jeans cuffed and
muddy, running, jumping, dodging twigs and fallen branches,
moving skillfully and rapidly through the thick ground cover
of the forest. Cut to two other pair of dirty, well-hardened bare
feet, also covering ground rapidly, both converging on the same
dove from another direction.
At the same instance, Stevie stops in front of the dove at the
exact time as Reggie and Donny. Breathing hard and sweating,
all three 8 year olds stand staring silently at one another. Stevie
is sizing up the two curious black boys that have suddenly appeared in his woods. Donny and Regg are looking at this tall,
pale redhead with silent contempt and a litt le chagrin. Then
Stevie notices that he and Reggie have identical Daisy Red Ryder BB guns, both slung over their shoulders with a length of
rope. Donny is holding his Markham Air Rifle. For what seems
like an eternity, they are silent, sizing each other up with interest and a litt le fear.
Finally, Donny reaches over and picks up the dead bird. Stevie notices that he has a cloth bag around his waist and it appears to have several other birds in it. Stevie speaks up and says,
“That is my kill.”
Donny kind of chuckles and says, “I don’t think so.”
“Let me see it”, and with that Donny handed Steve the dove.
He pulls out his pocketknife and picks one BB from the dove’s
bloody head, “See it is mine.”
Donny takes back the bird and with his own knife, also
scrapes the bird’s skull. Two other BB pop out, all three BBs hit
the 1/2 inch target from a distance of 25 yards at the same exact
time . . .
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Stevie took the bird and examined it, handed the dove back
to Donny and said “It’s OK you guys can have it, it was probably that Markham that knocked it down anyway. My name is
Stephen Douglas, but you can call me Stevie.” And with that he
held out his hand.
Reggie spoke fi rst and said, “Hey, my name is Reggie and
this here is my best friend Donald Kindle.” I know what you
mean; my rifle has about as much power as Donny’s kid sister’s
punch!”
Donald then spoke up. “My name is Donny, good shooting!”
They all shook hands ‘bro style.
“Do you want to shoot together, I would like to keep hunting”, Stevie asked.
“Sure why not!” Reggie said and Donny agreed and Regg
patted Stevie’s back. Litt le did they know but this was the beginning of a lifelong blood bond.

E p i s ode On e , Ac t 2—L e a r n i ng to K i l l
Narrator’s voice over scenes of all three in various stages of
training to become a Special Ops Sniper Team.
Na r r ator : Immediately after graduating from Westbury
High school in the summer of 1988, Stevie, Don and Reginald had enlisted in the Army only on the condition that; if
all three fi nished all of their training together, they would
be part of the same sniper unit, a rare three man team. The
recruiter was willing to make this agreement because the
young men had given him a demonstration of their remarkable marksmanship earlier that week. In the recruiter’s office
they all signed the six year enlistment, eager to get started.
Na r r ator : All three started in the same Company with
9 weeks of basic at Fort Benning in Georgia, 192nd Infan-
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try Brigade. They were in great shape to begin with so it was
not difficult. Then on to Ranger school as part of the 75th
Ranger Regiment. They completed the Crawl phase, the
Mountain phase and the Florida phase at Camp James E.
Rudder at the top of their classes, one, two and three
respectively.
Na r r ator : Then came what they signed up for, SPQC (18B
Special Weapons) Q-Course Sniper School as part of the
Special Forces Unconventional Warfare Group. The specialized training was Top Secret and lasted 14 months. Upon
graduation, they were fi nally deployed as promised, as a
three man sniper team attached to the Green Berets a Special Operations Force.
Na r r ator : They fi nished training and were now one of
the Army’s most lethal killing teams. The longest recorded
sniper kill was from a distance of 2,430 meters, 2,657 yd/s,
or better put 1.509 miles. All three were routinely hitt ing
their paper targets at a distance of one mile.

E p i s ode On e , Ac t 3—
R a s a l -K h a f j i—F i r s t Bl o od
Opens with the Narrator speaking over scenes of Stevie, Donnie and Reginald in transit aboard a covert C-130 Hercules
airplane.
Na r r ator : They completed Sniper training on July 2nd,
1990. Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait August 2nd. They
were deployed to Iraq the very next day. After over 20 hours
flying on a thunderous C-130 Hercules, they then made a
nightt ime parachute drop, deep behind Iraqi lines near the
Saudi coastal city of Ras al-Khafji, which had already been
evacuated of civilians. Intelligence reports had shown the
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Iraqi III Corps was massing for an attack on Saudi Arabia in
an attempt to bring them into the war.
