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For Ciara, fat and happy






AUTHOR’S NOTE

The following is accurate to the best of my recollection. The fact that I was a cameraman makes it nearly impossible to know what is fully true and what is composite. The camera erases memory by substituting the emotional impetus of the recollection with evidentiary-based voyeurism. It’s flat.






“This dream you’re chasing, the one where you end up at the top of the mountain, all eyes on you, it’s the dream you never wake up from.”

—MICHAEL WINCOTT AS ANTLERS HOLST (FROM JORDAN PEELE’S NOPE)
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PREFACE

I honestly thought it would be worse than this.

I expected them to come wrap me up in the middle of the night, take me to an undisclosed location, and interrogate me Guantanamo-style, like we used to do with the Afghans. Maybe make me disappear. After all, I’d filmed potential war crimes: detainee abuse, civilians killed without justification other than “the dude was acting shady,” recreational drug use by active-duty service members, and Marines using racial slurs as flippantly as the various acronyms we used for everything else. The kind of stuff that went directly against the poster-boy imagery I was tasked with recording as a propaganda stooge for the U.S. Marine Corps.

And I was releasing it to the public.

Granted, by the time Combat Obscura—my film composed of footage I’d shot as a Combat Camera in Afghanistan and repurposed into a feature-length documentary—was completed, we’d already been at war for seventeen years, and I’d been in college for four (even though I was still telling people at the time that I’d just gotten out of the Marines). I’d underestimated the level of war fatigue we had as a country.

When I sent a rough cut of the film to the Pentagon to clear it for any classified material, I was met with various cease-and-desist–ish letters from the Corps, head scratching from the Pentagon, and an anxious barrage of calls from the Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS), who were already at work to arrange a meeting with my (ex at the time) wife to talk about the footage. But as far as I could tell, no one had hacked my computer or put me on any of the federal watch lists. My webcam light never turned on unexpectedly and nobody ever showed up to raid my apartment.

Lawyerless and slightly out of my depth at the time, I made the decision to meet with NCIS, not because I was intimidated or scared, but because I felt an obligation to explain some of the moments I’d filmed. These were my friends doing illegal and questionable things in the footage, and I wanted to make sure the Navy or Marine Corps was not going to attempt a retroactive dishonorable discharge for any of them, or, worse, call them back to active duty to then lock them in the brig.

Mentally torn between allegiances and a tepid hangover, I went to their office in Manhattan and was greeted by the awkwardly sympathetic faces of the two agents assigned to my case.

“Now, uh, you understand that you’re here on your own accord, right?” said Agent Pascal.

“You have no obligation to speak with us,” the other one said. Two White guys who definitely fit the part. One with a DoD-issued buzz cut and overly trimmed goatee, the other with a sort of bland, dumpy-looking dad/cop face. You could just as easily imagine him at his daughter’s softball game, or throwing someone up against a wall. I’d seen faces like that on our higher-ups, the lifers who controlled our fate in the Marines, and I didn’t trust them because they could turn on you on a dime; go from all fatherly looking and mentorlike to ruining your life by extending your deployment, or kicking you out of the service without benefits.

“But we appreciate you coming down to meet with us… and uh.” He paused for a moment. “Thank you for your service.”

I never knew what the fuck people meant when they said that, so I just asked them if I could record the conversation we were about to have.

They both looked at each other and bristled. “See, we’d actually prefer if you didn’t.”

“You’d prefer, or I can’t?”

“We would have to table this conversation if you plan on recording it.”

Not worth it. I wanted to know what they were looking at in the film just as much as they wanted to know what they were looking at in terms of context and details. Combat Obscura was a nonnarrative documentary; footage of Marines giving out soccer balls to Afghan kids was spliced jarringly with other shots of soldiers chasing the same children around with pistols screaming “WHERE’S THE FUCKING TALIBAN?” Cut to a firefight where one of those children gets blown up by a hand grenade he found on the ground and has to be medevaced. Cut to those Marines getting high on post.

It was my attempt to correct the misinformation that had come out of America’s longest war by use of blunt-force imagery. Combat Obscura was more political statement than story. The film was designed to disturb and upend. You couldn’t tell one Marine apart from another in the movie, because I had jumbled it up so much, and now, meeting with NCIS, I could tell they were trying to piece it all back together, and possibly get some names out of me.

They had printed a bunch of still images from the movie and fanned them out on the table in front of us. The first was of a chicken stomped and hacked to death on the floor of a mud hut, surrounded by a circle of Marines’ boots. No faces, just the boots; deployment-grade boots with shrapnel-resistant liners, not the lousy ones they issued in garrison.

“What can you tell us about this one?” Agent Pascal asked, pointing to the dead chicken.

