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PROLOGUE



The dog was sprawled under the rear bumper of an abandoned Opel sedan, its left leg bent at an impossible angle. There was no gore to suggest that it had been run down by the car that now concealed its forequarters, so Sergeant John Houck moved in for a closer look. Then he heard the slap of bare feet hitting pavement and looked up to see someone strangely familiar running toward him down the sidewalk. His younger brother looked just as he had when he was sixteen years old, back when he and John still lived under the same roof—bright freckles and narrow blue eyes crowding the bridge of his button nose, a thick cap of nappy red hair that moved like cake icing under even the toughest hairbrush. Dean Houck ran past the other men in John’s recon team, past Captain Mike Bowers, who was scanning the empty doorways on the other side of the street.

Only later would John come to realize that the true definition of a ghost was a hallucination so powerful it could distract you from a task of monumental importance.

Within seconds, John became oblivious to the flies swarming the dog’s carcass several yards away. He also forgot about the M-4 he held in a two-handed grip, and he no longer felt the biting snakes of sweat that slithered down his body, tracing the edges of his Kevlar vest and looking for tender spots in his groin to sink their tiny fangs into. His brother wore one of those sack dresses the boys in Iraq always wore. There was an Arabic term for them, but it was Lance Corporal Dickinson who called them “’raqi sacks.” The men in his unit called him Panama Dick because he informed any Marine who would listen that his hometown of Panama City had the “prettiest goddamn motherfuckin’ beaches in the whole U.S. of A.” Panama Dick was walking point, as their team proceeded on foot toward a location at the town’s northern border, where they had been ordered to establish a guard station, a station that the Army wusses who controlled this area were too damn lazy and disorganized to set up themselves.

Panama Dick and Lightning Mike Bowers both seemed miles away suddenly as John Houck watched his younger brother turn into a break between buildings that held an abandoned well. His brother turned his back to him, reached up, and unwound the length of rope that held the cracked bucket to the singed metal frame that arched over the well’s mouth. Whip-fast, he let out the bucket’s rope between both hands, bending forward to watch the bucket’s progress, rising up onto the balls of his feet, which John could now see were dark brown, not the freckled, milk white shade of his dead brother’s skin.

A deep clang echoed up from the well, followed by another. The boy was swinging the bucket deliberately, playing it like a bell inside the well’s shaft. John felt a presence behind him suddenly; then he heard the familiar voice of Lightning Mike Bowers say his last name in a terse whisper. Bowers went silent for a few seconds as he assessed the scene in front of them.

“Shit!” Bowers hissed. Bowers realized how badly John had fucked up before John did.

The dog’s impossibly bent carcass positioned conspicuously with its lower half exposed…

The boy’s dark skin and tight cap of ink black hair, nothing like his younger brother’s…

The expectant look in the boy’s pale eyes when he looked back at them over one shoulder, his arms splayed over the opening of the well, rope clasped in his hands as the bell rang out its death knell…

And then the dog’s carcass vanished in a blinding flash.

The back end of the Opel sedan rose into the air on a bed of jagged white flame. At the precise second when he expected the shrapnel to tear into him, John ate dust and felt the weight of Mike Bowers come down onto him. The blast deafened him, but he could feel Bowers’s breath against his right ear, could even feel the guy’s lips moving. Mike was trying to tell him something, but it had been lost to the initial explosion. Then the weight pressing down on John got heavier.

Once Bowers was pulled off him, John still found himself unable to move and deafened by the blast. Thick black smoke blinded him. In a vague way, he knew that he had no sense of time, that he was fading in and out without losing consciousness.

Something hot flowed down the back of both of his legs. Blood? Still flowing with too much force to have come off Bowers, and Bowers had been lifted off him…who knew how long ago? He could feel a deep pounding in his chest and suddenly the smoke around him started to clear. The medevac. Another sidestep into the darkness that hovers at the edges of every reality, and then he was back, pushing himself up onto his knees, struggling to his feet.

Convinced blood was pouring down his back, he grabbed furiously at his pack, pulled it down his right arm, and hurled it to the dirt at his feet. Not blood. Water! Leaking all over the place. He tore open his pack, which had searing holes all through its skin. The torn remnants of what had once been eight water bottles tumbled to the dirt, shredded by shrapnel.

Jesus, he screamed silently. Jesus Christ. Bowers was lying on my pack, for fuck’s sake. If that’s what happened to my pack, then what the hell happened to Bowers?

Something hot and wet filled his left eye and his vision was all but blocked. A field medic raced toward him, bandage already out. The medic pressed the bandage to the left side of John’s face with one hand and forced him back down into a seated position with the other. Unable to hear his own pleas for Bowers or whatever the medic said to stave him off, he felt helpless and childlike as the medic swabbed the blood from his left eye and dressed the wound.

