YOUR MOTIVATIONAL PRATNER THROUGH THE SOLCESSES AND
FAILURES IN LIFE, DEICATED TOWARD STRING TO ACHIEVE LOFTY
GOALS. BYLINES ON AWILY ISSUES, OUTDOORDVENTURES, ART,
NATURE, ENDURANCE FRANG, WORLDWIDE TRABL, FOOD &
SPIRITS, TOBBACCO, MD VARIOUS HOBBIES.

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 2,2009

A Thousand Failures

| was on top of the world, with my family in trail. Alpha male, trophy wife, great
job, beautiful kids. Then came the separations. And war. And jail. No job.
Bankruptcy. Foreclosure. Failed business. Loss of friends. Our family remained
strong; my wife was the emergent rock. And now we're picking up the pieces of
our life, one small victory at a time. You know what? We're winning. Stay tuned for
more.

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARMY, 2009

Patton, Roosevelt, and the apostle Paul

"Success is how high you bounce when you hit the bottom." A lot of us can relate
to the 'hitting the bottom' par t. This simple phrase by Georgie Patton is one of
many | turn to to keep me motivated after a heavy blow. Teddy Roosevelt says
that "The boy who is going to make a great man must not make up his mind merely
to overcome a thousand obstacles, but to win in s pite of a thousand repulses and
defeats."

| find these quotes to be paramount to my positive psychological development.
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Patton stresses the importance of self -confidence in a letter to his son. He defines
courage as "the fear of holding on a minute longer ." Pretty profound man.

The Biblical apostle Paul was no stranger to ill fate. The man was spat on, jailed,
and eventually beheaded for his faith. He says to "count it all Joy when you fall
into diverse temptations (various trials); knowing this, that the  trying (testing) of
your faith works patience." He also says that "the sufferings of this present time
are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us."

Next is probably my all -time favorite, also from Teddy Roosevelt. He talks about
the 'man in the arena, who | envision as being the blue -collar worker, or the
person who continually puts out (I hear you, chuckling perverts) or puts their neck
on the line in the accomplishment of daily activities. "The credit belongs to the

man who is actually in the arena, who strives valiantly, who knows the great
enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause; who, at
best, knows the triumph of high achievement; and who, at the worst, if he fails, at
least fails while d aring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and
timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.”

Ladies and gents, jot them down and put 'em in your pocket. Your notebook. Your
wallet. And your fortune cookie reading of the day is: "T he essential conditions of
everything you do must be choice, love, & passion.”

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 6,2009

American Dreamwriters, LLC

Today | published the Organizational Charter for a non -profit writing company, the
501 c(3) package for which is still pending. Simultaneously, | registered a for -profit
contract writing company locally. The nonprofit idea started when two individuals
talk ed to me about helping them write and publish their books...it grew into an

idea to assemble a team of writers --local, remote, whatever --and start
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interviewing folks to keep an ongoing history of key US events through the eyes of
the beholders, so-to-speak Present target: The Greatest Generation; they're dying
off at the cyclic rate. With a good marketing plan, a loud voice, and a little fiscal
backing, this could be a go. Hey, | may spit out a lot of new ideas, but I'll bet
Thomas Edison achieved looney satus in his locale before he perfected his
contribution to society. Roll on, dreamers!

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 6,2009

A Veritable Smorgasbord

The Hungarians have this great snack food. Okay, they've got lots of them. But this
one, THE one, is called Langos (pronounced "Lahn Gosh" with a long O in gosh).
Now, I'm not gonna pretend to know what kind of magical ingredients go into the
fried pancake that the treat's flavorful empire is built upon, but the gist is this:
toast something (bread, bagel, pita, whatever), rub it down with a little butter,
okay alottabutter, then with the sliced end of a garlic clove. If you're like me,

you'll run the garli ¢ through a press, or dice it finely, then salt it, let it sit, add a
few drops of EVOO and work it into a spread. Slather the bread. Now cover in a
thin layer of sour cream. | like to sprinkle a pinch of sugar over the top of that.
Now pour a glass of Calernet and keep your dukes up to ward off two -legged
household scavengers. If you're a guy, don't forget to bust out your Sham -WOW!
and wipe down the mess you just made. And slap yourself if you have a Sham -
WOow!

SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 8,2009

The Musical Spice of Life

Variety in music? But of course! Don't limit yourself to two or three genres;
broaden your musical horizons. Here's a list of my favorite songs...paired wit h my
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favorite "best" activities (or not).

Dinner music: anything Dean Matrtin.
Moonlight Serenade, by Glen Miller

Running:

Calibria, by Enur (Genre--Funky?)

Smack That, by Eminem & Akon (Rap)

Gimme More, by Britney Spears (Pop)
Promiscuous, by Nellie Furtado (Pop)

Let it Rock, by Kevin Rudolf & L'il Wayne (Hip -hop)
Love Lockdown, by Kanye West (Hip-hop)

Dancing: Dance Like This, by Wyclef Jean (Dirty Dancing Havana Nights
Soundtrack)

Mueve la Cadera, by Projecto Uno (Spanish Pop)

Drinking song: The 8th of November, by Big 'n' Rich (Country)
Um, yeah:

Slow Motion, by Juvenile & Soulja Slim (Rap)

Stir it Up, by Bob Marley (Reggae)

Aggressive 'make up' song:

The Chemicals Between Us, by Bush (Alternative)

Feel Like Making Love, by Bad Company (Rock)

Karaoke solo: Cumbersome, by Seven Mary Three (New Rock)

Karaoke male / female duet: Killing Me Softly

Karaoke buddies / group: What | got, by Sublime



Spinning / cycling: Maneater, by Nellie Furtado (Pop)

Fighting: Bodies, by Drowning Pool (Hard Rock)
Stupefy, by Disturbed (Rock)

Best new country music: Kenny Chesney. Phenomenal songs, stories, music
videos,concerts.

"There Goes My Life," "No Shoes, No Shirt, No Problems,"” "Anything But Mine," "The
Good

Stuff,” "Back Where | come From,” "Don't Blink," "I Go Back," "Live Those Songs,"
"Down

the Road," "When the Sun Goes Down..."

"Nothing" song:
No Rain, by Blind Melon (Alternative)
Round Here, by Counting Crows (Alternative)

Christian song:

Slow Fade, by Casting Crowns
Missing Person, by Michael W. Smith
In the Light, version by DC Talk
Reality Prayer, by Mercy Me

Best mixed song: Boulevard of Broken Songs, by Green Day / Oasis / Aerosmith
(Alternative)

Tear jerker: Sweet Jesus, by Gary Chapman (Christian)
Gospel: Shackles, by Mary Mary (New Gospel)

The River, by Noel Gourdin (New Gospel)
Stomp, by Kirk Franklin aka God's Property (New Gospel)



Disney song: Bella Notte, from Lady & the Tramp

Thinking music: Fire & Rain, by James Taylor

Cruising Music:
Anything Chuck Berry

Song from a musical:
Edelweiss from the Sound of Music Soundtrack

Love song:

I'd Die Without You, by PM Dawn (Wierd genre)

Just Another Day Without You, by John Secada (Spanish, Pop)
Everything | Do, by Bryan Adams (80's / 90's Pop, Rock)

Old rap song: Passin' Me By, by the Pharcyde(Rap)

Rock ballad: Have You Ever Needed Someone So Bad, by Def Leppard (Rock)
Smooth relaxing:

By Your Side, by Sade (Jazz, Lover's Rock)

Daughters, by John Mayer

Last song: The Dance, by Garth Brooks (Country)

Indie: Good Man, by Indie Arie (Indie Pop)

Cool apologetic: Cold, by Crossfade (Rock)

Classic American:
Jack & Diane, by John Cougar (Mellencamp)



I'm on Fire, by The Boss

Folsom Prison / Ring of Fire, by Johnny Cash

Face the Flag / Ballad of the Green Beret, by John Wayne
Mustang Sally, by Jomny Lee Hooker

Lullabye:
All the Pretty Little Ponies, by Catherine Raney (Flicka Soundtrack)

All time Favorites:

Fuel--In My Hands

Bob Marley--Mellow Mood, Could You Be Loved, No Woman...
Creed--What's This Life For, My Own Prison, One Last Breath
Puddle of Mudd--Blurry, Psycho

Anything Louis Armstrong

Inspirational:
Wind Beneath My Wings, by Bette Midler
Chariots of Fire, by (Avengelis?)

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 2009

House Rules

We have four rules in our house, that apply to our kids. (1) Love your siblings more
than your toys & stuff, or the stuff goes out the window. Loving, sharing, and

giving to eachother is mandatory, no exceptions. (2) Respect momma. She eats
first, s he's attended to first, her doors are always pre -opened, and her coffee's
fixed first. (3) Eat everything. That doesn't mean to finish your plate; it means to
eat whatever type of food is set in front of you. | tell the kids that daddy doesn't

like eggplant, but mama does. If she decides to make eggplant, I'll eat it. As a
result, our kids like garlic, onions, tomatoes, ethnic foods, spicy stuff, you name
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it. We pray before we eat, we follow the basic rules of etiquette and heavily
enforce tableside manner --except for elbows on the table in a relaxed
environment--and we can take our kids to any pricy restaurant with pride. (4)
Movies and video games are reserved for Friday nights, which over the years have
become a virtual free -for-all of pillow forts & pill ow fights, a cornucopia of candy
and snacks, and a stay-up-as late-as-you-can-handle night, with some exceptions.

Everything else in the house is negotiable. A little trash talk is encouraged.
Wrestling is allowed, most of the time. Coffee and wine are al lowed. Supervised
cooking is allowed. My boys have carried pocket knives since they were each about
4 years old. The boys, 6 and 8, drive vehicles whenever we have wide open spaces
(like grandma & grandpa'’s field). Lily puts on mama's makeup. We're not sca red of
markers and play-doh. Our kids know better than to misuse these.

When raising kids, different strokes for different folks | suppose. Looking at our
own, I'd have it no other way.

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 4, 2009

Terciera Island

The Azores are a small collection of
Portuguese islands isolated in the Atlantic,
about 2/3 of the way across the water from
the US to Europe. The islands are fun and
enigmatic, with rock-cliff coasts and quaint
fishing villages, azure pools and hidden
coves, Meditterranean -esque fields of
cultivated wine grapes and wild Anise, and a
ridiculously low volume of tourism.
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Terciera Island is home to Lajes Air
Field, which is the offici al airport of
the Azores (or Acores, per the

locals), is shared by a small US Air
Force base of the same name (Lajes).
It was here that we would often stop
during "mac" hops when | was kid

growing up overseas as a military
brat. The Military Airlift Comman d (MAC) later became the Air Mobility Command
(AMC), but it still offers a great --and free--way for US troops and their families to
travel worldwide. Later, as a crew member on Marine KC -130 cargo tankers, this
would become one of my watering holes.

e e .« #%. & The island looks incredibly quaint from
e the air. Fields are sectioned off with

stones, and drop in tiered or stepped
fashion all the way to the water.
Sheep gather in small flocks. Unlike
other islands around the world, the
water surrounding the Azores is very
deep and dark blue, which provides
excellent contrast to the white wave
tips as they slam into the weathered
sandy cliffs all around Terciera.

. On base, the aviator -types hang out at
the bowling alley. Still in their flight suits after a long flight, my cr ew would taste
the best of both worlds, washing down some of America's best mushroom -swiss
burgers with Portugal's own best, Sagres beer. After the beers, Steve Cheatham
and Reuben Hill would inevitably prey on local yokel Air Force girls, others in the



crew would head back to their rooms and shut the roladen, blocking even the
slightest light from entering their windows. After burning a $50 on the poker slots,
and in blatant disregard to the crew concept, I'd steal a walk down the steep
zigzag path overlooking the airfield and make my way out the gate, too cheap for
a cab and too lazy to don running shoes to make an adventure out of it.

Out the gate, | stay straight through a few rows of houses. A peddler's selling

liquor. | buy a local's cheap version of Ouzo, which warms the chilly wind coming
directly at me from the water; | also make a note to pick up a short, squat bottle

of Mateus (the typically rose -colored Portuguese wine that bears my name) on my
way back. A short trip across a steeply -tapered fiel d brings me to a small harbor to
my right, and the start of some beautiful cliffs to my left that wrap around the

island for several miles. | explore the cliffs from boulder to boulder, collecting
trinkets of nature and occasionally grasping the knotty cli ff face as a boulder | was
standing on gets swallowed up in white foam. The discolored rocks ten feet
overhead mark what | presume to be the high water line. This could turn into a
dangerous situation very quickly, so | decide not to venture too far.

After exploring for an hour or better, | made my way back to the small harbor.
Three small fishing boats were in port, and one of the boat captains motioned me
over. What he had was absolutely astonishing to me. Wrapped in a large piece of
leather was a collec tion of assorted whalebone, each having intricate, authentic,
and original scrimshaw art on it. If only I'd been carrying an extra $30...there was
no known ATM for miles, | was walking, and his crewman was readying the craft to
de-port and make way. | took a mental snapshot and hoped to catch the vagabond
artist again at a future date...several trips later, | never found him, or any

authentic whalebone for that matter.

When you find yourself in Terciera, or St. Miguel, or Lisbon on the mainland, grab
a seat and a nice view, down some cold Sagres, and save me a label. Until then,
follow some of my stories around the world in blogs soon to come...



SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 4, 2009

The Snozzberries Taste Like Snozzberries

My coffee cup has just been reloaded and set to "stun.” It is black and free of
sweetener, not because | think I'm John Wayne, not because | have a penchant for
the plain, and not neccessarily b ecause I like my women black, hot, and bitter.

I'm not entirely against foo -foo. I'll do hot cocoa, or powdered -cocoa-in-my-coffee
mocha, a hot toddy, hot spiced cider, or hot German gluwein. In my hot tea (my
household prefers tangy wild Sumac), | typica lly use cream and sugar in the
tradition of the Brits. Two lumps for me.

My coffee cup, which is an old and crackle -bottomed piece of Polish pottery,
always has room for a little nip. | keep my shelves stocked with every alcoholic
flavor that could even r emotely be considered an acoutrement d'cafe.

But there's something about black coffee. Brewed correctly, the liquid can harness
the very aroma that wafts through the house and wakes other members of the
family, reminiscent of an early Folger's commercial. Add cream and sugar, and the
whole flavor changes. The simplicity of pure water trickling through a mound of
ground beans, drawing the essence of each bean through the filter and ultimately
into my cup...it's what I look forward to each morning, and | wou Idn't change it for
the world.
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SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 15,2009

Treasure Hunting in North Carolina

Near the end of the Neuse River, where it meets the Intercoastal Waterway, there is a
200" strand of beach where recurring favorable tidal conditions regularly unearth
thousands of fossil shark teeth. These range in size from a few millimeters long to the size
of your hand, and come from several different types of sharks. Some teeth are long and
skinny, some are almost barb-shaped, many still have perfectly serrated edges. My wife
and | used to head out after heavy rains and collect them up by the handfuls. The strand
also produces fossil antlers, whale bon e fragments, porpise inner ear bones, the jaw
plates of skates, and in one instance, the full -sized molar of a mastadon. The shark teeth
that emerge in this area are pitch black and very shiny, and can also be found sparsely
(very rare finds) from the Caro lina coast to Deleware's Calvert Cliffs. A yellowish -white or
brown type of fossil shark teeth can be found on Florida's Sanibel Island, Texas' Corpus

Christi, and have reportedly been unearthed at inland locations such as Smithfield, VA.

The Croatan Forest of Eastern North Carolina has a large black bear sanctuary, where by
chance | have observed black bears, red and gray foxes, and a family of unreal -sized
Delmarva Fox Squirrels in their natural habitat. | would collect pignolas (pine nuts) from
the fore st floor for snacking, and have encountered some beautiful wild orchids. One of

my favorite tidbits of knowledge about this forest, is the locations of various carnivorous
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plants. Venus flytraps, pitcher plants, and sundews can all be found here.

The Uwharre State Forest is the first stretch of terrain, when approaching from the coast,
that one will experience rocks and small cliffs and areas that foster gold and precious
stones. Break out your pan or sluice, find an uprooted tree along one of the streams  like
"Dutchman's Creek," and start carefully sifting through buckets of soil or mud. Dry or

clear, shallow stream beds are a good place to look for Native American spoor...my buddy
Natcher found a nice hatchet head out there. A week's worth of panning has the potential
of filling a small vial with gold. While you're at it, drop a trotline off your canoe and snag
some monster catfish for the fire later. If you're lucky, you might see a few wild hogs.

Chunky Gal Mountain is out past Ashville, nestled in the Smokies a little ways from the
Appalachian Trail. It is freely accessible and not well -known, and the waters flowing
below the mountain are filled with garnets and occasional sapphires & rubies. Emeralds
are found in the area as well, but not on this mount ain. My wife and | made a fantastic
find on this mountain years ago, when we uncovered a vein of rubies after cracking
boulders all day. It was enough to give some geologists that we showed a collective hard -

on.

With that, | hope you'll start studying up, and that you'll plan a trip to Carolina soon. Don't

forget your hat and whip, Dr. Jones.

Thursday, February 19, 2009

(Lead, Follow,...)

..."Get the hell out of the way!" I w as paraphrasing G. Patton while traveling | -664
yesterday, heading home to Chesapeake, VA from Yorktown with my work partner Larry. A
pickup truck 500 yards in front of me loses his left front wheel (not just the tire), and
someone slams their little gas sipper into it at 65 mph, disabling their vehicle instantly.

The wheel bounces a good 25 feet in the air, over the concrete median wall and into

opposite oncoming traffic. It bounces over two cars and clips another, sending it soaring
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back over the center w all.

So anyway, I'm now parallel to the airborne wheel, changing lanes and shouting an
unheard warning to the second small car that was about to get slammed. | glanced
through my rearview just to watch the entire front and windshield of the car behind me
get annihilated.

Everybody stopped to help, everyone was okay by the Grace of God. Bringing me to my
point: people, don't be idiots. | know you're trying to 'go green.' You, your mother, and the
rest of the world. I'm proud of you. We all are. But sacrifi cing the safety (and potentially,
the lives) of your loved ones and yourself --just to save a few bucks on gas and reduce

carbon emissions? Seriously???

Bad things happen when you're stupid. I'm not saying that we should all drive tanks to
work, but those little one -seater turdmobiles and Prius hybrids have GOT to go!!! Hit a
pebble in the road, let alone a West (by gosh) Virginia buck and you may have just bought
a one-way ticket off the planet. Yay, low energy effect on the atmosphere!..SPLAT.

Happy Trails.

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 2, 2009

A Tickler, a Teaser

The following is an excerpt from a youth fiction series I've been working on for a while

now. Enjoy.

Chapter 1

Stephen Brower followed the familiar sandy bike trail to his favorite fishing spot, his
fishing rod pushed out in front of him I
ducked through the bayberry bushes, and jumped off the side of his bike while it crashed

on the beach.

k e
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OHey, 6 said Kyle. OHey, 6 Stephen responded. |t v
that had been shared between the two ever since Stephen kissed Catherine at the Sadie
Hawkins Dance in November. Both boys were, to be perfectly frank, hea d-over-heels hot

for Catherine.

But here they were now. No girls, no kissing, no drama --just two nine -year-old boys, their
poles, some bait, and a rare sea of -gbéa3swa$he E

the best spot to not only catch fish, butt o see the fish you were casting for.

Brego Bay is located on what is today known as Long Key, south of the small town of
Layton near the center of the Florida Keys. It is largely unused for fishing, or for anything
for that matter --and the low -lying pier was aged enough so that the wood was nearly
white, leached by the sand on the wind and the salt of the sea. Nevertheless, the pier was

strong and sturdy.

Kyl e was already set up at the end of the pier,
them. Stephen baited his hook and cast in, being sur e
off his flip -flops and sat about ten feet away from Kyle, letting his tanned feet dangle in

the cold water.

The boys had eagerly awaited tlee botdaywagtheof Sprir
first day that Stephends mother agreed that the
the pier. It was still winter, but it was warm outside. Kyle had been out to the pier twice

already, with some single -serving friends of opport unity.

Kyle has a pretty good life, Stephen thought as his eyes traced the fishing line from the tip
of his pole down to the water where it terminated. No, he has a really good life. For
starters, both of his parents are still together, and they actually like it that way. Then, he
gets to do pretty much whatever he wants. He has a brother, he has a sister, and he has

tons of friends. And heds got | ots of cool stuff



Stephen was so lost in his thoughts that he barely noticed the splash. He was vaguely
aware of the wooden planks rocking underneath him. Then he snapped out of it, and
looked up. Kyle was wrestling the fish of his life! He had kicked the bucket of cut bait into
the water and barely had a foothold at the extreme end of the pier. Stephen jumped up
and grabbed his shirt in an attempt to pull him back. It was then that he felt the strength

of whatever was pulling Kyle.

