
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Code Red Fallujah

			 

			“In the summer of 2008, while on a USO tour in Iraq to visit our troops, I met Lieutenant Commander Donnelly Wilkes. He was serving as a doctor with the US Navy supporting US Marines stationed in Al Qa’im near the Syrian border. This was his second deployment. His first in was in 2004, attached to the 1st Marine Division during the Battle of Fallujah. In our conversation at Al-Qa’im, it turned out we lived in the same area in California and years later we would bump into each other at a local restaurant. That night he reminded me that we had met in Iraq and I thanked him for serving in the Navy. Now he has written Code Red Fallujah, a memoir of his days in the service, centering on one of the most violent battles of the Iraq war—the first of two battles for Fallujah. His faith is tested, his skills as a physician are tested, his family is tested, and his love for the Marines he served with is clear and deep and ‘Always Faithful.’ A powerful story based on his diaries from the front, I am thankful to support this wonderful book and applaud him for telling his story.” 

			—   Gary Sinise, Actor, Author of Grateful American, and Founder, Gary Sinise Foundation

			 

			“Stripped bare of veneer, out of the toughest fighting in Iraq, comes this moving narrative of a Navy doctor caught up in the battle of Fallujah. Assigned to a front-line Marine infantry battalion, Wilkes’s account reveals the human side of being tested by the rigors of war. Read this to understand the sacrifices of America’s warriors when called to stand and deliver.”

			—   General Jim Mattis, U.S. Marines (ret.) and 26th Secretary of Defense 

			 

			“I was a teenager during the time of the Vietnam conflict, and only due to the fact that I had a high draft number during the lottery back then did I escape the all too real possibility that I would have ended up involved in that conflict. The awareness of that is largely responsible for why I am involved with veteran causes to the extent I am, which includes nineteen years hosting the National Memorial Day Concert in our nation’s capital. I do this to honor the heroics of the men and women throughout our nation’s history who have taken it upon themselves to serve our country, regardless of sacrifice to life and limb. Dr. Donnelly Wilkes is one such individual, and Code Red Fallujah is a vivid recount of what the sacrifices are that our men and women of the military have made and continue to make on our behalf. The recount of his experiences during this country’s conflict in the Middle East is a powerful reminder of how much we owe to those who have taken on the task as defenders of not just our country, but the hopes and dreams of freedom-loving people everywhere.” 

			—   Joe Mantegna, Actor

			 

			“As a twenty-three-year Marine Corps veteran, I’m proud to endorse this work. Code Red Fallujah transports you back to a time when so many Americans, still reeling from the aftermath of 9/11, felt the call to action—to take on something larger than themselves. As this book unfolds, you’ll experience the adventure and chaos Lieutenant Wilkes and his battalion faced in Fallujah. Intertwined with combat action, spiritual challenges, and medical drama—Code Red Fallujah is a must read. Dr. Wilkes is still taking care of Marines today…me specifically…he’s my doctor! ‘Thanks Doc!’” 

			—   Rob Riggle, Marine, Actor, and Comedian 
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			To my wife Katie: 

			They say being a military wife can be the toughest job of all – 

			you made it look easy. Thank you for your personal sacrifice, and 
devotion. Through your love and God’s grace, this work has come to life. 

			 

			To my family Mike and Jan; Riley, John, Michael, Brady, Jennifer: 

			I’m so blessed to have you in my life. Your unwavering faith 
has helped me endure the storms of life. I love you all.   

			 

			To the men, families, and the lost of 1st Battalion, 5th Marines OIFII: 

			You are the fabric of the red, white, and blue! 
You are in my heart forever.
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Chapter 1

			Origins, Sept 11th, 2001

			New Orleans, Sept 11th, 2001

			The alarm sounds sharply at 5:30 a.m. My hand instinctively pounds the snooze button. I’m slow to rise, but my spirits lift quickly thinking about my sunrise run down St. Charles Avenue, just a few blocks from my apartment in Uptown New Orleans. Patient rounds start at Charity Hospital at 9:00 a.m. sharp, and I have much to do before then: check in on patients, gather overnight data, and prepare my notes. I’m always sharper if I can get a run in beforehand. I’m in my fourth year at Tulane University School of Medicine and sixth year living in New Orleans, the city that has become my second home and truly a source of love in my life. Six years ago, I left my life in California and drove with my father and youngest brother Brady to a foreign world: New Orleans, Louisiana.