Then he saw the stretcher, the stretcher that carried Bowers toward the Black Hawk helicopter twenty yards away. When he rose to his feet and followed Bowers, the medic followed right beside him. John knew his own injuries weren’t serious enough to merit a trip to Balad, but the medic didn’t stop him, and that was good, because it meant no other injured needed the space. Inside the Black Hawk, it was just John, his medic, and the two medics cutting away the front of Bowers’s blood-soaked uniform, wrapping Bowers’s bloodied head in bandages.

John looked out the window, saw the other men in his team returning to the street. Some of them had fanned out in search of the triggerman, but others had stayed behind. He watched them watch the chopper take off, and he could feel the accusations in their stares.
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Fifty miles north of Baghdad, the U.S. Air Force Theater Hospital occupied three dozen tents and three trailers set up on the sands of a former Iraqi Air Force base in Balad. As soon as they set down, Bowers was rushed to surgery, and the flight medic ushered John through a controlled chaos of doctors and nurses that seemed to have the professionalism and urgency of an ER at a top-flight hospital back in the States.

The doctor found two pieces of shrapnel in John’s side and dug them out in no time. Unlike the medic who allowed him on the Black Hawk, he wasn’t happy to be spending time on the kind of minor injuries that could have easily been dealt with at an aid station closer to the scene of the blast. John’s hearing was back by then, so he asked a lot of questions about Bowers, but no one saw fit to answer any of them. Then he realized that no one at Balad knew Bowers by his last name, only by the last four digits of his Social Security number, which one of the flight medics had written in Sharpie marker on the flesh of Bowers’s right arm after reading them off his dog tags.

A hefty blond nurse, probably Army by the look of her, told him patient 9260 was in surgery and would stay there for some time. A neurosurgeon had been called in—and an ophthalmologist. “An eye doctor,” she said when she saw the dazed expression on his face. Then she moved on, past the spot where a doctor and several nurses were trying in vain to resuscitate a young Iraqi boy who barely had any flesh left on his legs. Only blood hid the bones.

Not the kid who had alerted the triggerman for the IED that had almost taken them both out, but it could have been. Here in Balad, Americans and Iraqis were treated side by side; soldiers and insurgents alike received the same care. A day earlier, this lack of a division would have infuriated him. But given how badly he had fucked up that day, given that they were now trying to save Mike Bowers’s eyes because of it, harsh judgments eluded him.

Outside, he wandered the perimeter and watched Black Hawks rise into the fading light of dusk, tried to fend off some attempts at conversation from a battered PFC in a wheelchair. The kid couldn’t hide his excitement over the fact that he was leaving Iraq that night in one of the C-17 transport planes that routinely ferried the hopelessly wounded to Germany and beyond. And he had smokes, so John bummed one and pretended to listen to him talk, trying to keep his mind off the e-mail that started it all, the e-mail he read before leaving on patrol, the e-mail that had placed his little brother in the middle of Ramadi.

Mike, he thought. Make Mike the priority here. Make Mike the focus. And, of course, it was Lightning Mike Bowers’s voice he heard as he thought these words. Lightning Mike, who had reached out to John, had seen a guy hanging on the periphery, doubting their mission, and had brought him into the fold. It was Lightning Mike who had explained to him, “We fight the wars presidents tell us to fight because to do otherwise would be to turn America into a Third-World nation in which rulers are casually unseated by militaries without any genuine loyalty to the countries they are formed to protect.” It was Lightning Mike who had given John his dog-eared, underlined copy of Gates of Fire by Stephen Pressfield, the novel about the Spartans’ last stand at Thermopylae. Every man in their unit had read the book at least twice. Bowers had memorized it.

In six short months John and Mike had become something close to brothers: two Marines who had gone for the elite Force Recon Company because it had once offered the toughest-of-the-tough a kind of independence, trained them to slip behind enemy lines far from the overbearing presence of a commanding officer. All that had changed with the invasion, when Rumsfeld had decided to surprise the Marine Corps by placing their most elite units at the very tip of the spear. Recon Marines who had been trained to be invisible found themselves manning lumbering convoys, placed at the wheel of vehicles they had never been trained to drive. Bowers had responded to this change by reaching out to the guys who had become alienated and moved to the fringes, guys like John.

After hours of pacing, John parked himself on a bench a stone’s throw from the outdoor toilets, where he was lulled to sleep by the occasional hum of an armed reconnaissance drone and the footfalls of overly caffeinated doctors on break making their frequent pit stops. When he awoke there was a bright glow in the eastern sky, the kind of clear first light of dawn that reminded him of his teenage years in Southern California. He was staring up into the pale face of the blond nurse who had finally given him news of Bowers the night before. Dark circles around her eyes and flyaway hairs suggested she had worked through the night.

“Your buddy’s awake,” she said. She spoke to him in a ragged voice as he followed her inside. “Took a couple hours, but they removed four pieces of shrapnel from the left side of his face.”

“The optha—” His dry mouth was still sticky from sleep.

“The eye surgeon, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” she said. “His left one”—for a second he thought she was mocking him, then he realized she was genuinely hesitating, considering how to deliver the blow—“he lost it.”

