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Later, after it was all over, SgtSergeant Hollerbach told a friend he had not expected to report to work that morning. He expected instead to be dead. He had downed two bottles of SlepaCol (not a real name), a well-known over the counter drug, just before going to bed the night before. Sergeant Hollerbach learned about SlepaCol on an internet site devoted to suicide. According to posts on the site, he could take the drug and simply go to sleep while his major organs quietly shut down. But iIn the morning, much to his surprise, he was not dead.  he woke up, got over his surprise to be aliveAnd not knowing what else to do with himself, he , and went to work.   He didn’t know what else to do. Sgt Hollerbach found out about the drug on an internet site devoted to suicide. According to the recommendation there, he could take the SlepaCol and just go to sleep while his major organs quietly shut down. 
After the 0730 morning Roll Call, SgtSergeant Hollerbach met with his crewmates in the electrical shop shop to prepare for that morning's training. But a crewmember noticed something wasn’t quite right and notified Master Sergeant Egretne, the shop superintendent. He sent a couple of airmen to talk to me as I was the First Sergeant, or informally, “The Shirt”.   At about 0900 hours the two airmen burst into my office as I was working on the agenda for Commander’s call. 
“SSgt Fishbein Master Sergeant Egretne wants you to know SgtSergeant Hollerbach is acting strangely.,” said Amn Snuffy
I looked up to see Airman Fronz and Airman Snuffy. It was Snuffy who had spoken.
“What do you mean”, I replied.
After five years as First Sergeant, I was used to people bursting in and making strange comments.
“It’s like he’s drunk,” he said
I pondered for a minute.
“Don’t let him do any work,”, I replied, . “
wWe couldn’t can’t let an impaired person anywhere near electricity.”
“Do you know if he was out last night?”
“He said he wasn’t,”, said Amn Fronz
I knew the Sgt was a college student and thought maybe he may have been out drinking but was lying to avoid getting in trouble for being drunk on duty.

“Send him to the C-Bag storage room and have him lie down on a cot to sleep it off. Check on him in about an hour. , and Mmaybe I can talk to him then.” I said.
I rationalized the Sergeant was a college student and maybe he may have been out drinking but was lying to avoid getting in trouble for being drunk on duty. 
Hindsight is a cruel troll, whispering what-ifs into our ears. A con artist trying to sell us on the false notion we could have made better choices. A cheater, using knowledge we didn’t have to tell us the signs were all there, and so obvious when they weren’t. Hindsight brings me back here whenever I recall the incident.

Airmen Fronz and Snuffyairmen were back in my office in what seemed like minutes later. Looking Glancing at the clock I realized over an hour had passed. 
Before I had a chance to ask, Amn Snuffy blurted out, his voice an octave above normal, “When we went to check he was trying to break into the closet. He thinks his friends are locked in, .” Airman Snuffy blurted out, his voice an octave above normal. 
I looked at the Airman in the eyes. He had the worried look of . He had a worried look in his eyes like a chihuahua meeting about to meet a pit bull in a dark alley.    This I fought to remain calm.  I could not transmit my concern to these two airmen. This was a problem beyond a hangover., and the apparent hallucination meant I neededAction was required right  to act right now.   
Then I remembered theA medical team was at the compound to administer immunizations and do routine checkups and I that gave me had an idea; a .  We needed toway to get the sergeant get the Sgt to athe professionals for evaluation without spooking him.
“Tell SgtSergeant Hollerbach he has an appointment for a shot, and. But go with him” I said. “I’ll meet you there.”
I didn’t want to alert the Sgt to our plans for fear he’d bug out. 
The two men left immediately.   I informed Colonel Utz and headed out out to the medical building.   When I got therearrived, SgtSergeant Hollerbach was already with the doctor. 
The airmen had done an excellent job of getting him in.  I was not in the room when the Sgt and doctor met but was toldLater, I found out the doctor it went something like this:
The Doctor saidasked the sergeant to take off his shirt. , “I hear you’re having some issues. Please take off your shirt and I’ll take a look.”
When the shirt was removed, SgtSergeant Hollenrbach complied, revealing his ’s bare arms. The doctor saw  were visible revealing a wide, angry, red T on the inside of his left arm, made by several light cuts across the wrist, and several long cuts from the wrist to the inner elbow in a wide swath. It was then Sergeant Hollenbach admitted he had tried to take his own life, and had taken SlepaCol.
“What is this?”, the doctor asked.

