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      This book is dedicated to
my first love Aoife, my Irish Rose.

      It is also dedicated to the men and women
of the US armed forces who have fallen in
Iraq and Afghanistan.




      Prologue

      11 September 2001

      You can never know when you go to bed at night that the following day, nothing will ever be the same again.

      The morning everything changed for me started out like many others. I was woken early by a voice over the PA system in the
         fire department where I volunteered alerting us to our first call-out of the day. It took a few moments for my eyes to focus
         as I emerged into the truck bay where the rest of the crew was already getting into the fire engine. The dispatcher gave us
         the address and we were soon on our way to assist an elderly patient who was suffering from breathing difficulties. This was
         nothing new. For some reason, we tended to get a lot of geriatric-related calls first thing in the morning.
      

      It was another beautiful late summer’s day and the sun was shining from the brilliant blue sky as we raced through the streets
         of Anderson Mill, a quiet suburban neighbourhood in northwest Austin, Texas. We got to the house and went in to see how the
         patient was doing.
      
We were in the middle of attending to him when an unusual message came in over the radio. I caught something about a plane
         crashing into the World Trade Center in New York. I’d never heard of it and when the paramedics arrived to take over, I asked
         my lieutenant what the World Trade Center was. He said he wasn’t sure.
      

      We got back to the fire station and switched on the TV to see if there was any more news about the plane crash. It took a
         few moments for the stations to pick up on what we had already heard over the emergency radio channel but, soon enough, the
         early-morning talk shows were interrupted with the newsflashes coming from Manhattan.
      

      There, in front of our astonished eyes, were images of a skyscraper, the north tower of the World Trade Center, with smoke
         billowing from a huge gash in its side. ‘Holy shit,’ I gasped, as we all crowded around watching the live footage that, at
         that moment, was being beamed across the world.
      

      And as we watched in awe, we caught the flicker of a shadow in the corner of the screen.

      In the instant that the second plane hit, we knew it was no accident. When the reports started coming in of other planes crashing
         out of the same blue sky I had admired only hours before, we knew we were under attack.
      

      There were no more doubts. This was war, and we felt like we were in the front line. We were only fifteen miles from the Texas
         state capitol building. Was that going to be a target too? Calmly, we readied our gear and waited by the trucks, waiting for
         the inevitable rash of emergency calls. It was one of those situations when you don’t know what to say to the people near
         you, so we sat silently, waiting and listening as the world fell apart around us.
      

      I decided to call my mum back home in Dublin. She answered on the first ring, up the wall with worry. I tried to reassure her and explained that I was just about as far away from New York
         as she was, but it didn’t work. The truth was that neither of us knew what was going on.
      

      I hung up and walked outside to have a smoke and clear my head. I gazed up at the Stars and Stripes on the firehouse flagpole,
         billowing in a gentle breeze. I was still thinking of my family and hadn’t noticed the biker pulling up on his Harley Davidson
         behind me. I glanced at him as he walked over to me. We just kind of looked at each other and, without a word, walked towards
         the flag and grabbed a hold of the guide ropes.
      

      I gave it a tug and, slowly, it came down. At half-mast, I tied it up and we stood there staring at it. As the realisation
         of what was happening started to sink in, I began to get angry.
      

      And the longer I stood there, the angrier I got.

      I had to do something. I decided there and then that I had to stand up and be counted.

      Without much more thought, I jumped in my car and drove to the nearest armed forces recruitment centre. Within an hour, I
         was filling out the paperwork that would change my life for ever.
      

      ***

      On the afternoon of 11 September 2001, I volunteered to join the United States Marine Corps.

      I was twenty-three years old at the time, an Irishman living in America. Three years later, I would find myself fighting for
         my life in the barren desert wastes of western Iraq.
      

      My life-changing decision has had repercussions that I’m still battling with today. Since 2001, many people, especially at
         home in Ireland, have asked me why I chose to fight for another country’s military in a war that has divided the world. It’s easier
         now, with the benefit of hindsight, to have an informed opinion about the bitter conflict that is still raging in the Middle
         East but, in those first frightening hours of 9/11, nothing was that clear.
      

      Although I didn’t know who had just sucker-punched us in the back, I took it personally and I wanted revenge – for the firemen,
         for the people who worked in those buildings, for America and for humanity.
      

      I was not an American, but I couldn’t remain impartial and say that this horrific act against my adopted home had nothing
         to do with me. I lived in America, my friends were American and I was pretty sure my kids would be too. I may not have been
         a citizen, but I was an immigrant, like all the other immigrants who helped build the country I now called home.
      

