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“Reality is whatever refuses to go away when I stop believing in it.”
—Philip K. Dick
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Coyotes creep around the valley below looking for varmints to eat. Some close in to get a free lunch from my backpack, but once they see my eyes, away they go scurrying down the slope. I’m looking out from this ridge in Joshua Tree National Park for what seems like an eternity. The mountains are so big they tear holes in the sky, while the valleys in the distance lurk in mystery. Perhaps they contain more coyotes? Perhaps something else? Who the fuck knows.

Long ago, before my first tour to Iraq, I vaguely remember coming here with some Marine buddies from Camp Pendleton and a case of Busch in a duffel bag. The walk is over a mile from where the road ends, and we had to park our car with those stupid Department of Defense stickers they make us put on our windshields so that we can get back onto base. People look at us funny when we have these stickers, and forget about us getting any from the chicks down in San Diego. But out here there’s no one else, and these ridges and valleys don’t seem to care about such bullshit. They’ve been here long before us, and they’ll be here long after us.

These windswept ridges don’t give a fuck that I’m a Marine who was once a troublemaking kid. I actually asked my mother to scatter my ashes here if I ever got killed in Iraq. I don’t remember why I made such a request, since stuff like that makes Mom really nervous, but it seemed like the right thing to do. I could spend forever just listening to the wind whistle through these canyons. But right now I have a drive across the country ahead of me, so I better get going.

Below me is an abandoned goldmine complete with rusted out barrels, corroded carts, and even a track that runs through the tunnels burrowed deep within the ridge. I recall my buddies and I got drunk and ran past the gratings just to see what’s on the other side. We made it about ten feet before the California sun could no longer illuminate the oblivion beyond.

There’s also a National Park plaque on the walk up that marks the spot for some Wild West shoot-out. Apparently two cowboys fought over ownership of the mine right here over a hundred years ago, one gunning down the other. I wonder what they would’ve said if they had known it’d be abandoned for so long. Would it have been worth the spilled blood? I think so. Back then folks actually gave a fuck about something. They didn’t just let things happen to them, and they didn’t believe everything was going to be provided for them like a bunch of pussies.

Nowadays some yuppie dickhead probably has plans to turn this area into a godforsaken golf course. There’d be a pro shop in place of the plaque where guys would buy golf balls while making wisecracks about screwing their secretaries. Just ridiculous people desecrating this sacred ground, probably wearing those gay golf hats too.

Fuck, my mind is rambling on. It must be this heat. Sure it’s hot and dry, but nothing like Iraq. I’ll never forget the feeling of my uniform sloshing in sweat underneath my body armor when we were out on patrol. But Iraq is in the past. Now it’s time for me to be shoving off east like some kind of backward Manifest Destiny. I’m stoked about what lies ahead, but this heat, this landscape, can’t make me forget my life.

Why did I even join the Marines? I know the answer pretty well, but I think I keep asking myself this just to justify my role in this world, like a Jesus freak at a mega-church defending the unique purpose of his life.

People talk about where they were on 9/11 and how they’ll never forget. Well, I remember not just that day, but the weekend before, because some shit went down I’m not proud of. See, I hung out with the burnouts in high school. We had long hair, pants cut off at the knees, and a shit attitude toward everything. I mean real degenerates. We thought we were the toughest guys to walk the mean streets of Toledo (yeah, yeah, don’t laugh). I chalk it up to teenage rebellion or some shit like that. I was pissed off at authority, pissed off at society, and pissed off at my folks. Why did people become so stupid when they grew up and joined the rat race? Of course our perceived displacement from society was transformed into Clockwork Orange-style angst.

Anyway, that Saturday, like many others, my buddy Joe pilfered some beer for us from the Kroger where he worked. He’d hide it behind the dumpster during his shift, then we’d drive by and pick it up after he punched out. Now we never talked to chicks, because we thought they were all bitches who wouldn’t talk to us anyway, so it was a dudes’ night out just about every weekend.

That evening we played Shopping Cart Bowling in the parking lot. We’d drunkenly pile into Tom’s Blazer and speed up behind a shopping cart to launch it into a curb, the side of the store, or a parked car that looked stolen or abandoned. The cart always flipped over upon impact and made this hilarious sound, sometimes even sending sparks, as the beer bottles clanked all over the floor of the truck.

Now half the time the beer got skunked by the Ohio heat and humidity, but no one really gave a shit. We were just happy to be drunk. It’s funny how at 17 years old, all you really give a fuck about is yourself and your friends, and you think the town you live in is the most important place on earth. Wow, that’s how stupid I was. Then again it was a good time to be alive, and I’d give anything to go back and do it once more.

Anyway, we were cruising around the neighborhood and hitting Tom’s bowl to get stoned. I myself was leery of combining alcohol and weed because the last time we had gotten high I had thrown up at least ten times at my buddy’s farm out in the sticks. But what the hell, I thought to myself, I wasn’t too tanked.

