
  
    [image: Masada’s Marine]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Masada’s Marine

          

        

      

    

    
      “A touching, poignant, and empowering journey of discovery—and self-discovery, Howard’s debut is an inspiring road story full of surprises and universal truths. Beginning with a sobering and altogether real accounting of death, the author quickly regains her footing and seizes her life with courage and gusto. The antics of Sportster, in addition to Jack Incarnate’s needling comments, add lightness and humor while she experiences the challenges and fears, and yet wonderful discoveries of a road trip. From the unsettling circumstances of leaving everything familiar behind, to the challenge of crossing Lake Pontchartrain, to dealing with the spirit of Jack and seeing, for the first time, the Atlantic Ocean -- this middle-aged bildungsroman clarifies her life’s path, and in the end, comes to terms with her deep love for Jack, despite the abuse that was a part of their relationship and emerges a stronger woman for it.”

      

      “Weaving an emotionally charged narrative with humorous anecdotes and a unique perspective on life, Howard’s odyssey of overcoming grief to find her true self is, in essence, the story of each of us. Full of heart and a budding fearlessness, this quintessential road trip delivers on every level, as moving and fulfilling as it is entertaining. Powerfully written and eloquently understated, Coast to Coast with a Cat and a Ghost is the most surprising and satisfying memoir in recent memory.”
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      MASADA’S MARINE is dedicated to all our fallen warriors who fought the Invisible War and lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “War is an ugly thing, but it is not the ugliest of things. The decayed state of morale and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse. A man who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing he cares about more than his own personal safety, is a miserable creature who has no chance of being free unless so made by the exertions of better men than himself.”

        John Stuart Mill
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      The Golden Retriever’s paw belongs to Captain Jack Sparrow, and the human “paw” to Robert Chadwick, both from Chadwick's Golden Retrievers of Hemet, California.

      The Marine Corps ring was donated by Marine veteran, Jack Pleasant and the uniform by Marine veteran, Ron Gervais, both of Sun City, California.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Masada’s Marine was a difficult book to write. It covers sensitive, and at times, heart -wrenching subjects. During the two years of this book’s creation I was honored to meet many people who continue to donate their time, money, and mainly their hearts in order to bring attention to the serious issue of PTSD. I want to offer my humble and deep-felt appreciation to Mario Borrego, Kevin Crowell, and Mike Pullium for the privilege of meeting you. Because of your bravery and sacrifice at home and away, I had the courage to keep on when the writing became tedious and I wanted to quit. Men and women like you inspire me. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. I hope I have respectfully addressed the subject and brought awareness to this Invisible Disease.

      Over a two year period, I conducted countless interviews with the volunteers of many organizations, veteran- related and dog-related. These people shared their knowledge, enabling me to portray an accurate account of, not only this raging invisible war our veterans face when they return home, but also of the hours of training and money invested in the service dogs donated to them.

      Thank you, Shari Duval, president of The K9s For Warriors, a real non-profit organization located in Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida, (not to be confused with the fictional training facility in the book). Thank you, Shari, for freely offering your time and expertise. Your heart is big and your devotion endless.

      My thanks go out to Cat Zoyiopoulos, CPDT KA, training director and owner of the Laundered Mutt in Temecula, California. Cat, you and Mike provided me with invaluable information about the training of a service dog.

      Authors need readers before their books are published. These readers are invaluable in critiquing the accuracy of the content and the flow of the story. Thank you, Kristi Zeiders. You are my friend and a great reviewer. I worried the content would hit too close to home for you. To tell me that the story helped you during this difficult time in your life humbled me.

      Thank you to Melissa Reyes, my great granddaughter in the US Navy. Thank you, Honey, for helping me find my Marine critic, Joshua Zane Altemus. Thank you Joshua! You saved me from embarrassing myself in front of the entire Marine Corps. Your critique was what every author needs and your compliment, “I’m surprised you aren’t a Marine,” thrilled me. Thank you and stay safe.

      In the beginning of my career as an author, my list of acknowledgements addressed the members of my writing groups. I have attended several, but Anne Dunham, your Monday morning group in Hemet, California was my first. I will always keep a special place in my heart for all of you who held my hand and gave me the courage to discover my newfound abilities as an aspiring writer. To all of you, thank you. You have made a difference in my life and, as a result, through my books, you have touched many others.

