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To Mom


Thanks for not raising a bum. I will try my best.
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“Reality is whatever refuses to go away when I stop believing in it.”
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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.

But once I joined the Marines, I felt like a true badass for the first time in my life. I could finally walk around town without anyone fucking with me. I survived boot camp in the Marine Corps, so I was no coward. Now I’m not trying to recruit everyone like that commercial of the Marine slaying the dragon with his parade sword, but I was proud of myself, feeling a certain validation in my life.

My first time in Iraq, however, changed things. It was just after the 2003 invasion. There were no other civilians around to boost my sense of self-worth in the sandbox. It was just me and the guys from my platoon, living in tents, hoping our loved ones would send us letters, candy, smokes, whatever.

I was sitting around in my PT gear during some downtime when our FOB suddenly started taking mortar rounds. The sharp cracks of impact made my heart race as I scrambled for a bunker in my shower flip-flops. It was weird because all I could think of then was this time when I was 6 and had gotten beaten up by the older neighborhood kids. I had run home crying and wrapped my arms around Mom’s leg. So as we got shelled that day, I was just hoping Mom would be there for me in that concrete bunker so she could keep me safe. Of course I didn’t mention this to the guys, because that would’ve put me in the running for the world’s biggest pussy. But if war makes us all cowards in the end, at least I had the balls to show up in the first place.

I’m coasting down a hill right now doing 80, and I can see the touristy town of Primm on the Nevada side of the state line. This place is pretty much cornball central, but I remember coming here shit-faced with some of the guys and riding the roller coaster. I puked in the bathroom afterward. That might’ve been the time the security guards had to roll into the shitter with a wheelchair to cart me out while vomit was dribbling off my shirt, but I can’t remember for sure.

We were on the verge of a 30-day exercise in the Mojave Desert, and we had a 4-day pass to blow off some steam. We were driving up to Vegas with Staff Sergeant Charles Gonzalez because he was from the area and was the joker in our platoon who knew how to party. He’s now living the good life as a craps dealer at the MGM Grand, and it’ll be nice to see him as I pass through.

But first, I have to call Mom and let her know I’m on the road. She’s always paranoid about what I’m doing and where I am, probably because I’m her youngest son and she never really got along with Dan, who’s even more of a troublemaker than I. She wrote me once a week in Iraq, mostly talking about what was going on with her and the rest of our extended family. She never watched the news, calling it “untrustworthy,” so she relied on my letters for what was happening in the sandbox. But, as a grunt, I couldn’t give her the big picture of the Iraqi government starting up or the Coalition Provisional Authority or anything like that.

She did appreciate my stories about the families we met in Anbar province and the kids wanting candy from us. However, I never told her about all the bodies we found of men, and sometimes of women and children, who had been executed by the insurgents. I also never told her about the gutting fear I’d get whenever we passed a box or pile of trash on the road that could be hiding an IED. No mother needs to hear that shit.

I’ll stop at the gas station and call Mom, grabbing some Red Bulls while I’m at it. I need the boost, because knowing Charles we’ll be partying through the night after he knocks off work.

The gas station is packed with people heading into Vegas with dollar signs in their eyes. One woman buying cigarettes at the counter has a lame denim jacket with “LAS VEGAS“ stenciled in rhinestones on the back. I can even see a few full-fledged families. Now why the fuck would you bring your family to Las Vegas? I head straight outside toward the pay phones after getting the Red Bulls:

“Hey Mom.… Yeah, I just finished up last night and now I’m a free man.… Haha, yeah I guess.… I’m on my way to New York to visit the girl we talked about. I hope she likes me, because she’s never seen me in person.… Mom, c’mon, that’s embarrassing.… I don’t think I can stop by Toledo, but maybe some other time.… How’s Dad?… And Dan?… Oh wow, haha.… Well I gotta go.… I love you too.… Bye.”

Time to head into Vegas. It’s only 30 miles or so, and I can make it there in good time if traffic doesn’t suck.
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The first thing you see as you crest the final hill on I-15 into the city of sin is that monstrous light beaming from Luxor. People with California plates are whizzing by me at nearly 100 mph with money on their minds. They’re hoping their dreams come true and problems go away while their kids stare at Hannah Montana reruns on the LCD lodged in the car’s interior. I never understood why kids these days have to be buckled down and strapped into the backseat as though they’re taking off on a goddamn space shuttle. My parents never made my brother and me wear seatbelts when we were kids.

On those long drives, Dad would find some classic rock station as Dan and I would try to spot out-of-state plates first so we could punch each other on the shoulder. The old man did scold us for these shenanigans, but only because Mom would’ve gotten pissed if he had stayed silent. I worry about kids these days suckling on mindless entertainment while their parents go piss away their college funds on the slot machines at Circus Circus.

That’s what I always found strange whenever we came up here from Camp Pendleton. We’d stumble around piss-drunk at three in the morning, smelling like a stripper’s perfumed snatch, and see these little kids running around the casino like it was the teacup ride at the county fair. If Scorsese’s Casino is accurate, Vegas was started by the mob, so it is not the place to bring the goddamn family.

Charles would bring us out this way on those few weekends we had off. He grew up here and knew a lot of the managers and bouncers of the clubs attached to the casinos. Even though we sported haircuts that screamed military, we still got to live the Vegas dream and hang out with hot babes. I could never get laid myself, but Charles and his smooth talk could usually pull it off. I’d just walk out of the club alone at about one or two in the morning, wasted out of my gourd, and go lose money at the blackjack table.

In Iraq, Charles didn’t have much “oorah” in him, but he kept shit squared away enough so that Gunny would stay off our asses. Charles just made sure we did things right the first time, leaving all the politics, paperwork, and other routine bullshit to the officer types and senior NCOs.

All the flashing lights, computerized billboards, and babes galore take my mind off the war. It’s nice to step outside yourself and be in an alternate reality where there are no regrets. The light, sound, and decadence overwhelm the senses and sensibilities like a flood. I exit the 15, rolling onto the Strip, and there it is: the MGM Grand. Charles gets off work in half an hour, and he knows I’ll be looking for him on the floor.

People rush past me in the lobby with chips in their hands. Women traipse by wearing black strapless dresses with their tits pushed up in anticipation of the Vegas nightlife. I look down at the patterns in the carpet as I navigate the chaos that is the floor of the MGM Grand. Masses crowd around blackjack and craps tables, yelling shit at the dealers: “Press up a nickel on the Hard Ten.” “A hundred on the Ace Deuce.” “Take it up a unit on my Six.”

I don’t know how Charles can work in this environment. Serving drinks on a roller coaster would be easier. Frustration and joy are rife in the air as nothing else matters except for what the dice will roll and how many chips are down on the table. Charles catches me with his eye and raises his dice rake: “Hey, what’s up dude! Come back in like twenty, and we’ll be outta here.”

A fat man with rings on each finger scowls at me for interrupting the roll. I wave to Charles in acknowledgment and scuttle off to the nearest bar to kill time.

