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      “We’re going fucking east.” My headphones reverberated in my ears from my outburst.

      “Copy Bravo Three-Seven-One, east.” The steady voice of the controller at the other end of the radio caused my heart to sink when I realized what I’d done.

      “Roger, Control, that’s a Charlie copy, Bravo Three-Seven-One, out.” I didn’t acknowledge cursing over an open channel on a military flight and hoped the controller didn’t either.

      I looked down, confirming I was pressing the correct pedal for the plane’s inter-communication system. “Dammit…why the hell are they sending us east? We just reported eyes on a possible target west.”

      “I don’t know, Rooster; they probably want to know if there are more targets out there and want us to get eyes-on.” Our ever-astute co-pilot always knew how to read a situation.

      “Ya think?” I rolled my eyes. “My point is, why, when our mission is to find suspicious targets on the Gulf of Aden, do they send us somewhere else when we actually find one?”

      “No shit, man, but we just do what we’re told. It’s not like we can do anything about ’em if we find ’em.” Navigator Glen Snuffer shrugged and looked at me with his sorry attempt at a deployment mustache from across the aisle.

      “At least this mission’s over water,” I said. “If we have to drop a buoy, it won’t land in the desert.”

      Out my porthole window, the rickety skiff we’d just reported grew smaller on the sizzling brown sea as we flew away. Glen waved. When I turned, he pointed to his screen, and I looked at my own to read the message.

      
        
        RTB

      

      

      “Flight, we got the return to base signal from Ops.” Flight responded with two clicks of the mic.

      “Where are your orders taking you, sir?” Chief Iglesias must have been back from fixing the coffee maker in the back of the plane.

      “Not sure, Chief, still mulling my options.”

      “You fly out tomorrow, and you don’t know?”

      “Our wise executive officer gave Coburn a real pickle,” Lieutenant Commander Zach Dilliard answered for me from the galley, apparently up from his nap. “XO offered Rooster either the option of a nice easy life as an ROTC instructor at the University of Arizona or the exciting job as an aide in the Pentagon.”

      “Damn, sir,” Chief said. “I know what I’d go with, can’t pass up those Arizona beauties!”

      I looked toward the back, past Chief and his ear-to-ear grin, and to Dilliard who was taking a headset off his shiny dome. A few seconds later, he walked by me and into the flight station. As he passed, he gave the friendliest signal you can see on the P-3 Orion: a middle finger.

      After some back and forth with control, we were cleared to return to base, and Dilliard, as the Pilot-in-command, addressed the plane. “Combat Aircrew Nine, get your shit together; we’ll be on deck in sixty-mikes.”

      Returning to my desk job in the sky, I put in my earbuds and turned my iPod on shuffle. Old Crow Medicine Show’s “Wagon Wheel” played, and while I typed the post-mission report, a message displayed on my screen, and the tattoo on my side began to burn with the reminder of my past.

      
        
        LT COBURN CALL GRANDMA ASAP
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      Van Morrison’s melodic “Tupelo Honey” ended abruptly when I killed the engine, and it stung. It was one of my uncle Paul’s favorite songs and part of our shared love of music. I clenched my jaw as we stepped out into the steamy August heat. My head throbbed as we walked to the front door of my uncle’s secluded mountain cottage. Grandma’s friend really knew his moonshine, and the funeral reception had been as good a place as any to partake.

      Unk’s scent, pine and sweat, wafted from the house as we approached, and a wave of remorse flooded my body like an ice bath. Grandma jingled the keys with an attached bottle-opener. “This should open the door.”

      Grandma turned on the light. Wood. Everything was wood. All the furniture was some species of natural wood, no paint. The walls were planks—the floor was boards. Even the ceiling was covered in strips of wood.

      “When’s the last time you were here?” I asked.

      “Right after he died.”

      I glanced at her. “You told Mom you hadn’t been since.”

      “I lied,” she said. “Your mom wouldn’t understand if I told her why we were really goin’.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      She looked at me through her coke-bottle glasses. “Because I don’t think Paul killed himself. I think he was murdered.”

      I stared through her as my vision tunneled and darkened.

      Grandma interrupted my bewilderment. “I know you think I’m an old kook, but I’m tellin’ you—Paul wouldn’t a’ done this. He had too much hope. His letter—he’d figured things out.”

      “Letter?”

