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DEDICATED TO SERGEANT “PETEY” BILLY, WHO, IN EXCHANGE FOR THIS DEDICATION, GAVE ME RITZ CRACKERS WHEN I WAS HUNGRY

FIREBASE COUGAR, 21 FEBRUARY 2005






Join the Army, see the world, meet interesting people—and kill them.

—pacifist badge, 1978




“Let somebody else get killed.”
“But suppose everybody on our side felt that way.”
“Then I'd certainly be a damned fool to feel any other way.
Wouldn't I?”

—Catch-22




Anyway, I'm sort of glad they've got the atomic bomb invented. If
there's ever another war, I'm going to sit right the hell on top of it.
I'll volunteer for it, I swear to God I will.

—The Catcher in the Rye
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PROLOGUE

The first thing I want you to know is that I was ordered to write this book.

The sergeant major, right after he told us at Cusher's funeral that nobody owed us anything and took back the medals he gave us, told us—all of us—that it's our duty to tell our Army story. That there was a lot of negative publicity circulating out there about the Army and that each one of us has an Army story, and it was our responsibility to have it be told.

I'm not sure this is the story the sergeant major had in mind, but he didn't specify. He just told us to tell our story.

So that's the first thing I want to tell you: that I'm under orders.

I write because I want to be a good soldier.

I want to follow orders.

The second thing I probably need to explain is that I'm in Afghanistan.

I'm in Afghanistan in a small three-room concrete operations building that sits in the corner of Cougar Base, a tiny one-hundred-man firebase located near nothing. A representative modern-day Alamo complete with clay brick walls that's somewhere in the desert wasteland, accessible only by helicopter or very brave drivers willing to traverse territory thick with Taliban rascals.

At this very moment, I'm half-ass masturbating. Limp-handed, not really focusing. I need to get serious or just zip up right now. I decide to commit and intensely focus on my third-grade teacher. I empty into my hat. I just read in Jane,a women's magazine, which I'm surprised to find at an infantry base in Afghanistan, that if you look at pornography every day you're considered an addict. I realize, without equivocation, that at this point, after a year in the desert, I'm fully addicted to pornography. I've masturbated my way through the war. Three, four, five times a day—whatever it took to get the job done.

That's the level of commitment and dedication and sacrifice I'm talking about here.

I step outside the command building and smoke a cigarette, one ear toward the door for lingering radio traffic that I'm supposed to monitor. It's okay for me to smoke a cigarette now because I've quit my habit. It's okay to occasionally smoke if it's not a habit.

I'm stalling, I decide as I go and take a piss by the clay perimeter brick wall to our base that was built by a Taliban commander. I tell everyone that a Taliban commander built our outer perimeter wall, and they think, “Well, that's weird.” But it's not weird when you consider that he did a good job and he charged us only thirty thousand in U.S. funds. It's not like we knew he was a Taliban commander—that is, until he was done. Well, almost done. There was no point in arresting the guy before he finished the wall.

It's time to quit stalling. I head back into the operations building and unplug the six-million-dollar incoming radar system, which, strangely, uses an ordinary wall socket despite all its casings and panels and such and which also happens to use the only wall plug that has a matching socket to allow me to plug in my laptop to finish the book. The six-million-dollar radar system shows that we've been attacked by enemy rockets eighty-three times tonight. The truth is we've only been attacked once, but that was earlier in the evening, and I've almost forgotten about it now—if I'm being completely honest.

I could've unplugged the coffeemaker. I chose the six-million-dollar incoming radar system because to do so means something. That's the level of commitment, dedication, and sacrifice that I'm talking about here.

The last thing I have to tell you is that there are places where I've monkeyed with the story.

The old axiom is that truth is stranger than fiction. Most readers will never guess the parts where I did this, thinking that I exaggerated some of the more absurd surreal moments. Let it be our secret that these are the parts that I haven't touched.

There are many reasons for why I made certain changes.

The first is that for me to tell a story, it becomes necessary to condense time lines and rearrange scenes so that you don't have the reality of weeks of nothingness except baking in the warm Afghan sun filling page after page. Necessarily, time lines and sequences of events have been rearranged and characters blended and others dropped altogether. There were over one hundred individuals at each of the three main firebases I write about, and I don't have the luxury or the inclination to include everyone.

And sometimes, it's just hard to say exactly what happened all the time. Firefights are a good example of this. When someone is shooting at you, and you are shooting back at someone—just two typical human beings trying to kill one another—objective perception goes out the door. What seemed an entire morning firing bullets was sometimes only forty minutes. Thinking backward, even immediately after the event to the orders of movement and the sequences of events, often produces vastly different stories from all involved, each story held and believed with a dedicated passion to objectivity and a claim to a clear and concise memory. Yet, no two accounts agree.

And things also have a way of growing in memory. Two bad guys become six. Rifles become machine guns. And so it goes.

I think the responsibility of writers is to convey the feelings that exist in the moment, the moment of that sharp and immediate pang of sour smiles when your heart suddenly starts pumping ice through your veins and breathing becomes difficult and visual perception takes on the appearance of the cinematographer on Cops,with unsteady frames and jostling scenes, running through a backyard chasing perpetrators. When reality suddenly slips a notch or two into insanity and the world is alive with flying bullets and the idea of death becomes very real and immediate.

This story is a lot like that.