The bartender serving drinks is pretty, despite her obvious boob-job. I lean over a video poker screen embedded underneath the bar to order a Bud Light. Some chunky gals sit next to me, laughing hysterically. One of them is wearing a veil with condoms Scotch-taped randomly onto the white lace. I lean over like a sleazebag and ask, “Hey ladies, where’s the party tonight?”

They answer with icy stares, but then one of them asks, “Are you in the military?”

“I’m actually a taxidermist masquerading as a military man to expand my client base.”

More icy stares.

Damn, you know it’s going to be a long night when the fat bridesmaids in Vegas won’t give you the time of day. Nevertheless, one of the women, who may be large but not large enough to kick out of bed, replies, “My ex was in the Army, but he came back from Iraq a little weird.”

Shit, lady, we all did, I think to myself.

“Where was he stationed?” I ask.

“Some base out in the desert.”

So much for building rapport. In the ensuing silence, they give that look to each other and get up: “Bye, guy. We gotta go.”

Charles walks up with his MGM vest hanging open and top button undone: “Shit, bro, why are you talking to those fat bitches? I’ll introduce you to some fine-ass honeys. You ready to get outta here?”

I take one last pull at the sudsy backwash of my Bud Light and mumble, “Yeah, I guess so.” Then I follow Charles in my truck back to his place, which is about a mile off the Strip.

At the doorstep of Charles’ condo building, he mentions his roommate probably has some folks over. He says he’s glad I can stop by, asking what I’m doing on the road. I say I’m heading east to see the girl, and he smiles knowing exactly what I’m talking about.

In Iraq, Charles often checked in with me on my online romance with “that chick from New York,” especially when we were suiting up to go outside the wire. At the time I thought he just did this so he could put a check in the box on his E-6 manual to ensure unit morale wasn’t in the toilet. But now I see his interest was genuine all along.

As we walk upstairs to his condo, I ask, “Hey, did you have any problems leaving the Marines?”

“No man, this is where I wanna be. I’m living the dream, ya know. There’s nothing else I’d rather be doing. You just gotta find where you wanna spend time. That’s all you can do in this life and the next.”

Unlike Charles, I have no clue what I’m going to do with my life. The only thing that matters now is making it across the country in my stupid truck. After that? A question mark.

Most people getting out of the military have already formulated a plan to find their place, but I guess I’m just slow. I didn’t give a fuck about life after the military, then all of a sudden, as of yesterday, I’m done, just another two-time Iraq Marine vet. While I’m happy to attach that handle to myself, I feel as though I still have a lot to do to make my way in this world.

We step into Charles’ place, and the haze from people getting high hangs in the air like a blanket. The ladies are dressed up to go clubbing, and among them Charles’ roommate sits shirtless, sucking down a blunt at an astonishing speed. He coughs and extends his hand toward me. His tattoos look like they were done in prison with a needle, ink from a Bic pen, and a jittery hand. I suddenly become conscious of my whiteness as I realize everyone in the room is Hispanic except me. Does this make me racist? I hope not.

“Sup, man. I’m Tony. You party?” He points to a mirror on the table that has coke cut up into neat little railroad tracks. I did some blow once before the Marines many, many years ago in a parking lot before the Judas Priest reunion show in Cleveland. Tonight, however, I’m going to be a square and politely decline. I haven’t done drugs in so long that I’d no doubt embarrass myself in front of these people I don’t know.

“That’s cool man,” Tony replies. “There’s a beer in the fridge. Come an’ chill out, dude.”

I sit down next to a pretty lady who couldn’t be a day older than 20. From what I gather, they all work at the big casinos and pull in decent tips. They talk about their crappy bosses and lousy customers as they roll up twenty-dollar bills to do lines. I’m just sitting here smoking cigarettes, averting my eyes from the cleavage next to me. Tony, baked with bloodshot eyes, asks whether I know Charles from the Marines. I’m sure he knows the answer, because why else would Charles be hanging out with some white guy from Ohio? Even so, I appreciate Tony being a good host and getting me into the conversation.

“Yes,” I reply. “I served under Staff Sergeant Charles Gonzalez in Anbar province, Iraq. We were primarily responsible for security in the city of Ramadi while an alliance of local sheikhs were forming the Sunni Sahwa councils. The mission of the Coalition Forces is to facilitate reconstruction and economic development, and to neutralize the threat posed by terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda in Iraq, which was formerly under the leadership of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jordanian terrorist who was killed by our assets shortly before I was deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom for the second time. The commandant once referred to our company as ‘the heart and soul of the Corps,’ even comparing our sacrifice to those made by our brothers at Iwo Jima and Khe Sanh.”

I don’t know why these words are coming out of me right now, but the floodgates have opened. Everyone has fallen silent and is staring at me with awkward interest:

“While on patrol, I was a turret gunner. I only let Charles down once. I’m so sorry, Charles.”

Darkness then engulfs the room as though I’ve entered a tunnel. All I can focus on is Charles staring over at me. He lights a smile: “Hey man, don’t worry about it. I could always count on you to do it right.”

What the fuck just happened? I almost blacked out and yet was still cognizant of everything going on around me. This after only two beers?

My moment of introspection is interrupted by one of Charles’ buddies yelling, “Man, if I was over there, I would’ve fucked those ragheads up. Blam!”

“Whatever, bitch,” Charles replies in a joking yet serious manner that always got him friendship and respect from the grunts in our platoon. Finally, we leave the condo to go party.

I’m not sure where we’re heading, since the club they want to go to is on the roof of a casino that wasn’t around the last time I was here. I take my truck while everyone else piles into a cab so they can get fucked up without getting a DUI from Vegas’ finest. I have some dress shoes lying underneath the seat, so I toss these on in the parking structure outside the casino to avoid looking like a bum.

The pinnacle of our nation’s lineage forms the line outside the club: frat boys with gelled hair, popped collars, and pre-ripped jeans; girls with over-styled hair, undersized dresses, and high heels; all mouthing anything and everything meaningless. Is this what breeding patterns have become in America?

Some burly bouncer on steroids manning a velvet rope lets you in. A DJ blasts hip-hop tunes you’re not really into. You wait in line at the bar like an asshole to spend ten bucks for a beer that cost the club 75 cents. You buy an appletini for the slut standing next to you at the bar in the hopes that she’ll fuck you in a hotel room. The flashing lights change the colors again and again on the vacuous faces everywhere around you. Women look at you and laugh because you’re never good enough for their tribe. And of course some meathead grinds your girl from behind in sync with the pounding bass beats that rattle your skull.

It’s time for you to get another drink, but the line at the bar is four-deep. The bartender finally grabs your money and barks, “What’re you havin’?” You ask for a whiskey sour but get a Red Bull vodka. You wonder why everyone is having such a good time while you just want to leave. You can tell these drones have spent months at the gym to out-douche one another and have suffered through weeks at their crappy service jobs just to pay for this one night.

After bumping into everybody in the club and tapping them on the back to get them to move, you finally find your friends. You thank them for their hospitality but tell them this really isn’t your scene and you need to keep heading east.