			My pursuit to become a physician is in full swing; years of education and relentless applications have paid off and nothing can stop me. The city consumes me with its mystical beauty, blended cultures, exotic southern foods, and historical roots. Medicine has a deep history here, dating back to the seventeen hundreds, and the city boasts one of the oldest hospitals in America. I soak it up, every class, every textbook, and the wise professors’ words that lay heavy on my ears. Endless hours of study and late nights on call give me the confidence to stay on top, all of it inching me towards my dream of becoming a medical doctor.

			In my spare time I am an explorer of foods, culture, and territory. I’m on my adventure and I love it. I live in three different parts of the city, work at three different restaurants, and eat things I’ve never heard of: turtle soup, alligator boudin, and crawfish étouffée. I explore and photograph my travels, often by myself, walking the French Quarter and driving along the bayous. I go to a cemetery, walk among aboveground tombstones, and meet a voodoo queen. After waiting tables at midnight, I hop a Mississippi paddle boat, play poker with my tip money, and drink old-fashioneds with locals until dawn. On Sunday I walk the inner city, duck into an all-black church and sing hymns as best I can. I walk the Garden District and along the levee, taking photographs as my witness—one of them sells for one hundred dollars at a coffee shop. I wade in water up to my knees during Hurricane Mitch, dance in the end zone at the Louisiana Superdome, and get held up at gunpoint on St. Charles Avenue, escaping unscathed. I deliver a baby in the Louisiana boondocks, escort a southern princess to a debutante ball, and walk eight miles in a crawfish suit at a Mardi Gras parade. I never hesitate or question my place; it is where I am supposed to be.

			Finally, I’m a breath away from my medical degree, finishing my final rotations as a fourth-year medical student. Life is good. The Navy granted me a full scholarship to pay for medical school and I am selected for my choice of residency at Naval Hospital Camp Pendleton upon graduation. In return, I owe them seven years of active duty service. In peacetime, this will involve three years working at a naval hospital, followed by four years of active duty service. My active duty time will either be stateside with the Marines or on a Navy ship in the Pacific. In both cases, I will likely only deploy for seven to ten months—an easy commitment by military standards. During the summer breaks, I attend field medical school and officer training in Newport, Rhode Island; it’s the Navy’s version of boot camp for officers, preparing me to be a Naval officer and an expert in combat medicine.

			On a trip home in August I meet Katie Kogler, the girl I’ve been looking for. My parents host an annual fifties swing dance in our hometown, Placerville, California. Katie’s father Tim plays guitar in the band and is a close friend of my parents. I’ve known him since I was a child. This year, Tim decides to bring his family from southern California to the dance; he has four daughters I’ve never met. Katie and I connect immediately; she is twenty-one, with long dark brown hair, blue eyes, fair skin, and a smile that lights up the room. We dance the night away in the warm August summer night. I tell her I’m nearly a doctor and an officer in the Navy, she wrinkles her nose, laughs and asks to see my peacoat! The weekend ends with high hopes and I head back to New Orleans. Over the next few weeks, we talk nearly every night, sharing stories of our lives, mine in medical school, hers finishing college at UCLA. Her father has just been diagnosed with lung cancer. He is the center of her life and the news is heartbreaking, but she is hopeful as he enters treatment. We make plans for her to come to New Orleans for Mardi Gras and I can’t wait to show her my world.

			Without haste, my shoes are laced up and I’m out the door. It’s comfortably warm at seventy-eight degrees; a light green gecko side steps on the wall as I skip down the white porch. Turning down the alley, I smell fresh fall scents, dew mixed with oak leaves permeates the air. I pick up the pace, crossing Canal Street, heading southeast towards the Mississippi River. The uptown area is dense with houses, mostly older shotgun style, usually no more than twelve feet wide, with doors at each end and front porches with ceiling fans and wrought-iron gates, many of them renovated to maintain southern appeal. The larger homes have columns, high doors with wooden sashes, and gas lamps flickering at all hours. In a few blocks, I make the turn onto St. Charles Avenue, sprinting onto the grassy center divider. I run parallel to the trolley tracks, and looking ahead, I see the trolley cars already hard at work. They stop every few blocks to load and unload early risers and drop off patrons to the coffee shops already busy serving customers. As I run downtown, the sun creeps up over the city, gently begging mist to rise from the tracks. I take deeper breaths as my legs move faster and I gain speed along St. Charles Avenue, moving deeper into the garden district of the city. The homes become more palatial with every block. Creole townhouses boast luscious courtyards, thick stone walls, arcades, and cast iron balconies that suggest their strong French and Spanish influence. Tropical ferns and palms border the sidewalks, neatly trimmed red roses surround wraparound white porches—every detail is carefully attended to.

