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THE CONQUEST OF OILA
Fok Killing
I changed oil for one year during school. Then I needed upward mobility. There were some cars I could have stolen for the parts. I knew where to take them. There were drugs I could have tried to move, but for that I didn’t really have the connections, wasn’t what you would call middle class, so I could not exactly get on the lucrative end of that trade. You want to make money off drugs you got to have class and move among those people. My mother taught me that. I think she saw drugs as her chance at upward mobility but drugs for some people means your mobility has tapped out. And since I saw myself as just getting started, I joined the Army.
They helped me get the GED, the recruiters. They talked to me a lot, so that in basic training I knew just what to expect – just hard, man, go hard and do what you’re told – and just like they promised I came out of it a man. I felt strong, decisive, and so full of energy it seemed a shame that I had to go to Iraq. I mean, I felt now I could really do something here in the states. Make it good, make a good life. I felt I could finally afford to move somewhere curious, somewhere I just wanted to see, somewhere – California or Arizona – somewhere I was compelled to live and love the sun and sky and life the way I never had, the way I had never dared dare, and could scarcely dream. Somewhere, man, alive. After basic, I said to myself, I want to try it out west, I want to ride this life out there into the dry sun and shine of the southwest. That was almost the most glorious moment of my life, that longing, and I knew I was going to make it. Felt I knew what life was, after basic. These dreams got me through sometimes. I got through well enough. Except then I had to go to Iraq.
In Iraq, let me put this delicately, we had to give people the fokken business. The fokken business. You think they wanted us there? Not enough of them. You think we wanted to be there? Almost nobody. It felt like eastern Ohio all over again, except more of a throwback to when Ohio was the Western frontier in a bad year where you had nothing but nothing, and attacks.
In Iraq we were like camouflaged cowboys, and the Indians were everywhere. I thought a lot about the Western movies I had seen growing up. A lot of people died in those Westerns. I thought about Clint Eastwood in The Outlaw Josey Wales. He made it. And he even made peace there among the Natives. He made peace for a little group of people along a creek with pure water and a beautiful stand of cottonwoods. And when the federal Army came riding up to capture or kill Josey Wales, his little clan fought off the Army from their bit of paradise along the creek. In fact, they killed every last soldier. It wasn’t like most Westerns. It sure as hell wasn’t like Iraq. Then they sang and danced and celebrated life. Okay, well there I was in the Army. In Iraq I did not really know what I was – soldier, Indian, settler, invader, or simple jobber. Made it hard to work out my dreams sometimes. Made it hard to carry the day. One day I said to myself, Fok Killing. I kept saying it over and over again. Fok Killing. Fokken killing.
In Iraq, I dreamed of the day when all the officials whose big idea it was to send us over here, would themselves report for duty to the battlelands. I dreamed of the officials driving bright yellow Volkswagen Bugs around the most dangerous roads in Iraq, ahead of the humvee troop carriers, to find and defuse IEDs. Boom! Oh look, there goes the good Senator flying in little pieces across the bright Iraq sky. Thank you Senator, you served your country.
Instead of going through the bloody mess and trouble of conquering Iraq I began to think it would have been much easier to simply offer the place US statehood, make it the 51st state. The name "Iraq" would have to go. It's too foreign or native sounding. Something like Oila would work. Oila has a nice melody to it like Iowa and Ohio and Oklahoma and Indiana and other rock solid US names. And unlike Iraq, now, these states have relatively limited refugee flight, despite their migrant labor farms and their industrial belts of rust. Despite my own situation.
But that was not the way Iraq panned out. Just clearing the prairie, going for that liquid gold. The Air Force needs oil to make fuel to drop bombs to secure oil to make fuel. It's quite a business. But what do I know? I was busy in those years avoiding getting blown up and blowing things up there in balmy Iraq.
Survived my hitch. Two years. And then miracle of miracles did not get stop-lossed. They tempted me with tens of thousands of dollars worth of re-up bonuses and extras. I walked away.