In an instant, Stephen was gripped with fear. Fear that he had never felt in his life.
Without thinking, he alnelt fgd |l ofhaKyll @edis hslsi butt al
he pleaded with Kyle. o0l candt!! !l 6 Kyle attempt e

happened so quickly, Stephent6és mind could not cl

SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 22,2009

Mistaken Identity...(from My Small and Mighty Corps)

FOREWORD
I didndét punch him in the stomach. | siospl y poke
and said 0hooHOO! 6 | ike the Pilsbury Doughboy. t

covered in spit. OWHO THE * %$#! DO YOU THI NK YOL
THE &* %$#! @*! SERGEANT MAJOR OF | NFAMOnRtRY TRAI NI |
career in the Marines was over, | just knew it. | mistook the shadowy figure standing

beside my rack for my assistant machine gunner, Mike Strobe. Only | could screw up this

badl vy, and on the eve of graduati on, of - all t i me
HOLEJUST WALKED UP TO YOU AND SAI D (andHOOQlelrle®s t
YOU LI TTLE. .. 6 The whole squad bay was awake nov

the last few guys stood on line. What the heck is the base Sergeant Major doing here,

anyway?


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/02/mistaken-identityfrom-my-small-and.html

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 242009

Gaining and Holding Ground

Dig! Dig! Dig!" These words resounded at football practices in high school. Coach Lambson
was hard tac, and he had two simple rules: no grabassing or showboating, and while the
ball is in play, do not stop moving your feet. If you're running a trap play, a counter, a
sweep, a QB sneak...dig your position. When you experience physical opposition, point
your body in your intended direction, get low, get aggressive, and dig dirt. Keep your feet

moving at all times. Inches count.

Many years later, | become an urban operations instructor in the Marines. One

fundamental concept of assaulting (in order to occupy a building) is to "hold your space."
Once you have physically or visually cleared an area, and your weapon is covering the
area, do not give that space back by ducking behind a wall. 'Holding space’ is an aggressive
maneuver that exploits both the mental a nd physical weakness of your enemy, by driving
forward into him. You are the lord of all you survey. You control the situation.

These fundamentals, applied to life in the real world, have remained largely unchanged.
Hold on to what you have achieved. Hold on to those you love. When times are tough, do
not buckle to ambient situational pressures. Hold what you've got, and dig dirt. As long as
you're breathing, you're moving forward. You must continue to strive and achieve. Excel.

Ever onward and upward.

Me? | buckle. | fail. | lose motivation. | become extremely apathetic, especially of things |
consider to be menial in nature. Most of the time, | feel that I'm carrying the weight of my
entire world on my shoulders. But my failures aren't for lack of trying . And the devil won't
pin me down. | am determined to continually attain new heights in this lifetime, hold my

ground, and help others along the way.
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TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 242009

Coffee to Go

| am a black coffee aficionado. This morning, | took the rare opportunity to actually sit
and enjoy my coffee, at home, on the couch. | have my favorite brands, my favorite
blends, and my favorite methods and machines for brewing --but these days, | seem to

settle for less.

The average morning will find me at 7 -11, where busybodies from every walk of life flock
to the eight continuously -brewed pots like cattle to a salt lick. Don't reach for the
"Heavenly Blend," no one touches it, so it be comes old and hellish to drink.

Starbucks makes a great 'dressed up' coffee, but the company is proof positive that if you
put enough sugar on a turd, you could probably eat it. Their (naked) black coffee tastes
horrible. Don't believe me? Try it against any other black coffee, and even if you're not a

coffee drinker, | guarantee that you will find it to be the least palatable.

Hardees, Burger King, and even Dunkin' Donuts each produce Joe that can situationally be
either good or bad, depending on a numbe r of factors: who is working on that shift,
whether they're coffee drinkers, and what type of food is accompanying the coffee, for

instance.

Wawa makes good coffee, but | don't think they can be found everywhere. My top pick?
McDonald's. Their coffee is the most consistent among fast brews. Tastes good naked, or if
you like it sweetened, it doesn't require 30 packets of sugar. You know what? | think | can

see the golden arches from here...
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TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 242009

England as a Kid

I had just hopped the last fence on my regular shortcut route from school. | was seven.
Some guy was driving off with my golden retriever, Thor, tied up in th e bed of his truck. |
screamed out that some man was stealing my dog, dropped my bookbag, jumped on my
bike, and trailed the vehicle through a steady stream of tears while Thor's bark became

more and more faint.

In their infinite adult wisdom, my parents  did not tell me that they were selling my best
friend to some random farmer. They did not tell me that we were moving overseas. They
thought it would be in my best interest to just rip the Band  -Aid off quickly. When it comes
to raising kids, it's trial and error, | suppose.

London, England. Weeks later. We left Heathrow Airport for our bed & breakfast, a stone's
throw from the Charles Dickens Museum on Doughty Street. | could only vaguely
understand what anyone was saying...within two days, | was yelled at by an old man who
accused me of 'oldin the lift (keeping the elevator door open too long) and | was doted on
by every woman | met, who collectively called me (and everyone else) "Love." We visited

a castle where | pissed on my first electric fence, behind a pear tree near the moat. We
visited the Cotswolds, where the thatched -roof houses weren't nearly as cool to me as the

fields that were home to swarms of colorful pheasants.

Fish & chips? Keep 'em. As a kid, you could've stuck them in the place where th e sun don't
shine...along with break -my-teeth British scones. It took years before | developed a taste
for those delightful pleasantries. | loved the double -decker buses, | loved the sights and
smells, and | was intrigued at seeing holly bushes for the fir st time. | enjoyed watching my
dad get frustrated at navigating the round -abouts. When the adults were pissed about the
blizzard of '86 (airport, train stations, vehicle traffic...all shut down), | had the time of

my life in a month -long wonderland.

The Dover cliffs were white with chalk and seagulls. Until the Channel Tunnel was
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completed in 1994, Dover docks were the gateway to Europe from the British Isles. |
probably made that roundtrip transit ten times growing up. And that's where | fell in love
wit h slot machines. Drive your car onto a ferry at the B&O terminal, and play slots in a
smoke-filled hallway until you hear 'Bonjour' in Calais. There was something really cool
about holding a 1 Pound coin in your hand. It was small but thick, and heavy. Win 15
pounds, and you actually feel like you've done something.

Of course, the tourist traps were great as a kid. Big Ben, the new bridge, brass rubbings at
Westminster Abbey, and the classic changing of the guard at Buckingham. I'd love to
explore England these days, but back then, you could've crapped on the world...just

gimme my freakin dog back.

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 242009

Veal Saltimbocca a la MJ

So you're having company over. Or maybe cooking for someone special. It may be that you
just want a nice meal without leaving home. Here's one of my favorites; it was top choice

at one of our Italian hangouts in Wilmington, NC. It took many evenings as a guest before |
could replicate the flavor in our own kitchen. It's a 30 - to 40-minute meal, and you'll need
veal, fresh peas, a moderate to bold red wine, some fresh sage, sliced cheese of choice
(must be compatible), 8 oz. fresh mushrooms, two cloves of garlic, salt, pepper, extra -

virgin olive oil, one ths.( -ish) butter and some unbleached flour.

Most of the time | make this using large (unfrozen) chicken breasts, not veal. The fresh
peas may be replaced by asparagus tips, snap green beans, broccoli, baby carrots, or any
combination of these. My cheese of choice for this recipe is thick -sliced provolone or
swiss, but (1) do not use the swiss on veal, and (2) the traditional Saltimbocca calls for
fresh mozzarella (white and in water, as used in Caprese) and Marsala win e, though I'm
partial to (1) Cabernet, or (2) Merlot...basically, whatever's on our counter that day. Use

a big pan (or two separate pans) if catering a group larger than four people, so that your

meal can be prepared for everyone at once. It takes too lon g to cook in waves.
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Prepare your veal or chicken by pounding it. Slice each piece across the breadth so that it
may be stuffed in Cordon Bleu style. Open each cut and lay a thin slice of prosciutto,
topped with a slice of provolone and fresh sage leaf. Fol d the veal back together, dust in
unbleached flour and saute in olive oil over medium heat until browned (both sides). Drop
a basket of fresh mushrooms and stir them around for a few minutes. Add a spoonful of
butter. Finely chop or press your cloves of ga rlic, add to the pan and stir around for about
a minute. Add wine. Granted, some drinking wines are not meant to be cooked with, but |
never followed that rule and my meal turned out great every time. When cooking with
wine, as a rule of thumb, don't use a ny bottle that you would not drink as a stand -alone

glass.

How much wine do you add? If I'm cooking for two, I'll pour from a full wine glass. If it's a
meal for, say, 6 to 8 individuals, I'll drop half a bottle. And a splash as needed. Cook until
wine thickens into a sauce, then add baby peas or asparagus, e.g.

Pre-serve aperitif: Ouzo (resist the urge to do flaming body shots). Antipasto: freddo
lumaca (chilled snails) or mussels, bowl of olives (not pitted), warm crostini. Iced water
and a slice of lem on. Serve with the same wine accoutrement, and in the tradition of

pocket Italy, let no person at the table pour their own glass. Alla vostra salute!

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009

Our Life in Letters

"Dear Petra,

I have safely arrived at Parris Island.
My Senior Drill Instructor is taking good
care of me. | am in good health and

good spirits..." this force -fed letter, or
others like it, are written en masse by

Marine Corps recruits moments after
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they touch down on the infamous yellow footprints. It was the first of an eleven  -year

relationship in the Marine Corps that was largely long -distance.

We wrote each other
every day that was
possible. We were
separated for nearly
four years
(accumulated) within
our first eight years of
marriage alone. Most
countries and missions

wherein | was

operating were either

non-permissive to electronic communicatio ns, or phones and internet were not available.

The letters were usually free for me to send, and when paper was not available, I'd
improvise. Postcards from early in the current Iraq campaign were made from Iraqi
documents, worthless currency (old Dinar) MRE cardboard and ammo boxes. I've written

letters on barf bags, napkins, and wood shims.

My wife would taunt me in boot camp, where recruits were made to physically 'pay’ for
sweet-smelling letters, lipstick marks, and envelopes containing barely -there women's
intimate wear. | should never have told her. She wanted me to get big and strong, so she
would send all of the above, usually in an envelope that said "1, 2, 3, 4, Get my husband
on the floor..." or 'SWAPU' (sealed with a push-up) or had the word " PUSH!" written all
over the envelope (knowing that | would do hundreds of push -ups in order to receive the
letter). My drill instructors loved her.



My wife's letters would chase me around the world during deployments. We continued to
write daily. | spent a year in jail. During this time, distance and visiting limitations
allowed only one visit from my wife and kids every two weeks. The daily letters

continued.

We struggled, fought, cried, and coped through letters. Our hopes, dreams, and passions
were transcribed and illustrated. It was tough, but made our relationship stronger with

every stamp. Someday, it will make a great testimony to pass to the grandkids.

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009

Man Letter 1 (2006)

MAN LETTER
No. 1
0Telling it how it iso

Wednesday, August 23, 2006

Well, good. Looks like women, and the rest of the world, are finally getting fed up with

imp-wr ested 6émetr osexual oeal mandesmonceagainestylish. BBeeveen g a

you and me, it never went out of styl e, but t hat
post an addendum to the family letter, which has been going seven years strong. The man

letter is long overdue.

I n casebgeomudsve 6in touchdé with your feminine sid
forgot that youbve got a pair, here are some ger
track. You may be a l|little rusty, but youdll get
get rudimentary. The HANDSHAKE. It should be firm, real, not overpowering, and not right

after you pissed. A slight thumbward cant may be included, but a forceful attempt to
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muscle your hand atop the opposing manl@aea hand

chall enge and an insult. Do it to me and ol 1
you shake a manod6és hand, | ook into his eyes and
handshake is stronger than a verbalrtaga eement ,
written agreement.

When you shake a womandés hand, be firm enough
Thatdods it. The only other rule when shaking a
is clean. Otherwise, tip your hat, nod, and
Here are some other basics. Wedll get advanced
spitting, belching, farting, and chewing your nails is unacceptable. Be nice to everyone

around you. Dondt fight. Walk on the catairbsi de,

last, enter last into a vehicle and exit first to help her out, stand up when she approaches
or leaves your table, open and hold the door, hold her umbrella, hell --hold her purse

evenéyou wondt have to worry aboaokandwectékeapeopl e

real man.

Now, when it comes to conduct in the househol

There are three simple rules. 1. Do NOT go to a marital counselor. These types of people
are statistically anti -male, no matter what. They will either make you angry or feminine.
They will ruin your marriage. Remember, a street bum can give good advice too, and even
the greatest family counselor cannot keep his or her own family from fighting, rebelling,

or harboring ill feelings from time t o time --all natural things. 2. As long as either drugs or
a third party are not involved, you can save a dying relationship. If you consistently suck it
up, and spoil her rotten with backrubs and dinner and flowers and house cleaning and
anything you can possibly think of, even throughout the bickering and nagging and smart
remarks, eventually you will nice her to death, and win. Win her friends and family, and
you will most certainly be victorious. Yes, this usually means less sleep for you, and more
work after a long and stressful workday. Bite the bullet and stop being a Sally. 3. Finally,

if all else fails, then your wife needs a good old fashioned dose of submission. Show her

whods boss. I f youdre | aughing r i gh thisbatlev,

t hen

say

d,

!

t

t



and that is even more imperative that you reclaim the pants. Only YOU are married to
your wife, and that means only YOU can figure out how to do this. My suggestion is to use
the force. I f youdre still toerlmadayoveddit.t o put

Conduct around other men: in the presence of
much about every subject in the world to be considered an expert for about two minutes.

This is especially true when it comes to cars, trucks, tools, guns, the outdoors, MASH, and

a few historical heroes. Know the general parts of an engine, know how shop tools work,

know how to do just about everything, or be willing to try. Your cupped hands work just

as well at unclogging a nasty toilet, asdoesapl unger (when one is not
hesitate to give a guy a ride. Dondt be afrai
a weekds worth of toilet paper. So are big I
important as the abilityto pl ay sports, unless it is basebal

national pastime, among other things) you can never know enough about. Never turn down

a beer, a chew [/ dip, a puff off a cigar, or
full 6 i s eptadl€ reason todwncdown food. Meat should be as rare as you can

take it, and that goes for pork, chicken, and seafood too. Just kidding. Seriously though,

any edible saltwater fish can safely be eaten raw. Any edible reptile can safely be eaten

raw as well --has something to do with pathogens in the blood. For goodness sake, know

her

I ec

av
d t

€ ayve

how to use a compass. Do not use a brush or C C
Know the language of the Old West. Generally, this can be done by interjecting any of the

folowi ng words into a sentence: ainoét, salt, tack,
holler, aim, fetch, maw, paw, folk, right -good, wall op, and yesdm. Give
You also need to have a few heroes to follow. For starters, may | suggest Theodore

Roosevelt, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, Steve McQueen, Charleton Heston, and Lance
Armstrong. Of course, we candt forget Chuck and
Nobody wants to hear you talk about your fights or your tae -bo dojo experiences. If you

wanna be a bad dude, justplantyour el bow in someoneds face, knoc
spit on him for no reason whatsoever. Thatdos whe

two real men become bestest buds.



To test a man for manliness, t el Ilhestraightenhldsbs got
fingers and pushes his hand out away from him (I
|l oveé) to view his nails, heds a suspect fruitce
and hope for a change. If however, the man turns his palm to ward his face and curls all

five fingers inward to inspect (li ke heds hol dir
man a Yeungling. If he performs the latter, but his thumbs remain extended, he may or

may not have a touch of thai ter-mhathé@mmdombat Dsomh e
Also universally acceptable among real men: PBR, Corona, hard cider, or root beer if he

aindt drinkin. Careful not to buy a Rolling Roctk
the man and cano6t s ideeserWwarkewith pmeficanrrealsnerroaly. B u

Bud, Miller, and Coors light beers are good ataget-t oget her, and thereds no
youbve gotta drink at all, if youdve got an acce
powerlifting competition). Black coffee, root beer, and sweet tea are the preferred

alcohol-exception drinks.

In the presence of a homosexual, do not freak out. Calmly and collectively tip your hat at

the gentl eman and simply say, OMadéam. o6 | f he wir
ohomophcdé is only used by homosexual sympathizer
with such people, simply remove them from your (

you know what to do.

Kudos to Hardees, for bringing beef back into the American dietin a big way. Piss on Spike

Lee the mega racist--the U.S. government did not send white frogmen to blow up a levee

in the middle of a hurricane to purposely kill tons of black people in New Orleans.

Congrats to all of you who are re -devoting yourselves to being REAL American

heroeséMEN. For you | ostsmeppathekéecyohopel Esenwace

soy crouton. 6

Siempre Testiculae,

MJ
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Man Letter 2 (2007)

Wednesday, February 7th, 2007

If you're a guy, reach between your legs and squeeze. If you grab air, don't worry, you're
no different than 90% of the guys | come into contact with daily. When was the last time
you DID something? You dve to work, you drive home, you're a lousy driver and a lousy
lay. You suck as a father, you suck as a husband, and you're all wrapped up in your video
game-playing self. Dude, you're a freakin' turdbucket.

Try this on for size. Take a dip in a half -frozen lake, or take up Tae -Bo, or carve your
name in the forehead of a Samurai while he's sleeping. On second thought, don't do that.
Um, don't do Tae-Bo either. Actually, Sally, here's the key: be a mentor. Be a leader. Step
up and take command of your cra ppy week, your family, and your life. You don't have
'Restless Leg Syndrome,' you're not addicted to nicotine, and 'the way you were raised'
does not beget who you are. Your past does not determine your future. You are, however,

weak.

So here's your chalenge. If you've ever thought about doing something, Do it. Don't stop
until you have! Learn a language, an instrument, or how to tango. Work your butt off, you
nasty fatbody. People will notice...and when they see you, they'll see a Jack Stud, a man's
man, a guy that doesn't need to compensate by eating his steak rare. Be the best friend,

lover, husband, and dad in the world. Be the hardest worker. Be sincere.

Sweat dries. Blood clots. Bones heal. So man up, girlfriend.

--MJ
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WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009

Man Letter 3 (2007)

Man Letter 3
Sunday, December 16th, 2007

"MJ, what gives you the right?" Well, I'm no Chuck Norris, but I've got a good nose for
sniffing out softies, and it's in my best interest to insure that the testosterone  -yielding
types of this country don't flake out. So here' ¢

Today's topic: Vegans. Now, from time to time it has occurred to me that | am too har d on
vegetarians. Everyone has the right to eat the way they please. Well, then this vegan

thing pops up (I still think it sounds like some life form off Star Trek) a year or two ago

and spreads like wildfire. Next thing you know, a vegan couple Kills thei r newborn baby by
refusing to feed it anything but organic soy milk and apple juice. Then | went nuts.

People, we are mammals. By definition, our females produce nourishing milk that is
essential for our survival. There are elements found in breast milk  that cannot be
scientifically replicated. Heck, breast milk is being used in adult cancer treatments now.

So | believe milk is an essential part of our diet.

Then, Aunt Edie wentveganiial t hough she's an amazing cook, [
awful lot of time went into making vegetables taste like hamburgers, sausage, and

pepperoni. Now I'm going to go out on a limb and say that if a group was conceived in this

country (assuming it doesn't already exist) that called themselves "fleshians," who ate

nothing but meat, they would not go to such great extremes as to make their meat look

and taste like asparagus. "Ooh, that looks delectable. What is it?" "This? It's a pork carrot.

You've GOT to try one."

People please, can we leave meat alone? We have canine teeth and strong molars that
help us tear and chew the wonderful stuff. Our bodies have been digesting it for eons with

no problems. Man up, weenies. If you've fallen by the wayside, non meat -eating
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progesterone man, give yourself a literal gut check. Dust of f the old molasses jar and cook
up a ham this Christmas. Here's watcha do:

Drop $25 on an uncooked ham ON THE BONE. Fresh, never frozen. Grab a knife and pull a
Jack Nicholson / Shining (or a Hitchcock ---"Reeent!---Reeent!---Reeent!") and stab that
thing to death. Put your oven on about 175, drop the ham for several hours and put
whatever fixins' on the ham that you want at various stages of the cooking process (what,
you didn't think | was gonna give away one of my recipies, didja?) Use a turkey baster to

fill the holes as it cooks.

Hey, gotta goémy Turducken is overcooking! Sl ay

everything,

MJ

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009

Seat Belt Laws--Live Free or Roll Over (2007)

SEAT BELT LAW&IVE FREE OR ROLL OVER

Friday, June 8, 2007

Recent seat belt laws have me all spun up. | am a husband and father of three, and a seat
belt advocate. Before | was any of those th ings, however, | was an American, and an
advocate of personal freedom. Recent escalation in the enforcement of seat belt laws has

made me question the rightness of the same.

It all started two years ago; Virginia Code changed and seat belt infractions bec ame
"primary' violationséthen came the occasional se

biweekly seat belt checkpoints, followed by Federal and State radio and television
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commercials right out of Red China. "You WILL wear a seatbelt, or you WILL get a tick et.

EVEN if you're just driving around the coerner.

plus countries in my lifetime, | can recognize propaganda. It all has a familiar tone, one
that instills fear. My wife, born and raised in a communist country, ca n also recognize it

all too well. Makes you think that not wearing your seat belt is like being a sex offender.

| started scouring the internet. Alaska, the last frontier --they implemented the primary
seat belt law recently as well. Kind of funny, they po sted an informative brochure on the
internet (www.dps.state.ak.us) telling Alaskans that the law was NOT an infringement of
their personal rights. "Oh, okay. Glad they told me." What headless voice determined this?
Will someone please justify this statemen t, and show me why it is not an infringement.
Oh, waitémaybe it's because that would be
the Constitution.