Charles smiles, and I crash in my truck in the parking structure, waiting for the dawn of a new day.
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Chapter 4 - The Girl
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Light shines into the third deck of the parking structure and through the windshield of my truck, hitting my face at 6 a.m. and waking me from disturbing dreams. I squint my eyes to look out at the revelers milling about on the Strip who’re still partying from last night. My time here in Vegas is done, and I must go on to Boulder to visit my buddy, Mark. I can make it to the Rockies by the evening if I haul ass. I grab a coffee from a kiosk run by a 50-year-old woman who calls me “Honey” before I’m back on the road.

The desert sprawl of Nevada slowly morphs into the red-rock canyons of southern Utah. I set the cruise control to 75 and let my mind wander to strange places. I pull out the only picture I have of the girl. It’s her in a black fleece jacket with her back to the camera. Her brown hair flows with the wind as the ocean looms in the background. I’m not sure whether it’s the Atlantic or the Pacific, but it looks peaceful with the waves glistening in the sunlight. She’s the only one on the beach, as though she’s waiting for someone. I’ve always hoped that one day I’ll walk onto that beach and she’ll turn around and kiss me for the first time.

I used to stash this picture underneath my body armor and pull it out on patrol whenever I could. It got me out of the desert for a brief moment and onto the beach with her. I had rehearsed what I’d say to her on that beach a million times in my head.

We met on that stupid site, Facebook. I only joined because all the other grunts were doing it. But I was pleasantly surprised when a pretty college girl from NYU friended me. At the time I had several months before my second deployment was over. In Iraq, there’s not much to do while you aren’t on patrol, except clean weapons and watch bootleg DVDs.

So this constant boredom made me appreciate whenever she did get in touch with me. She told me about her studies, living in Manhattan, and how she’d never pictured herself talking with a Marine. She liked my profile on Facebook because it listed that I liked Iron Maiden and Nightmare on Elm Street movies. My profile picture had me hoisting an M4 on my shoulder and sporting a goofy grin. The profile of course screamed military meathead, and I even threw a few American flags into the photo section. But she thought it was cool, even though she was an anti-war college kid. Maybe it was because we were so different that we hit it off.

We chatted with each other every chance I could. Our MWR facility that had Internet didn’t have a time limit, so during my free time you could find me sitting there in my PT gear trying to convince this girl to meet me once I got back from Iraq. She told me about the wild parties she went to at NYU and the different neighborhoods in Manhattan. It was pretty cool to be connected to a place like New York, and it certainly didn’t sound as though it sucked, like Ramadi.

She said she couldn’t wait to meet me and introduce me to her friends. I was apprehensive because I’m probably not as smart as her peers. Then again I do have life experience. That should count for something, right?

When she asked me about my previous girlfriends, I had to tell a half-truth. I said I had seen only one girl back when I was in California, when in actuality this was a hooker down in Tijuana.

Despite the other guys coaching me at the clubs, I had never been with a girl before. That’s right. I was in my early 20s at the time, and I was still a goddamn virgin. I had seen some crazy shit in Iraq, shit no one should ever have to see, but I was pure as white snow when it came to getting laid.

To remedy this, Charles and the guys took me to a strip club in TJ one weekend. The place was in a shady back alley, and it didn’t have a neon sign like most clubs in TJ. We could only find it because Charles spoke Spanish with the cab driver.

It was so scandalous inside that I was waiting for the short Mexican dude at the bar to trot out El Burro so that the girls on stage could get down with some bestiality action. That didn’t happen, but the place was still pretty goddamn nasty.

Usually in a strip club in America, you stick a dollar bill in your mouth and the dancer will interrupt her pole routine to shake her tits in your face. But in TJ, they actually bring you up on stage and whip your dick out of your pants. So it’s no wonder a bunch of drunk jarheads would have a blast.

For the first half an hour, I wondered whether I’d go straight to hell for merely sitting in a place like this. I recall counting the money in my wallet to make sure I had enough left to pay off the TJ police if necessary. But then, this beautiful Mexican babe came over and grabbed me by the hand. Apparently the guys had chipped in their hard-earned pay to have this woman bust my cherry. Charles slyly slipped a jimmy hat in my back pocket as I walked upstairs.

The flea-ridden room smelled like piss and had a weird, old lamp that looked like it had come from the Bates Motel. I was buzzed from all the shitty Mexican beer, but I was sober enough to know what was going on. She had on black panties and smelled like strawberries, which instinctively made me want to lick her. She laid me down on the bed and unzipped my jeans.

Because I’d never been affectionate with a woman before, I had to resort to what I’d seen in the movies. I started nibbling her ear. She smiled and pointed to her nipples, to which I happily obliged. By the time we got down to business, I lasted about two seconds. I guess all the rumors I had heard about guys fucking for their first time were true. Ah well, it wasn’t my money.

Like a mother would, she held me in bed for a while. She then started humming some song, and I recall just wanting to be in this woman’s arms until the end of time. It was all very serene, even though my pants were hanging halfway off my legs like I was an asshole. She whispered something in Spanish that I couldn’t understand, but it gave me the feeling that everything was going to be alright.

I usually struggle with these rare moments of affection. When we got back from Iraq the first time, families were waiting for us at the airport. Cardboard signs read “I Love You, Daddy” and “Welcome Home” and such, but none of them were for me. I was secretly bitter that all the other guys got to see their wives and hug their kids, while I was coming home to being a drunken loser until the next time we shipped out.

Well, I feel like a failure at life because I haven’t met someone with whom to procreate. I guess that’s what we’re supposed to be doing with our time on earth—circle of life and all that bullshit. I may have been a Marine, but I was never a family man, and I’ve always felt like less of a person because of it. I hope the girl I’m going to see understands this. I know I can treat her right if she gives me a chance.
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Chapter 5 - Boulder
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The freeway descends from the Rockies into the Denver skyline and the Great Plains beyond. I’m stuck in rush hour and something is off. If Colorado is in the Wild West, it sure doesn’t feel like it. I’ve passed several ski resorts and seen too many damn rich people on vacation with their Salomon skis on Thule roof racks, Botox injections, Dior sunglasses, and L.L.Bean jackets. This is not my scene.

Billboard after billboard advertises car insurance, iCrap, and cell phone plans. We’re engaged in a brutal fight in Iraq and Afghanistan, but everything here’s a grand diversion set up to keep people boxed in as dedicated consumers.

I’m on my way to visit Mark Thomas, who’s going to school up in Boulder. He was one of my guys, and a damn smart dude. He knew politics inside and out. He was in the Marines because he came from a messed up family and needed the money for college. It’s good to see he’s using the GI Bill to do what he really wants. He has served his time, and I’m glad he’s getting something back for it.

During chow he’d talk about why we shouldn’t be in Iraq. He went on and on about how there are no WMDs, that we have no business being involved in the Middle East, and that the war effort is one big joke. I usually ignored that hippie shit, but Mark made some interesting points from time to time. To avoid getting the shit beaten out of him, he never mentioned his opinions to anyone else. During Mark’s diatribes, I’d usually give acknowledging grunts and nods, but whenever he veered into the ridiculous, I’d look to the side as a subtle way of showing my disagreement. Even though he didn’t believe in what the White House and Pentagon were doing, he was still a good Marine.