I bought a car and drove through little tough towns in eastern Arizona. Kept driving. Cruised through Tucson, checked out Phoenix, sprawl and all, and then returned to Tucson. Got a job changing oil. Later, a municipal maintenance job; next, the same sort of work but for the federal park system. Now, if a truck breaks down out there among the saguaro, I’m the one to fix it.
No one asks me about my time in Iraq. No one really knows. I guess it's just as well, because if they did, I would have to tell them about my idea of having the officials drive ahead of the soldiers and fly across the desert sky.
Maybe someday I’ll go back to eastern Ohio and see what's still there but that time is not now. I’m not ready to see what's left. I’m not ready to face myself so far from anyone's dreams, least of all my own. I’ve come a long way in America. It ain’t Iraq. It ain’t Afghanistan, Pakistan, AfPak. It ain't Oila. It ain't Ohio. I am where I am. Sometimes I think I'd like to enter a second and different kind of basic.
I've come a long way. And I plan on going a long way more.
ONE
GRIEF IN THE PROVINCES AND BATTLEFIELDS OF THE US EMPIRE
(CHPTS. 11 & 12 IN HOMEFRONT. KUWAIT, IRAQ, NEW MEXICO, PENNSYLVANIA.)
Cut to downtown small town Little League baseball field. Carolyn Thompson, mother of Aaron Thompson, sits on wooden bleachers badly painted. She stares out over an empty field. She looks like Cindy Sheehan. A US mom.
Dissolve to Kuwait, just south of the border with Iraq – sandstorm – two soldiers walking in uniform between tents – Aaron Thompson and his best buddy, Juan Garza. It is the month before the March 2003 US ground invasion of Iraq.
Hollywood knows how to do war scenes, or at least loves to. Let Hollywood do it. Tents and camouflage the color of sand in light and shadow. Sand the color of sand.
Windstorm, sandstorm. Gets in everything, up your nose, in your eyes, cracks your skin, bites like gravel in food.
Aaron and Juan talk about Kuwait, their camp near Iraq, as moonscape, as Mars. They wonder what they are doing in the military, in Kuwait.
Cut to blown-up Humvee. First days of the invasion, southern Iraq. Aaron in blood, his heart exploded. Juan who sat next to him in the troop transport miraculously survives. Aaron miraculously dies. Before the body bag is zipped shut, Juan pulls a plastic baggie of papers out of Aaron’s small arms protection I jacket, pulls it from one of the torn open pouches containing ceramic plates.
Stashes it in a pocket to inspect later.
The US launches the big thunder run into central Baghdad designed to break the back of the remaining resistance. It works. Juan is scared and determined to blow up everything in sight. He is the main gunner on top of the truck. They pass palm trees torn in half. Tidy houses scorched and crumpled. They pass a small car smashed, a family. The father crying and weeping. His children ages 3, 4, and 6. One with his fingers cut off. The other with one arm smashed half off her body. The other dead.
This is the war the US decided it had to have. War? That is, massacre. Just clearing out the prairie. Going for that black gold.
Cut to New Mexico. Juan Garza standing alone on top of a mesa. He has Aaron’s baggie and papers in his hand. He reads them aloud and at length, articles describing the many dangers, radioactive dangers of depleted uranium spewed by US artillery throughout southern Iraq during the first Gulf War, the possible main cause of Gulf War Syndrome, long denied by the US. It has helped to create an overall casualty rate of about 1 in 3 of all US soldiers who served in the first Gulf War, Juan reads. These are US government figures, underreported – probable cause denied. Now he too has been fighting and living around depleted uranium all this time in Iraq.
Juan screams at the top of his lungs, on the mesa. His scream goes unheard – the sound is cut except for a barren wind that fills the world. The camera pulls back from Juan and the mesa.
He composes himself. Begins the trek off mesa.
Cut to Carolyn Thompson. She is sitting in the bleachers of the Little League ballfield staring across an empty expanse.
This whole time – from the very start, from Little League, to Kuwait, to Iraq, to New Mexico – there is a drum solo. Sometimes loud. Sometimes soft. On the mesa there are Navajo chants that set the scene and strike the chords. Strike them all.
From here on, occasional drums.