I stare at a blank screen and start to write and then quickly delete the sentences I just wrote. It's difficult to write the first sentence. The first sentence leads you down a path that you're forced to commit to. I decide I'll hold off on the first sentence. I don't know where this story will lead me, and I don't want to commit to some path I'm not yet sure of. I'll write the first sentence last. One of those cute little habits writers have. Finish, and then go back and add the first sentence. Some sort of life-and-death rebirth circle-of-life type of crap.

Here we go.




Chapter 1
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Dancing with Cornflakes
in Afghanistan



Iwas somewhere in the desert at the edge of civilization when the psychosis began to take hold.

My heart beats securely and steadily, buried deep somewhere in this gear I wear. It's buried by bulletproof plates and flack vests and tactical vests and ammunition and global positioning system handheld devices and maps and red star cluster flares and grenades and canteens and cigarettes and gum and Jolly Ranchers, but my heart is in there somewhere. I can feel it thumping securely somewhere deep inside. I feel encased, entombed in a catalog of military waste. My hands, sheathed in thin trigger-ready gloves, feel like distant attachments, moving inexplicably without my knowledge as they crinkle and fist and smooth themselves in nervous fidgety tics. Something's cutting into my hip. Some buried harness or piece of equipment isn't fitting well. Something is always sitting wrong. You reorganize, readjust, refit, and go back out, and something's always cutting you, biting you.

My green night vision goggles with their scratched exterior lens make me think that the scratch is out there beyond my Humvee allterrain vehicle flying through the open desert. I'm always wondering what's beside that building or on the side of the mountain, and I have to always remind myself seconds later that it's only my scratch. My little lens scratch. I can't get foreground and background to come into focus simultaneously. I keep rotating my focus lever until I get tired and just leave everything blurry. It's like playing with rabbit ears on an old decrepit television; you can't get good reception no matter how much you mess with it. My night vision goggles keep slipping. I need a new mount. Mounts are hard to come by. Some guys had been waiting for mounts before we left for this deployment. The mounts had supposedly been “on order” for the last six months. I should've just gone online and bought a new mount myself from a private company, and then I'd have had mine in six weeks like everyone else. It was the principle of the thing, though. I didn't want to buy any more of my own gear. I've already spent thousands outfitting myself for the war, and I refuse to spend one dollar more.

So I sit here instead, one eye shut and one eye open, behind a green lens that's increasingly slipping, cutting the vision in my one good eye in half. I focus on the weird light patterns that you get when you close your eyes after staring into a lightbulb and watch them float around this black vacuum like fluorescent ghosts that drift quietly in a luminescent world. The form of the residual light is what I can only describe as cornflakes. Relaxed, slowly drifting cornflakes. In my mind's eye I am zooming in to join them, dancing with them and floating.

Just dancing with the cornflakes in Afghanistan.

I feel relaxed. Is this meditation? Just sitting here floating and dancing with the phantoms of residual light that remind me of cornflakes?

The radio crackles next to my ear. I am suddenly brought back to the mission. To reality. We're in the Humvee. I can't understand what he said. He said something that sounded like “… on the hill; over?” Was that a question? Is he asking me a question or giving me a command? Should I call him back? No, I won't, I decide. He'll call back if it's important.

We pull to a stop, and I look sideways out my window. I see two red lights of some vehicles way off in the distance on a mountain across the valley. They're moving. My vision shifts. And then I notice they aren't distant vehicles. They're the taillights of the other Humvee. The one only five feet from my own. I shake my head. I have to get straight in the head. Stupid night vision—there's no depth perception, no peripheral vision, no detailed texture that allows for easily identifiable scale or size comparison.

My vehicle moves forward as I struggle lamely against the piles of ammunition on my right side between me and the legs of our gunner, who's popped up through the roof manning the .50-caliber machine gun mounted on top. To my left is the metal door. My legs—damn, my long fucking legs are awkwardly bent and pressed intensely into the metal frame of the seat in front of me. I am surrounded by metal. I hate metal. It's so cold and unforgiving and sterile and harsh.

I wish I could surrounded myself with sock monkeys. Soft sock monkeys. My grandma used to make me sock monkeys, monkeys made out of used socks. They were not only soft but strangely comforting and safe, despite rather grotesque grimaces perpetually framed on their faces. Those monkey faces were the type of faces I imagine child molesters get when they spy their prey: big wide eyes and extreme exaggerated creepy pedophile smiles. Maybe I don't want to be surrounded by sock monkeys, but perhaps a towel, a nice soft towel or a bathrobe, the kind I used as a blanket when I'd curl up on the heating vent with the family cat when I was just a little boy. Me and the cat underneath a towel. That'd be nice.

I rip off my helmet and breathe deeply, sucking air and choking on it as if I'd just emerged from a pool and a long swim underwater. Am I the only one who gets claustrophobic just wearing my gear? I want to rip it all off and run around the Humvee naked, flapping my arms and immersing myself in the cold air of early winter while yelping like a bird. Yes, the bird yelping would be a nice touch. I'd surely get discharged for that. Psychological discharge. Why the psychological discharge? “Well, sir, he was yelping like a bird and running around naked while on a mission.” Anything to get me out. I can't afford to stay in. They're saying I'm going to be stop-lossed.

“Stop loss” means you can't get out of the Army. That means the Army lets you go when they want to let you go. Just hearing the words makes me sick to my stomach. Sudden sickness as an electrical charge rips through my intestines and I feel my bowels loosen and lose their solid form. My stomach acid churns on itself. My head pounds. My breathing rises. I have so much to do, so many plans, so many timetables and life schedules to meet.