      I couldn’t sit by on the sidelines and watch these terrible events unfold like it was a daytime TV drama. We were under attack
         and I felt it was my duty to step up to the plate, roll up my sleeves and fight to defend a way of life that was now mine.
      

      I could have turned a blind eye and just been relieved that it hadn’t happened in Ireland. But if I did that, I’d be letting
         the scumbags win. And who was to say they wouldn’t turn around the next day and bomb my hometown and my family?
      

      As I walked through the door of the recruiting office, I had resolved to offer my help, to fight back against whoever had
         attacked us.
      

   



      Part 1

      THE US MARINES




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Even though it sounds rash – running off to join the Marines immediately after what had happened in New York – it wasn’t entirely
         a spur-of-the-moment decision.
      

      
      If the truth be told, the 9/11 attacks merely provided me with the ultimate reason to finally go and do something I had always
         wanted to do. Ever since I was a kid, I had wanted to be a Marine.
      

      
      At home, we grew up with the memory of my great-grandfather who had faced the Germans in the trenches of the First World War.
         As a rifleman in the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, he had been wounded in combat and died of his wounds. On the other side of my
         family, my mother’s relatives had fought against the English to free Ireland, one of them had died on hunger strike when he
         was captured. I had two uncles who served in the US army during the Cuban Missile Crisis and, later on in life, I found out
         that I had a second cousin from England who had been a Royal Marine in the Falklands War, although I did not know anything
         about him until I saw him in a documentary about training Royal Marine Commandos. I respected the hell out of each of them and the fact that, despite the turmoil of the times, they had the courage to fight for their
         convictions.
      

      
      I was brought up with the same belief – to fight for what I thought was right. One important thing I took with me from my
         childhood was that I should always stand up for myself.
      

      
      I came home from school with black eyes, bloodied noses and swollen lips so many times that I couldn’t even begin to count
         them all, but the aul fella would only ever ask two simple questions – who started it and why. If I could convince him that
         it was someone else and that they were out of line, well, he would back me 100 per cent. It didn’t really matter who won or
         lost, what mattered was that I had held my ground, drawn a line in the sand and refused to back down.
      

      
      There was a lot of that typical bullshit in my school. Kids were picked on all the time and, sometimes, it was those who were
         defending themselves from the bullies who got into trouble. Of course, the teachers didn’t see it that way. They didn’t care
         why people were fighting, only that it was wrong and deserved to be punished no matter what. As a result, I spent a lot of
         time at school standing outside the principal’s office waiting for yet another bollocking. But my schooldays helped me develop
         a sense of fairness and a belief that the weak needed protection from aggression.
      

      
      At the age of thirteen, I watched in horrified fascination as all the terrible drama of the first Gulf War unfolded live on
         our television at home. I couldn’t understand why Iraq had invaded this small country, Kuwait. As I got older, all the news
         seemed to be about war. I found it even harder to explain what was happening in Yugoslavia, Somalia and all the other troubled
         places. To me, it felt like the world was in turmoil, terrorised by evil dictators, psychopaths and warlords, and I was moved
         by the injustice of it all. Tens of thousands of people were being exterminated in these countries, and I felt that we in Ireland appeared to have stuck our heads
         in the sand, pretending that nothing was happening. Instead, we stuck a few pence in a Trócaire box to make it all better.
      

      
      In my innocence, I asked my dad why we didn’t send an army to help the people in Kuwait or Kosovo. He told me we couldn’t
         because we were a neutral country. What was this neutrality? I wondered. It was a concept that didn’t make any sense to me.
         After all, from my own family history I knew that Irishmen had always fought for what they believed was right. I resolved
         that some day I would follow in their footsteps.
      

      
      Watching old Second World War movies with my older brothers reinforced this ideal of the manner in which men in the past had
         put everything aside to die for the cause they believed in. We cheered when John Wayne stormed the beaches in the Sands of Iwo Jima and laughed at those movies in which angry but overfed German machine-gunners screamed, ‘Halt!’ as the POWs made their great
         escape.
      

      
      Like most kids, I had an active imagination and these war movies inspired the games I played. I spent a lot of time sneaking
         into the Capuchin monastery, which was just up the road from the house where I grew up in Raheny, with my friends to act out
         our soldier fantasies. The monastery was my favourite hang-out for years. It had everything a boy could want – wooded areas,
         open fields, twisting trails and great hiding spots. I climbed every tree and left no stone unturned. We had to be careful,
         as the monks who dwelled there were rumoured to enjoy catching juvenile intruders and making them peel potatoes as punishment.
      