He paused where he stood but the nurse didn’t notice and took a few steps before she realized he wasn’t following her. She stopped and did a bad job of hiding her impatience. “Worse things have been lost here,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she softened. “This guy your captain?”

He wanted to tell her that Mike was more than that, much more, probably the greatest Marine John had ever met, but he could already see that she would roll her eyes, dismiss it as just some battlefield sentiment that would be forgotten as soon as they were home again, just another example of the Marine brotherhood bullshit the Army boys and girls seemed so sick of here at Balad. John started walking again, without saying anything, and she led him into a patient ward where ten occupied hospital beds ran the length of the tent. Generators hummed on the other side of the flaps, and the pull curtain had been drawn around the bed for patient 9260. John drew it back, and the nurse left him.

Bandages wrapped Mike’s entire head and covered the left side of his face. A mound of what John assumed was gauze lifted the area underneath the bandages where Mike’s left eye should have been. More bandage strips covered the traces of stitches along his right cheek, forehead, and jaw.

The nurse had left out that both of his legs had been broken.

There was so much attached to Bowers that was not Bowers that John almost forgot he was staring at a human being until he saw his buddy’s right eye roll toward him. John prepared himself for rage, but instead Bowers did his best attempt at a smile and in a drowsy voice slurred, “They tell me I’m not a candidate for transplant surgery. Maybe if I was into collecting coins or something I’d be moved up the list. Guess it’s ’cause I like to live life on the edge, you know? Kind of takes me out of the game.”

In the silence that followed, John felt like shit for not having rehearsed what he needed to say. The least he could have done was laugh at this joke because that would have been polite, and given that he was to blame for the scene before him, polite would have been a nice fucking change of pace. Polite was the way Bowers effected a mild Southern accent with John so he wouldn’t feel like white trash sitting next to a superior officer with a degree in classics from the University of Arizona.

Finally Mike said, “They’re taking me to Germany soon, Houck. You want me to get you something? Piece of the wall, maybe?”

“Something I need to say,” John whispered.

“Germany, Houck. Lots of fine gift opportunities. Speak now or forever—”

“You’re not getting me a fucking gift!” Humiliation flooded him when he realized he had snapped at Bowers as if he were a bad dog. But Lightning Mike just stared at the ceiling with his good eye while he tongued his chapped blood-blistered lips.

“There’s something I need to say,” John tried again, enunciating this time.

“No, there isn’t,” Bowers said. If he hadn’t been bandaged and restrained, he’d probably be leaning toward John, tapping the side of his left hand into his right palm for emphasis, cleft appearing in his chin. Bowers continued, “No after-action report’s going to come out of this. It was just the two of us and that boy, and if anybody asks, you just tell ’em there was still some part of you that didn’t want to think they’d use kids for spotters. Maybe you knew different, but you wanted to believe different. Sound good?”

John said nothing. He felt a kind of childish anger, as if by letting him off the hook, Mike was preventing him from experiencing some crucial rite of passage, like a parent who wants his child to stay a virgin forever. But his anger wasn’t enough to force him to give voice to what had truly gone down out there. There had been an e-mail, but if Mike didn’t want to know about it, why should John say a word?

So he didn’t tell him that barely an hour before they had left on their mission, John had read an e-mail informing him that his younger brother had committed suicide, an e-mail written by an older sister he had not spoken to in ten years. John didn’t apologize for not telling Bowers this before they had geared up, before John had seen a ghost in the middle of a city already so crowded with ghosts it barely had any room to accommodate his.

But after only a few seconds the silence between them grew unbearable and John heard himself say, “Something happened back home…. I should have told you before we left on patrol. We were going through a hostile area. I should have told you I wasn’t…I wasn’t going to be at my best.” No reaction. “My brother…he killed himself.” He looked up and saw that Bowers’s right eye had drifted shut. His lips were slightly parted. His chest was rising and falling with deep breaths.

His confession spoiled, John had no choice but to see the words of his sister’s e-mail as they had appeared on the cracked, fingerprinted computer screen.

John, I wish there was a better way for me to do this but there doesn’t seem to be. Our brother Dean took his own life on the third of this month. Is there any way for you to come home for the funeral? I will wait for as long as I can to hear back from you before I bury him…. I love you, Patsy.


John Houck wondered how long these words would have to roll back and forth in his head before they would collect enough grit and blood to seem as significant as the loss all around him.
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John was asleep in the chair when they came to start preparing Bowers for his flight, and he felt a kind of dread when their motions finally forced him from the small halo of space between the curtain and the bed.

Once they were in motion, John followed close behind the flight medics, trying to see if Bowers was conscious enough to hear him, trying to see if Bowers was searching for John with his one good eye. Then they were being crowded by other traveling gurneys being pushed by other teams of flight medics, all of them filing toward the entrance to the airfield and the dull roar of jet engines. Outside, the medics pushed the gurneys past the chain-link fence at the edge of the tarmac, and one of the medics turned and held John back with an open palm.

