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This book is dedicated to America’s warriors and their loved

ones, whose patriotism and sacrifice cannot be overstated.

Be strong. Be safe. Let love conquer the loneliness.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


With Collateral, my goals are to put a spotlight on our returning warriors and to hopefully increase interest in providing the resources they need. As more and more return home, the help they require will become harder to find, because of the struggling economy and also because of the growing anti-war sentiment in this country, which may very well be valid. But our service people didn’t take us to war, and they lay their lives on the line for our freedoms every single day.


I have a special interest in traumatic brain injuries, and the cumulative effect of smaller, often undiagnosed traumas that can result in devastating consequences. A lot of this research is relatively new, and it’s hugely important that both military families and civilians understand the possible outcomes.


This is not a book meant to dismiss or lessen the sacrifice of our soldiers. It is highly researched. Cole’s Marine battalion does, in fact, exist, and was deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan over this exact timeframe. I followed them through news stories, battalion newsletters, and Facebook accounts. I also read accounts of coalition forces, watched hours of videos, movies, YouTube postings, and more. Plus, I scoured Iraqi and Afghani news sources, seeking information largely never seen in the U.S.


Collateral illustrates war from the warrior’s POV, as well as its effects on both soldiers and loved ones and, yes, even those who live in the countries we’ve occupied. It is not a “romance novel” (though love is a driving factor), nor does it make light of the impact of war. I have the utmost respect for those who choose to serve our country, either overseas or on home shores. And, while I currently have no close family members in the service, I do have many friends there, and many readers there, and their stories speak to me.


Within my fiction, I write the truth always, and I have to believe military families want to read the truth about themselves, and to have this truth realized by those who live dissimilarly. Civilian or military, will you like every fact you read in these pages? Probably not, but I can’t whitewash war, any more than I can prettify addiction or prostitution or abuse. Surely military families don’t want their realities scrubbed of pain or danger or love or what that love might evolve into, when war is the driving factor.


Ashley is one of thousands of military girlfriends trying to build a future from the scraps of her present. The peripheral stories here are just as important, and the heart of them all came to me from real soldiers’ spouses. Some military relationships survive, and even thrive. Others simply can’t. That is fact. I truly believe military families want books that represent their daily lives, not some scrubbed version. Knowledge is power, I often say. And so is understanding.


—Ellen Hopkins, July 2012





UGLY IN BLACK


As Earth returns to chaos, her women brace to mourn,


excavate their buried faith, tap reservoirs of grace, to mourn.


Soldiers steady M-16s, search stillborn eyes for welcome


or signs of commonality. Ferreting no trace, they mourn.


Few are safe, where passions swell like gangrened limbs


you cannot amputate. Sever one, another takes its place,


and you mourn.


Freefall into martyrdom, a bronze-skinned youth slips into the


crowd, pulls the pin. He and destiny embrace, together mourn.


Grenades are colorblind. A woman falls, spilling ebony hair


beside the blond in camouflage. Death’s doorman gives chase. All


mourn.


Even hell capitulates to sudden downpour. Cloudburst sweeps across


the hardpan, cracks its bloodstained carapace. Hear God mourn.


Up through scattered motes, a daughter reaches for an album. She


climbs into a rocking chair to search for Daddy’s face, and mourn.


Downstairs, a widow splinters on the bed, drops her head into his


silhouette, etched in linen on the pillowcase, to mourn.


Alone, the world is ugly in black. When final night descends


to blanket memory, drops its shroud of tattered lace, who will


mourn?





Present






POETS WRITE ELOQUENTLY


About war, creating vivid images


of severed limbs, crusting body fluids


and restless final sleep, using nothing


more than a few well-crafted words.


Easy enough to jab philosophically


from the comfort of a warm winter


hearth or an air-conditioned summer.


But what can a sequestered writer know


of frontline realities—blistering


marches under relentless sand-choked


skies, where you’d better drink


your weight in water every day or die


from dehydration? Flipside—teeth-


cracking nights, too frigid for action,


bored out of your mind as you try


to stay warm in front of a makeshift fire.