Mark told me to meet him in the middle of his “guerilla activism” at this park on campus. I had no idea what the hell he was talking about, nor what to expect.

Pulling off the freeway into Boulder, I see lots of people walking dogs outside fancy houses and coffee shops. It reminds me of when we used to go up to Ann Arbor to party in high school. But this town has broader lawns, smaller dogs, and nicer cars. I’m used to seeing college kids with couches on their porches and beer bottles tossed onto the sidewalks, but this place, shit, it’s too nice. I pull into an overpriced parking structure and set out to find Mark.

I hear drums banging away in the distance, so I figure that must be the source of this “guerilla activism.” On the walk over, I pass all sorts of multicolored flyers stapled to telephone poles that announce the protest tonight against the war. The flyers proclaim nonsense like “1,000,000 Dead in Iraq and Counting” (that’s ridiculous), “No Blood for Oil!” (we never put Iraqi oil into our vehicles), and “Fuck the War” (whatever). I walk by kids who wear University of Colorado sweatshirts, carry massive backpacks with “Obama for Change in ‘08” buttons dangling from the zippers, and shuffle around in blown-out flip-flops.

Kids talking among themselves trickle into the park as the massive crowd mills around a large stage. A few mustached university cops stand by in riot gear, but they’re just chatting about the Avalanche game rather than looking to start a brawl. They certainly aren’t interested in the spectacle before my eyes, so I wonder if it’s just another day on the job for them.

In front of the stage, a mish-mash of old hippies and college kids hold a variety of protest signs, mostly about Iraq, but some read “Free Mumia,” “Smash the Police State,” or random blurbs beyond my comprehension. Many among the younger crowd wear shirts silk-screened with that Che guy’s mug. Many among the older crowd don sun hats and pastel-colored spandex pants that highlight the disgusting fatness around their midsections.

There are a lot of makeshift puppets of Cheney with his hand up Bush’s ass and of Condoleezza Rice looking like a vampire. Some revelers dressed up as Gitmo or Abu Ghraib detainees are getting spanked with a whip by some dude in what looks like a Bulgarian Army uniform. I spot Mark up on the podium beside some whack job railing about American imperialism, and I make my way behind the stage.

“Yo, Mark!” I yell over the commotion, grabbing his leg.

He looks down at me and smiles: “Hey, what’s up, dude? Glad you could make it.”

He’s wearing a black shirt with “Against the War” written in white along with a button proclaiming the Iraq war to be “illegal.”

I laugh and reply, “I see you weren’t bullshittin’ me when you said we shouldn’t be in this war. What’s this all about, man?”

“Oh, we do this every week, but this is the first time I get to speak at the podium.” Mark’s reply gets drowned out by the clapping for the Death Star of American Imperialism speech.

“It’s my turn,” Mark says as he turns and heads toward the podium. He taps the microphone and announces, “How’s it going Boulder! My friend made it all the way here from the war. And you know what, he’s got something to say!”

“Woo!” and “Yeah!” and “Fuck Bush!” arise from the crowd.

Goddamn it, Mark. That motherfucker. He’s never been much of a joker, but he really zinged me this time. Now I have to get up there and speak. What the hell am I going to say to these protesters? Well, when life makes you a shit sandwich, it’s best to dive in and start chewing away, right?

I mosey up to the podium, squinting my eyes as the setting sun shines in my face. I slowly look out over the crowd as hundreds of eyes stare back. I can feel them judging me even before I open my mouth. I’ve always been a lousy public speaker, but I let out a deep sigh and get started:

“I served with Mark in Iraq. You may not like the war, but he was like a brother to me during those hard times. And I did whatever I could to keep him alive and well. All the servicemen in uniform over there are like family, and I think they’re alright. I hope you guys realize that. Thanks.”

I move quickly off the stage to the sound of light clapping. People are looking at each other confused. As I stare down at the grass, muted tones and that shitty feeling of the void come over me like slow death.

I’m now completely unaware of where I am. What the fuck am I doing here? I’m lost in a desert, disoriented. What was I doing getting up on a stage in some college town, speaking to hundreds of people I neither know nor have anything in common with? Anxiety sinks its claws into my neck—I’ve got to find Mark.

“C’mon, man,” Mark’s voice both startles and relieves me. “There’s a party at my buddy’s house. Let’s go check it out.”

“Let’s bail,” I eventually reply.

I enter a third-floor campus apartment with nagging reservations that I don’t belong here. I’m usually a wallflower at parties anyway, and the fact that Mark has to assure me people will be cool that I’m a Marine can only mean it’s uncool that I’m here.

Of the four guys who live in this apartment, one has dreads, one is wearing a hat that reads “Everything Is Relative in Kentucky,” one is a pointy-headed intellectual, and one is the gay roommate wearing a stylish outfit no straight man would ever wear. The overeducated geek with glasses comes up to me and asks point-blank, “How do you feel about civilians getting killed in Iraq?” A hush falls on the room, even on the guys milling around the keg.

I thought about that time in Ramadi we responded to a school that had a truck bomb driven right into the wall of a classroom. We got there first to set up a perimeter for the ambulances. Blood, hair, and burnt flesh caked everything, and little teeth were embedded in the ceiling like stars in the night sky. It was pretty fucked up, and this haunting memory comes rushing back whenever I hear about civilians getting killed in Iraq.

Upset, I storm out. Mark comes out after me, but I yell back, “Sorry, Mark. I can’t deal with this shit. And sorry for everything.”

As I walk through the night, I hear party sounds coming from various locations. Kids in this city are having fun at their parents’ expense, while kids halfway across the world are fighting to survive another day. I may sound bitter, and indeed Mark and I chose to be Marines, but I just wish people would appreciate our sacrifice.
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Chapter 6 - Dreams
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Dark roads lie ahead of me as I cruise the flat farmlands of eastern Colorado and Kansas. It’s pretty late, and my only company is the twin headlights of the occasional truck traveling down along the opposite side of the median. The sleepy landscape makes my mind drift off into what might’ve been. Even though I joined the Marines and went off to war, it actually didn’t quite satisfy my appetite for adventure. When I was young, I had these nerd fantasies about being a character in a role-playing game.

I used to play Final Fantasy, The Legend of Zelda, and Dragon Warrior on my Nintendo, and it had a weird effect on me. I’d spend many days after school living in these alternate worlds. Maybe this was because I didn’t want to be who I was, or maybe I didn’t want to live in the world I was in.

I even created an entire game in my head: An alien race had come to Earth and nuked the place, and the survivors banded together in the ruins to overthrow the oppressive empire. Also, there were these super-intelligent entities on Earth who came from another planet that had been wiped out by the same alien race eons ago. Now these entities were responsible for giving our civilization the gifts of abstract thought, innovation, and justice for all. Before they came to Earth, we were just mindless animals surviving from one day to the next. So once the alien menace came to fuck us up, these entities were revived. Then they fused with the humans to rise from the ashes and take back the planet.

While in the sandbox, I continued to develop the plot, characters, and twists for this alternate world. For instance, my own brother would be one of the humans who had been enslaved by the alien race and turned into one of their skeletal warriors. Of course I kept this world of mine a secret, especially when the other guys were talking about pussy and football. It was just a place I could go to and get away from the bullshit.

