
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“A great story beautifully told—surprising, funny, courageous and inspiring.”

—David Hyde Pierce 

“This is the story of how, through pure gumption, a most unlikely Marine candidate rises to the occasion to show his (rainbow flag of) true colors! This guy has lived a life! Greg’s hilarious and amazingly insightful re-telling is so much fun to read.”

—Jane Lynch

“Marine Corps boot camp was the toughest thing I ever did. I had to cope with being skinny, weak, and timid in a place that demanded strength, confidence, and fearlessness. But I didn’t have to cope with being gay or having to hide who I actually was. I don’t know that I could have survived the ordeal if I’d had to carry that secret along with my pack and rifle. Greg Cope White is well named, for he managed to endure more than most Marines, and he came out of it with a rich, enlightening, and affecting tale of endurance. The Pink Marine is a wonderful book and I’m proud to be Greg White’s fellow jarhead.”

—Jim Beaver, actor (Justified, Deadwood)/U.S. Marine

“For five years, on a television show called Covert Affairs, I had the privilege of pretending to be a member of the U.S. military. For six years, in the United States Marines, my friend Greg pretended to be straight. He wins. The Pink Marine will inspire you, make you laugh, and remind you of what’s important in this life.”

—Christopher Gorham, actor (Popular, Ugly Betty)

“If I were stuck on a deserted island, like in Blue Lagoon, the one book I’d take is The Pink Marine.”

—Christopher Atkins, actor (The Blue Lagoon)

“Greg Cope White takes on the universal tragedy of human isolation and the fear of exposure with such humor and grace that it becomes a triumphant comedy.”

—Dylan Brody, writer/comedian 

“Author Greg Cope White nails it with this interesting and important memoir. Hysterical, witty yet serious, Greg, shares a very personal look into the life of military service where you once were shunned for being gay. He comes through with this honest and funny book, one that all should read!”

—Randy Gardner, five-time U.S. figure skating champion

“Authentic, inspiring and lots of giggle moments! The Pink Marine is a page turner and should absolutely be made into a feature film, it’s that good!”

—Tai Babilonia, five-time U.S. figure skating champion

“Private Benjamin meets Full Metal Jacket. As fascinating as that description sounds, The Pink Marine goes way beyond that. A beautiful, frank, gripping, and funny memoir, Greg Cope White punches you in the gut one moment and makes you bust a gut in the next. Truly one of the most honest and harrowing depictions of boot camp I’ve ever read or seen in film. And the fact that White can make you laugh at it all makes this book a true original. Wow.”

—Sean Dwyer, writer/film producer (Jean of the Joneses, Zoe Gone)

“If you’re searching for the next great memoir, it’s arrived. Greg Cope White’s The Pink Marine is both funny and relentlessly honest. If we have any reason to celebrate the imposed silence of President Clinton’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, The Pink Marine is it. If Greg had talked back then, we wouldn’t have this book now. The Marines got a great soldier out of it. And we civilians got a great author.” 

—Peter MacNichol, actor (Numb3rs, Ally McBeal)
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To Dale for holding my hand. And Bob for holding my heart.
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​Foreword
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A reader could wonder how it happens that a ninety-three-year-old man is writing a foreword for a story about a young gay man who lied about his sexuality to enlist and serve for six years in the United States Marines. While I served in the military myself and have been a staunch supporter of LGBT rights, the U.S. Air Force was a social club compared to the United States Marines—and no man who didn’t himself suffer “coming out” in the ’70s can know what it felt like. And so I feel I have little license to understand as I would wish the tale I am introducing. I’ve taken this on because I’ve known Greg Cope White for some thirty years, relied on him for ten, and have admired him every minute throughout. That he could write as straightforward, intriguing, and honest a book as The Pink Marine is no surprise.

—Norman Lear
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​Author’s Note
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I wrote this book to chronicle the adventures I’ve enjoyed sharing with my friends over the years. At first glance, you may think me the inveterate bon vivant I am, or a well-dressed man with loads of style and a nerdy swagger who knows which fork to use, and not the man in camouflage who can command troops and hit a target five hundred yards away with an M16. I may not fit the military mold, but I don’t know how to be anyone but myself—and being myself hasn’t always been comfortable, or even safe. 

When stories of people bullying LGBT youth started gaining attention in recent years, and some of those tortured people chose to end their own lives, I wished they’d had a moment of hope long enough to get past that hateful experience and survive. I wrote this book not just for me, but also for those struggling with acceptance of any difference they may have in the military and elsewhere. I wanted to show that if I can make it through boot camp, anyone can. If I can overcome my insecurities in a hostile environment, so can others. 

I entered boot camp in 1979—fifteen years before “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was put into law—feeling less masculine than everyone else and burdened by the secret of being gay. Midway through the thirteen weeks of boot camp, the struggle to survive and become a Marine trumped my fear of exposure (though it remained on my mind daily). I learned that everyone came in with some feeling of being different. I served with young men who had been pre-judged for the color of their skin, for their weight, for their poverty. The battle for acceptance is waged on many fronts. There were even guys who chose boot camp over jail.

The Marines taught me skills I carry with me every day. I learned that no matter how exhausted I felt, I could always take one more step, then another. And being gay can’t limit me in any way. I wish everyone could hang on for a moment past any self-doubt. It does get better.
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Prologue
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All I heard was “summer” and “camp.”

My arm was numb from being tethered to the Slimline handset for an hour-long call with my best friend, Dale. We’d finished our freshman year of college and needed to catch up. I lay on the sofa twisting the phone cord as I brought him up to speed on my slow year at a junior college in Dallas. I lived there but met Dale in high school, when we both lived in New Orleans. 

He then surprised me by saying, “I’m leaving the Academy.” It didn’t make sense; he had been named top cadet at the Air Force Academy. “I’m heading off to Marine Corps boot camp.” 

This was big news and I begged for details. His eyesight was perfect before the Academy; however, it was downgraded by first-year stress. He told me his vision had gotten too bad for him to fly. He was joining the Marines instead, with no goal to fly jets for them. Dale usually won at everything. Just getting an appointment to the Academy was rare—cadets are personally chosen by Senators. One of the most attractive aspects Dale offered to me when we were getting to know each other was his room stuffed with hundreds of trophies and medals from years of winning. So far I’d never won anything. I looked at them in amazement, silently hoping to add a wining ability to my life that I lacked. 