      “Yes, he sent me a letter a few weeks before. It was a bit strange, but it was sayin’ he had a plan—everything was better.”

      “Did you tell the police your concerns? That he wouldn’t kill himself?”

      “I sure did.” Grandma’s voice tightened. “Told them he was better—realized what he had going for him. War hero. POW. It just wasn’t like him.”

      “What did they say?”

      She made two dismissive claps with her hands. “Said it’s normal for suicidal folks to feel chipper once they decide. That he let his Vietnam demons overwhelm him. They saw it as cut and dried—no investigation.”

      “So what’s our plan?”

      “Look for clues—maybe a journal or more writing. He sent that letter; there might be others. Maybe a trail somewhere.” Her eyes narrowed. “This just ain’t right.”

      I wondered why Grandma hadn’t shared the letter with me before if that’s what really drove her to investigate. “Why me?”

      “’Cause you’re the only person who won’t give me the ‘oh there goes crazy Grandma on one of her conspiracy theories.’”

      Grandma had been known to believe in some wild stuff, like the time she told us she knew her neighbors were aliens. She swore she heard their communications with the mother ship when she was walking home from bridge one night and brought Mom in to investigate. Turned out, it was a hard-of-hearing couple with the TV too loud watching the movie Coneheads.

      I turned from her and looked around Unk’s house. “Still looks like the set of the New Yankee Workshop,” I said, referencing the old PBS show we used to watch.

      “You know your uncle. Okay, where to start…How about the bedroom?”

      She led us through an office, past a large roll-top desk and chair on the left and a bookcase on the right. There was a door on the far wall. Inside the bedroom sat a bed, dresser, and nightstand. All wood. Nothing looked important. I took a quick glance in the attached bathroom and caught a glimpse of myself in his mirror. My hangover was apparent, with puffy bags under my gray-blue eyes and ever-present cowlick in my sandy-brown hair.

      “I’m going to check the desk.” I walked out of the bedroom. “Did Unk build this?”

      Grandma gave a knowing grin. “It was his pride and joy, at least of the things he built. He spent years on it.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      She tilted her head up at me. “You think we can get it in the truck?”

      “Maybe. If we come back with some more guys, it must weigh half a ton.”

      “I can help,” Grandma offered.

      I reached down to pull up the roll-top, but it didn’t budge. I looked for a trigger or a keyhole but didn’t find anything. “Do you know how to open this?”

      “There’s a pedal on the left side on the floor.”

      I didn’t see a pedal, but there was a spot where some of the wood on the left side had a slight outline—probably moveable. I reached down and pushed it. Click.

      “Can you pull the top up while I hold this down?”

      Grandma lifted the desk cover.

      Inside was a neat and mostly empty desk with nothing but some unused manila envelopes, a few pens, a glue stick, and some old checkbooks. A book was tucked in the back-right corner.

      “Masked Dispatches: Cryptograms and Cryptology in American History,” I read the title. “Did Unk ever talk about this book?”

      “Never heard of it.”

      I flipped through the pages quickly, and a folded page of yellowed paper fell out.

      “What is it?” Grandma asked.

      “A letter,” I said. I quickly unfolded it and began to read. “What the hell?” My eyes bulged at the revelation. “Unk received a dishonorable discharge. Did you know about this?”

      “I did.” Grandma looked at me, and her thick glasses magnified the defiance in her eyes.

      “That’s a huge deal. How the hell did that happen? He was a prisoner of war for god’s sake!”

      “What’s the big deal with the dishonorable part? Isn’t it just military talk for gettin’ shot down and all that?”

      “No, Grandma. It’s a much bigger deal than that.”

      “A bigger deal than spending years in a prison camp?” Her Carolina twang accentuated her exclamation.

      “That’s not what I’m saying. What I mean is, normally, if you get out under normal circumstances, you get an honorable discharge. Screw up a bit, and you can get something called an ‘other than honorable.’ But, if you do something heinous, like commit murder, or a war crime, then you get a dishonorable discharge. It’s reserved for high crimes.”

      “Well, Paul wouldn’t a’ done anything like that.” Grandma batted her hand as if she were swatting away a fly.

      “I don’t think so either. But they gave him a dishonorable. I mean, this cuts off his benefits and everything.”