My old professor is leaving, moving to Philadelphia. I have to start doing research with him, make up for all the time I lost in the Army being inactive in academia. He's my ticket to graduate school and my doctorate.

My best friend, Sean, is teaching at Metro State as a part-time professor, and I want to do that too. But time, my time, is slipping. The more years that separate me from academia, the harder it will be to get hired.

Sean and Eric and Elizabeth's dad and I are all supposed to climb Kilimanjaro in Kenya in the spring of 2006. They're all carefully planning and manipulating to get time off.

My sister has secured a job for me in Antarctica for the fall of 2005, and if that doesn't work my ex-employer keeps talking about holding my old job for me. But how many years can I expect to hear this offer, which comes every year with a little less frequency?

And I'll miss out on all of it, sitting at some lonely Army base two years after the date I was supposed to get out of the Army, finding that all my plans have passed me by because the Army had to keep me past my normal enlistment term to go to Iraq.

I'm going to miss out on my life.

I feel sad about my supposedly intentionally noble decision to join the Army and serve and protect my country after September 11 and to take a three-year break from my career. It seems to be turning into a disastrous move. I hate to feel this way—that serving my country will have been the worst mistake of my life—but if I get kept an additional two years beyond when I was supposed to have been let go, it will have become exactly that. I don't want to regret serving America. But with all the hard work I put into creating a career, crafting my little niche in the world, and obtaining an education, I can't afford to take a five-year detour. The only lesson to be learned is to not make the mistake and give them a few years because they'll take from you as many as they want. This is my advice to the youth of America: Don't serve. You'll regret it if you have anything else you want to do with your life. And that three-year contract you're going to sign? Read the fine print; they can keep you as long as they want.

We pull to a stop. We're on a cold windy ridge studded with ragged poles, with flags and pennants waving off of them. My intuitively deductive mind figures out that it's some type of Haji marking system.

“What's this?” Cox asks.

“Some type of Haji marking system,” I cleverly remark. I sit down Indian style on a smooth face of rock and stare off into the darkness for some seriously intense observation. Below the ridge is nothing but darkness. I might as well be staring out into the voids of space beyond the galaxies where there are no stars. I get the sudden feeling that I'm sitting on the edge of an abyss that leads to a free fall of never-ending darkness.

No. Wait.

Scratch that abyss comment. I see some wheat fields down there, or something.

Never mind.

Everybody's quiet. There is some brief scatter of conversation, which is quickly muted. It's too cold to be talkative, and besides, it's no fun talking in hushed whispers.

I scan my sector, but my thoughts keep drifting. I wonder exactly how big Amanda's breasts are. They seemed so perky and sizable, yet the last time I went to feel them under the pretense of innocent cuddling, I quickly realized she had on a Wonderbra.

I think about the movies I want to play during my shift as radio guard tomorrow. I think it's time for a rotation of the classics. Gone With the Wind, Casablanca, maybe The Maltese Falcon.

I bet Amanda has big nipples. Big pink nipples. I haven't seen them, of course, but I've felt them sliding in and out of my fingertips. I'm not paying attention. I have to pay attention, scan my sector, soldier-the-fuck-onward. I have to shake this extraneous thought, get back to the mission at hand. I have to pay attention, stay sharp, stay frosty. I wonder if Amanda likes having her nipples sucked?

This is how it's done. We move to invisible over watch positions in the middle of the night for patrols. No one is aware of our presence in small concentric circles outside our firebase. Most of Afghanistan is in chaos, under the control of thugs and warlords. But for a two-kilometer radius around Firebase Dizzy, we are in control. And we control this two-kilometer radius with a vivacious indifference and mediocrity.

That's the level of commitment and dedication and sacrifice I'm talking about.

Later, back at base, the soldiers drop from the Humvees and jump off roofs and dismount as orange-cherry tips of cigarettes break the blank lightless vacuum of the night. We're at a tiny Special Forces compound separated from our parent Cougar (Charlie) company chain of command, providing security so the Special Forces can do missions without having to worry about their base. It's a choice position that we're all happy to have, because simply by working in a Special Forces base, we get three hot meals a day, and soda, and Internet and phone access to contact our loved ones back home, even though we're somewhere in central Afghanistan about a day's drive from any other U.S. forces deep behind enemy lines in Taliban country.

In the adobe operations building with its secret hallways and back rooms, my gear falls off in random clumps and piles around the floor. The operations building is a complete mess, with empty Kool-Aid mix cans and candy wrappers littering the floor. Mulbeck, my nighttime counterpart in the perpetual task of radio guard, and two other soldiers are inside in T-shirts and socks, laughing at the movie Old Schoolplaying on the television.

I enter the walk-in supply closet and offer a secret meal of milk and tuna to Brian, the kitten I adopted when we first arrived. Underweight and pitiful, he had been close to death. But I nursed him back to health and put a little meat on his slender kitten frame. Specialist Walker, our medic, used a laser to remove a growth from his eye, and he is now a happy plucky kitten, who perpetually pours forth affection toward those of us who saved him. I pull him from the rain tarp I'd buried him in and laugh at his confused sleepy-eyed bewilderment and feed him as I gently stroke his little head. When I finger the black patch of fur over his eye, he droops his head and purrs.