      
      It became our pretend battlefield, where we ambushed enemy columns and hid from Nazi or Viet Cong patrols. Sometimes, we engaged in real battles with rival gangs of kids and our play-acting gradually became more serious. It was like actual military
         training. We would go into the city centre and head down to the army surplus shops on Little Mary Street to buy anything we
         thought looked useful. We would all wear camouflage fatigues and carry ropes, knives, cammo paint, and even food and water
         to last a few days.
      

      
      We thought of ourselves as professionals and we read up on the SAS and US Navy Seals, hoping to learn the little tricks that
         would give us the upper hand in our war games. One Christmas, I got a survival manual from my brother, which I still have
         to this day. From that book, I quickly set about experimenting with the simple traps and snares it illustrated before I moved
         on to more complex tripwires and spiked pits, like the ones I’d seen in Indiana Jones movies and read about in stories from
         the Vietnam War.
      

      
      One time, we tied a six-foot Christmas tree to an overhead branch so that it would swing down thirty feet on a rope and smack
         straight into any poor unfortunate who happened to walk into the trap. It was pretty effective when we tested it and I was
         really pleased with myself – although, perhaps fortunately, we were smart enough not to try it out on a real person and we
         dismantled it before we went home.
      

      
      Things started to change in our little war games around the time we hit puberty. One night, I was up in a tree that overlooked
         one of our trails, planning an ambush. I had a buddy in another tree about fifty metres along the way and we were talking
         on our high-speed Scooby Doo walkie-talkies that someone’s little brother had been given for Christmas. We were waiting for
         our enemies from the other end of our road, who were playing the North Vietnamese army. To the south flank, we had two more
         soldiers armed with heavy machine guns, which were actually just big sticks. We had positioned ourselves carefully so we wouldn’t catch ourselves
         in the crossfire. This, I thought, was the perfect setup.
      

      
      Darkness fell while we were waiting, which added to our concealment. Our patience finally paid off some time later when I
         saw three silhouetted figures moving towards my position on the trail. I stayed quiet and hunkered down in silence until they
         passed right under me, just as I had hoped.
      

      
      Then, I jumped down from the branch and opened up with my stick-rifle, making loud shooting sounds. My buddies joined in,
         adding their own shouts to the noise of battle. A high-pitch screeching noise that sounded like a baby pig caught in a fence
         stopped us in our tracks. We stood there bewildered.
      

      
      Instead of surprised enemy troops, there were three hysterical girls standing in front of us screaming at the top of their
         lungs. In fairness to them, four guys had just jumped out of nowhere with green paint on their faces and surrounded them,
         shaking sticks and shouting like gobshites.
      

      
      Eventually, we all calmed down and figured out what they were doing there. Apparently, one of the NVA lads had invited them
         up to hang out with our gang but hadn’t told us. I scratched my head and wondered why anyone would want to do that. What use
         did we have for girls? Surely they didn’t want to play soldiers … unless they wanted to be nurses in our little field hospital.
         But when I asked them if they would tend to our wounded or cook up some rations, they told me to feck off.
      

      
      Up to that point, I had never taken any interest in girls. I had a sister but she wasn’t a ‘real’ girl. I was brought up in
         a male-dominated house and went to an all-boys school. Girls served no obvious purpose and I didn’t take too much notice of
         them. However, that day would prove to be the beginning of the end of our childhood. Little by little, the soldiering days of my
         little gang gradually gave way to trips to the cinema to watch soppy movies and walks in the park. I watched, aghast. It seemed
         to me that everything we had trained so hard for was being left behind. Instead of Apocalypse Now, it was When Harry Met Sally.
      

      
      We started going to discos and those with girlfriends would spend the night kissing them or holding their hands. Soon, I’d
         lost a good radio operator, two machine-gunners, half a platoon of Special Forces commandos and a highly decorated squad leader.
      

      
      Everything was changing in my little world. I couldn’t mentally adjust to growing up – or maybe I simply didn’t want to. Either
         way, I made a conscious effort to delay the rites of passage that marked the average adolescence.
      