Then, last week, there was a break. New Hampshire legislators shot down the federally -
pushed State Primary Seat Belt law, because it infringed on the personal rights of its
citizens. The "Live Free or Die" State's lawmakers didn't feel that it would be what their
constituents wanted. Imagine that. Then, CNN reported that New Hampshire was one of
the only States who, in ousting the seat belt bill, also turned down significant funding

from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration for State -wide road maintenance.
| suddenly felt altogether proud of New Hampshire for not accepting such a bribe, and
ashamed of the overwhelming majority of States, namely ours, for buckling to coercion. |
was also ashamed that an arm of the federal government would unethically apply such

pressure on the States.

With our country's Two Hundred and Thirty -First Anniversary fast approaching, | look to
the Declaration of Independence. It was spawned, as explained therein, by the King of
Great Britain having established "absolute tyranny" over all states in England. One of his
tyrannical actions was "invasion on the rights of the people." If our lawmakers derive their
powers from the consent of the governed, then why wasn't there a big push for an opinion
vote upon the primary seat belt law? On an issue this big, there should have been a major

public opinion poll or campaign.



Devil's Advocate: "Un-belted motorists cost taxpayers an estimated 26 billion dollars a

year in health care. That is the greater infringement on personal freedom." Good point,
albeit flawed. First of all, the numbers are skewed so as not to reflect those dri  vers who
would require extensive healthcare regardless of seat belt use (i.e., a head -on collision
with an oncoming vehicle or a stationary object). Second, think about how much it must
cost for police to pull over drivers simply for not securing themselve s inside their own
personal property, not only in terms of taxpayer dollars but also in lives lost or damaged
due to real crime on the streets? Every night | watch the news to see between about five
and fifteen kidnappings, burglaries, sexual assaults, or murders in the Hampton Roads
area of Virginia. Every night! And every day, | see taxpayer dollars being wasted on misuse

of police assets.

Presidential hopeful Senator H.R. Clinton, among others, is trying to enforce a national
seat belt law. At the same time, she is pushing to socialize health care. If this in fact
happens, healthcare will take up a fixed amount of government money, and fluctuations

will no longer be a taxpayer burden. Will seat belt laws then be repealed?

Rethinking the issue, is it rea Ily about life and limb, or is it about money? If this is truly a
safety issue, then why do some states enforce the primary seat belt law, yet have
conflicting 'no helmet' laws for motorcyclists? Less than half of the States in the U.S.
require helmets for all riders, per the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety's website. Or
what about the lack of seat belt enforcement for limousines, classic cars, taxis, and

school buses?

What's next? Hockey helmets required for riding the escalator? Or here's one --since the
majority of all nonviolent domestic injuries occur in the bathroom, how aboutin ~ -home
surveillance to ensure that you don't use your blow dryer in the shower? Isn't the warning
label enough? Likewise, there are warning labels inside of most vehicle s, on the belt or on
the sun visor, reminding drivers and passengers of the importance of seat belt use. Inside
of your personal vehicle, these should also suffice. We don't need big brother holding our

hand when we cross the street.



Like parts of the Pat riot Act, the law of imminent domain, and President Bush's increased
surveillance measures since 911, the primary seat belt law is one more stepping stone
toward total control of all other aspects of your personal life. In the name of "safety,"

your right s disappear. Dear reader, | implore you to think of the consequences of idly
standing by as our personal freedoms are stripped away.

This is the grand experiment. Our nation is immeasurably more prosperous and
technologically advanced than any other in hi story, but we are still in diapers. Granted,
cars were not around when Jefferson signed the Declaration of Independence, but he --and
the other freedom -loving founders of this country --had the foresight to leave an effective
charter, a guiding light for all future laws to be based upon or checked against, and at it's
very root, the basic personal rights and freedoms of us all, which "shall not be infringed

upon."

MJ

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARYS5, 2009

Archive (2000)

State of the Speights

Volume lll, 1st Edition; other editions are published monthly in Botswana and Suriname

Friday, December 30, 2000

Dearest Family and Friends,

How are you all? Hope this letter finds you w ell. Figured it was about that time again ---
with so much happening around the holidays --time to write another letter. First of all,
love you and thanks for swamping our mailbox in the last couple months! It's great to
know you all think about us. Each and every one of you is uplifted in our thoughts and

prayers constantly. Don't let it go to your heads.
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Okay, now that that's out of the way, I'll give you the scoop. For those of you who don't
know, we've been out of our house since the beginning of October. We're renting it out to
some friends who have wanted to buy it for quite some time, so we included a purchase
option. They have (with permission) been making some major adjustments to the place,
moving and removing walls and everything. The tenant and his father are both
professionals, and the place looks great. We miss it a lot, and I'm honestly jealous of the
improvements that | never had the time to make.

Petra has since been living here at the nuthouse (mom & dad's place), where there are 50
yapping girls at any one given time and the incessant echo of a distant telephone (one of
three) which never materializes...>>>insert clip of sister Renee: "Where's the phone?--
ring -- MOM! --ring -- Where'd you leave the phone?!!"<<< At first we thought it'd be a gre at
idea. When we checked her into the military hospital up here, the OB/GYN/pregnancy
clinic thing was all booked, so we got referred to Chesapeake General, under a care group
called "The Group for Women." GOOD DEALIf she doesn't have to be seen by a military
doc, GREAT. She's even doing the fitness thing. "Moms in Motion," twice a week, in
addition to her brave neighborhood walking excursions in this frigid weather. While it is
nice for Petra to be here with all sorts of things to do and lots of family s upport, she's
ready to get into base housing. We've been on the housing waiting list at our new base,
Camp Lejeune (also in North Carolina), since mid -September, and have moved from #450
down to like #120. Petra will likely be having the baby here and then  moving down there,
and I'll drive up here on the weekends to see her.

As for me, I'm just a vagrant Marine without a home right now. Just graduated from
Amphibious Reconnaissance School, described as "the last HeMan school in the Marines."
Nearly three months long, and 16 graduated from a class which initially had 48 students!
Last few weeks of it were in Kew West. It was nice. Learned a lot of cool stuff, now | get

to apply it at 2nd Force Recon Co. and in the real world. Still got a bunch of schoolsto  go
to, probably starting in the next week or two. Jump, Scuba, Ranger, Sniper, the list goes
on. I'm pretty psyched. Please pray that | get to be home in early March, when the young
Joshua is due. I'm so pumped about this whole ‘dad’ thing. It's gonna be great. Even all the
messy stuff. Poopy diapers, baby puke, BRING IT ON!!l Can't wait.

Petra and | had a great holiday. | took two -and-a-half weeks off of work; we seriously

needed that. We dutifully sent Christmas cards to all of our loved ones...What's that? You



didn't get one? Stinkin' Postal Service. Actually, we didn't send cards or del iver cookies this
year, or sing Christmas carols under an open fire with mistletoe nutmeg hot cocoa in a
sleigh snowing and all that crap BAH! Hope you'll forgive us, but | was gone 'till Christmas
Eve and Petra was busy. We spent Christmas with mom, dad, Renee, and Jared (Renee's
hubby-to-be). Then for New Year's, we got all spiffed up and went to a formal ball at the
local University (Regent) with mom and dad. They tore up the floor until 3 AM, and Petra
and | did the best we could to keep up (being mindf ul of her belly).

The rest of the family here is doing great. Here's a rundown:

Dad -- Mr. "Atkins Diet," he's shed some poundage and has kept on it for several months
with no signs of quitting. Favorite saying: "What are all these lights doing on?" or, "D on't
touch my protein bread, it's $12 a loaf!" Loves: working on cars (does nothing change?) --
the AMX is screamin!

Mom-- Mrs. MOGDY. Don't tell her | said that. Just got short haircut, looks great. Favorite
saying: "Matt, don't let them brainwash you," o r "Where's the phone?" "Everybody come
here and drink your echinacea tea!" Loves: praying, praying.

Renee-- Wedding Bell Blues... "Did Jared call back?" "How many bridesmaids am | allowed
to have?" "Has anybody seen the phone?!"

That's basically it. We've been doing great. Petra is also taking voice lessons again, at
some big school of the arts here in Chesapeake. I'm still chipping away at a baccalaureate
degree, course by course. Given enough free time in the evenings to study, and 15
mornings away from work to take tests, | could have it in about six more months. That's
the plan, anyway. Petra wants to wait on any educational advancement until Joshy's born.
Right now she's working on painting for the Marine Corps Marathon poster contest. It looks
really great so far. I'm painting again too, and have another collage / painting similar to

my "Strength of a Nation" print (same style, all -Marine theme).

Well, we'll sign off for now. Take care, enjoy this new year, and write when possible,

Matt, Petra, Joshy -on-the-way, and the cats
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The Speights Family Letter

North Carolina Edition - June 2nd, 2001

Disclaimer: Notall st ori es contained herein are 100% true.
to 6chew up the meat and spit out the bones. .. 0

Dearest friends and family,

Howdy-d o? Wedre just great. Figured it was about t
out of our import ant busy day just to give back to you - the little people - and let you

know whatds happening in our |ife. Now seriousl.\y
an effort to escape the terrifying beast that is our child. The hot baths are no longer

working for Petra; she has (sadly) resorted to drinking her Calgon. But really, no, REALLY,

wedre doing great. L o r-ekagfecatedjand/vevid pofirayal gfouw s s 1y over

son, Josh, who is a total angel.

|l sndt God good! Fir st nnceewso,f JPoosohpuda) (hia se .b edeTnh eg rPor
_ _[RHYMES WITH SWEDE; IT CAN BE SMOKED BUT IS NOT A FISH OR A TIRED HUMAN]. Did

that throw you off? Sorry, just trying te make t
boy food now, like bananas and rice cerea | (Chex). Occasionaly hedol |l s

6anesthesiologist,d but we dono6t t hiobjekt heds qui't
associations yet. Amazing news! Our next-door neighbor (no joke) works with dolphins as a

communicator, using some high-speed sonar receiver-transmitter thingys. Well, they just

had a baby, and this guy developed a (dead serious) BABY TALK COMMUNICATION DEVICE!

The only problem is that the baby has to be completely submerged underwater for long

periods of time. Petra and | a re debating on whether or not to give it a whirl. Grandma, |

was very, very kidding.

Marine Corps life is great as usual. | have not been trained to say that. Hours are weird

and unpredictable as ever, but | atelyouthttdve had
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dondt know, I broke my |l eg and ankle while atter
vehicle accident at the following school whick totaled my truck and put the other Marine

passengers in the hospital for an extended time. My new nickname is -you guessed it-

OLucky. o6 | was able to become an EMT recently ar
6-man Recon team. Although we cross-train in all areas of our job, Recon teams are

broken into several categories, such as: dive team (made up of primar ily divers for dive
missions), jump team, Ranger/long-r ange recon team, sniper team, ¢
expert on the Ranger/ LRRP team. Next week |01l | k
be a rappel/fastrope/SPIE master.

Petra has been doinggreat, al so. She does all the actual work
playing. Her mom got to come visit for a month and they did all sorts of stuff, like

canoeing, shopping, tennis, and playing with baby. Just recently, Petra and Josh came up

to visit me in Ne w York during a big training exercise. We stayed in Manhattan at the HoJo

on Eighth Ave., just a block west of Broadway & Times Square. We went up in the Empire

State Building, hit a Mets game, saw Lady Libert
museum,sawDimey ds Beauty and the Beast on Broadway,
cool pl aces and restaurants. As you mightdve fic

York City. Sound fun? Get this: The trip cost us 10% of what it would usually cost.

Thecityof N. Y. hosts OFl eet WeekoO6 every Memorial Des
the U.S. military generally, and the Navy and Marine Corps (and Coast Guard) specifically,

0...for upholding justice upon the -flpsgnikarts of ¢
saying that. All military personnel are required to wear their uniforms, and everywhere

the three of us went was either free of charge or at least 75% off, thanks to the city, the

USO, NYPD & FDNY, and various business owners. For two weeks it was fronseat, front of

the quarter -mile-long line, at -your-service treatment. Needless to say, Petra and | had a

blast. The whole trip was worth it to her when we saw the Broadway musical, and later

she got to meet and talk with some cast members that also play in movies and current-

running TV shows with star roles. And yes, we have watched Beauty and the Beast every

evening since our return.



As for the young warrior, his NY trip marked the beginning of what will surely be an

adventurous life. He fared extremely well and experienced everything that we did.

Granted, hedés only three months old, but his exc
watches everything with awe -filled eyes. He laughs aloud now (very often) --most of the

day h e 0 s-and steegs allimight. He falls asleep by himself without the aid of

soothing devices and other fu -fu baby crap. Oh yes, and he rarely cries, which makes his

mother love him that much more. Great baby. We all have fun together.

Petra and | will be celebrating our five -yearanniver sary in July. Though we
to get away, wedre ecstatic. Five whopping year ¢
year s, right? Uh, right. Petrads parents and | it

that; theydre | oetyingrudlooseends in @GgrmanyTighenpwiwhile |
wrastle the | NS. It 61 1 al | wor k out . Tenatively,
dadds place there in Clayton. |Istvan (Petds dad)
into a number of differe nt office machines and household appliances. He was even a

refrigerator at one point in time, | think. Seriously, though, he prints things (lithographs,

photos, etc.). [Karl] is looking into a printing job for him, as well as a soccer coach job or

any type of construction -type labor (in which his skill is well refined and multi  -faceted).

Mom and dad are doing well. Busy as always, but now the house is somewhat empty and
things should be a little more peaceful. Meanwhile, back in California, Renee, cleverly
disguised as a sponge, is soaking up information...kidding...is PREGNANT and is
experiencing the full effect of morning sickness. Men, let us all now bow our heads and

thank our Heavenly Father for making us ,so... J

0y

last | heard. Of our other two sisters (who have been living with mom & dad while they
earned Masters degrees at Regent University), Sarah moved back down to Florida to marry
her man Jeremy (a.k.a. Bruce Lee) and Alesia is in Virginia, single -handedly keeping sanity

in the House of Speights.

Well , thatodés about all thatds happening with our
be encouraged: when you write to us, expect a return.  When you expect it, however, is an

entirely different story.



Love you all, (blah, blah,)

Hoosi er Daddy, Mama Bear, & LOil Bus

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009
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The Speights Family Letter
7 October 2001

0 Fr i e milyscounttymen--l end me your cash! é Well, well. It
warm all of your already shining faces with a lovely letter from your annoying friends in

North Carolina. | f youdve read this much already
appreciate those of you who do not take offense to the sarcastic tone of our letters and

shred them before even getting to the second sentence.

As |1 8dm sure most of you have assumed, our sad st
line of thisletter) i s due in no small part to Princess Pet
the day before, and -you guessed it- the day before that. The plug was pulled on our

bathtub of cash, and all | have to say is Thank God. Lord only knows what we would do if

there was an abundance of cash in the bank. On the other hand, she needed clothes and

she did buy me a cool leather Dundee -style hat.

We are doing extremely well. The boy is growino
goes from prone to kneeling to standing (wh en given something to hold onto) in no time at

al | . Petra is the epitome of a good mother, and
the work schedule has been work all week, come home on weekends, and that stinketh for

everybody. | work for a real dork , which for the longest time added to the grief.

Eventually though, | conceded that all people work for a dork at some time in their life,

and now | grin & bear it.
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We have all been saddened and touched by the events which unfolded recently, but at the

same time cannot help but notice all of the patriotic sentiment which affects pretty much

the whole country, and it feels pretty dang good if you ask me. Our flags have been flying

the whole time and | 6m | oamailmagtesijokes /Imessagasn k it 6s ¢
have helped to spread anti -terror / anti -Bin-Laden beliefs around the country, much in

the same way advertising campaigns during WWII focused on the war effort. My favorite so

far i s OWhat President Bush Wi s hhehdlgogdsom&@hingl d Say,
|l i ke this, oMy fellow Americans, first | would I
out to the families of the victims of the World Trade Center Tragedy. To the people of

New York, and Mayor Gul i ani Yourynoegsanteffortdtoi ng a heck
recover the victims in this time of tribulation is a light for all to see; the citizens of the

world know that the resolve and solidarity of the American public is strong. And to those

who committed these cowardly acts of terror, and the organizations which harbor them,

are you freakind kiddind me? Dond6t you know who
got your daggone turbans wrapped around your heads too tight. With a single bomb we

could nuke your budanet oflbutt heodmr i ggumtdr Yplai ndt w

bombsébl ah blah blah. o6 Anyway, | thought it was
i magine each of those words rolling off the pres:s
Petra and | are up her e atnd Wheyldvobeikgg@ndpaierisc e f or t
Says dad jokingly, o0ltdés the easiest thing | 0dve

and | go play. We did the dinner and a movie thing last might, then came home and

pl ayed Al esiabds 007 ganneg otnh aNti nReetnrdaod. s Weadrreen thso pw
move here soon so we can visit them and give them a good dose of grandparentage. Petra

will take her citizenship test by December 1st (
the INS), and nary a soul was more prepared. Petra could teach American History or

Government at the high school level right now.

Speaking of education, | received an AS from Excelsior College (New York) early this year.
With that and some transferred Embry -Riddle credits, plus work experience and a few
Clep credits, 18ll have a BS with a major in | ar

9moreupper-l evel <credits. 16l order some courses an



complete by January. While I intend to drop officer packages to each of the service
branches, Petra and | both know that | wouldnot

Marine officer. Hopefully everything pans out the way we plan.

Speaking of |jokes, hereds one | heard recentl y:
crackdownorgani zati on boards a plane with her dog. Or
sniff.&é6 Her faithful mutt trots up alongside a t

owner and places a left paw into her hand. A curious man sitting beside the agent asks,

OWhat ds that mean?06 She explains t hmaragtah-e yout h
crack cocaine and will be arrested upon arrival
man said. She then told her dog, OGocranbledf f. & The

back to her side and let loose his bowels in a runny spray, much to the discontent of the

ot her passengers. Startled, the man asked, O0Eww,
|l eave, 6 she replied, ohe just found a bomb. ¢
Currently, we @ffunar are ieavyg witla thel aotitipation of upcoming

events in our life. With the September 11th events --which again strengthened this country

beyond beliefoo-rah--t her edés the possibility of depl oyment
starts in 6 days, so when you wake up at 3 A.M. to relieve your bladder on the 13th of

October, take assurance in knowing that Matt Speights is out there --somewhere--with a

big bad gun and a lot of ammo, to wage war on the communist creatures of the woods

(and the Boogieman,if I find him). North Carolinads Sportsm
bear, turkey, pigs, terrorists, waterfoul, etc., all for 40 bones. That also includes fishing

license. A few weeks later is the Marine Corps Marathon. | plan on being dead last, so as

to lessen my chances of being a target in the 25,000-person crowd snaking its way through

the nationds capital. Petra has been doing | ots

transition into my next paragraphtéeé

-AND NOW, A WRI FFER3®S MOMENT

Doné6thatoau t hat? | candt stand when | have a | ot

point (note the beginning of the last paragraph --blah, blah, upcoming events --1 actually



had a | ot more to say, but, being one Wwho writes
and composition and iambic pentameter and, as it
also find that | use a ton of commas, | like to make my sentences way longer than they

should be, and | am a stout believer in the dash ( -), the double dash ( --), and the

semicolon (;). And, by the way [interrogative], which is better for beginning a paragraph:

block style (this letter), or traditional (using indentation)? Please send feedback.

-THI' S HAS BEEN A WRITERG&S MOMENT,; THANK YOU FOR

Anyway, where was 1?

Ah, yes. Petra has turned into a real O6outdoor sy
identification guide at Books -a-Mi | | i on (whi ch we refer to simply
BooshkaGazi I | i a, and no, i t doe sbudytmakimg wiresacde nse) anc

teas and jellies of all sorts from the wild grapes and passion flower fruits and persimmons
that we collect. She also caught the scrapbook fever once again thanks to the Stapleton
women, who were spreading that horribly contagious d isease which affects the wallet --all

while me and the Stapleton men were out catching sea bass along the Carolina coast.

I &m making a scrapbook too. I't contains the skirtr
scorpions, rattles, talons, hairs, teeth, cl aws, meat-eating plants, and photographs, all
that | dve captured around the world. As you can

Well, aside from all that craziness, we do have some normal things in our life, too.
Despite the fact t hwetdomakedtiow asia theesqpne evernfews |

nights, even if only for the occasional chocolate fudge caramel heart attack with a cherry

on top, the best of which is found at Ruby Tuesc
already know this). Thanksgiving 8 s comi ng up and wedll probably I
daddés again, or else wedl|l be with some friends
air). Christmas--agai n, dondt know, but it may be Ger many
there. ThenFlwerdilda bseomenti me in December for Jere

That 6s about it .



Well, all, please drop a line. We love to hear from everyone. It was so nice to see so many
of you (family) at the get -together at Lake Erie. Semper Fi, give blood, love you al | and
God Bless.