After landing, Reggie, Steve and Donald silently gathered
their equipment and moved onto the top of a large hill called
berms to position themselves to be able to take out any officers
that they might see the following morning. “Damn, it is dark!”
Reggie whispered.
“Yea, but look at those stars man,” Stevie replied.
“Amazing!” was all that Donald could say. They were exhausted and so Stevie volunteered to take the watch while the
other two caught some sleep. He lay on his back and stared at
the stars, so thick you could see the Milky Way as a white band
that crossed the sky from horizon to horizon. Just then a shooting star crossed the sky. He smiled; he was ready for his fi rst kill.
Na r r ator : Generally, a sniper’s primary function in warfare
is to provide detailed reconnaissance from a concealed position and, if necessary, to reduce the enemy’s fighting ability by striking at a small number of high value targets; especially officers, communication and other personnel, in the
process demoralizing the enemy.
At fi rst light, they saw their target, an Iraqi Command Post,
really just a tent with nett ing and a nest of radio antennas.
Th rough his Tripod Mounted Leica 60x Spott ing Scope, Reggie said, “Man, those fuckers act like they don’t have a care in
the world!”
“They don’t . . . for now.” Donny said with a grin as Stevie
chuckled in agreement.
As Reggie started locking onto the distance to the CP, both Stevie and Donald carefully unpacked their long range weapons,
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the same model McMillan Tac-50 C-15 sniper rifles. But they
were not identical; each was setup for the subtle shooting styles
of Steve and Don. They positioned themselves in a prone position on both sides of Regg and his spott ing scope.
“Distance to one, fi rst left, 1026 meters, second left , 1023
meters.”
“Wind three knots, copy?”
“Fire, fi re, fi re.” Both rifles made a muffled chirp from their
suppressed muzzles, fi ring exactly at the same time.
“Damn!!” Reggie almost yelled.
“Holy shit!” said Stevie. After all this was their fi rst live engagement—fi rst two shots, two kills.
The remaining officers and communications personnel did
not understand what was happening. In a split second, the two
highest ranking officers of III Corps no longer had heads. They
were all now covered with a moist mist of blood and brain matter that had just a 1/2 second ago been their commanders. Before
they could react Reggie was on it, “. . . third left, 1021 meters,
second right, 1020 meters.”
“Wind three knots, copy?”
“Fire, fi re, fi re.” Both rifles again fi red exactly at the same
time. Th is time, Stevie took out a radio operator. Donnie however had lined up two Iraqis, and with one bullet made a double
head shot, killing both. They were speechless as the two remaining Iraqi soldiers ducked for cover.
All three lay there quiet, reflective, stunned at what they had
just created. They had just killed five human beings; “enemy
combatants” with only four shells at a distance of over one
half of a mile. They had drawn fi rst blood; it would not be
their last.
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E p i s ode On e , Ac t 4 — T h e M a s s S u r r e n de r
They did not have time to relax; the entire Reconnaissance
Company attached to III Corps was now buzzing and were attempting to regroup after losing their officers. A solider made
an effort to take over the radio and Reggie said, “Do you see
what I see?”
“Hell yea!” both replied.
“Radio operator; 1020 meters. Steve takes out the radio, distance same.”
“Wind three knots, copy?”
“Copy,” both replied.
“Fire, fi re, fi re.”
Again the result was devastating. A .50 BMG Cartridge is
5.45 inches in overall length. That and the combined velocity
of 3.044 ft/s do not bode well for human tissue and flesh. Donnie targeted the radio operator with a body shot, aiming at the
chest and he was cut in half. The field radio itself had been reduced to shards with Stevie’s shot.
Suddenly the berm that they were sitt ing on came alive! “What
the hell is going on??” yelled Stevie as all three jumped to their
feet. Iraqi soldiers came pouring out of what in reality was a
bunker. As they stood pointing their two, single shot sniper
rifles at the onslaught of surrendering Iraqi infantry, soldiers
raised their hands in the air, some praying, some crying, all
wanting no more of war. In a single operation, Sniper Team
Tango Charlie had captured 88 prisoners.
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E p i s ode On e , Ac t 5— T h e E n d of “Big”
Back at the now crime scene in front of the Le Tour Apartments, August 1993.
The assassins stowed the equipment and slipped off unheard
and unseen.