How can any distant observer know


of traversing rock-rutted trails,


hyperaware that your camouflage comes


with a built-in bull’s-eye; or of sleeping


with one ear listening for incoming


peril; or of the way fear clogs your


pores every time you climb inside


a Humvee and head out for a drive?


You can see these things in movies.


But you can’t understand the way


they gnaw your heart and corrode


your mind, unless you’ve been a soldier


outside the wire in a country where


no one native is really your friend,


and anyone might be your enemy.


You don’t know till you’re ducking


bullets. The only person you dare rely


on is the buddy who looks a lot like


you—too young for this, leaking bravado,


and wearing the same uniform.


Even people who love soldiers—


people like me—can only know these


things tangentially, and not so much


because of what our beloveds tell us


as what they’ll never be able to.





LOVING ANY SOLDIER


Is extremely hard. Loving a Marine


who’s an aggressive frontline marksman


is almost impossible, especially when


he’s deployed. That’s not now. Currently,


Cole is on base in Kaneohe, awaiting


orders. The good thing about that is


I get to talk to him pretty much every


day. The bad thing is, we both know


he’ll go back to the Middle East as soon


as some Pentagon strategist decides


the time is right, again. Cole’s battalion


has already deployed twice to Iraq


and once to Afghanistan. Draw-down


be damned, Helmand Province and beyond


looks likely for his fourth go-round.


You’d think it would get easier. But ask


me, three scratch-free homecomings


make another less likely in the future.





OF COURSE, IF YOU ASK


Me about falling in love


with a guy in the military,


I’d tell you to about-face


and double-time toward


a decent, sensible civilian.


Someone with a fat bank


account and solid future,


built on dreams entirely


his own. I’d advise you


to detour widely around


any man who prefers fatigues


to a well-worn pair of jeans;


whose romantic getaways


are defined by three-day


leaves; who, at age twenty-


six has drunk more liquor


than most people manage


in a lifetime. He and his


fellow grunts would claim


it’s just for fun. A way to let


their hair down, if they had


much hair to speak of. But


those they leave behind,


devoted shadows, understand


that each booze-soaked


night is a short-lived


retrieve from uncertain


tomorrows, unspeakable


yesterdays. Service. Sacrifice.


The problem with that being,


everyone attached to those


soldiers must sacrifice, too.


So, as some Afghani warlord


might say, put that in your


pipe and smoke it. Okay, that


was actually my grandpa’s saying.


But it works, and what I mean


is, think long and hard before


offering your heart to someone


who can only accept it part-time.





TOO LATE FOR ME


I didn’t go looking for some dude


with crewed yellow hair and piercing


golden eyes. It just happened.


So here I am, in the second year


of my MSW program at San Diego


State, while he brushes up his sniper


skills twenty-six hundred miles away.


Some people consider Hawaii paradise,


an odd place for a Marine base. Except,


if you consider war in the Pacific Theater.


Except, why not? I’m elbow-deep in


Chaucer when his call, expected, comes.


Hey, babe. His voice is a slow burn,


melting all hint of chill inside me.


Word came down today. Two weeks.


How fast can you get here? I need


serious Ash time. And, I’ve got a surprise


for you. Something . . . really special.


“Sounds intriguing. No hints?”


He refuses and I consider what


it will take to reach him. “I’ll look


into flights and let you know. Probably


next weekend.” It will be a pricey ticket.


But I have no choice. Cole Gleason is my heart.





WE TALK FOR AN HOUR


About nothing, really, at all.


Finally, we exchange love-


soaked good-byes and I do my best


to go back to Chaucer. I’ve got


a paper due on Friday. But it’s hard


to concentrate. The couple next door


is having one of their regular


shouting matches, and the thin walls


of this apartment do little to dampen


the noise. Every time they go off


on each other, it plunges me straight


back into my childhood. My parents


argued regularly, in clear earshot


of the neighbors or their friends


or even at family gatherings. And


they always made up the same


way, so everyone could hear, taking


special care to let my little brother,


Troy, and me understand that


no matter how much they had grown


to dislike each other, that paper


they signed in front of the priest


was a forever contract and meant


more than personal happiness.


