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Introduction
My second novel, At the City's Edge, is about a discharged soldier who returns from Iraq to find a similar war raging in his south side Chicago neighborhood. I did a lot of research for the novel, because it dealt with two fascinating worlds—street gangs and the military—that I wanted to get right. So I rode with gang cops and interviewed soldiers and went shooting with Special Forces and read memoirs by the truckload.
It was fascinating and horrifying in equal measures.
Eventually, I finished the novel and went on to my next one. But the things I’d learned were haunting me. So when I was asked to contribute a story to Thriller 2: Stories You Just Can't Put Down, edited by the legendary Clive Cussler, I found myself returning to the world of soldiers and the wounds they carry.
The following story was the result. I’m pleased with it—when a story is really working, there’s a kind of squirmy vitality to it that you can feel, a sense that it’s got a life of its own, and this one had that feeling from the beginning. Others seem to agree; it was named one of the best short stories of 2009 by the International Thriller Writers Organization, and nominated for a Macavity Award.
Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoy!
The Desert Here
and the
Desert Far Away
The Stones are on the stereo and you are wondering what you’re doing here, in this dingy Las Vegas bar, with a man you last saw wearing combat BDU’s half a world away. Cooper has his head in his hands as he says he can’t believe how fucked he is. “A mistake, man. That’s all.”
You dip a chicken wing in ranch and strip the flesh from it. Cooper makes a hysterical little sound. “Vance is going to kill me. He wants to make an example.”
And you laugh, because it sounds funny, something out of a movie, not something people really say to each other. Cooper gets that look, a half-sneer, like an older brother about to pound you, only you never had an older brother, just Cooper. “I’m serious.”
“Okay,” you say, and dump the chicken bone.
“Nick,” he says, and puts his palms together like he’s praying, and for a second you’re back in the front room of a shitty cinderblock apartment, watching Cooper make the same gesture at you over a bloodstained body. “Nick, Nick, Nick, Nickie. I need you, brother.”
And you sip your beer and listen to Mick Jagger tell you that ti-iiime is on your side, and think about the best night of your life.
#
There is the smell of popcorn and nachos, the growl of hundreds of people talking and betting and shouting. The meaty thump of boxers warming up with their trainers, one-two-back, fists quick and feet flickering. A ring girl, five-feet-nine-inches of toned grace in tight jeans and a black bodice chatting up the muscled soldiers at the Army booth. This is the Golden Gloves, and tonight is the Finals, and you are fighting next.
You stand beside the ring, legs moving like a jogger at an intersection, gloves up, savoring the good looseness of your muscles. There is fear, but you picture a tiny basement room with a bare bulb dangling, and shove your fear in and lock the heavy oak door. From the front row, your girlfriend cheers as you slip between the ropes.
Your opponent has tattoos around both biceps and two inches of extra reach. You saw him last year, and he is good. For a moment your fear bangs on the door, the hinges straining and frame rattling.
You dance the first round. Land a jab, then a hook, then take one coming out, sudden stars and black spots. The crowd roar is static singing loud as the adrenaline in your blood. When the round is over, you spit water into a bucket, and it comes out pink.
The second goes badly, and a split appears in the center of that door. Your trainer rubs your shoulders, tells you it’s not over yet. You just have to believe.
The third and final round, your opponent comes out mean. His eyes look through you. You block one punch, juke out of another. Your shoulders scream and your body has that hot trembly feeling of failing muscles. You throw a jab, but he bats it away and steps forward, winding up a swing that will knock you back to grade school.
But you remember what your trainer said, and you think of her in the front row, and instead of dodging, you step forward with a left hook to the belly that steals his wind. He pauses, just for a moment, but it’s enough. You cock your right and let yourself believe.
Then the other guy is on the ground, and though he gets up quick, the ref counts him standing, and stares into his eyes, and then shakes his head. The bell rings and the fight is yours and the crowd goes crazy, and finally you can hear it not as static but as hundreds of voices yelling in joy for you, surrounding you, making you part of something, and a rep from Pipefitters Local 597 hands you a trophy, and the photographer shoots a picture, the flash bright even under the lights, you with one arm up and the trophy in your other hand and your girlfriend in the background, long brown hair flying as she runs to the ring.
You have never felt this good before. It’s unbearable to think that this will fade, leave you nothing but a cheap trophy and a job at the Shell station, and so you walk over to the recruiting tent, where the soldiers slap your shoulders and call you a man and say it was a hell of a fight, and that they need men like you, guys who believe and won’t quit.
And you sign up.
#
You PT until you puke. You hurry up and wait. You learn close infantry tactics and Arabic phrases and the name of every component of your weapon. You watch war movies you’ve already seen a hundred times. But this time is different. You’re part of something. A soldier, a lean, mean, killing machine ready to kick ass for your country.
A group of you go for tattoos. Crossed rifles and slogans and death’s heads. You can’t decide, think of backing out. A tall, funny kid named Cooper puts his arm around your shoulders, says, “Come on, buddy. Don’t let us down.”
You get an American flag on your bicep. Later, looking in the mirror, you flex arms grown thick with muscle, and the flag seems to wave, and you feel a surge in your chest, a soft fluttery feeling like a girl’s fingers brushing your skin.
#
“So how much do you owe this Vance guy?”
Cooper shrugs. “Ten grand.”
You blow a breath. “I don’t have that much.”
“Wouldn’t matter if you did.” He shakes his head. “I heard through a friend, Vance is sending a guy to waste me. Wants to show that even a soldier isn’t exempt.”
“Can your buddy help?”
“He’s just a friend, not a buddy.”
“What about the guy who’s coming after you?”
“I’ve never met him. But he’s got a bad reputation.”
You lean forward, put your boots on the bar rail. You wear jeans and a T-shirt these days, but the boots are a hard habit to quit. The thing the Army, it gets into you. It’s designed to, to teach you to walk and talk and shit the Army Way, to break you down and make you part of a larger whole. That was what you liked about it.
You say, “Maybe you should get out of town.”
Cooper stares at you. “Hey Nick,” he says, softly, “fuck you.”
And the heat rises in your cheeks as you remember Cooper behind the M240 Bravo, fingers pulsing in tight clenches that rip the air with explosions. Fighting for his country, shouting and firing as you stand next to him, readying the next ammo belt and trying not to panic. Your first firefight is nothing like you expected, not like the movies you’d watched or video games you’d played. You don’t feel like a lean mean killing machine, not even a little bit. There is a flash, and then a rocket hits the vehicle ahead, knocking it sideways in a wave of flame. You point to where the man had fired, and Cooper swings the machinegun, the bullets tearing chunks from walls and kicking up dust.
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