			I’m at full speed now, chest heaving with every stride, sweat spilling from my brow. I want to keep going, striding right into downtown and deep into the French Quarter, catching the sweet smell of fresh beignets on Royal Street, or the hearty aroma of chicory coffee in Jackson Square, but my watch tells me it’s time to turn around. I slow to a comfortable pace, then to a walk, and before turning back, I stop to look around, standing right on the trolley tracks. Giant oaks with branches like spider legs stretch over my head and sunrays speckle my face through the leaves as a light breeze cools my face. My mind is at ease, my heart is full, I’m right where I want to be.

			Once I’m home, it’s a rush to get showered, dressed, and out the door. I’m in the middle of my surgical rotation, so green scrubs are a quick and welcome uniform of the day. It’s 6:30 a.m. and I’m running behind; breakfast will have to be a protein bar and coffee. I grab my white coat and I’m finally out the door. It’s a short white coat, the kind all medical students are given on day one of their first year. I take pride in knowing its days are numbered, as I’ll trade it in for a long white coat upon graduation. I jump in my beat up two-door sedan, swallow a gulp from my coffee mug, and throttle towards Canal Street. I go over my patients in my head; I need to check on them before rounds begin with my attending physician. I plan my route through the post-surgical ward of Tulane’s hospital, first checking on new lab results, then nursing reports, vital signs, and overnight events.

			Finally, I’ll enter the room of each patient to examine them and address any concerns. I’ll make notes as I go, carefully entering each detail on my template, all designed to provide a snapshot of each person’s status for the attending doctor.

			I arrive downtown in good time. The closest parking is a grassy lot under a freeway overpass, where I tip the attendant a few dollars and hustle towards the medical school. Tulane’s Medical School is one of the oldest in the country. The school was founded in 1834 as the Medical College of Louisiana, the fifteenth oldest in the U.S. and second oldest in the deep south. The school is linked by a walkway to three hospitals, Tulane University Hospital, Veterans Affairs Hospital, and Charity Hospital, giving students excellent hands-on clinical experience and medical training. Charity Hospital was founded in 1736 by a grant from Jean Louis, a French sailor, and is the second oldest continuously operated public hospital in the United States. Those halls are rich with history and tradition, and training in that hallowed place fueled my love for medicine and gave me appreciation for the adventure it is to live in New Orleans. Entering the hospital, I see the clock reads 7:30 a.m. I flash my ID badge to the receptionist, offer a rushed half-smile and “good morning,” and head right for the stairs. I have one hour to complete my work and make rounds on time. My data collection goes smoothly, nurses are nice, lab results are ready on time, and my patients are in good spirits without any reported overnight events. It’s 8:45 a.m. I’m right on time. Notes in hand and stethoscope tucked into my white coat pocket, I head back to the third-floor walkway from Charity to the medical school. Exiting the double doors onto the breezy walkway, I see friends on the street below hustling into the school, but I wave and keep moving.

			As I near the end of the walkway, I see a large group of people on the other side of the glass double doors. They’re gathered in a half-circle staring at a television mounted on the wall, a common pit stop for coffee and conversation before class. The group seems excessively large, so I slow down to glance at the TV. Smoke rises from two buildings as headlines flash “Both twin towers hit by planes, possible terrorist attack.” Only now do I see the distress on others’ faces and recognize the gravity of what is happening. The United States has been attacked! I’m astonished at the sight of the burning buildings, bewildered at how such a thing could happen to us. A feeling of dread comes over me as I stare at sobbing, terrified New Yorkers running through ashen streets. My sadness quickly turns to anger, and all I can think of is “Oh God, what can we do now, what happens next?”

			Amidst the commotion, I remember I still have to meet for rounds, and as I walk through the halls everyone is talking, sharing details of the tragedy as it unfolds. The rest of the day is somber, all of us realizing that the world is witnessing an unprecedented event, one that will reshape our lives. I have the sense that my Navy commitment will change, transforming from peacetime to wartime. That night Katie and I talk on the phone, about the incomprehensible number of deaths and fears for our future. I share with her my sadness over the level of hatred in the world and frustration about what to do about it. I tell her my life will change. I’m still six months from graduation and active duty, so I’m not sure exactly how, but I tell her momentum has shifted, and so will my life as a Naval officer.