His father, a career Marine, wasn’t thrilled his son might be an Air Force “fly boy.” No matter how high an Air Force person soars, Marines knock them down with a bit of contempt. So Dale, loving the concept of military service but wanting to honor his father, would finish his service in the U.S.M.C. His entire summer—thirteen weeks—would be spent at Parris Island, South Carolina, in boot camp. 

I sat up. I liked boots. I loved the idea of summer camp. My life was dull. I wasn’t raised in a military family, but my family moved so often, it was as if we were. My current lack of purpose matched my transitory past. I announced that I’d go with him. 

Dale thought I was joking. I insisted I join him. 

He always got a kick out of my enthusiasm, but he built a case against this idea. 

“You’ve never run a mile.”

“You don’t know the first thing about the military.” 

“They’ll eat you alive.” 

The best argument of all went unspoken: You’re gay.

Dale was right. I knew nothing about the military. My life had not prepared me for any serious commitment, much less one that could end with physical injury, mental breakdown, or dishonorable discharge for homosexuality. 

Maybe this is a great way for me to jumpstart a much-needed physical fitness program, I quipped to myself. Get an awesome tan, sharpen my archery skills, maybe end up with one of those hand-laced wallets. . . .

“If you can do it, I can do it,” I said. Humor had always come easily to me. But to be honest, I was going nowhere in Dallas, and slowly. I’d set no goals for my future and was going to junior college only because it took no effort. My head was full of dreams about living in New York City as a working actor and a writer, yet I’d not woken up enough to make them come true. In reality, I was eighteen, living at home with my mom and brothers. 

Of course I didn’t know what enlisting meant, or what the commitment was; but I had total faith in Dale. It amazed me that he never looked at me as less than any of his other friends. I could actually tell that he appreciated me, especially my sense of humor. Maybe I was a fascinating opposite. But with little else in my life, a summer with Dale was the best plan I could imagine. I felt confident that he would stand by me in any event. I was flighty enough to jump into this abyss, but only with him. I’m impulsive, not insane. 

It was a lot to ask, but who better to join with than the most winning person I knew? 

In the pre–“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” era, could I keep my secret? Would I even survive? 
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​1. Battle For The Bulge
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“Unfit for recruit training.”

I tried to react stoically, like how a soldier would, at the doctor as he said what he also scribbled as his pronouncement in my chart. “I’m sorry. You’re fourteen pounds underweight.” 

“But I’ve always been skinny,” I said. “It’s not a problem. My entire family’s thin.” 

“If anything happened to you during training, son, they’d hold me responsible. I’d lose my license.”

Didn’t they need people? The Vietnam War had ended four years ago. The draft had ended a year before that. As the stream of recruits dried up, the military wasn’t just fishing for volunteers, it was breaking out the trawlers. Recruiters were dangling bait—signing bonuses and G.I. Bill contribution-matching for those saving for college. I got netted without even knowing of these incentives—I had signed my enlistment contract that morning. But here was the doctor, holding me up to the light, scrutinizing me to assess whether I was big enough to keep, then throwing me back. 

They needed people I guessed. Just not me. 

I walked back to the lobby, where Dale and our recruiting officer, Sergeant Jack Evans, were waiting. I tried to shrug casually but the expression on my face told them I had been rejected; I filled in the details, if not my pants.

“You gave it your best shot, kid,” I expected Evans to say. He would slug me on the shoulder and traipse off happily with the athletic Dale. 

Instead, Evans gave me my first military order—unless you count the doctor, who had ordered me to drop my pants. 

“Eat,” he commanded. “You have eight days before Dale ships out for Parris Island. Go home and eat, and we can re-weigh you the day he leaves. You can do it. Pack on the pounds.”

“But—” I said. He was already gone.

Earlier that day, I had met Evans in his drab, monochromatic recruitment office in New Orleans to formally enlist. When Dale and I walked in, Evans jumped up and strode across the room to meet us. Bolstered by the good manners instilled in me by my mother, I extended my hand and said my first and last name as if he wanted to hear it. 

He was the best-looking man I’d ever seen in person. The uniform helped: tight pants painted on his well-muscled legs, short sleeves practically bursting with biceps. He worked a gleaming smile from a square jaw; he looked as if he had hopped off one of the posters that lined the walls—I was meeting the model for The Few, the Proud, the Marines.

I didn’t find out until much later that, as soon as I wasn’t looking, Evans had cocked his head at Dale as if to ask, What the fuck is with this guy? You expect him to be a Marine? 

Once we were all seated around a cheap melamine desk, I listened as Evans droned on about how impressive my time in his Corps would look on my future résumé. Writing a résumé seemed about as real to me as joining the Marines—which still hadn’t sunk in, despite the fact that I was sitting in the recruitment office. Although Dale had suspected that I might be motivated less by abstract incentives and more by the concrete prospect of showering with bunches of naked men—and I was—he had warned me that, both here in the recruitment office and in actual boot camp, I would need to keep my shit together. And keep that shit to myself.

I kept it together and to myself as Evans outlined my options for enlistment. He referred to anything cool as his, as in “my Corps” and “my rifle.” I read the boastful slogans on the banners that were hanging in the office. I didn’t look like the men on the posters, but maybe I would by the time boot camp was over. 

I was afraid of what I looked like. It’s no wonder I had always been thin. Family meals at my house were sporadic, chaotic. My mom was always either working or going to college, so every meal was tossed together with little care—or by little hands. 

When I was four, I had no idea what caused breakfast. According to television it was a mom. And so I gaped as my six-year-old brother Brad stood in front of the stove. He was a dwarf orchestra conductor, reaching his arms up high to stir the scrambled eggs in a skillet he couldn’t see. 

It wasn’t unusual for all of us to have to pitch in. With four sons, my mother imagined she had a little labor force. She made a chore wheel and hung it on the kitchen wall. Each week, our chores rotated. It was a good plan, in theory. In practice, my ten-year-old self had a hard time pushing a loaded grocery store cart around corners. I compared milk prices because I saw women shopping do that, but in the end I just picked two gallons and added them to the cart already burdened with groceries for six. 

When we were both thirteen, Dale and I met. I saw his family was different. Dale’s family ran like a well-oiled machine. His dad was a retired Marine who flew a helicopter on drug busts for U.S. Customs. When he pounded into the house from a trip, we hid so as not to be splashed by any leftover discipline. 

Dale’s mom was Japanese, and met her U.S. Marine husband when he was stationed in Japan. She cooked dinner every night, but didn’t sit with us. She stayed busy and worked in the kitchen, tossing over her shoulder, “Gleg, eat more. You too skinny. What your mama feed you, water?” as she stirred the rice. 