I continued to stare at the boots in the photo, thought back to the significance they’d once held: the more time spent in country, the whiter and more faded they got, and the saltier you were considered, as if your old self was fading into a new one. The golden prize of being a combat Marine was getting erased and replaced, losing the soft, untested portions of our stagnant adolescences (youths spent mostly indoors watching porn and war movies) and coming out the other side a confirmed killer, thousand-yard stare and all. People look at me funny when I say trauma has a currency in this country, but for millennials like me (especially the men) who felt lost and identityless, the Forever War offered a direct path to a false concept of manhood. And when you came back, you wouldn’t even have to talk about what really happened; you could just give people a look and they’d back off. Hell, some of them might even call you a hero.

“It’s a dead chicken,” I finally said to the agents.

They both chuckled. I couldn’t tell if they were trying to be buddy-buddy with me or if they just didn’t give a shit.

“We were gonna eat it after we killed it,” I said. “It’s not like they were just doing it for fun.”

They both nodded appreciatively. “Yeah, I mean, I’ve never deployed or anything, but I can imagine you get pretty sick of eating the same MREs every day. Gotta mix it up sometimes, right?”

“Yeah.”

The next image was of a tiny mouse caught in a trap. Its fur was puffed out in frosted tips from the can of air duster I’d filmed a guy use to freeze it to death. Another animal cruelty pic.

“You know there’s a dead civilian in the movie, right?” I asked them abruptly.

“We were going to get to that, but there isn’t really any way to know if he was a civilian.…”

“He was unarmed, and didn’t have a radio or anything,” I said. “The locals told us he wasn’t Taliban.”

“Well, we looked into it and the shot was cleared to take.”

Initially I was confused by the fact that they seemed more interested in the images of animals that had been butchered by U.S. Marines than the dead bodies we’d left behind, the families we’d displaced, the houses we’d bombed by mistake. After an hour of them asking me repeatedly, in various ways and to no avail, what camera I’d used to film the material, the names of individuals and commanders who were in charge of them, and so on, I left feeling like I’d been in the principal’s office for common mischief, rather than whistle-blowing misconduct within the military. But then I thought through their perspective. Animal cruelty was exactly the type of thing they would want to hide. Civilian casualties were mundane after twenty years of war; they were expected. We’d grown so accustomed to cruelty in this country with everything being filmed, from mass shootings to police killings to the way we point-and-scold the homeless and the sick, that human suffering has become both ubiquitous and strangely disconnected from our full attention, our ability to feel empathy.

The fact that our boys in uniform tortured animals and smoked pot during their downtime in the field revealed the underbelly of the culture, not just of the military, but the country. We were on parade in Afghanistan the same way the vets who stormed the U.S. Capitol were when they graffitied the walls and took selfies on the floor of the House Chamber.

“You want to know why there’s an insurgency in America?” my Marine buddy Dave asks me. “Because we’ve been fighting one for the past twenty years. You train us and give us the most advanced and lethal killing equipment known to man, send us into a never-ending war, and then you wonder why that shit ends up on your doorstep?”

The Department of Defense investigators I spoke to were not concerned with human death and violence, the obvious result of war, no. They were most concerned with that precious thing we know we can no longer hold on to: American exceptionalism. If our military, our professional warriors, were acting like psychotic thugs—not soldiers who maim and kill our supposed enemies, but incels who fuck with animals for fun—in a foreign country, then what could we really say about our police back home, or the average Joe from Anytown, Alabama? What could we really say about ourselves?



For a long time, post-9/11 veterans in this country were given a free pass for a lot of things. It was a compensatory reaction to the way Vietnam vets were treated when they came back from the war. I myself have been guilty of “pulling the vet card” to explain away my shitty behavior to friends, family, the women in my life, the police (when at my lowest). But when January 6th happened and I heard some of the guys from my old unit in Afghanistan were there, it became clear that twenty years of “thank you for your service” and turning a blind eye to what we did in the war was causing more radicalism than complacency. The flip side of the type of misguided patriotism that causes young kids to enlist was now causing those of us who came back to want to tear it all down.

The hyperviolence of our generation of soldiers, the yearning to kill, was not just a product of our training. It was always there in us, that specifically American nihilism that could so easily turn into sadism with the right push. Everything in the military, I now realize, had been either an institutionalized ritual, a macho pissing contest, or a combination of both designed to stoke that sadism; keep it at bay when necessary, enflame it at other times, and then unleash it when the right moment finally came.

Twenty years later the moment has come for us as a nation. A huge part of where we’re at in this country in terms of extremism, government distrust, anxiety, and general apathy has to do with our failed wars in the Middle East. When Afghanistan’s army finally fell to the Taliban, it was further confirmation that those in power had been lying for two decades about the state of the war, and it was confirmation that we could no longer be called the World’s Police. If anything we’ve been sowing more chaos in the world than preventing it.