Their own brand of sacrifice.


I grew up equating public displays


of affection with private problems


and, when I found out about Dad’s


affairs, with covert actions. Hmm.


Maybe that’s why I’m so attracted


to someone who specializes in


ferreting out the truth. Ha, and


maybe my parents don’t like him


for the same reason. Mom claims


it’s because anyone who signs up


to kill innocent people right along


with the bad guys must be either


brainwashed or brain-dead.


Of course, she has a personal


relationship with the military


through her father, a Viet Nam vet


who came home irreparably damaged.





I NEVER MET HIM


Nor my grandmother. Both died when


Mom was eleven. She was raised


by her dad’s mother, “crazy Grandma


Gen,” as she calls her. I don’t know if


Genevieve was really crazy, or if that’s just


how she seemed to Mom. But I do think


losing both parents in the same accident


plowed deep into Mom’s psyche. To a stranger,


she’d seem standoffish. To her friends,


a challenge to know. To Troy and me,


she is a river of devotion beneath a thick


veneer of ice. To Dad . . . I’m not sure.


Sometimes, when she giggles at one


of his ridiculous jokes, or when he looks


at her in a certain way, I see a ghost


of what they once meant to each other.


What I do know is when I truly need support,


she always comes through, at least once


we make it past her counseling sessions.


But, hey. She’s my mother. It’s her job


to assail me with advice. As her daughter,


it’s my prerogative to take it or leave it.


When it comes to Cole, I mostly ignore


what she has to say, and completely shun


Dad’s sage wisdom—I don’t understand


why you want to commit to someone


whose entire life is following orders.


Dad doesn’t care much for rules, except


for the ones he makes. He’s brilliant,


but hated school, and could never


have worked for someone else. He never


had to. In college, he became obsessed


with technology, way down to nano


level. His crazy scientist inventions


have kept us living well, especially out


in the country, a very long commute


to the Silicon Valley. Dad is impatient


with conventions, or silly things like


my longstanding desire to teach.


Stupid is actually what he called it.


Too little pay, and even less respect.


My liberal arts BA, according to Dad,


was, A serious squander of time and


money. I figured it gave me options.


Dad says it just proves I’m wishy-washy,


and maybe he’s right. I chose an MSW


over an MFA. Social work seemed like


the right direction at the time. But writing


and teaching call to me, too. Which explains


why I’m taking poetry as an elective.


“Creative expression as therapy” was


the explanation I gave to my advisor.


I have, in fact, encouraged the veterans


I’ve worked with at the VA Hospital


to write as a means of sorting through


the scrambled thoughts inside their heads.


A few showed me their ramblings. I could


fix their grammar. But not their memories.





STILL, TO A POINT


The writing seemed cathartic.


I might use that as my thesis,


if I get that far next year. I went


for a three-year program, hoping


to give myself a little breathing


room. I talked Dad into paying


for it, so I guess it’s fair he’s a bit


pissy, especially because he also


agreed to let me quit my part-time job.


I loved working at the preschool, but


it didn’t pay very well, and it crowded


my days. And a couple of incidents


made me question why some people


have children. A certain mother made


me a little crazy. Jacked up my stress


factor, not to mention blood pressure.


Parents like her are why the world


needs social workers. Poor, little Soleil


deserves better. Every kid does. Dad


says I can’t change the world. Maybe


not. But I’m damn sure going to try.





IN THE MEANTIME


I suck it up, put distraction away,


and try to jump into writing my paper.


I kind of love most poetry, though


I do prefer writing it to dissecting


some of it, especially Chaucer. He is not,


as the English (Old, new, or anywhere


in between) might say, my cup of Earl


Grey. Still, I manage almost three pages


on his contributions to the Oxford English


Dictionary when my cell signals


a new text message. Happy for


the interruption, I go ahead and


investigate, discover it’s from Darian.


HEY, GIRL. A BUNCH OF US ARE GOING


OUT ON SATURDAY NIGHT. WANT TO


COME WITH? Some best friend.


