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Chapter One: Marines on a Mission

	 

	 

	Ocean City, MD, 9 October 2004, 1930 Hours

	 

	“Love to hear me some tunes. Do me a favor, bro. Should be a CD right under your seat. Mind passin’ it over here?” Ritchie reached under the passenger seat of the black 1996 Barrington Opulence Signature Series luxury sedan and pulled out a jewel case. He was getting ready to hand it to Danny when he stopped and examined Danny’s handwritten track listings. It was a custom music CD that he had burned and titled Danny’s Romantic Interlude.

	“Damn, dude!” Ritchie said, “You have got to be shittin’ me. Every fuckin’ song on this CD is about love and getting in touch with your feelings and all that bullshit. In other words, a CD full of... chick songs. Jesus H. Christ! Are you sure you’re still straight?” Waving the CD in front of Danny’s face, Ritchie continued his merciless assault. “This shit right here, dude—this is why you’re a fuckin’ twenty-three-year-old virgin, and probably the only one in the entire fuckin’ Marine Corps!” Ritchie cracked up at his display of ball-busting.

	Danny tried to defend himself, “Give it here, asshole. I like songs about love. I don’t care what you think, and for your information, the reason I’m still a virgin is because I believe in romance and I’m shy around women. I had been looking for something special, something more than just casual sex. You got a problem with that, Private First Class Antonelli?” Ritchie’s schtick was wearing thin on him.

	“Oh, so you’re pullin’ the fuckin’ rank card on me now, huh, Corporal Shaunessey? Mother Green gives you those two chevrons over those crossed rifles, and suddenly you got a hard-on for power and an air of superiority over us E-2 Neanderthals. Nonetheless, I’ll overlook that for now so as not to lose focus on the mission at hand—we got ninety-six hours to get you laid. That’s entirely doable so long as you don’t get hung up on emotions and shit like that. Highly motivated Marines can do anything they set their minds to. Hell, the Corps raised Old Glory over Iwo Jima, so it sure as fuck can help you score one lousy piece of ass. Shit, boy, when we get to the club, we’re gonna get you hooked up and then I’m gonna go find me a Big Booty Judy who can clap it, or a Yummy Mummy, maybe both. Trust me, when these chicks find out we’re headed overseas, we’re bound to at least get some pity pussy. And I, for one, ain’t above accepting pity pussy. Fuckin’-A!” Ritchie grinned a shit-eating grin, lit up a Wellington cigarillo, and sank back in his seat.

	They were on a four-day liberty from the Marine Barracks, Eighth and I, Washington, DC, so they decided a minivacation in Ocean City, Maryland, was their best bet since regulations limited how far they could travel. After that, they were being deployed to Iraq. The war. Or as it was called In Country, The Show. Danny was determined to lose his virginity prior to the deployment so he’d enlisted Richie’s counsel to help him get laid. He had struggled with this issue for some time now, but deployment to a war zone added a sense of urgency. After all, who wanted to get their balls blown off by an IED before ever having a chance to put them to use?

	Plus, he was tired of all the ribbing and ball-busting. He was tired of being called by his boot camp nickname—Puppy, given to him by his Senior Drill Instructor because of his innocence and naivete. And, frankly, he was also tired of being horny as hell twenty-four-seven. Decked out in his dress blues, he was the Son of America, the stuff Marine recruiting posters were made of―six-feet-four-inches tall, one-hundred-ninety pounds of muscle, light blond hair, beautiful smile, tanned, and very dark-blue eyes.

	Ritchie was still feeling his oats. “Yo, check it out—in honor of our impending deployment and the popping of your cherry, I made up this running cadence for you. You have your very own personal cadence, bro. I laid in my rack last night and spit out this rhyme.” Ritchie channeled his best cadence-calling voice.

	“If I Die In A Combat Zone (If I Die In A Combat Zone)

	Box Me Up And Ship Me Home (Box Me Up And Ship Me Home)

	Tell My Momma I Went First Class (Tell My Momma I Went First Class)

	Before I Died I Got a Piece of Ass (Before I Died I Got a Piece of Ass)

	A Gimme Me Some! (A Gimme Me Some!)