When you take the oath to get sworn into the military, you promise to defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, both foreign and domestic. For a lot of men and women and their families coming home from our wars, conflicts that had no rhyme or reason, where the enemy was always hidden and the mission was hazy at best, the new enemy is now localized, crystal clear in high definition on our TVs and smartphones. He’s seeped into our bloodstream, feeding us like a bunch of dopesick vitriol addicts. Maybe it’s always been coming to this, or maybe it’s always been this way and we’re just now realizing it, but the difference is that now we don’t know how to turn it off anymore.






CHAPTER 1 I Am Not Who I Say I Am


When I was sixteen I had two main fears in life. One was going to college and ending up like every other kid in my school, and the other was swallowing my own tongue. I wasn’t epileptic or anything. I just didn’t trust my mind enough to stop myself from doing it if I thought about it for too long. That was one of my problems. I couldn’t stop thinking about certain things, like how content everyone was even though there were two wars going on. Or how people were constantly telling you to “be yourself,” but it seemed like all the selves were already taken. Everyone was happily codified into whatever character type from whatever TV sitcom they preferred, and the scariest part was that the sitcoms seemed to be aware of it, too. Everyone was in on the joke but no one seemed to care; it was all dead upon arrival.

I guess you could say I was pretty much a dirtbag. I ridiculed my teachers and did weird shit that made people keep their distance, like putting cigarettes out on my skin. But I wasn’t always a piece of shit (I know everyone says that, but it’s true); if I remember correctly, I was pretty good when I was little, sort of shy and quiet, athletic; people had to encourage me to speak up more. But at some point I decided to give it all up, and went into a free fall. There’s no one to blame but myself for what happened as a result.

One of my best friends’ older brother, Waylon, was schizophrenic. Nobody knew it at the time because he was a genius; he’d graduated from high school early and gotten into the University of California, Berkeley, when he was sixteen. He designed computer software that was being looked at by several major companies. But he started to crack during his first year of college and had to come back home to stay with his parents. Everyone thought it was the drugs; he took a lot of mushrooms and smoked too much weed, and maybe there were other things as well. He would go on diatribes about how he could stop time and taste colors, rant about dialectics and things that didn’t make a lot of sense, but, being young and innately gripped by all things strange and polemical, his brother Simon and I were infatuated with him. It didn’t help that he was better looking than Jesus. High cheekbones and a sunken, lost face, a prettier Charles Manson type with beetle-brown eyes that had an “I got you figured out” kind of twinkle in them, alluring in that way that unstable people can sometimes be.

We would steal my parents’ car at night and go joyriding, snort coke in cemeteries, and listen to him wig out. “Let’s get silly,” he’d say with a weird twerk of his head. Words had different meanings for him, and his body language seemed to be constantly questioning itself, as if he was subverting the underlying foundation of human communication, revealing hidden meanings in everything. A lot of the time I just thought he spoke in the abstract to make what he was saying sound more profound than it really was, but it was still enthralling to hear the shit come out of his mouth, especially when we were fucked up and life seemed to be teetering on the edge of something awesome and terrifying. The fear and the rapture.

At the time I wanted nothing more than to become homeless with him and travel the streets like those jovial bums in My Own Private Idaho, minus the whole street-hustling business. For me, Waylon represented a way to escape the numbers, the possibility of breaking out of the confines of human activity that only served as a fulfillment of finite needs. You’re hungry so you eat, you’re tired so you sleep, you’re depressed so you take a pill. Everything seemed so medicalized and prescribed that when Waylon would go days sometimes without eating or sleeping, because he said it made him more conscious of time, I actually believed him. He was capable of going on and on until the road disappeared, and it made you think that there was more to life than just routine, which, to me, was worse than death. I wanted change and new discoveries, and I didn’t ever want to get old and sedentary, eating dinner in front of the TV every night like my parents. Sometimes we forget how sad it is to be young, the way we looked at our surroundings and future with such apprehension, fear, disgust, and a pity so deep and full of sorrow that it would leave you sick in bed for days. And love; we had different layers of love.

Then, one day, Waylon disappeared. Nobody knew where. Police were notified but by then he was eighteen and no longer under the guardianship of his parents, so even if they did find him, they wouldn’t be able to do anything to make him come back. He became a flyer on telephone poles like a lost dog or cat, those posters you pass by that ask, “Have you seen this man?” accompanied by a grainy black-and-white photo of a guy with a strange smile.

I was left without a role model, and once he was gone, his brother Simon and I grew apart. It seemed that he no longer had any interest in taking things to their limit, which was understandable. He had more skin in the game; the pull of genetics can be a frightening thing. But at the time I saw it as some kind of huge betrayal or act of cowardice. We got into a fight one day in the park by our high school. I was pushing his buttons as far as they would go, telling him he was a pussy and that the reason his brother left was because he wasn’t smart enough to understand him. He called me a cuntfuck who was gay for Waylon, and we started throwing down, tussling in the dirt. He was bigger than me, so he got the upper hand and started raining blows down on the back of my head like a bongo drum. I was able to flip around so I was facing him and started laughing like a lunatic. Eventually he spat in my face and got off me.