      Also, I was privileged to spend many hours honing my craft under the unforgiving red pen of Jim Hitt’s Thursday night writing group. Again, I offer my deep gratitude to every member’s honesty and patience. I would not be the writer I am today without all of your support and guidance.

      I would be remiss if I don’t mention the people in my life who love me whether my books are best sellers or shoved to the back shelf. Julie April, I love you. You listen to my ranting and ravings, my bragging and my self-delusions. You are a good friend.

      To you, Sandra Brown, my best friend, my best editor, my confidant and my sister, thank you is not enough. I could not have written such a moving book without you. An author once said he was afraid of writing the same book twice. You pushed me to always write a better book than the last one. I love you.

      Finally, thank you to all my readers. You are the ones who write the reviews and cheer me on. There would be no reason to continue if you were not there for me. You are the passionate souls who make writing worthwhile.

      Thank you to everyone. You all have made a difference. It is my hope that by writing MASADA’S MARINE I can pay your generosity and tremendous support forward, and that I, too, can make a difference.

      Oorah!
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      Before I began writing MASADA’S MARINE, I, like most Americans, never gave much thought to our American servicemen and women who serve and sacrifice their lives so that I may bask in the California sunshine, sip a $4.00 Caramel Frappuccino, and discuss the latest episode of The Black List or Dancing With The Stars.

      When the subject of our military arose, I proudly stated my patriotic views and gave a blanket, but silent ‘thank you’ to all who lost their lives to keep me safe. My heart twisted in sadness every Veterans Day and Memorial Day. I considered myself an average American.

      When I decided to write MASADA’S MARINE, I imagined it as a nice story about a puppy named Masada who grows up to become a service dog and changes the lives of two men.

      One man, who began his life as a patriotic boy, graduates high school, starts his own family and becomes a gung-ho Marine. The young man has everything to live for until he comes home from his first tour in Iraq with PTSD and loses it all, even his will to live.

      Another man, who began life as the son of a drug addicted mother, learns how to fight a war of survival on the streets and exists inside a life of crime. The pressures of the young man’s illicit career takes its toll, and he ends up in prison, defeated. He, too, has nothing to live for.

      As I penned my story, the characters took on lives of their own and demanded that this not be a nice story about a man and his dog. During hours of research and interviews, the characters became people, electric with emotions, and sometimes terrifying, like the firefight that promises only one victor. As I learned more about the invisible disease, PTSD, the story’s heartbeat pulsed out of my control, like the disease itself.

      Masada and her littermates, the real heroes in this drama, matured into valuable service dogs. They changed not only the characters’ lives, but my life as well. I am no longer the silent American. I hope Masada will change your life, too.

      Every hour a veteran takes his own life.
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      She lay on the hardwood floor next to Lance Corporal Alexander March, USMC, as he slept in the dark. An astringent odor mixed in the autumn air and drifted down to her nose. She lay still, but opened her eyes. The bedside clock cast shadows across the gold oak floor. She squinted at its green glow and listened to the Marine's breathing -the only sound- air escaping in jagged puffs from his lungs. The patio door allowed light from a flickering streetlamp to beat against the wadded bed sheets. She jerked her head up, ears pointed, just before the warrior's flailing arms and legs rustled the covers, and his cries pierced her ears. The stinging smells of panic signaled her to action and twenty months of intensive training kicked in.

      Her name was Masada. She was an American Service Dog. She was a professional. She stood ready and would never quit. She would never leave her comrade's side.

      The Marine tossed and twisted, unaware of the dog's wagging tail as she jumped onto the bed and pushed her body under his thrashing arms. She laid her head on his chest and pressed her body against him. The distraction woke him, breaking the nightmare's pull.

      He reached around and cradled her. She shivered with excitement, needing him to be okay and licked the Marine's hand and face until the warrior's attention focused on her. When she nuzzled deep into the crook of his neck, his muscles loosened, and he drew her closer.

      Whatever demons had stolen into the room and caused him stress now slinked away like villainous ghosts, but they always returned. The blood-headed vultures perched in the ceiling's corners, waiting for the Marine to sleep. These brazen, black birds of memory were relentless, never holding back from the advantage his unconsciousness offered. This was Masada's first night with her warrior and the collectors of carrion attacked again and again, no matter how often she challenged them.