That night Tom was the one driving us around on “neighborhood cruise” so the rest of us could get blazed with little hassle from the cops patrolling the main streets. We were also trying to dry off the side of the Blazer after Joe had pissed on it in the parking lot. In homage to The Big Lebowski, we kept repeating, “Not on the truck, man.”

So we were just cruising when we saw this one bitch, who went to our school, driving around in her shitty old VW. We figured she had just gotten banged by the local meathead contingent, so we decided to follow her around like a bunch of jackasses. As she made a left turn, we gunned it through a stop sign to catch up.

Just then an oncoming car slammed its brakes at about 45 mph. “Aw fuck!” Tom yelled as he swerved into a telephone pole. In the ensuing silence, Tom tried to start her back up, but Joe peered out the window and said there was “green shit everywhere on the ground,” meaning the radiator was busted.

I looked over at the car that had just missed us and realized it was my dad coming home from the factory after the swing shift. What’s more, Dad moseyed over (nothing had happened to his car) and looked at our cashed eyes, realizing in no time we had been getting high. Dad must’ve thought I was the biggest screwup in the world. He didn’t even look mad, just really upset.

At that moment the 5-0 pulled up and shone those million-watt flashlights at Dad and Tom. One of the cops got out of his Crown Vic and said, “Hey Craig, what happened?” Apparently he and my father knew each other. Although Dad convinced him not to write us up, the cop got in touch with all our folks. Needless to say, everything was looking pretty shitty for us then. And Tom’s Blazer was fucked, so our sole means of entertainment on the weekends was gone.

Dad drove me home in silence and sat me down in the kitchen. I thought I was going to get an ass-chewing like he used to give my older brother, Dan. But he just said, “One day, you’re gonna realize your actions affect others. G’night.” He turned out the light, and there I sat in the darkness. I think I know what he means now.

The following Tuesday I went to school thinking how crummy my life was. But then I watched the Twin Towers crumble down right there on the TV in our high school library. Like most people, I was pretty damn pissed. I thought we should drop some bombs, but it was unclear on whom. For the rest of the month, I thought about this day in day out. As soon as I woke up, I’d check the Internet to see if there were any new attacks. Dad on his part found an old flag in the attic and hung it up on our front porch, as did all our neighbors. Somehow I knew things were different.

And so I became interested in the news, following what was going on in the world. There was talk about how difficult it had been for the Russkis to go into Afghanistan and how this was our next big war. I became interested in Vietnam too. Dad had been too young to go (he graduated high school in ‘78), but he said he wouldn’t have been a draft-dodging pussy had the need arisen. He had these History Channel videotapes on Vietnam that I watched frequently. I also got into movies like Hamburger Hill, Platoon, and Born on the Fourth of July.

As I watched Hamburger Hill, stoned, Frantz was talking about the war and how you’d have to be chickenshit not to get your ass in the grass. Well, hell. I didn’t want to sit around like a pussy and miss out on the great calling of our time. Fuck Hadji. This was my chance to see war and understand the reality of it. It’s hard to explain this urge, but going to war then, like so many Americans since the birth of our nation, seemed like my patriotic duty. In fact, even though I’ve never been religious, I had this intense dream where God called upon me to fight for my country.

Of course Mom was pretty upset about me shipping out to the Marines after I graduated the following May, but Dad was proud. Dan couldn’t join up because he had asthma, and he has a family now anyway. So I wasn’t just going for my family, but for all of America, fighting a common enemy. That’s how gung ho I was at the time. It all seems cheesy and naive looking back, but I have no regrets.

Now, many years later, I’m sitting here staring down into this valley, feeling the breeze blow over me. On top of one of the boulders below, someone has taken smaller rocks and arranged them into the shape of a salamander. It’s reassuring that someone can make something that cool out of the most basic shit from the desert. Maybe if that person were here right now, we could sit down and have lunch. It’s random moments like this that make me still have faith in humanity.

Well, I better start heading east now. I need to meet the girl I’ve pined over these past few months. I’ve developed a relationship with her, at least in my head. She’s in New York City, but first I have to make some stops along the way to visit buddies from my second deployment in Iraq.

Still, it’s tough to walk away from a place you feel you may never see again. The rusted machinery, the decades-old beer cans, and the scorched scrub burn images into my mind. All the same, it’s time for me to move out.
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Man, I love the open road. I’m like Hunter S. Thompson out here, just cruising in my truck and soaking up the craziness of the Mojave Desert. Maybe I should’ve been a long-haul trucker. For a while my brother was thinking about becoming a Teamster, but he decided to be an auto mechanic instead, mostly because his old lady didn’t want him on the road doing God knows what for the better part of the year. Who knows what the future will bring for me, but in any case it’s tough getting out of the Marines. Even though I wasn’t as gung ho as the jarheads with high n’ tights and thousand-yard stares, people counted on me to do it right when shit got ugly. Now I have to start at some crappy job or go to college. Wherever I end up, I’ll be pathetic and green as hell all over again.