Fuck, I’m definitely away from everything right now. What’ll happen when I finally make it to the East Coast? What might come up along the way? My truck should make it just fine, but what if I chicken out? Most of my Marine buddies are back in California, and I feel more lonely and confused the farther east I travel.

As night drags on, the roadside reflectors become the eyes of a coyote lurking in the shadows. Is he coming after me? I sure hope he takes me somewhere better or tells me something profound. If not, he needs to get the fuck out of my way. I’m on a mission.

I pull over at a small town in Kansas before the sun comes up. There’s a liquor store next to the front office of a Motel 6, and I pick up a couple 22-ouncers from a clerk who looks like he was taking a nap before I opened the door. Then I grab a room and sprawl out on the bed, thinking about what I can jerk off to as I flip on the tube. I thought this place would have some decent soft porn, but all I see is cable news.

On every channel there’s bad craziness from Iraq. Banner headlines scroll across the bottom of the screen: “3 US troops killed in Baghdad from sniper fire. Suicide bombing in Mosul with 19 civilians dead. 5 Marines KIA from IED in Ramadi.”

I quickly flip to other channels, but it’s the same shit: an Iraqi woman screaming while she holds her dead baby, Iraqi dudes in old-man dresses weeping into their hands, parents in America crying after hearing their sons have been killed. I’ve never seen the news talk about something positive over there.

Now I’m not saying everything in Iraq is peachy, but we once set up a diesel generator and brought a bunch of food and backpacks for the kids in this small village out in Anbar province. The kids were friendly and talkative. They ran up to our convoy, pawing at the doors to get the stuff, while the parents looked on from their houses with amusement that the Marines were bringing something besides heavy artillery. Do you think this made it onto the news? Fuck no.

So much for jerking off. I’ve got a long ride to Memphis tomorrow, so I turn everything off. As I lie there between consciousness and the death-like embrace of sleep, I listen for the incoming whistle of rockets.

I’m riding down a dusty road manning the M249 in the turret. The early evening just before sunset is good for traveling in the desert, since there tends to be less enemy activity. I see a glint of light up ahead, a coyote it looks like, one that’ll guide me over the ridge through the haze of sand and dust. The ridge then gives way to a beach, and there’s the girl standing with her back toward me. She turns around and smiles: “I’ve been waiting here for a while.” From underneath my body armor I pull out the sweat-stained picture to show her after all this time.

The girl vanishes as I see the wire running to a group of palm trees about forty meters to my left. I just make out the hadjis standing there with their camera pointed at the road as I swing the M249 around but before I can scream at the driver and open fire an explosion picks up the truck and I go flying.
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The path of the righteous leads into Memphis. I’ve never seen so many billboards proclaiming, “It’s Not a Choice, It’s a Baby.” Back in Arkansas, I even saw a guy dragging a cross along the freeway with a “Jesus Saves” cardboard sign hanging around his neck. I’m definitely in the Bible Belt. Now I’m not religious, but it seems best to keep an open mind as I travel through the heart of America.

I’m here to see Bill, another one of my guys in Iraq. There’s always a Bill or two in every unit, you know, that nice guy who’s serving his country because he thinks it’s his Christian duty. Bill had never seen an R-rated movie until he joined the Marines. I never saw him smoke, and I only saw him drink once at a bar in San Diego, and even then he was grimacing the whole time and looking around as though his mother would show up at any moment. And I only heard him drop the F-bomb once, and that was when a sniper took a potshot at us in some shithole village.

In Iraq, he regularly wrote letters to his family, and his mother (or “Momma” as we all called her) would send us a care package full of cookies, candy, and well-wishing cards at least three times a month. While the rest of us watched movies at the MWR facility and hooted whenever we saw some tits on the latest bootleg DVD we had bought for a dollar, Bill would go off on his own to talk with the Navy chaplain or read his Bible.

As I get off the freeway near Bill’s house, I realize I’m the only white person for at least a couple miles. The homes look nice, like where I grew up, except there are bars on the windows. My brother and I used to walk through neighborhoods that looked like this in Detroit, and we got a lot of stares, but I feel much more comfortable here. I have legitimate business now instead of trying to be some tough guy.

A couple young girls with pig tails and pink barrettes are out on a lawn as I hang a left into Bill’s neighborhood. They smile and wave at me nervously before heading back into their house. This seems to be the standard salutation in the South.

As I pull up to Bill’s house, he comes out and greets me with a grin: “Hey man, it’s really good to see you here in Memphis. Come in, come in.”

He holds open the screen door for me as I step into Jesus’ house. I can’t see any surface our Lord and Savior doesn’t grace. There’s even a framed needlepoint of the Messiah on the cross hanging above the TV.

“Hello, Mrs. Washington,” I greet Momma as she comes around the corner and gives me a big hug. I’ve always found the expression of emotion awkward and uncomfortable, but there’s something wholesome and reassuring about the gesture. Bill then shows me around the place:

“I’m just living here till I go off to college in the fall.”

“Well, after your time in Iraq, you’ll be ready for anything the world has to throw at you.”

“Check this out,” Bill points to a picture of him and his two brothers. “Matt’s the lawyer in Atlanta, while John’s the one finishing up med school.”

The framed photograph rests on the shelf of an oak cabinet and was taken at the kind of studio attached to a Walmart. Bill’s mother walks up behind us and admires the picture of her three boys, her mouth quivering slightly: Matt in a suit, John in his graduation gown, and Bill in his Dress Blues with all his medals. There’s no stronger bond in this world than that between a mother and her sons.

We then sit around the dinner table. Bill’s dad has just knocked off work, and he looks tired and in need of a stiff drink. Rather than clutching for the nearest beer can like my old man would, he dutifully bows his head to say grace before we begin the meal:

“Thank you, God, for this food on our plate. Thank you for keeping an eye on our troops while they’re in harm’s way serving in your name. Please grant our leaders the courage and capacity to look after our own while they wear the uniform. Amen.”

Bill’s dad looks at me with eyes worn down by the grind of existence. I turn to Bill and say, “Bill, you’re a good kid. I’m really sorry, man. Please forgive me.”

Bill and his dad both look toward Momma to interpret my plea. She grabs my hand and utters, “The Lord has forgiven you, and so has our family.”

She knows I had to make tough decisions as a sergeant in the Marine Corps. She knows I had to make sure the new guys didn’t run from their cover positions whenever we came under sniper fire. She knows all the times we were out on patrol and that I had to keep my eyes peeled for garbage-concealed IEDs. And she definitely knows the time mortars fell on us like the apocalypse and I had to scream “Hit the fuckin’ deck, Bill!” at her son as he ran around like a chicken with its head cut off.

Bill was like my baby brother in Iraq, and I did everything to make sure he was safe. I just fucked up once. As they say though, people only remember you for your last roll.

Bill seems happy with this revelation, and he shakes his head and chuckles: “Momma thinks I’m still a baby, you know.”