Hiding Brian in my shirt, I go outside and climb onto the roof of the operations building, where I keep an extra cot. The rooftop is a tangled mess of wire and electrical cords running in every direction, the result of years of quick fixes by whoever happened to have the slightest bit of electrical know-how. Every day our power goes out for an hour or two, and each quick fix only compounds the problem of split wires and jerry-rigged transformers. Various antennas for radio systems point up at odd angles, unstable, rigged with duct tape, leaning too far one way or another.

I do a perfunctory search of my cot and the immediate rooftop for the tarantula-sized leaping and biting sand spiders, and then snuggle deep into my sleeping bag. The cool desert air engulfs my body and causes light goose bumps to rise up underneath the desert camouflage uniform that I've been wearing for over a week. When you only own three sets of clothes, you stop caring about changing them.

I rest my hands behind my head and stare up at the stars as I turn on my iPod to listen to the Beatles as I pet Brian. You can actuallysee the stars. Not just the stars, but the milky dust of the cosmos, a hazy twilight mist floating in a vacuum that somehow seems to accentuate the smallness of everything under it. A blitzkrieg of brilliant points of light breaking the blackness of empty space with fierce determination. With the power grids and neon and fluorescent noises turned off, the stars are so bright you can taste them.

I suddenly sit up, filled with a sense of anxiety that rises from my stomach to my neck. This is what premonitions would feel like if I believed in them. That awkward feeling something is wrong with the world, that you forgot to turn off the oven before you left home.

And then the horizon explodes.

Momentary microsecond daylight and speckles of Fourth-of-July sparklers rip the night apart.

The hairs on the back of my neck flicker upward to a position of attention. Seconds later, there's a booming rolling echo, which topples a minipyramid of empty cigarette boxes that had been in position for days on a picnic table in the courtyard in front of the operations building below me.

I stand up and run off the edge of the roof. In midair I grapple in the darkness for the ladder and half catch it as I fall to the earth. The Beatles sing their famous silly little walrus song from the iPod in my pocket.

On television, inside the operations building, Will Ferrell runs naked down the street, yelling to empty streets that he is going streaking. The four soldiers laugh, mesmerized by the magic image. We're impervious to the sound of explosions and assume they belong to our own mortar section, firing outgoing rounds of illumination to help our own patrols see the side of some hillside far outside the base. Or something. Explosions are always going off in Afghanistan. You start to disregard them after a while.

Mulbeck waits for the scene to be over, for the money shot of Will Ferrell backing his ass into the faces of his wife's friends as he climbs into a vehicle. Only after that scene does he finish his sentence into the walkie-talkie: “Um, tower three, what do you see from your position again? Say again. Over.”

Tower three crackles through the cheap Kmart walkie-talkies that are our primary form of communication in Afghanistan and are closely listened to by the Taliban. I had only read how the United States monitored Taliban communications. It wasn't supposed to be like this: them monitoring us. Even the local Afghan Army soldiers had more advanced and better-working walkie-talkies—a point of great contention for all concerned. “Um, yeah, we got some serious fire out here by Taliban Bridge to our west. About 2400 mils.” And then, a beat later, “Holy shit, we've got RPG fire, machine-gun fire, the fucking works! It's a fucking Schwarzenegger movie out here!”

Ten minutes later, our quick reaction force is heading out of the gate in four up-armored Humvees along with the Special Forces group whose base we're assigned to secure. I spend the next thirty minutes in my flip-flops walking in and out of the operations tent, tracking their movements over the radio.

And then reality snaps.

Our soldiers are ambushed en route to Taliban Bridge.

It was a trap to lure them outside our well-defended base.

I listen to the chaotic crackle of them being ambushed en route and the subsequent firefight, and move back to the picnic table to smoke a cigarette. I've actually quit, but I always make an exception when someone has the possibility of dying. Garbled yells of soldiers in the midst of strenuous conflict come in through the night air. The radio is choppy, with everybody transmitting over everybody else. A Humvee has been blown up, and at least one soldier has shrapnel wounds, and all our fellow soldiers are out there in the desert in the thick of it surrounded by flying bullets and explosions and death at any second as they fight their way back to base.

And back at Firebase Dizzy in the operations tent, they sit in mute silence transfixed watching the movie Old School,laughing at Will Fer-rell's wild antics, immune or indifferent to their fellow soldiers fighting for their lives less than a kilometer away outside the base's walls.

And in the medical aid station, which I run to with ragged breath to warn the medics of possible incoming casualties, they are calmly perusing gang bang porno where petite blond white girls are nailed by big black cock. They wave me away. Yeah, yeah, we'll be ready.

And in the chow hall two soldiers are having a midnight snack talking about who is going to get the most pussy on leave.

Does nobody care? Our boys are fighting for their lives, and nobody is anxious?

See how they fly like Lucy in the Sky, see how they run…

I climb the ramparts to our base's rear wall and watch the fireworks display. It's pretty.


I am the eggman…

I am the eggman…

I am the walrus, coo coo cachoo…



An hour later, our soldiers come back weary and exhausted. They stumble to bed as the leaders stay to meet a few more Special Forces soldiers in the gravel motor pool in the center of the base. Intense hushed conversations break the night as I spy on them from the roof of the operations building, where I'm purportedly attempting to go back to sleep.

I'm brought back to childhood when I would stay up listening late into the night on private conversations, my mom and dad arguing while I had one ear to the heating duct, which channeled and amplified their angry yells back to me.