The fi rst responding officers were laying yellow crime scene
tape and trying to gather reluctant eye witnesses. “Big”; the
Black Disciples’ OG Enforcer was no more, headless to the collar bone but oddly still standing next to the blood covered driver’s side of the car. The “customer” was in shock, and could not
move or drive; he just sat there, unresponsive to the officer trying to coax him out of his vehicle. A HPD Crime Scene Vehicle
and local news trucks were just pulling up on the horrific setting. The swarm of the curious “lookeloos” and residents of the
Le Tour and surrounding homes were beginning to gather . . .
Detectives Bill Turner and Rachael Long from HPD Homicide made their way under the crime tape and approached Big’s
body. The beginning of the end of the Black Disciples’ stranglehold on Oakwood had begun . . .
Fade to an aerial view of the crime scene, eventual moving to an
altitude of an aerial mosaic.
Th is is the END of EPISODE ONE. Each week will begin with
the last Act from the previous series.
Episodes will be 30 minutes in length, except for the series
openers (three in total).
Background information, character outlines and rough timelines
follow.
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C h a r ac t e r s
The Douglas Family
Stefan and Elaine Douglas are both children of fi rst generation
Welsh immigrants. Stefan fi rst met Elaine as children on a trip
to visit relatives in Wales. Stefan works as a geophysicist consultant in the oil industry after gett ing his degree from University
of Pittsburg. Elaine is a stay at home, nurturing mother of four
and adamantly hated the prejudice that seemed to dominate ethos
in Houston at the time. Stefan and Elaine moved into a modest
one and half story home in the middle class neighborhood of
Oakwood which borders on the outskirts of developed Southwest Houston after working and living in Venezuela and Libya.
Litt le Stevie was born in Harlingen, TX, his family moved overseas shortly after he was born and he fi rst attended school in the
USA in the second grade.
Oakwood is a new development, and Stefan is the second
homeowner to build in the neighborhood. It is 1976; it is on the
edge of the city limits, very rural with the Foster family’s huge
farms and ranches nearby, tall grass meadows, old growth Lob
Lolly forests, rice fields; pastures with horses, catt le and sheep;
with wildlife; a perfect place to be a young boy.
Stephen (Litt le Stevie); the second of four Douglas children, spends his free time riding his Schwinn Sting-Ray with
abandon, exploring and camping overnight in the woods surrounding his home, reading old west novels, trapping, and he
has become a crack shot with his Daisy Red Ryder BB Gun. It
is when he is hunting dove in the Lob Lolly thickets that bordered old man Foster’s farm that he fi rst encounters Reginald
Johnson and Donald Kindall. In short order Litt le Stevie, Regg
and Donny were inseparable, lifelong friends despite their social and racial differences.
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F—Stefan Douglas: male, white, father of Steven
M—Elaine Douglas: female, white, mother of Steven
S1—Wallace (Wall) Douglas: male, white, red hair, medium,
tall freckles, fi rst born.
S2—Stephen (Steve, Stevie, or Litt le Stevie) Douglas: male,
white, red hair, muscular, tall, freckles, narrator and main
character.
S3—Colin Douglas: male white, black hair, thin, tall freckles,
Steven’s younger brother.
D4—Alis (Alice) Douglas: female white, brown hair, prett y,
petite, freckles, Steven’s younger sister.
The Johnson Family
The Johnson family lived on the ‘other side of the tracks’ from
Oakwood, literally across the main route of the Texas SouthEastern Railroad, in a small but tidy set of row houses originally
built for returning WWII veterans after the war. Though the
community of Riceville was considered poor; it was not, and the
mostly black community raised their families with love and discipline; and a work ethic that would challenge all prejudice and
preconceptions. It was a good time to raise a family in SE Texas.
Ronald and Regina Johnson were raised and married in
Houston. He was a successful businessman, owning a small
garbage collection business that serviced the nearby suburbs.
Ronald operated a fleet of five huge collection trucks, a couple
of Ford F-150 pickup trucks and always bought a new Cadillac
every year. Their only son, Reginald; or Reggie as he was affectionately called by his stay at home mother, was born August 14,
1970, in a back room of their home with the assistance of a
mid-wife. Since his earliest memories it seemed as if he always
worked beside his father, and learned everything about the family business by the time he was a sophomore in high school.
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Reggie too grew up carefree exploring the woods surrounding Riceville, camping, fishing the nearby creeks and bayous,
and hunting the woods around Foster’s farms. He also owned
a Daisy Red Ryder BB Gun, and by the time he was in the second grade could shoot with remarkable accuracy. He would often bring home dove and quail to be lovingly prepared by his
mother Regina. It was on a hunting expedition with his best
friend Donald Kindall that they fi rst met Litt le Stevie Douglas.