I walked the half-mile to his house daily. We did our homework. We ran vocabulary words. Crony: “a close friend or companion.” He tried to drill algebra into my head, but I broke the bit. We lay on the floor, listening to Richard Pryor and Cheech and Chong albums. We could recite our vocabulary words and Pryor’s “Have you ever seen $1.50 worth of cocaine?” routine perfectly.

We were best friends. I don’t know why, but Dale accepted me. The last thing I was going to do was fuck with why. As close as we were, we were completely different. I was a gawky gay white boy whose only strength was my solid level of insecurity. He was a confident scholar and an outstanding athlete with a permanent tan.

Dale and I enlisted on the Buddy System. This program sounded safe, with best-friend support built in. We stayed together—guaranteed—as long as neither of us broke the law and both of us kept up with the challenges of boot camp. Since I was in college, I opted to commit to six years in the reserves. I didn’t really understand it all, or even care—I just knew I couldn’t let Dale out of my comfort zone, which was about a foot. First, Evans informed me, I’d attend the thirteen-week boot camp. Next, a six-week training course in a military occupational specialty: I chose one randomly from a list. 

I’d picked my own middle name in much the same way. When I was four, my mother divorced my father and demanded that he relinquish all parental rights. When I was six, she went to court to transfer parental rights to her new husband. To complete the genealogical whitewash, she legally changed the paternal family names that my brother and I had been given at birth. Once we were in front of the judge, she read us a list of replacement names she deemed acceptable; we had to pick one on the spot. I chose Christopher the same way I’d order from a restaurant menu.

Once you place that order, you’re stuck with it. 

After completing these training courses, I’d report one weekend a month to a base in Dallas, where I’d return to after training to resume college, plus spend two weeks at another base in the summer. Marine Corps Lite. It felt like something I would dabble in, like skiing or polo. My rash decision to enlist was actually typical for me. I’d moved so much as a kid that I felt like I never had both feet anywhere for very long. Before I ever got too comfortable in a town, my parents would announce we were moving. We weren’t on the run from the law, but each time we moved, I wished the uprooting had been illegal.

I hopped from school to school like a checker across a board, but without the strategy. I was always the new guy. When I was six, my mother remarried. The first order of family business—after transferring parental rights to our new stepfather—was to yank me and my three brothers up from our Lubbock, Texas, roots and transplant us three hundred miles away to Fort Worth. There I went to first, second, and third grade. 

The following spring, my parents discovered Mormonism. We floated up to Salt Lake City and stayed for my entire fourth grade. We then slid out to the Salt Lake City suburb of Holladay. For one semester. 

I want to believe these decisions took weeks or months—but my parents delivered the news of each move as a sudden and jarring headline. Halfway through my fifth grade year, we packed up and moved back to Texas. This was the first time we pulled up stakes in the middle of a school year. I completed fifth grade, managed to stay at the same school for sixth, and then transitioned to middle school. I got comfortable. I joined the debate team and fell in love with acting classes. I was good at not being me. 

My entire family put down roots this time, or as close as we got to that. My mother went back to college and finished her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. I got cocky, seeing all of seventh grade in the same school, and didn’t anticipate the interruption that slammed into me in the middle of my eighth-grade year. 

We were moving to New Orleans. 

I screamed and cried, but I felt rarely listened to as a child. This time was no different. We settled into a suburb on the east bank of the Mississippi River. I finished eighth grade. 

I don’t know why, but that summer we moved an entire mile to the west bank of the same river. At least I was situated somewhere before fall, when I would start high school—I wouldn’t have to jump off a moving truck right into class. I liked to prepare for school like any normal kid—and most normal kids don’t prepare by unpacking boxes, arranging furniture, or setting up utilities.

At my intimidating urban New Orleans high school, I noticed the same guy in three of my classes—algebra, English, and French. I was too shy to say hello. As I boarded the bus to return home, I saw that same boy on board. My balls dropped enough to give me the courage to sit next to him. I introduced myself. His name was Dale. He could relate to moving often. Their frequent moves as a military family seemed legit. Mine sounded sketchy. 

We’ve been best friends since that day in 1974.

I was at that school one year before we moved again. Dale and I worked hard to stay close.

In the tenth grade, my schooling finally got crazy. We moved back across the Mississippi to mid-city New Orleans—but when I say we, I don’t mean all six of us. My mother had finished her master’s degree in New Orleans, and now she wanted a PhD. The best program was at Brigham Young University back in Utah. We were Mormons, so it made sense. Again, I wasn’t in the meetings—perhaps there were charts and graphs with statistics to support the choices—but the plan was for her to take two boys with her and leave two behind in New Orleans with my stepfather. 

I was one of the children not taken. A child not taken—that’s difficult. 

I spent the first six weeks of school that year in a holding pattern, attending the regular high school while I waited on a late decision to get into Ben Franklin High School. Students must pass a test to attend Franklin, a super-challenging scholastic program where you earn an extra grade point for each class—every class is AP. Earn a B at Franklin, and it transfers as an A anywhere else.

I made it into Franklin. I’d started schools in the middle of the year, but never in the middle of a semester. At Franklin I jumped into the deepest ocean with hungry sharks—I’m a good swimmer, but I faced a very strong current. As sophomores, my classmates were studying Faust. In German. 

Meanwhile, back in Not Paradise, my parents filed for divorce. Long-distance. They had moved apart, figuratively and literally. Among the obvious contributing factors was the fact that my stepfather had a mistress. At winter break, I joined our mother and two brothers in Orem, Utah, where I finished the world’s most interrupted tenth grade. 

As odd as I find the Mormon sect, I made some terrific friends. Then, at year’s end, it was decided that I would go back to live with my mother’s ex-husband, who was still legally my father. For a fun twist, I didn’t go back to my familiar New Orleans, but to Little Rock, Arkansas, where my stepfather now lived. The school seemed suitable enough. I’d built up an asbestos attitude. By now I could walk into a burning building, sit down, and open a book, then pass a test on whatever page I landed. 

One day the principal summoned me to his office. He looked puzzled as he read my student file. He tilted his head to the side, trying to figure out something—maybe all of the transfers. He scratched his head and gave me shockingly great news. 

That school, Ben Franklin, where I’d spent two-thirds of a semester, had yielded me enough credits, when placed against the current Arkansan scale, to make me eligible to graduate after finishing eleventh grade. At the end of the school year, I ran across the stage, snatched my diploma, and kept running in case they discovered it was a mistake.

I was sixteen.