			Graduation comes quickly in July 2002. My whole family comes out for the occasion; it’s the first time they have all been together with me in New Orleans. In order of birth, we are Riley, Donnelly, John, Michael, and Brady, with ten years of difference between the oldest and the youngest. Riley and I are identical twins, sharing a parallel life since day one; like many twins we have a special bond. On challenging days, we battle it out to no end, seeking only to best the other, but always find our common blood will surmount any ill will and our friendship as brothers will see us through the most difficult parts of our lives.

			My father is Michael Richard Wilkes. He is a self-trained carpenter, and a sheriff as his second career. He grew up in the San Fernando Valley of southern California, moving to our home in northern California after marrying my mother Janet Louise Zemba. He preferred to spend the weekends coaching his boys in baseball and tending to our five acres.

			Conservative, loving, and patriotic, he was everything I wanted to be. He was demanding and hardworking to a fault, and I vowed to take my education as far as I could go, which took me away from the type of work he loved as a carpenter. My dad taught me to shake a man’s hand and look him in the eye, and that honesty is paramount. It is him I looked up to and mirrored as I grew into manhood.

			My mother, on the other hand, possessed that subtle combination of kindness, humor, and wit that sanded my rough edges smooth. She calmed my senses and showed me the tender sides of life. Her voice mellowed my pains and fears when circumstances seemed their worst, and her kindness showed me the meaning of empathy towards others. She helped me trust in myself and the paths I chose in my life.

			We are a family with military and law enforcement origins. My grandfather, Lieutenant John Richard Wilkes, was a World War II P-38 fighter pilot. He was shot down by the Germans in North Africa and he survived and went on to serve in the Korean War. He married my grandmother Kathleen Donnelly and was part of what Tom Brokaw has coined “The Greatest Generation.” In all my memories, their patriotism was unfailing, through triumph and tragedy; America was their home team with steadfast devotion. They lived just down the street from us for most of my life. My father built their home overlooking the Sacramento Valley, with a flagpole planted in the front lawn that every passerby would be sure to see. Each morning like clockwork, my grandfather raised the stars and stripes with pride, and every evening they were retired until the next dawn.

			The Army rejected my father for an abdominal injury when he volunteered for the Vietnam War at age eighteen, and the Los Angeles Police Department turned him down for the same reason at age nineteen. He became a successful carpenter and businessman within our community, but his dream to serve endured, and at age thirty-nine he was accepted into the Sacramento Sheriff’s Training Academy, resulting in offers from the Los Angeles, Sacramento, and El Dorado County Sheriff’s departments. My father and mother were involved in almost every step of my life, and with few exceptions, I relied on their counsel to guide my decisions and help me trust in my leaps of faith.

			*      *      *

			Katie and her family fly to New Orleans for my graduation. Her father’s lung cancer has advanced, but despite the hardship, since we started dating, our families have grown closer. Our week is filled with celebration, food, and talk about our future. Everyone revels in the sights and sounds of the city, eating, toasting, and dancing the night away in the French Quarter. Katie and I are committed to our relationship, planning a life together in California. After I start my family medicine residency at Naval Hospital Camp Pendleton, she will move closer to me in San Diego and continue working in sports media advertising.

			My graduation is held in a New Orleans theater downtown. After speeches conclude, we parade down the center aisle with Mardi Gras umbrellas held high, dancing to music and waving to the crowd like rock stars. I grin with excitement as my family and Katie clap me down the aisle like a celebrity. I’m overjoyed to put on that white coat and start practicing my craft. The ceremony concludes for all graduates except those entering the military. We are escorted from the theater stage to a separate room on the side. It’s a small room with white folding chairs, a small podium at the front right, and a desk in the center with official orders for each new officer to sign. We seat ourselves in a single row, and a naval officer enters the room, prompting us to stand at attention and raise our right hands as the oath of office is read aloud:

			I, [name], 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; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.