John had hoped for a better good-bye than this.

Panic seized him, and because he could think of nothing better to say, he shouted, “Don’t get me a damn thing, Mike! No gifts! Soon as we’re back home, I’m going to have something for you! All right, buddy? Deal?”

Suddenly Bowers gave him a thumbs-up. John gave him a thumbs-up right back. Even though there was no way for Mike to turn around and see it, John kept his hand high as Bowers and the other patients were rolled in single file up the ramp and into the massive belly of the C-17 transport plane, its wings extending 170 feet on either side, the four jet engines attached to them powering to life.

It was the last time John Houck saw Mike Bowers alive.
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Nine Months Later

John Houck was on his way back from the mailboxes at the front of the Devore Meadows trailer park when he saw Little Dan sitting on the bright redwood steps of his mother’s trailer. The nine-year-old boy was staring down at his feet as he traced a pattern in the dust with the tip of his right sneaker. The kid’s apple-cheeked pout could have melted the heart of a serial killer, but when he saw John approaching, the boy pulled his backpack up onto his lap and began carefully unzipping it, as if he had suddenly remembered he had some important bookkeeping to do. John figured the whole display was for his benefit, and he was happy to play along. The kid was sharp, but unlike a lot of the other kids being raised in Devore Meadows, he didn’t have the kind of smart mouth and bad attitude that suggested a future relationship with the California prison system.

“What’s up, Li’l D?” John asked him.

The boy squinted at this nickname, probably because it was a few days old and he had heard it only once or twice before. A few nights earlier, after John and the boy’s mother had watched the kid drift off to sleep in front of one of the Matrix movies, John had allowed her to pull him into the back bedroom of her trailer, where they spent an hour working their way to a finish so explosive she sank her teeth into John’s forearm to stifle her cry. Now the kid was giving him a smug expression that suggested John wasn’t the only guy in Devore Meadows to have used movie night as an excuse to hit the sack with his mom.

“What’s that?” the boy asked quietly.

For a fearful few seconds, John thought Li’l D was talking about the bite mark his mother had left on John’s arm. Then he realized the kid was gesturing to the stack of mail he held under one arm. John sat down on the steps next to him, tore open the large white envelope, and pulled out an Applicant Study Guide for the California Highway Patrol that he had requested several weeks before. After a few months working a construction job renovating a big resort up on Lake Arrowhead, John now had enough cash saved to get him through cadet training.

The boy said, “Mom said you were already a cop.”

“Sheesh. You can read already?”

“I read all the time. I’m nine. So you’re not a cop yet? How come you have to study?”

“CHP’s the best darn law enforcement agency in the country,” he said. “There’s a lot a man has to know.” Of course, John thought he knew most of it already, and he probably did, given his ten years in the Marine Corps, three of those as a sergeant with First Force Reconnaissance Company out of Camp Pendleton. Recon was the closest the Marines had to a special forces unit, even though most Marines would balk at the idea that one Marine was more special than another. CHP offered him a different uniform from the one he had been wearing when Mike Bowers lost his left eye for him, but still, John didn’t know if he had what it took to wear any uniform proudly again.

As if he could sense this stream of doubt running through John, Li’l D watched John intently as he put the study guide back inside its envelope.

“What you doing out on the steps, Li’l D?” John asked.

“Waiting for a lady friend?”

Without a smile the kid said, “My dad took me today. He was supposed to keep me until six but he said he dropped me off early. We were supposed to go get pizza but instead we had McDonald’s and went to some stupid park that didn’t have any ducks or swings or anything. Then he said he had to bring me back. He said he’d tell my mom but I guess he didn’t, ’cause she’s not here.”

“Let’s give her a call. Where’s she at?”

“Work.”

“Where’s work?”

The boy tilted his head, squinted against the bright sunlight but managed to focus on John’s face. “You have sleepovers with my mom but you don’t know where she works?”

John shot to his feet, tugged the boy down the steps by one shoulder, and started them toward his own trailer, several plots away. “Is that what your mom called it? A sleepover?”

“Yeah. I told her I thought only kids got to have sleepovers.”

“And here we are!” John opened the door to his trailer and showed the kid inside. That morning, the harsh winds that regularly tore through Cajon Pass had buffeted the walls of his trailer like they were canvas, but they had died down now. He opened the freezer just to see the mess inside. A bottle of Corona had exploded inside it at six in the morning, and John awakened to find himself down on all fours next to the bed, sighting an invisible M-4 at the tiny television in the corner of his bedroom. He forgot he stashed the bottle in there the night before to get it cold. He wasn’t sure what to be more afraid of: his forgetfulness or his predawn acrobatics.