After graduation, without help or advice or probably adequate postage, I applied to Harvard. And just Harvard. I didn’t get in. I imagine the baffled admissions clerk opening my application and turning the page over and over, trying to make sense of the chicken-scratch-filled form. 

My lackluster elementary educational experience didn’t result in an uplifting movie montage of me plowing the fields all day, reading books in the barn by flashlight all night. I was not roused by a strict but good-hearted farmer’s wife who sent me to school with a lunch pail. No mentor pushed me. There was no crescendo.

I had made nothing happen college-wise, so I headed to Dallas, where my mother had moved after finishing her doctoral work. I got a part-time job and enrolled in a local college. By the time I turned eighteen, I didn’t feel connected to any one place or loyal to anyone. Except Dale. He remained the one constant in my life.

So when he called to share his news, my decision to meet him in New Orleans to join the Marine Corps wasn’t difficult. I knew no one at home, belonged to nothing, but wanted desperately to belong to something. I sat at Sgt. Evans’s desk, calmly looking him in the eyes.

Evans didn’t mention the fundamental, all-important principle that would later be hammered into us at Parris Island: Marines are trained to fight and possibly die in war. I’m not a salesman, but even I know that “People will try to kill you” is not an effective closer. He stressed, “you’ll train” and “you’ll get in the best shape of your life”—you know, up things. That whole “you’ll get blown to bits in battle” part waits until long after you’ve signed on the non-dotted line. 

I couldn’t possibly really be sent off to war. Surely our nation learned to work things out diplomatically. To me, the Vietnam War was a television show. When a battle being broadcast was interrupted by a ketchup commercial with a catchy jingle, it didn’t feel real. The gory images I saw were terrible, but not terrorizing. 

Evans pulled out the contract. Dale and I looked over at each other and smiled as Evans asked my full name, my parents’ names, my general state of health, and if I was a homosexual. 

“No.” 

I answered the last question with what I prayed was the same banal tone I had used when answering the question about my mother’s maiden name. If I faltered, I hoped any pause would go unnoticed or be taken as discomfort at the notion of homosexuality. I’d breezed into this man’s office thinking that I was doing him a favor and that he was going to be thrilled I had agreed to join his club. 

He then took it further. “Have you practiced or supported homosexual activities?” he asked.

“No.” 

Actually, I had practiced in high school with Casey, the quarterback. I did support him in the shower once.

“Have you had homosexual thoughts?” 

“No.” 

I was having one right then. 

My mind raced, but I kept my eyes locked in front of me so they wouldn’t dart around and be misperceived as gay delight, alerting Evans to my deception. If I didn’t admit to being gay, was there any way that the government could find out? My brief teenage sexual history flashed before my eyes, and although it’s fun to take a drive down memory lane, this trip ended in a fiery crash. I hadn’t been planning on having this discussion ever, and definitely not now, in this ambush. In 1979, out was not in. 

“Do you condone homosexual behavior?” 

“No.” 

Did he mean my homosexual behavior, or any such behavior in all of society? Was the Marine Corps asking me to condemn other people as well as myself? Every response from me was monotone, in case Evans was trained to detect changes in vocal inflection. 

I lied on the paperwork and to Evans’s face. I lied to America. I continued my spree as a baby-faced liar for the next six years for this employer, so I was technically not just a lawbreaker but a bad employee. I had to lie, and I had to keep lying; I wanted to serve in the Marine Corps. Granted, at this point I had no idea what I was doing, but I suddenly wanted to finish something for once in my life. What did I have to lose? Nothing. Because that’s what I’d accomplished up to now. To have someone tell me I couldn’t do something—when I was finally trying to do something—was inconceivable. So I lied with conviction I didn’t yet understand. The immediate consequence of telling the truth at this point—not getting in to the Corps—was a real fear and a powerful motivator. Over time, the threat of jail I faced if I were found out—not to mention the threat of being beaten to a pulp by real live Marines who abhorred gay men as much as the Marine Corps enlistment contract did—scared me into acting straight. 

Evans quickly extended his hand, and we shook. As nervous as I was about lying on the contract, I made sure he got a manly grip, with one—and only one—added shake from me.

Somehow during that enlistment process, Evans had gone from What the fuck? to Maybe he can make it. Perhaps he just wanted to meet his quota. I had no idea. He had told me to gain weight. If I wanted to join Dale at boot camp, that’s what I would do. 

Dale pledged to help me, to motivate me; together we would make it. I was not optimistic. When you have never been able to gain a single pound, fourteen sounds like forty. Dale had been on the high school wrestling team. During season, he often had to gain or lose five pounds in a few days to fit in a specific weight class. He assured me it could be done.

I was staying with Dale’s family those days until (and if) I shipped out with him to boot camp. In Dale’s kitchen, we ate all of the chips in one of those huge metal drums of Charles potato chips. We then filled the tin with Nutter Butters and Oreos, and nabbed the entire jar of peanut butter and all of the bread. I know Dale’s mother wondered why her food was disappearing so fast. She had food in her pantry that was forbidden food in my family, like cola. I was raised Mormon. Caffeine products aren’t merely banned, they’re also scorned. I yanked the yolk of Mormonism off my neck when I was sixteen. So I’d met Coke, liked it, and agreed to continue our relationship. Plus I needed the caffeine to keep me awake so that I could eat more. 

Dale and I packed that potato chip can until it was full of cookies, sandwiches, bananas, and cake—anything heavy, dense, and calorie-rich. I carried that tin around with me wherever we went. As we talked in the dark, late at night, you could hear the rustling of a Snicker’s candy bar wrapper. 

“You know this is some serious shit, right?” Dale asked me. 

“I know.” In fact, I didn’t, but in the dark, Dale couldn’t read that on my face. 

“They aren’t supposed to hit us, but they might. Training is hard. You ready for some pain?”

“I’ve had pain, remember?” I had once worn braces with full headgear, but between frequent family moves in high school, my need for a new orthodontist had been overlooked. After a while, my braces started to hurt. The pain became so excruciating that I snapped the braces off my teeth with pliers, chiseled off the cement with a screwdriver, and brushed my teeth with Comet to remove the residue, being super careful not to swallow any Comet—I’m not crazy. 

I told Dale that story, then rolled over to go to sleep. “Point is, I was in pain, and I handled it.” 