      The warrior sat up and swung his legs to the floor. The service dog shifted her body and placed her paw on his thigh. The Marine's breathing slowed and he ran a hand over his shaved head, scanning the room. Outside, the world slept in peace, safe from the terrors revealed in his dreams.

      Like a soundless dance in the dark, Masada executed her practiced routine throughout the night, going without sleep because she was an American Service Dog. She was a professional, trained to be ready and never quit.

      Sensing another wave of panic, Masada jumped down from the bed, faced the Marine, and sat at attention. Hands that hummed with nervous energy cupped her head. The canine's sable orbs locked, unblinking, onto the veteran's moist blue eyes.

      "I'm supposed to tell you everything. But it's as if you already know," the warrior told the dog. In response, she pushed her nose against his arm and licked his hand. Her tail beat a steady rhythm on the wooden floor as she sensed the Marine's mind take him away from the room. Masada leaned into her warrior's touch while he rocked with tight, sharp movements. His hand shook. He stroked his service dog and fell into the abyss.
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      A force which Alex had no control over pulled him back into the past where, once again, he walked patrol. It wasn't like the walks back home in California with his wife, Sarah, down tree-lined streets, dodging skate boarders and joggers.

      Everywhere was fuckin' sand and rubble. The air carried a thick layer of decay. He and Eddie had been in Iraq a week. As they patrolled, Alex wondered if Eddie still smelled like the fresh-cut hay of Oklahoma and he of the salty Pacific coast. They swapped stories, Eddie about the States, but Alex couldn't stop talking about the shit-hole of wind and sand where they were to spend the next twelve months...or less.

      Eddie bragged about his wife, Tanya, his high school sweetheart and their son, Ethan. They were going to get a place of their own when he finished his tour, maybe try for a girl next. Alex's and Sarah's story was the same. They had dreams.

      Alex's fingers combed through Masada's fur. His voice rose and fell as he rocked to and fro.

      He had only allowed a moment to hope that he and Eddie would make it home. Then he crammed the wish deep down for safe keeping, so deep that, now, he couldn't get it back.

      He told Eddie, "We're riflemen. Teammates. We watch each other's backs. Our orders are to clear the area. Move out the women and children, farmers and business men." He reminded Eddie, "Watch everyone. Remember that farmer pretending to be friendly the other day? He was the same dirty rotten haji in a group of insurgents trying to kill us the next day." Then he recited the KIA statistics.

      Masada leaned against Alex's leg and laid her paw across his knee that jerked up and down. She gazed at him as if she hung on every word. The warrior's boots, the ones he never removed at night, thumped, thumped, thumped against the floor.

      Eddie had argued, "We don't shoot women and children."

      But Alex reminded him, "You're a Marine, a killing machine. You're here to kill. If they shoot, you take 'em out. No matter what."

      Thump, thump, thump. Masada's tail beat out a rhythm on the floor that matched the cadence of her Marine's boot.

      Alex remembered how Eddie's eyes sparked. The killer look. It burned in the eyes of every Marine, fueled by the weight of the Kevlar, the security of the camouflage colors, and the soothing scent of a well-oiled rifle. He shook his head and said to Masada, "Our emotions were wrapped so tight with fifty pounds of life saving gear, it strangled any fear. We were well-trained Marines, focused only on the thrill of the mission."

      Masada's ears pricked forward, listening to the Lance Corporal's voice rise and fall. The warrior bent down and encircled her in a hard hug, burying his face into her fur. She sensed his desperation. "The memories, the nightmares, the flashbacks, they’re just too much." His muffled words and tears soaked her golden hair. Finally, he pulled away, straightened, and took a deep breath.

      "We made our first kill the second day and we high-fived each other. The thrill of the kill kept us up all night." Masada gazed up at her warrior, listening to every word. "We were doing what we were trained to do. We were Marines."

      The months pushed on like a convoy in a haboob sand storm. Each month blew in higher drifts of ugliness than the last, yet time and the tragedies raged on. Alex didn't remember when he lost the joy of the mission and its excitement.

