
The Inventor

Chapter 8 

The Testing 

Mark checked his watch for what must have been the tenth time in the past half  hour. It was now 
four minutes past nine. He was nearly pacing in the small reception area outside the division 
commander’s office. He knew he shouldn’t be bothered by the wait. It was intentional. The 
commander, Major General Richard McGarity, was keeping him waiting on purpose to remind him 
of  his authority. It was a well-used page of  the military officer’s unwritten handbook on staff  
protocol.  
 To pass the time and relax, Mark talked with Marsha Silverton, the administrative assistant to 
the commander. Marsha was tall and pretty and always well put together. She never appeared to be 
anything but calm and relaxed, no matter the mood of  the general. Mark knew a lot about her. She 
was from a small town in Georgia, outside of  Columbus, near Fort Benning. She came from an 
enlisted military family. She had started in civil service four years ago when her son had become old 
enough for kindergarten. Mark thought that her polite, southern manners, attractiveness, and slight 
southern twang were probably why she had moved up so quickly in the ranks of  administrative 
workers.  
 “Marsha, if  we need to deploy the headquarters to the big sandbox to test this new 
equipment, are you coming along?” he asked, grinning his most charming grin.  
 It’s always a good idea to be on good terms with the boss’s staff, he thought to himself  as he continued 
the banter. “It isn’t any hotter there than it is during July in Georgia.”  
 Marsha smiled. “Why, General, I can handle the heat. I like it hot. But I prefer the kind of  
sand that has a bar close by, with waiters to bring me fruity drinks.”  
 “Well, if  the lack of  fruity drinks is all that’s stopping you, I can fix that. This is the army. We 
have logisticians who can get them mixed, packed, shipped, and delivered before the ice even melts.” 
He smiled.  
 To Mark’s surprise, BG Carl Edwards arrived in the waiting area. Mark flushed and then 
scolded himself  for doing so. He had to continue to play nice and be friendly, he reminded himself. 
He couldn’t let it show that he didn’t want this peacock here. With a big smile he said, “Carl, I didn’t 
know you were going to be here. I thought the logistics for this test was coming from contracted 
sources through LOGCAP.” 
 “Hi, Mark. Yeah, but we need to pass them the requirements, so the commander thought I 
should be in from the start.”  
 The door opened to the commander’s office, and they immediately all turned their attention 
to the two-star, who looked at Carl and said, “Come on in, Carl. We need to figure out how to skin 
this skunk we’ve been handed. Mark, you too.” 
 So, Mark thought. The old man wasn’t just having at me; he was delaying for Carl to arrive. Ouch. It 
seems Carl is already well ahead of  me in the race for that promo. I’ll have to get busy.  
 Mark entered and pulled up a seat at the oblong conference table. He was always awed by the 
number of  custom-made unit coins on display under the glass that topped the table. There must 
have been two hundred: an impressive collection of  military challenge coins. As they sat and 
prepared for the meeting, Mark’s mind wandered, recalling the history of  the challenge coins. 
Originally, they had been numbered, and soldiers would receive one, depending on unit custom, 
when they arrived and again when they became noncommissioned officers (NCO). The coins were 
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used by soldiers to prove who had been in the unit the longest. If  one soldier challenged another in 
a bar, they showed their coins. The one with the highest number, having arrived at the unit later, had 
to buy the round of  drinks. If  the soldier challenged did not have his coin, then he had to buy a 
round. Now, though, the army was handing out the coins as tokens for everything, from a casual 
meeting to a gesture of  appreciation for a soldier’s work on a project.  
 Seeing the commandant of  the Army Corps of  Engineers’ coin in the mix gave Mark an 
idea. I bet Colonel Stone can help with whatever we’re going to test.  
 “Gentlemen, I won’t take much of  your time,” began the commander. “I just want to relay to 
you what I know and what I think this new task requires of  us. First, I talked to everyone involved in 
this at the five-cornered puzzle palace, and there is no dodging the bullet on this one. We got it, so 
now we get to shut up and color.”  