From that day onward, they were never apart.
F—Ronald Johnson: male, black, father of Reginald, owner of
successful garbage collection business.
M—Regina Johnson: female, black, mother of Reginald
S1—Reginald (Regg, Reggie) Johnson: male, black, muscular,
afro, handsome, only son, and Litt le Stevie’s best friend.
The Kindall Family
Robert (Bobby) Kindall was born in Sugarland, Texas and married his longtime sweetheart, Monique. They bought a house
in Riceville when he was promoted to third shift supervisor at
the sugar mill where he had worked since he was 16. Monica or
“Mona” as Robert lovingly called her; also worked at the mill,
but she worked as a day shift bookkeeper and they passed like
ships in the night during the work week. They had three children
in rapid succession and it was a loving if hectic home life.
Donald, “Donny” to his friends, was the fi rst born and soon
showed his skills as a gifted athlete. Donny was born in Sugarland on August 28, 1970, in the Sugarland General Hospital. He
grew up next door to the Johnson family and had known Reggie since they were toddlers. They would camp overnight in the
woods, catch catfish in the local streams and would hunt dove
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and quail together. Donny had a Markham Air Rifle and he was
a better shot then both Lil’ Stevie and Reggie. It was his prowess in football, basketball and track that kept him in school. It
was his skill as a marksman that sealed their fate.
F—Robert Kindall: male, black, father of Donald, deceased.
M—Monique Kindall: female, black, mother of Donald (hard
working matriarch).
S1—Donald (Don, Donny) Kindall: male, black, muscular,
very big, short hair, fi rst born, Litt le Stevie’s best friend.
S2—Darren Kindall: male, black, muscular, short hair, Donald’s younger brother, becomes a Houston Police Officer.
D3—Winifred (Winnie) Kindall: female, black, prett y, petite,
medium hair, Donald’s younger sister.

Timelines
US Army Ranger Historical
The Rangers have participated in the following operations:
A company from 1st Battalion was deployed in the First Persian Gulf War (Operations Desert Storm and Desert Shield)
in 1991.
Bravo Company, 3rd Ranger Battalion was the base unit of
“Task Force Ranger” in Operation Gothic Serpent, in Somalia in 1993, concurrent with Operation Restore Hope.
Stephen ‘Little Stevie’ Douglas Timeline
Stephen Douglas, Age 23—(Friday, 4 July 1993) Stevie beats
up crack dealer/gang member on his parent’s front lawn, then
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marches in full dress uniform with Reggie and Donny in Sugarland’s annual 4th of July parade, and is critically wounded and
crippled at a diner later that evening in retaliatory gang drive by
assault with full automatic weapons.
Age 23—Discharged Honorable, Decorated/Purple Heart
& Distinguished Service Cross, 4 years 8 months 4 days
(Thursday, 3 July 1993)
Age 23—Hospitalized—(4 May 1993 to 1 July 1993)
Age 23—“Operation Restore Hope,” Somalia (5 December
1992 to May 4 1993)
Age 20/21—The Persian Gulf War (2 August 1990—28 February 1991), known also as the Gulf War, the First Gulf War,
or often as the Second Gulf War or more commonly Desert Storm and by Saddam Hussein as the Mother of all Battles was a military confl ict initiated by a coalition force from
34 nations, with United Nations authorization, between
Iraq and the coalition with the purpose of expelling Iraqi
forces from Kuwait after Iraq’s occupation and annexation
of Kuwait in August 1990.
Age 20—Finish US Army SPQC (18B Special Weapons)
Q-Course Sniper School 14 Mos. (2 July 1990)
Age 19—Finish US Army Ranger School 62 Days (4 March
1989)
Age 19—Finish US Army Boot Camp (2 January 1989)
Age 18—Enlisted US Army 9 Weeks (31 October 1988)
Age 18—High School Graduation (6 July 1988)
Age 17—12 Senior High School Senior Year Start (August
1987)
Age 16—11 Senior High School Junior Year Start (August
1986)
Age 15—10 Senior High School Sophomore Year Start (August 1985)
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Age 14—09 Junior (Middle) High School Freshman Year Start
(August 1984)
Age 13—08 Junior (Middle) High School Freshman Year Start
(August 1983)
Age 12—07 Junior (Middle) High School Freshman Year Start
(August 1982)
Age 11—06 Elementary School Year Start (August 1981)
Age 10—05 Elementary School Year Start (August 1980)
Age 09—04 Elementary School Year Start (August 1979)
Age 08—03 Elementary School Year Start (August 1978)
Age 07—02 Elementary School Year Start (August 1977)
Stevie fi rst meets Reggie and Donny while hunting dove in the
pine forests near their homes.