Zero communication for weeks at a time,


then she invites me out with a “bunch”


of her new pals. Military wives, none


of whom I know. The ones she hangs


out with. Works out with. Goes out


with, more often, obviously, than


she does with me anymore. I suppose


I should be grateful she thought about


me at all. Part of me is. And part


of me wishes I had a valid excuse


to say no. But I really don’t, and how


would saying no make me a better


friend than she’s been to me lately?


Anyway, I could use a few hours away


from here. Out of this apartment,


and into the land of drunk living.


I text back: SOUNDS FUN, BUT I HAVE


TO BE CAREFUL OF MY CASH. LOOKS LIKE


I’M FLYING TO HAWAII NEXT WEEK.


She, of course, knows why. Which reminds


me: HOW’S SPENCE? Her husband,


and Cole’s good buddy, has been


in country for several months. Behind


the wire, at some uber-protected


Afghanistan airfield—wherever they


keep the helicopters that need a little


tweaking. Spencer is a self-proclaimed


master copter mechanic. Darian’s answer


is slow to come. In fact, I’m just


about ready to believe she has put


away her phone when: OKAY, I GUESS.


WE HAVEN’T TALKED IN A FEW DAYS.





STRANGE


Spencer should have fairly easy access


to a computer, if not a phone. E-mails


and even Facebook are rarely prohibited


when a soldier is safely behind the wire.


Communication, the brass believe,


is the key to harmonious long-distance


relationships. You’re not supposed


to give away any really important


information, of course. Nothing


the enemy could use to his advantage.


But discussing family or work or school


(on this end) and what to put into care


packages (on the other) are encouraged.


Connection to home and loved ones


helps keep a warrior grounded in


a reality that doesn’t revolve around


war. Except when the current battle


happens to involve someone at home.


When I ask Darian what’s up with Spence


and her, she responds: WE HAD A FIGHT


LAST TIME WE TALKED. SAME OLD BULLSHIT.





MEANING IMAGINED CHEATING


Wish I could jump straight to her defense.


But there’s a lot I don’t know about her


at this point. And a lot more that I suspect


myself. Once, I could have come right out


and asked her if she was sleeping around.


Darian and I have been best friends since


the fourth grade. We used to tell each other


everything—confessed big secrets and little


lies. San Diego State was a shared dream,


mostly because, growing up in Lodi, the idea


of moving south and living near the ocean


seemed akin to heaven. We were stem-to-stern


California girls. Funny we fell in love with


heartland guys. Spencer is a corn-fed Kansan.


And Cole’s a Wyoming boy. Both were raised


gun-toting, critter-hunting, Fox News–loving patriots.


They met in basic training at Camp Pendleton,


became instant friends. We connected with them soon after.





Rewind






JANUARY 2007


Darian and I were roomies then,


sharing an off-campus apartment.


She grumbled a lot about school.


About feeling shackled. About men—


the ones she’d been dumped by,


the ones she couldn’t seem to find.


One Friday she seemed ready to lose


it, so I suggested a night of drunken


revelry. “Who knows?” I prodded.


“Maybe you’ll find Mr. Wonderful.”


We chose an Oceanside hotspot, too busy


for the bartender to give our fake IDs more


than a quick glance. We ordered margaritas,


found two seats at a table not too close to


the speakers pounding base-infused music.


I didn’t notice Cole and Spencer walk


in. But Darian did. She nudged me.


Hard. Check it out. Hot Marines.


Military issue was not my type,


at least I didn’t think so then. I did


have to admit, however, that whatever


hoops they’d been jumping through


had left them buff and bronzed.


Which one do you want? she asked,


as if hooking up with them was in


the bag. I kind of like the dark one.


Spencer swaggered. That’s the only


word I can think of to describe the way


he moved. “Cock-sure,” my grandpa


would have called it. Definitely more


Darian’s overhyped style than mine.


Cole, I wasn’t sure about. He carried


himself straight up and down, stiff


as a log. He looked deadly serious,


until he smiled, revealing a hint


of something soft—almost childlike—


beneath his tough infantryman veneer.


Some things are meant to be, it seems.