      He and Eddie patrolled the streets, Alex always walking point, always taking the risk. Broken windows gaped from the concrete buildings, reminding him of the dead eyes of his kills. Fluttering, tattered sheets, which did nothing to repel the desert sun, waved from the dark interiors. The bombed walls crumbled as if large bites had been chewed off by some sci-fi dinosaur, exposing an x-ray view of the stark emptiness of the Iraqi lives. Alex pointed to a soda can lying on the roadside and reminded Eddie, "You have to be careful of cans. The creeps noticed we like to kick them as we walk patrol, so they rig 'em. They can be IEDs."

      Alex stood up and paced around the bed, to the patio door, then about-faced and returned. The rumpled bed clothes absorbed his words and left only a whisper to the dog's ears. His fists hit everything he passed - the bedpost, the door frame, the dresser. The sound of bone slamming against hardwood accompanied his marching boots, creating a rhythm like the drums of a war dance.

      As they walked patrol, he told Eddie, "We'll cross here, proceed on the other side. You know, to avoid the can." Eddie didn't challenge the order, knowing it was impossible to see all the cans because of the deluge of trash littering the streets. Eddie stepped out in front of Alex and when they both reached the other side, the two Marines waved to a ten-year- old boy who came running up.

      "Don't panic, just be ready," Alex said.

      "It's just Yusuf."

      Yusuf came around every day pedaling movies to the Americans, or bringing fresh baked bread to their unit. For the first time, the kid's thinness and unruly black hair caught Alex's attention. He and Eddie had begun to look forward to the boy’s visits, a bit of goodness in a mean, dirty world.

      Eddie had asked Yusuf about his parents and the boy reported they had been killed in a car bombing. His father, who had been an interpreter for the Army, suffered the Taliban's retaliation and Yusuf's mother, unfortunately, had been along for the ride. Alex admired the kid's moxie because the youth still catered to the Marines. He was a survivor. He wondered if his own son would grow up to have the courage to live in a world of chaos like this place. For Yusuf, it was the only life he knew.

      The Lance Corporal squared off and aimed at the boy. "Sorry Yusuf, no closer." Eddie inhaled sharply, but the small boy, unconcerned by the weapon aimed at his chest, stopped and waited. He had done the drill many times before. Alex swore to himself that if he had anything to do with it, neither his nor Eddie's boy would never have to live like this.

      In the dark bedroom Alex halted his pacing and sank onto the edge of the bed. Again, Masada moved in, licked his hand, and nudged his arm. He pulled her close. His knees jerked up and down once again, regaining their nervous rhythm.

      Alex ordered Yusuf to open his shirt. The boy had no bomb strapped to his chest. Only then did Alex dig into his pocket for the candy. He remembered how their hands touched. The warrior marveled at Yusuf's small, soft fingers as the boy grabbed the sweets. Would he live to touch his own boy's fingers?

      Nothing happened that day, which only made the two Marines more hyper-vigilant. They continued surveillance of the Iraqi, who shuffled through the rubble which was now their daily lives. The two Marines dined with Yusuf's aunts and uncles and visited his school, handing out more candy. Another week passed. Always alert.

      At night they barricaded themselves behind the thick walls of the Forward Operating Base. Inside their individual, cement cells of the windowless FOB, they slept in small chunks of time, their sleep constantly interrupted by sirens that signaled everyone to take refuge in the safe zone. It was no longer the thrill of the kills that kept them awake.

      "It was a Sunday," he said to the dog. "When Yusuf ran up and, again, stood before us."

      Eddie smiled at the boy and reached into his jacket pocket. Alex remembered his regret of not stopping Eddie when he omitted the search routine.

      Again, Masada listened to the Marine's words. She smelled her warrior's panic, and nudged his arm, reminding him she was there. He relaxed a little, came back to the darkened room and rubbed her ears.

      "The boy just exploded. Eddie went down."

      Alex had staggered, thrown back from the blast.

      "Do you smell that, Masada? I do. I still smell the burning flesh and see the pink mist."

      The Lance Corporal rushed to his teammate. He shoved a charred body part, maybe one of Yusuf's small fingers, off Eddie's back and carefully rolled him over. Blood leaked from under Eddie's helmet. His buddy groaned. Miraculously, his fallen comrade struggled to stand.

