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This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents either are products of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual events or locations or persons, living or dead or undead, is
entirely coincidental.

 


Thank you for downloading
this free ebook. Although this is a free book, it remains the
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 Chapter 1- John McCourtney

 


John McCourtney was a good man. He was a
hardworking man, a mason by trade, and gave his whole life for his
family. At twenty-three, this son of an Irishmen took a trip with
friends from his dreary home in West London and made up his mind to
stay in Southern California. The sun, the fresh air, and the new
start kept him. He stayed to live the dream, and so he lived. Soon,
his dreams moved on to dream of things themselves.

John became involved in construction as soon
as he finished school at the age of sixteen. With an aching desire
to do more and see the world, he worked as an apprentice around
London, and traveled to Germany for work. Forming things with his
hands gave John a particular satisfaction he found nowhere else.
Though he was adept in many things, the ability to create what one
saw in their minds eye, captured him. While he would never consider
himself an “artist”, John could merge stone and mortar to bring
forth their natural magnificence, while still getting his hands
dirty and remaining true to his serious, masculine nature.

In Southern California, in the late 70’s,
John worked odd jobs and got his green card. Due to his imposing
size, a powerfully built six-foot-two, John found extra work as a
bouncer in nightclubs around Los Angeles. Continuing in
construction, John obtained his contractor license and decided to
start his own masonry company with a friend from New Zealand. The
two enjoyed the Southern California life, focusing on the design
and building swimming pools. In between the beers, the days in the
ocean tide, and the occasional brawls in crowded fast-food
restaurants, John made memories that would forever bring roaring
laughter to his belly. These were some of the best years of his
life.

In the summer of ’81 he met Mae. The story
of their meeting was well known to their children, with the
underlying message that sometimes, when something is meant to be,
persistence will pay off. You just have to want it bad enough.

Mae was a good girl, and John, with his
rough exterior but gentle heart, were soon inseparable. He quickly
became close with Mae’s family and began to attend church with Mae.
They married two years later and life began to pick up speed. Like
a series of snapshots, the life he worked so hard for unfolded.

They bought a home in a quiet, featureless
neighborhood in the Los Angles. The single-story houses that line
the street are all off-white with light brown roofs. Power lines
and palm trees poke up into a constant cloudless sky. On the
parched lawn, the young couple stands, blissful in the beginning of
their lives together.

They start a family. John finally feels at
home. He now belongs, no longer simply existing, but living in a
new country, his country. Christopher is born in the spring of ’85,
and nothing has made him happier. The big man with rough hands and
soccer shorts holds his son on the couch. It’s a Saturday, and
Liverpool is giving Manchester United a good run. He breathes deep,
enjoying days like these.

Chris is still in diapers when his sister
arrives. The golden-haired toddler peaks at the wrapped bundle
lowered to him by his kneeling mother. Watching Chris look upon the
face of little Elizabeth makes his heart swell. John now knows his
little family is complete.

The expected departure of John’s business
partner leads to the tough decision to move away from the lucrative
business opportunities in the big city. In order to be closer to
Mae’s parents, the McCourtney’s make the move to the Gold Country
of Northern California. Rebuilding and replanting.

Life continues as the children grow. John
becomes more interested in politics and current events. A strong
urge to be informed on the issues and policy-makers that will
affect him and his family overtakes John. This naturally led to his
development of strong opinions and an attitude that cannot be
described as anything less than patriotic. With this, John begian
the long process of gaining his citizenship.

Standing amidst a full auditorium in
Sacramento, nearly fifteen years after coming to America, John
holds up his right hand and swears. He can now proudly say, in his
already half departed British accent, that he is an American. This
is a great day for him, and an experience he draws from in his
future political arguments on the topic of immigration. Many of
John’s political arguments, of which he unabashedly shares, are
channeled from his unique experience of going about doing things
‘the right way.’

John’s business starts to transform. He
began to experiment with more complex and advanced designs in his
masonry. He persevered, making a substantial living for his family,
and becomes renowned for his high-end work that is sought after by
wealthy clients all across the Sacramento area. An unintentional
key to John’s success was John himself. He ran his small crew in a
fair way that inspired loyalty. Every job John worked on, he
refused to cut corners. This business ethic and his magnetic
‘British working-man’ personality gained him guaranteed work
stemming from the word-of-mouth of his affluent clients.