I wiped the spit off and thought for a moment, then I went after him, delivering a cheap jab to the soft part of his cheek. We squared up and circled each other like in a real fight. Other kids took notice and started gathering around, leering in ecstasy. I tried to play it cool, but I was scared. What was most frightening was how detached I felt. From everything. He must’ve hit me about twelve times, but I wouldn’t let myself go down. I was channeling Waylon. In my head, if I stayed up and continued to get the shit beaten out of me, it would mean I wasn’t the fake, insecure little fuck who I really was. I didn’t even take another swing at him, just kept moving in close enough so that he could hit me, then I’d back off for a bit and move back in. This went on for quite a while, until my face was deformed and he said fuck it and left.

I sat alone in the park afterward and tried not to cry. At that point I had already alienated everyone close to me: my friends, parents, girls in school who liked me. I had nothing left to gain and nothing to lose, and maybe I had intended it that way in preparation for what I was going to do. So I finished my obligatory high school education while staying with my grandma in New York, attending one of the worst schools in the city, with a graduation rate below 30 percent. I was one of maybe three White kids there, and everyone thought I was a crackhead, but it was pretty ideal for me because all you had to do was show up to class and they’d let you pass.



When I went to the Marine recruiter’s office on Chambers Street in downtown Manhattan, the sergeant there took one look at my tattered clothes and bloodshot eyes and told me I’d have to take a urinalysis before we could talk. Once it came back clean (somehow, I’m not really sure), he asked if I had a police record. “It’s okay if you do, we can work around it. But you have to tell me.” I told him I didn’t and then he administered the ASVAB (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery) test, an exam that weeded out what he called the “knuckle-draggers, crayon eaters, and schmuckatellis” into the infantry or food service occupational field, and let those with a basic understanding of logic, math, and the English language choose their own destiny.

A sample question from the paragraph comprehension section of the ASVAB:


We always played at all hours; he was a very hyper boy. When I was sick, he would hop into bed and curl up next to me, making sure that I was alright. Riley was compassionate that way, and I could always count on him for a smile. He did not ask for much besides his food dish to be filled and a game of fetch every now and then. He was my best friend, and I loved him very much.

From the text, one can infer that Riley is:

A. A good secret keeper

B. The author’s distant cousin

C. Really mean

D. The family dog



After I scored high enough, the sergeant asked me what I wanted to be. I had apparently done more research than the average dipshit he was used to, and told him I was interested in Combat Camera. He looked at me like I’d just pissed in his corn flakes.

“Oh,” he said, “you’re one of those kids.”






CHAPTER 2 Laughter (or) Mirth


They took us to the place where they do the thing that makes you a Marine, and it was like being in a shitty airport for too long. No sleep till the red-eye, except the red-eye wasn’t coming. Also, no places to lie down. I’d never been homeless but I felt that would be infinitely better than what was happening now. If I were homeless, sprawled out in Times Square, I could think about celebrities. I could imagine rolling around in plush white hotel sheets while slurping down fruit cocktails and munching benzos, and how great that would be. But here thinking about the good life I’d never see felt even more punishing.

There’s a hulking, ogre-like creature in front of me who seems like he knows what’s going on. He’s got his ass so puckered up into his pelvis that it looks like it might burst out the other side. I tap him on the shoulder and ask him when we can sleep. He shushes me like a Nazi, and suddenly I realize that some of these guys are really prepared for this. They must have watched videos online or been in one of those high school ROTC programs, gotten the lowdown from recruiters. I can’t believe that no one has prepared me. I feel like I should say something to someone but I can’t tell if it’s started already.

The civilians who work on the base throw a bunch of stuff at us that we load into the mesh laundry bags we have. I say thank you. They tell me to shut the fuck up, which hurts worse than a punch to the gut, the realization that even the civilians were told to treat us like dogs.

I tap the puckered asshole in front of me on the shoulder again. He says, “What’s up, man?” which I appreciate. He’s not a total Nazi.

I say, “What the hell is going on? I just got off a four-hour flight. I’m pretty sure it’s like four a.m. right now. When are we going to get to go to sleep?”

“Dude,” he says, “I don’t know. I was on the same flight as you.”

“Word,” I say.

“What?” he says.

“Yeah, okay.”

The southern air is stagnant and feels like you’re drowning in redneck breath. They made this heat for the swamp rats, not for you, you think. But then you realize that no one ever liked you, and that perhaps this is your punishment, and that you should probably cry for being the way you are. It would be good to cry. But if you did, the puckered asshole in front of you would probably be all weird about it. He seems like a good kid and you don’t want to put that burden on him.

After they finish throwing random shit into our mesh laundry bags, someone gives me an M16 and reads off the number located on the buttstock. It’s probably 6 a.m. by then and the sun is coming out upside down, and I don’t know what is happening and I can’t believe I’ve just been handed a rifle. I prop it over my shoulder like a drunken hillbilly and the Marine who handed it to me grabs me like a cow, tells me to hold it out six inches in front of me.

