UNDERNEATH THE MASKS



*Third in a series

The bombs have begun.  The alarms have arrived.  Our hearts and minds are racing faster than ever before.  As we sit, smashed into our MOPP suits, crammed into  bunkers, we gasp for air.  Some of us run the length of two football fields to get to our bunker before a SCUD could hit.  Our feet are incredibly heavy as we pound through the sand, full pack on our back, rifle swinging by our side, all the while, wearing our gas masks.  Sweating and panting, we sit in our underground holes, waiting, wondering, and hoping that it doesn’t land on us.  We stare at the cracks in the cement, roaming the walls of the bunker like a map of rivers.  We pick out faces and figures in the concrete, connecting the dots using our imagination, like we did as children, looking for snowmen designs in the clouds.  Anything to keep our minds off the constant asthma sound of gas masks, wheezing in and out, clicking as the outlet valves move back and forth.  We sit side by side, Marines practically on top of one another, trying not to make eye contact with the faceless gas mask across from us for fear of their recognition of fear.  This is the third time in the past two hours.  By now, we have run out of jokes and our bodies don’t feel much like laughing anyway.


“4 minutes ‘till impact” a voice shouts from outside the entrance.  The Gunny repeats the call and tighter we grip to our weapons.  We hold the M-16 with both hands, knowing good and well that it will not protect us at all in here.  We can feel the coolness of the water soaking in our boots as the sweat inside the huge protective rubber boots swishes against our feet.  We haven’t changed clothes in two days but that is the least of our worries.  


“Four minutes” is still ringing in our ears.  Was he serious?  Not us.  Not back in the rear.  Not the POG’s who finger computers all day.  What the hell are we doing here in Kuwait?  This wasn’t anything like the recruiter said it would be.  We hoped to go down in a fight.  At least have a chance to shoot back.  We had no idea back when we were digging these bunkers we could very well be digging our own graves.  Wouldn’t that be ironic?


The SCUD doesn’t land on us, but lands about 15 kilometers away.  We are safe, again, to receive the “all clear” and move to the rally point.  There is a collective gush of fresh air surging through our bodies as we all remove our masks.  We look at one another, still not saying a word, as we wipe the sweat from our reddened faces, marked with lines and curves from the tightened mask.  We secretly pray that this is the last one.
This is the way it has been for the past three days.  Although today, March 23, we have not had an alarm for almost 24 hours, we still know the risk is at hand.  We have separate crews working day and night shifts so we are pumping out repaired gear at all times.  The night guys try to sleep during the day, hoping that another missile alarm isn’t sounded.  During work, we try to get as much done before the next SCUD inbounds.  Our gas masks never leave our side, as it has been since getting off the plane in Kuwait City.  Each moment of the day, we hear in our heads the sounds of the alarms and the sounds of Marines yelling “GAS, GAS, GAS!!!”  Is it for real this time or is it our imaginations?  As we lay in our cots, the slightest noise causes us to reach for our rifle and gas mask.  When we walk to the chow hall or to and from work, we notice any one who seems to be running, and we begin to prepare.  The reverse signal from a tram, sounding like a repeating horn, makes us jump for a second until we realize that it isn’t an alarm. 


But we are getting better.  We know the threat is still here, and our guard has not diminished.  The bunkers have become a second home.  We know how to sleep in them, curled up like a child, and still manage 30 minutes of complete rest.  Just as we became a part of them as we sweated over digging them by hand, the bunkers are now a part of us.  We are comfortable in them now and can even change into MOPP level four while 20 of us are squashed like sardines.   We would much rather sleep in our cots, but some of us are so tired, it doesn’t really matter.


Now that we are back at work and fixing gear, all of our attentions are focused on the news from the front.  We try to listen to as much radio as we can, but so many stations are local Kuwaiti stations and the one British news station plays mostly music and soccer games.  During chow, we can see about 15 minutes of FOX news but we don’t get to see a lot because we are trying to cram as much food in out mouths before the next alarm goes off.  Some of the Marines joke with one another that the only way they will find out about the war is to go home when it is finished and watch it on the History Channel.  


But some news does come.  Not the rumors from the Lance Corporal underground, but real factual news.  Gathered around the portable radio in our hooch, we know that Marines have died and more may be killed.  We know that there is resistance in some of the towns that we originally thought might be easy to take.  We have even heard that there are already American prisoners.  We know that the coalition is working as best it can to advance towards Baghdad and end this conflict.  We all want the operation part of Operation Iraqi Freedom to end and the freedom part to begin.  And we know that this may take longer than we expected.  


As wars have always done, men obtain a sort of bond as we share the same frustrations, stresses, and extremes.  ELMACO is no different.  I have seen the worn faces of my fellow Marines as we run to the bunkers.  I have seen the worry as they listen to the war front news and I have seen their anger when we hear a Marine has been killed.  I have seen their smiles when they read their letters from home and I have seen their sadness as they try to go to sleep.  And through all these different masks the Marines wear, as it has since the beginning, the guise of pride is the only one ever present.