      
      Even when I went on to secondary school, I didn’t date anyone, partly because I had no interest but mainly because nobody
         was interested in me. Instead of chasing girls, I looked elsewhere for distraction. I decided I wanted to become a real soldier
         when I left school and, in particular, I dreamed of becoming a fighter pilot with the Marines. I studied hard and tried to
         stay out of trouble as best I could and, for a while, everything was going to plan. Then, one day, I had my bloody eyes tested
         in school and found out I was short-sighted – which explained why I could never make out the words on the blackboard – and
         this put an end to my ambitions to be a pilot.
      

      
      It was a devastating blow. I consoled myself with the thought that I could still join the Marine Corps as a grunt in the infantry.
         It didn’t have the same glamorous appeal as a fighter pilot, but at least I didn’t have to continue to be as diligent with
         my studies as I had been. All I had to do was keep fit and get through my Leaving Cert. As I considered Shakespeare and so much of the other stuff the education system wanted to teach me to be pretty much pointless,
         I figured it was a perfect solution.
      

      
      Just to keep my options open, I applied for various college courses and when I got the results from my final school exams,
         I actually did better than expected and found I had enough points to get into Dundalk RTC to study computing. When I left
         school in 1996, I decided to give it a go. I spent the first six weeks half-heartedly trying to figure out where my classes
         were and quickly found out I had nothing in common with the people who sat around debating the world’s woes. They seemed to
         know everything about everything and could solve international crises over a ten-minute tea break smoking cigarettes.
      

      
      Whenever we talked about politics or history, one of them would say something like, ‘Why can’t they all just get along?’ Brilliant,
         I thought, Why didn’t anyone else think of that before? I know, why don’t we send a letter to the Somali warlords after communications
         class asking them to ‘get along’?
      

      
      It was enough to convince me that spending the rest of my youth sitting in a classroom wasn’t for me.

      
      I dropped out of public college and considered my options. Dublin in the 1990s offered few exciting choices for a disillusioned
         nineteen-year-old. Most people my age seemed to have limited ambitions that didn’t stretch beyond buying a house in some anonymous
         suburb, getting married, having several kids and working the rest of their lives in a nice, stable job while saving hard to
         pay for their retirement.
      

      
      In school, the teachers had encouraged us to aspire to these dull futures, telling us that if we were lucky, then some day
         we’d get to work for a bank or in the post office. Fuck that, I thought, I’m not licking stamps for the rest of my life. My attitude was that life should be an adventure and, as you only got one chance,
         you should make the most of it. I decided to follow my own path and see where it took me.
      

      
      Around this time, I met a beautiful girl who blew me away and it didn’t take long for me to fall in love. Aoife was the kind
         of girl who I could really talk to and, even more surprising, she cared enough to listen to me. We became inseparable and
         my life took on new meaning as a young man in love for the first time. I finally figured out what had led half of my platoon
         away from our childhood games and I embraced the change with a new heart.
      

      
      I eventually got an interview with the Dell Computer Corporation in Bray, just outside Dublin, after completing a computer
         course in a private college. I got the job and, with a natural knack for computers, was eventually promoted to become a network
         engineer. Not bad for a twenty-year-old kid. I got the opportunity to fly all around Europe and even once to the United States.
         I had always wondered about those people who got picked up at airports by guys who stood at the arrivals gate holding cards
         with their names on them, and now I was one of them. I remember thinking as I sat in my business-class seat during another
         flight to the continent that this was so much better than being sent to the principal’s office or being stuck in detention.
         An added bonus was the fact that as it was an American company, there was a chance that I could get a transfer to the United
         States.
      

      
      In the meantime, as I was still curious about military life, I joined the reserve defence forces in Dublin, known as the FCA
         – otherwise cruelly referred to as the ‘Free Clothes Association’.
      

      
      One of my friends had brought me up to the historic Cathal Brugha Barracks in Rathmines in south Dublin and, after a look
         around, I signed up with the 20th Infantry Battalion and was assigned to C Company.
      

      
      It was a part-time activity but I enjoyed the training that took place every Tuesday night and on Sundays. We’d be brought
         up to the mountains near Dublin and taught field craft and small-unit warfare. The training was actually really good and I
         learned field skills that I kept with me and use to this day, but it occurred to me that we only learned small-unit warfare
         as there were fuck-all people in the reserve, and society, as a whole, had little or no interest in us, so what choice did
         we have?
      

      
      Initially, I did quite well – I received the Best New Recruit in the Battalion award that year – but, soon, I became discouraged
         when I realised that the reserve was treated by the military more like an unwanted stepchild than a functioning arm of the
         army. The active-duty guys would call us ‘Sandbags’ which, I have to admit, I thought was hilarious.
      

      
      I enjoyed my stint in the FCA all the same although my time there was short.