“That’s right, you’ll always be my baby boy,” Bill’s mom replies. “And every day you were over there, I thought about you all the time. You never left my heart. I just didn’t know if you were getting enough to eat, and I didn’t know if you were safe. But now you’re here with me. I know where you are. You were always my favorite, Bill. I love you, son.”

And with that we eat dinner in peace and total silence.

Bill’s dad sets me up in the guest room and suggests I go to church with them the next day. I’ve only been to church twice, and once was with my uncle, who was horrendously hungover. When I was a kid, I was more eager to play video games all Sunday morning rather than hear about fire and brimstone. Of course the Marines taught me how to endure the painfully dull and absurd. Thinking about sitting through three hours of Sexual Harassment Awareness Training with a bunch of other jarheads makes me realize that going to church this one time will be no big deal.

I tell Bill’s dad I’d be honored to go with them. I fall asleep dreamlessly beneath the wool blanket they brought out for me.

The next morning, once we arrive outside the church, I feel like a schmuck for not wearing decent clothes. Every man entering the place is wearing a tie, and every family is in duds that look like they’re heading to the opera. Bill’s dad jokingly assures me that because I’m the only white person here, it’s understood that I’m a “guest,” so I’d be fine no matter what I wore.

The tall but modest double doors, the spacious pews, and the face of the preacher all welcome me like I’m at a family reunion. I file in with Bill’s family and sit on the sturdy wood of a pew as the preacher begins his sermon. He talks about the corruption in today’s world and how man is killing his fellow man because of the perversion of our proud traditions. Then the choir starts singing, and their harmonious voices ring throughout the church.

I look up with weary eyes and feel the resonance in my heart. Gooseflesh creeps over my arms as I remember when life was easier, when life was happier. Everyone in the church is swaying to the singing, and the emotions hit me in waves as I drift away to a better place.

I appreciate Bill’s family trying to show me the way, but I’m not ready for this. Maybe I just need to keep looking for something tangible, something real, and pull my head out of the clouds. I still have a ways to go to get to the eastern seaboard. It’s best to keep moving.
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Icruise at five over the speed limit in a mad dash for the East Coast. Prying eyes gaze down on me, but never those of actual people. The shredded up truck tires discarded on the shoulder, the billboard advertising cheesy hash browns in three more exits at the Waffle House, the guardrail plastered with the number to call for a slip and fall accident: Appalachia watches me and judges me as I drive along going about my business.

I admit I’m a busybody at times. I can’t help but look at the gentleman passing by with the Confederate bumper sticker that reads “Heritage Not Hate,” or the old woman wearing a hat from the 19th century driving her Cadillac fifteen under the speed limit in the left lane. I love people. They’re so damn fascinating to me. But no one will look at me, engrossed as they are in their own shallow worlds. Are they interested in my story, or are they just making polite small talk?

I shift in my seat and realize I’m dozing off. Time to pull into one of those 24/7 truck stops that sell coffee, CB radios, maps for each contiguous state, and perhaps some raunchy fat-chick porn tucked away in the back. I get off the freeway at the foot of a mountain range worn round by the ravages of time, with trees and shrubs dotting the peaks in the distance. I pull up behind a guy pumping gas who looks like he’s spending his hard-earned retirement dollars on a road trip. Where’s he going?

I’ve accepted that I’ll never make it to the age when I’m drooling all over myself in an old folks’ home, but I sure would be content if I could live as long as that guy. He turns his head slowly toward me, and I notice he’s wearing the Screaming Eagle insignia for the 101st Airborne on his shiny Player’s Club jacket that belongs in a shady, smoke-filled lounge in Reno. He also has the POW-MIA logo prominently displayed over an outline of South Vietnam. He flashes a grin and looks like he wants to chat:

“You’re a Marine, right?”

“Yes, sir,” I reply. “I just got out.”

“Thanks for coming our way, son. We don’t see many young servicemen like you, but we’re sure glad when we do. That’s your truck, right? In my day, we drove gas-guzzling beasts like that ‘67 Mustang parked over there behind the garage. America was different back then. People were wearing their hair long and going on and on about peace and love and all that other bullshit.”

“I hear you.”

“Well, I think part of ‘em had their hearts in the right place, wanting to make sure none of us got hurt and such. But most of ‘em got sucked into that whole scene because it was the thing to do at the time. Sex, sloth, and greed are powerful motivators for young people, but the heart knows better. We just have to move things along so that we’re not all shitting in the woods but at the same time not killing each other over some petty squabble. That’s what it’s all about. I think some of you youngsters may understand that, but not too many these days, I’m afraid.”

“I admit I screwed up in the past, but I joined up after we were attacked. Didn’t I at least do that right? I mean, what more could America ask for?” I have to suppress a few tears like a wimp. This fellow veteran has called my whole existence into question.

“You’re doing just fine, son. You remind me of myself when I came back home from the shit in ‘nam. I needed others to pat me on the back like a dog needing attention from his master. Of course in those days people weren’t in much of a backslapping mood, so I just kept driving up, down, and around America’s freeways, looking for people like me.

“But all along, I guess I should’ve been looking for how it all works, and what our purpose is. Maybe that was what I was really looking for ever since I joined up. When America feels the need to put its young men onto the frontlines and stare death in the face, then you’d have to be a damn fool not to wonder what it all means.”

I have a vision of this insurgent we caught at the detonator-end of a command-wire IED. We spotted him while patrolling on foot in a nearby village, and he must’ve been waiting for our convoy to drive through for the day. One of our guys informed Lieutenant Lee, took aim, and popped him with a single round from his M4. Then L-T sent Mark, Bill, and me to make sure he was dead. Sure enough, he was down on the ground with blood oozing from his back and mixing with the sand, which for some reason reminded me of a milkshake you’d get at Dairy Queen. He had on a soccer jersey and fake Adidas sweatpants that a lot of Iraqi kids wear. He couldn’t have been older than 17 years old.

I didn’t feel bad for us killing him, nor did I freak out at the sight of a dead body. What bothered me, however, was that we didn’t think anything of it. I wondered whether he could’ve been my buddy had he gone to my high school in Toledo on a foreign exchange program or something. There was neither warrior-like triumph nor great tragedy in killing our fellow man on the battlefield. It was just a trivial curiosity bleeding slowly on the ground before our eyes.

“Yeah, I saw my share of shit too,” I reply.

“Well, I know you’ve been spending time with your old friends. That’s a good thing, since your family and your buddies are the only ones looking out for your best interests in this world. But you’ve got to get out there, see things you normally wouldn’t see, learn things that only life can teach you. I’ve been driving along here for years, and the revelations come at the strangest times. You just have to be patient, because nothing in this world that’s worthwhile comes easy. I’m sure you understand that.

“Well, I best be going on. It’s good seeing you. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again a little farther down the road.”

“Thank you, sir,” I say as I turn to lift the handle to pump 87 octane. I turn back but the man is suddenly gone.

Back on the road, I wind through the mountains, gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles. With windows down and music blasting, I fly carelessly toward whatever awaits me in the East. I pick up too much speed coasting down a hill while trying to pass some trucks, and a state trooper pulls out from below an overpass with sirens wailing.