Most civilians thought post-traumatic stress disorder caused murderous flights from reality. For John, it came up as a split-second failure of perspective that to the outside observer might appear as embarrassing as a loose bladder. You had to have spent most of your life being trained to react to every situation with immediate and decisive action to comprehend how demoralizing it was, like going to draw on an enemy and finding a banana in your gun holster. Maybe he was lucky. He knew some guys who checked out and stopped returning phone calls and e-mails and postcards. Guys like Lightning Mike Bowers. Or at least that’s what John thought was going on with the man. But it was also possible that Bowers had given some serious consideration to the cost of having saved John’s life in Ramadi and decided that postcards and phone calls from John just weren’t going to work for him. This thought bathed the pit of John’s stomach in ice.

John was about to offer the kid a cold drink when he saw Li’l D standing at the foot of his bed. He drew the kid backward out of the bedroom by one shoulder and shut the door gently. “Off-limits, okay?”

“Why?”

Because there’s a Sig Sauer P-220 in a holster behind the headboard, he thought. It’s a .45-caliber handgun and I’ll go to my grave before I let you or any other child get your hands on it. As John groped for a response, Li’l D moved to the kitchenette’s tiny table and said, “I guess you have sleepovers, too.”

“Your mom got a cell phone?”

“It got turned off.”

“So, back to place of employment…” The kid wrinkled his nose at this strange adult phrase. “Her job. Where does she work?”

“A gas station.”

“Which gas station?”

“I don’t know. She won’t tell me. She says there’s no way in hell she’s going to work at a gas station long enough for no kid of hers to know where it is.”

“Watch the language.”

“It’s what she said!” There was pain in the kid’s voice, more pain than the embarrassment of being chastised for bad language by a man who was for all intents and purposes a stranger. John wanted to ask the kid how long he had been sitting on the front steps, but he figured that would only make him feel worse.

The most he knew about Li’l D’s mother was that she was a regular at karaoke nights at a bar down in Highland called The Lantern—she had asked him to go with her next Thursday and he’d said he’d get back to her—and like every other girl he had been to bed with since returning home from Iraq, she had a dream of auditioning for American Idol someday. He also knew that she loved cats but was allergic to them, so she had to settle for two-dimensional versions of them on all her dishrags and in the pages of the calendar hanging over her kitchen counter.

She also pretended to be interested in the Marine Corps, listened attentively as he described the Battle of Belleau Wood to her while he traced designs on her bare stomach, but that could have just been the boxed wine they had been drinking or an aftereffect of the orgasm she might have played up for effect. What he knew was that she was a short, big-boned, apple-cheeked blonde who came on as bossy and assertive and flirty all at the same time, and that was a package that had been making him weak with desire ever since he was a teenager. What he didn’t know was why she was currently unreachable and why she didn’t have enough cash to pay her cell phone bill.

John had been raised by his older sister, Patsy, who had sacrificed everything to make sure that he and his brother didn’t end up in the custody of a drunken aunt after their parents were killed in a car accident. And Mandy, cat-lover and American Idol wannabe, was not living up to Patsy Houck’s stellar example. But there was no need for the kid to know this, so he rose to his feet and said, “You wait right here. When I get back, we’re going to get you some pizza.”

The kid raised his eyebrows but didn’t crack a smile: he had already learned not to get too excited about any promise an adult might make to him. “Pizza Hut or Domino’s?” John asked him.

“Golden Door.”

“What the hell is the Golden Door?”

“Um…language.”

“Where is it?”

“Loma Linda.” John tried not to curse. It was a good twenty-minute drive south and they were sure to hit bumper-to-bumper traffic on the way back. The kid continued, “And it’s not just pizza. They have everything—an arcade, a play area, live music—”

“I got it. I got it. The Golden Door it is.”

Live music. The only term that struck greater fear in his heart was enfilading fire. But he was a good kid and he didn’t deserve to spend the afternoon being ignored, even if it meant John might have to put up with a mariachi band in his face.

Just as he had expected, John found his neighbor Emilio working on his truck in a makeshift garage he had built next to his trailer out of two-by-fours and canvas tarps that were so wind-battered they looked like they had been shot through with bullets.

The truck’s hood was up, but Emilio was in the front seat, surfing stations on the radio. The forty-seven-year-old Mexican managed an auto body shop in Highland, and a few weeks earlier a cousin of his had brought some friends in who had needed serious fender work done at a serious discount. When the guys decided not to pay even the reduced price, Emilio’s cousin caved and told him the guys were all gangbangers who wouldn’t take kindly to multiple invoices, this after Emilio had called one of the cholos in question a no-account thug. His pants wet, Emilio had shown up on John’s doorstep one night and told him the whole story. John spent the entire next day teaching him basic defensive moves. Ever since then Emilio had been strutting through Devore Meadows like a rooster on steroids.

When he saw John through the windshield, Emilio shot from the front seat and threw his arms around him. John gave him a pat on the back until he was released, and said, “If you see Mandy, tell her I took her kid to get some pizza.”

“Mandy.” Emilio winced. “Aw, tell me you’re not gonna hit that shit, man.”

John whacked Emilio across the back of the head, just as his own sister had whacked him across the back of the head every time he’d referred to a female by any term besides lady or woman or ma’am. “That’s no way to talk about a lady, Emilio.”