      “Oh yeah, Paul wasn’t gettin’ any money from them. I even called after he died, and the VA said he didn’t have no life insurance owed him.” Grandma’s even-keel returned.

      “A dishonorable would do it.” What the hell was going on?

      We stood in silence for a moment, the revelation of the dishonorable discharge burning in my stomach. “Care if I take it?”

      “Of course not.”

      I folded the letter and closed it in the book. Stepping across the room to the bookcase on the facing wall, I found lots of well-worn fiction. John LeCarre and Tom Clancy books.

      “Unk had good taste.”

      “He was always into those kinds of books, ever since he was a boy. Would read all that spooky spy stuff. Thought he was James Bond, sendin’ secret codes. He’d love it when your grandpa and me would make him treasure maps with secret codes. He’d spend a day trying to decipher it and finally find a lollipop or a nickel. He’d be so happy.”

      “Reminds me of Christmas.”

      “He loved making you and your sister find those presents. Your sister never cared for it, but you loved that treasure hunt.” We stood for a moment, recalling happier times as a memory of my sister overwhelmed me.
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      The last time I’d seen Jo before I left for deployment was at Mom’s. She’d shown up unannounced, thin and jumpy; her once-vibrant red hair was dull and limp.

      “Just passing through,” she’d said, eyes never quite meeting mine. “Thought I’d say hi to my baby brother the big-shot Navy man.”

      I’d found her later rummaging through Mom’s medicine cabinet, hands shaking as she searched for something stronger than Tylenol.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked.

      “Not all of us get to fly away, Jeff. Some of us stick around to watch things crumble.”

      She stormed past me, and I followed her into the kitchen. She reached for her purse, and it fell, spilling its contents across Mom’s linoleum floor. Among the scattered lipsticks and crumpled receipts, a prescription bottle with the label ripped off rolled to a stop against my foot. I bent down to pick it up, but she darted her hand and took it before I could reach it.

      “Jo,” I’d said.

      She stuffed everything back in her bag and walked out the door. No goodbye, just the slam of the screen door and the sound of tires on gravel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Let’s check the rest of the house,” Grandma said, breaking me out of my memory. She led me to the TV room, which seemed to have the only piece of non-wood furniture in the house—a large maroon overstuffed recliner beyond its better days. Behind was a door with a glass window looking out to the forest beyond the backyard.

      Grandma walked to the right, which took her into the kitchen, demarcated by a wraparound counter. I followed. On the refrigerator were pictures of Jo and me. Tears welled in my eyes as memories of my drug-addicted sister and departed uncle converged into the pain of missing people I cared about and hadn’t been able to talk with in years. Not really, anyway.

      I opened the fridge.

      “He prepped a steak,” I said as I took out the plate with the grayed meat and dumped it into the trash.

      “Humph,” Grandma grunted. “I knew you’d be good at this.”

      I continued looking into the fridge, scanning. “Why’s that?”

      “You always could tell what was goin’ on, watchin’ your daddy and all. You never needed explainin’. You just picked it up.”

      Watching my daddy, I thought. Learning the trade, she meant. I glanced one more time into the fridge—an untouched six-pack of beer sat in the bottom right. I closed the door. I walked toward the back door and scanned the kitchen again, seeing a beautiful cutting board that Unk had made.

      I reached the back door and turned the knob. “Was this always unlocked?”

      “It shouldn’t a’ been. I locked everything when I was here.”

      Outside was a tiny patio and patch of grass before dense foliage of oaks and pine. Above the trees and against the pale blue sky, there was a formation of geese flying in their trademark V, though there was a gap on the right side, like one was missing. Looking back down at the grounds around me, nothing stood out. We walked back inside and turned right down the steps into the TV room.

      “How did the police find Unk? Did they say?”

      “I’ll show you.” Grandma walked past the upright piano to the chair and sat. “He was sittin’ here, gun down by this foot, drink on the table.” She pointed with her right foot.

      “You saw him?”

      She looked up at me with a deadpan face, and with a voice devoid of emotion, said, “I’m the one who found him, Jeff.”

      My eyes widened, and my mouth momentarily slackened. “You found him?” It was unfathomable Grandma had seen her son like that. As far as I knew, Unk didn’t have any friends around to check in on him, so who else would’ve checked in on him? All I could say was, “I’m sorry, Grandma.”