TWO
GRIEF OF THE FAMILY OF A SOLDIER KILLED IN GREATER OILA
(CHAPTERS 3-7 IN HOMEFRONT. THE FAMILY HOME. RURAL PENNSYLVANIA.)
Cut to Carolyn Thompson – mother of Aaron, Mike, Ruthy, Ellen – on the front stoop of her home. Husband Glenn at her side. An army of cameras and journalists face them on the yard. Vans, SUVs, cars fill the long gravel and dirt drive. Aaron is one of the first US soldiers killed. A big story.
CAROLYN THOMPSON – “He died for all of us.” As soon as it passes her lips she does not quite believe it. She does not let on.
There are many questions from the journalists whom Carolyn and Glenn have come out to meet. Mike stays inside. Ruthy has driven into town for pain reliever. She goes to the gas station convenience store near the Little League ballfield. An excuse, really, to leave the house for a short while.
Carolyn is the focus. Glenn adds a few words of his own. Mostly he is there on the stoop to support his wife, to help her through the moment, though he looks as if he needs comfort as much as anyone.
CAROLYN THOMPSON – “He died for all of us.”
The reporters ask questions. Simple questions. Where was he? How long had he been there? How did he feel? What did he think and say? What did he see? How often had they heard from him? Afterwards, all Carolyn would remember saying - ”He died for all of us.”
She and Glenn return inside. Cameras whir, snap, buzz – hard plastic and steel like guns. The journalist army remains encamped, a family besieged.
Mike has been listening through the door. His mother hugs him.
MIKE – “I wish you would have let me run them off.”
CAROLYN – “This was for Aaron.”
Carolyn and Glenn go into the kitchen. Carolyn sits at the table, stares across. Glenn putters at the stove. Heats water in a stainless steel pot. Looks like he doesn’t know what he is doing. Glenn prepares tea.
CAROLYN – “No military funeral.”
GLENN – “I don’t know that we get the choice.”
CAROLYN – “No. Military. Funeral.”
GLENN – “Why not let them take some of the blame?”
CAROLYN – “We’ll bury our son ourselves.”
Glenn and Carolyn remain back to back. Glenn stares out a window. Camera angles reveal little or nothing outside the kitchen.
CAROLYN – “I wonder what it’s like in Iraq.” She would like to visit, see the spot where Aaron was killed. She would have to be transported there and back instantly as she could not stand the travel. Not mentally, she thinks.
GLENN – “A mess.”
CAROLYN – “It’s an ancient land, a holy land. You don’t have to read the Bible to know that.” Carolyn has not much read the Bible, or the Koran. Sometimes she goes to church. She has done yoga for her back.
GLENN – “A mess.”
CAROLYN – “Where’s Mike?”
GLENN – “I don’t know.”
CAROLYN – “He died because of us. Not for.”
GLENN – “He did no such thing.”
CAROLYN – “Because of everyone. Not for.”
Glenn seems gripped by the view beyond the window.
CAROLYN – “We all went to war. Didn’t we?”
Glenn looks to the ceiling above the window.
GLENN – “No.”
CAROLYN – “And for what?”
Cut to Mike or walk camera through the house to a room on the opposite end. He is looking at a picture of Aaron and himself in their Little League baseball uniforms posing for the camera. A phone rings. He looks at it. It rings again. He picks it up. A reporter.
They talk about Aaron, Mike does. Mike’s views on the war come out. His understanding is that the invasion of Iraq is illegal and immoral. He has not been outspoken about it, until now. He goes into detail now. He never knew Aaron’s views. It was not talked about. Mike sent Aaron the big Stephen King novels he asked for. Aaron joked he could strap them on his chest to stop tank fire.
Ruthy enters, back from town. Mike hangs up.
RUTHY – “Where’s mom?”
Mike nods toward the kitchen. “I think the Joneses are here.” Their neighbors, and longtime family friends.
RUTHY – “I heard Mom on the radio.”
MIKE – “I tried to stop her. I just got off the phone with a reporter myself. Told them the war is illegal and immoral.”
RUTHY – “You did that?” She sits down on the couch, at an angle.
MIKE – “I felt I had to.”