The relocation and boom were good to him. He
was able to build his dream home and send both his children to a
private religious school. He provided so that Mae could enjoy her
children, working as a secretary at their school. They had fine
cars and even a late model ski boat. The family lacked nothing in
love or lifestyle. Chris graduated high school and worked at a
degree while becoming a distinguished banker. Liz also finished
school, and went off to college in the middle of the country. John
missed his little girl terribly, and even when the economy entered
a recession, he still provided her with everything she needed.

When the recession hit, money was slow to be
handed out for luxurious projects. The bright years of youth became
overcast. With the children both out of the house, John’s life
changed. An ominous wind was in the air. Though he felt generally
secure and able to deal with the rough patch, uncertainty felt
close at hand.

But, this story is not solely about John.
This story is about his son, Chris McCourtney, and his two best
friends, Donny Bryte and Jake Gates. This story is of their
journey.

 



 Chapter 2- The Camping Trip


All four windows of the pickup were down as
it sped up Highway 1 on a bright summer night. The heater was on
full blast and the stereo’s volume joined in harmony. Chris slid
the four-door truck around the winding curves of the two-lane
coastal highway with reflexive skill. The words to Ludo’s “Lake
Pontchartrain” were being sung at the top of the trio’s lungs, in
an attempt to overcome the roaring wind and the blaring music.
Jake, in the passenger seat, occasionally reached over to drum on
Chris, keeping time with percussive points in the song. Chris
tilted and stretched his head to the center of the vehicle singing
along with the high notes. Donny, who was not as familiar with the
song, sat in the middle of the back seat, grinning and drumming
along. This was the only way to listen to good music on a road trip
up north on a cool summer night.

The song ended and Donny reached up and
tapped Chris. “How much further you think?”

“We are almost to Fort Ross, so it shouldn’t
be much further. Ten minutes?” he said.

“Hey, pull over when you see a spot,” Jake
said. “I gotta take a piss.”

The roar of deceleration on gravel signaled
Chris had found the requested turnout. All three climbed out, their
surroundings temporarily black as their eyes adjusted to the lack
of non-ambient light. Chris tucked a chair deeper into the
gear-packed bed on his way over to the nominated bathroom area. The
wind was at their backs, sweeping down from the mountains, out to
the vast sea below. Jake warned the other two about their position
near the drop off point of the sea cliff. Down below, the moonlight
reflected off the white water created by the ocean crashing against
the rock outcroppings. After they were done, they all stood still
and looked around.

“The stars are so bright out here. You can
see the milky way so clearly,” Donny said.

“Yeah, we are pretty far from the bright
lights of the city,” Jake added.

“I wonder how many whales are totally just
swimming out there right now!” Donny brought up, out of
nowhere.

“Probably a lot, D.B.,” Chris said as if he
was speaking the obvious.

“When are Steve and them supposed to get
there?” Jake asked.

“I don’t have any reception out here,” Chris
said. “They said that they were going to leave as soon as Matt got
off work. So, I expect they are only a half-hour behind us. We
aughta get back on the road so we can get up there soon. I hope we
can find a site in the dark.”

“Yeah, I’ll get the fire going as soon as we
find a spot,” Jake said and took the lead back to the truck. “I’m
glad we found a weekend to get away, guys. I love it up here.”

“Yeah, I miss you guys. We don’t hang out as
much as we should.”

“Oh, Donny. We hang out plenty. Work and
school just keeps us busy. Growing up sucks,” Chris said as doors
slammed.

The truck was thrown in gear and dust filled
the spot where it had a moment ago rested. “I know, I just miss all
the good times when we played video games together all the time and
had no cares.”

They had the highway to their lonesome and
Chris took advantage by riding the roads rather than the lines.
Through the dark night they sped all the way to the campground that
was tucked back up in the costal forest.

 


The fire was going and chairs surrounded the
glow when a second car arrived. The new three shouted irreverent
greetings as they began to unload their gear and set up their own
tent. Beers were cracked, food was impaled on roasting sticks, and
the six guys sat around the fire as the night truly began.

“This is a pretty good spot,” Dan said. He
was the largest of the group, with a big frame and goofy grin. “Its
pretty far out though. How did you find out about this place?”

“My dad used to take the three of us out
here on camping trips, when we were younger. He said it used to
remind him of when my grandpa took him back to where he grew up on
the coast of Ireland,” Chris said

“That’s pretty cool,” Matt said and laughed.
Matt laughed a lot, which was the best thing about him. You never
wanted to see the usually quiet Matt angry, but mostly, he was
always laughing.

“So exactly how long have you three known
each other? I know you all went to school together…” Steven
asked.