			Each of us responds in unison, “Yes sir, I will.” That’s it, short and sweet yet solidifying our future in the military for a minimum of seven years. I am officially a Lieutenant in the United States Navy. My heart swells with pride and accomplishment, yet I’m feeling a little uneasy, keenly aware my future in the Navy is uncertain. The horrific events of September 11th, 2001 are still fresh in my mind and there are rumors in military circles about a possible U.S. invasion. The rumors are only speculation but enough to make me feel edgy and on alert, curious what my future holds as my Navy commitment commences.

			The next twelve months are packed from August 2002 to July 2003 are packed. I move to an apartment in Oceanside, California, a military town outside the gates of Camp Pendleton, mostly populated by Marine Corps and Navy personnel and their families. Camp Pendleton is the largest Marine Corps base on the west coast, boasting an aircraft station, amphibious assault group, infantry battalions, and artillery units. It is the Corps’ largest expeditionary land-to-sea training facility, and the essence of Navy-Marine Corps prowess. Miramar and Coronado are thirty minutes south, home of Topgun and Navy Seal training sites. It’s all there to train the best, most advanced operational fighting force in the world. Combine this with eleven miles of undeveloped beautiful California coastline and you can’t help but feel patriotic when you arrive. Katie lives forty minutes away in Old Town, San Diego. We talk every day and see each other as much as possible. She supports my every move, sacrificing her opportunities as a sports journalist to stay near me.

			Picturing my life with her is easy; her relentless pursuit of happiness and fun are contagious. I feel calm and forget the challenges of internship when we’re together, and I’m quickly falling in love with her. When we have time off, we hike, mountain bike, and take short trips. Our favorite destination is a small village called Puerto Nuevo south of the San Diego-Mexico border. From my apartment, we can make it there in two and a half hours for fresh lobster, homemade tortilla soup, guacamole, and margaritas, all for under fifty dollars. Katie will never let me miss out on a good time and it keeps me sane during my internship year. After a few more months, we are engaged and planning our future. I feel my life is full and everything is moving in the right direction.

			The Naval Hospital is ten miles inland on Camp Pendleton. Since the 1960s it has cared for active duty members, veterans, and their families. The first year of training is my internship, the most demanding of any three-year residency. Working hours are long, typically twelve to fourteen per day, with on-call duty every third night and expectations to move fast, learn quickly, and not fall behind. I rotate through all medical specialties required of a family physician: internal medicine, obstetrics, gynecology, minor surgery, dermatology, pediatrics, neurology, geriatrics, and more, all designed to hone my skills as a physician and prepare me to practice independently. After my first six months of internship, I travel to San Antonio, Texas for combat medic training. During the four weeks, I study combat trauma and learn modern techniques in field care under fire and tactical patient evacuations. It concludes with a two-day mock war, designed to emulate live combat trauma with everything from simulated gunfire and mortars to wounded marines with moulage blast wounds and helicopter medevacs.
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			From left to right includes: Lt. Donnelly Wilkes, Lt. Cormac O’Connor, Corpsman #1, Corpsman #2

			 

			During the medical and field training, I often feel pushed to my limit, exhausted from the sheer number of hours on duty, and at the brink of my ability to retain information. Although I have transient doubts and worries about my ability to endure, the seeds never take root. My attitude remains positive, and I rebound quickly with renewed determination to bring on the next challenge. I have stars and stripes in my eyes, feeling that this life suits me. I like wearing my camouflage uniform, being in the field, and saluting the flag. I’m proud when I get to say, “I’m a naval officer and physician.” I like the feeling of being pushed to the edge, even beyond my comfort zone, knowing I can recover and excel. At each phase of my training, I’m thinking about the future, optimistic but slightly uneasy about where I may end up. I feel like I’ve overcome serious obstacles to get to this point, but I’m craving more stability in my life. I know a military life doesn’t fit this model, but I hope my time in the Navy will eventually be a means to this end.

			In March of 2003, combined forces from the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Poland invade Iraq. The main body encounters little resistance as the Iraqi Army is swiftly defeated and by April 9th, coalition forces occupy Baghdad. Saddam Hussein and central leadership go into hiding as U.S.-led occupying forces settle in. My internship year is nearing completion. We receive periodic updates on military operations at our monthly staff meetings. Tensions remain high especially in the Anbar Province to the west of Baghdad, but no orders have been passed down to mobilize or deploy.