      She turned her face back forward and tilted her head. “Well, it was sad, but I didn’t lose it. It just made my heart hurt when I saw him like that. I called nine-one-one, and the police and ambulance came.”

      “Could you tell right away?”

      “No, not at first. He didn’t have what they call on the TV any ‘exit wound.’” She pointed to the blank TV against the wall. “I couldn’t tell until I was up close in front of him his shirt was covered in blood. The police said he put the gun in his mouth and did it, and the gun was such a small caliber, the bullet didn’t leave him.”

      “Is that why there’s no blood on the chair?”

      “Must be. There wasn’t much. Police said he died instantly, and when the heart stopped, the blood stopped.”

      “Oh,” I said, closing my eyes and trying to picture the scene. Unk sitting in his chair. Drink on the table next to him on the left. Gun down by his right foot.

      I opened my eyes and focused on Grandma’s pensive face. I asked, “Did the police say why the gun wasn’t still in his hand?”

      “They said it usually fell out of the person’s hand. Rarely is it still there.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, knowing that Grandma didn’t buy it, and I wasn’t sure I did either. I stared back at the empty chair and the matted carpet in front of it, trying to think of how it could have happened as the police said, or for what reason anyone would do this to Unk. After an uncomfortable silence, I straightened up and turned to Grandma. “I think I’ve seen everything. Did you want me to carry anything out to put in the truck?”

      “No, let’s go home.”

      I carried the book and grabbed the trash and left the house. We pulled out of the neighborhood and onto the highway. Grandma’s patience had ended. “Well, are you going to tell me what you think or what?”

      “I think there’s a chance, a small chance, you could be right. That Unk didn’t do that to himself.”

      Grandma slapped her knees. “I knew it!”

      I took my right hand off the wheel and patted down the air. “Hold on now, I don’t know if there’s anything conclusive. But a few things seem off.”

      Grandma placed her hands back on her purse and nodded. “Of course there are! Paul would never have killed himself. That’s what’s off.”

      “Maybe…But what we need are tangible clues. Evidence. Right now, we don’t have anything, and the police already ruled it a suicide. I doubt I saw anything they didn’t.”

      “So, what did you find that makes you agree with me?” she asked.

      “First, I never said I agreed. But here’s what I saw.” I took a deep breath and released. “Unk was left-handed. I could tell based on the marks on his cutting board. Normally for a right-hander, the knife would cut diagonally from the back left to the front right. His marks are opposite, from back right to front left. And they are his marks since he built the cutting board; it isn’t like he picked one up used from some left-handed person.”

      “I could have told you he was left-handed, Jeff. He was my son. What does that have to do with anything anyway?”

      I briefly clenched my jaw and glanced at her before turning back to the road. “Here’s what it means. The gun was found next to his right foot. After he dropped it, it could have ended up anywhere. But next to the right foot makes it more likely he used his right hand, which doesn’t make sense.”

      “Okay.” Grandma tilted her head.

      “I think the drink being on the left side makes at least the police version of events more unlikely. I find it doubtful a person would do it with their non-dominant hand. If it went the way the police said, then Unk would have been drinking with his left hand, placing it down, then taking the gun and doing that to himself with his right hand. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “See, I told you!”

      I shrugged, keeping my hands on the wheel. “But, like I said, the gun could have fallen anywhere. He could have been drinking with his left, then set it down and then picked up the gun. So, I don’t think it is conclusive. But he also had a steak in the fridge ready to eat, so he had a plan for dinner.” I shook my head to myself; it didn’t make sense. “But I don’t know. The police saw everything too, and they ruled it the way they did. Without more information, I don’t think there’s enough to say he was murdered.”

      Grandma squeezed her purse and paused a moment before asking, “Where do we find more information?”

      “You said Unk sent you a letter? Let me look at it.”
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      “Ah, here it is!” Grandma pulled out a previously opened envelope with a coffee stain on the front. Grandma plucked out the letter from the envelope and flattened the handwritten note on the counter. The letter read:

      

      
        
        Dear mom,

        Everyday i keep meaning to write, but i finally felt up to it today. So long since i’ve felt encouraged, it feels good to have faith again. Keep plugging away, you always say, maybe you can find something deep down in the back. Some days are so long but our lives so short. Remember i’ve always loved you and our family. But today is different, it finally feels like it is paying off. Thinking life is funny sometimes. We are all working to be the best versions of ourselves.