	A Piece of Ass! (A Piece of Ass!)

	My First And Last! (My First And Last!)”

	“How long did it take you to come up with that, Rich?”

	“About three hours, while I was watching Reverend Love’s Preach-A-Thon.”

	“It’s beautiful, man. Fuckin’ beautiful. It made me laugh. It made me cry. You should be the Poet Laureate of the United States Marine Corps.” Danny shook his head in disgust.

	“You know, Danny, you should watch Reverend Love, too. That motherfucker can preach up a storm. Watchin’ him on television counts as goin’ to church. That means that I can sin to my heart’s content tonight. I’m covered.”

	Danny suddenly remembered an important talking point that hadn’t been broached yet. “What’d you think of wrestling this week?”

	Ritchie became animated. He laughed and clapped his hands. “You see Pig Pen Pete dump that big bucket of shit from his outhouse on The Trailer Park Warlord’s head? There’s gonna be some hell to pay for that at The Crucible pay-per-view.”

	They were bound for Seacrets, a popular club on Forty-ninth Street. As far as Ritchie was concerned, it was Danny’s best chance of getting some easy and casual poontang. Well, it was his best chance short of visiting The Block in Baltimore. The Barrington cut across the Ocean City Expressway to the sounds of boyband music from the custom CD. As they turned into the nightclub parking lot, Danny could hear the club music pulsing. He was already starting to have some doubts. He wasn’t into nightclubs.

	“You sure this is a decent place, Ritchie?”

	With an indignant tone, Ritchie countered, “Dude, the women here are fuckin’ beautiful and classy as shit. I did my research. C’mon bro, have some faith in old Ritchie’s judgement.”

	“Said the man who joined the Marines because he got expelled from college for organizing panty raids.” Danny couldn’t resist the opportunity to turn the tables.

	“Panty raid—I’m not comfortable with that term. Makes it sound all creepy and such. The politically correct phrase is lingerie procurement expedition.” This gave Ritchie a fit of the giggles. He loved laughing at his own jokes, almost as much as he loved cavorting with skanks. Almost.

	The two Marines got out of the big, gaudy Barrington and noticed there was some commotion near the club entrance. As they got closer they could see that a hooligan had a stray kitten cornered and was picking him up by the ears and tail. The black kitten was no more than two months old and was shaking with fear and wailing in distress. There was a large crowd gathered but no one was confronting the thug. Nobody wanted to get involved.

	Danny immediately initiated the Marine Corps battle philosophy—aggressively press the offensive. Richie stood by at the ready for backup.

	“Leave the kitten alone, asshole,” Danny commanded.

	“Says who?”

	“Says the US Marines.”

	“Shove off, John Wayne. You don’t wanna fuck with me. I got my education at the University of Maryland, the University of Maryland State Penitentiary, that is.”

	Danny, without missing a beat, launched into his best mock impersonation of The Duke. “Well, Pilgrim, I got my education at the University of Parris Island and from where I’m standing that makes me tougher than you, tough guy.”

	The goon swung on Danny. He ducked and delivered a powerful left hand to the gut, just as he had been taught in boot camp. The punk doubled over and was left gasping for breath, the wind knocked out of him.

	Danny grabbed the kitten, stood over the downed street tough and said, “That was just a little love tap, motherfucker! Next time you do something like that I will rip off your head and piss down your neck! Get up off the deck. And for Christ’s sake pull up your fuckin’ pants because you look ridiculous wearin’ them down past your ass. If you start lookin’ like a man, maybe one day you’ll act like one. Now go home and do what you do best—jack off to online porn in your apartment in mommy and daddy’s basement. If you gonna come at ‘Bama and the Marines, you best bring your A game, son. Roll Tide and Semper Fi.”

	After regaining his wind, the hood quickly disappeared into the night, leaving Danny with the kitten. The crowd began to cheer and applaud wildly. “Give ‘em hell, Marine!”

	As he stood there holding the tiny, precious life, he heard a voice from behind him say, “That was gallant. Truly gallant. I walked up on it just as you got there. I was going to kick him in the balls. I hate people who fuck with animals.”