The fire was warm in the cool night.
Everyone was wrapped in a jacket or hoodie, slouched comfortably in
their camping chairs. Jake rotated his stick with a bratwurst on
the end and answered.

“Well, these two,” he said, motioning to
Chris and Donny, “Both went to Almond Knoll together from, what,
kindergarten?”

“Yeah,” Donny agreed. He grabbed himself and
Jake another beer as the story continued.

“So, they were friends by the time I showed
up in sixth grade. My parents thought I wouldn’t be able to handle
public school, so they sent me there. We were all in the Star Wars
nerd group. We used to bring our toys and build bases at recess. We
all collected Star Wars cards and I meshed right in with Chris and
Donny. The funniest part, is Donny didn’t even like me at
first!”

That got Donny laughing.

“Yeah! I thought you were a jerk because you
wouldn’t trade me an R2-D2 and some two other cards. I don’t eve
remember what they were, they were probably junk, but you had two
R2’s and I really wanted one!”

“And I didn’t even know this until, like
three years ago. It had just always felt to me like we’ve always
been friends, so I totally forgot about that part. But I get it, I
was probably a bossy little dickhead when I was eleven.”

“You totally were!”

“But you guys used to be so mean to me, you
would intentionally do stuff to set me off! You guys thought you
were so funny. Like the time I almost killed Chris with my
sword…”

“Whoa! What? I never heard about this,” Dan
said.

“So, we are all over at Jake’s house, and he
was playing our favorite video game,” Chris began.

“Breath of Fire Four,” Donny added in.

“Yeah. So, in this game, you can go fishing,
with different rods and lures and stuff. There was this one lure, a
really basic lure, that never caught anything good, and I kept
saying to him, ‘Use the frog lure! Use the frog lure!’ I was
sitting behind him, right, and I’d keep poking him and telling him
to use the frog lure, and Jake looses his fucking marbles! He
starts yelling incoherently and out of nowhere pushes me backwards
in my chair and I almost cracked my damn skull on the corner of his
metal bed frame! He didn’t even care that he just hurt me, but kept
on playing the stupid game.

“This was back when Donny lived with Jake
for a year or so, so I think we were all there. It made me so mad,
I peed on his bed.”

Everyone was laughing hard at this point.
One half in disbelief, imagining the teenage versions of their
friends acting crazy, and the other three remembering the situation
from their perspective on the past.

“And let me tell you,” Jake jumped in. “When
I turned around to see why Donny could barely contain himself and
then saw Chris covering himself with my blankets in a peeing
position, I really lost it. My bed was sacred to me. I wouldn’t let
anyone on it, always kept it clean and smelling nice…”

“With rose petal squeezings!” Donny
said.

“One time dude! Febreeze, mainly,” he
admitted. “…It was my one sanctuary and Chris fuckin’ peed on
it!”

“When I saw the rage in his eyes, I just
ran! Jake grabbed this sword that he had made and came after me. As
I was struggling past all the obstacles and out his door, he has
the stupid homemade thing out and is stabbing at me. He totally
stabbed right into the wall, narrowly missing me!”

“Yeah, he got out into the main room and I
grabbed some spray starch that was in the clutter. Chris had his
hands out trying to get me to calm down so I sprayed it right in
his eyes. Then I broadsided him with the sword right in the balls
and jumped on his back, choking him with my arms and legs.
Spider-man style!”

“We did pick on you pretty hard,” Donny
said. “Anytime we found something that got to you, like your bed,
we were totally all over it. But, to our credit, the reason we did
all this stuff was cuz were hoping that one day you would just
chill out rather than go nuts!” He laughed to himself and went on,
“Another time Ryan and I went down to the creek that ran under the
highway and caught all those crawdads. Jake was at work and after
we ate them, we put the plate of shells under his bed.”

“It smelled horrible for a week! You and my
little brother, man,” he said to Donny, “You guys loved to team up
against me.”

“That so funny,” Matt said. “Its so hard to
imagine you freaking out like that. You seem like nothing like that
would get to you now,” he said to Jake.

“Yeah, well, one day I just stopped letting
it get to me. I remember making a decision to stop overreacting and
they didn’t find it so funny anymore,” he concluded. “Donny and me
messed with Chris really bad too. This one time in eighth grade,
back when Chris was going out with Amber, we tried to stab him in
the back pretty hard. Chris was just too smart for us.”

“Back in eighth grade, all the cool kids
switched over to wearing boxers,” Chris began, knowing the story
Jake was bringing up. “But I still liked the support of briefs. So
my solution was to wear boxers over my whitie-tighties.”