Every morning we’d restock the food can. We drove around New Orleans, hanging out and visiting friends from our one year of high school together in the Crescent City. I rode shotgun with the huge tin in my lap. Every few minutes, Dale would insist that I eat. He’d stop at a light and challenge me to eat something before the light turned green. For every protest, Dale was ready. If I told him I was too full, he reminded me that my stomach would stretch. “No matter how fat a person becomes,” he told me, “they never pop.” 

Dale became a doctor.

Dale’s mother made dinner each night—heavy dishes, like pork chops and mashed potatoes. After dinner, I’d carry the bucket of snacks to the den as we watched Mork and Mindy and Happy Days. Commercial break—cue snack. Grabbing a handful of cookies became automatic. To this day, if I hear Henry Winkler’s voice, I automatically reach for Cracker Barrel extra sharp cheddar cheese. 

For eight days, I ate. I ate all the time. I woke up still stuffed from the day before but piled on breakfast. I breathed deep, as if I were making extra space, then shoved in more food. Up to this point, I’d only eaten when I was hungry, so to eat when I was full was not normal. It was actually difficult; but I pushed through it. Mind over matter. I felt fat. Or fatter. 

The last morning was pretty somber. If I passed, we’d leave from the enlistment station immediately after my physical and fly to Parris Island. If I failed, I failed my mission of joining Dale on this adventure. 

Both Dale’s Marine father and Evans lowered their voices respectfully when telling me of Parris Island, as if they were in church, warning me of something evil. “The training you’ll get carries over into civilian life,” they’d say, right before quietly rasping out, “Parris Island changes you.” No shit. I was already changing.

Dale and Evans accompanied me to the enlistment-processing center, where swarms of uniformed personnel buzzed through the hallways. A dozen different colors of tape striped the floor, marking paths to various areas of the building. I already knew to follow the yellow. 

As I sat in the doctor’s waiting room, I felt a wave of apprehension. Eight days ago, I’d sat right here without any suspicion that the appointment would go against me. I’d filled out forms, checking off boxes asking about prior illnesses. Some of the choices were exotic and rare, like polio, rheumatic fever, scoliosis, and bubonic plague. I felt a twinge of guilt when I checked only “sinus problems.” I scribbled “hay fever” in the comments section. I could be honest—here, at least. I thought again and added “deviated septum repair,” hoping that this wouldn’t lead to further investigation. I could just imagine some committee debating over slide projector images of my pre- and post-surgery profiles. 

I’d inherited a large nose from an ancestor. Sometime around 1840, a Native American woman named Ishopnarta had married into my Sons of the American Revolution family. She gave us mad trapping skills, peaceful negotiating tactics, and a nose resembling the Teton Mountains. The skills were great, but the nose was too big. At seventeen, I returned mine and received a bonus cosmetic change. I could breathe better and suddenly felt better about my nose. 

Once I was in the military examining room, the doctor instructed me to remove my shirt and trousers. I hesitated. On the outside, I looked small and weak. Inside, my confidence matched. 

I folded my shirt over the chair, careful not to take too long or make the shirt look too neat. 

“I hope you have a sense of humor,” I joked. 

The doctor’s face remained stethoscope-cold. “And your trousers,” he reminded me. 

I dropped my pants and my pride and stood there like a man. A man talking himself through the exam with a steady patter of interior monologue: I know. My body isn’t impressive. It takes a strong man to expose a weak-looking physique, don’t you think? Welcome to my greatest vulnerability. I hate the genetics fairy for ruling I don’t get a hairy chest. Do you think it’s a medical condition? Go ahead, laugh. My friends call me “Cambodia Legs.” 

“Step on the scale,” said the doctor. He was old enough to appear fatherly, young enough to be sexy.

He sees hundreds of guys. I’m nothing special, I thought.

He jotted a note on my chart, checked the scale again, and made another note. He told me to dress as he moved to his desk. 

Before I had my shirt buttoned, he’d stamped and closed my chart.

I knew I was painfully thin. My entire life was one stretched-out avoidance of gym class. My recurring nightmare had me in the shower next to some classmate with underarm hair and a huge pubic bush—which, ironically, would be fashionably hacked back in the manscaping decade.

When I got the “Cambodia Legs” nickname, I had to laugh as hard as everyone else, but being skinny was my Kryptonite. It was a visible manifestation that I was weak, feminine, and powerless over my body. Clothes were hard to find, and just seeing my naked body in the mirror was disappointing. I didn’t want to be built like me; I wanted to be big and strong and therefore—I thought—manly.

I also thought that my gayness might be accepted if I were a strapping specimen of a man. 

That day, in the second weigh-in, my immediate future hinged on my being at least slightly more strapping. 

My heart was racing. I stood in the exam room, the doctor opening my chart as I undressed. I stepped on the scale and watched the red needle swing back and forth over the 115 range, settling on 112. 

The doctor said it as I thought it: “Three pounds short.” 

He wouldn’t sign a waiver for the three pounds. I tried to argue, but he’d heard every story before. I didn’t want to throw a fit about it—what if my extended conversation made him realize other problems? “Hey, wait a minute,” he’d say, his accusing gaze cutting through the metallic dusty smell of the office’s dated, cheap furniture. “Aren’t you maybe a little bit light in the loafers?” 

I dressed and once again followed the yellow tape to the lobby to deliver the bad news to Dale and Evans. 

“Follow me,” Evans said as he walked out of the building. He drove us a few blocks to a hardware store. He walked straight to the plumbing aisle and grabbed a heavy industrial U joint—a section of metal pipe shaped like a giant piece of elbow macaroni—then made a beeline to the hammer aisle, where he snatched a sledgehammer off the wall. He put the pipe on the floor and hammered it until it was a relatively thin, flat U. 

Evans picked up the pipe, winked at me as he replaced the hammer, and took off down the aisle. He ran his hand along the wall that displayed all of the different tapes. He grabbed the tan strapping tape, the kind with strings running through it for support. He laid the flattened pipe on the checkout counter with the tape, paid, and asked the cashier, “Where’s the head—I mean, restroom?”

I figured he needed to pee, but he took Dale and me in with him. He told me to lower my trousers and my underwear. Pulling my briefs down and exposing my young, unimpressive penis to one of the sexiest men I had ever seen sent it inching in the exact opposite direction it would have if the scene had the benefit of more time and better lighting. I stood still, staring past Evans. Evans didn’t speak. He just slapped the lead chunk against my pelvis. I flinched from the cold metal and wished I hadn’t. 

I sent my eyes in Dale’s direction, and we telegraphed This is crazy! to each other as Evans held the lead pipe against my skin just above my penis. He tore off a length of tape with his other hand, then securely taped the pipe to my skin. For once in my life I was thankful not to be hairy. Mission accomplished, Evans slapped me on the butt and we hurried back to the Naval station. I had just seen my first Marine in action. 