			My faith in God is strong and helps me to persevere, but it wasn’t always that way. I was raised Roman Catholic, and my whole family has Catholic roots. I attended church and catechism regularly as a child and served as an altar boy. I liked it, but looking back, I realize I was mostly going through the motions. During high school, I knew something was missing, a disconnect with God on how my Catholic background fit into my life. I felt God’s presence, but didn’t know how to translate that into my world or connect it with others. I wondered constantly if I was doing good enough. I started to search, looking outside the Catholic Church, asking questions I had never asked about God. I started researching historical facts about Jesus and questioning Catholic rules and traditions. I knew I was supposed to love others, to follow God’s word, but I worried what might happen if I made a terminal misstep, going beyond the point of no return to God’s love. I read more books, firsthand stories about Jesus and facts about his life and teachings and found it was quite different from what I knew. My eyes and heart were opening, hearing the word of God in a new tone and seeing His presence with a softer lens. I wanted to know more.

			After graduating high school, I worked at a drug store, where my new coworker invited me to a teen youth group at Green Valley Community Church. It was held on a Saturday night in the rec room at the church. The first night walking in, I was fascinated by the change of venue from the Catholic church. There was zero pressure, nobody cared where I came from or what I had done. I was simply welcomed. During group sessions, we talked about our lives and played games and sports in the gym. With a no-hassle approach, the youth leader helped break down walls and fears about Christianity, assuring me it’s normal to have doubts, ask questions, and struggle in faith. In time, I learned that there is nothing I can do to lose God’s love, nothing that is so egregious I can’t find a way back, and I don’t have to earn it, just accept it. What?! I was blown away. I felt God’s presence in a new way, connecting with scripture in the Bible and literature from Christian scholars unlike before. I attended youth group regularly, and felt like a new chapter was opening for me, wearing my faith like a new pair of shoes that lightened my load. By the time I left for college at age twenty-one, I felt confident about my Christian faith and its place in my life; at the same time, I knew I was a rookie, still in the infancy of my faith. I expected to stumble and make mistakes and realized it requires work and growth to solidify a relationship with God, but I knew it was there for the taking if I wanted it.

			Graduation from internship is scheduled for July 15th, 2003, confirming two milestones: I’ve passed my board examination and I am licensed to practice medicine as an independent physician. I’m feeling a sense of great accomplishment and confidence, but with this comes another fork in the road and yet another big decision. Following internship, I can choose one of three paths: First, continue residency at the hospital for two more years, finalizing all required training as a physician, then serve on active duty for four years. Second, leave residency to serve on active duty for two years with the Navy fleet (called going blue side), then return and complete residency. Third, leave residency to serve on active duty with the Marines for two years (called going green side), then return and complete residency.

			Katie and I are weighing the pros and cons, including the war in Iraq, deployment cycles and locations, and attempting to stay near home. Ultimately, I make my choice, but it’s only a “request” since it’s up to the commanding officer to determine who goes where, and this is subject to the needs of the Navy. After much debate, I enter my request to go green side with the Marines, knowing this will give me the best chance to stay closest to Katie and allow her to remain at our townhome recently purchased in Oceanside. If granted, I’ll be the battalion surgeon, one of two doctors assigned to care for roughly one thousand men in a battalion. I’ll have fifty Navy corpsmen to help me provide primary medical care, both during training at Pendleton and during the deployment including combat missions. The infantry Marines are the tip of the spear; when it’s go-time they will be called first, and if there is combat action, they will be there with Navy corpsmen alongside them. It’s a decision I struggle with, knowing I may put myself in harm’s way, but it’s the best choice for my life and future with Katie.

			Three weeks later new orders have been cut, and it’s time to learn my assignment for the next two years. I’m called to the First Marine Division Headquarters at Camp Pendleton. I arrive early, wearing green digital camouflage, the same worn by Marine Corps personnel. I’m escorted into a small room with a desk at one end and three metal folding chairs in front, facing the desk. I’m asked to take a seat until Major Bradburn arrives. With nervous excitement, I sit in the cold metal chair with my naval service portfolio on my lap.

			Major Bradburn walks into the room shortly, and I stand to attention saying, “Good afternoon, sir.”

			“Good afternoon, Lieutenant Wilkes,” he replies quickly while taking his seat.

			“I’ll get right to the point, Lieutenant,” he says. “Do you know why you’re here today?”

			“Yes sir, to receive new orders for my next duty station,” I reply.

