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I was sitting at the bar of the Non-Commissioned Officers Club at Fort Lee in Virginia starring into a shot glass of Jose Chuevo.  

“Well Barkil me lad, what in the hell are you planning to do with the rest of your life.”  I whispered, talking to myself as I threw back the tequila.

I was scheduled to be discharged in three days, this after spending the last ten years serving as an Airborne Ranger in the U.S. Army.

During my time in the service I had undergone training for Airborne, Pathfinder and Ranger as well as earning the Jungle Warfare Expert Badge.  I had spent six months going through special operations training with the CIA, after which I served three tours doing covert operations for the “Company” in Southeast Asia.
 

On my final CIA operation, I was severely wounded and spent a little over six months recuperating in hospitals in both Japan and the United States.  

After completing my rehab, I reenlisted in the Army and put in the paperwork requesting a transfer to Special Forces.  The Powers-to-be had been reluctant to authorize the transfer because of the wounds I received on that last operation, instead the Army sent me to Officers Candidate School at Fort Benning.  A decision which proved to be an unwise choice for the Army and a bad career move for me, I lasted just over an hour and a half at OCS.

You have to understand, the cadre for OCS is made up of the top ten percent of the previous graduating class.  These young, brand new, second lieutenants have just completed ninety days of very intense training, along with constant harassment designed to weed out the weak.  When a new class comes in, the cadre are not only looking to try out their new found power as officers, but they’re also looking for payback and the new pledges coming in are the targets for that release.  Add to that the fact that Sergeant Barkil was just released from six months in hospitals following nearly three years of life and death covert operations in the jungles of Southeast Asia and you have the makings of a calamity.

When I stepped off the train at Fort Benning one of those brand new second lieutenants was standing on the station platform screaming at the top of his lungs for the candidates to fall in, and form a single row.  
I will have to say that young second lieutenant was a sharp looking officer in his tailored, starched fatigues and a helmet liner that must have had somewhere between fifteen to twenty coats of paste wax, spit shined onto it.

Quickly the two dozen or so men standing on the platform began forming a single row facing the officer.  The lieutenant began walking down the line, stopping in front of each trooper, clicking his heels and pivoting to face the candidate.  As he did, the candidate would salute and at the same time shout out his name and rank.  
I happened to be the ranking man in the group.  As the officer stepped in front of the me, I clicked my heels and snapped my sharpest salute, “Sir, Barkil, Jeffery R., Sergeant First Class, Sir.”  I barked.

The young officer had evidently decided to target me to begin exacting his revenge for the harassment he himself had endured over the previous ninety days.  

With his nose about two inches from the my face, the Lieutenant screamed, “Sergeant First Class, my ass, I’m betting you couldn’t even measure up to a good Private First Class let alone a Sergeant First Class.  Soldier, you’re not shit to me, as a matter of fact I think you’re lower than whale shit.  I strongly suspect you have no business wearing those stripes and I have no doubt you probably don’t even deserve to be wearing that uniform and before I’m through with you you’re going to wish you never heard of the Army.”

When questioned later, witnesses said it had all happened so fast they never even saw the punch.  All anyone saw was the young Lieutenant flying backwards off the station platform, landing sprawled out on his back on the ground.  As the new cadets watched, the young officer’s helmet liner rolled across the tarmac, a spider web crack slowly creeping through the wax coating on it almost cartoon like.

I had reacted out of instinct, without giving it any thought.  My arm had flicked out like a striking snake, the heal of my hand hitting the Lieutenant in the chest, just over his heart, knocking the wind out of the young officer and sending him sprawling off the train platform.

Private Barkil was on a train out of Fort Benning that same afternoon.

I couldn’t help but grin as I recalled the incident and signaled the bartender for another shooter.

Shortly after returning to Fort Campbell, my Company Commander had my rank reinstated and had me transferred to the Quartermaster post at Fort Lee, Virginia.  As a result Sergeant First Class Barkil was assigned to cadre duties at the Airborne Riggers School.

My reputation as a competitive rifle shooter had proceeded me to Fort Lee, as a result, I was recruited for, and once again competed with the Division Rifle Team.  
I had also joined the Post skydiving team, but I was still bored out of my mind.  It hadn’t been the soldiering I had been trained for.  Garrison duty just didn’t set well with me, especially after going through all of the intense training and three years of special operations in the jungles of Southeast Asia.

The conflict in Vietnam was rapidly turning into a full scale war and I knew if I reenlisted again, I would more than likely get shipped over to Southeast Asia, probably as a platoon sergeant in an infantry outfit.  

It wasn’t fear that had prompted my decision to get out of the Army, it was the realization that after three years of special ops, I just knew I couldn’t handle being part of large troop operations.  I had been trained to perform in small unit, even solitary missions, so leading a platoon of troopers as cannon fodder in frontal assaults for the glory of some rear echelon generals just didn’t seem to me to be the best use of my talents.

I had talked with other NCOs returning from the Republic of Vietnam and they had a saying that summed up their feelings about the war, “The untrained, being led by the incompetent, trying to do the impossible!”
The bartender returned and set another shot of Chuevo down in front of me.  I pushed a couple of bills across the bar.  The bartender shoved them back.

“It’s already been paid for.”  The bartender said pointing down to the end of the bar.
“Hey Kid, how they hangin’?”

It had been nearly five years since I had heard the voice shouting that greeting.  I spun the bar stool around to face in the direction of the man walking toward me.

“Kelly, you ugly bastard, I thought you’d be dead by now!”  I was nearly shouting.
The man named Kelly had been my control officer when I was running the covert operations for the CIA in Southeast Asia.

“Kid, only the good die young and you know I’m much too much of a bad ass to die!”

I slid from the barstool and threw my arms around the man standing in front of me.

“Damn Boss, you’re looking good, older and uglier, but good.”

“You too Kid, but you need to look in the mirror before you go calling me ugly.”  Kelly replied, laughing.
“What in the hell are you doing here?”  I asked, unable to hide my excitement.

“Would you believe I’m looking for you?”

“Looking for me?  Damn, that can’t be a good thing.”

Kelly quickly looked around, satisfied that no one was within earshot replied.

“Well it happens my boss is more than a little pissed about all the drugs that are coming out of Asia.  He commissioned the CIA to put together a team to go into Burma and see if they can disrupt the drug traffic coming out of an area they’re calling the Golden Triangle.”

“That’s all very interesting, but like I said, what the hell you doing looking for me.  This is a Quartermaster Post, why aren’t you at Benning, looking for Rangers or Fort Bragg talking to the Green Beanies?”

“The man told me I could pick my own team and I told him I wanted you to head it up.”

“That’s great Boss, ‘cept I’m getting discharged in three days.”

“I know that Kid, that’s exactly why I’m here.  I want you to come to work for us…well for me.”

“You’ve got to be shitting me, you want me on the CIA payroll?”

“No, this comes directly from the Commander In Chief; it won’t even be on the books.”

“Okay, now you’ve got my attention, tell me more.”

“Not here or now, come on let me buy you another drink, we’ll talk about it in a couple days, after you get discharged.”

The two of us sat at the bar, drinking, talking and catching up on what each had been doing for the last five years.  We stayed until the manager of the NCO Club told us we had to leave so he could close.
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