Age 06—01 Elementary School Year Start (August 1976)
Age 05—K Kindergarten (August 1975)
Age 04—(August 1974)
Age 03—(August 1973)
Age 02—(August 1972)
Age 01—(August 1971)
Age 00—Born, Harlingen, Texas (14 November 1970)
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The Bright
Morning Sun
By Rick Milisci, US Army, 1992–1994,
Persian Gulf War

FADE IN:
EXT. MORNING SUN
The bright morning sun’s orange presence was at our back. The
wind pelted grains of sand against our uniforms. Constantine
wire detail somewhere near Death Valley.
Dissolve To:
INT. DESERT—COMBAT SUPPORT UNIT—DAY
Ray, American Soldier Specialist in Logistics and Smalls Arms
warfare Headquarters Platoon. Pelaguini, water supply Specialist. Sgt. James, Communications Specialist. PFC Terry, water
platoon member.
R ay: Only today’s army would I get to this exclusive ridge
with a blonde Italian girl.
Pe l agu i n i: I was divorced. I am not Italian. It was my exhusbands last name.
R ay: How do you like water platoon?
Pe l agu i n i: Chlorine is kind of strong.
R ay: Did your recruiter tell you about all these deployments?
Pe l agu i n i: Ha, I was supposed to be in Hawaii surfi ng.
92
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R ay: Th is constantine wire is tearing up my boots.
Pe l agu i n i: I don’t think op4 is gett ing through here.
R ay: Let’s go back to our platoons.
Pe l agu i n i: Forward support probably needs a truck of water by now.
(The two soldiers climb down the ridge towards their own platoons)
R ay: Sgt. James do you want to put up the communications
antenna or camouflage?
Sgt. Ja m e s: Let’s get this antenna up.
(We pull the boxes out of the operations center)
R ay: I kind of like it out here. It is like the rest of the world
doesn’t exist.
Sgt. Ja m e s: It is like that when you are not married.
R ay: I only had to get used not drinking soda.
Sgt. Ja m e s: All this work should keep our minds off things.
R ay: Lucky just to see out here with the dust storms and the
dark nights.
Sgt. Ja m e s: Looks like we have a visitor.
(A soldier’s profile is seen walking towards the tactical operation
center. He is carrying two rifles.)
PFC T er ry: Ray here is a rifle.
R ay: What is with the extra rifle?
PFC T er ry: Truck turned over. Here the dead soldier’s rifle.
R ay: Let’s go to the TOC. I have to do some paper work.
Ter ry: The convoy was blinded by a dirt devil. Their truck
rolled. Here is Pelaguini’s rifle.
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R ay: Darn, I was just talking to her.
SGT Ja m e s: (yells) Ray get out here and help me with these
camouflage poles. The wind is blowing them down.
(Twenty years later. The bright morning sun is setting a fire to my
migraine. Driving to the VA this morning.)
(Ray drives by the bus stop. A young lady’s pink hair hides her face
as she cries on her boyfriend’s shoulder. Ray thinks—seems like
someone I would know.)
VA att en da n t: Have you ever been in combat?
R ay: No, I just carried dead soldiers rifles back home.

VSA-chapbook.indb 94

5/23/17 4:46 PM

Resources

www.vsatx.org
VSA Texas—For more information on our programs for creative
veterans in Texas
htt p://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data
/legislation-policy/the-national-initiative-for-arts-health-in-the-military
National Initiative for the Arts and Health in the Military—
Strengthening the Health and Well Being of Service Members,
Veterans, their Families and Caregivers Th rough the Arts
htt p://www.milvetpeer.net
Military Veteran Peer Network—Peer to Peer support for veterans
htt p://bringeveryoneinthezone.org/
Bring Everyone in the Zone—Peer support in a myriad of ways to
Service Members, Veterans their Families and Caregivers, especially
those suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress, Traumatic Brain Injury,
Military Sexual Trauma and other traumatic events in their lives.
htt ps://www.texvet.com
TexVet—Supports Texas military, veterans and family members
with information and referral services and by facilitating the delivery
of these services across traditional boundaries.
htt ps://www.christopherreeve.org
Support for people living with paralysis
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