I can't fall asleep.

There is too much tension in my chest. It feels like an oily grease coating my shivering guts. I'm afraid. For most soldiers who've had service in Afghanistan or Iraq, this is nothing. Not even worth mentioning. I didn't even go out on with the quick reaction force, and I'm afraid. I'm afraid for them. I'm vicariously afraid. I'm afraid because less than a mile from me there were explosions and people who want to kill me.

Just last week I had my first baptism by enemy fire. I hid behind a haystack and felt exhilarated. Now I'm afraid for myself last week when I wasn't afraid.

My mind is flooded with regrets. I wish that, in gratefulness for being alive, I would think only of the moments and textures that have made me happy in life. There are so many.

Making love to Angela with her gripping my hand tightly and then moving my face to see hers in the dark beneath her new white flowered sheets, which smelled like strong laundry detergent, as she whispered that she loved me. Lit candles cast a soft glow over the room and its warm red cherry oak furniture.

A light coating of dog hair on the carpet at Grandma's house, sitting on the floor watching the television and happy just knowing that Grandma was nearby in the kitchen baking.

Sitting with my best friend, Sean, on the peak of a Mayan pyramid in Guatemala, trading memories and aspirations for future histories not yet realized while looking down at the thick jungle canopy beneath us, which was coming to life slowly with the waking of the jungle's nocturnal shift as an oncoming storm fermented on the horizon.

There are so many things to be grateful for. So many things to be proud of. Yet, my mind is filled with a deluge of variations of myself from the past that I've fought hard to forget, to ignore. I'm embarrassed at the person I've been. I want to divorce myself from my past, point fingers and scream that the other person is an impostor, a fake. Have him arrested and given to the proper authorities for immediate execution!

That last year of graduate school. I would walk the few blocks, which always seemed to be in autumn, to the Blockbuster on the corner. Cigarettes and wine and seclusion and Blockbuster videos. That's all I did for an entire year. I laughed when they looked up my record and told me I had rented two hundred movies. I thought it was funny. But now I'm disgusted. Two hundred fucking movies. What a waste of life. And that's to say nothing about the endless hours spent playing video games. I should've been working out, or gotten out of the house, gone hiking, called Eric and played Frisbee in the park. Gone for runs. Done something with my life instead of wasting it as my eyes burned up the replay of bad celluloid.

Women. Jesus Christ, women. All the women I had been too embarrassed to ask out. Eric and me going to Vegas and me being too shy and inhibited to talk to a single woman. Same with Sean in Mexico. Them secure already with girlfriends, just watching me to see if I'd ever make a move on someone, if I'd ever get some courage and approach a woman. The obvious excuses that I came up with and their kind but ultimately misguided statements meant to comfort me in my shyness. Lame attempts to validate my own petty excuses. Jesus, what wasted early twenties. Why did it take me so long to not be shy?

I remember being at a bar, some local dive, leaning drunk against the bar with the room spinning, holding on for dear life. The woman behind the bar moved in slow motion, her long flowing chestnut hair swinging behind her as she turned with her flashing telegraphed smiles. I wanted to ask her out, but I couldn't speak. I kept trying to make small talk, but it kept coming out as “I'll take one more beer.” I was depressed as hell about something. She kept giving me pitying looks as she set one drink down after the other. I grabbed a paper coaster, thinking I'd leave her a cute message that she'd find after I left. I wrote that I thought she was cute but that I wasn't always a sad drunk; normally I was funny. I left my phone number. Pathetic. I kept positioning it, angling it off the gutter of the counter, but that damn male bartender kept coming by my area with his rapid cleaning, clearing away the clutter and almost tossing it. I kept grabbing it from his hands and repositioning it so that she'd see it. When I went to leave, I looked back to see my coaster soaked in ripples of static beer, the ink soggy and unreadable. She never saw it, thank God. But just knowing I did that, just knowing I was that pathetic, makes me cringe.

I was nineteen, I think. I asked a girl out at Costco, where I used to work. She agreed and I went home and excitedly cleaned out my car and spent an hour fussing over my hair, which probably looked silly anyway. I bought flowers. Who buys flowers? Not on first dates, not anymore. That's too eager, too needy. I can't believe I bought flowers. I showed up in the parking lot. I waited forever. Went through a Nine Inch Nails CD twice. Finally asked somebody when she was coming out, and they told me she had gone home hours ago. It was one of her friends I asked, one of her friends who worked late at night closing the store up. She started laughing. She couldn't help it. She tried not to, but she couldn't help it. It had been a joke, you see. Don't you see? It was only a joke. She was never going to go out with you. It was a joke.

I remember sitting down the street in my car staking out Kirsten's house. Sitting there listening to the Smiths over and over. They were singing about a girlfriend in a coma. I laugh thinking about the melodrama. I cried quietly as I saw her bring home a guy from the club, a guy I knew she didn't know. They entered the house holding hands, pausing on the front porch just long enough for me to see them kiss. A few minutes later, I watched as all the lights went off. And there I was down the street under the big oak tree, just quietly crying away the predawn hours. Was I ever this pathetic? Was this really me?

There is a flood of names and voices and faces. Girls I called too much, too soon; I was too excited, too eager. I remembered their slow but steady and sure rush to get off the phone with some polite excuse. And I was always too damn polite, playing into their lie so as not to make them feel uncomfortable even during their dismissal of me. I want to erase everything prior to age twenty-two, just obliterate it, have it never have existed.