      Alex reached down to help Eddie up. His hands shook so badly he was ashamed to look his buddy in the eye. As they both stood on shaky legs, Alex's hands continued to tremble, and he had scolded himself. I'm a Marine. I'm disciplined, physically and mentally tough. He wiped the dampness from his brow with his sleeve. He looked down at his jacket. It was smeared with blood. Yusuf's blood.
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      Alex’s attention returned to the dark room. The musky October night drifted through the patio screen door. The breeze carried the buzzing of the locust. It startled him that he was at the K9s For Warriors Facility in Illinois, two thousand miles from his Sarah. Then he remembered. He had lost her, too.

      The hint of morning crept through the patio door and assigned a greyness that paralleled his mood. The clock’s green glow matched the nausea churning in his stomach. The shriek of a police siren in the distance sliced into his migraine-tortured brain like a scalpel. He didn’t mind. He was just glad it wasn’t the FOB’s alarm. If it had been, he’d be scrambling to the safe zone to spend the rest of the night.

      Back in California he had refused the meds the vet center prescribed. The drugs worked, dulling the migraines, but they numbed the rest of him, too. Instead of drugging himself, he willed his brain to focus, to feel, even if it meant only desperation. Miraculously, he had squeaked through his first semester of college bringing him nearer his dream of becoming a police detective, but he doubted he could keep up his studies. The immature students, the teachers’ attitudes toward the war, and the crowds were a strain. The emotional drain of his troubled marriage was taking its own toll. Tonight was a good night, and his first night with Masada. He hadn’t thrown up, despite his heaving stomach and the piercing jabs of the migraine. And I haven’t plotted a way to end my miserable existence.

      As he sat at the small table, his burning, sleep-deprived eyes dropped down to Masada’s. Her sable orbs watched and waited. The dog had to be tired too, he thought. The warrior noticed that when he didn’t sleep, neither did she. Did she know how difficult it was for him to go on without his Sarah? In the promise of dawn’s golden light, the dog stood alert, as if at attention, ready to offer her paw.

      He pushed Sarah out of his head and studied his service dog. Something had changed. Masada had been with him less than twenty-four hours but he felt safer, less alone. Like when the US rockets swarmed the airspace over the FOB.

      He touched Masada’s soft, golden coat. The dog only wants my love and praise, he thought. She doesn’t care what I’ve done, who I am, or what I can’t do anymore. Alex rose from his chair, picked up Masada’s leash. She pranced at the sight of it.

      “Come on, let’s get some fresh air.”

      Outside, he wandered around the building, taking long drags from his cigarette. He gazed across the dimly lit cornfields. In the distance their stubbles glowed in the early morning light. Life was simple for Masada; a pat on the head and her favorite, stuffed animal completed her needs. For those, she worked the entire night. He remembered when, like Masada’s, his own life had been innocent and pure.

      “When I look at how you live your life, Masada, some of my best childhood memories come front and center.”
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      Alex was seven years old, dressed in cut-offs and a t-shirt. Trailing behind his older sister, Arlene, and his best friend, Kevin, as they explored the woods across the street from their home. Full of youth and innocence, they stalked imaginary enemies and hunted ferocious predators. Arlene kicked up stones while Kevin whacked his stick at dried mud clods.

      On Saturdays the three youngsters wandered the shaded paths through the Eucalyptus grove and spent the day discovering children’s treasures like funny shaped rocks or a Blue Jay’s feather. This Saturday the young group lingered in a clearing. They leaned on a fallen log while Alex dragged his stick through the dirt, writing their names. Arlene, the analytical one, turned to her brother and asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

      “We want to be soldiers.” Alex thumped his stick against the log, the hollow sound landing in the carpet of dried leaves. He raised the thick branch, now an imaginary rifle, to his shoulder and aimed at Kevin. “Blow up things. Kaplooee!” He jerked back from the make- believe kick of his imaginary rifle.

      “Yeah!” Kevin fell to the dirt, clutching his chest. Kevin, a year older than Alex and the inventor of the ideas for adventure, primed Alex with his desires.