        Only love,

        (p)

      

      

      

      It seemed like a farewell letter, but not exactly a suicide note. Something felt off, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Maybe the sentences were a different type of prose than I was accustomed. Also, the ‘I’s were all lowercase.

      “Grandma, did Unk send a lot of letters?”

      “Not hardly, I wish he had. He sent a few over the years. More while he was at the war.”

      I thought for a second and ran my tongue across my teeth. “We should try and get the information from his time in the service. Maybe we can get his records from the VA. You have a computer?”

      Grandma started walking toward the back of the house. “Come on.”

      I sat in front of the computer in her second bedroom, which had been converted into a makeshift office and gym. The monitor flickered to life, and I navigated to the VA website. I could sense Grandma’s anticipation as she hovered over my shoulder.

      “Alright, let’s see,” I said, navigating through the site. “Here.” I pointed at the screen. “Request for military records.” I clicked the link.

      “What do we need?” she asked.

      I read the fillable fields aloud. “Name, date of birth, and service number.” I filled in the first two but didn’t know his service number. “Do you happen to know his service number?” I asked.

      “No. Maybe it’s on the letter you found.”

      I opened the Masked Dispatches book and took out the yellowed letter. “Yep, here it is,” I said, pointing to the top right corner of the page. I carefully entered the details into the form, double-checking each field before submitting the request. “Done,” I said.

      “Is that it?” Grandma asked.

      “I think so. Now we wait.”

      I scanned the desk and saw she had a printer/copier combo. “I’m going to make copies of Unk’s letters, and then I need to go. It’s getting late.”

      The book, copies, and map in hand, I said goodbye and drove through town, reminiscing the whole way. Maybe “reminisce” isn’t the right word—“remember” would be better. It was probably a fine town at some point, but by the time I left, it wasn’t more than a shell. My dad had long since lost his grip, and every decrepit storefront I passed reminded me of following my father on his runs. He was teaching me the world as I watched the way he ran his business. I passed the shell of Al’s Alterations. The boarded-up storefront had since changed owners a few times, but the sign from Al’s was still visible from the faded impression left in the brick over the door. My side tingled as a memory formed from my last time there with Dad.
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      Dad had been making one of his visits, fixing some unsettled business between townsfolk. My dad the middleman, the arbiter of Unincorporated Alleghany. Unpaid moonshine tabs and greasing through permit violations. It didn’t matter what you needed done; you called my dad.

      We had walked in, and old Al was sitting behind his counter. He didn’t get up but peered toward us—toward my father, who sauntered in. “Al,” he’d said.

      Al grunted and stood. His muscled frame bulged through his suit and apron. Al had come back from Vietnam and been a tailor in the town for decades, and he kept up his Army workout routine the whole time. He was stronger than most men in the town half his age.

      “I don’t have it, Henry.” Al placed his hands on the counter to support himself. His muscles flexed, and the sword tattooed on his right forearm danced.

      “Don’t have what, Al?” Dad’s voice was low and even. Friendly to anyone who didn’t know him and to anyone who hadn’t crossed him.

      “You know what it is. The money. I’m short.”

      “Mind if I smoke, Al?” Dad took out a cigar from his suit pocket and placed it in his mouth.

      “I’d rather you didn’t, don’t want it getting in the clothes.”

      My dad took his gleaming silver Zippo from his pocket and lit the end of the cigar, puffing it alive. He stared straight at Al, who simply looked back. Once he had it sufficiently lit, Dad took in a deep drag. He blew out a puff of smoke, not in Al’s face, but clearly toward it.

      Al looked back, waiting for my dad to say something. He didn’t.

      After a few tense moments, Al broke the silence. “Look, I can get it to you by the end of next week.”

      Dad didn’t respond; he kept puffing on his cigar and blew another fat cloud over Al and his shop.

      “Fine,” Al said, raising his arms in acquiescence. “By the end of the week.”

      “Okay, Al, I can make that work. Seeing as we’re all old friends and all.”

      Dad turned to walk out and brought his cloud of smoke with him. When we were outside the shop, and the chime on the door had rested from our departure, he had turned to me and said, “You can measure a man by doing something to get under his skin. If he lets it slide, he’s either weak, or he wants something from you. Either way, you have the upper hand.”