So many mistakes.

And that's all I can think about. My mistakes. All I can think about are my mistakes, my quiet shameful secrets, my embarrassments, my lies, because I'm suddenly afraid of dying. And I'm ashamed at the parts of my life that I've already wasted.

How did I get here, again?

How the hell did I end up in the Army?

I think back to my friends and family and my childhood.

I think back to my life before the Army and try to remember exactly

why it was that I was so eager to join up.


Chapter 2
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Our neighborhood in Davenport was a wonderful place of long, warm Iowa summer evenings that seemed to stretch into forever. Catching lightning bugs in glass jelly jars, living in the sort of imaginary worlds that only seven-year-olds can see, we found the old dilapidated boarded-up houses in our neighborhood enchanting. They were mysterious fortresses to be breached, explored for abandoned loot. We would be on our swing set pretending the ground was lava, not to be touched, when one of the drug dealers who lived behind us would suddenly run through our yard, cutting underneath the monkey bars. Our only response as the police chased after him was to squeal with horror that they were touching the fiery lava.

In this happy childhood I learned that America would die in a horribly cataclysmic death.

My father told me that America was going to end.

We were moving through the junkyard looking for a radiator pump or a fan belt, whatever it was we needed to keep our family car mobile. I was perched on a stack of tires listening as he towered above me, looming back and forth, bigger than life, inspecting the engine of an ancient Honda with his penlight for salvageable parts as the final vestiges of daylight seeped away. I adjusted my thick brown plastic-framed glasses and stuck my hands in my secondhand winter coat as I quietly listened to him above the light hoarse whisper of the wind.

“Nobody makes a quality product anymore. Everything's been outsourced to the bottom dollar. Nobody takes pride in their work anymore. Now it's just about how much money you can make as quick as you can. It's disgusting,” he said through pursed lips as he scanned the junkyard for value.

“Everything's owned by the Japanese now. They're going to own this country soon enough. This used to be a respectable country, Stephen. This used to be a respectable country,” he said more to himself than to me as he stood there surveying the junkyard, hands on his hips. “Of course, that doesn't matter; the country's not going to last much longer. America's dying, Stephen. She's dying, and I can't stand to see her die.”

We drove back in our small Honda with the rusted paint as night and a gentle snow fell on the city. I was buried deep in layers of warmth, in sweaters and T-shirts and jackets and gloves, but my father was only in his T-shirt and a vest that had the stenciled name of the heating and air-conditioning company he worked for. I always marveled at his ability to handle the cold. It wasn't just that he handled it well; it was that he seemed to belong in it. His full mustache twitched on top of his curling lip and underneath his thick brown-framed glasses that matched mine. His eyes darted intensely back and forth across the road in front of us.

“The problem is, Stephen, that people don't care anymore,” he dryly intoned as the snow fell and the tires made a lulling comforting rhythm against the wet asphalt. “If you can't buy it at a Kmart Blue Light Special, they don't want it. People don't care about democracy, and that's why democracy doesn't work anymore. You want religion? You want God? Try checking aisle three; we're running a special this week on God. He's half off for one week only, and you can take off an additional seventy-five cents if you have a coupon.”

It was my father who first taught me about America.

My father was an aging hippie who never abandoned his youthful ideals or his political ideology. He only grew more bitter and angry over time as his beliefs festered and congealed in what he perceived to be a sea of moral despotism and greed. He told me that market special interests had coopted the legitimate authority of government. He talked about the law and how it was purposefully used to marginalize particular demographics within society for various nefarious purposes. He talked of democracy and capitalism and the responsibility of citizens. And, of course, as a young child I understood little of what he said.

Sometimes at night he'd let me watch old war movies, hopeful he'd instill a healthy fear of violence in me while I was still young. Some of my fondest memories are of him sitting on the couch in the dark living room, which smelled slightly of cat urine, long after my mother and sister had gone to bed. We shared a package of Oreos as I sprawled out on the floor watching Platoonor Full Metal Jacket.He winced and sighed in disgust at the violence, but I secretly grew titillated and excited as soldiers ran around with guns and shot people and then later, back in America, cried in horror over their experiences.

I too wanted to cry in horror someday over painful experiences.

And then, when I was twenty-one years old, although I hardly spoke to my father anymore, I broke his heart. I got rid of our family name.


Chapter 3
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I pulled up to the bank drive-through window.

I looked like complete shit.

I was a twenty-one-year-old piece of shit.

I was shit incarnate.

My very molecules were composed of nothing but shit.

My face was smeared with soot and grease from my job changing tires, and my hair was at a bad stage during my attempt to grow it out after my failed decision to go bald as some type of fashion statement. Tall and skinny and awkward, I sighed restlessly in my seat as I squinted into the long bank window that ran the length of the drivethrough positions. The cute attractive girl was giggling as she read the documents that revealed my embarrassment. She looked up briefly and smiled. But she wasn't smiling with me; she was smiling at me. She called a friend over, and then another. And then it was the three of them laughing hysterically, each raising her head in turn to stare out at me.

Changing your name in a society so dependent on identification is a messy process. It's not just the obvious things you have to adjust, such as ordering a new Social Security card and a new driver's license; it's the situations like this you must prepare for. Like when your grandmother writes you a ten-dollar check for your birthday under your old name of Stephen Hites, not quite understanding that you're something different now and you're so broke that you feel pathetic because you're eagerly anticipating ten dollars.