Love,

Matt, Petra, Joshua

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY5, 2009
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The Fall of the House
of Speights

December 2001

PART |
6Twas the best of ti mes, 6t was the worst of t i me
of disobedience. One may assume-n ay , 06t i- that theoyoungentan child doth even

yet grow to be more and more wrestless. The teething, the growing, the

whiningscreamingyellingfood-t hr owi ngcraziness has begun. Il n ot
quite like his father is today. Petra and | have finally come to the realization that we are

now bona fide parents. ltds great, actwually, anc
Wheretost ar t , where to start. Wel | , | etds see. Our
season and, more importantly, just after the September 11th attacks. Since our last

family letter was sent out, a large part of our life has been removed, leaving a void  that

will never be filled.

Stephen Gaffney (0Gaffod) is one of my very dear e
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big Irishgator-hnunt i n, 0 -éut-advemnture bdddyarbnh the time we met. Many of

you may remember ear | i erwhichKetaidd loy andéitartoesr 6 edi t i or
mi sadventures of the 06Two Mooks-ifnlenigamerabur busi nes
| aborers, | awn car e -io-the-leushitates. Gadfdisdangtantlyinacan r o u t
accident on October 16, and | watched, stand ing outside my vehicle on the way home

from hunting, as the twenty -orr-s o EMTO6s and firemen, the jaws of
paramedic/ helicopter crew diligently worked to s

several hours later.

Petra and | were blessed to be invited to participate in his funeral, and stayed, along with
several other Marines and their families, under the hospitable hand of the entire Gaffney
family. We would have considered 2001 to be a completely horrible year of loss had it not
been for t he gain of our newest friends and additions to the family: Mr. Edward, Mrs. Mary
Ellen, Eddie, David, Jenny, Betsy, Rosemary, and Emily Gaffney. Gaff was buried near Ft.
Dix, New Jersey, and received full military honors from start to finish. It made those  of us
who knew him in uniform, to include his Leatherneck dad, very proud. Plans are currently
underway to honor him with a memorial fund and annual run (he was a stellar athlete and

a no kidding A+ student in high school and college).

Her eds andolwm an bolw we fimished the year. John (high school, best man, joined
Marines together -- most of you have heard his name a lot as well) and | ran the Marine

Corps Marathon together once again; more patriotism was displayed there than you could

imagine--complete with terrorist -bashi ng shirts (0Yo Mama, Osama!
Runé temp tattoos on everybody. Then came some t
few weeks, Thanksgiving with family in Atl anta,

Year 0 s apeake With ma& pops.

Work is oworkyo for Matt. Lots of field time, |t
to 8 month Med 6floatdé in June. That i s, unl ess
School just before that. His degree requirements hav e been fulfilled, but his January

conferral/graduation got pushed to March instead. Oh well, at least the work is DONE! The

recent field exercises have been strategically planned so as to impose the worst weather



conditions possible on the Marines. Soaking wet rain (the wettest rain there is) and very

chilly temperatures equate to a less -than-desirable weeklong training evolution, and

generally, we do not bring tents or shelter alor
ni ght 6 p-hwhat bosehgad thio ught that one up?) Those weekends off have been

spent doing taxes, building and promoting momds

www.kerenmessages.com], and, as it turns out, writing this family letter.

Petra is dabbling with the idea of taking j azz/tap/ballet classes. She did all of the above

for years, and now she wants to get back into it
in the Crystal Coastods sea turtle conservation g
that Stinky is walking a nd is somewhat independent, mama is getting out more. The local

gyms have been frequented by Petra often; she takes advantage of the weight room in our

apartment complex and the Corps gym at one of the housing areas. The latter provides

free child care ser vices in an impeccably clean and health -conscious enviroment [an

i mportant plus for Petra, the cleanest Oneat fre

Recently Petra was distraught over a mouse-rat -critter that was sneaking into our lower

kitchen cabinets and eating all ofourp ot at oes. After ocalling in the
exterminator] and turning down all traps, snares, or baits which might harm the smallest

whisker of the ferocious and elusive tater tot, she finally resorted to purchasing the

super-duper high-speed oo-rah silent plug-in electronic jackhammer -noise maker thing to

scare the beast away. We have yet to see our cat since that day.

Okay, so the cat was a joke. She plugs it in, and not two hours later, she hears scratches
coming from the cabinet. With the trusty cat Syl vester at her side [and we are NOT cat

people, | keep telingher --we 6 r e DOG people on a temporary diet

guickly. I'dm in the other room doing taxes, and
itds...itds. .. a hamdtsert hled el i tptelees diu s -ljpamtt sst a
busted!é Belonged to the neighbors, who were ver

Joshua is awesome. He says baba, ma-ma, da-da, pa-pa, poo-bah, foo-fa, moo-tai, wu -

tong and Zsa Zsa. He can effectively write them in cursive and is proficient in using this



vocabulary, although limited, in seven different languages. He can graph and plot points,

is studying Linux and, most importantly, knows where his pee -pee is. He was standing in

his 6th month, walking by 8, and n ow at ten months he runs everywhere and waves bye -

bye to everything. Thereds not a wrestling hold
green beans, |l oves water, and he |l oves his mama.

spoil him rotten and nullify  all of our hard work in disciplining him. Really, though,

theydre great grandparents, and we canodot wait o0t
GOdma and Gdépa Kasar-gearmk yd, odlnacnd ¢ vivtem , 160 wi | | be
2 months [k berew wa§vng that for years, but itd:
Speaking of wuncl es, I &m an uncl e! Letds POLKA!TI

back from Uncle School, which started 9 months ago. It took a lot of hard work and
perseverance, but in the end, | knew it would be worth it. Petra jumped on the

bandwagon too. oWhat the heck, 6 she said, ol dll
(her hubs) had a baby girl on January 8th [MAZZELTOV!(SP?)], and named her Aubrey
Nicole [Thomas]. She s cute as a button. A cute button. We

Josh loves playing with the cat. The cat shows reciprocal love by making his eyes bulge

and crapping whenever Joshua squeezes him, which makes the baby laugh. Actually, Matt

is just a sicko in need of help. The baby and the cat get along like two jarheads in a

foxhole. Our cat Sylvester is Ospecial. 6 He was
people assume, but rather Sly Stallone, who is not known for being the sharpest axe in the

shed. Sl the cat has been known to, among other things, jump into the bath with me (he

LOVES water-seriously!) or fall off the couch and land on his head on more than one

occasion. It took a while, but now he lets Josh grab all over him, and Sylvester just goes

back for more.

It turns out that we did indeed know one of the Marines in the KC -130 that crashed in

Afghanistan -- Scott Germosen went through aircrew training and aircraft mechanic school

in Pensacola with me. Though we fadiliadfacemamd! o hangd t
can associate several stories with him. The Marine KC-130 aircrew community is extremely

small, and we were relieved to hear that no other friends or acquaintences were killed.



Our hearts go out to the families of the deceased.

Basimal |y, that covers the oO0shortoé of things. The
on the 9th of March, Petrads folks moving over [
in July, Petra becomes a pop Christian singer next summer, Matt will be a famous novelist

by 2006, we move to a log mansion in the back woods of Montana some time shortly

thereafter. In reality, we have been financially blessed to the point that we were able to

get out of debt with the exception of our house (rented out), and it should be sold to it6¢
current tenants sometime this year. When that he
and going to the Northwest to stake a claim. And we will be living in a big log cabin

someday, period.

Speaking of Mattds wr i ghasdeyelmdsomethingtieatttzef r ai d t hat
doctors have never seen before. It appears that this will be the last family letter. That is,

of course, unless the money rolls in from somewhere to fund his wrist therapy and the

medical research of this terrible, uh,th i n g . Hey, I have an ideal! You
could send...no, no. That would be wrong. | <coul
happen to have the extra cash, maybe you could send a little extra for the future research

of Mattds LYI NG DI SORDER.

Ho ho hee ha ham. Ham? No thanks, just had some.

Well, everyone, thank you for |listening, N O, I
disorder, and NO, | did not have a speaking part at the end of Jurrasic Park Ill. And yes,

Petra will someday be a fam ous Christian music singer [not to be confused with Petra, the

Christian music singers]. At least if | have anything to say about it. Love you all, keep in

touch, Semper Fidelis, Lachaim (sp?)!

Until the next episode...

Matthew, Petra, Joshua, cat
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May 2002

CONGRATULATIONS, RESIDENT ! We here at the Yousu®arich Associates have just

been informed by our prize p atrol that the RESIDENT whose name appears on the outside

of this envelope has POSITIVELY, ABSOLUTELY just been chosen to receive this, the latest
inaseriesoflong-wi nded, stupid |l etters from the Speight:
confused! This letter is YOURS TO KEEP! THERE IS NO CATCH!!!

OKAY, so therebds a catch. Your must read this | e
asleep, (2) getting mad and breaking something, or (3) pawning this letter off on another

family member to read. Simpleenough? Wedl | see.

Well hello Speights fans, and thanks again for joining us for another exciting letter of

Speights happenings. |l &m Matt, and 10611 be your
|l eft this game off in Janulbmyg, so |06l commence
For statrers, or starters forallyounon -l ysdexi cs, Petra is working ag
two, 6 that is. Thatos right, wedre having a baby
60ne in the bullpen! & 1t 0ds doiagmeta NutsjthatisnMNow s |, I 611

for the exciting news...

Wedre having a baby! |l sndt that exciting? Well,
yet. We found that out within the first few hours of this long Memorial Day weekend. Matt

justgotbackfrom t wo weeks® training in Macon, Georgia o
cut |l oose Friday after work. We woul ddve gone tc
seeing as this has been Mattds only time off sir
more than two n ights out of the week), we decided to be selfish.* NOT TO BE CONFUSED

WITH SHELLFISH, WHICH, WHEN EATEN, MAKE PETRA NOXIOUS AND JOSHUA SWELL UP LIKE

A BLIMP. WE DID NOT LEARN THIS BY EXPERIENCE, IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING.
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Speaking of being pregnant, Petr ads f ol ks and younger brother f|
birthday in March. They stayed with us for a few weeks, and then headed to Virginia for

t wo weeks, then moved into the old Clayton house
permanently (Lord willing). The few weeks that they were here were as good as anyone

could expect for living that long with family in a small apartment, in fact, things went

very well. Because of them, Petra and | have been playing more sports outside (along with

Joshua, of course). Initially we were drawn outside because they are heavy smokers; in

order to continue a conversation with them youdc

to be, however, the most athletic smoking famil.\
ahoottand although | 6ve never actually seen one (a
guite |l ovely. Istvan (Hungarian), when transl at e

toddl er. 6 The man attracted many of my work budc
for long bouts of chess over le plus bottles of domestic carb -laden beverage. Needless to

say, Petra was ecstatic.

Guess what? Wedre having a baby!!! Cool, huh? Pe
measure. | dm certain that t hsdiesdamewhere vatimnctlee bet weer
understanding of our individual roles during the

month pleasure cruise (beginning in August), Petra will be once again forced to face this

one alone. Kinda likewon-a t hem ol 6 f r gep [spitsterbackay ma oag],

( 0 Smwaey---di ng! 6) Nwi hesbamdze cl asses, shedll prob
again, etc. If I could sit this float out, | would. Please remember Petra in your prayers,

and pray that |10l 1| bgday-lt  hlmeas | tdh édbree cfudrt i tnlfde i t r e
will be outta here when our lease expires in mid -August, and will likely be staying with

her parents in Ohio.

MARINE CORP2 MATT-1. Thatds right, 1 dm dukind it out a
a thing like that, but all -of-a-suddentlike, my Corps is taking back large sums of money

that was rightfully paid to me because | went Recon out of an aviation occupation. This

1/4 pay cut will continue throughout my current enlistment, which ends ayearfro m

August. | have all the tools to fight this legally and absolutely no time to fight it. My



predeployment schedule keeps me in the field until just before my ship date of August

17th. I would be really, really, really upset, but I just found out yesterday that I am at the

top of the promotion zone for Staff Sergeant (E -6, in the Marines), which means that |

should be O6pinning ond by October i f everything

You know whatoés next? Thatds right, i t sliket he Jost
the stereotypical parents of a young child, we really cannot help it. | can honestly say that

I, like Petra and probably many others, self -righteously assumed that | knew a lot about

kids and their parents, and the way child -rearing works. Petra was 13 when her brother

was born, so years of experience made her beli e\
honestly believe that their child is the cutest, the smartest, the most talented, or

something. And the funny thinguidbse(itheyowmdiye olniek
sees it. Especially when youdre sitting in a wai
that your child can get his monthly strand of, like, 50 or so shots), and you overhear two

couples O6trumpingd eachot d€rd. 08I KXe dn® ng & sc utHo.w B d
OWow. And she aindét waidlkpuffs @as wakin@whénhihe wasthreded o w J o
weeks ol d! (HA!'") Aindét that right, Joey?d6d 0Wow,
a hard time with t hymgthe viblin sincessheevassfourdaysald. p | a

( TRUMP THAT! )06 Now comes the part where | try tc
better than yours. Here goes:

Joshua is the cutest, the smartest, the most well -behaved, the most talented, ya -dee ya-

dee ya. This little guy is awesome. He imitates everything, loves going to the pool, picking

strawberries, playing piano (we finally got one -- a Baldwin upright), dancing, and trucks.

Trucks, trucks, trucks. You see, we ,éevargthinght we & c
was a truck. If it had wheels, from a bicycle to a golf cart to an airplane, it was a truck. |

find it amazing, but somehow, God must instill in every little boy the ability to

differentiate between a truck and everything else. Josh will lete  very Geo Tracker and

Harley Davidson drive past, but as soon as he seesanold FordF1 00 chuggi nd past,
big-rig tractor -t r ai | er , hedol | point and excitedly procla
around2-yr ol ds (I i ter al Hrgided, aiddds abowdt & 2B-ovad vocpbulary y

(mama, daddy, puppy, light, kitty -cat, airplane, helo, teddy bear, juice, etc.) The



scariest thing yet, and | kid you not, is that he understands us perfectly. Every day, we
tell him to do somet hihnagt nteoawye Il iakned ofgool dp iictk, 6u po rt
the top drawer of your dresser, 6 then wedl !l foll

time without further clarification.

We started teaching Josh that way about two months ago, when he turned one. We were

st i ng on the couch and Petra handed him a banan:
throw it in the trash.dé We watched in amazement
marched his way to the trash can, pushed the lid open with one hand, and threw in the

peel. We praised him so much, that for two weeks, we went through the daily routine of

digging the remote, the phone, pots, pans, books, videos, and toys, yes, out of the trash.

About that same time, Josh stopped calling me da -da, and resorted to calling us b oth

mama. He called the bald guy at church da -da. One month and a frustrated Matty later,

Petra, being the wife of a trained observer, she
a surprise]. It was my hait. Hair, that is. | had been growing my hair ou t for the first time

in six years, and ergo ceased to be daddy. Conceding that Petra is usually right about,

well , darn near everything, | scraped the grape
going through the O0Put --GQ0D BOYawvww unise @ #IE¥) o dbwtddy
stop rubbing peanut butter all/l over yourself!dé

The cat is still alive, despite the fact that my colleague, working partner, and fellow

member of my profession who lives next door has killed off every other cat in the

neighborhood. | say that only after seeing him sneak around at night with a blowgun and a

quiver of feathered darts, while simultaneously at the same time seeing fewer cats. Our

cat is in no danger, but please, some one, anyone, save me from this sick job with the se

sick people. We eat Ilive Il amas! WE EAT LI VE LLL
is. If you can find all of the sentences in this paragraph that were repetitave, redundant,

and repeated themselves, give yourself a cookie. Next slide.

He r e & pnktdrawer of happenings: Petra got back on a volleyball team that was not

nearly as dedicated as Petra, and as a result of multiple game forfeitures, the team was



di sbanded. The catds tail doesndt writhe around
a cat fight. Now it just flops. We listen to country music on a regular basis --(Father

forgive us, wedve gone country). OThe-nBaoki ed i s
single cuss word, yet every roughneckedr &now car
belly-button-d eep i n baseball fever. |l 6ve fallen into t
Louis LOdAmMour books out the yingyang (just 1|ike

prize for Josh at the carnival after successfully scaling the rock wall li ke a champ. Though
daddy was climbing a different route, he failed to do so (twice). Petra got the
breadwinner award that night.

Wel I, all, itds time to go. Wedll update you agsée
love you all and keep you uplifted i n prayer; please understand that this is about the only

way we find time to communicate with everybody these days, as our op -tempo is pegged.

Take care and write back. Semper Fidelis.

Love,

Matt, Petra, Josh, Belly baby, Sly the Cat

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARYS5, 2009

Archive (2002 -2)

The Speights Family Letter

August 19th, 2002

Dearest friends and family,

This will be the third and final family letter that we send out this year. We have been

doing this for a couple of years now, and would first like to thank you all for the

wonderful responses and replies. We hope that these might inspire more people to do the
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same. Our heartfelt apologies to those whose names fall to the bottom of the alphabetical

listing in our address book. Several of you did not receive our most recent letter from a

couple of months ago, because our schedule has changed a lot and our operating tempo

was raisedtolevel3-cuckoonuts. You did not miss much, wit

having a baby, and (2) Petrads parents moved frc

Much has happened since then. Our Independence Day vacation was great, but all too

sho t. We stayed in Ohio for a few days with Petd
July and August, which is nice for all of us. Petra was sworn in as a naturalized American

citizen on July twenty -fifth, and she received her passport on August twelfth. Ma tt

received his bachelors degree and ordered his first courses for his MBA through Liberty
University. Joshua is repeating everything he he
does a great oDirty Harry.©6

We just got back from a really, really enjoyabl e vacation. Comfort Suites has been

offering amazing rates to military families since September eleventh. We were finally able

to take annual leave and get away from our gorgeous, happy hometown of Jacksonville,

the crapital of North Carolina (no pun inten ded). After a brief visit to Ohio, we headed

down to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina for a week and splurged. We went to every theme

attraction, museum, dinner show, theater, water park and fun activity that Myrtle Beach

has to offer. The suite was really nic e and right in the middle of everything, and the

continental breakfast included Belgian waffle makers with pre -mixed batter so that guests

could make waffles for themselveséevery morning,

Eddie Murphy/the donkey inthe movi e Shrek, o0l dm gonna make some

Feeling like eediots for not jumping on the zero percent car financing that swept the

country several months ago, we made sure to jump on the band wagon this time around.

Because wedre not rgliestVvehiclewmrthetmarieg the Pontidc dztak

(Yes, itds the one with the high back that | ooks
rejected). Actually, ours looks pretty good. Sounds good, too --we got the Pioneer sound

system supreme with ten speakers and tailgate compact disk/cassette control. We like it a

lot.



Matt just had his wisdom toofs removed, and as N
tooth required a jackhammer, vise -grips, jumper cables, a seven -pound small mouth bass,

and some hydraulic cement. He is now incessantly ridiculed by Petra, who jeers and

taunts him wi-drms 0MropLfthfeye kf aced and OHeemster Bo
wonder is set to deploy on Monday the 26th. After a busy two -to-three weeks, he will be

cranking out letters to everyone to keep from going loopy on ship. If you intend to write

(which would be greatly appreciated), pl ease dor
locations or destinations, or any U.S. or allied military operations. Letters to and from

Matt will n eed to be as normal as possible in case the mail is searched or scanned. The

same goesforemai | s, should Mattds ship be afforded th
such a manner. Christmas cookies and miscellaneous letters to Marines or other military

members abroad would also be appreciated, and will be distributed accordingly. Matt can

receive mail at the following address: Sergeant Speights, M.J., 24 MEU det A, Unit 74056,

FPO AE 095024056. Mail on average takes a week, but can take as long as a month.

Now for the big newséWe just found out that our
really excited. Due January 1st! This was perfect, because now Petra says we can

eventually try to have a girl still. Matt wants as many kids as Petra can handle having (up

to about five). Three would be great with both ¢
having a second. Wedre | eaning toward either EtF
Speights. Wedre pretty sure weol |l keepangkpei ght s.
only, please).

Hereds wrapping up: our movie pick would probabl
Dana Carvey. Sorry to all who we said we would v
we would | ove to see yet wstandpeadinghoathe Congr ats

weddings, the new romances, the babies, the return home, the recoveries, the
graduations, the promotions. You know who you are. Sorry we could not celebrate with
you in person, but know that we talk of you and cheer for you aloud. T o those of you in
difficult times, | promise that you are in our prayers. Those of you who have helped us,

our friends, or our family in one way or another, Thank You and bless you, you too know



who you are. Thanks to the faithful --in praying, in writing, in calling. We love you all, God
bless you all, Semper Fidelis and have a great school year, holiday season, first year of
marriage or parenthood, etc.

With optimistic regard towards all our futures,

Matthew, Petra, Joshua, Ethan?

P.S. Two guys walk into a bar...the third one ducks.