There’re other guys now, all sitting in the grass. Homesickness, anywhere-but-here-sickness, it comes on strong in the early dawn of bad decisions. But I jerk my mind into focus, and I go over to the ass pucker, who is now sitting Indian-style in the grass staring at his rifle as if it’s some kind of gift from God. I plop down next to him and say, “What the fuck? I didn’t think they’d give us rifles on the first day.”

He frowns like I’m an absolute idiot and continues staring at his gun, and I realize that I hate him and probably never want to talk to him again.

Eventually we all get up and get marched over to this place they call the “squad bay,” which basically looks like some kind of detention center. Everything smells inhuman—dirty mop buckets and cheap metal.

The drill instructors (DIs) don’t enunciate, they shriek, and you can tell that most of them are losing their voices, but they’re pushing through the pain. It hurts to hear them.

For some reason, they start a lot of sentences with “Hello!”

“Hello, running!” one of them says to this sloth-like Black kid with wide-frame BCG glasses hanging off his face. He can barely carry his shit into the squad bay—gear spilling out everywhere—which I find absolutely hilarious. My mesh is still in good mesh. I’m glad I’ve got my shit together, at least a little better than him. A lot of these kids are from the South and I can’t believe how lethargic they are. This instills confidence in my physical capabilities.

But the feeling soon vanishes when one of the DIs comes over to me and looks at my name tag: LAGOZE. A fake name, a nothing name, an Ellis Island variation.

“Whuh?” he huffs. “La-faggot?”

“Aye, sir,” I croak. This response puzzles him, as I’ve acknowledged that I understand what he said, but haven’t confirmed whether it is the correct pronunciation.

There are a few DIs running around like cracked-out pit bulls. I catch one of them in my periphery; he’s screaming like we’re in a horror movie. Maybe he’s not wrong. Sergeant Eamon. The man is an action figure; his torso is a keg and his arms are branches. He likes raising them when he screams, as if he’s summoning a demon out of hell. This deeply concerns me, mostly because I know it is a performance, and to perform that well you have to believe it somewhat.

They start throwing all the shit in our mesh laundry bags everywhere; boots, soap, envelopes for writing home, scuzz brushes, socks, skivvies, ponchos, toothbrushes. Everything gets mixed up, which is kind of irritating because we’re still not fully aware of what’s happening.

We look like bags of asses, the DIs tell us.

Eventually a beautiful, short Latino man with perfect sleeves rolled up to his biceps comes out and tells the other DIs to chill. He’s immaculate; a silky bronze tan and a face chiseled from combat. He tells us he’s our senior drill instructor, Gunnery Sergeant Soto, but I’m not listening, just staring at his sleeves and glad the other ones have stopped throwing our shit everywhere. We sit down cross-legged, Indian-style, but then stand up again because we didn’t all do it at the same time. After the seventh try, we nail it.

Sergeant Eamon is disappointed, and I think he keeps eyeing me. The man is absolutely a problem, because he takes his role very seriously, and I don’t know what my role is yet. If this is all real, then it might be best to jump in. The threat of death seems legitimate because I’m only eighteen and have been lounging most of my life. But there’s also a part of me that suspects I can make it through detached, so my gut struggles to find a middle ground somewhere between the blood-red asphalt that lines the floor and the lazy sunlight coming from outside.

After a short spiel from our senior DI laying out the rules of what they can and can’t do to us, most of which they’ve already broken, he calls us back to attention so the others can berate us some more. Eamon rips apart a metal bunk bed and throws half of it into the center of the squad bay. Then he starts screaming incoherently in a kid’s face. Recruits run amid the melee trying to put the bunk bed back together but are stiff-armed by the DIs whenever they get too close to them. We are to stay at least arm’s length away from them at all times because we are disgusting things.



I’m afraid I’ll have a panic attack, like I used to have in high school when I thought about my future. Now there is definitely the potential for a panic attack because my future is this, for four years, and we’ve been standing at attention for several hours, and I’ve been stuck in one position for too long and I start to think about swallowing my tongue. To repeat, I’m not epileptic; I just feel like I have the capacity to do it if I think about it for too long. My knees are buckling and I’m quietly praying to a god I don’t believe in. Eamon is watching, a cutthroat smile peeking out from under his Smokey Bear.

Before he can get to me, however, an Asian kid across from me makes a beeline for the door. He crashes it open with the force of a thousand men and flings himself headfirst off the balcony with a resigned sort of whimper. Everyone stops. The DIs run out of the squad bay.

The kid is on the ground outside crying. I think he was trying to kill himself but we’re on the first floor so maybe he was just trying to give the impression that he was trying to kill himself so he could go home. Home felt like a good place to be.

When Sergeant Eamon gets outside, he lets out a triumphant yet mournful wail that shakes the trees and reverberates through the squad bay. “CHAAAAANG!!” he bellows.