 Mark settled in with his best I-am-paying-full-attention look on his face. It came easy, since 
he really did want this mission, even though he didn’t dare admit that to the commander.  
 “Sir, this is going to really cut into the readiness of  the units we task for this test,” Mark said, 
trying to spit out the word test like it tasted bad in his mouth. He intended to show the commander 
that he sided with him and that he too saw the requirement to test a new concept as a detraction 
from their normal training.  
 “Yeah, Mark, I know. We’re in a spot on this one, though. So let me pass along the latest 
gouge.” Mark and Carl pulled out small notepads from the cargo pockets of  their uniforms as 
General McGarity gave the overview. “Looks like the funding for this is coming straight from the 
House Armed Services Committee. The gentleman from South Carolina has convinced the rest of  
the committee that there is some pent-up need for the army to encourage new concepts from within 
its own ranks. They think it’s useful to tap into all the combat experience our troops have now and 
use those lessons learned to field new equipment.” The commander smiled and looked at Carl.  
 “Carl, maybe he has heard about your concept for using drones to support fast-moving, 
forward of  lines elements. By the way, I’ve started calling it “FOLES” for Forward of  Lines Element 
Support. But you don’t have to use it. It’s your concept; call it whatever you want.”  
 Carl smiled.  
 Mark thought, Take that, Carl. You think it’s your concept, but now the old man is putting his mark on 
it. Ha! He felt a small grin break out on his face.  
 “The concept for testing is mostly up to us to choose. FOLES is probably not a contender, 
since you have already shown its usefulness to the Special Operations community. No use 
duplicating the efforts of  the quiet professionals. Anyway, here are a couple of  information packets
—ideas collected through the Army Suggestion Program, but we’re not constrained to them. We get 
to pick the concept, set up the test, and then run it. At least that’s something. We can limit our pain.”  
 The commander handed a manila folder to each of  them. “Mark, you have the lead on this 
one. I want to move out on this and get it over with ASAP. So go through the info and come back to 
me with your thoughts in what—three, four days? On Wednesday?”  
 The commander looked at Mark, giving him a chance to give the expected reply of  “yes, sir,” 
which he did.  
 On the way out, Mark stopped at Marsha’s desk, and leaning down closer than necessary, he 
asked her to pencil him in for Wednesday afternoon for a return visit on this topic. When she 
confirmed Wednesday at 1400 hours was open, he winked at her and said, “See you then.”  
 His mind was racing. He needed to knock this one out of  the park. He needed a great idea, 
not just a good idea, and he needed it now! Time to get the staff  together for a brainstorming 
session.  
 When Mark arrived back at his office, SSG Lusker was waiting for him. “Sergeant, get the 
colonels together for a 1400 hours meeting,” Mark said. “Tell them to bring their best 
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groundbreaking concepts for discussion. Oh, and don’t forget to invite Colonel Stone from the 
Corps of  Engineers. I’ll be in my office, and I don’t want to be disturbed until then.” 
 At his desk, Mark called his friends across the army. Not wanting to seem obvious, he did his 
best to make them all sound like social calls. Just renewing contact. Thought I’d see what’s new. How was your 
deployment? How’s the family? And then he asked the real question: “Hey, are you guys working on 
anything new, any new concepts or equipment you’re toying with? Why do I ask? Hmm, no reason. 
Just looking to see if  I could help you brainstorm or resource.” 
 His first two calls came up empty. His classmate on the joint staff  was more helpful. But 
changing how senior leadership at the Pentagon sent out requirements for staff  coordination was 
really such a dead horse that even Mark wasn’t desperate enough to take it on.  
 At 1400 hours the brigade combat team commanders—three of  the four, anyway, with the 
S-3 Operations officer from the fourth, plus Colonel Stone from the engineers—were in his office. 
 “Gentlemen, I met with the commander this morning. We have funding from the HASC to 
test a new concept of  our choosing. The details are not yet all worked out, but the old man wants us 
to move out on this ASAP. He doesn’t want this opportunity to be missed, but he wants to do it 
smart. He wants to minimize any impact on training.” He paused as the colonels absorbed his 
comments.  