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY &, 2009

Archive (2002 -3)

0OSHAKE YOUR DJI BOUTI 0

The Speights Family Letter

Thanksgiving 2002

Published, printed, and di stributed from the Gulf of Aden

Seasons Greetings, friends and family! As many of you are aware, the Speights family is

currently spread to the four corners. I 6m writir
| 6Afrique. Though not myhef ifrisrtstt itmemei nl 6A/fer ibceae,n i
Africa (the 6hornd), and itds very different. Dj

Ethiopia and Somalia. The main language is Somali, the average natural lifespan is 51 for

females and 47 for males. They have goats and camels wandering in the desert for

hundreds of miles, and there are whole cities made out of cardboard and rags. Come to

think of it, | believe goats are one of their chief exports... The articles of clothing that

the local women wear are very brightly colored, and stand out in stark contrast to the

drab surroundings of the country. Definitely a i

going exceptionally well for me here despite the circumstances, or at least, things could
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be alotworse. Hered6s a poem | wrote for you, our faithful

to sum up my float so far:

| flew on a plane to Rota, Spain (where the rain falls mainly on the plain), we trained in

the water, the weather got hotter, and we all left in crisp sun  -burned pain. We boarded a

boat bound for Greece, where | then had to break
the clouds in the skies, and the cold rain and snow did not cease. Eight thousand feet

above seas, we protected the world and the trees, from ille gal wood-choppers and cross

border hoppers and girls smuggling wool socks and cheese. All through the Balkans and

back, we boarded a boat for Iraq, but then plans got changed as we crossed the Canal and

I spent many days i n -watbrewerstappdd, andithen baak emddosth Gu | f

our teams hopped, from Africads sand, to the shi
pegged and then popped. In-b et ween Et hi opi an borders, and Soms
orders, to a place called Djibouti (JabOOty) --that p lace was a hoot--and we blew

pl astique, claymores, and mortars. Okay maybe it
humvee we had, and drove through the desert through herds of gazelles, though my

marksmanship (when driving) is sad. And now | am backonthe boat, and | hear t

soon be afloat, in Persian Gulf waters and Middl
she wrote. [badda -boom]

Petra is doing well; sheds staying with Karl &
returned from Isr ael a few days ago, and Karl got back a day or two later from his second
stint overseas in the |l ast month. Heds working c
echelon and in a different country. Petra just got back from a month  -long stay with her

folks in Ohio, and she had a really enjoyable time. She is excited about the new baby (we

both ar e, but this is Petrads paragraph!) and i ¢
counting me. Shedl | be having the baby at Port st
highly-e st eemed mil i tary medical centers in the worl
there. Wedll be taking a break from having kids

anxious to get in shape, explore some school options, and participate in more acti vities in
general. Sheds interested in radiology. Good on

can wait a couple of years. Besides that, sheos



she writes to me every single day. What a faithful and wonderful w ife! Baby Caleb is

pounding away at Petrads kidneys, and Petra and
little squirt. Did I already say that? Heds due
thereds another Recon guy o nthdsaneadady!'| mavetah me wh o s e
feeling that our platoon is going to be partyincg
sheds happy about her weight gain, which is act:!
stage. Our relationship is stronger thanever,pr oof t hat oO0absence makes th
fonder, 6 though we could never have imagined the
fond of eachother. We have been very fortunate to at least have e -mail communication

every day for the most part for the last month. So metimes we get to talk on the phone,

but not often.

We are planning some drastic |ife changes (for
getting out of the Marine Corps long enough to
exploring differentoffice r opti ons throughout the military. I

Alaska and Maine, and searching possible places to settle down someday, to include land

and log cabin packages, etc. We need to slow our life down a little bit, and enjoy being a

familyt Wwadondo miss watching my boys grow up. I
Joshua on the phone after he realizes heds talKki
babbles... oODaddymmboat. Boatwater daddybbhome. Dac
mm-bumbelobelobel daddy and daddy and daddy hi daddy | love you daddy home. Bye-bye

daddy. ¢

Joshua is getting huge. Heb6s going to grow up ar
Heds picking up Hungarian and English at the sar
proficiency i n sentence structur e, humor, and EATI NG.

been going to a playgroup once a week. Every week, a different mother or father hosts

the get-together at their house. Petra and Joshua both have fun doing that. Josh has been

doing all kinds of stuff lately. He regularly feeds himself with a fork and spoon. We always

noticed that heds particularly keen on being neeé
eat s. Petra says itbés even more so thaleel | dm exci

that | dm missing so much, heds going to be a tot



Letds see what ot her mi scell aneous news there i s

social security card from the INS. Then he went and got his Ohiodriv er 6s | i cense. Thea
exciting news in the battle to get OPermanent Re
in Ohio. They are adjusting to their new surroundings quite well --Sven (Petds br ot he

10 years old and began local public school at Northmo nt Elementary in August. True to

form in his family, he picked up the English language with speed and ease, much like his

big sister. His stories of laughter and fun amongst teachers and students, which is unheard

of and is grounds for punishment in most G erman schools, astonish is parents. Istvan and

Maria (Petds parents) are taking English cl asses:s
State of Ohio. Renee has taken over momdés websit
sal es strategi esdmyownatwork. Andmaviedake frorm @holo: what

do you call two Mexicans playing basketball? Juan on Juan.

As for me, | could write volumes on the stupidity which abounds around me --it has no end.

|l 6ve chosen to assume a c oswifaenadaydotdayrbass. Wehen f ace
received word from our Sergeant Major, while ste
outd6 was to commence at 2000 Hour-$fewasaddeamards 8PM t
about it, and even though he lived there in the camp with us, he failed to realize that we

had no electricity, ergo no |ights! Ever have br
preferred over the usual bl ack, moldy |l ettuce tF
thatdods not f airt.he cnuosw iasdnacttual |y pretty good.
is most of the time, but | guess that goes to show you, if you add the right spices, a little

salt, and some bouillon, you can make anything edible. Reveille is at 6 every morning, and

the firs t 4 hours of every day are dedicated to cleanup. On ship, there is a very limited

number of heads (bathrooms). All of these, and just about all the other rooms on the ship,

are connected by nar twaw sp &d&s svdhg ewayag,e ard oG med wi
pipes, hydraulic lines, and electrical cables in conduit. The P -ways adjoin to other floors

by way of narrow, steep Ol adderwell s, d-ofbr st air s
and blocked passageways and ladderwells (for cleaning), it is not uncommon to climb

seven flights of stairs and then work your way across and down seven different flights,

just to get to a usable head that was only 15 feet from your point of origin. This time of



the day is usually the best time to crawl into one of the limited hi ~ ding spaces/caves/holes

™

on the ship and take a nap, i f someone el se isn

You read a lot of books on ship. Okay, maybe a WHOLE LOT of books. One of our favorite
pastimes, though, is reading andandesrghesndi ng t o k
around the States. Here are two actual letters, give or take a few words:

oDear American Patriot, My name is Billy. My Dbr c
grandpa died in the Ar my. I hope yomskdhup, 6t di e.
regular green, red, purple, orange, fire orange, hot pink, and bananana yellow. What

plane do you fly? | have a dog and two cats. | ¢
Mi dni ght . My mom is afraid of t htball. &etyamesaysDo you
itds a good sport for me because | 6m al ways angr
dondt know my own strength yet-11 Wektlengthofe member t
the eagle is with you and be united. Your Frienc
obDear Soldier, Thank you for dying for your <coun

any children or grandchildren or great -grandchildren? | have an Uncle Monkey. | heard that

you dondt eat very good over there. tBPrdagWwas worry,
dry cheeseburgers for lunch, and today | dondt K
other sisters. My mom is having a baby. My dad wants it to be a boy. Do you have many

sisters? | got three glow stars this week. Last week | only got one. W ell | hope you eat

better. I am praying for you. We had a tornado
house got a tree in it but sh@&Wm OK. Well take ¢

Have you ever been on a ship in rough water? Even better, have you ever been in a gym on

a ship in rough water? Better yet, have you ever watched people running on a treadmill, in

the gym of a ship in rough water? | 6ve seen peoj
mph, and watched stacks of weights fall from one side of a bench bar while someone was
pressing. | 6d swear that one side of my body get
working out, |l 6ve been entering writing contest s

itds coming along pretty eatiadahdsleepingadndwithgaro!l | ege ¢



emailing Petra. Three guys are wal ki n@dub-shine ir

dub, oOpoof,dé6 genie pops out, three wishes, one &
flaming faggots in the world. | wishtheyw oul d just vanish. &6 0BAM! Don
wish all the gun-shy, tree-h u g g i n;mdthes-aaet h hi ppi e | iberals* wou
o WhBAM! 6 Third guy: o00Okay genie, |l et me get this
just like that, all thosequeer bai t s and pansies and sallies just
face of the planet?! é Genie: oO0OYeahman. Just | i ke
somethin.®& Well, in that <case. .. I guess 106l h

*No sea snails were killed during the ink -making process which contributed to the printing
of this letter, and this paper is made from recycled soy products... and nothing against
gun-shy, tree-h u g g i n ;th&-planatwhigpie liberals.

Since | diddle a lot, these letters sometimes get started, put  down, and then added to a
few days | ater. Today we celebrated Thanksgi Vvi ncg
real Thanksgiving is in another 4 days. To Celebrate, we had fun and games all day. Skeet

shooting competition bright and early inthemor ni n g, I did wel/l but di dna
woul ddve been a more serious contender in the me
Camp Lejeuneds high shooters), but -seafishjmggt cancel

Besides two whopper MahiMahis that gave a spectacular show but got away, no one

caught anything notable. |, like the majority of the 30 or so fishers on the WWII  -era fishing

yacht (a storm-the-b e a ¢ h e s--landinG ttaft), caught 2 things...Jack and Squat. After

the 7-hour adventure and a nice sunburn, we drove back to the ship and went up to the

flight deck for steaks and a rock concert. All the while, there were tug  -of-war

competitions and golf driving competitions over the water, batting cages, wrestling,

hackey-sack competitions, chess, checkers, spades, basketball tournament, and a bunch

of guys tossing the pigskin or playing catch. Our platoon took first, second, and third place

in the chess tournament, out of forty -some competitors. It was actually a good

Thanksgiving. Nonrtraditional, butgood. We 61 | supposedly still have a

Thanksgiving Day, but no festivities.

Wel | , |l suppose | 6ve about bored the crap out of



sweetness, and white puffy Charmin clouds with cuddly Snuggle bears dancing around
dolphin-friendly rainbows and happy rays of sunshininess and all that jive. Seriously

t hough, have a great Christmas and New Year . I r
Santads sl eigh makes it into our ainosypace withot
berthing area. |1 06ve always wondered about that.

Write Petra too. queenofspeights@yahoo.com. See yous!

Love, God Bless, Seasons Greetings and Semper Fidelis,

Matty, Pet, Josh, and Caleb -on-the -way

SATURDAY,FEBRUARY 28, 2009

Archive (2003 -1)

The Daily Floater

Published aboard the Amphibious Warship ONassau,
Lollipopé

February Edition, 2003

Bonjour et salutation, voyou singes des terre! Welcome to the world of Speights, where

not hing at al | i s ever what it seems, fot even t
didnoét we just get their last | etter nealbuttoo | or
every three or four months and it really is true; it only seems like you just received the

last letter. Actually, | pretty much only get the urge to write when sufficient things have

happened to make up a meaty | ewriteeovels. Plg)idhetl at el vy,
a kick out of writing these things. So sit back, throw your feet up, relax and get a laugh at

my expense while | vent, or at least, take pleasure in the thought of me copying the

entire contents of a thick address book to envelope sfiyes, | very nearly have all of your

addresses memorized.
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Blessings unto all of you who have so faithfully written, and thank you for the

encouragement, the jokes, the cookies and the reading material fia | | items of Ot he
essential depl oya&ldl. 6oflt ém.i nko off hgyoes of you who h
okay, [ hope Santa | eaves you a big fat steamincg
j oking. 't truly is the thought that counts, anc

candt st g hlove you dlltPiease keep reading.

The Marine Corps has been busy lately. First of all, all active -duty Marines are being

involuntarily extended for one year (they call it "stop  -loss). Second of all, the USS Nassau

(that ds me) ¢getmpdiue the Pdrsiam Guif fortareadditional few months,

turning a seven-month float into a nine -month float. Exciting. We were in the United Arab

Emirates when we received all this news, along with a coke, an orange, a slice of white

bread and a small bag of Arab potato chips (to compensate for the crushing blow to many

of us who had planned on getting out this summer

to play with your | ife for about a year. Her e, I
worked. Then, when we werendt | ooking, the 0big chees:¢
our float wuntil May. That al most really stunk, [

party! é And ever ybhoodoy! waest Olsi kset,ayo Vdouot her e forev
something like that.

Last week was media week. Rolling Stone Magazine, a couple big-wig newspaper people,
and the Good Morning, America TV crew were all out here asking us questions. Oh yes, for

al | of you big Rolling Stone r ead®&ecenplatbohfier e wi | |
dondét bother | ooking for me; | &m nocturnal and |
with a few other guys. Our official pass -d own was ONo one will speak toc

stating that ©&é&morale is hi gheCamnthnder-an-Chiefwill r eady f
have us do, 86 or something along those |lines. |
part. Good one.

The new Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Hagy or Hagee, not sure which is

correct spelling, came to visitusyester day and shake everyoneds hands
took off to enjoy a few daysd |iberty in Bahrair

wor st souvenirs.oO6 Amazingly, most Marines donot



thousands of dollars on ugly jade el ephants and marble chess sets made in Pakistan.
Looking at the postcard racks will actua
ban on quality or color or something, I

The weather is great out here. We have missed out on all the | ovely cold fronts that most
of you experienced this winter, and many, many days have been spent fishing off the back

of the boat, where | caught the shipds record

'y put

donot

hungry men until we al/l naetlg lrolv manyppoyngs @éedwas, o n 6 t

I fought him up from 1008 below for abou
from getting G&dylk &@ecompressioen,sitkndss-milbbles form in the blood
and body fluids, air cavities expand, eyes pop out). Got a few great pictures on a digital
camera, cleaned him up and went back fishing; ironically, | dropped the camera and it
bounced overboard and sank to the bottom like no other lightweight plastic object ever
did, destroying the only proof | had. Oh well.

Won $450 playing bingo, and won $1400 by successfully guessing the ending score of the
superbowlii anyone who watched the last minute and a half of that game would never
have believed it, but | actually said that two intercepted touchdowns would be ran along
with extra points about a minute before it happened fi me and my buddies were slapping
high-fives in midair and missed eachother every time, we were so excited!

Like many Marines and sailors here, |1 0dm
become a knowledgeable stargazer, a better guitarist, wine and cigar aficionado, and a

more proficient photographer/graphics designer/communicator (we work with some really

t 10

k

fi

k n
go

making

high-s peed cameras, radios, and imaging equipment;

j ob) . | 6ve al so become a better auto mechanic

human body, thanks to pretty much unrestricted access to a decent library and lots of
time on my hands. | guess you really have to make the best out of every situation, and

now every morning | wake up with the Iib

rary

a

i n

cook Creole. 6 0Gee, | always wanted to know mor

| eagues have we traveled so far?d6 (20, 000 i s

dreamed of having so much time to spend in a library reading about every interesting

subject possible, but 1 dm glad for that

mu c h,

qu

a

t

r

€



is relaxing. Other than that, | still just work out, eat, sleep, and continue to (as a good
friend put it) perfect the art of standing in line.

Vaccinations and vitaminsfi we all got injected with the smallpox vaccine last month, and

most of wus still have festering, pussy, bloody v
the gory details though. Only two people on the ship have died so far. Several others are

sick from the family of rats that were thoroughly cooked into our baked beans last week;

the cooks didndot find them until they Oweer e scr afg
resorted to taking tons of vitamins and minerals to fight off ship -borne diseases. The rats

and dead guys were both |ies. Youdre such a sucfk

If you do not know by now, Petra gave birth to a beady -eyed munchkin who looks just like

me. His name is Caleb Conlan. Amazingly, | had just returned from an all -day shore patrol

duty and rushed up the stairs to see if Petra had him yet. Within 5 minutes of being on the

phone, I gottheplay-by pl ay fr om Pet rbathte postebithinrealtonel pr e

I heard him cry for the first time and heard all the nurses in the background
OPushpushpushpushpushpush!! 16 |t was about as cl
got to talk to Petra both before and after the ordeal, and she sounded so calm and cool

both times that | was really shocked. About 10 minutes passed between those two

conversations. Oh yes, and the due date was rigtl
Petra | earned that I|iving with my folks while 1¢@
learnedthat | i vi ng with her folks while 1 &6m away wil!/|
that being a single mother is far from cool, so
di vorce me. O0Besides, whodd want you? Yoabve got
I &m not heartless. Somebody punch me in the kidr
little squirt boys, too. Josh is pronouncing hi s

count to ten unassisted and says hminMarghblB, C6s wi t
wedll be waiting unti/l |l come home to celebrate
New address: 3562 Chosin Circle, Tarawa Terrace, NC 28543.

This letter has been written bit -by-bit over the month of February. This paragraph is 0 ne



of the newest additions. Josh is really sick rioc
sleeping right, and Petra fears she is coming down with something too. She really has no

one to help her and could use some support in the way of encouragement or pra yer, so if

you get the chance please pray for her strength
a pretty rough time but has been a real warrior so far. Phones are shut down for the

duration of float and email is sporadic. Never have | felt so helpless b eing on this ship.

I grew my hair out to Ubange (you -bang-ee) length over the last few months, but then a

funny thing happened. Josh reverted to calling t
so confused. He knows me by my shiny head, so | scraped the grape once again. | believe |

wi || grow it out once | dm home. I n other news, Vv
flight deck today for a photo taken from a helo above. While the rest of the Marines

prepare for war, we spent six hours today perfectingth e number 02. 06 We are coc
told that our ship is the o0tip of the spear, 6 bl

the plastic spoon. o

A few days ago we conducted an ounderway repleni
forms into one big line of people, then the contents of about 400 pallets of goods (frozen

beef, liquid soap, reams of paper) are distributed to their respective storage areas. When

the boxes of ice cream bars passed by us, they were quickly tossed out of the line and into

our berthiing. During a 10-minute break (UNREPSs are an altday event), we ate every single

ice cream bar (to destroy the evidence which would have been caused by 40 Ibs. of

melted Klondikes). | believe it worked out to like 6 bars per man. Upon returning to work,

lifting heavy objects for another 3 or 4 hours, we (of course) got sick. Ice cream might

happen once a month if wedre | ucWwelghedtiedbadwe deci de

Just what is a grape-nut? | always wondered. Anyway, my walk with God is getting

ssronger . I &m ashamed to say that, |l i ke so many
at my witds end. He knows my heart, though, and
one chaplain here who is really great, and he runs a Bible study every night on the boat

except Wednesdays. The crowd gets bigger and bic

to be around good Christian guys who are also immersed in an environment that harbors



extreme foul language, pornography, violence and the like. Which brin gs me to my next
point.

All of the above applies to most Marines | know, but | would have to say that, generally,

those same men with such 'morality flaws' are the most selfless and caring and publicly

well-mannered and disciplined people | know, bar -none. Oh yes, and theydre
drama and more O0in your fHadaekotmeindal haw.itl ni §,a
(long overdue in my family letters ) compaosition of your basic Marine:

The guys | work with consistently give away personal belon gings like motorcycles and

guitars, write to children across the world and send their paychecks to their parents. They

have excellent attention to detail and can make any metal object sparkle. Keeping very

well in line with tradition, they are all fighters by day (every day) and rea
night, help the elderly across the street, cuss up a storm to each other (most insults are

actually compliments), and drink each other under the table at every chance they get.

Every one believes differently than the other and is very strong in his individual beliefs,

but a few arguments, harsh words, or black eyes
After a recent heated fight, one guy stitched ufy
conversation consists of a mixture of human anatomy, ammunition ballistics, and the best

way to make an omlette. |l 8ve watched these guys

bayonet and save a sparrow from a heat stroke. Need a hand with your car? Order a pizza

andafewbeersand shedl | be running in no time. OHey d
itds killing me! 6 0Candét reach it, huh? Let me ¢
yell okillé when | put on my socks in the mornir
Colorado University will have to wait. Hey, these
has at | east one tattoo, and the majority of the

Several have college degrees and only three others are married. Most consistently d o

things of superhero magnitude and dondét bother t

Nate is 25 and is our doc. A Navy corpsman for our 22-man platoon, he dishes out sutures,
IV bags and needles, and drugs like candy. He is paramedic and Special Forces qualified,

and is our field surgeon with only a high -school diploma. He is apt with a scalpel and pair



of tongs. He saved one of our guys after he drowned and had no pulse. Crazy Eddie is a

raving lunatic that goes off | ike 0Ol dlappppi t hf ul ¢
off the ship because it beat him in chess. This was not the first time. Clayton Martin has

long denounced all ties to his family, whoisanti -mi | i t ary. We are his only
real wardog snake-eater type, one of our best scout -snipers and a mushball around

f emal es. Huge Britney Spears fan. Tyrone is the
wide open and listens to country music. Hillbilly is true to his name and can nail a gnat to

a tree with his throwing hatchet. Craig DeWitt is our ma ster barber. Chris Sanchez, aka

0Chol o McTavey, 06 i s no -Mexicard DugadTonrgdaifl likeMrd hal f | r i
Mi yagi s oDani el s on,-jifsuningwhko spkr pisaswhdlertife in Japaa.n | i u
Hed6s half my size andteah.tbdb€hmensapwbi Reubipris
snowboard instructor who designs, builds, and sells custom Harleys to guys throughout the

Recon community. Heds from Maine, and tal ks witt
wi cked mad thirsty, guayt. tlLheet 6bsa hg oa ngdr agbe ts owA sbti ei dz.
project bike has cost him over $45K. Chunk is one of the biggest guys on ship. He can

bench more weight than | can add with a calculator. Any one of these or the other guys

(I'll continue the introductions in a futur e letter) would give you the shirt off their back

even if they didndt know you. Oh yes, and everyc

Wel | |, I suppose | 6ve tired you with three pages
being a good sport about it. | ask of you to pray fo r the sanity of my wonderful wife and

our adorable little bean sprouts. | will certainly return the favor. Enjoy the attached

photos, God bless, Semper Fi, vote Republican, and may each of you receive large tax

refunds. Love you all.