	Danny turned and saw her. She was gorgeous in a girl next door kind of way. In fact, she was a dead ringer for a young Nancy McKeon. She was petite, about five-feet-four-inches tall, one-hundred-twenty pounds, he guessed. Her black hair was pulled back in a pony tail and her smoky doe eyes were fiery but soulful. Though it was a bit difficult to tell because she was wearing a baggy Baltimore Ravens sweatshirt, it looked like she had a big pair of breasts. In terms of female anatomy, that was his go-to. He was a dedicated boob man and made no apologies for it. The fact that he had never so much as even touched one only added to their mystique. A pair of faded blue jeans showed off a nice bubble butt, too. Outstanding.

	“Thanks. I agree. Anyone who abuses an animal is a piece of shit. But now I have a real problem. I’ve got this kitten and I can’t keep him, but he sure can’t go back out on the street.”

	“Well, it just so happens that I’m a vet tech. I would be happy to take him. We can keep him at our clinic and get him vaccinated and neutered. When he’s ready, we can find a wonderful adopter for him. By the way, I’m Beth. Beth Kelly.”

	“Danny Shaunessey. I’d like to do something to thank you for helping like this.”

	“Well, actually, I’d like to get this little guy home but I’m kind of here with a girlfriend who drove, and she won’t be ready to leave for a while. Any chance you could take me home? I’m only about five minutes from here. Normally I wouldn’t get into a car with someone I just met but I figure a Marine who just kicked someone’s ass for abusing a helpless kitten is pretty trustworthy.”

	“Yeah, sure. I could do that. I just gotta tell my buddy. Can you please hold the kitten while I go inside?”

	Beth gently took the kitten in her arms and held it against her bosom. As Danny walked into the club he couldn’t help but wish that it was his face that was buried in her breasts.

	Ritchie was already seated at a booth with three hussies and a bottle of Thunderbird that he’d smuggled in. He was regaling them with a tale of how he single-handedly wasted a dozen Al-Qaeda fighters in one firefight.

	Danny pulled him away from his adoring fans long enough to advise him that he was going to take Beth home.

	Ritchie gushed, “Out-fucking-standing! She’s hot! I sized her up. Looks like fuckin’ Jo Polniaczek. I wouldn’t kick her out of bed for eatin’ crackers. Now listen up—you’re on the goddamned one-yard line here. You just need to cross the goal line. Do not fuck this up, boy. This is a hit-n-run raid. No emotions, no feelings. None of that bullshit. And don’t worry about old Ritchie. It looks like I ain’t gonna be needin’ a ride back to the hotel tonight anyways... if you get my drift.”

	Danny could only shake his head as he walked away. He loved Ritchie like a brother—would lay down his life for him—but he was beginning to question his decision to get him involved in this endeavor. Desperate people do desperate things. Ritchie was good with women in the sense that he was a good talker and a lot worldlier than Danny. He had a lot of experience, but maybe it was the wrong kind of experience. The fact was, at least as it pertained to matters of the heart, Danny was about as far removed from the Ritchie Worldview as one could get.

	The kitten was sound asleep in Beth’s arms as they walked to Danny’s vehicle.

	“My car is right over here. The black Barrington.”

	The vehicle looked like a tank with whitewall tires. There was a crimson bumper sticker affixed to the rear bumper which displayed the University of Alabama logo with two words in white lettering—Roll Tide. The car also had large Crimson Tide car magnets on each of the four doors and matching car flags stretching up from the driver’s side window and each of the passenger’s windows.

	“This is really your car?” she asked.

	“Yeah. She’s a real land yacht, ain’t she? Like riding on a magic carpet.”

	“It’s um... it’s definitely not the kind of vehicle I would have pictured you in. I kind of saw you in a pickup truck. You know, maybe a four-wheel drive pickup truck, something like that.”

	“The salesman said that this gave me the most car for my money.”

	“Well, it certainly is a lot of car. You really don’t see too many people under the age of sixty in these things though. I mean, not unless you’re a mobster or a pimp. I like it though. You dare to be different.”