This ten dollars is going to make your day.

This ten dollars is going to let you eat.

So you drive up to the bank, you write out the deposit slip for cash, and, because your account has been switched over to your new name, and the check still has your old name on it, you send through one of the ten photographed copies of the court order for name change that you keep in your glove box for just such occasions.

And then, if you're me, the girl inside, barely able to control her laughter, speaks into the intercom and says, “You changed your name to Johnny Rico? You don't look like a Johnny Rico. What makes you think you're Johnny Rico?”

And then the buzzer clicks off with a squelch.

They're all inside laughing at you.

But now you have to say something.

One look inside told me everything I needed to know. They didn't think I was cool. They didn't find me attractive. They thought I was a dork. I was a tall skinny dork trying desperately to be cool through the pathetic adoption of the name Johnny Rico—a name, if there ever was one, that comically and absurdly pretended to be suave, to be cool, to be handsome, to be everything I was not.

A response was expected.

I looked behind me, hoping to see another car, something to force this embarrassing episode to quickly collapse in on itself, but there wasn't one. I was the only person at the bank. I sighed and leaned forward to depress my end of the speaker.

What was I to tell them?

Was I to tell them, speaking back and forth over the drive-through speaker system while sitting in the bank parking lot, about how the changing of my name was an ideological move? That it had nothing to do with wanting to break my father's heart, that it had nothing to do with trying to be cool? Was I to start a line of questioning about why it is that in a society where we choose everything about ourselves from our careers to our homes, where we pick and choose from a hodgepodge of ideas and identifiers, the things we want to be identified by, it seemed absurd to me that we don't also choose the very thing that perhaps identifies ourselves the most? Our very names?

Or was I to start discussing, in the available fifteen seconds, the ideological philosophies of the 1950s Robert Heinlein book from which I stole my name? Was I to tell them that the protagonist in the book, my character, the realJohnny Rico, realizes that choosing one's country, one's political identification, needs to be a carefully deliberated choice that is taken with a symbolic act of military service and that I was, in fact, intoxicated by the idea of someone, even a fictional character, exercising that level of concern and care about notions of citizenship in a world when citizenship is so loosely realized by the randomization and location of geographic birth and the nationality of one's parents? Should I have told them that my name change was actually a political statement? That this was my metaphorical “crazy in the head” way of stating that I wanted to be an American? That this was me choosing my country and being “reborn” and that this act of individuality was so typically American in its indulgence of individual freedom that I had thought it an appropriate gesture? That I was offended by all the Americans who adamantly believe in America only because this is where they were born and who, unlike immigrants to this country, never actually had to choose this country over other countries and raise a hand and affirm belief in our shared ideals?

Was I to tell them that I was completely crazy and that even though I was only twenty-one years old and was only supposed to be concerned with getting laid and drunk that these ideas kept me up at night?

Inside, one of the girls whispered to the others, and they all broke out in renewed laughter at me. All last vestiges of any type of customer/business relationship had been destroyed, and we were now in junior high school. I depressed the button that allowed me to speak and meekly said, “I just liked the name.” I leaned back and shrank into my seat, trying to hide.

I heard the hiss of the vacuum tube sending my ten dollars as she spoke one more time into the speaker: “No offense, but you look more like a George or a Gus or something.”

I depressed the speaker and said, “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

Again they laughed.


Chapter 4
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During college I was in an apartment with my pseudogirlfriend of the moment, Ashley, and five of six angry Arabs who lived there. I say pseudogirlfriend because my relationship with Ashley mostly consisted of watching her do cocaine while I got drunk. There was supposed to be some type of angry love triangle in the room: myself, Ashley, and her spurned lover whom she had left to be with me. I'd met Ashley during our seminar on indigenous politics. We had skipped out on the lecture regarding the political mobilization of the marginalized voice of Central America's indigenous Indians and made out in a toilet stall in the women's bathroom and continued our courtship at the annual Columbus Day protest.*

But under the sharp haze of a cocaine high, neither Ashley nor her ex-boyfriend much cared about our lost and unregulated relationship structure. Ashley's handsome, suave, GQex-boyfriend was from a rich Turkish family. He was a visiting student at our university, majoring— of course—in political science.

Political science seemed the bastion and stronghold for anti-American sentiment on campus. It wasn't just anti-American sentiment; it was anti everything. Anticapitalism, anticorporation, anti the entire fucking system. And I'm not knocking it; I was a card-holding member and to some degree still am, although I temper my criticisms with a real-world understanding that not even the corporations of the world nor the Defense Department can be all evil all the time.

* She was my blond, blue-eyed, trophy something or other. I was her …To this day I'm not quite sure what I was.

There we were, me intoxicated and them high, talking about how much we hated everything in the world. Cutting over one another, all excited and worked up into a political fervor, frothing at the mouth when we weren't inhaling or swallowing our next round of poison.

I distinctly remember that the conversation was about the United States' involvement in the perpetuation of globalization, which, of course, had to be evil. Whether we were right or wrong didn't matter; the point was that we were all agreeing quite eagerly and making ourselves angrier in the process. We, unfortunately, knew just enough to put some element of truth in our comments but lacked the discipline or care to be accurate.

“Fucking hate Americans,” Ashley stated, ever the English major, as she folded her arms underneath her small but pointy and perky breasts. “They think they can consume anything and everything they want in the world, and they don't give a fuck if some third-world schmuck has to pay the price so that we can buy things cheaper.”