Living the Dream,

Matt, Petra, Joshua, Caleb
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Lunacy
One Familyds Continuing Saga
July 12th, 2003

Wow, itds another Spewhbeées Hawi eyxclethgr. TWoobac
one of these EVERY FOUR MONTHS!!! To accommodate you whiners and old people who

say that | need to use a larger font, | decided to write to everyone using Times New

Roman size 11.5. This will equate to more pages.Ha. | f youd6re | azy | i ke me
the end of the letter and read the last paragraph, because as you all know, the happy foo -

foo sprinkles and warm fuzzies usually settle to the bottom of a family letter, just like the

chewy drops of sunshiny goodnessin Raisin Bran.

Well, as usual, a lot has happened since the last letter. The city of Jacksonville, North
Carolina experienced a massive deficit in bed sheets, spray paint and yellow ribbon over
the last two months, and there are signs everywhere welcomin g Marines and Sailors back
to the area. Local businesses offer free vacations, tax -free shopping, and free oil changes
to spouses of deployed service members. The 24th MEU returned on May 31st, and |

returned two weeks before tCaebtwasjustshyafdmenthe e part )

old when | got home, and Josh just over two (yee¢
was able to hear Calebds birth over the phone.
is beyond words, so 106l Il eave it at that.

Irag was sandy and we were there for just over a month. We went in on day 8 of the

ground assault and controlled the area just south of An Nasiyiriah to just north of Al Kut,

which is about an hour south of Baghdad. The 24th MEU was assigned to Task Force

Tarawa, and our primary area of operations was a crucial intersection of two main

hi ghways near Al Hayy. There sure are a | ot of /
brought back some cool stuff, and had a pretty ¢

anything, so all is well.


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/02/archive-2003-2.html

Ok ay, hereds the roller coaster of events that F
on! Okay, at first, having not seen each other since last August, Petra and | spent weeks

locked away inside our pad with the phone unplugged,e nj oyi ng each otherds ¢
playing with the baby, and trying to convince Jc
Petra moved from Virginia back to North Carolina in January, into base housing. We have

successfully evaded base housing for seven yeas, and | remember why. The actual housing

units wreak of the 5006s, combined with a night me
Scissorhands neighborhood.

Surprisingly, we | ove the place. The house itsel
gravel trail directly behind the patch of woods in our backyard, which leads to the Inner

Coastal Waterway in less than 5 minutes walking time. There, the locals cast for jumbo

jumbo shrimp and collect fossil shark teeth. The small cliffs above the brackish beaches
containcasting-qual ity clay that fires a bright red, si:H
a shady boy scout bivouac area nearby which overlooks the water and is well kept year -

round, perfect for picnics. Our backyard is a virtual nature preserve. We have a

cornucopia of wildlife around the yard all day and night, to include a small herd of deer

that routinely takes afternoon naps in our backyard not ten feet from the house,

undisturbed by barbecues and block parties in the neighborhood. Every time | do dis hes, |

resist the hunting urge to lean out the window and throw knives at them, or lasso one and

pull him straight into the freezer. Such a tease
be civilized. Our whole housing area is being leveled and rebuilt, ho use by house. The new

pl aces are beautiful, but wondt reach our street

free housing and utilities, though.

Hopefully, you all had a wonderful Independence Day weekend. We spent ours in the

Dayton area, where Ohio kicked offatwo -we ek oOFesti val of Flighto6é to
100th anniversary of the Wright brothersodo first
youdll remember, were from Dayton. President Bus
and entertainers such as John Travolta and Harrison Ford were there to host the festivities

that weekend. The weather in Ohio was miserably enjoyable. Hotter than two squirrels by



day and torrential downpours and tornado warnings by night. This backs my theory that all
of the bad weather we experience in North Carolina actually originates in Ohio.

Qur July 4th was spent at the annual Buchhol z feé
mombés side), at Deer Creek State Park. Both the
the only ties to normalcy in my life, although probably like your own family they are

nowhere near normal. We had a great time, and tfF
rates a worthy recommendation. Like anything worth doing on an annual basis, the

reunion had all the right elements. Screaming kids, bee stings, an hour -long waterfight, a

big lodge with an indoor and outdoor pool, 800 pieces of leftover chicken to snack on in

the evening, oh yes, and of cour se tehkes éauonQhs t he
come here you |ittle schnooks! (squeeze)éd Durir
some of our friends, and we made a trip to Indiana to see the Speights family.

Unfortunately, the majority of our two -week visit was all business. The BCIS (Bueau of
Citizenship and | mmigration Services, formerly I
through hoops, and we provided translation services for these and other issues the whole

time (when | say we, of course, | really mean Petra).

Having recently seent he movi e oMy Big Fat Greek Wedding, O
relate to the boyfriend / newlywed husband in that movie. Have you ever sat at the

dinner table of a family who refuses to use black pepper as a seasoning, because it is the

major competitor of red papri ka in Hungary? OHey Apu, <ca
paprika?6 Did you know that everything that Hunc
than similar products produced elsewhere around the world? Hungary would be the richest

and most powerful co untry in the world if alltheup -and-c omi ng Hungarians di dn
to the United States (this, of course, is why the U.S. is so rich and powerful). | have

become a wal king, breathing, Cliff Clavends ffact
Okay,serious |y, we spent hour séHOURSéplaying the oper
and no cards were | aid on the table by any persc
of course is due to the fact that | dondét know t
playing it every day for the last 10 MONTHS IN A FLOATING METAL BOX with hundreds of

different people (including variations of the game). | dunno. | guess somewhere between



the North American continent and Europe, the rules of Rummy have changed so much that
they became two entirely different games. One of them is fun, and the other is very,

very, very boring. Boring even to a boring person, boring among a million boring card
games. May it be smitten from The Official International Book of Boring Card Games. Bu t

yes, | love my in-laws ever so dearly. Go Hungary!

Now about my own parents. Because they will, i n
little less harsh. Okay maybe not. They spoil their grandkids rotten. If we stayed with

them for two weeks, our ch ildren would be irreversible nightmares. Ice cream to spoil

dinner. Midnight visits to the bedroom to spoil sleeping habits. Oh yes, and a spank -free
environment . I dondt pay attention to that | ast
thoroughly on the backsid e, r egar dl ess of grandma & grandpados:s
public or otherwise, as a result, reflects. Other than that, it is impossible to reach my

parent s; | 6d | eave their phone number but it wor
answer anyway, evenift hey are home. And theyodore I|ikely not
building a beautiful house to their specifications in Suffolk, Virginia, just south of their

current Chesapeake home on the North Carolina bc
orsomet hing |i ke that, right on a huge | ake. Beaut
a long way from saltine cracker dinners and the beat up station wagon with enormous

holes in the floorboards. To this da-gprit Pough, tF
yeah, speaking of oOthese days, 6 dad hit the big
me though. Petra turned 25 on the 14th, and our anniversary was on the 18th. Big 7 for

us, and we reserved Labor Day weekethedGraad Di sney
Fl oridian Disney resort. Wedre stoked! Wedre stoc
and wedl | probably feel guilty about that | ater é
theydre both old enough to enjoy it.

| feel horrible. Istvan and Ma ria deserve a better paragraph. | do enjoy playing basketball
and talking with my father -in-law, and | enjoy helping him conduct business transactions,
such as securing a lower loan rate for his new Ford F-150. | can relate to my mother -in-

law in one area (and only one), plants. We both share an interest in and a knowledge of

wild plants and their various uses, and during my morning runs | would stop occasionally to



collect roadside mints, plantains, chickory, wil
so she could check them out and become familiar with their English names. Also, if ever

one of you needs a partner in criminal activity, call Maria. She totally baffled immigration

officers who spent an hour trying to fingerprint her. Apparently, the notor  ious superclean

freak has spent 50 years scrubbing the fingerpri
changed over to his middle name, David, and he t
al ways fascinated with my mihisahpostuhfjubBéeda 3
as evidenced by his report cards and his little girly friends that visit. Great family, just

not quite Americanized --y e t . Maybe thatds a good thing. I wol
with them for a couple weeks whenth ey 6r e a tad bit older, so that
Hungarian | anguage i mmersi on. I do |l ove the f ami

Fresh baked bread daily and always something good in the oven.

I dm an uncl e again! You kdooWomad) laotntolReneex(saster) Connor
and Jared (bra-in-l a) on July second. Wedre really disapp:¢
out 2 more measly days. Her baby wasndét born on
SELFISH. Oh well, close enough | guess. Whattheh e c k, we dl | keep him. Yes

and Petra & | are in a race to see who can have the most kids in the shortest amount of
time. The girls dondot know it, but mom says that
how we split O6em upredhadoubebhing sawsé Pdayersads PRE

save it; | know what youdre thinkingé oOoOFor cryir
that?!é | dm kidding about her being pregnant, hc
financial ladder in our life, we may j ust take on a small herd (flock?) of kids ourselves!

Dondt tell Petra. No, seriously, we may even adc
seventh-i nning stretch for the time being, but wedre
Okay, the recentgougeoneachof wus and | 6m donaoingBuet ra has bee
war dr obes. OHRongher wardrebé and stagting one for me. | believe her new

motto is, oif the shoe fits, buy it.o6 For mother

high-f al o ot i -ordy spaapdoivre With the kind of treatment she received over those
EI GHT HOURS, al l |l could say was, o0Slap me in a

exercising with me lately in our last -ditch effort to change our home lifestyle into a



healthy one. She runs with me on the weekends and we alternate with each other riding
bike / babysitting in the evenings (free child care on the weekends at the base, so we can

run together). Sheds excited about my unitds

wives get to com e out and play with their boys and get muddy and ride on helos and stuff.

Petrads also picked up some habits while |
night that are absolutely amazing; before
friends over on 10 separate occasions to share these feasts. She developed this infatuation
with gourmet cooking, along with a taste for wine to complement my own (I started

regularly drinking wine [primarily red] 4
HOL [ 0good cholesterol éd] Il evels. This eveni
and stroke, among other iliness). She also picked up cigar smoking, banjo, and a boyfriend
named Juan, but she only smokes and ugnlivhy s
|l eft before | got home) will keep his butt

made Petra promise to take some college courses if | re -enlist.

upec

wa s c

we

wer

year s

ng

t h

Petrads Play of the Day (when calling4li:o fin

oDirectory Assistance, how may | help you?6

large2-t oppi ng or something?6éand thatds why
she does the same to me when | goof up. A couple of days ago, Petra went butch on me--
chopped her hair down --looks great! Like a totally different woman! Ha ha,
haéhaé.. haha, ahemé

As for myself, | was having a hard time trying to decide which way to go for a career, as
the end of my enlistment fast approaches. | boiled it do wn to the FBI as a surveillance

specialist, or another four for the Corps. After an interview with the FBI in Washington,

hal

e be
n EI

d ot
Petr

ove

D. C. , I determined that we wouldndt make enough

step back financially. The military has a lot o f great things going for it, namely 100%
college tuition (1 dm chasing an MBA now),
family to and from overseas (even on vacation), 30 days paid leave annually, and a 50 or
75% pension dependent upon eithera20 or 30 year retirement.

stripe within the next few months, and | 61l

10

0% f



before dropping an officer package and really making a career leap (Lord willing).

The latest change to the Marin e Corps is a new non-press digital -style camouflage utility

uniform, and tan rough -side-out boots. Wi thin another year or s
polished bootsd and o6crisply starched cammi esd (
be ended. TheMar i ne Corps martial arts program (affect
Fudé) is knee deep and in full swing, and before
a Super Duper Mega Black Belt Kungfu Ni nj a Warrior. Well, thatos
withany new program thatoés forced down your throa:
Oi mplementedo6éin the workplace, thereds a split
far in the world of Chi, and then there are thos:t
t hi nlk biotuds as much fun as a mouthful of bees. Be

Marine Corps PT, just another of the many ways that the Marines keep each other in

shape. Every morning | start off my day with a rigorous physical training regime, and then

the rest of the day 1 dm a soup sandwich. You see
carry around on me, |l &m actually quite a weenie.
dermis, and a subcutaneous fatty layer covering their muscles. I, however, have an

epidermis, a subcutaneous fat layer,andasub-subcut aneous fat | ayer. It
know, but true nonetheless. When | go to the gyr
weight, either, | just move it from one place on my body to another. l also  have a

chamber in my stomach that is reserved soley for the digestion of homemade fudge, which

is my form of kryptonite. O -k aaaay é é

0Joshcapades: 6 The boy is growing. And growing.
extremely well, not only for his age. The e xception to that statement is bumblebee --he
says Obubble bambi.é6 |If ever | |l acked proof that

attest. According to Josh, every crevice, hole, dark place or puddle contains alligators,

snakes, bugs, trucks, or dinosaurs. He 81 | | oo kc damdiot iamniang vent and
| ook! Therebs a gator in there!dé Mom, putting or
doing?6 Of course, Joshuads answer is, OHeds eat
odinosaurs t hanydjsurbppdam mMomt hat s how it gets m

Joshosaurus. We play along. Heds got a great i me



spend endless hours throwing rocks at water. He drinks wine as well; we put it in his juice
every nightto helphims| ee p . No we dondt. Gotcha. We are, ol
him old school: Old Yeller, Mr. Rogers, Shirley Temple and Looney Toon style. | think that
some of these kidsd cartoons on TV nowadays pror
Call me old-fashioned, but the 1 06d say the proof is in the

Hey, if youdre buying birthday presents for Kkids
favor: dond6t buy o ne-whedledpopoora-ball poppers witka caroyind i ng 2
handle. We aaltl oftiasheity. d Whoever invented ¢t}
something. | know theydve been around since the
letters to the Fisher -Price company until every one of those things is recalled due to some
safetyhazar d or somethingé o0Look here, madam, |1 6m te
the thing and balls were everywhere. My kid, my cat, and my two dogs were all choking on

them at the same tlilmemy womeéal lioongi @g for an el
Yeah,anyway, here are two of Joshyds quips that |
conservative and proper mother -in-law is preparing the evening meal, when Josh comes

around the corner and tugs on her aprinyu She | oc

wanna wrestle?6 Webre visiting Josh6s great grar

sitting outside. OHi great grandma! Hi great gr e
had not been introduced), he added, da&tdamn great | ¢
music station when the call | et t er-sh-skpost announce

whatever, K-l ove. 6 Josh corretbose. O0IHRH!S6 Cads not K

Caleb is also doing great. Six and a half months old. They say that the internal dispositi on

of a family can be measured by the happiness of its children. Rating our family by this

statement, welOre pretty proud. Both of the boys
time. They really love each other, and it shows. Caleb tries to do everything  his big

brother does, and gets frustrated because he car
up, stands with minor assistance, and in the last two weeks has perfected crawling. We

play o6go fetchdé with him, throwilkngesdrdbsuisddoys dowr
from all the crawling. He also gets bruised up sometimes when we box. | just hope nobody

sees the bruises and thinks wedre abusi ve.



Caleb is a water baby. He doesndt swim, but he t

couldsaythathe does swi m, but only straight down. Act uece
him to swim yet, but he absolutely |l oves the poc
has two teeth! He says Omamad and O6babad | i ke a

wordsbutt heydre so high at the top of the voice oct
Okay, so itds just rant screaming. But heds so ¢
baby6 contests around?

Okay, | ast minute stuff. OAnd ghbhesGtoée&rpg8roboe
During rainy Ohio days, the cart -pushers and the baggers of the Englewood Kroger store

escorted the customers to their vehicles under protection of humongous beach umbrellas,

also carrying groceries for the elderly. Is it just me, orisr adio air time just crammed with

commercials these days? o0Your | istening to WXWX,
every hour, guaranteedéd Oh yeah, | got publ i she
triumph for me. Patriotic pcbietorashoageneesionof3tie Li nes . ¢
family |l etter sometime. Uncle Steve, family cel e

restaurant chain ever, hit it really big with Certifichecks.com. He landed a government

contract, so his are the only authorized gift certificates at military exchanges across the

gl obe! Oh yeah, thereds a Speights brewing compe
the unofficial brew of the New Zealand rugby team. | got the shirt off some rugby

website, but the bedefftheistarslel f i sndt expo

Grandma Speightsd cookies were so popular on fc
the ship (1 of 3) in crumbs and powder (it looked like the box was kicked around the
world), the guys dug them out of the trash three days after |  tossed them. | saw my
buddies grabbing handfuls of c¢crumbs out of a box

you guys get that box?6 Friends: o0Dude! Would yoc

trash?! !-Inéd aM@dtshe@roppy seed cakeswas odHeyumiami z ¢ th e
chocolate in that cake is bad. o6 o0Thatds not <choc
to the |l etter. 6 00Oh, okay, in that case this cal

of Kicks (Kix?) 96 FM Country out of Richmond Indiarg, listen in the mornings for radio



personality Dave MacKay. Wedre old rompind buddi
radi o news: 0One-Pepr ados mbou &iéntistirgndbefgre she met
me, Christian band Mercy Me, not only topped the charts at the Dove Awards and in the
Christian music world last year (Petra was screaming in the car when we first heard them

on the radio), but their big hit o0l Can Only | me
the request charts of the (non -Christ i an) pop music stations of Nor't
tol d, most of the U.S. I officially feel l'i ke a
Bl ockbuster. Paranoia? | dono6ét think so. Just tr
sold out, and I guarante e y ou ol | receive at | east one gl ance

an employee. Oh yeah, whenever | caught a glimpse of satellite news on TV before the

war started, | saw that pathetic shift of popular opinion among anti  -war liberals. Though

thiswasnota war proportional to others in our nation
the Viet Nam era, protesters held the troops in disdain. These days, the popular opinion

among | i ke protesters was, OWe support the troorg
not the president or the Bush administration. o6 N
not hing, baby; donét hide behind the troops. I O c
was largely shared with me by my peers and the other five thousand or so peopl e on that

ship. And as for those trying to stick it to the president right now? Shame on them. They

missed the pie for the sake of the cherry. | watched a whole country, scared to death of

one man, get changed. Yeah, ther®Wéssboohddbe gnor
in after Milosovich before his day. We shoul ddve
bullies. Good training for me and my guys, too.
I f you skipped this | etter downvtostioea .| dd6tm gadoa

Petrads good, the kids -aoe. gbodend®Pedradmsmi pyé&gnagoao
had baby. Mother-in-law. Another 4 for the Corps. Mother -in-law. Cowboys and Indians.
Hunting season in 6 weeks. Now the happy stuff: We love you all (only those of you who

received this letter; everyone else disregard), thanks for letters and packages and words

of support during float if it applies, i f it doe
prayers. Have a greatwmietxe d@gavi moant dwsnd Weldbed | hol i
any of you to write back, but i f youdre feeling

brought to you by my mother -in-l aw, the | etter 0Q, 6 various gene



stations, and ktasfeaeltéehpabrea. 6 As al ways, Goc
Fidelis, and drink plenty of water.

Love, hugs, and peanut-butter slugs,

Petra, Matty, Joshy, and Caleb
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"Great Enthusiasms"
Published by Speights Press
Volume No. 10 - Winter Edition Issue No. 1

November-Decemberish, 2003

Lorem Ipsum Dolor Sit Amet

| have no clue what that means. It was part of the template that this  computer has for
writing newsletters. [ had to guess, the abo\

We as el Pudding Feet. o6

Well, once again, greetings from the armpit of the United States. Without any assistance

from the retarded and sarcastic side of my brain, here is a rundown of our current events:

Boys are growing, ages two and 11 months. Petra is keeping busy with church and a work -

at-home type business. Matt is in his oO0school pha

Christmas to everybody.

Okay, you know the deal. The above paragraph is the short and sweet version of this
letter. You may skip to the end (we love you, blah blah), or for you devoted, noble, and

wonderful people --our TRUE friends, please read on.


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/02/archive-2003-3.html

Family events: Petra and Matt had their 7 -yr wedding anniversary in July and celebrated it

in August, when we had some bonus money to spend (Matt re-enlisted for four years

again). Qur two big gifts to each other were (1)
fingers--this is great f or Matt, who has not been allowed to wear a wedding band in the

last seven years due to safety when working on aircraft and due to shine in a field

environment. (2) A trip to Disney World!!!