“Dude, you’re a fuckin’ Marine. You could walk into any bar, have any woman you want. You just throw her right over your shoulder, walk out. Ace in every hole, man.”

“I don’t just want any woman. I want Jessica Biel,” he said, turning from the truck. “When Mandy comes back you tell her that her kid’s dad dropped him off early and he asked me to take him to some pizza place in Loma Linda that sounds like a whorehouse.”

“What?” Emilio called after him.

“The Golden Door! Loma Linda!”

“Got it,” Emilio called after him. John was almost back to his own trailer when he heard Emilio shout after him, “Hey man, you be careful of that kid’s stomach. One time I gave my sister’s kid some pizza—it was like a horror movie, man!”
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The Golden Door had everything Li’l D had promised and more, including a birthday party made up entirely of shrieking little girls, seated at the table right next to them. To keep himself from losing his mind, John kept his attention on the boy sitting across from him. A band played onstage, a band made up of giant animatronic animals who belted out the lyrics “It’s time to be happy to-daaaay! It’s time to be happy to-daaaay!” Their heads jerked from side to side. Their giant furry eyelids rose and fell in time to the music. A giant puppy played drums—he had big floppy ears that shot up into the air on the high notes and a long mouth lined with rounded white teeth that made him look like a barracuda. Li’l D was transfixed by this display, his eyes wide and glassy as he slowly chewed each bite of cheese pizza.

If John had known how loud the place was going to be, he might have begged off. But he had learned since coming home that it wasn’t a series of loud noises that got to him. It was a single unexpected one: a car backfiring, the deafening crash an empty automobile carrier truck made when it hit a bump in the highway. Sounds like these reminded him of the first gunshot, the first explosion, the first sign that your life was about to be altered irrevocably. These were the hardest for him. These were the sounds that reminded him that he’d had a life before Iraq, a life that had been altered by events not of his choosing, events not on anyone’s battle plan.

Li’l D pushed his empty plate back without taking his eyes off the monsters onstage. He scanned them nervously, as if he thought they were about to jump down onto the floor and start for the table. John said, “How you doing there, big guy?”

“I don’t like that dog,” he said, a low tremor of fear in his voice.

“Me neither. What do you say we hit the play area?”

Li’l D nodded emphatically, put their plates in the nearby trash can just as John instructed him to, and then led John right into the arcade, where John felt his wallet tense up in his back pocket. He handed the kid a dollar and told him to make it last as long as he could, then he found a spot in the corner of the room where it would be almost impossible for the kid to leave his sight.

A little while later a hand came to rest on his shoulder, gently, as if whoever it was knew how he might react to a sudden touch. At first he didn’t recognize the woman standing next to him. She had gained almost twenty pounds, and her once shoulder-length brown hair had been chopped off. There were bags under her eyes and a fresh sunburn on her pale skin. The last time he had laid eyes on Trina Miller had been at a BBQ in Oceanside, after he came back from Fallujah and before he had made the indoc for First Recon, where she had cried a river as she thanked him for saving her husband’s life. Now she threw her arms around him with the same level of emotion, even though her fatigued appearance didn’t match up with this gesture.

John hugged her right back. He assumed it was a coincidence, running into the wife of a Marine whose life he had saved, and his heart did a jump he hadn’t thought it to be capable of doing. Surely this was some sort of sign from an otherwise cruel universe that he was on the right path—that just bringing this kid to this pizza place was a good act. How many hours did he spend replaying what Bowers had done for him nine months earlier? And he spent almost no time acknowledging himself for the life he had saved.

“What are you doing here?” John asked.

“Looking for you,” she said. “We stopped by your…place, talked to some guy named Emilio.”

“You and Charlie? Where is he?”

“Outside. He needs to see you, John.”

“How is he?”

She nodded and looked at some spot over his shoulder, then glanced down at her feet as if she might find her next words there. But all she could manage was, “I don’t know. He just says he needs to see you.” John had no trouble believing it, given that they had driven all the way up to his trailer park, and then another twenty minutes south to find him.

After he had introduced Li’l D to the woman who would be watching him for the next few minutes, John headed for the patio where Trina had told him he could find Charlie. It’s Bowers, he thought. Charlie knows why Bowers isn’t calling me back. Something’s happened to him and he’s here to tell me.

After taking a couple of deep breaths, John realized how absurd this thought truly was. For all he knew, Bowers and Charlie Miller had never even met each other. The two men came from separate halves of John’s Marine Corps career—he’d met Charlie in boot camp, only to end up fighting next to him during the Battle of Fallujah years later. Bowers, on the other hand, had been the first captain John had ended up under after officially becoming a “Reconnaissance Man,” a title that had been assigned to him only after he completed twelve weeks of backbreaking training that made boot camp look like summer camp.

In some ways, Charlie Miller was from a former life, a life in which John had been a hero, pure and simple, a life in which no one had been forced to give up an eye to save his life.