On the road’s shoulder I see the California scrub littered with garbage folks toss out of their Mercedes-Benzes and BMWs en route to Las Vegas. There goes one of those pampered douchebags right now. As I passed a truck which had mud flaps that announced he was from Bakersfield, I did everything properly: put on my blinker, checked my blind spot, and got over to the left. But then some dickhead in one of those foreign jobs with West Hollywood vanity plates and a gorgeous babe in the passenger seat came screaming behind me. He got within two fucking inches of my tailgate, so I kicked it up to 80 to clear the trucker who was doing 70. I squeezed off to the right as the guy gunned it, and I shot him a look, but the asshole and his girlfriend didn’t even glance at me before they disappeared off in the left lane.

I hate that shit. People can be such assholes. It’s like they know their action isn’t justifiable, but they do it anyway. Why can’t anyone look me in the eye? People didn’t look at me in Iraq either. Out in the desert near Ramadi, we’d drive Humvees down dusty stretches like this. Of course no one got in our way, let alone tailgate us, or else they would’ve been shot by our .50 cals, as the signs on the back of our Humvees warned in English and Arabic. The Iraqis would just look down as we passed by, terrified of our Transformer-like battle rattle. We must’ve looked like aliens to them.

But out here, there’s no reason why people can’t look me in the eye. Do they know I’m a veteran who fought in a war for them? I protected their asses, for God’s sake. The least they can do now is look at me.

I can still feel the bite of last night’s whiskey shots from the bar in Twentynine Palms. There were no chicks there, except of course for the “desert yetis,” as we affectionately called them. We drank beer and whiskey and put some Lynyrd Skynyrd and Metallica on the jukebox as everyone announced their best wishes for me. I had finished all my out-processing paperwork, and I was ready to be a normal person again.

I admit I got teary-eyed seeing everyone off. I may run into them again, but it’ll never be the same. I went to Iraq twice with these guys, and it’s tough to think they’ll no longer be part of my life. At the end of the night, the major made a drunken speech about how I was an outstanding Marine and that he hated to see me go, as well as some other “oorah” shit. I usually didn’t care for what the major said, since he could be such a dick. But for some reason, when he shook my hand for the last time, the emotions hit me like a brick. Will I ever see him and the others again? Goodbyes are always tough.

The guys I need to see now have already left the Marines: Charles Gonzalez in Vegas, Mark Thomas in Boulder, Bill Washington in Memphis, and finally Lieutenant Lee in NYC. Seeing them will bring some closure to my time in the service. Maybe their tips on living the civilian life will help me become a sane person again. In Iraq, when bullets were flying and people were dying, especially that second time around, they were always there for me. It meant a lot.

Even though I didn’t buy into all the Marine Corps’ indoctrination, I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like in the real world. The Marine life is designed to make you tough and make you into a killer. They turn you into a person way outside the boundaries and limitations of normal society. The whole idea that everything is going to be alright if you sit on your ass is frowned upon in the Marines. They teach you how to deal with high-stress situations and never question those who know more than you.

I remember coming under fire near Ramadi while we were in a convoy. Manning the M249 turret gun, I instinctively shot back, and I’m so glad I didn’t have to ask questions first. All I had to worry about was putting rounds downrange, which I had been repeatedly trained to do, and I was assured my superiors would handle the rest. When the shit hits the fan, it’s a relief knowing there’s someone with more responsibility who knows what the fuck he’s doing. I had this mutual confidence with Lieutenant Lee. We got the fuck out of dodge that time. Now he might’ve had to call in close air support to blow Hadji to shit, but my recollection is fuzzy.

Am I weak for relying on others? I don’t know, but when we got back to the FOB, L-T said I did an outstanding job fending them off. He even put me in for a Bronze Star.

But now, no one needs me anymore. Where do I belong? I admit I enjoy the freedom of not having to wake up at 0500, but I never know what to expect. Maybe I just need to go with the flow and see where it takes me.

Up ahead there’s a sign: “Baker 4, Primm 159, Las Vegas 198.” I have my MP3 player hooked up to the stereo deck in my truck, and I’m currently rocking out to “Run to the Hills” from Iron Maiden’s The Number of the Beast album. My buddies gave me some road music before I left, but it’s too country and modern rock for my tastes. I’m just sticking to the old shit.

I remember hearing this Maiden tune in between the opening act and the headliner at this club in a shithole of a neighborhood on the east side of Detroit. Back in high school, I thought I was tough for going to shows in the rougher parts of town. My older brother and his buddies would let me tag along to see all the great metal bands. One of my brother’s friends actually knew the bouncers at this place so I could get a white wristband that let me drink booze even though I was underage. I remember vividly this Slayer show where I was moshing in the pit and some skinheads with swastika shirts pummeled me in the face. My brother’s friend managed to pull me out as I bled profusely from my nose. I felt so weak and helpless then, like a goddamn pussy. I just wanted to be tough.
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