We strode into the building and down the hall. Fuck the yellow tape, I thought as I tried to walk like I didn’t have a lead weight taped to my crotch. We headed to the cafeteria, but only I ate. Dale, though he never complained, had gained eighteen pounds during my eating binge and was worried about going into training that heavy. He planned on becoming Honor Man—the top man in the entire platoon. 

I ate a chicken-fried steak with gravy and drank a milkshake. The second I was finished, Evans yanked me up from the table and practically threw me straight into the doctor’s office. This time, he went in with me.

I had been nervous before, but now I was terrified. I’d lied and was cheating to get into the Marines. A thumping heart and shaking legs made it harder to walk with the lead pipe taped to my pubic bone. Undressed, I was now a skinny kid with an amazingly large bulge in my tighty-whities. I thought I looked ridiculous. The scales settled on 114.5 pounds. All the frantic running around had shaken half a pound off me. My head jerked over to Evans. 

The doctor looked at me, trying to use his medical mind to do military math and determine if I was up to training. Perhaps he was also guessing how I had gained the necessary weight in just an hour. I prayed that his eyes didn’t linger on my telltale crotch. He closed his lips tight and started to write on his clipboard.

Evans eased the doctor away from the scales and me. 

“It’s half a pound. Come on, look at this kid. He wants in, and he’s tougher than he looks. Better than some fatbody trying to get in, right?”

I held my arms away from my body a bit to appear wider, then smiled at the doctor like I was a pet-store puppy who desperately wanted to go home with him. He hastily signed my chart. 

Dale knew as soon as I walked out of the office. He gave me a huge smile. There wasn’t time to celebrate and, technically, nothing to celebrate—I’d done what was necessary to accomplish my goal. 

Our last stop was an office decorated with a row of flags hanging from poles, arranged behind a wooden desk. I laid my hand on a Bible, and Evans swore Dale and me into the United States Marine Corps. I paid attention to the words and felt the severity of the pledge. I promised to uphold the Constitution and defend my country. I stared ahead, looking at the large, framed photograph of President Carter that hung directly behind the desk. I didn’t yet know that the President was also the Commander in Chief of the military. I hadn’t yet been forced to march in the rain, repeating the chain of command as my boots sloshed in a muddy puddle. 

Evans’s hand flew up, met the edge of his face, and executed a perfect, crisp salute. 
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​2. Getting There Is All The Fun
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We left directly from the recruiting office to catch our flight to Savannah—but first, we were patted down. Dale had ripped the lead pipe off of me right after the weigh-in, leaving a raw stripe as a reminder of my enlistment ordeal. Now free of the three-pound weight that had rendered me fit for the U.S. military, I was confident that the only things concealed by my underwear were my original body parts. 

“Someone will meet you at the airport.” That’s all Sgt. Evans told us. An escort from Savannah to South Carolina seemed normal and very civilized—a match for the relaxed pace of the South. Today, when I arrive at a resort, I love their offer of a cool welcome cocktail. As much as I wanted to be met cordially at the Savannah airport, I’d seen the Corps’ recruitment video. I was reasonably certain there would be no tropical libation waiting for me at Parris Island to ease me into this summer camp experience. 

We landed at midnight in Savannah. Sgt. Evans had marked the trail to our deployment date with breadcrumbs of inside information: our late-night arrival was deliberate, designed to leave us tired, vulnerable, easily alienated from the civilian world. I had hung on his every word. But I didn’t feel tired when I got off the plane. I felt empty-handed. Let me explain. 

When I had informed my mother of my decision to join the Marines, she didn’t want me to go. To her it seemed that I was doing something irresponsible, like running off to join the circus. However, since no one in our immediate family had served in the military, she didn’t have the facts to present a strong argument against the idea. 

The more people told me that I couldn’t do it or wouldn’t like it, the more I wanted to go. At eighteen, I’d practically raised myself, and I’d gotten a few adult decisions under my belt. I hated that no one believed in me enough to realize that I knew what was best for me. Where was the respect? Their ill-informed protests made it sound like they thought I didn’t know what I was doing. 

And of course, I didn’t. 

I packed my bags with skill and organization, adding enough clothes so that I could carefully rotate outfits for the entire session. Thirteen weeks is a long time. What if I saw the same people over and over? Plus they might have formal nights. 

I delivered my goodbyes as casually as if I were leaving for regular summer camp. I didn’t do any reading or research on the Marine Corps, even though I normally vetted the clubs I joined to determine whether they were a good fit. I’d not watched a John Wayne movie or played Army. Although I had a G.I. Joe action figure, I spent all my time with him violating his trust with illegal fantasies about the man they modeled him after. 

Had I known the changes I’d go through, the experiences I was about to have, I would have dropped my suitcases, run to my room, and locked the door. I’d have stuffed my face in my pillow and cried, refusing to bid farewell to everything about my life that looked familiar.

I never “left” my family. Wherever I’ve been in the world, literally and metaphysically, they’ve been in my heart. My mother is an accomplished woman for whom I’ve always had immense respect. She raised four boys with little help. As a kid, I wasn’t always able to allow my resentments to fade away immediately for actions I disagreed with. But there were awesome times. She took me to museums and taught me to use chopsticks when I was eight. We might have been eating canned Chun King Chinese food in Fort Worth, Texas, but I could go hand-to-hand with any kid from China. 

As children, my three brothers and I pursued different interests, but none that any of us didn’t understand. We were close, yet leaving my family to go to the Marines should have been perceived (by me and everyone) that I was successfully raised to be independent. 

Plus I was looking forward to flying to New Orleans to stay with Dale’s family after I signed up and waited about a week before we were to ship off to boot camp. I loved whenever I got the chance to stay with them. They were Dale, his mom, his dad, and his sister. They looked like the traditional families I loved to watch on television. 

Dale and his mother had been at the New Orleans airport to meet my flight when I arrived for my recruitment appointment. As I mentioned, Dale’s mother, Miyako, was born in Japan. Her accented English and malapropisms have entertained us for decades. She once asked Dale if I was foggy. He looked at her, trying to figure out how I could be a type of weather. She made her wrist go limp, repeating foggy. 

“Ah, faggy! Yes, mom, he’s gay.” 