      
      I was still in love with Aoife but when we broke up after a year or so I realised I had to move on. I had spent two previous
         summers when I was still in secondary school visiting my sister in Austin, Texas, and I had loved it there. I applied for
         a green card, dousing the application in holy water and saying Hail Marys all the way to the post office. The good Virgin
         hooked me up and I was soon on my way to the American embassy in Dublin for an interview. I mentioned to the woman quizzing
         me that I was going to join the Marines, although, to be honest, I had been distracted by the good life at that point and
         was thinking more along the lines of swimming pools and fancy convertible cars, but it seemed to work for her. When I told
         her, she smiled, stopped asking me questions and approved my application. As she said, ‘Welcome to America,’ I had a smile from ear to ear. I skipped out of the place
         elated.
      

      
      On the way home, I called everyone I knew on my oversized mobile phone to tell them that I was on my way to America, where
         I was going to get rich and marry Alicia Silverstone and live happily ever after.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      If only life was so simple. Because I was established with an American company, I thought it would be easy to get a transfer
         there. I set about getting one approved by the HR department, and then I got the bad news – there was a hiring freeze in Dell
         America and they couldn’t give me a job over there.
      

      
      Problem was, I had to leave for America by a certain date under the conditions of my green card. I had a choice of staying
         with my career or jumping ship and taking my chances in America. I decided to grab the opportunity while I still could. I
         quit work in March 2000 and bid farewell to my family. Several long flights later, I was in my new home – Austin, Texas, USA,
         the live-music capital of the world. My sister was still living there – although she would eventually move back to Ireland
         in 2003 – and she put me up for a while after I arrived, but I was determined to strike out on my own.
      

      
      Of course, I was a bit anxious about facing an unknown future in a country I knew very little about, but I was brimming with
         confidence, like most cocky twenty-two-year-olds are. As it turned out, it wasn’t too hard to find a job. The dot-com boom was in full swing and, within a few weeks, I was working as a consultant
         for IBM on a software automation team. I started off on a good wage and soon things were going well.
      

      
      I was living far, far away from home, driving a brand-new Ford Mustang with an engine practically the size of my entire banged-up
         Ford Fiesta that was still sitting in the mother’s garden back home. I got my own apartment, and I’m not talking about renting
         a room – I had the place to myself. There was a swimming pool in the complex and a hot tub to boot. Enough said!
      

      
      The best thing, though, was having the money to spend on whatever the hell I wanted. I’d never had that luxury before and
         I blew loads of cash on lots of stupid stuff. One day, I went out and bought six fake trees. I put them all around my new
         apartment and then drove to the local pet shop and bought some tropical birds, a cage and all the bits and pieces that went
         with it. I got home and assembled the cage but left the door open. I decided that my birds would be allowed to fly wherever
         they wanted. It was my way of exhibiting my independence, or maybe my stupidity.
      

      
      There were some culture shocks, like the day I walked into Wal-Mart and bought a rifle just like it was a can of Coke. I was
         bewildered by how easy it was but, there again, it was part and parcel of getting to understand the place. Owning a gun in
         Texas is not just a right, it’s a way of life. Everybody is armed; that’s the way it’s always been and always will be, and
         it suited me fine.
      

      
      The weather was also a major bonus. I would sit out on my balcony on a warm Texan night and reflect that this would have been
         a great place to grow up. At home, I’d spent a lot of my teenage years sitting on a wall on my road, spitting on the ground
         in the rain, kicking a football against the wall and pissing off all the neighbours, because I didn’t have much else to do. I looked at the kids in Texas and they were all going to theme parks and floating down
         rivers in rubber tubes in the summer. They had cars and went to the movies and arcades all the time. All I ever did in my
         late teens, besides studying for my Leaving Certificate and drinking cans of beer from a blue bag in the laneway, was work
         in a Chinese restaurant at the weekend and try to avoid getting mugged coming back from the local cinema.
      

      
      Every now and again, I did think about joining the Marines but things were going too well for me to contemplate it seriously.
         I was enjoying my new life and now that I was well taken care of, the world and its woes seemed far away. Instead, I decided
         to become a fireman, thinking that it might satisfy my desire for excitement. I had only been in the States a few months when
         I joined the fire department in Jollyville as a volunteer.
      