			“Good, let’s jump to it. You’re going to be assigned to the Marine Corps infantry as the battalion surgeon, but we’re still working out which medical officers will go where. We need two officers who are ready to potentially deploy in short order. I can’t give you many details, but things are heating up in the Anbar Province outside of Baghdad, so this region may be your target.”

			“I understand, sir,” I say, processing every word.

			“I know you just graduated internship and there is a lot on your plate. I understand you’ve had excellent training and performed well in your rotations. I need to ask if you feel you’re prepared to enter a battalion entering a rapid deployment cycle. Alternatively, we can consider assignment to a battalion that will remain stateside for at least a year.”

			Without explanation, his message is clear to me: we’re going to war and his job is to find two doctors who are ready to deploy to a combat zone. He can’t say this directly, but I understand the implications of the conversation. I only have seconds to draft a response in my head; it’s something I did not expect to encounter today. I quickly reason that with the recent world events, I’ll likely deploy soon no matter what; why not get it underway and get back home. It will be hard to bring this news home to Katie today, but I would rather get underway than sit idle.

			After a moment, I reply, “Sir, I’m ready to go, I can handle it. Which battalion will I be assigned to?”

			“Good to hear Lieutenant, you’ll be joining First Battalion, Fifth Marines. We need two docs for this billet. Is there another medical officer from your class who you think would be a good fit?” he asks. “We need two guys who can gel together quickly and are prepared to go.”

			I don’t hesitate with my reply. “Lieutenant O’Connor sir. I’ve known him for a long time, including medical school and internship. He’s solid, and we get along very well. You’ll have to ask him how he feels about it, but I recommend him.”

			“Excellent, I’ll consider that. Thank you for your flexibility with this new assignment. You will be a strong asset to the battalion. Your new orders will be cut within twenty-four hours. Then you will be issued field gear and join the battalion at Camp Horno.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			I stand and shake his hand. We depart the room in opposite directions.

			As I open the double doors to walk down the steps of command headquarters, the mid-morning sun hits my eyes. I squint in the sunlight as my eyes adjust, pausing to look out at the grassy hills of Camp Pendleton. The smell of sagebrush permeates the air; Cobra helicopters echo in the distance—both have become familiar to me this past year. In this moment I feel my world has changed and the scenes around me take on a different feel; they now represent the place I’ll be leaving and trying to come back to.

			I’m feeling a rush of adrenaline like someone hit the turbo button and my body is the engine. I’m feeling excitement for a new adventure, yet edgy over the destination and rapid timeline. I need to talk to Katie, to tell her our future has changed and we need to make new plans.

			We discussed many scenarios, but an early deployment was not one of them. I need to tell my family; my father will take the news seriously and proudly, understanding it must be done. However, I’m concerned my mother will be saddened and worried. She feels quite different about my decision to join the military, and she let my father know it. She believes my decision to join was an extension of his tendency to be an overbearing father with a bullish sense of duty.

			It has been a source of contention since I started medical school and has been heightened since 9/11. I knew it worried her and caused them arguments. Regardless, I made my decision free and clear of their discord, understanding there would be hardships, but also much to gain: adventure, patriotism, and a way to pay for medical school.

			As the implications of my new assignment run through my head, I’m wishing I could slow things down, take a step back, and reassess the situation. But I know my future has been set in motion, and new orders are coming down the pipe. I tell myself this is where I’m supposed to be, that I’ve done the best I can to control my destiny and the rest is out of my hands. That night, Katie and I share the news with laughter and tears. It’s a twist we knew was possible, just not this soon. We are planning our wedding for the following year, but now it’s indefinitely on hold. We spend the next few weeks strategizing our life apart, her job, and where she will live. We decide she will move into the townhome in Oceanside and continue working at Transworld Skateboarding magazine. After connecting with other military couples, we learn more about the challenges of deployment, namely uncertain timelines, difficulty with communication, and legalities like finances and wills. Internet and phone calls are limited, especially when deployed to a combat zone. Then one night I throw it on the table: “Let’s get married and not tell anyone.” She looks at me with a smile and crinkle in her nose replying, “Yeah let’s do it.”

			Within twenty-four hours, we enter the drive-through at A Little White Wedding Chapel in Las Vegas, Nevada. The menu includes an Elvis ceremony for an extra hundred dollars. I tell Katie to skip it and go for the budget package. After a few vows and signatures, we say “I do,” and just like that, on November 10th, 2003 we are married. We never tell anyone until right now in this book—surprise, family!
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