Everyone was laughing hard at this. Jake and
Donny laughed mainly at the disbelieving reaction from Dan, while
Matt and Steven thought it a very typical Chris logic. Once it died
down, Donny took over.

“So, we were on a school trip to Six Flags
and we were trying to be cool kids; I just started dating Marie,
and you Amber,” he said to Chris. “And we were all sitting around
this table, a big group of us, and Chris goes off to use the
bathroom. For some reason we decide to tell everyone this fact that
we had recently found out, totally betraying our best friend. The
girls found it hysterical, and when he comes back, they confront
him about it.

“He looks all guilty and denies it, and they
make him prove it. He is in public, so he slides his waistband down
slowly, with everyone watching and there are only his boxers. Jake
and I are totally perplexed and look like the jerks we were.”

“We ask him about it later and he was so mad
at us! He told us he stopped doing that along time ago. But one of
us saw them on him that day, or something. Finally, he admitted
that he heard us tell the girls as he was walking away and tore
them off in the bathroom and flushed them down the toilet before we
could bust him!”

Chris sat smugly in his chair with his arms
crossed.

“He may not look like much, but Chris is a
sneaky devil, sneakier than me sometimes,” Jake laughed. There was
a pause in the conversation as new beers were passed out.

“And when we weren’t all messing with each
other, we messed with Ryan,” Chris said.

“You met my brother through home school,
right?” Jake said to Steven.

“Yeah, we had weekly classes that we went to
together. Back when we were the same size.”

“I remember little Ryan, back when he was
home schooled. He was such a little spaz!” Donny said. “Jake and I
came home from school, when I lived there, and we are walking up to
the front door, and this skinny blond kid pops up in the front
window with his shirt around his head like long hair. He starts
making clucking sounds like a parrot or something,” he laughed.

“Yeah, we were the two little skater punks
in our class. We were like little twins, except for the opposite
color hair. Its crazy how big he has gotten since he has been in
the Army, I wish I had a late growth spurt,” Steven said.

“Its so funny to watch all our old skate
videos and see Ryan screaming at us in his high-pitched voice!”
Donny said.

“Its funny, that’s how I know all of you
guys,” Jake said, speaking of the other three, “through my brother.
I just remember coming home from basic training and hanging out
with all you guys cuz you all worked at the bowling alley with
Chris and Ryan.”

“And look at us now, better friends with you
even after Ryan left to play Army in Kentucky,” Chris said.

“What exactly is he even doing out there?”
Matt asked.

“He is in a Pathfinder unit,” Jake told
them. “They are pretty elite. Teams of six jump ahead of the main
force and set up landing zones for the regular troops that
air-assault in by helicopter. I have a sergeant in my company that
did the same thing before he went National Guard. It sounds like a
totally awesome job. They get a lot of opportunities for extra
schools and stuff.”

“How much longer is he in for?”

“I think he has two years left on his last
enlistment. He says he is going to get out, but I don’t believe
him. He is a lifer. He likes it too much.”

The night was moving along nicely. Logs were
added to the fire, bratwursts and biscuits were cooked on sticks,
and no one was without a cool beverage. The guys were all enjoying
reliving the memories from their past, which they infrequently
would pull out and share on nights like this. These were the events
that shaped their young lives, and they were important because they
were the foundation on which their unbreakable friendship was
built.

 


“Alright, what’s another good one? How about
the time I walked in on you in the shower!” Jake said. Donny was
again barely able to begin through his laughter.

“This was also back when I used to live with
Jake. I went to Rio Oso High for my sophomore year, and I left to
catch the bus an hour before Jake left for Almond Knoll.” He kept
laughing remembering the joke before it could be told. “You tell
it, man. It’s funny when you tell it.”

“So, I get up, just like any day and stumble
down to our shared bathroom. Just like any morning… I’m half asleep
and go in, not even realizing that the door is closed and the light
is on. I’m standing in front of the shower and I pull my clothes
off. Out of nowhere I hear, ‘Jake?’” he mimicked in a crackly
voice. “I had never moved so fast! I jumped back away from the
shower doors towards the toilet, naked as the day I was born! Donny
had fallen asleep sitting in the tub!”

“I just remember waking up because the fan
had come on and saw this butt through the frosted glass! Jake ran
out of there so fast! The two of us didn’t even talk for the rest
of the day cuz we were both so embarrassed!”

“It’s even funnier looking back on that now
because Donny has no problem walking out of Chris’s shower, all wet
with one hand over his junk, saying, ‘Hey, you guys seen my towel
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