The kid’s name is Guo. He has a terrible lisp and I wish for his sake he didn’t. I’m worried about him because he seems like the type who actually thought this was going to be like the commercials.

We keep him on suicide watch for a few nights, which means we have to shine our “moonbeams” (flashlights) with blue filters on his face as he sleeps. It’s like a weird vigil. The third night we have him on suicide watch with our blue lights, Berry, a kid with a head the size of a literal watermelon, tries to hang himself by tying his belt through one of the vents in the bathroom. But he breaks the vent. So then we have two kids on suicide watch with blue lights.

Our senior DI confronts us about this during one of his talks. “Is it that bad?” he asks us. Some of us recruits shake our heads vigorously. “No!” we scream with our eyes. If anything, it could be harder. Our senior DI doesn’t care. He tells us that we’ll just have to keep better accountability of each other. In DI-speak this means that we should beat the shit out of Guo and Berry, which we do. But once that happens, it opens the floodgates and everybody starts beating the shit out of everybody for no reason. There’s a fight every other day over petty things, as we begin to police each other. It feels like prison but, apparently, we’re being trained to go to war. The DIs are pleased by this, as it means their job is being done for them.

During drill one day, while we’re being forced to march around in circles over and over until our limbs get squirrelly and everybody’s bumping into each other like a sweaty, human slinky, Machado, whom Sergeant Eamon calls “Dorito” (they’re very clever with the names: they call this other kid, Puglisi, “Pug Ugly Please Me”), punches me in the arm because I’m not screaming loud enough.

“C’mon, dude, scream!” he cries.

I wait till we get back into the squad bay, out of the oppressive swamp heat, and hit him back, as hard as I physically can. He goes flying and trips over his foot locker, almost clipping his head on his rack. It feels really good, but somehow, I pinched my pinky nail on his tooth or something when I hit him, and within a few days it’s turning black.

While we’re waiting to enter the chow hall one morning, Eamon comes over to me and slowly peels the dead nail off my finger.

“Scream,” he says, almost sympathetically.

“Aye, sir,” I scream.

“SCREAM,” he says again, but this time his breakfast comes flying out of his mouth into my eyes. It smells like curdled milk. I scream again, but this time I do it so loud that I start to cry and piss myself a little. He’s satisfied and begins to walk away, and as he does, I mouth the word “motherfucker.” Just as I’m getting to the “er” part he turns and looks back at me. His eyes light up as I see the war crimes flash upon his brow. I suspect that he may have thought I was calling him the N-word. There’re a lot of racist kids in the platoon, so it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary.

I give him a look like, no, I’m from New York, but he follows me into the chow hall and makes me get a bunch of hard-boiled eggs, white bread, a box of raisins, some mustard and mayo, and a bottle of Powerade. Then he takes me outside and has me mash it all into the bottle of Powerade and chug it, as he counts down from thirty. Then he I-T’s me, Incentive Training, and makes me do a bunch of push-ups and sit-ups and burpees until, he hopes, I puke it all up. But this so happens to be one of my greatest talents, not puking. Years of ingesting large quantities of alcohol and narcotics have made me puke-resistant. I’m a dry heaver. I’ll gag occasionally, but my stomach will never produce anything. And so I deny Eamon the pleasure.

Eventually he stops and says, “Oh, you think you’re hard, don’t you?”

Not anymore, but I definitely used to. I plead, “No, sir.” He doesn’t believe me. He tells me I’m gonna be his bitch the rest of the time he’s got me. My throat hurts.

The next week we go out to shoot our M16s for the first time. It’s 3 a.m. and the stars are shining so big they look like they might come crashing down.

“It’s so fucking beautiful, isn’t it, Lagoze,” one of the DIs says in mock-stoner voice, when he catches me gazing at the sky.

“No, sir.”

When we get to the range, Sergeant Eamon makes Guo run laps around it while screaming, “Me so horny!” over and over again, which the rest of the crew finds hilarious, until he starts losing his voice and is sort of half sobbing and out of breath. Some of us keep giggling nonetheless. Everything is funny and everything is awful. “Me tho hawny! Me tho hawny!” he brays through his lisp, until he’s on the verge of passing out and someone makes him stop.

When it turns out Guo is a terrible shot and misses every target that’s presented to him, despite the instructors trying their best to help him, Eamon gets fed up and bends Guo’s trigger finger back until it breaks. He says it’s an accident. I’m relieved because Guo finally gets to go home, and Sergeant Eamon gets busted down to corporal and moved to another platoon.