      
      As the months passed, I really settled into the pace of American life. I travelled around a bit, even flying to New York to
         watch the Wolfe Tones in Queens after seeing an advert in the Irish Echo newspaper the night before the concert. I downed pints of Guinness in Bull McCabe’s Bar in downtown Austin and started hanging
         out with new friends. We got into a bit of trouble along the way – just the usual stuff that you’d expect a bunch of young
         lads to get up to – but for the most part we just partied it up.
      

      
      By September 2001, I was still at IBM, working away and spending most of my spare time with the fire department in Jollyville,
         where we attended the car crashes, house fires and other dramas of the job. I had volunteered more for the buzz than anything
         else, but soon an opportunity came along to train as an EMT – an emergency medical technician. Initially, I didn’t think it
         would be something I would be interested in. As far as I was concerned, these guys were just ambulance drivers who applied plasters to kids’ knees after they fell off their bicycles. If anything, I wanted to be at the centre
         of it all, kicking down doors, cutting up cars and saving all kinds of young maidens from certain fiery deaths.
      

      
      But I changed my mind as I watched the EMTs in action. I grew to admire the professionalism they displayed on a daily basis.
         I enrolled in a school to take my Emergency Medical Technician Basic Certificate in August 2001 and from the day I picked
         up their training manual, I was hooked. I had no idea that the work was so complex and yet so fascinating. Any medical treatment
         I had learned up to that point involved putting some iodine on a cut and saying a few Hail Marys. In secondary-school science
         class, I’d had to memorise the differences between an artery and a vein, know where the heart was and what white and red blood
         cells did, but it didn’t really mean anything to me at the time as I had no interest in becoming a nurse or a doctor.
      

      
      In Emergency Medical Service School, it all started to make more sense, and the training taught me how to use the knowledge
         I had to help people in the real world. I was sent to a busy hospital to get hands-on experience in an emergency room and
         I joined the crew of a paramedic ambulance to learn the ropes out on the street. Day by day, I understood a little bit more
         about the science behind the EMS. What I really liked about the training was that they weren’t typical classes where the instructor
         blabbed his mouth off and you repeated after him. If you couldn’t figure something out, they would help you understand, but
         if you still couldn’t get it right and failed your tests, then you were out the door. There was no room for mistakes in the
         EMS. They are trained to provide the level of care you would want for your own family. I kept that philosophy in my head and
         thought of it as my mission statement.
      

      
      
      I started going to school on Tuesday and Thursday nights, doing my ‘clinicals’ in the emergency room and riding out on the
         ambulance at weekends. I was taking it all very seriously and was considering it as a full-time career. Most of my nights
         off were spent sitting in front of the books, studying for the most part – although I will not lie to you and say I never
         took a book to the pub. One night, I was sitting alone with a pint in front of me when a girl came walking over to talk to
         me. Curious to see what I was reading, she glanced down at the page I had open in front of me. I had been studying the chapter
         on major burning and it featured some nasty-looking pictures of people who had been burned alive. I don’t know what she thought
         I was doing sitting there, drinking a pint on a Saturday night on my own looking at pictures of dead people but, when I tried
         to say hello, she walked away without a word.
      

      
      Other nights, I’d study at the firehouse and stay over if it got too late to go home. One night, I crashed out on the couch
         in the day room as all the beds in the crew room were taken. I brought in a blanket and sat up watching cable television until
         I got tired. As I reached over to turn off the light, I noticed the time. It was after midnight on the morning of Tuesday,
         11 September 2001.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      As I drove to the recruitment office later that terrible day, all manner of thoughts were going through my head. It was frightening,
         but if there was going to be a war, I wanted to help fight it. I was also excited. This was my chance to take the test and
         see if I really had what it took to be a United States Marine.
      

      
      To anyone unversed in the ways of the modern military, the United States Marine Corps represents the very best that the fighting
         armed services can offer. They are the elite, the toughest of the tough. They are the first in and last out. Over the years,
         I had read fervently about the history of the Marines and absorbed all the glorious deeds that they had performed. For all
         those reasons, it proved all the more astonishing to find how relatively easy it was to join.
      

      
      Signing up for the military in America isn’t like it is in Ireland. At home, they only recruit once or twice a year and then
         you have to go through the whole application procedure, which can take months. In the US, there are recruiting stations all
         over the place, just like McDonald’s, and you can pop in at any time and sign up at the drop of a hat.
      

      
      
      A Marine Staff Sergeant sitting behind the desk stood up as I opened the door. In my thick Dublin accent, I told him that
         I wanted to join. He was pretty helpful, but he kept looking at me as if I was lost, and it took me a while to convince him
         that I was serious. He seemed unsure whether or not an Irishman could walk in off the street and qualify for recruitment.
         There’s a general misconception that you have to be a citizen to join the American military. That’s not the case. All I needed
         was a green card and I had a letter from the US embassy in Dublin stating that I could join up.
      