RUTHY – “God.” She doesn’t so much say it as breathe it and she isn’t thinking at all about any god, or even the war. She is simply, utterly fatigued. For the moment she doesn’t care what Mike says or said.
She looks toward the kitchen. She settles back into the couch. Then stands and goes into the kitchen. She comes up behind Carolyn, squeezes lightly her mother’s shoulders and then the hands that rise to her own.
RUTHY – “Town’s busy.” She greets the neighbors. “You braved the crowd outside.” The neighbors have brought over warm food.
JUDY JONES – “‘Neighbors – coming through’, that’s all we said.”
BOB JONES – “I told them to clear out. I’ll see to it when we go.”
RUTHY – “They’re all over the place.”
JUDY – “We just kept moving, Honey. Pushed right through.”
The couple stay another twenty minutes or so, trying to cover the awkwardness with admonishing comments about the reporters. When they leave, Mike comes into the kitchen.
The family sits around the table just as they had the previous evening after receiving word of Aaron’s death. Carolyn turns a mug of hot tea around in her hands. Glenn stares at the steam, looks again to the window.
CAROLYN – “Ellen should make it back from college this afternoon.” The youngest child.
Mike gets up from the table.
Ruthy leans forward. She laces her fingers together. She feels a gathering inside herself.
RUTHY – “The US attack is criminal. That’s what Mike said to a reporter on the phone just now.”
Mike stops at the kitchen exit. Has she meant to wound him? Does she mean to hold him? Is she angry with him? Does he have any right to leave the table? Is she trying to keep the family together? Trying to pool all their thoughts? Trying to put everything out in the open?
GLENN to MIKE – “What’s the point?”
MIKE – “It’s what I think, is all. Like I told Ruthy, I felt I had to say it. I think I do. It’s the officials and leaders, it’s their fault.”
GLENN – “Does that do anything for Aaron? How does that help us?”
MIKE – “I guess we could have talked about it earlier, the war and all, I don’t know. Maybe we were afraid.”
GLENN – “I’m not afraid of anything.”
CAROLYN – “Michael – “
The doorbell chimes.
The phone rings.
Carolyn sits still in chair. Glenn leans over tea. Mike goes to the door. Ruthy reaches for the phone.
THREE
GRIEF OF THE SENATOR RELATIVE OF THE SLAIN SOLDIER
(CHAPTER 13 IN HOMEFRONT. WASHBURN. SENATE OFFICE IN DC.)
Cut to the office of Senator Sam Washburn – cousin of Carolyn Thompson. They grew up together. The senator’s position on the Iraq invasion has been made to appear complex. In reality, his votes support the war, provide its funding. He bought it, he owns it.
The date is yesterday, so to speak – just after the March 2003 launch of the US ground invasion.
The senator's daughter Jamie walks into his office with a look in her eye that all but accuses him of the killing of Aaron Thompson – the US soldier from Senator Washburn’s district who has not survived the first weeks of the invasion. Aaron is not just any soldier, of course, he is a relative, their cousin Carolyn’s son, the brother of Jamie’s cousin and friend, Ellen. As an intern, Ellen worked with the senator's staff the previous summer, an efficient young woman to whom his daughter has grown close.
JAMIE – “Aaron Thompson is dead. Rocket propelled grenade. Roadside ambush.”
Senator Washburn knows. He learned of Aaron’s death earlier that day from a military buddy who sent him a confidential heads-up.
SENATOR – “How again?”
JAMIE – “RPG.”
The senator is tempted to crack a Brazil nut. He likes to snack on them in the afternoon. He takes his time peeling the shell, tossing it bit by bit into the trash.
SENATOR – “Carolyn…” He trails off. He will have to call her.
JAMIE – “It will wipe her out.”
SENATOR – “I doubt that.”
JAMIE – “It’s a horrible thing, any way you look.”
The senator directs his gaze to the miniature titanium globe on his desk. The globe is a gift from a Nigerian oil executive who works for Texaco.
The senator’s Vietnam War medals hang on the wall behind him.
SENATOR – “Bomb them.”
JAMIE – “Excuse me?”
SENATOR – “Nothing.”
He spins the globe absently with one finger. The globe whirls on the greased axis. The axis fits precisely into a semi-circular frame, the continents a blur, the axis invisible.