“I wanted to kill myself. I took SlepaCol and thought I’d die” replied the Sgt.
“We’ll get you some help,” said the doctorThe doctor, understanding immediately moved quickly the medical implications of the drug. 
The doctor thenFirst, he made a call to Hershey Medical Center. Then, to save valuable minutes, he had To save time, the same two men who escorted the Sgtairmen, driove him Sergent Hollenbach straight to Hersheythe facility, which was about twenty minutes away.
While he was being transported, I went back to the headquarters. building and informed the commander and my new replacement of the situationColonel Utz.  We went into his records to place atried to call to thethe sergeant’s emergency contact number, .making  We made several attempts at a call but receiving ed nothing but an answering machine.
I called the electrical shop super to see if he’d heard anything fromWe contacted the escorts and . They had stayed with the Sgt. We asked if the SgtSergeant Hollenbach had a cell phone. He did. We then instructed the Airmenthem to bring the cell phone to the unit.   So theThe Electrical super and   ??? Sergeant Fishbane drove out to Hershey to relieve, and replaced the two airmen.   
Feeling the situation was under control for the time, We then went to Commander’s Call.the Colonel and I went to Commander’s Call.  Upon leavingAfterwards, as I exited through the doors of Shambaugh Hall, I received a voicemail message from Master SgtSergeant Egretne. 
“Shirt! This is serious. He is gonna die! You gotta come down here.”
I felt the message in the pit of my stomach and called him back immediately.   The phone rang only once.
“I’ve been trying to call you. His liver and kidneys are shutting down. They say he only has a 5% chance of survivalmaking it”,”, said SgtSergeant Egretne, his voice as urgent speaking as quickly as a New Yorker on a lunch break.as a sportscaster calling the Kentucky Derby.
“The Chief and I will get o there right away and replace you,” I said.
Before we left, I took Sergeant Hollenbach’s phone, which had just been received, to the commander’s office. The airmen brought the phone to the commander's office. They had had some difficulty in getting the phone from the hospital personnel but had been very persuasive. 
We were lucky.  The phone was not password protected.  We scrolled down the contact list and found an entry for Mom. 
We put the phone on speaker, then called, using a script we’d agreed to earlier.  We needed her to go to the hospital but we could not panic her.
“Good afternoon Mrs. Hollerbach. This is Colonel Utz of the 2201st RED HORSE. Your son has had a medical issue. He is at Hershey Medical Center. We need you to go there.”
“I amI’I’m m in New York City with my daughhter” she replied “It will take some time. to get there”
“We’ll be there to meet you when you arrive” I replied.
She hung up.
“GeorgeChief Flosk and I will go to Hershey to replace the guys there,” I told Colonel Utz.
Chief Flosk was the Airfields shop superintendent.
When we arrived twenty minutes later, at approximately 1800 hours.  Wwe did a turnover with the guys in the waiting room.  It was approximately 1800 hours. HeSergeant Hollenbach was alive and awake they said.  GeorgeChief Flosk and I went to his room.   He was in bed watching a football game. A doctor stood nearby examining an EKG. A woman sat in a chair at the foot of his bed reading. She wasn’t wearing anything to mark her as a medical person.
“Hi there,” I said “What is your role here?”
“Oh, I’m just here to keep him company,” she replied. 
I realized she was there as a suicide watch. ThereThere was a tube sticking out of his neck which looked seemed as big as a garden hose. It was attached to a dialysis machine churning along next to his bed. 
“How are you doing,” I said.
“Fine,” he said.
We made some small talk about the college football game on TV.
Just then Aa nurse leaving the room turned out a light.
“Did you see that?”, he said, “I did that with my mind.”
I knew then he was still in trouble.The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention and saluted. 
In the hall, we asked the doctor a few questions, then told him the SgtSergeant’s mom was on the way.   We’d found out earlier the dad was on a hunting trip in Oregon.
We then went to the waiting room and waited. I had plenty of training in the Air Force in waiting. I had spent many lifetimes waiting; in lines for shots, for the bus, for orders, for food, promotion test results, and countless planes. But this was different. Nothing prepared a person for this type of waiting.
The kind of wait where you want to get an answer, some news of a resolution, but are just as afraid of the answer as you are anxious to get it because you know it is life-changing.
At 2330 hours his Sergeant Hollenbach’s mom and sister entered the waiting roomarrived, lookingobviously frazzled, and exhausted, and worried. His mom appeared calm, but in her eyes, I could see she was a hairsbreadth away from panic, fragile as if a puff of air would send her over the edge. She had endured Looking at them, both with wide, red eyes, teetering on the edge of panic, and looking like they might fall into its abyss any second, I wondered what it might have been like to drive that long not knowing, maybe thinking the worst. tThree and a half hours of driving the speed limit while her  your brain screameds “Step on it”. She had hHours of speculating. H, hours with no information.
I could see it would be cruel for me to make her wait one more minute. We stood in the center of the room facing each other, perhaps a foot apart. 
I looked in her soft, watery, exhausted eyes and saw she wanted an answer. I  and said “Your son attempted suicide. The doctor is with him now. I am told it is serious.”
I saw the light in her eyes flicker.  while Aa piece of white-hot shrapnel pierced her heart. But she remained standing.   Watching her, I felt it too. A sharp piece sliced into my guts. I was a parent to of a boy about his age.  Her sixteen-year-old daughter, his sister, slowly collapsed on the couch behind her, limp, like an old rag doll with half its stuffing gone.
“I knew it”, his mom replied.
Another piece of shrapnel, this time false guilt, cut deep inside her. False because she couldn’t possibly have known beforehand. Hindsight can beis cruel and attacks without remorse.
“I’ll get the doctor,” I said, “GeorgeChief Flosk will stay with you.” 
The doctor took SgtSergeant. Hollerbach’s mom to the room while he explained the situation.
We stayed with them his mom and sister for a few hours, and got them some Hardees burgers, and I explained who to contact and what benefits were available. We left around 0130. We’d have to sleep fast to be ready for formation in the morning. The world does not pause to give us time to resolve our personal tragedies.