I mean, we weren’t the only women


in the club. There were way too many


vampires—girls hoping to hook up


with a military sugar daddy. Someone


whose paycheck would see them


through when he was sent away.


I didn’t know about them then,


but it didn’t take long. That night,


they prepared to swoop in on Cole


and Spence. Except, there was Darian.





I’VE NEVER BEEN MUCH OF A FLIRT


Darian, though, is flirt enough for


two. Not to mention, bold enough


to move in before the vampires


could reconnoiter. I’ll be right back.


She walked straight up to the bar,


insinuated herself between Spencer


and Cole, ordered drinks, even


though the ones we had were barely


half gone. Then she turned and


looked Spencer square in the eye.


My friend and I want to thank you


for your service. Next round’s on us.


It wasn’t a question, and one minute


later, I found myself thigh to thigh


next to this quiet guy with intense


topaz eyes. It wasn’t love at first sight


or touch or whatever. If it had just


been the two of us there, he would


have been vampire bait. But our


BFFs hit it off immediately. I was more


than a little jealous of the chemistry


between Darian and Spence, even


though helping her find Mr. Wonderful


was supposedly my plan from the start.


I’d never experienced that kind


of instant attraction, however. Not even


with Cole, who I found cute enough,


but rather aloof. In retrospect, I was (am)


much the same way. It took a while


to warm up. Not like we had much in


common, at least not on the surface.


But with Spence and Darian crawling all


over each other, Cole and I could either


stare off into space or attempt conversation.


Despite all the pretty vampires eyeing


him, he chose to take a chance on me.





SOMETHING SPECIAL ABOUT THAT


For me, never the first girl


in any room who men zoomed in on.


I’m slender, and pretty enough


in a serious way. Just not what


you’d call eye candy. I didn’t dress—


certainly didn’t undress—to impress.


I’d had boyfriends, even semisteady


ones, but none worth giving up


dreams for. I wasn’t exactly a virgin.


But neither was I looking for sex,


and I suppose that showed.


I had been called an ice queen


before, but though I didn’t realize


it right away, something inside me


thawed that night. It was a slow melt,


like Arctic ice beneath high polar sun.


Maybe it was how Cole kept his eyes


locked on mine, instead of scanning


the room for easier prey. Maybe it


was the way he talked about home—


the stark beauty of Wyoming.


I swear, you can see straight into


forever. No damn buildings to get


in the way. And the sky is the bluest


blue you ever saw. You will never


look up and see gray, like here above


the ocean. Not even if a storm’s blowing


in, because then the prairie sky turns


black and purple, like God balled up


his fist and bruised it. He paused. What?


Mesmerized, that’s what I was, but


I didn’t realize my face showed it.


“Uh, nothing. It’s just . . .” I couldn’t


not say it. “I hope this doesn’t insult


you, but you’re a poet.” I half-expected


him to get pissed. Laugh, at least.


Instead, he smiled. Why would that


insult me? I write a little poetry every


now and then. Hell, the first time I got


laid was because I wrote her a love


sonnet. We broke up over the limerick


I wrote about her, though. He laughed


then, and so did I. I have no idea


if any of that was true, but in the years


since, he has written poems for me.


Hopefully, he hasn’t squirreled away


an Ashley limerick to break out one


day. But the revelation that this


country-bred soldier could find poetry


in his heart and inspiration in the Wyoming


sky touched me in a way no boy had ever


come close to. Not even the ones who


had straight-out lied and told me they’d


love me forever. Poetry doesn’t lie.


Turned out, Cole was feeling a little


homesick. His mom had just come


for a post–boot camp visit. She drove


my pickup cross country, winter


weather and all, he said. She wanted


to surprise me. But the surprise was on


her. They don’t let recruits have private


vehicles on base. Lucky thing, my


Uncle Jack lives close by. He said


I can keep the truck there and use


it when I’m able. Mom didn’t want


to drive the interstate again. Said


God didn’t give those Wright Brothers


brains for nothing. Goddamn, it was


good seeing her. Like she brought


a piece of home along with her


and left it here for me. California


is better with a little Wyoming in it.