Petra had never been to Disney, and it had been about 10 years s ince Matt was last there.
Wewentall-out , taking advantage of Disneyds oOmilitar
the Grand Floridian Disney resort/spa, linked up with some friends, hit every park that we

could in three or four days and ate at every them e restaurant we could in the same time.

It was our first -ever big splurge vacation, and though short, we got really spoiled.

Good thing we took that vacation, because after that, our life kicked into overdrive for a

couple months. Petra attended the first annu a | Recon 0Jane Wayne Day,
the other wives (about forty in all). In addition to rappelling, climbing, racing, eating

MRE®&s, and doi ntgpe thiags, Peira receikd a dertifieate for the highest

M-4 Carbine assault rifle shooter, the highest M -9 service pistol shooter, and the overall

marksmanship award. Her shooting was a hot topic around work for the week. She even

made the front page of the paperods o6l ocal d secti
story: mess with Petraand i tds oLightds out, Meatball!é

Shortly after the season opener (in our household vernacular, this refers to hunting
season, not football, baseball or basketball), Matt bagged his first deer, and Josh tried

like mad to get past barricade mommy to help da ddy clean the deer up, but ended up
settling for watching from the window. For those of you who are wondering, Josh was
perfectly normal about it, and kept telling mommy that daddy killed the deer because it
was a monster. | have no clue where he gets this stuff, because we filter what he watches

like crazy.

Caleb grew two fangs (canines) as his first upper teeth. It was so cute! Only lasted about

t wo months though, now he has two more in the fr



Christmas (his two front teet h ) . He started saying his first wor

now o0caré and o0Joshy. 6 In recent weeks, he start
Wedre making friends all over Jacksonville, and
them. We started going to church home/cellgroups on Sunday evenings, but

in a while. Our next door neighbors are great. They recently got a dog, and they trained
him to crap only in our front yard. 1tds quite &
So this Christmas, all Iwantisadog. A real ly big one capable of poo
Then, late at night, | will bury an underground electronic dog fence that is channeled in a
path directly to the neighborsd doorstep. I 61 | I

Remember Vieques, Puerto Rico? The pace where all those selfish people raised a big

stink about the U.S. using their homes as targets for bomber / naval gunfire training?

Yeah, well, now they do all that training here. Josh has got to be the only two year old in

the country that knows the di fference between thunder and naval gunfire. | honestly think

he | earned the word oObombdé before he | earned t he

Prior to receiving our bonus in late August, we found ourselves in a money fix for a few

weeks, and after a garage sale, Josh had to bail us out with his $80 piggybank contents.

Can you believe that? 80 bigonesasatwoy ear ol d. That s a whole | ot
Mat chbox cars. Wedre debating |l etting him contrc

but first he needs to learn how to count past twenty.

Petra has been selling Partylite candles, similar it seems to selling Tupperware, Mary Kay,

Avon, Pampered Chef or Longaberger baskets. She
doing well. She is al so rsenhssCantatai Sorgehdwoshestdlur Chur c
has time left every day to cook up a meal, clean the house, handle the munchkins, and

decorate all that we own in a Winter Wonderl and
September passed quickly for Josh, the month being hallmar ked by hi s first oSl
These days he talks about everything, and is really smart, but still little  -boyish enough to

say things | ike, 0Mom, I dond6ét have to wash my F

ride his first horse at the huge church p icnic we had over labor day, and he attended



oHal l el ujah Nighto at chuortheianilhigeu Hef hidal lao Wweé ¢
pull the Santa Claus blinds over his eyes, thouc
interracial mix of people, the ba se exchange (where we usually shop) sometimes has a

white Santa, sometimes a black Santa, sometimes a Hispanic Santa and sometimes an

oriental Santa hanging around inside. 1tos hard
guy.
Okay, gotatonofstuff t o say still but dondét want to bore vy

stuff quickly and end with a laugh --hurricane Isabelle crushed a lot of houses in our

neighborhood, but not ours. Popular radio show covering the Eastern quarter of the US

declaredourci ty the most pathetic and horrible place
people smile?b6éWe refinanced our house-part 4. 5% v

buck teased me forever but | never got -Hhimél spe
di dretatc ht me much about shooting, but with all th
can draw skulls really wellé

Caleb experienced joy of first tootsie roll popé

papers nationwide--s o met hi ng about thé stdryfwas realfy gjag and\Wwer a q, 0

were misqguoted a few times, but hey, the phot oo:s
the inevitable ORules of Engagementd speech witt
unless the boy is four years older, 100 Ibsheavi er , or you candt breathe;
Mc Mar at hon this year (Marine Corps Marathon, in
|l ot él ots of friends playémom & dadds house in St
and theyore all/l mo v e d poeuatk eo fa so lodf hloOu sDee ci enmbCehr eéssap

Thanksgiving with them and took 7 Marines with us (wrecked the place for 4 days, ate a
| ot, hel ped carry heavy things around the buil di
cool place call ed 0t hdpladeto chezk oat if ih Ndrfolkiva Beadhy a goo

area.

Sister Renee and hubby Jared moving to Charleston, SC from California in a couple
mont hséthey have 2 kids that uncle Matty met for

going to spend Chsrifsotlnkass awidt hb rPoetthreard, ei t her her



Speights playing jokes on everybody, scaring us all with an amazing 30-minute breath -hold

when her lungs coll apsed and she went to the hos
jokester éwith gr aSganag hmtngdd ghalng,paPetrads fol ks f
cards and-sbheetodadyea® old dad is working manual |
wor k ethic pushing him steadily up the | adder.
canét heydr e e x p ehandefigotrynfrgm jark ok deadipeat punks that drive

by their house in muscle cars all the time throwing stuff and cursing and shouting

profanities at Petrads foreign familyéhopefully
can toss a couple gas cansters in their car as they drive by, or hose them down with mace

or something. Just kiddingotmdl 6d never do that, r

Il &m going back to I raqg in September for six mont
then); already begun the work -up training forit--unf ort unately thereds no
value meal é in the Marines and you just get what
biggieéAt | east, if | go as a sniper, 16l know
the effects of a roun d on various types of fruits and gelatin. Knowing what a bullet does to

an avocado at 1000 yards will Dbe-Ith@&eabbsey val uabl e
housing, but it & s-evgrybeds hakds the mo€tlofifréesleciriety and

burns billions of | umens of twinkle |Iightingéour neighb
housing area gate guards should be charging admi
Petra will be making a ton of sugar cookies this year to give out to everybody standing

duty/standi ng guard over Christmas, thatoés al ways fu
Crazy thing happened--KFC st arted makind burgers! No seriou
80 MPH and spun in a series of 3606s I|ike a mani

right back onto the road and ro lling along in original direction like nothing ever
happenedéprobably happened because tires are SCF
I f one blows, the other three wild]l probably bl ov
though, not Petraandthekids. 8 | am growing dangerously cl ose t
owning a truck for two years now and having been driving a gold, bubble -looking Ford

Taurus since the |l ast truckél refer to the Ford

smokin-cool name like thathas begun to |l ost ités fizzle, so | n



wicked monster Jeep, orelse flame -out t he four door beast with a
not seriouséwell, Matt had 20/575 vision in bott
vision thanks to the marvels of modern science and courtesy of Uncle Sam and the

American taxpayer éBuddy John getting married in
Carolina wedding, really happy for both of them!
Investigation due to th e lead content in our drinking water which was the result of

contamination 40 years ago; this prompted Petra
with Lead.déd Should hit the shelves this springée

And the bumper sticker of drme ryetars apy@ao de d otec d a
then why are they made out of meat?0éThree wortt
sold every second at some place in the world; o0t
ultimate carpet stain remover; Petra was neighbors with  Oksana Bajul (the sHEmale ice

skater) when he was a young boy (and when Petra was a little girl). Best advice we could

give anybody this Christmas based on our own per
Nog! 6 Best internet | auda: c-ditbihstbegrtaderntdMat tyoius
on approval from the U.S. Patent Department for a phenomenal food product he

devel oped, heds calling it opudding. 6

€Armed services boxing championship starts here
wrestltontheboat wi th one of the Marine contender séwi s
thisarea--heck, 1 0d sett-¢tel 6 oed a@Ghrauswumas, everything
around hereéwent to the post office and asked ¢t}

stamps..all they had were the evil snowmen series and the psychadelic Santa line of

stampséthe worldds going to poopéHey, check thi s
out |l oud. Whatds 4 +123+17TCR?8BK¥2? 6XxIPH1-@A?tO8ay, n@visd/? 7
0si xypourmnsel f repeatedly for 30 seconds. Now quic

Okay, | know that was a lot of crap to read. Thank you for your patience. Have a great
Christmas, New Year, Football season, tax season, and everything else. Bake cookies for
your neighbors, donate blood, watch out for black ice, and as far as your immediate

family is concerned, appreciate each other and c



youdre together! ! For those friends that are he
up,cockdi esel and keep your butts tucked in!o6 For
cell#is910-381-26 79. Give a ring, youdre family i1 f you
buy her fl owers, give him a back rub, rngood write
lazy, worthless friends. Love you all, Semper Fidelis and God bless you.

Fair Winds,

Matty, Petra, Josh, Caleb

P.S. Do not rub Cheez Whiz on carpet
P.P.S. Was your vegetable a carrot / carrots?

Joke of the Day:

Two older couples got together f or the holidays. While the women were hanging out in the
kitchen, the men in the I|Iiving room strike up a
you for having me and the wife over for dinner.
been out of the house since, well, | guess it was about a month ago; we went out to eat at

some fancy placeégosh, what the heck was the nar
popular, got thorns on it and all ?6 (Bob) oO0OWhat,
HEYROSE WHERE®&S THAT PLACE WE WENT OUT TO EAT THE
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The ZERGCARB Family Letter
September 27th, 2004

In This Issue:

*How to dispose of your neighbor's dog
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*Covering up bruises on your children
*Scamming the government

*Building a car with half the parts

*How to tap into your neighbor's cable
*Dealing with your wife's addition to crack

Motivation for the Da y: "Press On"-- Nothing in the world can take the place of
persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent.
Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education alone will not; the

world is full of educa ted derelicts...persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.

Area Events: The North Carolina Seafood Festival kicks off in waterfront Morehead City, on
2-4 October.

Greetings Family and Friends!

Is it just us, or is the US going ridiculously crazy over these low -carb, no-carb diet plans?
We finally bought off on lowering our fat intake, and now fat is okay! CARBS are the devil!

Petra and | have resorted to simply eating to othpicks. Occasionally, for a treat, we cover

our fingers in honey and chew our nails. We are so pathetic.

So, how have you been? Wedve been good. Gas pric

what are your excuses for not writing? Tell me in your next LETT ER.

Wel |, hereds the skinny on us. Petra is |l ooking
every day for about 7 months now, running an average of 2 miles prior to each workout.
Sheds been feeling great and | dm rodirelbdygjangr oud of
I say that only because | dm never home.
I have had a really bad year. As you may well know, | turned down a job with the FBI last

August (twice, like an idiot), justto re -enlist for a cash bonus and a coveted Scout Sniper



School guarantee. | failed the School, which is about 3 months long, by shooting 8 yards
out of range on my final graded stalk. | had only days left, and | was, no kidding, set to be
the Honor Grad. My unit issued me a sniper rifle anyway, and dubbed me a sniper. Then, |
picked up a new team and started training them to be the best team in Recon. We were
doing great. | was sent to California to become an urban operations instructor. My officer
package finally made it to HQ Marine Corps, and then...

BAM!I Just like that, a search warrant appeared. Apparently, Matt the gear guy was

suspected of stealing government tents. Well, k6 ttF
found a ton of other stuff that | 6ve accumul at ec
other Marinelk now) . My hunting weapons werenod6t registe
police, which made them instantly oillegal. 6 The
computer and |inked me to Ebay, where | had solc
factory -refurbished weapon lights (that | sent in myself) and extra flak jackets (not SAPI).

| was very honest and forthright with everybody, and had tremendous support from my

command. | eventually lost my team to a (very junior) team leader and they headed to

Fallujah without me.

I waived my OArticle 3286 investi@egoiitedn at t he ac
attorney, and will be standing trial at a General Court Martial on October 5th, facing

charges of the theft and sale of government property, dereliction of duty, and

disobedience of a lawful order. The latter two charges are a catch -all because | could

have been o6funding terrorism.d Funny, under hight
chemical suits, and other equipment smack -dab in the middle of Iraq because it wast oo

much for our unit to carry and we didnod6t have er
officially. Anyway, it may well cost me a few years in the Camp Lejeune brig, forfeiture of

all pay and allowances, reduction to Private and a Bad Conduct Discharge . Mom & dad

Speights are prepared to take in Petra and the kids.

Besides all that, things are very good. The Lord will be my judge and jury, and | will honor
and respect his judgement in this trial; and no,
way--1 V@ had a great time serving. | was nominated for Recon Team Leader of the Year

despite the charges, and my Commanding Officer could have held back my promotion to



Staff Sergeant (E-6 in the Marines, right below Gunny), but he and the Sergeant Major
wereinagreement, and didndt. Our house should be s

The boys are doing great. They recently got to watch daddy jump into the beach froma C -

130, on the return home from a month -long training event at Ft. Polk, Louisiana. Now,

every time Josh sees a plane, he looks around for parachutes.

Joshua is a hoot. Wedr e-fleeting/speech impediméntsintodue up hi s
memory bank. OHey mom, |l et s go play a kite! d He
animal, and book in his b edroom. He knows his colors as such: red, orange, green, blue,

purple, black, and cheese. Recently, Petra expl e
fast, the policeman will pull you over and give
mom,wecanjust take the tickets to Chuck E. Cheeseds

To Caleb, everything is a telephone. He will not hesitate to pick up a shoe and talk into it.

He also | oves to rub food in his hair.-hddd!sé | at es
every time lightning strikes and it thunders. He learned to do this at the Independence

Day fireworks show. Caleb was clapping when lightning struck our house and blew up our

air conditioner and refrigerator (10 minutes after we returned from a big food shopping

trip --yeah, we lost the food). He was clapping when it started an electrical fire in the

attic. When the fire truck arrived, there were t
hoo! 6

Just in case you were wondering (and | understand that | am probably going a gainst the

grain with many of you), an overwhelming majority of Marines are pro -Bush. | am sick and

tired of hearing Bush critics use the troops as an issue. | keep hearing Kerry refer to troops

as Americads O0sons anahddadyg redandavesybne is Overloakinga s s o

the mainpoint--Every single swingind person in uniform
as an ADULT and swore an oath to def epodybalhe nat.
for Senator Kerry, or Michael Moore, or anyone for that matter, to bounce around as a

bartering tool.

Also, we picked a fight with Germany to oust Hitler, when our fight was with Japan;

Kennedy picked a fight with N. Vietnam in our best interests --in both cases tens or



hundreds of thousands of mendied annwually. I n Iraqgq, wedve | ost
year. The presidentds doing a great job by those
thousands of INNOCENTNOLC OMBATANTS are killed in the U.S.
on dropping those numbers somehow. Either way, leave the troops out of this. From

where | Om sitting, it |l ooks as i f Senator Kerry

troops to drive that angle of his campaign.

Now I d6m sure | made half of you pretty angry. | ¢
Well, if everything goes miraculously well next
uni form, doing good things in the Corps. Wedol | t

Okinawa for a breath of fresh air.

I f things dondt wijlsee Retrd (lvho has beern treraeadeusly strong but

can still use the prayer and support) moving out
jumpsuit scrubbing macaroni out of | arge vats. I
jailbird edition of the family letter around Christmas time.

Congratulations to the Class of 2004, and to everyone that got married ---we are so sorry

that we couldndét show for all the weddings and ¢
busy (where did this year go?). As always, love you all, miss you, thanks for the support,

and please keep in touch.

Semper Fidelis and God Bless each of you,
Matty, Petra, Josh, Caleb

P. S. I would |l ove to personalize each ady these |
event just fil ling out the envelopes and putting on stamps (not because there are so many,

but because |1 0m unbelievably slow)...writing inc
YEARS...
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The Jailhouse Crock
24 November 04

Friends, family, and those of you who received this due to erroneous address; opening
other peopleds mail is a federal offense.

Hey! Good to see all your bright smilingfa c e s . Il &dm having a great ti me
Cupcake. The familyods wel-4ohygeahdforthosenafyotivbhe have pas

di dndét know, | dm in the brig.

This place is comical. They have all these statutory rapists, armed robbers, and assault &
battery convicts in here, living together, and we all have to take anger and stress
management classes that actually make you angry and stressed out. Then, of course, our

uniforms are made of the brightest, most anger -provoking blaze-orange material on earth.

Yudll think 1 dm joking, but | usKkK-sdimetomks,they t he s et
run out of food. Wedre not allowed to stand up c
read or write. The guards are corr oilpthexttoyou canodt

you without getting punished for oO0aiding and traeé
medical attention in this place. Prisoners are regularly sent to Special Quarters (solitary

confinement) for no apparent reason (as | was, for telling a jok €). There are always major

problems sending or receivingmail--p hot os of prisonersé®é wives end
Therebdbs no gym, and though wedre supposed to get

happy golden warmness and vitamin D), it usually only happen s on Sundays.

Crazy Willie is infatuated with himself. He will stare at anything that shows his reflection -
-mirror, toilet water, butter knife - for hours, talking to himself, making faces, reciting
demonic chants and psychotic poetry. He is working on a crazy cokehead Nazi satanic

death animation movie, and he tries to tell you about it for hours every day. He says it
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wi || be better than Pink Floydds The Wall, whict
everything about it. H esupposedlpn gtepliag aelv sef thyougha her e f ¢
severrinch hole which converges into a five -inch hole and for possession of two tablets

which may or may not have been Ecstasy. o6 Thanks
prisoners in this brig can recite that line verba tim.

Besides all of these and countless other gripes, things are going exceptionally well, Glory

be to God! Petra comes to see me every other Sunday, and though we can briefly kiss, we

pack the passion into our two -second window. Her letters and actions k eep me going, and

our relationship, though neither of us believed it to be possible, is only getting stronger.

|l 6ve seen the boys twice, but as |l ong as theyadr e
grandpa, | 6d much rather t heyinadrdife Bumedinlond not hay

their memories.

Petrahasturnedintoareal -l i f e eéBHIdUdsdleer Barbie; 6 itds evident
these days (she uses words / phrases | i ke o0condu
hardwood flooring, painting walls, running a dozer and everything--of cour se | dm so

of her and am so glad sheds got something to Kkee

Okay, some prayer requests: My grandma and grandpa Speights are staying with mom &
dad at the cast |l e,ofcncat. . fg masake please praydhatinothing

serious happens to him while I 8&dm in here; I 6d r e

ONatsyo6 Nate Bernache, who was mentioned in a pr
Djibouti or The Daily Floater), was the Special Forces doc (enlisted Corpsman) in my last

platoon, and a close friend. While working on somebody in or around Fallujah, he got shot

in the back a couple weeks ago, and is currently in Bethesda with a machine breathing for

him. The bullet clippe d his spine, tumbled through his lung, and wedged between his

diaphragm and his aorta. Please pray for him too.

Finally, several members of my unit have been wounded or killed in the An Anbar province

of Irag. A guy | trained was shot in the face and died , some others have been seriously



injured, and a very close friend of mine and Pet
along with one of my old Gunnys (Javier Obleas). Jack better have went to heaven, cause

he owes me some money anoflthat gasily. Foothosepfoyounna | et hi
Ohio, he alone is the reason that all flags in the State will be at half -mast sometime this

week (whichever day his procession falls on), according to the Associated Press.

I have been busy. Sending me to jail with n othing to do besides read & write is like

sending a kid to his or her room with nothing but a Nintendo and a ton of games. | drew 12

pictures for Petra which form one huge collage drawing --that alone took the better part

of a month. Then | went on a solici tation campaign, requesting information from 13

different universities regarding their various Masters programs. Because | have no access

to a computer or typewriter, |l 6ve been handwri ti
was incarcerated and was hoping to get started in something. The only positive reply | got

was from Purdue, who didnodét even bother writing
thick packet, only to find a scribbled Post -i t note: o0Sorry kid, this is
My smile turned to a frown, then tears, then laughter. | did not receive enrollment

packets for their Master of Industrial Engineering program or their Masters in Global

Business. No, what | qualified for was (1) a Janitorial Services Certificate, (2) a Waste

Dispcs a | Management Course, and (3) the prestigiou
Certificate! C-H#OOHOOHO®EER! & OU

Well, forget them. | started writing a book. A
before |1 0m outta Hourgeysin300whnoadrksndahe waoeshap,fmaking

year-round furniture and toys for the Toys -for-Tots program.

™

Wel | , I &m not about to exceed three pages, so |

Bless and Semper Fi,

Love,

Matty, Petra, Josh, & Caleb
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Wel | | wel |, wel | . .. | t certainl yhehres tme esn aa twihsiol
take it from the top. For the | ast six years or
every 6 month. This helps us keep contact with our friends and family. As the number of

friends and family on our mailing list continues to gro w, it becomes more and more

di fficult to write to everyone individually. | Or
you, this is the first of a I|lifetime of Speight s

reading it as much as | enjoy writing it.