“The American military is what props up capitalism. That's all it is—a price support system for America's corporations,” said one angry Arab friend of Ashley's as he settled down deep in the couch cushion and passed on a joint that was circling. “Central America was militarily taken over in the last fifty years to ensure cheap production and natural resource markets for the corporations. They're all in bed together. It's a mass conspiracy.”

“Do you know that you Americans spend three hundred billion dollars a year on your military?” stated another with annoyingly pretentious reading glasses.

“The Bush administration,” Ashley's ex-boyfriend went on as he took another line from a plastic plate, “the Bush administration refused to sign the international treaty on land mines! LAND MINES! Who can be against land mines! What they want is more children to lose arms and legs. They don't care. It doesn't happen here so you don't care about it?”

Another one of Ashley's angry Arab friends stated in quiet sad contemplation, “Do you realize how much education that buys? Three hundred billion dollars? How much food that buys the hungry? But why educate an entire generation and decrease your crime rate and your resulting social spending for an entire generation if you can buy more bombs and planes to kill more people, right? Am I right or what?” We declined to discuss the relative merits of his own country of origin, Saudi Arabia.

I was agreeing fervently, so it must have been the fault of the alcohol when I said, “Yeah, I'm thinking of joining up, actually. The military— the Army; you know? Be all you can be?”

A long uncomfortable silence permeated the room.

And then, after a moment, they all stumbled over one another to support me in my endeavor. “Sure, sure, yeah, the Army needs good men,” said one.

“That'd be pretty fun—get to travel; see the world,” said another.

The angry Arabs were all very supportive.


Chapter 5
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Years later I eased back in my black swivel chair and practiced a few “snap pivots” from desk to file cabinet. I flicked the lights on and off a few hundred times. I banged my head on my desk a couple of dozen times in mock simulation of rage. I threw coffee stirrers across the room at the garbage can. I sunk only three out of a package of one hundred. I practiced sucking in my cheeks and holding them for thirtysecond intervals.

This is how I spent my days prior to the Army. Not really in rehabilitating my probation clients and improving their lives or in protecting the community, but in managing the numbers, in presenting my statistics. I was good at helping clients who were “approximately” finished with the requirements of their probation order get off of probation so I could have more free time. On my laptop I'd make charts and graphs for my supervisor that purported whatever it was I could purport to make my caseload look positive. Sure, all my cases looked superficially as if they were headed toward the crapper, but what you, supervisor, have failed to notice is the long-term indicators, and if you notice my chart here, this is a normal visible decline that exists in all client cycles, and actually these indicators highlighted in red project a bright statistical report at the end of the quarter with many early terminations for good behavior and few instances of recidivism.

Everything was relative.

I was also good at finding reasons to send clients to jail. So good that periodically my supervisor would inform me that there was no more room in the jail and I couldn't send another one for a while. After hearing this, I'd slink back disappointed to my cubicle and slump angrily into my seat, realizing I would have to deal with my clients.

I worked very hard at the appearance of keeping busy. I started an in-house GED program. I started workshops for clients to help them with résumés and the interview process. I started after-school study groups, and then once the programs were started I'd pawn the work off to other officers also anxious to appear busy and ambitious and sit back in my cubicle throwing coffee stirrers in the trash can.

In the evenings I'd attend graduate school, putting the finishing touches on my second master's degree. And, for lack of anything better to do, I volunteered with my college professors who were caught up in fits of social altruism to do research for low-income housing coalitions that I, in reality, cared little about. I volunteered with Sudanese refugees, helping them acclimate to American life.

Whatever it took to make the time go by.

Worst of all, I was seeing three therapists concurrently.

I had become addicted to the soft gentle quiet that exists only between the ticks and tocks of the clock in therapists' offices.

I attended drug rehab classes with my clients in my free time to facilitate their own attendance, and I kept going long after they failed and went to jail, sucked in by the raw expression of emotions by people who had nothing left to offer the world.

Hear that?

That's the sound of violent desperation crying.

It was addictive.

All I needed now was to start a fight club.

I wondered where I had gone wrong.

Every magazine I read teased me about the difference between what I should have been and what I was. I flipped through an article on the CIA's new “around the world” detention flights and thought about the life of the pilot who flew covert flights into Algeria at two o'clock in the morning. I bet he had some stories. And a quiet pride at bars that he couldn't even discuss his job. I flipped through an Outside magazine and saw a story of career mountain climbers who took tourists to the summit of Everest. That was a hell of a job, too. That wasn't a probation officer type of job, of which there were thousands upon thousands across the country. I should've been a researcher with primates in central Africa, or a Special Forces commando. Something that would make people the slightest bit interested when I told them about my occupation, instead of just letting their eyes glaze over when I told them I was a correctional officer.

I bounced a ball against the wall of my cubicle and thought about my options






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
[
2l

BATFANIGINESB O © KS






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_005_r1.jpg
JOHNNY RICO NEEDS TEN DOLLARS






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_004_r1.jpg
THE END OF THE WORLD






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_003_r1.jpg
NIGHT PATROL:






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_tp_r1.jpg
BLOOD MAKES
THE GRASS
GROW GREEN






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_007_r1.jpg
THE FIRST THOUGHT






OEBPS/images/Rico_9780307494184_epub_006_r1.jpg
ANGRY ARABS