I HAD TO ENVY


Such love for home. The concept


was foreign to me. And I rather enjoyed


how this stranger opened himself up


so completely to someone he didn’t


know. After that, we talked a little bit


about me. How growing up in Lodi


wasn’t all that different from growing


up outside of Cheyenne, except for


the urban sprawl creeping ever closer


toward the oak-crusted California


foothills. We talked about wanting


to leave home. About school, and how


my dreams didn’t exactly jive with


my parents’ goals for me. About caving


in. We talked about best friends since


fourth grade, meaning mine. About


new buddies and boot camp, the rewards


and pitfalls of service to one’s country.


He said something about Don’t Ask,


Don’t Tell, and though I verge on


radical liberalism, and cringe at male


posturing, when he said he had


enough things to worry about without


having to wonder why some guy


was looking at him in the shower,


I thought about it for a few. Understood.


Some things that make perfect sense


philosophically might be confusing


in a real-world scenario. “What about


gay marriage?” I asked, expecting


a pat Bible Belt answer. Instead,


he said, I’m all for it, as long as they


don’t honeymoon in the barracks.


After a drink or two, we made each


other laugh. The walls, which had


already started to crumble, collapsed.


Cole isn’t much of a dancer, but when


Spencer made it a challenge, he pulled


me onto the floor. I love to dance, and


totally got into it. He liked my moves.


Still, it could have ended there. Except,


our friends had fallen insanely in lust.





IT WAS KIND OF FUN


Watching Spencer try to keep up


with Darian. He was nineteen (no ID


check at all for the young Marine!).


She was only a year older, but way


more experienced when it came to


the opposite sex. Boy, was he willing


to tap her expertise, in any and all


of its manifestations. Her energy,


I have to admit, was infectious,


her libidinousness almost enviable.


Not that I’d ever try to imitate her.


But maybe a small part of me wished


a little would rub off, cling to me,


metal filings to magnet. One thing


that always impressed me was how,


though the attention she sought


was all about her, she managed


to make men feel like every move,


every laugh, every compliment


was instead all about them. And


they opened themselves wide for her.





SO, SOMEHOW


Midst all the flirtation and sexual


energy, Darian coaxed Spence’s


story from him. He had graduated


high school just six months before,


a year after his kindergarten classmates.


I wasn’t dumb. Just under-qualified,


he joked before explaining, My mom


and pop cared more about me


helping out on the farm than going


to school. I didn’t get a lot of what


you might call encouragement to


succeed. He did discover a talent for


“tinkering.” I took my bike apart when


I was five. Put it back together not long


after. I was rebuilding motors by the time


I was twelve. Came in handy when


the John Deere took a dump. Auto


mechanics was my big claim to fame


in high school. A-plus there, let me


tell you. Did a cheerleader or two


out in the garage, too. The smell


of motor oil is one helluva turn-on!


Then he reached for Darian. Want


to find out? I think Cole’s truck needs


rings. We could take a little drive.





ENDED UP


We all went for a drive to the beach.


Cole and I left Darian and Spence


inhaling motor oil fumes—and each


other—in the backseat while we took


a walk near the ocean’s edge beneath


a silver spray of moonlight. I was wearing


jeans and an angora sweater, not quite


enough for a winter night, and when


I shivered, Cole lifted his jacket, inviting


me underneath and close against him.


Tequila is good for eroding inhibitions


and I didn’t think twice about accepting


his offer. His body radiated heat, lifting


the scent of leather and Irish Spring soap.


Tequila also makes you say things you


wouldn’t say sober. “You smell amazing.”


He laughed. I do my best. Never know


when you might have to warm up a lady.


“Do you warm them up often?” It was


meant as a joke, but he took it seriously.


Not really. In fact, it’s been a while.


Boot camp isn’t conducive to romance.


I liked his answer, and his vocabulary.


“What about before? Any girls back home?”


He hesitated. In college. There was


a girl. But when I left, she stayed.


And when she found out I joined up,


she totally freaked. Told me war and love


are antonyms. So, no. No girls. What


about you? Boyfriend? Husband?


I snorted. “No husband. Not even


close. And no serious relationships.”


He stopped walking then. Good.