They had patiently waited as suitcase after suitcase emerged onto the luggage carousel. As we wheeled the cart to their car, Dale’s mother looked at me, then at the luggage. She tossed her thumb toward me as she told Dale, in her heavily accented English, “He don’t know you can’t even bring your own toothbrush.” True. I did not know that. Now I did. And I felt lost without my five suitcases. Yes, five suitcases. Matching. 

As soon as we stepped off the plane in Savannah, we saw a stern-looking older man holding a clipboard with our last names displayed on it. We waved to him, but he simply turned and started walking toward the door. We silently followed him to an olive-green school bus. 

The night air felt even thicker in Savannah than it did in New Orleans. Our escort yanked a handle on the side of the bus to open the door, then climbed in and sat in the driver’s seat. We stepped on board, and I was surprised to see the bus already full of young men talking excitedly. All of the window seats were taken. Dale and I sat across the aisle from each other, assessing the scene. We’d been told in New Orleans that there was a bus ride to the base from the airport, but one of us thought it would be on a luxurious Greyhound with headrests and a bathroom. The other one of us would try to sleep.

While we were still in the city, the other boys were chatty, asking each other where they were from and if they were nervous. I was relieved no one spoke to me; I didn’t see a need to know any of them. I was quiet and meek. Always the new kid at school because of my family’s frequent moves, I felt like I was constantly on the outside of the inside joke. And I felt the joke was always at my expense.

In seventh grade, I tried to crash a party. One Friday, the hallways had been abuzz about a private teenage bash at someone’s house on Saturday night. But as I approached, lockers slammed all around me, shutting me out of the details and an invitation.

I got worked up about not being acceptable enough to get invited to the party that I figured everyone else was going to. The party was only about a mile away from my house. I decided to go. Uninvited. I fortified my resolve with a few stiff shots of Kool-Aid, and then dressed in a nice shirt and a spiffy pair of pants, I wrapped a silk handkerchief around my neck and borrowed a double-loop scarf ring from my mother’s jewelry box. I slid the ring up the ends of the scarf to tighten it closer to my neck. Instant ascot. If I’d had any sense, I’d have noosed it all the way up till I blacked out. That would have kept me home. 

The fact that there wasn’t even a sidewalk on the street I had to walk along should have clued me in that I was on the wrong path. I knew I was chasing a bad idea as I walked in the street’s gutter, as close to the curb as I could, stumbling against it almost every time a car zoomed by. I heard the party before I reached it. It sounded fun. I stopped in front of the host’s house, then daringly strode right across the grass. There was a sign taped to the door: “Come on in, party in the back.” 

I walked through the house with the confidence of a first-time burglar. Once in the yard, I nodded hello at the other kids, all of whom I knew. I bobbed my head in what seemed like slo-mo to me. The conversations around me came to me distorted, as though I was underwater. And drowning. I reached for something to steady my nerves and grabbed up a can of Coke. At this age, I was still Mormon, and we weren’t allowed caffeine, so this trivial action was a big “fuck you” to the church. Hopefully “rebel” me would be welcome in this place. I tried not to look uninvited and started wandering around.

At the far end of the patio, I walked in on a hot round of the game Seven Minutes in Heaven. 

I had never kissed a girl before, or even been remotely interested in doing so. Of course, I had been exposed to the standard model of the boy-girl couple, both in real life and on television. In the 1960s, America had no openly gay role models on the small screen—or on the big screen, for that matter. On the TV show Bewitched, Darrin came home to Samantha, not Samuel. Hard as I wished I could twitch my nose and make magic, I knew that I had the same chance of succeeding at that as I had of Darrin marrying me when I grew up. The first Darrin.

I searched for indications from society that there were others that felt like I did. I picked up on the subtle hints that gay was bad—the sotto voce allusions to “confirmed bachelors” and men who were “fond of other men.” I also heard the loud, manly yells declaiming fags and fairies. The very core of my being was condemned by society, by my classmates, by my church. When I walked into a new school, or a mall, or any room, for that matter, I didn’t hold my head high. Why should I? Whatever I was, whatever I felt—was wrong to everyone else. I entered every room as less than everyone else. I hid my shame behind a wide-eyed smile. I didn’t even want to be at this party, close my eyes and kiss a girl, although I’d dreamed of being coupled up since I was a kid. My visions weren’t clear, but I didn’t imagine a woman by my side. I knew, impossible as it probably was, that my happily ever after involved another man. 

Being raised Mormon that was a tough fantasy to realize. I also didn’t believe the church was true, so I abandoned Mormonism as soon as I figured out that its foundation was shaky. I was ten. 

Mormons believe everyone must fit in the same slot. Get married, have kids, tithe. I comprehended what all the fuss was about meeting the right girl. But I couldn’t feel it. Marriage looked clear to me on paper but appeared blurry in my head. Mormons need to make more Mormons; therefore, they stress propagation. They figure the best way to ensure more believers is to create them.

At that party, in five minutes I found myself locked in a grey plastic Sears shed with Susan Sudderly. She was a cheerleader and on the debate team with me. I don’t know if she wanted to go in the big plastic box with me, but she did. I pulled the door closed. Someone outside shut it harder, as if we were being jailed. I heard giggling. It was dark. I smelled potting soil and gasoline. Susan tripped. I caught her. That led me to lean in and kiss her. 

My first kiss. 

I don’t have a sister, and if I had, there would have been little likelihood of us making out. But that’s what kissing Susan was. I moved my head around some. Hers moved too, but in different directions. Her hair smelled good. I pulled away only the tiniest bit. “Do you shampoo with Gee Your Hair Smells Terrific?” I asked. She kept kissing. Her tongue hit my lips. I was horrified that my mouth wasn’t already open. In two seconds we were Frenching. In ten more she pushed me back. I thought I was doing great, but I guess she figured me out. 

The door swung open and I watched her walk past the group. It hadn’t been seven minutes. Heaven flipped to hell. I ducked my head on the way out of the shed, even though it wasn’t necessary. I kept my eyes straight ahead. I knew what everyone was thinking. I took my time retracing my steps through the living room and out the front door. 

I stepped right in the gutter, on purpose. With every step I was reminded how stupid the idea of going to the party was. I pulled the ascot off and threw it away in someone’s trashcan. Not the scarf ring; I couldn’t handle trying to explain that loss. I just wanted to get home.

Riding in the bus that first night in Savannah, I just wanted to get to the camp. As the bus rumbled away from the airport, the city lights grew sparse.

One of the boys had a freshly shaved head and boasted that he’d shaved it himself so he would “get the jump on those DIs.” 