	She added, “I see you’re also just a little bit of a fan of University of Alabama football.”

	“God, mammy, don’t get me started ‘bout Alabamy. Paul Bear Bryant, okay? Greatest coach in college football history, okay? In twenty-five years at Alabama, he won seven-hundred and eighty-nine National Championships. He walked on the Moon ten years before Neil Armstrong. He was the first man to climb Mount Everest, and he wrote the Declaration of Independence. He discovered fire and electricity, too. I’m just tellin’ ya stuff that’s common knowledge. He’s the one who let the dogs out. Tsunamis? Shoot, they ain’t nothin’ more than Bear Bryant jumpin’ off his fishin’ boat to take a dip in the ocean. He invented the internet and toilet paper, too. Hell, Bear Bryant once passed gas while sitting in a ditch and, behold, The Grand Canyon was born. Woo, hallelujah, Roll Tide! High five.” He raised his hand.

	Between guffaws, she high-fived him with her free hand, telling him, “You know, it’s really amazing that none of those achievements were documented in any of the history books.”

	Without hesitation, he came back with, “Conspiracy. Those history books are all written by Auburn fans.”

	She laughed. “Is there a cover charge for this show?”

	“No, I’ll be here all week. Just remember to tip your waitress.”

	When they got to the car, Danny ran over to the passenger’s side and opened the door for her. “Here you go, ma’am.”

	“Hey, you’re making me feel old. I’m only twenty-five. I’m not a ma’am, yet.”

	“Sorry. Force of habit. In the Marines, every civilian is either a ma’am or a sir.”

	Playfully, she said, “I’ll forgive you... this time.” Then added, “It was very sweet of you to open the door for me. Nobody does that stuff anymore and the world is lesser for it. Civilization has lost its civility and it’s a damn shame. I think those old-fashioned values are incredibly sexy—politeness, decency, honor, fidelity. That stuff works for me. Big time.” She looked up at him and smiled as she got into the Barrington’s roomy cabin.

	When she went to sit down, she had to move several issues of a supermarket tabloid called Tattle Tales. They bore subscription labels addressed to Danny. The issue on top of the pile had a headline that proclaimed, Revealed! NASA’s Secret Plan to Put Ass-tronauts on Mars Using Flatulence Powered Rockets! Then, she glanced at the center console and saw, still in its wrapper, Gus Gasser’s Self-Inflating Whoopee Cushion. The advertising on the packaging guaranteed that the product could withstand up to four hundred pounds of vertical pressure and would produce sounds that would offend, embarrass, and shock. She snickered.

	“Whatchu laughing about?” he asked.

	She waved him off. “Nothing. Nothing.” But she kept giggling for several seconds.

	The kitten woke up when the car started moving and immediately began exploring the vehicle’s interior. That was good. Having so much energy was a good indicator that he was healthy and none the worse for his ordeal. He climbed into the back seat and started clawing something. She turned around and found that he was digging into and chewing on a DVD case. She grabbed it from him and looked at the cover. After briefly studying it, she said, “I see you like war movies.” She then read the title and the description on the box out loud. “‘Saving Ryan’s Privates. The story of a beautiful and brave team of Amazonian commandoes who embark on a perilous mission to save one man from his own horniness.’”

	Danny remembered that it was smut rented by Ritchie weeks ago and never returned. Aw shit, now she’s going to think I’m a Porn Guy. It’s bad enough being outed as a Porn Guy when you really are one, but it totally sucks to be wrongly accused. Fuckin’ Antonelli! He had to do something quickly to defuse the situation. Comedy had always worked for him as a diversion. He broke into his Austin Powers impression. “I haven’t the foggiest how that got there. But I can assure you, baby, that type of thing ain’t my bag.”

	Beth laughed. “The Swedish penis enlarger scene from the first Austin Powers movie, right? That was pretty good. You’re not only cute but funny in a very sweet way. Alabama must be the land of sweethearts.”

	“Thanks. But seriously—that movie isn’t mine. My buddy, Ritchie, he’s twenty-one but still kind of immature. Always broke because he spends all his money on porn, strip clubs, and the phone sex hotline. He must have forgot he left
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