      He put his hands in his pockets, and we continued walking.
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      I shook away the memory and wondered if what Grandma said was true. Was all that time spent with Dad, watching him operate, really the foundation in investigating she so clearly thought I had? The thought faded as I saw a black SUV sitting at the end of Mom’s driveway. My tattoo seemed to tingle with trepidation. It was parked halfway on the lot across from the house. Its tires sank into the ground from the combination of poor drainage and the previous evening’s thundershower. Mom’s truck was gone, so I went in the empty house to retrieve my things. I packed what I could in my two suitcases and quickly jotted a goodbye note, leaving it in the middle of the counter where Mom couldn’t miss it.

      Leaving the driveway, I saw the black SUV was still there, and I slowed down alongside, rolling down my window. In the pink-and-purple mountain sunset, the black SUV gleamed like a shiny menace. His window was cracked already, and he rolled it down further when mine did. A man with a thick beard and expressionless face came into view—mirrored sunglasses hid his eyes.

      “Hi, are you building a house?” I tried for the friendliest tone I could muster.

      Smoke rolled out of his nostrils, but the man said nothing and shook his head so slightly it was almost imperceptible.

      “Thanks for your help,” I said.

      The man’s window closed, and I stepped on the gas. “Fuckin’ dick.”

      Watching in the rearview mirror, I was puzzled at the SUV’s U.S. government license plate. The SUV pulled off in the opposite direction, kicking up North Carolina’s ubiquitous red mud.

      I drove the entire five hours north with my iPod on shuffle and turned it off when I pulled onto Lock Blvd, my new street. The music stopped, cutting Chris Stapleton off in the middle of “Midnight Train to Memphis.” Despite its proximity to the town center, the neighborhood was densely wooded and dotted with recently updated mini-mansions overstuffed into tiny lots. Was I in the right place? I’d never seen the house before and only had an address. The directions I’d printed at Grandma’s said my new home should be on the left.

      Just as I was starting to chide myself for not discussing rent with Dilliard before agreeing to take his place, I spotted the small, one-story house with overgrown bushes and overhanging trees, recessed behind a shadowy porch. 2929 Lock Blvd. It was hard to see with all the high-end landscape lighting enveloping the surrounding properties, but I turned into the gravel driveway and parked in the adjacent carport.

      Walking up to the front, my feet shifted uncomfortably in my tan military-issue boots on the gravel just like they had on the barren terrain of Djibouti only a few days before. I stared at the front of what must have been the eyesore of the neighborhood.

      “You must be Jeff,” said a man behind me.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin but calmed when I turned to see the short man with stark white hair who’d walked up behind me.

      “Saul Belanski,” he said, extending his right hand.

      His grip was firmer than his diminutive stature and age would suggest.

      “Are you my new neighbor?”

      “Nope! You’re my new neighbor!” He smiled, clearly impressed with his own joke.

      “Nice to meet you. So, you have a key? Zach said the neighbor would let me in.”

      “I sure do. I hear you’re going to be staying awhile.” He handed me a ring with two keys.

      After Saul headed back to his house, I checked my watch, pressing the two-second glow function on the black Casio Pathfinder Mom had gifted me when I joined the Navy. 2356. Up three steps to the top of the porch adorned with two wooden chairs and a table. The keys opened the door, and I walked inside. Turning on the light, I found a large open space. Directly in front of me was a round, rustic wood table surrounded by four wooden chairs matching the two out front. To the left was a faded red couch facing a fireplace and TV. To the right was a utilitarian kitchen with a stove, sink, and avocado colored refrigerator. I opened the fridge and found a case of Miller High Life with a note on top.

      

      
        
        Welcome to the neighborhood.

        - Saul

      

      

      Happy for the cold welcome, I took a beer and twisted off the cap with a hiss. My long sip drained half the bottle. The cold fizzy liquid brought immediate relief from a whirlwind weekend. I finished the beer before taking another for the rest of my self-guided tour.

      After returning to the truck to get my bags, I dumped my belongings on the floor next to the bed and took the Masked Dispatches book from my uncle’s desk with the copies of the notes folded inside to the living room. I read through the letters and leafed through the book. Trying to think what it all meant, I kept drinking the gifted beers on the couch. My thoughts shifted to the previous few days, and I replayed what had happened and how I ended up on the other side of the world about to start a new job.
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      The crowd inside 11 Degrees North, the bar at the center of base in Djibouti, had murmured around us with Stone Temple Pilots’ “Plush” booming over the speakers.