The next morning, I was surprised and elated to find SgtSergeant Hollerbach had survived. I relayed the good news to his crew and leadership.   
We didn’t hear anything from the SgtSergeant for a while. We just marked him as authorized absent in the rolls. Then, two months later, I received a call from Master SgtSergeant Egretne. 
“I just got a call from SgtSergeant Hollerbach,” he said.
“That’s great,” I replied, “How’s he doing?”
“He wants to visit,” he replied MSgt Egretne.
“That would be great,” I replied without hesitation.
I wish I had the words to describe the reunion. SgtSergeant Hollerbach was surrounded by his buddies; guys he’d deployed with, who knew him. Together they’d shared bad food, hard cots, hot tents, and harsh weather. But also cold beers, bad jokes, and good times well. Their faces reflected jJoy and relief as if it were the sunlight itself. as real as the walls, the floor, and the ceiling, and I felt like I could reach out and touch it.  There were hugs and laughter and ribbing and  slaps on the shoulder. I watched from the corner of the room, not wanting to intrude. 
SgtSergeant Hollerbach did not come back to the unit. His attempt disqualified him from further service. He and he was given a medical discharge. 
Three years later I retired. Just a few months later It had only been a few months and I was still on some email chains.  One morning as I checked emails, I saw one a text message from the unit. It read “A final salute for SgtSergeant Hollerbach will be held at the American Legion next Saturday.” I knew as soon as I saw it.   I replied with a one-word message “Suicide?” and received a one-word answer “Yes”. I didn’t ask for any details.   The message was a blow.   There are just a few instances in life where a person can feel he made a contributioncontributed, had earned his keep, and was worthy of all the guiding, mentoring, growing, and feeding that went into his existence. Saving SgtSergeant Hollerbach was such a moment for me and now it was lost. We don’t get many chances to help. The number of people we can meet throughout our lifetime is limited; it isn’t an infinite number. We cannot afford to let even one opportunity to help slip by. It may be our last chance. 

I had not considered how many times suicide touched my life. And then one day until I made a list, in no particular order. There was the neighbor, in physical pain with no hope of cure, who shot himself behind his house. Our best friend's son made an attempt with pills at home. Five years later his cousin would also try.   Our Cubmaster’s son took his father’s gun, drove to a park, and shot himself.   A member of our Air National Guard (ANG) detachment gave no warning and left no note, but just walked off the top of a two-story commercial building. In Kandahar, Afghanistan, an airman handed me his thirty-round magazine and said he didn’t think he should carry bullets.   Three other unit members made threats of suicide. My son, at his first Air Force base, took a friend  received a phone call from a friend who overdosed. He took her to the hospital after she overdosed and called him, and then afterwards he called me..  Ten persons with direct or indirect links to me, not even including celebrities.
A person afflicted with despair and hopelessness attempts suicide, thinking it will be a quick end to the pain. But that isn’t the case. It is only the beginning of the pain.
Suicide is a grenade lobbed into a small room filled with mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, wives, girlfriends, sons, daughters, aunts, uncles, and close friends. The blast hurls hot, searing pain and loss, like shrapnel, in a deadly radius, the twisted metal embedding itself deep in places where surgeons dare not gocannot reach.   There the pain remains forever, an agonizing remembrance of birthdays never celebrated, graduations never attended, weddings that never happened, and children never born.
