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In January, 1971, Gordon Kensie graduated from the U.S. Army Field Artillery Officers’ Basic course and to his relief, instead of heading for Vietnam, was assigned to an artillery battalion stationed at Ft. Sill, Oklahoma.  As a Second Lieutenant, he was to be the Assistant Executive Officer of Firing Battery B. 
The Battalion Headquarters was required to be responsive to any and all contingencies 24 hours a day. This meant that someone, namely one officer and one non-commissioned officer (NCO) had to be on duty in the headquarters all night. In the battalion, all non-field-grade officers (Lieutenants and Captains) had to serve as Duty Officer on a rotating basis. New lieutenants were usually exempt for the first month, but then were added to the roster. Kensie’s name came up early in his second month. 
After completing his normal day, he reported to Battalion Headquarters at 1700 hours. The Battalion Executive Officer (XO) spent about 15 minutes giving him a quick overview. The job basically meant staying in the headquarters and answering any telephone calls and attending to any business that may arise. He assured Kensie that he should not be too concerned; nothing ever happened, and he would be sharing the duty responsibilities with Staff Sergeant Lopez, an experienced Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO). Kensie left the XO’s office and wandered into the main part of the office where he met SSgt. Lopez, who was from Battery A. 
Lopez was friendly, and knowing it was Kensie’s first time as Duty Officer, attempted to put him at ease. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’ve done this many times, and nothing ever really happens.” He showed Kensie the Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) Manual. He also pointed out that there was a cot in the hallway where they could take turns getting a little sleep if they wanted. By around 1830, the headquarters had emptied out and everything was quiet. Lopez was shuffling through papers and then took out a couple of magazines. Kensie settled into another chair and began to read a paperback book he had been smart enough to bring along. Hours ticked by slowly. He eventually began to nod off, so Lopez suggested that he stretch out on the cot for a little while. Kensie was not really comfortable with that; being the ranking officer there, he insisted that Lopez get some sleep and he would man the phone. Lopez reluctantly agreed and shuffled off down the hallway. 
Kensie tried staying awake by walking around in the quiet office and sipping on some really bad coffee. He finally sat back down at the desk and tried to read some more. Around 0200, he felt himself nodding off, when the telephone rang. He shook the cobwebs out of his head, looked at the phone for a second and started to reach for it. Sgt. Lopez came hurrying out of the hallway. “Why don’t you let me get it, Lieutenant,” he said, and reached across the desk for the phone. It occurred to Kensie that the Duty NCOs were really the ones in charge and the Duty Officers, especially young Second Lieutenants were just there because it was required. Lopez picked up the phone. 
“Headquarters, First of the Nineteenth Field Artillery, Staff Sergeant Lopez speaking.” Kensie saw Lopez’s expression become serious as he sat down in the chair and picked up a pencil. He wrote down a few notes, then said, “Wait one. I’ll let you speak to the Duty Officer”. He held the phone out to Kensie, but slid a pad in front of him where he had written, “Lawton Police Department.”
Kensie took the phone from him slowly, uncertain of what to say. “This is Lieutenant Kensie speaking.”
“Yes, this is Sergeant Edwards of the Lawton Police Department.”
“What can I do for you?” he asked.
“Lieutenant, I’m afraid we have a dead soldier down here, and we believe he’s one of yours”. 
Kensie didn’t know what to say. Apparently, Edwards sensed that and continued. “One of our patrols saw a vehicle sitting in the park with the motor running. When they investigated, they saw a hose running from the exhaust into the rear window on the passenger side. There was someone slumped over the wheel. They yanked the hose out and jimmied the door open and pulled him out. There was no pulse. The officers tried to revive him and called for an ambulance. It was too late. He was gone.”
Lopez could hear the conversation and was writing on the pad, “What’s his name.” Kensie asked Edwards. 
“His ID says William Sheffler. We called the post headquarters and found out his unit and called you.”
Kensie was in a minor state of shock, not sure what to do next. Lopez was mouthing words to him, telling him what to ask. Kensie nodded. “Where is he now?” he asked.
“Since he’s Army, they took him to the base hospital. You can call over there and ask for the Morgue. His vehicle is in the Impound Lot. We’re going to have to go over it in the morning for any evidence, then we can release it.” 
There wasn’t much else Edwards could tell him, so he took Edward’s number and thanked him. As he started to hang up, he heard Edwards. “Lieutenant?” he said. “I’m sorry about this. He was just a kid.” Then he hung up. 
Lopez checked the battalion roster and determined that Sheffler was in Battery C. He told Kensie they had to get hold of the C Battery First Sergeant (1SGT) and inform him, as well as the Battery Commander (BC). Kensie looked up the home number for 1SGT Thomas and called. After a few rings, he picked up. Kensie told him what had happened. He was instantly alert. “Call the BC,” he said. “I’ll be at the Battery in twenty minutes. I’ll meet you there.” He hung up. 
Kensie called the BC, Captain Synowski, and informed him. “Did you notify Top?” he asked. “Top” was how the battery First Sergeant was addressed. Kensie told him that 1SGT Thomas was on his way. “I’ll be along ASAP,” he said. 