Each Wednesday they put us in a big white room and give us PowerPoint presentations about Marine Corps history and how to see best in the dark and different adrenaline levels you experience when you get shot at, labeled by color. Blue is too calm, it’s like you don’t give a fuck what’s happening; red is too freaked out and you become useless—you could get tunnel vision or freeze up. The sweet spot is green, where you’re scared but still in control. The PowerPoint guy says he’ll give us a treat and shows us a bunch of “moto” (short for motivational) videos of combat from Iraq, with Avenged Sevenfold or some other shitty band playing in the background. Guys running around in Fallujah blowing stuff up and clearing houses. We’re promised this will be us soon; no longer kids, but men with real bullets in our weapons, pink-misting real “grapes” and leaving real destroyed cities in our wake. Marines flashing peace signs next to bloated corpses left lying in the street. Tanks shooting at mosques, chipping holes in the sides piece by piece. We eighteen-year-old washouts find this intoxicating. When you’ve been fed a steady diet of kill-centrism, gearing you up at the same time as they break you down, these videos are affirmation that you might get to be in it soon, a member of the thousand-yard-stare club. Trauma is a currency for American boys looking to define themselves.

I wonder if this was shot by Combat Camera. If so, it will eventually be me recording. I feel my adrenal gland drip acid into my intestines, the dank ambience of shit and war emanating off the screen. There is something horrifying yet beautiful about the footage, a collage of close encounters with mortality, pain, cadavers, all set to the backdrop of American fuck-you. But it’s the intimacy most of all that encroaches, the knowledge that the person filming is a Marine with a gun.

The PowerPoint man gets serious and says he’s going to show us another video. “Hey, devils, listen up,” he says. “This is what happens when you leave a Marine behind.” He clicks a button and on comes grainy footage of an American prisoner with dead eyes staring blankly ahead. Judging from the looks of him, he is too sleep-deprived to know what’s happening. The usual hooded men with their machetes and AKs stand behind him getting ready.

“Eyes, bitches,” the DIs say in voices like roadkill. “Eyes.”

“Open, sir,” we respond.

“Okay… EYES.”

“OPEN, SIR!”

They want to make sure we’re not sleeping for this.

The PowerPoint guy plays the video. The hooded dudes grab the POW’s head and yank it back, and suddenly his dead eyes come alive in pixelated terror. He starts screaming, then the screaming turns into a kind of guttural animal droning as the blade cuts in, the realization setting in, and the droning lasts awhile before the gurgling, until there is nothing and the head is floating, eyes still open, staring past the camera.

My bunkmate, Matty Burgos, is so good-looking that the DIs make fun of him and insist he become part of the Silent Drill Team, where you travel around parading in your dress blues, throwing rifles at each other for recruiting commercials. Matty leans over to me and whispers that he’s already seen that beheading video and thinks that it’s fake.

“What do you mean, fake?” I ask.

“Like, photoshopped or something, by the hajis,” he says. “For propaganda, you know?”

They hear us and make us do push-ups and sit-ups in one of the sand pits outside until Matty pukes. Eamon appears out of nowhere behind him and begins rubbing his face in it while wailing his usual mournful song that radiates horror and glee, a tacit acknowledgment that what he is doing is sick and cruel, but that is the way it is going to be with Eamon, busted-down rank or not.



In the beginning there was a sense that we were a different entity from the DIs, that our young spunk would carry us through together, collectively. But it became clear quite early on that boot camp is not an adventure, and it is not transcendent. It is bleak and tiresome, and makes your worst traits materialize shamelessly. And because we all hated each other after a certain point, with our stupid shaved heads and dank, disgusting bodies—we began to fall deeply in love with our DIs. They became the hot girls we could never attain in high school, with their tattoos and steroids and Monster energy drinks, the overwhelming scent of Old Spice Body Wash that would waft through the air as they passed by us down the line like fascist sharks.

“Y’all smell that? Fuckin’ fish market out here,” Staff Sergeant Hert would say whenever we marched past the female side of the base.

“Aye, sir!” we’d all cheer, and giggle to each other, walking with our rifles six inches out from our chests in little columns like ugly ducklings who hadn’t slept or washed or changed clothes in days, the stench of beaten-dog obedience and Stockholm syndrome radiating off our grime-streaked, acne-ridden faces. Outbursts of misogyny, revealing flashes wrapped in seductive tidbits of wry and savage humor, passed for niceties out there. Short moments when we weren’t being yelled at. Those times made us the happiest campers.

After a while we even began to miss Sergeant Eamon, Corporal Eamon now, and wondered what kind of hell he was putting his new platoon through.

“Remember when he said he’d rip Berry’s head off and roll it down the squad bay like a bowling ball?” we reminisced.

“Such a badass.”

By the end guys were hoping to get I-T’d so they could get some quality alone time with the DIs. They, of course, caught on to this and rolled their eyes because it only meant they would have to slay us harder. They ease up on you as time goes on in order to give the illusion of progress, and stop making you do pedantic things like tying and retying your boots over and over, but once they saw us enjoying ourselves a little too much, they came up with new games to play. Scuzz-brush the floor in duck-walk position for hours on end. Everybody touch the wall before the countdown (which always ran out). And then we were right back to crying and bickering, red-faced and swollen with misplaced rage.