Great. I just got on the bus and I’m already a step behind, I thought. Yea! The bus was cramped, but Shaved-Head sat with his arms crossed and his shoulders tilted toward the window, as if he didn’t want to soil himself by socializing with us. His bald head was a reminder that I was on my way to military training. And his head was ugly. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to determine the shape of my skull. 

A boy with the roundest head and thickest beard I’d ever seen on a teenager swatted the bald guy on the shoulder. “You asshole, the DIs are gonna freak out when they see you shaved your own head. What’s your name? I’m steering clear of you.”

Shaved Head’s eyes narrowed when he answered, “Webster.”

“Well, Webster,” the scruffy Charlie Brown chuckled, “you just did their job. They’re gonna fucking love you.” 

Webster turned away and looked out the window. None of us knew what we were going to encounter, but I bet Webster shouldn’t have done advance work. I already didn’t like Webster and I’d not actually met him. 

A black hand, originating from the seat behind me, materialized between my seatmate and me. It thumped my seatmate on the head.

“You a fat motherfucker. Hope you don’t be running in front of me. I’ll roll over your fat ass.”

The voice was high-pitched. I knew better than to react or turn around. 

The whole bus laughed. In my mind, I inched away from my seatmate as if the bullying was catching. I felt bad for him, but in that I’m-glad-not-to-be-you way. I’d been a target for body slander before, too. I stuck out my hand like I was the consolation committee.

“I’m Greg.”

We shook hands. 

“Bowman.”

He was overweight; I was underweight. I figured introducing myself would tell him that I knew how he felt about being different. 

I didn’t need to look around the bus to check out the other guys—I could feel them. Many of the boys scrabbled around the bus freely, in a teeming familiarity that made me more uncomfortable. It reminded me of what it was like to start a new school in the middle of the year. I had no idea how many recruit busses were scheduled to land at Parris Island, but I figured a lot. With all those other busloads of boys, I probably wouldn’t see them again after this ride. I was glad. 

One guy stood out because he wore a plaid wool jacket. In June. In Savannah. His New York accent slipped out and justified the coat; perhaps it was still cold when he left home. He sat in the front row, bouncing like a cocky teacher’s pet. He kept turning around to spout off geeky military info. Eventually he just kneeled on the seat, facing backward. I realized he was shockingly short, maybe five feet tall. 

“You know, the M16 was invented by a Russian. We stole it. Their AR-15 is a copy and doesn’t have the same accuracy. I’ve shot one.”

Great, I thought, this guy’s showing up prepared, too. Dale shot me a look that let me know the guy was an idiot. I sat back in my seat a bit, relaxed only by the thought that I wouldn’t see these jokers again once this bus ride ended.

The talking dimmed as the lights of the city faded behind us. The freeway became a highway and then just a road—and not a good road. Eventually it got so narrow that the bus grazed a few straggly roadside trees, sending a branch whipping in the window to slap some of the boys. 

We turned off onto a long cement driveway. Bright floodlights illuminated the bus as if it were being interrogated. High chain-link fences flanked a lowered guardrail. The bus eased to a stop. A soldier with a rifle stepped out of a booth and spoke to the driver. 

I had seen soldiers on television, but not often in real life—and never carrying a rifle. It looked to me like a machine gun. My first reaction was to freeze. 

It seemed odd to me that we’d be entering an area that was on American soil, yet under guard. I shot a quick look over to Dale, expecting reassurance, but he was looking outside too. The guard silently circled the outside of the bus, staring in the windows with a face completely void of expression. His eyes passed over me without any curiosity. After completing his circuit, he walked at the same deliberate pace to his booth and raised the guardrail. We slowly drove past.

Peering out of the bus, we must have looked like baby mice searching the sky for hawks. The bus engine made the only noise on base as it rolled past countless rows of identical rectangular buildings. It was about 3:00 a.m., and I couldn’t tell if the base was asleep or deserted. 

With a soft, drawn-out squeal, the bus stopped in front of three uniformed men standing dead still in the middle of the road, their arms behind their backs. The look they lasered at the bus could have stopped it if the brakes had failed. On board, you could have heard a zit pop. The three men broke formation and disappeared from sight. 

Suddenly the door flew open and those men stormed onto the bus. 

“Get off of the bus! Get off my motherfucking bus! Get off this goddamn bus, you faggots, and find a pair of yellow footprints and stand on ’em!” 

The other boys, including Dale, scrambled into the aisle to escape, as if the bus were about to blow up. It was chaos. The uniformed men were stalking up and down the middle of the bus, pinballing into all the other boys with the same noise and flash as a game on full tilt. Bowman pushed past me on our seat and shoved me out of his way so he could join in the mass exit. I kept my seat. I wasn’t used to being talked to like this, especially at such volume. Plus, there was no need to join the exodus immediately; we couldn’t all get out at the same time. 

“Get off the motherfucking bus, retards! Find a pair of footprints—they’re on the fucking ground next to your balls!” Heretofore, the only uniformed Marine I had dealt with was Sgt. Evans—kind, handsome, and what I figured was typical. He had been so cool and nice, and now these guys were screaming at me and terrorizing this entire busload of seemingly harmless boys. In just a few seconds, these Marines revealed Evans as a slick salesman who had created an impression of “normal” that in no way matched the current situation. This was not—could not be—normal. If I could have, I would have crossed my arms and blinked, Jeannie style, to magic him there; he could explain to these tough jerks that I was a good guy and wasn’t going to respond to being addressed in this hysterical manner. 

As the last few boys made it off, one Marine came charging back and stopped at my seat. His contorted face wormed down near mine. 

“Why the fuck are you sitting here?! What the fuck is wrong with you that you think you don’t have to get off this goddamn bus?!” 

In my head I responded, Because I don’t care for the way you are talking to me. 

I felt his mouth on my ear.

“Get off this motherfucking bus!” 

I jumped up and scrambled past him and off the bus at the speed normally reserved for cartoon characters fleeing a nest of angry bees. There were yellow footprints painted on the asphalt, and each of the other boys had placed his feet on a set as precisely as he could. 

“I got an asshole that wants to stay on the fucking bus,” he said to one of the men.

He was obviously talking about me. I shrugged as I passed Dale, who had found some footprints and was standing on them, frozen. Dale shot me a wide-eyed What the hell are you thinking? 

I searched for yellow prints next to Dale, but they were occupied. So was the next pair. And the next pair. I took the closest pair I could find, remembering what Evans had promised about the buddy system: “As long as you don’t fuck up, you will stay together.” But Evans was a goddamned liar. Were Dale and I about to be separated?
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