      The years had passed and, now grown up, Alex gazed across the moonlit, stubbled cornstalks. Those long ago images, the dappled sunlight on the log, the rhythm of the woodpecker’s tap on the tree and their names drawn in the dirt, they all saddened Alex. Two decades had slipped by. It was true, he and Kevin had realized more than their boyhood dreams. They weren’t just soldiers, they were Marines. And they’d blown up a lot of things.

      Masada sat by the L.Cpl.’s side enraptured by the warrior’s voice, as if she, too, were lost in his story. He leaned over and patted her head feeling a flush of foolishness from sharing his history with the dog. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s head back inside, Masada.”

      Back in his room, Masada lapped water and crunched her kibble. Had the headache’s grasp loosened? He considered the contents in the hotel-sized refrigerator. He hadn’t thought of food in days because rage usually filled his belly. He inspected the contents and removed the sandwich. Peeling away the plastic wrap, he took a bite. His duffle bag lay tucked under the unmade bed. He took another bite and remembered his Uncle George.

      He was ten when he discovered his Uncle’s canvas bag stashed in his grandmother’s garage. He had pulled his uncle’s unforgotten memories from the worn duffle -- a rifle shell, letters, a Marine Corps ring and white gloves, and an old photo of his aunt, and weaved them all into made-up stories of bravery and valor. He admired the Marine Corps Band in the Rose Parade and fantasized about marching in the dress blues. Inside he found the Marine Corps manual on guns and military terms. The booklet became the doctrine for his dreams. He studied every page and memorized the Marine’s Prayer.

      “Almighty Father, whose command is over all and whose love never fails, make me aware of Thy presence and obedient to Thy will. Keep me true to my best self, guarding me against dishonesty in purpose and deed and helping me to live so that I can face my fellow Marines, my loved ones, and Thee without shame or fear. Protect my family. …”

      That was when it all began. Little Alex and Kevin no longer dreamed of being just soldiers. They wanted to be Marines. Alex wanted to wear the sharp, crisp uniforms, experience the Marine Corps’ pride and purpose. He practiced saluting and shouting, ‘Semper Fi!’ as he walked home from school. His heart swelled with patriotism.

      Alex’s dad had bragged about Alex’s Uncle George. “My brother earned a Purple Heart in Vietnam. He rescued his entire unit during a firefight.” Alex’s only desire was that his Dad would hold him in the same esteem someday. His father died during his junior year in high school, and after his father’s death, Alex’s convictions intensified, as if becoming a Marine would be a memorial to his father.

      When Alex graduated at eighteen there was little money for college. The recruiting office was the answer. He could be a Marine and receive the funds for school. Kevin, who graduated high school a year earlier, had already enlisted, finished boot camp, and military combat training. When it came time for Kevin to deploy, Alex, his mom, and Kevin’s parents, and Sarah and her folks saw him off at the airport. Alex hung in the background, envious of everyone’s pride for Kevin, as they embraced his friend.

      Alex joined the reserves with the guarantee he would receive the same intense training as Kevin, yet still be near home to help his mom. He wanted to be a rifleman like Kevin. His mother’s humble smile swelled when she bragged that her son was a Marine. Her pride spurred him on even as he disregarded her private, worried looks when she thought he wasn’t looking.

      In the waning darkness of the small room at the K-9s For Warriors facility, Alex leaned back in his chair and ruffled Masada’s ears while she lay beside him. This night was empty of threats. Only the locusts buzzed in the trees. He spoke with his mouth full as he finished off the ham sandwich, “I was so shy in high school.”

      He remembered his tongue tied in knots the first time he met Sarah. Every day after school the smitten teen trailed behind the object of his affection and her friends, always at a distance, like a love-sick dog. The girls chatted inanely about their post on Facebook and swooned over the latest country singer to hit the charts. When he and Sarah were assigned to the same study group, he finally gathered up the courage to talk to her.

      Alex wiped the crumbs from his mouth. The Marine Corps colors had begun to emerge from the darkness. He decided to take a shower and stripped down quickly. Stepping under the warm jets, he tried not to think of Sarah. Minutes later he dried off and, dragging his duffle from under the bed, he pulled out clean boxers. He dressed as fast as he had stripped, shoved the bag back underneath and made the bed. Finished, he scanned the room to assure everything was in its place. The curtains reminded him of the ones Sarah had sewn for their small kitchen and even the occasional chair near the table was similar to the one in their bedroom at home in California. Everything reminded him of Sarah.