      
      I showed this letter to the staff sergeant and he made a quick phone call. He obviously got the all clear to start processing
         me, as he hung up, grinned and said, ‘You’re good to go, son.’
      

      
      He explained that as I was not actually a US citizen, there were some sensitive units in the Marines I couldn’t join. Unfortunately,
         I wasn’t permitted to work in reconnaissance or intelligence, which were some of the jobs that interested me.
      

      
      We discussed what I wanted to do instead, and he went through what the various options were. He laid down little cards in
         front of me that had words and phrases written on them, such as ‘Personal Development’, ‘Honor’, ‘Career’, ‘Benefits’ and
         ‘Education’. I noticed that there wasn’t a single one that said anything about fighting or killing, which struck me as funny.
         After all, surely that was pretty much what this game was all about – or so I thought. Either way, I had no interest in what
         the little cards offered.
      

      
      Then he put on a short promotional video that showed all the nice things about being a Marine, with the emphasis on the crisp
         uniforms and the shiny buttons and medals hanging off them. I really wasn’t interested in going through this malarkey, as
         the guy didn’t have to sell me anything. I didn’t need any convincing. I told him I didn’t care about personal development
         or college benefits, I just wanted a rifle and someone to shoot. I think he liked that. We never mentioned it, but we both knew it was no accident that I was sitting
         in front of him that day.
      

      
      To join up full-time required a minimum of four years’ service and I said I didn’t want that. I wasn’t looking for a career
         in the military. If the country was invaded the next day, I was prepared to take my place in the ranks but, until then, I
         wanted to hang on to my job. I didn’t want to come back to civilian life after four years and be forced to start from the
         bottom all over again.
      

      
      He suggested that I join an Infantry Reserve Unit that was based right there in Austin. He said I could still go to boot camp
         like everyone else and then on to infantry school. After I was fully trained, I could return home, go to weekend training
         every month and would be called up if I was really needed. This sounded like the best compromise. I would be ready to fight
         if there was a war but in between training, I could go back home and live a normal life.
      

      
      He took out the paperwork, and I took my first step on the road to becoming a US Marine.

      
      We agreed that I should wait until my EMT class was complete and to give me time to take my state EMT exam. Pending the results
         of my physical tests, which would take place in three days’ time, it would be at least January 2002 before I was actually
         shipped out to boot camp. Satisfied that I had made the right decision, I shook his hand and, later that week, was in San
         Antonio undergoing my medical screening.
      

      
      This is also where the US military conducts an aptitude test called the ASVAB. It comprised maths, reading and English, but
         it was actually easier than the entrance exam for secondary school. They then give applicants a battery of physical examinations
         from various doctors and technicians. There were hundreds of young men and women there who had obviously rushed in to join any one of the numerous branches of the armed forces in the wake of the 9/11
         attacks.
      

      
      We were herded around like cattle and given the third degree. A military doctor told me to look left, look right and cough
         while he prodded and probed me. I completed all the tests and was passed as fit. Later that day, I was to take my oath as
         a new member of the US armed forces and swear the Oath of Enlistment. Scared I was going to make an ass out of myself, I walked
         over to the lady from the government who was in charge and asked her if she had the words written down somewhere. She smiled
         and told me not to worry. She said she would say it out loud and that all I had to do was repeat after her. I was thinking
         to myself, man, it’s bloody easy to join this crowd. You don’t even need to know what you’re doing.
      

      
      I pledged allegiance to the United States with my right hand held up and took my oath to defend the country. I felt a little
         weird as I repeated the words ‘I, Graham Dale, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United
         States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I will
         obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations
         and the Uniform Code of Military Justice, so help me God.’ I managed to get all the words out OK and officially became a Poolee,
         the name given to those who are pooled while waiting in the delayed entry programme to be sent to boot camp.
      

      
      As I drove back to Austin, I felt a surreal sensation rising in my stomach. I had thought about this moment for a long time
         and now that it was actually a reality, I had a lot of things to mull over. I thought about how I would tell my parents back
         in Dublin that I had just joined the Marines when it already seemed inevitable that there would be a military reaction to what had happened on 9/11. Surely, the last thing a mother would want to hear, and would find
         even harder to understand, was that her son might be going to war. I felt bad as I imagined telling her. I had a vision of
         her standing there as I came home in a wooden box draped in a flag. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind and drove
         straight to Razzoo’s, my favourite neighbourhood bar. Pints were in order, and I called a few of the boys to tell them to
         come down and meet me so I could fill them in.
      