Because if there was, I sure wouldn’t


do this. He turned me toward him,


slipped his arms around my waist,


lifted me until I was just beyond tiptoes.


This time when he looked at me, his eyes


asked permission. I nodded. His mouth


covered mine. That kiss was our beginning.





WITH A KISS


Something new, some swell


of hope for what might be,


if luck can learn to rely


on patience.


With a


whisper of skin


against skin, a spark


of desire is fanned to flame


by an exhale of passion,


culminates within a


flash


of conflagration. Burns


itself out. Leaves behind


embers and the ash


of regret


at what is left waiting.


It is this image he carries


to warm frigid nights


in a foreign land where


a soldier


does not remember dreams,


except those of holding


her in the afterglow, hearts


slowing as the inferno


dies.


Cole Gleason





Present






MY BANK ACCOUNT


Is pitiful. I did tuck most of my preschool


paychecks away, but that didn’t amount


to much. My parents pay my rent, give me


an allowance, and will until I finish school.


My only other income is goodwill checks


from my Alaska grandparents. Somehow,


I make do, and only need big chunks of cash


on weeks like this one, when the best price


I can find for roundtrip airfare to Honolulu


is just shy of seven hundred dollars. So much


for “discount tickets, best prices guaranteed.”


My choices: draw my savings down to zero


cushion; or ask my mom and dad to help out.


I hate to, because I know exactly how


the conversation will go. But I swallow


my pride and make the call. “Hey, Mom.


How’s everything?” Simple enough


greeting, but obviously code, because


her response is, Not bad. What’s going on?


Which is also code for, What do you want?


We don’t exchange mundane pleasantries


often, and almost never by telephone.


Might as well get right to the point.


“I heard from Cole. He’s deploying


in less than three weeks. I need to see


him before he leaves.” She remains


quiet. “Uh . . . the ticket is seven hundred,


which would just about wipe me out.


I was hoping . . .” It isn’t the first time


I’ve asked for airfare. I’m sure I’ll get


the usual lecture, and I do. Ashley,


you know how I feel about supporting


the military. It makes my skin crawl.


“You’re not supporting the military,


Mom, or even supporting Cole. I guess


I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry.”


Now, wait. I didn’t say I wouldn’t


help out. I just want you to value


my opinion. I know you love Cole


very much . . . . There’s a big “but”


coming. But love isn’t always pleasant.


I worry that you’re going to get hurt.





GAME WELL-PLAYED


On both sides. She can tell me one more


time why I made a mistake falling for


a Marine. And I will receive the needed funds.


“Thanks for worrying, Mom. If I get hurt,


it was my choice, right? Do you have to


ask Dad about the airfare?” She should.


But she won’t. You know better than that.


I’ll take it out of my mad money, and we’ll


keep it between you and me. You know


how Dad is when it comes to unexpected


expenses. Dad is the master budgeter.


Except somehow he never found out


about Mom’s confidential cash stash. Over


the lifetime of their marriage, she’s managed


to squirrel away thousands. I’ve known about


it for as long as I can remember. When I was


younger, we used it for hardcover books, pricier


prom dresses, and Victoria’s Secret underwear—


extravagances, Dad would have called them,


totally unnecessary. To him. But Mom


always understood my hunger for them,


the same way she gets my need to see


Cole, despite the price tag. Good thing


my brother doesn’t have a taste for expensive


gadgets, or my mother’s mad money hoard


likely would have vanished by now.


“Thanks, Mom. I’ll probably leave


Thursday and come back on Monday.


I’ll let you know for sure. Can you deposit


the money in my account ASAP? I need to


buy the tickets today to get the quote-unquote


discount.” She promises she will and when


I ask how Dad is doing, I can almost


hear her shrug. Your father is fine.


He’s always fine, isn’t he? Too mean


for “sick” to stick to, and thank God


for that. Who knows what vile disease


he might have brought home otherwise.


Poor Mom. I’d hate to live every day


choking down a big spoonful of bitterness.





TICKETS PURCHASED


I send Cole an e-mail, let him know


next weekend is ours, and for some


complicated reason, it initiates an outbreak


of nerves. As much as I want to see him,


I don’t want to say good-bye again.