      His mind drifted back. During their study group his relationship with Sarah heated up quickly and they became inseparable. After graduation and before boot camp, they moved in together and shared a small house on the edge of town. Sarah fussed over him, always painting or crafting to make their small quarters a home. She sewed yellow curtains for the kitchen and on weekends they traipsed from one garage sale to the next.

      On Saturdays, at first light, the couple cruised the streets so as not to miss any treasures.

      Sarah slapped her hands on the truck’s dashboard. “Pull over! There it is. It’s perfect. Don’t you think?” She pointed to a small stuffed chair.

      He pulled over to the curb and parked. She peered up at him, the sunlight deepening the golden flecks in her green eyes and he smiled. She threw him a kiss and scrambled from the truck. Before he could shut off the motor, she had skipped away. When he caught up she said, “The flower pattern matches the spread don’t you think? You won’t have to sit on the bed and mess it up when you put your boots on. You can use the chair.”

      It never crossed his mind to deny her anything. In his eyes, she could do no wrong. When she left her clothes strewn across the floor he joked, “It looks like a war zone.” And when she left the top off the toothpaste, he shrugged it off - no big deal. Someday she was going to be the mother of his children and he knew she would be a good one. Sarah kept his uniforms washed and pressed. She beamed on the sidelines during the Veterans’ Day Parade, cheering when he marched by in full dress blues. Sarah made him want to be more than just the small- town boy he was. She never complained of his weekends in the reserves, though she sulked the days before he left and cried as he drove off. He figured her attraction for him was based on his love for his country and his commitment to the Marine Corps. Or, maybe it was just the uniform. Either way, she was crazy about him. In a rush of heated desire the uniform usually ended up joining Sarah’s pile of clothes on the floor at the foot of the bed.

      As the months passed the Marine Corps taught young Alex to be a man. He recalled each  phase of his training; the day they issued his gear, the bayonet assault classes, rappelling, and the rifle training. He learned to maneuver despite his fear. He learned to trust his teammates and to earn their trust. He became part of a tight knit unit. The months of brutal training ended with a fifty- four hour endurance test with no sleep. He graduated with top scores and was so proud he thought he’d cry when they awarded him the eagle, globe and anchor emblem. He was a Marine! He would always be a Marine. Oorah!

      At home life was simple. Sarah’s job at Wal-Mart would fit her schedule when she enrolled in cosmetology school after he deployed. Alex worked as a mechanic at Bradley’s Garage. His boss, who lost a brother in Afghanistan, supported the war effort and Alex’s weekends in the reserves.

      In the beginning, the couple passed their evenings swinging lazily on the patio swing, soaking up the California sunsets, and retiring early. Too young to realize time was precious, yet they devoured each other with a hunger borne from the dread of deployment and the long dry spell it promised.

      They married before he shipped out. Sarah, her folks, Alex’s mom and his sister, Arlene, handled the wedding plans with little help from him. The women shopped and giggled, content to leave Alex with his head under the hood, tinkering with his ’56 Merc or drinking with his buddies after work.

      As his deployment date neared and his bond with his unit deepened, Alex spent more and more time with his teammates. Every night they met up at the Ponderosa Bar and Grill. Drinking, talking smack and pounding fists. He couldn’t wait for his new life to begin - his future - painted with valor, pride and patriotism. If Alex’s lack of involvement in the wedding planning bothered Sarah, he couldn’t remember her complaining. Full of honor for his country and the Marines, he was gung ho, ready to be one of a few good men. He was ready to make a difference and change the world.

      Alex scooped up Masada’s soggy, stuffed rabbit from the floor where she had left it last night. Her head jerked up like a jack-in-the-box and she popped up, her energy sparking the air. Unable to ignore the dog’s enthusiasm, he tossed the toy the length of the room. He counted three bunny hops as she bounded toward the toy, snatched up the animal, and returned to a parade rest in front of him. The pink fuzz bulged from her mouth. The Marine scratched her ears, pulled the saliva-sodden toy from her mouth, and threw it again. Aiden should have a dog. He recalled his son playing with Kevin’s service dog, Diego. He had lost his wife to Kevin and his son to Diego. The thought twisted at his gut.