During the Battle of Fallujah in the fall of 2004, John had been part of a four-man sniper team doing sweeps for IEDs in Ramadi. The team went inside a seemingly abandoned house, when a grenade was tossed into the room by an insurgent cowering on the floor of the hallway. Charlie Miller was blasted out onto the balcony, where he was hit by insurgent sniper fire the minute he got to his feet. The grenade took out half of the insurgent’s head, so John crabwalked out onto the balcony to cover Charlie while another member of their team went to call the Quick Reaction Force. For three hours, he and Charlie lay together, John counting his blessings that the concrete spines of the balcony railing were too thick to allow a bullet to pass through. But mother of God, those sons of bitches tried. Volley after volley of AK-47 fire splintered against the concrete railing while John told Charlie dirty jokes and tried to keep him talking, because checking Charlie’s wounds or trying to carry him back inside would expose them both to sniper fire.

Outside the Golden Door, he found Charlie sitting at a concrete patio table, a pair of metal crutches leaning against the bench seat next to him. His long legs were sticking out almost straight in front of him as he rested his back against the edge of the table. He almost looked relaxed, but John knew the reason for his extended posture was that he couldn’t move his left leg thanks to the bullet that had felled him on the balcony that day. His brown hair was now a shaggy mess, and John thought he resembled the pimply-faced Tennessee hick John had met long ago in boot camp, the kid who could barely suck down an entire cigarette and who held a rifle like it was a cottonmouth that might sink its fangs into him, not the Marine he had grown into by the time they went to Iraq.

Charlie sat up as straight as he could to receive John’s one-armed embrace, and John emitted a high, barking laugh that sounded surprised and relieved at the same time. “You look good,” John said before he could think twice.

Charlie lit a Marlboro Red and blew a thin stream of smoke from pursed lips. “I look like shit, man. I didn’t come all this way for you to blow smoke up my ass.”

“Good,” he said. “’Cause I don’t smoke.” Charlie’s laugh was tense and almost silent—it worked his shoulders and eyes more than it did his mouth.

“What you gonna say next, John? Trina look good, too? Shit—she’s gained like twenty fucking pounds since I got back, and she walks around the house like I beat her with a stick.” He sucked a quick drag off his cigarette. “She wants to move close to her parents in Kentucky, but I can’t get the same kind of care out there, so the answer’s no. But she keeps bringing it up and the answer keeps bein’ no.” Charlie’s eyes caught on John’s, as if he had suddenly heard himself. “Shit, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to start off this way. And I don’t mean to rain on your little pizza party, but sometimes when you can’t move your legs so good, you just gotta sit in it, you know what I mean?”

He didn’t know what Charlie meant, so he just nodded gravely for a few seconds. Then he asked, “What are you starting off here, buddy?”

Charlie’s eyes focused on some point in the distance; then he started digging in the plastic drugstore bag on the bench next to him. As he pulled out a large manila envelope and handed it to John, he said, “Did I ever tell you I’ve got a cousin who’s a PI over in Murietta? He owed me a favor, so…”

John opened the envelope and extracted a manila file folder. In the series of eight-by-ten photographs that slid onto the stone table, the man who had raped John’s younger brother walked his dog through a grassy neighborhood of one-story tract homes. The dog was a healthy adult boxer with an alert expression. As for the man himself, not much had changed about Danny Oster in the ten years since John had almost beaten him to death outside of their house in Yucca Valley. Oster still had the same shaggy blond hair that made him look like an eighties rock star; the same long, fat-lipped mouth; the same flabby arms and freckled shoulders.

As he studied the photographs, John tried to focus on the sound of his own breathing. He groped for some memory of when he had shared this dark chapter of his life with Charlie. After a few minutes, he remembered—the same BBQ in Oceanside where Charlie’s wife wept and thanked him for saving her husband’s life. Considering he had never shared the story with any other Marine, he had to have been seriously overserved, so overserved he could barely remember doing it.

Charlie said, “The reason you couldn’t find him is that he left the country for a while. Came back about a year and a half ago and changed his name to Charles Keaton. He’s got a job at the IT department at the University of Redlands. Computers and some shit.” That made sense, considering Oster had been a computer freak back when everyone in Yucca Valley was willing to sell their soul for a dial-up connection.

“I told you I tried to find him?” John asked.

“Yeah. You don’t remember?”

“Barely, Charlie.”

This answer and the sluggish tone with which John delivered it made Charlie shift against the bench and run one hand down his paralyzed left thigh. “You saved my life. I sat up nights thinking about how I could repay you.” Charlie looked his way. When he saw that John’s attention was on him and not on the photographs, he bit his lower lip a few times and said, “Did I do the right thing? Tell me I did the right thing, John.”

As his father had liked to say, Charlie had opened up a can of snakes, each of which had nine lives. Yes, he had tried to find Danny Oster, but that had been years ago, back when his little brother was still alive and John was convinced that some final reckoning with Oster might lift Dean Houck out of the life of a heroin junkie. Back then finding Oster had been a desperate, last-ditch effort to bring his brother back from the land of the living dead, one he had turned to only after all his attempts to reconnect with Dean had failed. And ultimately, another deployment to the Middle East had driven out all thoughts of his broken family and derailed his search.