Jamie closes the door and sits on the other side of the desk, beyond the Brazil nuts, beyond the titanium globe.
JAMIE – “I need to make a change.”
SENATOR – “Is now the best time for that?” He pushes the globe a few inches to the side.
Jamie has problems with a number of his positions, the senator knows. In fact, he understands that long before the death of Aaron, Jamie struggled with whether or not she should continue on in her present capacity as staff aide. She could easily get other work around the capital. A couple environmental organizations have expressed interest in bringing her on board to lobby the senator.
JAMIE – “You don’t want to know why, I bet.”
SENATOR – “It has to do with policy, I assume.”
JAMIE – “Policy.” She may as well have spat the word.
The senator eyes the Brazil nuts, thinks of picking one up between the tips of his fingers. He does that sometimes when thinking. But there does not seem to be much worth thinking of now.
SENATOR – “I would like to support you in whatever you choose to do.” The ambiguity seems necessary. It pleases him a bit, though he suspects the words are perceived by his daughter as distant, and distancing. “If you would like to work in some other capacity around the office, or as consultant….” He trails off. He is being rejected, he knows. His policies, that is, he reminds himself. His policies are being rejected.
JAMIE – “You won’t reconsider, and reverse course on Iraq?”
SENATOR – “Consider, of course. But change is another matter. I respect your point of view, you know that. And I respect your decision to move on, if that’s what it is. There’s no question, you’re welcome to continue here, or to return at some point, should you choose. The decision is yours.”
JAMIE – “I’ll let the others know.”
Now Jamie and the senator's glances fall everywhere in the office but upon one another. No mention of Aaron.
Jamie leaves.
FOUR
REMORSE OF EX-WARRIOR JIM FIELDER TO REPORTER LYNN JACKSON
(CHAPTER 14 IN HOMEFRONT. GLORY. INTERVIEW IN A SPORTS STADIUM.)
- THE FILM WITHIN THE FILM – EX US WARRIOR'S EPIC ORAL RECOUNTING OF HIS YEARS OF MILITARISTIC EXPLOITS ABROAD – WHILE YOUNG ATHLETES TRAIN ON THE FIELD BELOW THE BLEACHERS OF THE INTERVIEW -
in part:
LYNN JACKSON – Well, tell me, after the news show with Jane Wallace and Tolliver, in that hotel room, what was your reaction?
JIM FIELDER – I ordered a pizza. What else was I going to do? I turned off the TV, fixed a drink, took it all at once. Something stupid like that. I was about to pour another when I changed my mind and ordered a pizza. Just to do something, to have a reason to sit outside and smoke, and wait. Figured I would feel okay in the morning if I didn't do anything dumb like get drunk over a TV show.
LYNN JACKSON – That could have been you in jail.
JIM FIELDER – Should have been, right? I felt fine the next day. I remember the sun shining through a thin gap in the curtains, those horrible flower curtains that are made out of sandpaper, it seems. I remember thinking how willing, how gullible I had been early on, before Vietnam, believing the convenient side of corporate news and military propaganda, the government dronings about how two plus two equals fourteen. It hardly matters that the official stories are so easy to contradict when you simply go to the independent press. How many people know or have time to do that? It's a marvelous web we're caught in. Just look at Guatemala, one of our little protectorates in Central America. Over the past few decades, 200 thousand killed, mostly civilians, backed by US military training and supplies and advice and support for Guatemalan security forces that couldn't gain or keep power otherwise, not without vast terror. And in El Salvador, 80 thousand dead. In southern Africa, two million killed in a decade ten years ago, backed in part by the US. Many more killed since then. It's not pretty. Or look at East Timor, the incredible slaughter there courtesy of US guns and support, same old story. And the former Yugoslavia. And Columbia where the candidates closest to the popular will get assassinated, dropped like flies. Money and control. Money, the measure of life. My measure, too. The thing is, the US has been the richest country in the world for decades. It doesn't have a wealth problem. It has an equality problem and a democracy problem, an official lack of will for both, all lip service to the contrary.
LYNN JACKSON – And you went along with that for years.