Someone knocked the fire extinguisher off the wall by accident during one of the melee sessions and foam filled the air. In the midst of it all I began laughing uncontrollably at the sight of us pressed up against each other in squat position, straining to hold our scuzz brushes in the air as the DIs slowed their countdown to max out the pain.

What have we learned from boot camp? To kill? To be controlled? Have we been given a taste of simulated combat? Maybe. Or maybe we’ve just been formed into something separate from the rest of America, the disgusting things that will be herded eternally from one place to another, doing the stuff that makes other people shudder, and becoming ever more a part of something “bigger than ourselves.”

When we graduate, a lot of the recruits are so proud they break down and cry as they’re given their official Eagle, Globe, and Anchors.

Their blubbering faces make me sick.

Corporal Eamon comes over from his other platoon and congratulates us. His voice is totally different. The demon that once lived inside his larynx is gone and has been replaced with a normal-sounding man. This is extremely off-putting. He tells us he was only hard on us because we would have felt cheated if he wasn’t. The validity of this statement rings truer than I expected.

Our senior DI, Gunnery Sergeant Soto, goes through and asks each of us what jobs we chose before we got there. Some are infantry, some are cooks, and quite a few joined with an open contract, which means they don’t know what the fuck they’re going to be doing for the next four years.

When he gets to me, he says, “Lagoze, you still look like your mom made you come here. What MOS are you?”

“Combat Camera, sir,” I tell him.

“Why in the fuck would you choose that?” he asks.

“To keep the people informed, sir.” I regret saying it the moment it comes out of my mouth.

“So you’re gonna film Marines throwing puppies off of cliffs, huh?”

I have no idea what he’s talking about.

“Yeah, I know your type. A blue falcon, a buddy fucker. You’re gonna get other Marines in trouble.”

“Aye, sir,” I say.



As a treat, at the end of the show, we’re allowed to watch a movie. We choose to watch Jarhead, a war film in which Marines watch other war films like Apocalypse Now and Deer Hunter in order to get themselves geared up for Desert Storm, a pseudo war that serves as a giant disappointment to them because it is nothing close to “the Nam.” Matty and I fret over this. Could the same thing happen to us? Was it better to go to Iraq or Afghanistan? Will we miss the war by the time we get there? The clock is ticking.

Matty is infantry and I can see him drifting away from me because I am not infantry, and the ones who are have started banding together in the final few days. He’ll see combat for sure, he tells me. It’s in his job description. The word “Combat” is in mine, I tell him. He’s not so sure.

“Maybe,” he says. “If we do meet out there you gotta take a picture of me schwacking some motherfuckers.”

“I got you,” I assure him.

The DIs gather us around for one final campfire chat. They are our mentors now, and even smile occasionally as they look out at us, surveying the work they’ve done. Staff Sergeant Hert, our kill hat who has three Purple Hearts, regales us with a story about the time he killed a whole family in Iraq. They were at a checkpoint and a car came at them and wouldn’t stop, even after warning shots were fired. Staff Sergeant Hert did what he had to do.

“That’s the way it fuckin’ goes, rah?”

“Oorah,” we respond.

“Sometimes you’re gonna kill women and kids.”

“Why didn’t they stop, Staff Sergeant?” someone asks nervously.

“I will never fuckin’ know. Everything they do out there is ass backwards.” He takes a pause to spit tobacco juice into a bottle sitting next to him. Everyone is quiet, as this is not the usual story they tell us. The usual stories are about women—good women, bad women, unfaithful women, treacherous women. Women who take all your money while you’re on deployment and split.

“But,” Staff Sergeant Hert continues, “one thing I’ll never forget is the little girl in the backseat. Head was fuckin’ split in half but she still had one eye open, just staring at me. Like a doll or something. That’s the shit that haunts you, that you’re gonna have to live with forever. You do what you gotta do to keep your fuckin’ brothers alive.”

In our minds it is clear that the family deserved it. They should’ve fucking stopped, or learned English before we invaded them. Now look at what they’ve done to Staff Sergeant Hert, one of the more reasonable kill hats we’ve had, who never made us do overly repetitive or heinous things like the others.

Gunnery Sergeant Soto breaks the silence:

“Just make sure Lagoze ain’t filming when that shit happens to you, good to go?”

Everyone glares at me. It was a joke, I think, but no one’s laughing. I’m a pariah, an outcast, a snitch who will only serve to get Marines court-martialed for doing what they had to do. And they know, deep down like Gunny Soto, that I haven’t fully drunk the Kool-Aid during the past three months, that I am still Lagoze the Individual, the Yankee, the Jew from New York.

At the same time, however, I’ve never been a snitch. I assure myself that they’ve got me all wrong. Years later, after the war and the allegiances and friendships had faded, after we’d all been chewed up and spit out by the Marine Corps, and left to wallow in our memories and doubt, however, a snitch is exactly what I would become.
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