      
      My friends reacted in various ways when I told them – some said they thought I was crazy, others patted me on the back. We
         drank long into the night while I debated how to tell my parents. In the end, I did what any smart man with a sister would
         do – I rang her instead. She was surprised when I told her, but supportive. Then I asked her not to tell my parents, knowing
         full well that as soon as I hung up, she would be on to them straight away. Then I sat back and waited for the inevitable
         call from Ireland. While I waited, I wondered again how my mother would react. I’m sure many other Irish mothers got surprise
         calls from sons living abroad, telling them that they were getting married or having a baby or something like that. My poor
         mother had always wanted the same for me, but it wasn’t to be just yet. Instead of announcing that she was going to be a grandmother,
         I had to tell her I had just signed a contract with the American government to go and fight if needed.
      

      
      When she finally called a few hours later, it was a nerve-wracking conversation. I could tell she was upset, but she said
         she respected my decision. I spent the rest of the call trying to calm her as best I could. I’m not proud to admit that I
         didn’t actually tell her I had joined the infantry. I lied and said I was doing computer stuff and would be in a room somewhere
         buried underneath a mountain looking at monitors, just like in the movies. You can lie all you want to your mother, but she will always know the truth. I think she pretended to believe what I told her and we left it at that.
      

      
      Then she put my father on. Being a man, he was a little bit more reserved. There was no way he was going to get all emotional
         on me and he passed it off by joking that the Marines must be crazy to let me join. But then he told me he was proud of me.
         He said he knew I’d do a good job even if I did get into a few scrapes along the way. My brothers were grand with the idea
         and it didn’t bother them too much. Like most lads, we were just happy to agree to go out and have a pint to discuss the matter
         further whenever we got the chance. I think my sister leaned a little more on my mother’s side, in that she didn’t really
         agree with what I was doing. I never really asked her how she felt about it but, for the moment, there was nothing more to
         talk about. I was a going to join the Marines and that was that. The only thing left to do now was drink some more pints.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      On 7 October 2001, the US invaded Afghanistan. This marked the beginning of the War on Terror declared by President Bush in
         response to the 9/11 attacks. The whole country was on a war footing – shops even sold out of bottled water and tinned food.
         The declared purpose of the invasion was to capture Osama bin Laden, destroy Al-Qaeda and remove the Taliban regime, which
         had provided support and safe harbour for the terrorists. Together with the Brits, the US launched an aerial bombing campaign
         to support ground forces that were made up primarily of the Afghan Northern Alliance.
      

      
      I was still working at IBM but, as soon as I qualified from EMT school in December 2001, I handed in my notice and took a
         few weeks off before I shipped out to boot camp. I enjoyed a quiet Christmas in Texas and, two days after my twenty-fourth
         birthday, on 13 January 2002, I was on my way to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot (MCRD) in San Diego. I flew out of San Antonio,
         Texas, on a regular commercial civilian flight amid the tourists and businessmen. As we took off, I reflected that I had been
         on similar journeys many times before, but this one was going to be different. That night, I wouldn’t be putting my head down on a plump pillow in some four-star
         hotel – I was headed for what had the potential to be three months of hell.
      

      
      On the plane, I got talking with a guy sitting beside me. It turned out he was a new recruit on his way to San Diego too.
         He seemed kind of nervous and at one stage actually asked me if I had ever been on a plane before. When I tried to explain
         that I was from Ireland, he cut in and said, ‘But you came over on one of them boats, right?’ Needless to say, we had an interesting
         conversation as I tried to convince him that Irish people now flew to and from America on a regular basis. He seemed bewildered
         to be on his way to boot camp and I offered to help him when we got there, but we were separated when we got off the plane
         at San Diego International Airport, and I never saw him again. The rest of the recruits who had been on the flight, including
         myself, were directed to a part of the airport where the United Services Organization was based to await the arrival of the
         buses that would bring us to boot camp.
      

      
      I stood around with the same stupid, scared look that everyone else had on their face, totally unsure of what to expect. This
         was the moment when everything was going to change. I would soon be on the bottom rung of a very tall Marine Corps ladder.
         I had my doubts about what I was about to do but, whatever happened, I knew I had nobody else to blame for this one but myself.
      

      
      It was dark by the time
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