      “You make your decision yet?” Dilliard had asked. “Remember, I’ve got that place in Arlington if you decide on DC.”

      “Not yet, but I’m leaning toward the ROTC offer. Why the hell did XO even give me the Pentagon choice?” I had replied, unscrewing my mini bottle of wine.

      “He’s looking out for you, Coburn. You know that?”

      “How so?”

      “You pissed off a lot of people, including the skipper when you decided not to take the instructor route when they offered it to you.” Dilliard unscrewed his bottle.

      “Yep. Turned down the so-called golden path. Instructor, VP-30, be a shooter on a carrier, command—then what? Straight to the CNO?” I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t take the golden path, right? You didn’t go instructor, and here you are—lieutenant commander in a P-3 squadron.”

      “I didn’t get the chance. I never got offered an instructor spot and worked my damn ass off to get orders that would take me to a flying squadron where they’d teach me to instruct.” Dilliard’s voice was raised, and his bushy black eyebrows accentuated his shiny bald head and wide eyes. “By the grace of God, I made it here, but I’m still fucked because the other department heads I’m competing with all went down the golden path. My shot for command is still long as hell.” He took another long swig. I didn’t have a response, so I did, too.

      “How old are you, Coburn? Thirty?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      “Thirty-two and you are still not sure what you want to do.”

      “What’s your point?” It came out more pointed than intended.

      “My point is, the XO isn’t fucking with you by offering you those Pentagon orders. He’s looking out for you. He’s hoping you’ll take them and figure out how great the Navy can be if you give it a chance. Hell, if you give anything a chance. You are getting an EP out of here; XO fought for you. The skipper said, ‘hell, no,’ but the XO talked him into it. Getting an ‘Early Promote’ on your departing fitness report with a tour as an aide at the Pentagon can get you back on the golden path…if you ever come to your senses.”

      “But what if I don’t want the Navy to be my career?” I didn’t mention that I joined the Navy to get away, and Arlington was still too close to home.

      “No one says it has to be. Do the aide job, and you still have the option. Take the ROTC job, and you are back to treading water until you get out.”

      “Thanks for the pep-talk.” I looked away, dismissing him with my eyes.

      “Just telling you how it is.” He raised his hands as if he’d laid his cards all on the table.
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      It took me a moment to realize where I was when I awoke on the couch. The blue screen from the TV illuminated the room, and I turned to see the green digital clock on the microwave. 0458, and I needed to get going. A shower helped knock some of the cobwebs from my thundering head, but it was going to be an unpleasant commute.
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      The escalator carried me to the burgeoning daylight as Three Tall Pines’ “Stone Walls” played in my earbuds. My brain ached. Why the hell did I drink so much the night before I started my new job? At the top, I stepped aside and waited for a Marine lieutenant colonel named Rivera.

      As soon as I started to worry about whether I’d recognize him, a short but sturdy Marine in a camouflage uniform beelined toward me. I saluted, and as he approached, the large scar running from below his left eye came into view. He returned the salute and stuck out his hand.

      “Lieutenant Coburn?” he asked while I was in the motion of grabbing his hand.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “George Rivera, good to meet ya’. Grab your trash and come inside.” He had a permanent rasp in his voice, likely developed over years of grunting.

      Lieutenant Colonel Rivera turned around quickly and walked toward the entrance. I picked up my bag to follow through ten-foot-tall wooden doors flanked by security guards.

      “Your CAC should work.” Rivera placed his Common Access Card on a sensor at an electronic turnstile. He went through after a light switched from red to green and the gate opened. I did the same and was officially in the Pentagon.

      “This is the main entrance for those of us that come in on the Metro. Here is where you can get your hair cut. They do a good cut for a decent price.” Rivera and I passed a barber shop. Several more stores lined the entrance into the gigantic building. We passed a jewelry store, flower shop, and multiple banks.

      “The Pentagon is a self-contained community, so there are few reasons you would need to leave the building during the workday.”

      We continued up a long ramp.

      “Smells like coffee, sir.”

      “Dunkin’ Donuts on your left.” He gestured with his hand. “Need some?” He stopped so abruptly I almost walked into him.

      “No, sir, ready to get to work.” I hid my desire for more coffee and greasy food to quell my hangover. We started moving again, passing the enticing smells and reaching the end of a corridor.