Now John was confident he had only mentioned this pursuit to Charlie because he had wanted to come off as the protective older brother. But he couldn’t fault Charlie for trying to pay John back for what he had done for him that day, even if he believed Charlie would have done the same for him in a heartbeat.

He had become so lost in his thoughts that he had failed to notice the transformation Charlie had undergone. His eyes were wide and fearful and he was leaning forward slightly, as if it were helping him to breathe. He had raised one crutch on the pavement next to him, as if at any moment he might try to push himself to his feet.

“I thought it might be good for you to have the information,” Charlie whispered. “That’s all.” He sounded like a man whose marriage proposal had just been rejected.

“I appreciate that, Charlie. I really do.” But it sounded pathetic, and all John could think about was that tonight he would have to put his head to his pillow knowing that the man who had ruined his brother’s life was also turning in for the night about twenty miles south of him.

Charlie looked to the crowded parking lot, placed both hands atop his crutch, and said, “Whatever you go and do, John. It’s all right with me…. And your brother—well, I bet wherever he is, he’s proud to have a brother like you.”

He didn’t tell him that his brother had been in the ground for going on a year. He didn’t say anything at all, because the words were all tangled up and Charlie seemed to be headed to some far-off place that didn’t have a lick to do with John Houck. John was searching for some way to close out their meeting when Charlie said, “Mine was a teacher.”

John didn’t ask him to elaborate. He didn’t need to. But what struck him was the phrasing Charlie had used, the way he had taken possession of the man who had violated him. And oddly enough, there was something about this confession that made John feel exonerated, as if it revealed Charlie’s reasons for finding Danny Oster had everything to do with Charlie and barely anything to do with John.

Maybe because he was relieved by this, or maybe because it felt like the right thing to do, John reached out and laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. For a few minutes Charlie didn’t pull away, but then he sucked in a breath through his nostrils and stamped out his cigarette under his good foot. “Sorry. Like I said, when one of your leg’s busted, sometimes you just have to sit in it. Whatever the fuck it is.”

John went to help him to his feet, but Charlie pulled away and bowed his head, refusing to meet John’s eyes, then pulling away farther when he found himself staring down at the spread of photographs on the stone table. He knows it was a bad move, John thought. He knows he screwed up, but he was trying his hardest, and who are you to not let him have his moment? He’s got more balls than you do, driving all this way to find you when you’ve written Lightning Mike out of your life because he won’t respond to a goddamn postcard.

“Let’s find Trina,” John said.

“It’s cool, John. I’ve got it,” Charlie said, putting both crutches to the ground and starting for the entrance. “You just do what you need to do.”

John was about to follow him when he looked back and realized the photos were still spread out all over the table. He collected them hurriedly, shoved them back inside the envelope without bothering with the folder that had held them. He was about to throw the folder away when he saw that there was a sheet of paper stapled to the inside flap—a list of relevant details about Charles Keaton, aka Daniel Oster.

For what felt like hours, he stared at the second detail on the list.

An address.
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Li’l D nodded off as soon as they pulled out of the parking lot, which gave John a chance to consider taking the on-ramp to I-10 East and heading for Redlands. Instead he joined the Vegas-bound motorists who turned the 15 North into a chromium river every weekend.

Even though he was now stuck in gridlock traffic on a freeway headed in a different direction, John managed to pull a map from the glove compartment without waking Li’l D. He opened it against the steering wheel and found the street Oster lived on; it was on the north side of Redlands, a block away from where the city dissolved into vacant lots and a cluster of gravel pits. Something about those gravel pits, which were marked on the map with the same dotted lines used to delineate dry lakebeds, seemed like an invitation to John. The proximity of so much empty space so close to where Oster rested his head each night—it could be a kill site or a dumping ground or just God’s way of saying that even though he’d traded up from the high desert, Danny Oster was still living right next door to purgatory.

The last half of John’s teenage years had been spent an hour’s drive east, and to him, Redlands had always been the first piece of Southern California civilization that sprang up on the drive to Los Angeles, its canopy of palm trees and healthy oaks looking out of place against the parched lower flanks of the San Bernardino Mountains, the entrance to a world his big sister had only been able to bring them to the edge of in her struggle to give them a better life

“John?”

Even though he was moving only about five miles an hour, he was about to roll into the back of an eighteen-wheeler idling in front of him. But the kid hadn’t noticed—he seemed more upset by whatever expression was on John’s face.

He folded up the map, without taking his eyes off the road, and asked Li’l D to put it away for him. Another few minutes and their trailer park would come into view, carved out of the mountainside and set high above the 15, like a landing pad for a UFO. But John knew the silence before they reached home would be too full of dark possibilities for him, possibilities that involved the Sig currently resting in a holster behind his headboard.
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