JIM FIELDER – We're all complicit. Like I told you. And when I first started to get wise to the bottom line, I began moving around, traveling as much as I could in Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, quizzing reporters on what they had seen, what they tried to get published and didn't, what actually got published and what got edited out. Do you know the US press kept the bombing of Cambodia secret for a year? Not because all of Indochina didn't know about it, but because the US public might likely not have been too thrilled. They've underreported the US bombings in Iraq too, and that's a lot of civilians that die in those – never mind the wounded and disfigured.
Jim and Lynn watch a javelin wobble and arc across the field below. It seems to take off from the boy's arm with little effort and land and skid with scarcely a sound.
JIM FIELDER – But while in Vietnam, I turned to books on US foreign policy reading as widely as I could given the war conditions. I went through texts on the history of Indochina and while on leave stateside collected pamphlets and articles dissenting from the war on moral grounds mainly, as opposed to tactical. I smuggled some of these back to Vietnam to study, and then the day my commanding officer and a spook confronted me in the barracks I was ready. I had seen intelligence following me for weeks so I had burned some of the anti-war books and thrown the rest into the latrine. My gear was searched and they came up with a paper I was writing, titled 'The Enemy Within' – a kind of philosophic critique, a criticism against the anti-war movement written with the idea of covering myself. Nothing came of it, and I never got that manuscript back. I had been thinking of the spooks long before they were thinking of me. I mean those guys are so indoctrinated with what is said to be rather than with what actually is, that it wasn't too hard to keep a jump ahead. They didn't have the capacity to get me," Jim tapped his head, "despite their education, or actually because of it. Their education, implicit and explicit both, the fuggin ideology, soft and hard. But hell, half the ideology got me too, and that was enough. You can think as quick as you want but if you don't enable yourself to see and hear the world around you, if you don't go looking for it in the first place you're just spinning on nothing. I mean you can think you're a holy man fighting a holy war or a nobleman fighting the glorious fight never noticing the Attila the Hun type policy you carry out. Never noticing yourself. I mean it's grotesque. I was caught up in it too, though maybe not as bad as some of the guys. I tried to keep my own mind, figuring it would help me stay alive, help me prosper, realizing early on that it would always be a struggle, always take work, that it was always an open question as to whether I was in touch with the real or not. I'm a survivor. If I was going to risk my life terrorizing and slaughtering the peasant societies of Indochina I would do it free of self-deceit, take full responsibility for the reality, the devastation, the napalm, the bullets, I would fly deep into that heart of darkness and bomb with my eyes wide open. I would be made neither ignorant, nor fool, nor zealot, nor dupe by the military, the government, the media. And so I felt I kept my sight, even gained vision during the war. I was an exception, I thought. While others were overwhelmed, blindsided, you know. Clueless. I figured my one responsibility was to know what I was doing, know what was going on around me. And since it all seemed unstoppable, it didn't matter whether I went along or got out. I mean, it looked like the war was some irresistible disaster like a natural phenomenon given the immense power and commitment of the United States. We were fighting poor farmers who plowed with water buffalo. Millions of Indochinese would have been killed with or without my participation so it didn't matter, I didn't matter, I was utterly expendable I believed and so was able to go on with a focused and strong will, if a vaguely haunted conscience while farmers were blasted out of their fields, and teachers and children bombed out of their schools, and babies blown out of their swaddling clothes. A meaningless cog in the machine of my country is all I thought I was. It's not like I was dropping the bombs, the napalm myself. And I hardly did any shooting on the ground either. Mostly I was the supplier, so I felt removed. I felt that in the end it could not be said that I was actually the murderer, because I was not, not directly, for the most part. I wasn't pulling triggers, you know, it wasn't direct." Jim gestured with his hands. "I thought, you can't stop a blizzard with a peace sign. I flew supplies on tax dollars, at the request of the government, with the complicity, by and large, of corporate America, the corporate media, and manufacturers of all sorts. Same thing today, with the ongoing attack against Iraq, greater Oila, call it, and the occupation. We were all involved and still are. Lots of people pulled lots of triggers and so one trigger meant nothing, I thought. I was completely replaceable.
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