      “This is the A-ring. The Pentagon is, as its name would imply, a five-sided massive office building. Five sides, five floors, and each floor broken into five rings—A through E.”

      We walked along the A-ring with floor-to-ceiling windows to our left.

      “These face the inner courtyard. Pretty place once the sun comes up.”

      Outside was dark, but the light from inside shone on the giant, leathery leaves of magnolias.

      “We’ll take these up to the fourth floor.” Rivera pointed to his right. On the escalator, I had a chance to catch my breath. Did Marines always walk this fast? I studied Rivera’s gold jump wings. JAGs didn’t normally have those.

      “I’m the military assistant to the GC.”

      “GC, Sir?”

      He nodded. “Short for general counsel. He answers to both. You’ll be working with me mostly but reporting to Navy Captain Schuster; she’s the executive assistant. You’re the new administrative assistant. The previous lieutenant left orders early, so he won’t be here to give you a turnover, but I’ll take care of it.”

      “He’s got a lot of assistants.”

      “Takes a lot of hands to push so much paper.”

      We finished ascending and exited the escalator. On the fourth floor, we walked through a passageway and stopped in front of a wide corridor.

      Rivera stopped and turned. “This hall connects us from the A-ring to the outer E-ring.”

      I turned to the hallway lined with paintings of four-star generals.

      “All the prior commandants of the Marine Corps. We call it the Marine hallway. Oorah.” He resumed his march with his heels thundering on the polished white marble.

      At the end of the hallway stood two mannequins.

      As we approached, Rivera pointed to the statues with an open palm, or “knife hand” as Marine Drill Instructors taught me in Officer Candidate School. “These two guys facing each other,” he said. “One is dressed as a Marine would have been in 1776, and the other in today’s gear.”

      “Those rifles functioning, sir?”

      “Negative.”

      We made a right and stopped in front of a closed door on our left.

      “Here it is. Turn in the code and then swipe your card,” Rivera demonstrated by entering the code via an electronic dial and swiping his CAC.

      The door closed behind us. Rivera flipped on a switch and the space illuminated, revealing two desks and a copying machine with a bank of windows behind showing the oncoming glow of a rising sun.

      “The E-ring is the only part of the Pentagon with windows facing the world around it.”

      Through the window, I could see the Washington Monument across the river.

      He made a right, and I followed.

      “Here’s your office.” He nodded to the first door on the left. “Why don’t you get situated, and I’ll grab you in a bit. My office is right next door.”

      I dropped my bag to the floor next to the desk against the window and sat in the chair. The government computer started up after inserting my card. While the computer booted, I scanned what seemed like a makeshift office inside a break room. To my left were a coffee maker and an 80s brown mini fridge. Somebody had hung a map of the world on the wall my chair faced. It must have been something lying around, hung to break up the monotony of the plain-white walls, since the map still depicted the former Soviet Union.

      I opened the email icon to see if I had anything waiting for me. I felt like shit and needed more coffee, or another five hours of sleep.

      “Hey, come on, I’ll show you the opening procedures.” Rivera was standing in my open door.

      I followed. We crossed back in front of the entrance door and, on the right, passed a small office belonging to Captain Elizabeth Schuster. We continued through another door into the general counsel’s office. Rivera turned on the light.

      “Here is your most important duty.” Rivera had stationed himself with his back to a large conference table facing a wall-to-wall bookcase and reached behind a brass-and-wood clock resting on one of the shelves.

      “There’s a key behind here. See?” Rivera showed me the tarnished brass key he’d pulled from behind the ship’s clock. He opened the glass face and inserted the key into a small hole hiding in the face. He turned the key to the right. I waited for a secret door to open.

      “You need to wind this every day, but make sure you don’t overwind it, or then you’ll have to take it in to get repaired.”

      “How will I know how much to wind it, sir?”

      “You have to feel it, like playing a violin. It’s why they pay us the big bucks.” His slight smile again accentuated the scar below his eye.

      “Roger that, sir. When does the GC show up?”

      “Early. He’s usually the first one in after me. Then Captain Schuster comes in a bit later.”

      We walked out of the GC’s office, and Rivera continued to his. He turned to me before he went inside. “I’ve got to take care of some things; why don’t you familiarize yourself with your office, and
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