Now cops are just regular guys, and everybody either gets scared by the uniform and appearance of authority, or acts like a smartass. But unless you just drank a 12-pack and puked all over the steering wheel, it’s pretty easy to talk your way out of these situations.

After pulling onto the shoulder, the police officer walks up slowly checking my plates with eyes hidden beneath his Smokey the Bear hat. He sees my left arm dangling over the truck door:

“Where’d you get that tattoo?”

“Camp Pendleton, sir.”

The officer gives me a slow nod of approval before continuing:

“Really? My son’s downrange right now.”

“Where at?”

“Diyala province with a Stryker brigade. I just hope he comes back in one piece.”

“Yeah, I hope so too. They’ve seen a lot of action lately.”

The cop nods with lowered eyes.

“How far is it to Washington D.C.?” I ask.

“Why do you want to go there, son? It might not be what you’re expecting. You’ve got at least another six hours of driving.”

“Well, I don’t expect much these days.”

“Is this about a girl?”

“How’d you know?”

“It usually is, son. Alright now, slow it down a bit when you coast downhill.”

“Yes, sir.”

I let the trooper start up his cruiser and drive around me down the road. I put on my blinker and head into the unknown that awaits me in D.C.
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Chapter 9 - D.C.
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Know the quickest way to the heart of Washington D.C.? I sure don’t. The following afternoon I’m tangled up in rush hour in the neighboring Virginia suburbs. Everyone is talking on their cell phones while changing lanes without using their blinkers. Who the fuck is everybody talking to? Perhaps their boyfriends about where they’re going to meet up for drinks? Perhaps how stressful it is to drive while changing out of their pantsuits and into their evening dresses that show off their tits and asses?

Amid the miles of chain stores and sprawl branching out from the freeway, I pull off somewhere near the Pentagon to get dinner before the sun goes down.

I park my truck in a colossal parking structure next to a Gap. Outside I see throngs of teenyboppers sitting at white tables in front of a Johnny Rockets as they text message their BFFs with awe and amusement. The highlight of their existence will undoubtedly be when their panties get balled up on the floor of the prom king’s car.

The P.J. Shenanigans that juts out from the mall seems like a decent place to grab some grub and a brew. I take a seat at the bar and rest my aching feet on the brass rail below. My back is killing me from all this driving, and I need some booze to ease the pain.

“Can I get a Budweiser, please?” I mumble to the bartender who’s wearing her name tag slightly crooked above her left breast. My military training has made me notice stupid shit like a name tag not being parallel to the deck, when I should be focusing on her high tits and pretty face.

She clunks my beer down just out of arm’s reach without saying a word. “Thanks,” I mumble as I clutch for the pint glass.

A guy in his late 20s, who’s wearing a suit with his top shirt button undone and tie loosened, is chattering on his BlackBerry as he watches a baseball game on the flatscreen TV:

“So are you guys coming down?… Oh, great! We’ll have some time to catch up. Are you bringing Cara?… Terrific! I bet she’ll be looking good.…”

The same bartender I was checking out brings him a drink without hesitation as he throws down a credit card with a soft thwack on the ceramic counter.

A gaggle of college girls sitting at a table below a dartboard are all giggling around a digital camera while a douchebag sporting a fauxhawk and pre-ripped designer jeans is trying to get in on their circle. Another group of 30-somethings is out back on the patio smoking cigars that look like big turds and joking about the “idiots in Marketing” who can’t figure out how to use Powerpoint or some shit. The guy next to me, who’s still yakking on the phone, waves to his buddies who’ve just shown up. They all gather around the bar, crowding me so that I have to push my pint of Bud off to the left. These assholes all have that preppy Zack Morris look and their arms around their girlfriends like they’re protecting their own property. Of course the chicks are total babes.

I have no tolerance for this fucking bullshit anymore. These people are assholes. I know it’s wrong to be judgmental, but I just don’t understand how people can live so carelessly here when there’s so much crap going on in the world.

“Hey, hey, Joe. Who’s this guy over here?”

This guy seems as wasted as a frat boy and it’s not even completely dark outside yet. He gestures over to me with a goofy grin as I slowly look up from staring at the bubbles in my beer.

“I don’t know, bro! Hey guy, what’s your name?” the drunken ass blurts out as he pokes me on the shoulder.

I look at him with sunken, somber eyes: “I’m just passing through, man. I’m not looking for any trouble.”

“No, no, bro, neither are we. Are you military? You sure look like it.”

“I was, but it’s been a while.”

“Wait, were you in Iraq?” one of the girls asks as she puts her soft hand on my arm. “Is that what your tattoo means?”

I look down at the Grim Reaper emblazoned on the inside of my left arm with “USMC” stenciled above the wrist and realize just how foreign it must look to these people. I got the tat after my first tour in Iraq with a bunch of guys from my platoon at a parlor in Carlsbad. We made fun of each other while the buzzing needle inked our flesh for what seemed like forever. We also had the bright idea that drinking would help ease the pain, but it only made the bleeding worse as the guy had to keep wiping up our thinned blood. He told me my tat was going to look “really badass” as he colored in the Reaper’s robe in a circular motion that hurt like hell.

At the time, I thought I had to get this tat to prove I was part of something. I didn’t have a lot of money or a nice car to impress people, but I was in the Marines with time in Iraq under my belt. And I still think to this day that there’s something to be said for that.

But now, I’m sitting here trying to justify my symbol of honor to a bunch of assholes at some bar in the D.C. suburbs. What’s this, an interrogation? No matter what I say, they’ll just think I’m some crazed vet who’s going to shoot up the place. Going from the military, where everyone understands you, to being just another yahoo out in the real world is a real bummer.

I look down at the coaster in a moment of self-consciousness and let everything fade around me as I drift off to a dark place far away.

I wake up on the grass outside the Vietnam Memorial. The sun rises over the length of the wall, illuminating the names inscribed for eternity, and I can spot the Lincoln Memorial nearby. It’s a bit chilly, but surprisingly, I’m not cold from spending the night outside. It’s as if the timelessness of this area has kept me alive, and for that I’m grateful. I don’t belong here, however, so it’s best to keep moving.

I’m destined to see the girl, the girl on that sandy shore who’ll tell me everything is going to be alright in this otherwise shitty world.
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Chapter 10 - The Collapse
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Has America gone the way of the Roman Empire? Has it collapsed upon itself like a falling house of cards because of its self-defeating bullshit? Haven’t we figured it out after more than two hundred years? Why can’t I go to a bar without getting the third degree from Scooter and his “bros”? And why do the women look at me as though who I am is a big shame?

I once saw a picture in my high school history book of a parade in New York City after we whooped the Nazis’ asses in WWII, and a sailor in his whites was kissing this gorgeous woman. It was a timeless moment in a different time for America. We’re not asking for a ticker-tape parade, and we’re not even asking for a handshake. But how about a little respect and acknowledgment for a job well done?

Was it wrong to ship out halfway across the world to serve your bidding? We did it believing we could come back home to America where everything would be perfect. No matter how shitty the patrol, we knew it’d be one less of them you had to do.