      Masada was now his closest friend, no, his only friend. He continued to toss the bunny. Masada bounced back and forth, retrieving the toy. His tension had eased, even the headache.

      The wounded warrior fingered his wedding band, turning it. Sarah had wanted a simple wedding with her family, his sister, Arlene, and his mom. With the miracle of Skype, Kevin, still in Iraq, stood up as his best man. He dressed in full combat gear. “The FOB’s always on alert,” he said. His forced smile didn’t disguise his eyes which darted back and forth in response to the muffled explosions in the background.

      But now, as Alex sat in this dimly lit room the only picture in his mind was of his buddy from a week ago. Kevin and Sarah, face to face, huddled in his buddy’s truck. The cozy embrace…

      Alex’s tired eyes rested on the only personal item he had packed from California, his wedding picture. Sarah in a simple, white gown, radiant, cheeks flushed with excitement for her future. As she stood before her father, her fingertips reached up to wipe his fatherly tears as he gave his daughter away.

      “I know you’ll take care of my little girl, son.” Her father’s firm handshake turned the statement into an order. “While you’re gone, we’ll watch over her. Her mom and I know you will do us proud.”

      Alex stared at the picture. The words echoed from the photo. “I will, Mr. Fredricks, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” A spark of guilt pinged at his conscience as the words gushed out, because he couldn’t wait to leave, to begin his honorable new life.

      On their wedding night they waded in the surf at Montana De Oro State Park. A full moon illuminated the tide pools with a blue-green fluorescence. Toes buried in the sand, they marveled at the waves’ crests, glowing in the moonlight. Ribbons of water, like strings of lights, floated to shore and were extinguished against the rocks.

      Masada stretched out at the Lance Corporal’s feet, laid the stuffed toy aside, and switched to chewing a rawhide bone she clutched between her paws. Her eyes closed in contentment, back legs stretched out behind her like a frog. Alex studied the dog. How was this dog going to change his life and get Sarah and Aiden back?

      Alex heard the waves from his past crashing against the shore. “Are you ready to become a daddy?” Sarah asked. He stared into her piercing green eyes. His chest constricted at the memory. He had stopped breathing, grabbed her shoulders and said, “Really?”

      “Yes.” Her haunting giggles from a lifetime ago pinched his heart.

      She squirmed from his grasp. “You’re squeezing too tight.”

      “Oh, sorry, Honey. Are you okay?” He released her as if his touch had burned her skin. “I’m sorry. “Did I hurt you?” He looked her over and laid his hand on her tummy. “Are you okay?”

      Her laughter danced and skipped over the water. “I’m fine. I’m not sick, just pregnant.” Her small hands held his face and her fingers smoothed his creased brow. “I love you so much, Alex. I always will. You are going to make a wonderful daddy.”

      Alex breathed deep, inhaling the memory. He longed to hear her vow again.

      For one magical moment on the beach, the world had been his. Semper Fi, he had whispered under his breath, but to his bride he pledged aloud, “I love you, too. I won’t ever hurt you.”

      Six weeks later Sarah drove him to Camp Pendleton. Couples clung to each other, crying and kissing their last minutes away, before life changed them forever. Because it did.

      Once full of vainglory, the Marine now slid his body down onto the floor and buried his face in Masada’s fur. He hugged the dog, wishing for what used to be, longing to hear his bride’s words again. Taking another deep breath, he pulled back and studied Masada. How was she going to change anything?

      Words of the Marine’s Prayer marched in the Alex’s head; Help me to live so that I can face my fellow Marines, my loved ones, and Thee without shame or fear. Protect my family.

      He hung his head. When Alex had stepped off the big bird over twelve months ago, he could do none of that and couldn’t imagine how he ever would.

      The Marine cradled his new service dog in his arms. She wore a vest sewn from one of his own uniforms, with the words: Masada. Service Dog. Do Not Pet.

      Before the dog came to him, she had gone through twenty months of intensive training. All she endured had brought her here, to this place in time. This was her job. But how was she going to change anything?

      The veteran hugged his dog and her warmth gave him comfort. Could she change his life? Maybe, just maybe…
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