As much as I want to be with him,


I don’t want to think about no chance


at being with him again for seven months.


As much as I want to wrap myself up


in his arms, I don’t want to consider


how lonely I’ll be when I have to come


home to this love-empty apartment.


But I will suffer all those emotions,


and more. Because that’s what you do


when you are crazy about a Marine.


I try to go about my day. It’s funny,


but when Cole is overseas, I don’t think


about him every minute. Maybe it’s


a subconscious stab at self-defense.


Because if I let myself stress over where


he was and what he was doing, I’d


worry myself into a state of catatonia.


Instead, I save anxiety for the few days


before I know I’ll spend time with him.


What would it be like to see him every day?





I SAVE THE QUESTION


For Saturday night, when I know


I’ll have the chance to ask women


who’ve been there. That is, if they


want to talk about their husbands


at all. So far, an hour into our girls’


night out, the conversation has been


about what to drink, which appetizers


to order, and the relative merits


of the other women in the club.


It’s still fairly early, but for a Saturday


night, this place seems pretty quiet.


As usual, Darian is the center of


attention, even among the ladies


at our table. There are three, plus


Darian and me. Jeez, where are all


the guys tonight? asks Darian.


I give her a look. She ignores it.


Like you need more men in your


life, jokes Celine, who is maybe thirty-


five. Her husband is career military,


and currently training grunts east


of here at Marine Corps Air Ground


Combat Center Twenty-Nine Palms—


a stretch of California desert that


pretty much simulates Middle Eastern hell.


Cole just spent a month there in intensive


training. The idea that he might have met


Celine’s husband is kind of intriguing.


Ah, come on, whines Darian. All I want


is a dance partner who isn’t wearing a


skirt. But if that’s the best I can do,


it’s all good by me. Shall we, girls?


She tilts her head toward the dance


floor. Meghan, who is a little older


than me, shrugs and follows her.


Carrie, who is probably younger,


laughs and does the same. I’m staying


put. Celine and I watch in silence for


a few. Finally, a question bubbles up.


“Why didn’t you go to Twenty-Nine Palms?”


Celine smiles. Trade the ocean for desert?


Not even. Anyway, it’s only a temporary


assignment. I’m not going to pack up the kids


and move for a couple of months. He’ll be back.


Matter-of-fact. He’ll be back. Sooner


or later, they all are. One way or another.


“How long have you been married?”


How many times has he come back?





EVERY SOLDIER’S STORY


Is different. Every soldier’s story


is the same, or at least has some-


thing in common with every other


soldier’s story. Ditto the narratives


of those left behind. Girlfriends.


Wives. Husbands. Children. Parents.


What ordinary people forget is us,


left behind. How we cheer victories.


Weep at photos of flag-draped coffins,


even those enshrining the bodies


of warriors we have never met. Another


day, it might be our loved ones whose


fate dictates arriving home in a box,


shrouded by the red, white, and blue.


I keep that fact folded up and stashed


deep inside a small closet in my brain.


The same hiding place, I suppose,


a soldier buries the fear that feeds


aggression, the drive to lift a weapon


and determination to pull the trigger.





CELINE’S STORY


I fell in love with Luke in high school.


He’s from a long line of Navy men, and


wanted to enlist right after graduation.


His mom was dead set against it.


“Goddamn Navy took your father away


from me. I won’t have it, hear?” See,


Luke’s dad was a horrible husband.


Drank most of his paycheck, whored


around every time his ship anchored


in some foreign port. “You go to college,


son,” his mom told him. “Take care


of your lady like a decent man should.”


But Luke was determined to join up,


despite a brilliant GPA and SAT scores.


He talked to a recruiter who convinced


him he was officer material. And so he


compromised. We both attended UNLV


during the school year. But while I spent


summer vacations at home, Luke sweated


out Platoon Leaders Class at Quantico.


He graduated cum laude and accepted


his commission, then spent the next year


in Virginia, acing The Basic School and


specialized infantry officer training. When


they moved him to Camp Pendleton, we
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