But in reality, we came back after serving our time only to find it’s all one big fucking joke to everybody else. People care more about who got voted off American Idol or where they’re going to find their favorite spinach dip now that their Trader Joe’s has closed. I just can’t deal with this shit anymore.

As I cruise up the New Jersey turnpike, change attendants asking me for money at least every ten miles, I hope NYC will bring some much needed closure. It’s the biggest and most important city in our country, right? The place where it all went down on 9/11. Maybe I can finally get some answers. The girl will explain to me why everything is so fucked up in America, a place where nobody even has a purpose anymore. She’ll have the answers for me.
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Chapter 11 - NYC
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The void in the otherwise majestic skyline marks the site of the worst terrorist attack in history. Outside the bustling of Wall Street, where men in suits with smartphones attached to their ears shape our world, onlookers peer into the site for the future WTC Memorial. They seem taken aback that construction is so damn slow. I have no idea what the politics are behind building codes and zoning regulations, but rebuilding something at Ground Zero seems to be taking forever.

After all these years, the area is still walled off like a concentration camp. Maybe it’s better this way, seeing as how we’ve been unable to deal with our 21st century reality of war. The vacant block represents the vacuous thinking that has led our nation astray. The firefighters’ memorial, however, is well done. The bronze men have a look of determination as they struggle to save those two great buildings, their faces to be remembered forever.

Before I go meet the girl, I have to catch up with Lieutenant Lee. Now I’m not the kind of jackass who hangs out with officers and goes golfing with them on weekends, but he was adamant about seeing me if I should swing by The City. He told me to meet him at this church right in the middle of Manhattan. As I approach the historic landmark, it seems out of place amid the echelons of modern buildings on the downtown blocks. I climb the steps and push open the door.

As I walk in, the pews are packed with people dressed in black with their heads bowed down. The stained glass windows near the ceiling let through a hue of light that terrifies me.

What the fuck is going on? Why did L-T want me to meet him at a funeral?

I recognize the huge, framed, black-and-white picture of the lieutenant in his gear. There’s a wreath of flowers enclosing his boyish yet grizzled face that has been ground down by that familiar Iraqi sand. His dusty boots with the dog tags in the laces are on display as well. I spot his wife off to the side, whom I once met at a Marine Corps ball we had near Twentynine Palms. Wearing a black veil, she sobs uncontrollably.

I don’t feel out of place in this solemn setting, since I realize no one notices me. I walk down the aisle and peek into the casket, still not sure what to expect.

And there lies L-T. The mortician did a good job stitching up his face for this open-casket funeral. It looks like he caught a barrage of shrapnel in his skull, but his eyes rest peacefully closed. He’s wearing his Dress Blues, and I put my hand on the medals over his heart.

“You realize the girl’s an aberration, right sergeant?”

I turn around and Lieutenant Lee is standing there in his familiar wraparound shades with Charles, Mark, and Bill.

I fumble for words: “What do you mean, sir?”

“You made her up in your mind during the midpoint drag of our deployment. I totally understand, of course. We all need hope and something to hang onto, or else the pain would be completely unbearable. That picture was actually from the back page of a magazine your mother had sent you. Gonzalez told everyone not to say anything about it or else he’d start kicking asses. But other than that, you are an outstanding Marine.”

I look at the four of them as the specter of guilt suddenly creeps into my heart and pounds my entire being: “I’m so sorry I got us all killed in Ramadi.” Tears well up in my eyes and drop to the floor in a puddle.

Charles sighs and looks to the side: “Don’t even worry about it, man. Iraq’s a lousy place, and shit happens. There was nothing you could’ve done. It was our time to go anyway.” Mark and Bill nod in agreement.

“Are you coming with us?” the lieutenant asks.

“I don’t think I’m ready yet. If it’s alright, I think I’ll go on here for a while.”

“No problem. Good luck, sergeant.”

After shaking my buddies’ hands and saying goodbye, I walk out of the church and into the crowd on the street. I start up my truck as I think of all the places I still have to go.

See you out there, and by the way, my name is Frank.

THE END


Author’s Notes


I came up with the idea for this novella when I saw a Marine looking down as he smoked in a plywood shack at Ali Al Salem Air Base, Kuwait, back in June 2007. This base is a logistics hub for military and civilian personnel traveling into and out of Iraq and Afghanistan. A lot of people and a lot of stories come through this purgatory in the desert. Everyone talks to each other in this environment, since there’s nothing to do but wait for your trip into the combat zone or flight back home. And then I thought about how many I’ve seen go through this hub but never make it back.

I actually wrote this story in 2008 just before I finished my time as a lieutenant in the Navy. A year earlier I was a staff weenie in the International Zone under the Individual Augmentee program. It was a good experience for me, and I was fortunate enough to come away from the sandbox with all my fingers and toes. I have tremendous respect for the troops who’re patrolling outside the wire day in day out. It’s a very stressful environment where something bad and unexpected can happen 24/7.

When I got back from Iraq, like most veterans, I was disappointed that no one seemed to care about the young men and women who never came home. We’re creating a separate class of servicemen in America where the concept of civic duty is now a joke. I hope our politicians will think more rationally before sending off a small percentage of Americans to fight a long-term war on the entire nation‘s behalf.

The reason I took so long to publish this novella is because I wrote it just for myself and a few friends. They gave me nice feedback, but it didn’t blow them away. Then, however, came the self-publishing revolution of 2011, and my wife was pregnant with our daughter. Seeing how a few extra bucks (or baht in my case) could go a long way, I decided to throw my hat into the ring.

I dug up the manuscript on my computer and re-read it. The grammar was awful, the dialogue was stilted, and the story didn’t make sense. Using the powers of editing, both mine and my brother’s, we polished the manuscript into the version before you today.

I hope you enjoyed it, and I look forward to writing more. My baby needs a new pair of everything! Thank you so much for reading.
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Five hundred years after mankind was nearly destroyed by The Plague, a controlled society known as the Precinct continues the evolution of the human race. The Wardens select all children for their lifelong occupation at age 5 and the Administrators teach them for 15 years their duties and responsibilities to Society.

Alan7347F is a 17-year old Student classified to be a Machine Operator, but he spends his days wondering about the demise of his Ancestors’ civilization. One night, a rogue citizen, the Vagabond, creates a simulation that allows Alan and his classmates to travel back in time to experience firsthand the chain of events that nearly destroyed humanity. However, as the simulation unfolds, it becomes unclear what its true purpose is.

The Sentinel in Sector 5 is a 30,000-word sci-fi novella about the burning questions lingering in a young man's heart amid a restricted society. Like a cross between The Hunger Games and Brave New World, The Sentinel in Sector 5 is sure to keep you entertained while making you think about where our civilization is headed.
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A young veteran of the Iraq war drives across America while struggling to find his place in the country he just defended. Confronted with complacent attitudes and narrow minds, he realizes his fellow citizens don’t even understand America is at war, let alone respect his sacrifice. At least he has his fellow Marines from his second tour of duty, along with a mysterious girl who is waiting for him on the East Coast. Or so he thinks. Travel with this veteran through the barren desert of California all the way to New York City as he learns about modern America, as well as himself.

America Goes On is a 15,000-word novella about the 21st century reality of war in America.
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