 “So, we are here to brainstorm ideas. Now is the time to pitch your best new concept. A 
better way to breach a mined area? A new way to detect IEDs? Anything.”  
 Around the room, each colonel laid out why he was too busy to provide units to participate. 
They all explained that they were fully committed and had no forces to spare for a test. They were all 
in various stages of  either preparing for a deployment or recovering from a deployment.  
 Mark had expected the response. It was the same tack he would have taken in their positions. 
In the army, volunteering for a mission is frowned upon. 
 The S-3 Operations Officer, Major Sother, was last as Mark’s attention went around the 
room full of  officers. Sother said he would inform Colonel Morson of  it ASAP and see what he 
had. Mark replied with a glare, “Major, be sure to tell your boss to call me.” 
 Now that the obligatory round of  excuses to get out of  the mission was over, Mark pressed 
for any real thoughts. “Colonel Stone, how about on the engineering side? Civil military operations 
improvements? A better way of  filling sandbags?”  
 Colonel Stone seemed happy to be in on the meeting. He was the only colonel, nonbrigade 
commander in attendance. Clearly, he wanted to shine, but he had no good idea for the test. Still, 
perhaps feeling pressured to offer up something, he said, “Sir, I can poll the engineers. They’re 
always coming up with this or that new idea. I don’t have anything right now, but if  I could get back 
to you in a couple of  days, who knows?”  
 Mark grinned. He knew the colonel would search as hard as he could. He knew the colonel 
wanted to keep his favor. It felt good. 
  “Okay, but you only have until Monday, close of  business. I need to get back to the 
commander on Wednesday and will need to review whatever you—or any of  you—come up with. Is 
there anything else? Any ideas come to mind? Okay, I need a roger-up on Monday afternoon with 
any ideas you have—or a negative report if  you draw a blank. Thanks for your time.”  
 It was only fifteen hundred hours, still nearly three hours before his normal end of  the day, 
but he felt like his office was too small. He needed to go where he could think. He called for 
Sergeant Lusker and told him to bring his car up.  
 He texted Minky on the no-contract phone while he waited. “Busy?” he asked.  
 She replied before SSG Lusker arrived: “Yep, I am busty. Wanna see?” He laughed at the 
wordplay and thought to himself, she is incredible—sexy as anything, and funny to boot. He 
grabbed his gym bag from his locker and went to the waiting car. “Sergeant, I need a workout. Take 
me to the gym.”  
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 The general was in through the front door, to the locker room, out the back door with his 
hood up, and on the run to Minky’s house in a matter of  minutes. Once there, he knocked on the 
door, ignoring the doorbell. Minky opened the door and smiled.  
 As they lay together, he told her about the testing opportunity and the pressure he felt to 
find an idea worth trying out. She smiled.  
 “What are you smiling about?” Mark asked.  
 “Oh, nothing. I was just remembering a conversation I had with someone the other day. He 
was telling me about his idea for a heads-up display for soldiers to use. Something about setting it up 
like a video game so that it gave them a color indicator of  the probability of  success of  a mission. I 
can’t say that I understood it, but he was excited about it.”  
 This had Mark’s full attention. “Tell me more. Anything you can remember about it.”  
 “Well, he said the problem is in developing the analytics, but he said he imagined that as the 
analytics trended toward negative mission impacts, the mission status display would turn more 
toward red. He used the example of  weather. As the weather forecast got worse, it pulled the 
indicator toward red.”  
 “And who is this very clever man?” Mark asked. “Can I meet him?”  
 “He’s the guy who set up my subcontract with Terra Construction,” Minky said. “I 
remember how excited he was over his idea. He reminded me of  a little boy. He works for some 
Army Engineer Corps thing.”  
 “Mmm … my army core thing needs some more work too,” he said, mentally congratulating 
himself  on the innuendo. “But I need to get back.”  
 With that, he kissed her on the forehead, dressed, and left.  
 At eighteen hundred hours he was back in his office with fast-food takeout in hand. He 
needed to call Colonel Stone.  
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