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For the veteran standing in the food bank line.

For the widow doing the medication arithmetic.

You earned more than this.
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Foreword

[image: ]




I didn’t set out to write this book.

What I set out to do was answer a question a veteran asked me in a Facebook group in 2023. He wanted to know why his rating didn’t cover what his life actually cost. Simple question. I gave him the technical answer — bilateral factors, SMC tiers, the gap between diagnostic compensation and functional reality. He thanked me. Then he said something that stayed with me: “So the system knew. It just didn’t care.”

I’ve been sitting with that sentence for two years.

I’ve worked VA claims for more than two decades. I’ve seen the system from the inside — its architecture, its incentives, its deliberate complexity. I know what it was designed to do and what it was designed to avoid doing. The veteran’s question wasn’t naive. It was precise. And the honest answer to it isn’t just about the VA. It’s about a country that has made consistent, documented choices about who absorbs the cost of its commitments and who gets insulated from the consequences.

This book is my attempt to say that out loud.

I’m writing it from the Philippines, where I’ve lived for years. That distance is not incidental. When you step outside the ambient noise of the American media cycle — the tribal signaling, the permanent emergency framing, the managed outrage that substitutes for analysis — certain things become visible that proximity conceals. The patterns. The precedents. The gap between what the country says about itself and what the data actually shows.

I’m a disabled veteran, a Reformed Christian, and a man who has spent more years than I care to count watching the people this book is about absorb costs they didn’t create and weren’t warned about. The veteran standing in the food bank line. The widow doing medication arithmetic. The retiree watching purchasing power dissolve through a COLA mechanism calibrated to someone else’s inflation experience.

This is not a partisan book. I have watched both parties manage these failures with equal competence. It is not a doomsday book. I don’t believe the country is finished — I believe it is at a juncture that previous civilizations reached and handled badly, and that the handling is still undecided.

What it is, as plainly as I can make it, is an honest book. The veteran’s question deserves an honest answer. This is mine.

— Scott Mollette

Philippines, 2026
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I. Introduction — The View from Outside
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I live in the Philippines. Have for years now. And I’ll tell you something that took me a while to admit: the farther I got from the United States, the clearer it became.

Not clearer in a feel-good way. Clearer the way a diagnosis is clear — the kind you didn’t want to hear but can’t un-hear once it’s been said out loud.

I’m an Army veteran. 101st Airborne. Paratrooper and infantryman. Since I got out I’ve spent more than two decades working the VA disability system — reading claims, sitting across from veterans, navigating a bureaucratic apparatus that seems designed, whether anyone intended it or not, to exhaust the people it’s supposed to serve. If you’re a veteran, you already know what I mean. I’ve seen what the gap between America’s promises and America’s performance looks like in a human face. It’s the face of a fully disabled veteran standing in a food bank line. An eighty-year-old widow doing medication arithmetic at the kitchen table. A man who gave his body to his country being told, politely, that the math doesn’t work in his favor.

That’s what this book is about.

I’m not here to argue for one party over the other. Both have had their hands on the wheel during the decades described here. Neither has shown any particular interest in steering toward honesty. What I’m trying to do is something simpler and harder — give an honest account of where things actually stand, informed by history, by the data, and by what you see when you’re no longer swimming in the ambient noise of the American media cycle.

Andrew Bustamante — former covert CIA officer, nuclear missile officer before that — has been saying publicly for several years what a lot of serious people have been saying privately. That America is in the early stages of something it doesn’t have a comfortable name for. Not collapse, exactly. Something more incremental and more insidious. The structural concerns he raises aren’t his inventions. They’re in the Congressional Budget Office reports. They’re in the VA’s own internal studies. They’re in the faces of the people I’ve spent twenty years trying to help. He’s just willing to say them out loud, which in the current climate passes for courage.

Rome didn’t fall in a day. Neither did the Ottomans, or the Soviets, or the British Empire at its height. They fell across decades of deferred decisions and abandoned obligations — populations whose legitimate grievances got answered with spectacle. The pattern is consistent enough across history that ignoring it starts to look less like optimism and more like willful blindness. America is not exempt from this pattern. It has spent a long time convincing itself otherwise.

I’m not arguing the country is doomed. I don’t believe that. What I am arguing is that it is already failing — and that the failure is not distributed evenly. It lands hardest on the veteran at the food bank. The retiree watching purchasing power dissolve. The widow on Social Security that the program’s own trustees have acknowledged cannot keep its promises past the mid-2030s. These are not fringe cases. They are the predictable outputs of a system that has spent four decades concentrating reward upward while pushing risk down. And dressing that result in the language of freedom and opportunity.

I no longer buy it. This book is an attempt to say why.
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II. The Analyst in the Room — Bustamante and the Declassification of Decline
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Let me tell you why Andrew Bustamante is hard to wave off.

He spent seven years as a covert CIA intelligence officer. Before that he was a nuclear missile officer in the Air Force — the kind of job where the weight of what you’re responsible for is not a metaphor. He wore it around his neck, literally, on a lanyard. He is not a podcast host with a geopolitics hobby. He was trained, at considerable government expense, to read complex systems, identify institutional patterns, and separate signal from noise in environments specifically engineered to produce confusion. That training doesn’t expire when the badge does.
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