Kensie left Lopez at the Battalion Headquarters and walked down to the C Battery building. It was quiet, with only the orderly awake in the office. 1SGT Thomas arrived right after he did. Senior NCOs like Thomas are used to taking charge, and Kensie was happy to let him do it. “We need to open his locker and inventory it, Lieutenant,” he said. Since Sheffler was a Specialist 4 (SP4), he was not in the main barracks, but in a small room he shared with another soldier. Top knocked on the door, and since he heard no response, used his master key to open the door. Sheffler’s roommate was not there. The orderly, who had followed them to the room told Top that the roommate was on leave. 
Top sent the orderly back to the office to wait for Captain Synowski to arrive. He then opened Sheffler’s locker and began writing down the items on a pad he had brought with him. When he lifted some T-shirts off one of the shelves, a plastic bag dropped on the floor. Top picked it up and examined it. It appeared to be some ground up leaves. Top looked at Kensie out of the corner of his eye. They both knew what it was. They were quiet for a moment. “What do you want to do with this, Lieutenant?”, he asked. 
“I don’t know what is in that bag, Top.”
“Neither do I,” he replied. “But, Sheffler was a good soldier, and I think his family will be dealing with a lot of grief. I don’t think we need to make it worse.” In 1971, Marijuana was still illegal, especially on a military base. 
Kensie thought for a minute. “Let’s flush it.” They took it to the latrine and Kensie watched as Top emptied the contents of the bag into the toilet and flushed it. They returned to Sheffler’s room and continued the inventory just as Captain Synowski arrived. Top looked at Synowski. “We’re about finished, Sir. Nothing out of the ordinary.”
Synowski turned to Kensie. “You can head on back to Battalion, Lieutenant. We’ll take it from here.” 
Kensie was allowed to take the next morning off, and when he arrived back at the battery office in the afternoon, it was business as usual. As expected, the word of Sheffler’s suicide had spread throughout the battalion, but no one was talking about it. The next day, they were told that a memorial service would be held at 1100 hours the following day. 
The next morning, the entire battalion cadre filed into an auditorium. On the stage at the front was a podium and beside it, on a small table was a pair of boots with a helmet resting on top of them. After a few minutes, the Battalion Commander mounted the stage and the entire room came to attention. After everyone was seated, the Battalion Commander began to speak. He spoke of the tragedy of a young life so senselessly lost. He asked, rhetorically, why Specialist Sheffler felt he could not bring whatever his problems were to his battery’s leadership. Or didn’t he have any close buddies he could turn to? In the end, the Battalion Commander left the entire battalion feeling as if they had somehow failed this young soldier. 
In World War II and other wars, units often trained together, and were sent to battle as a unit. And they stayed there and fought together until the war was over. The soldiers developed strong bonds and friendships. They fought beside each other and for each other as much as their country. Vietnam was different. A unit was sent to Vietnam and stayed there. Soldiers had 12-month tours, and then went back to the States. They joined units as replacements for soldiers who had finished their tours, were wounded or were killed. They didn’t know any of the guys who were already there. The replacements were called the “FNGs” (Fucking New Guys”). They fought alongside guys they didn’t know and, in many cases, would never get to know.  Coming home was the same. When their time “in-country” was up, they would board the “Freedom Bird” and fly back to the States. They were then assigned to a stateside unit full of strangers to serve out the rest of their enlistment until it was time to go home. Most had little interest in forming close bonds with the other men, especially those who had not experienced Vietnam. Sheffler had no close friends to confide in. 
A couple of days later, Kensie was at his desk in the Battery XO’s office on the second floor of the building. He couldn’t stop thinking about Sheffield. Over half the men in the battalion had been to Vietnam. They had survived 12 months in harm’s way, and were back in the states, happy to be alive and waiting for their enlistments to be up. And, here was a young man who had not been sent to Vietnam, was basically “home free”, but ended his own life. And there was no “buddy” there to stop him. 
The battery clerk, SP4 Adams, entered to drop some paper work off. As he started to leave, Kensie said “Adams?”. He stopped and turned around. “Close the door for a second, would you?” Adams quietly closed the door and approached the desk.
“Can I help you, Sir?”
If anyone knows everything that goes on in a battery, it’s the clerk. Kensie leaned forward. “So, what was the story with Sheffler? Why did he do it?”
Adams looked at him for a minute, considering how much to say. Finally, “He had a real problem, Sir.”
“What kind of a problem?”
“It seems he got a local girl pregnant. She was giving him a real hard time.”
Kensie sat back in his chair. “I’m sure this is not the first time this has happened around this post. He could have found a way to work it out.”
“Well, Sir, that was not the big problem.” 
Kensie looked at him, waiting.
“It seems he has a girl at home he was engaged to marry when he got out of the Army. She was from a prominent family in his town. He couldn’t face her or her family. Or his.” 
So, that was it, Kensie thought. This 22-year-old boy decided that this best escape route was to leave this world. He would leave behind parents that would never recover from the loss, and a young woman who would never understand completely why he left. And he would leave another young woman in Lawton alone with a child and no help. 
Adams left the office and Kensie stood looking out the window across the street toward the motor pool. The trucks and howitzers were parked in neat lines on the gravel lot where they were supposed to be. Soldiers moved around, going about their duties as usual. And life moved on. 