Okay. So Idm out of the brig. And the Marines. |
almost a year for selling government property. It really stunk. | wrote a family letter while

I was in there, around Thanksgiving, but Petra never had the time to ma ke copies for me

to send out to everyone. | learned a new trade (woodworking / furniture & toy making),

wrote up business plans on three different futur

wrote a book about funny times in the Corps, and co -authored and co-illustrated a

childrends book with my new buddy Marcos. No putk
ltéds tough being out of the Marine Corps, ©6causece
I 68l'l miss it. My guys sent me oefimagimed. Wheha t hough.

Recon operator leaves the reconnaissance community, he is given a paddle (like, for a

boat; an oar), highly decorated and personalized. My boys threw me a huge party, and 40

guys said some of the nicest things about me that have everbeen sai d. Though | do
| deserved it, | was verymoved-- know t heydl !l miss me as much as
So now, |1 06m searching. The Hamp-7ates)deaafds ( Nor f ol

Virginia is screaming for builders, and the pay is good. | land ed a construction job making

more than | did in the Marines, so Petra and | are sitting good and building up some
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6transitiond money. I n the meanti me, | 6ve pumpec
applications in the physical security management and logisticsf i el d s . |l 6ve al so po
resume to monster.com, careerbuilder.com, hotjobs.com, and about five other job search

websites. A couple bites (including an upcoming telephonic interview) but no solid leads

yet.

As many of you know, Petra and | have been on a quest to find a home. Not a house, but
rather a location on this planet where we can planet where we can plant ourselves & raise
the kids. At least until our Alaska window opens up someday. So we visited another
website together, findyourspot.com, and bas ed upon about 10 pages worth of questions
(weather preferences, desired home cost, political affiliation, etc.) we learned that five

of the top twenty places for us to live are right in our target area. To make it short, we

set our sights on Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Not only does it appear to be a great spot for

us, but its |l ocation relative to surrounding bic
comfortable driving distance of DC, Philly, NYC,
close enough tovisitthe ocean, the mountains, the Great Lake:

equally distant from both sets of parents (close enough for weekend visits, far enough to

have our space). So this weekend we headed up toc
True, there are some trashy and unattractive areas along the highway, but we fell in love

with the Hershey and Carlisle areas (yes, we went to Chocolate World [& the factory tour]

at Hershey), and we had a great time at some downtown festival too. Josh and Caleb had
ablastridingafull-si ze mechani cal bull, and Petra and | &€
River Walk, including a bridge and érd@idtayd | sl and¢

are motor -free zones (only foot, bike, horse, and city train travel).

Being together with Petra and the boys again is a phenomenal feeling. For all of us. Nine

years of difficult separations have taught us that being together is more important than

anything else on earth. Wedve been basking in ot
coolstuff since being back together. My best budd)
with a couple nights at the Renaissance in Portsmouth, Virginia. We got to see Lynyrd

Skynyrd chilling at the hotel, and got my shirt autographed by Johnny Van Zant. Petra and

| celebrated our birthdays together by taking each other to the sold -out Kenny Chesney



concert in Virginia Beach (got the tickets last minute on ebay). We took the boys to see
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and Herbie. It was so fun to watch them ge t excited at
the theater and gawk at the big screen. Petra and | sneak away on occasion, once the kids
are down, to go out to eat or catch a movie ourselves (mom & dad are home). We saw
War of the Worlds and thought it was great. We all went to the Moscow International

Circus and met the scariest-l ooki ng Bat man youbGve ever seen.

As is usually the case, Petra bought a pet while | was away. This time it was a fish named

Samson. Il would never have believed thiim i f | he
love with Petra. All day long, people could walk past the aquarium, and he just sits there

(duh, heos a f i s-hmhenPdradets hearkim dr tajkota hirn(she speaks

fish, itds her 5th | anguage), lyet allsviggly@rgdl es up t o
excited. | dve never seen anything |like 1it.

Joshua is such a smart kid. We have always talked to our kids like adults, and I think it
really paid off. The boy has some class when dealing with other adults, and talks like an
adul t .still mebdys though, and we do lots of fun stuff together. Recently | bought
him a BB gun, and almost nightly | take it out and teach the boys to shoot. After only one

week, Joshua can now safely handle it to daddy?o-:
plastic cups off a brick wall at 15 feet. Yeah, t
story: I &m in the brig, reading a |l etter from Pe

as we always do), and my jaw dropped. Apparently Joshua, 3 years old at the time, dug

up a Sassafras root and excitedly took it to Petra and asked her to make some tea with it

(thatds one of our family traditions). How he ic
Petra saved the root, and | got to check it out when | got ho me. It was, unmistakably,

Sassafras.

Caleb is cute as a buttegmrarHedd dogtped ,| iamntd (i drsr
when he gets excited and tries to blurt somethir
two do everything together. He even goes to the big kid Sunday School class at church,

just to be with his brother; i1itds gonna be tought

Fall . Caleb6s major accomplishments currently re



trained for severalmonths al r eady, Dbut now heds | upeeupt all eno
over the rim of the toilet bowl and urinate like a man. Sadly, Caleb is entertained at the

expense of other peopleds |ives. He cheers every
h os pi t eohtagiods.tWe sll cheer now. We all spent last weekend at the beach, and

Caleb had a blast in the surf and the sand. We got some great pictures of both of them.

Petra and | swapped off between watching them and swimming, and finally got some tans.

Okay,anyway, I hope | didndot make you all sick bl u
family. Keep in mind that, if youdre getting thi
O6blubberingd a word?

We love you, miss you, and think about you all often. Be blessed , and for those of you in
distress, stay strong and encouraged. Never hesitate to hesitate to ask us if you need
something--i f it i s within our means, we wi/l/ hel p. W

Love,

Matty, Petra, Joshua, Caleb, and Sampson the fish

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 2009

Archive (2006 -1)

The Fat Lady has Sung
Another Glorious Speights Family Letter dJanuary/February 2006

Wel |l , thatdos i t. Awvalboftheecave. 8005 zipged dy and left each ef us
ol der, fatter, and bal-8iéyearof$he llama Moelieve.&Happyt he Dbi g

New Year, everybody!

Since our last episode, we bought a house, Petra joined a band, and Josh is knee -deep in
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preschool. Caleb and | are out of the limelight for this letter.

So, yes, we bought a house in Chesapeake, about 15 minutes from Virginia Beach. The

house prices here are ridiculouséour North Carol
area, cost us $53K in 1997. This place, a vinyl ranch, 1400 Sq Ft, barely a yard, in a

decent area, $247K. Ouch! Wedre hoping to sell i

No more kids yet. I't certainly isndt for | ack of
package. We ofiall Iseien the Lordds good ti me.

I missed hunting season. Bought a license but never so much as donned an orange cap. Did

get my dose of the wild, though, my ofix. & A whc
one, on a | ow br i dhguse.lrwasable taroptaimptiaree efrthiens Within

mi nutes of their deaths, thanks to mom & dadods ¢
Tanned a fox hide as well, collected and froze two beautiful owls which were killed,

shook and shucked several bags of back walnuts, and bottled some sassafras concentrate

and some pear wine.

In December, | huffed and puffed and squeezed into my old uniform, to collect toys for

the 2005 Toys for Tots campaign at Joshyof6s schoc
funfor everybody; Petra says sheds not sure who go
and the sword, the kids or the teachers. | am actually still on Active Duty status, pending

the outcome of my caseds appellate review. My c L
Buil der s, my daddés company that the two of wus st
scribbling away at two other books: Mattyds Recc
fantasy tentatively called Underneath the Ocean:c

big report to send to 200+ government, media, and interest group recipients exposing
some serious military corruption issues, namely in the supply system, the justice system

and the correctional facility at Camp Lejeune.

Petra joined a Christian band, called 6 St r onghol d. 6 They perform at |
houses and churches. Their last coffee house performance drew a crowd of about 65
people. Theyo6re halfway through the production ¢

watch her sing sometimes. Sher eal 'y stands out; | candt see muc



her singing and some of the famous folks on TV.
studio time (aside from the band). Sheds really
and her husband has written several songs over the last few years that can swing to either

the country or Christian genre. Hmm. Anyway, Pet
needs to shine. She loves doing this and it shows.

For Christmas, the gorgeous one gota 1-yearall-i ncl usi ve member ship to Gc

Gymépersonal trainer, massage therapy, unlimitec
the boyséthe works, baby! It was probably a ratt
the tanning and all that), buttobefai r and mutually appealing, | &m

hunkified this year myself, dusting off the weights and all that. Petra has been running
about 15 miles per week, and she loves working out and tanning every day.

In addition to being extremely hot and ta lented, | fi| mean Petrafi has been busy!!! You
see, the day after we closed on the house, we gutted it. Every bit of carpet and vinyl
flooring, gone. All the kitchen cabinets & counters, the sink, the stove, the dishwasher,
the water heater, the bathtub, the  showers, the bathroom sinks & cabinets, all the light

fixtures, all the vents, the wall outlets & switches, all the interior doors, all the trim, the

toiletséall tossed and replaced/ upgraded. Al |l , f
pounds away atthehouse while |1 dm off fixing up other pec
pl umber, an electrician, a cable installer, a paeé
her.

We went to see Keith Urban in concert in November. For you non -country music types,

hesd Ni cole Kidmands current beau. I't was, bar no
Petra said the same, as did the guy sitting next
callers on the radio the following day. The guy read every sign aloud that peopl e were

holding up in the audience. He called up 20 or so random people to sing with him and goof

off on the stage throughout the show. He was a total hambone. The coolest thing, though,

was when he swung with his guitar on a suspended mechanical cable, to the middle/back

of the auditorium, and said, oOHerebds for all yol

tickets. Now you got front row seats! (He was ri



me. Maybe he didndt say Oyous. 0

Joshua is extremely bright. His reasoning ability is through the roof. Right now, though,
here are some of the sillier things he does, that we get a kick out of. First, | heard him

teaching his brother that o0Jesus lives in the sk
pickedupqui te a bit from his friends at school, and
girl friend6 phase. o06Daddy, when | grow up, I dor
girl friends, a Harley, a 069 Camaro SS, and two

readers, pl ease dondot formulate opinions on my chil
no clue where he got the idea of what to name his dogs, or how to plan his lifestyle. | had

a lengthy discussion with my four -year-old son about the laws governing marriage,

polygamy, and the physical dangers derived from sexual promiscuity. So now, he just

wants two girlfriends. Daddy gave him a black eye when we were wrestling yesterday, so

weodll see what kind of phone calls we get when F
Caleb is full of wondrous vocabulary blunders. When asked (this morning at breakfast)

whet her he |l iked pineapples, he replied, oO0Yes, |
woods, 6 their babysitter, his oObaby sHendher , 6 anc
bluebird) he got all excitedé o0Look, mommy, a bl

BOY, and while playing with a daddy longlegs (granddaddy longlegs; a spider -like insect),
he asked why we never see any mommy longlegs. Finally, he asked the eternal question,
oOMommy, why do | adies got |l ots 6nd | otsa boobi es
brother, and when he grows up, he doesndt want e

be a fireman and he wants a rocket spaceship.

We are havingagr eat ti me together as a family. Since N
longer than we ever have before without interruption (flying, deployment, training, war,

jail, whatever) ir i ght now wed6re at a solid six months an

blast. Betwe en t he busy tempo of daddyods work schedul ¢
making the most of every opportunity. Last weekend, we all went ice skating. Our

longstanding family tradition of Friday Fun Night (movies, snacks galore, pillow forts,

games, lightsticks) has bled over into a lot of our Saturdays as well, and we refer to it is

Friday Night II, or Friday Night: the Saturday Edition.



‘N

My fol ks are good, Petrads folks are good, our
well. Many of you know my br other John Martinez; he and his wife are doing well,

preparing for his next deployment in a month or so. Thank you all for continued prayer,

and for your | etters, emails and calls. Wedl Il dr

To finish t hiiscludingt briefintroduction to thedeast of your extended

familyit he ones y o fithrdughnodrtfamiky feteenvYeah, it may be kind of weird

for me to do this, but hereds the reason. When
meeting, for the firs ttime, all the people he used to talk about. His sister Rosie, his mom,

et c. I wish he could see us today, now friends v
attached | ist as O06the people you might meet at ¢

the letter. We could care less either way.

Love yas,

Matty, Petra, Josh & Caleb (RIP Sampson the Fish)

SUNDAY, MARCH 1, 20®

Archive (2006 -2)

From Deep Within the Crackpot
The 2006 Speights Family Letter

Ha! Just when you thought youdd escaped. OHmMmm. N
their weird |l etters in a whileémaybe they forgot
your OWel comed mat s, s weceme! cheeks, cause here WEe
Great year for us. Wedve been having such a greec¢

Marines, though | really miss it, is amazing. | can take a few days whenever | feel like it,
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and believe you me, | feel like it all the time. Our summer was been p acked with

swimming pools and beaches, theme parks, water parks, concerts, blacklight bowling and

putt -putt golf, fishing and cookouts and baseball. To the Sunday afternoon ice cream
truck, wedre the most faithful C U®ewWpanies ansl o n
linked back up with old friends. We also really locked in good with the neighbors (all of

them) in this highly active neighborhood. We got into a water balloon war with our

neighbors across the street, and spent the following day un -toilet p apering our house. We
built a huge deck/patio area with a covered grill outcrop, and playground / tree house for

the kids, complete with a zipline (not quite finished yet). | got the Corvette running, then

the wheel ripped off when | was driving (took the fender with it), then | fixed her and she

now patiently awaits a screaming paint job.

For my birthday in August, Petra took me on a dinner cruise, on The Spirit of Norfolk. It

was a blast and the food was excellent. We were seated with another couple at a table of
four, and as it turned out, the wifeds name
too! Ironically, she was a writing hobbyist like myself. We made some friends and had a

great time. On August 13th, we went to see Kenny Chesney perform at Virginia Beach, for

the second year in a row. This time, we did it right, and brought ten of our close friends

t he

Now

with us. Everybody had a blast, and buddy Travi ¢

which was a bonus . Next year, wedOre inviting everybody i

this time, though. Another concert ;in-laMlarad i n
got us all row 4 seats to the Goo -Goo Dolls / Counting Crows concert. It was a lot of fun.

Just before the temps dropped, we had a great family camping trip. Petra & |
spontaneously took the kids to the mountains for some fun. We saw Natural Bridge, one of
the seven natural wonders of the world; we saw an Indian village (living display); we went

camping at Cave Lake Mountain State Park and swam in a nice mountain lake; caught

some sal amanders (or oO0salamatersd6é6 to Cal eb);

Au gL

dac

joy); and we had a day trek on the Appalachian 1

expensive tent | et about a gallon of rain throug

car for an hour, the rain completely stopped and the rest of the trip was wonderful. Even

though 1 dm gonna tell vy etheretwlere NQ mogqaitos, \Motiok,t bel i e\



and there was nary a poison plant along our entire weekend adventure. The temperature
was so nice, that being outside at night felt like we were sitting in our living room.

This year is the o0Big Teno for Peted andPktr adhby
hometown of Budapest, Hungary. | still find it hard to believe that the consummate ultra -
feminine has managed to stay happily married to
greasy, or fattening--1 6 1 I t ake two. 6 Tentousedcasibnfwetergoyed&dai s mom
5-day all-inclusive Sandals vacation in St. Lucia, complete with a deluxe swim -up

honeymoon concierge suite. We could literally swim to our room from the lagoon pool!

Enjoyed a cornucopia of excellent food and drink 24 -7, Karaoke, concerts, water skiing,

kayaking, and set off on our own snorkeling adventures. We discovered a huge bed of

conchs, plus octopi, squid, different types of ¢
bl ack ones, or youol |l s pafoldarbsa--uvhe e ks odilgdgn noo laoduyt, t
barracuda, trumpet fish, parrotfish, angelfish, and lots of other cool stuff. Even had a

gourmet meal prepared from one of the conchs Petra caught (yeah, we kept some nice

shells). Met some new friends, Mandy & Tim, who also | ive in Virginia; we hung out

together most of the time.

Work-t hat 6s a different story. | went from being t
Integrity Builders to being a deck and foundation crew leader for BetterLiving Patio

Rooms. This company is amazing Excellent 8 -year track record, big incentives, full

benefits, annual company family trips, and company -issued truck, tools, cell phone, credit

card, and blank check for tools and materials as | see fit. Hours are long, but weekends

are optional,andbest of al |l , the people and the pay are ex:
three months, LOVE it, and theydre already talki
position for me. Best of all, my helper Mark is a retired Navy Chief who really keeps me

sharp (andvicever sa), mentally and physically. We speal

been recognized for being the hardest workers in this (largely former military) company.

Over the summer, | turned some classic cars with my dad. Starting with profits from the
salesof dadds 667 Camaro convertible and his 657 C

classic cars, and we wrenched on them, overhauled them, painted them, etc. So far,



wedve sold the 656 Buick Speci al Riviera, the 08¢
(390 / convertible), and the 0669 AMAandthedve stil
670 SS .396 Chevell e. ltds fun, and itds lucrati
have right now, so our current projects are on hold.

Petra, who is faithful t o conti nue whatever she starts, has b
runs three to five miles a day and makes me f eel
friends there, and has her regular work out crew. She also runs into both the pastor and

associate pastor of our church at the gym. These guys are the real Hans and Franz. Have

you ever gone to church, and left feeling like you just played a football game? Me neither.

But it almost feels like that at our church when these guys are preaching.

Just tonight, Petra quit as the lead singer of her Christian band, Stronghold, because of
the toll this pregnancy is taking on her. Oh wait, did | forget to mention that? (Ya like how

I just slipped that in on yous?) Yup.SaRtetrads 13
Lucia. Wedre hoping and praying for a girl (oLil
noxious for the past several weeks, | 6d bet that
sucking the life outofher --a | i tt 1l e Genghis KbastoEedheAswaypr

band, she finished out strong after a year of coffee house gigs and small concerts, and
they just cut a CD. The band was taking her away 3 -4 days a week, and she wants to focus

on being a dedicated momma.

We had ascareacouplemont hs ago when Petra woke up o0frozel
paralyzed from her neck down, for a few hours. She woke up whimpering, with her neck

turned to the side, locked in place. | tried to calm her, massage the back of her neck,

apply a hot compress, give her Motrin and water through a straw, but in the end, had to

call an ambulance, because every time | touched her or barely moved the bed, she would

cry or scream through clenched teeth from pain and near blackout. After a doctor

administered some inject ions and prescribed strong muscle relaxants, she had full

movement except for her head, which remained mostly to the side for almost a full day.

The diagnosis: partial paralysis induced by a pinched nerve bundle at the top of her spine,

likely from a bad s leeping position. We bought space monkey pillows shortly thereafter,



and a space monkey mattress is next.

To prove to Petra that | dve stildl got it | ran
mont h. My time stunk (4:35) ,unmdtngt Hat dusn dek ays olmec
name anyway. This was my 6th Marine Corps (sort of a tradition), my 11th marathon, and

probably my 20th race or so. Also keeping with my marathon tradition, | did not train ~ --in
fact | hate runni ng an ear.ll evénstartechodf my racemorninm near | vy
with a pound of fatty bacon, a few cups of coffe

my way of sticking it to all those super athletic, vegetarian, calorie  -counting types.

Politics? Who needs ondesupportidgithe marfageamendmerg p t i

(which | support only because I find something altogether wrong with gays and homos and
fagsandqueers-no | doné6ét hate them), I had a hard ti me
year . I think | & mwithjthe government-tli g sfte dvamg fr eedom.

of the bickering back and forth, the incessant division and childish mudslinging. | really

hope that there will be an upward sway of Americans that share the idea of promoting

unity and good old -fashioned patriotism (pro -America vice pro-party), especially in times

of crisis when the country needs it most.

Josh (5) really broke out this year. 2006 marks the year that he learned how to ride a bike

(training wheels off), swim, whistle, hock a loogey, sna p his fingers, skateboard and

boogie board. He loves to ride his bike, skate, box, wrestle, and swim every time he gets

the chance. I f i1itds a challenge, Josh is all ove
was skating laps around us. Highly determined, in a nutshell. Heds al st
Craves attention and involvement in everything he does, like his daddy. Oh yeah --h e 6 s

reading up a storm now, too. Reads everything. F

Caleb is like his mom--he could care lesswhat anyone el se is doing. He 0
Cal eb. Heds 3, he6s in preschool, and he wondot |
6girlfriendsd will see it. Caleb got bit by a s
of the huge weltunder hisarm,but | i terally because he coul dndt

Man. He still has something cute to say every time we turn around. One day we were



driving past a cornfield. He saw the tall stal ks
trees! 6 (Okafy,yofuri nt hohsieo,0 keep i n mind that the
around here; mostly tobacco and cotton --c or n sel |l s for $.50 an ear mo
not the only one to have a brutal brush with death. His dad got bit by a copperhead this

summer--drew bl ood but didndt inject venom. I n fact,
manliness overpowered its venom. Or maybe it died because | cut its head off. Either way,

di dndét hurt me; Petra, on the other hand, saw it

We have a red Doberman named Ace, but he hasnot
fact, for a few years, when we figure out where we want to live and can afford to build a

house with sufficient tiled or hardwood floor area that can accommodate an indoor /

outdoor dog. Petrads dreading theadami wé! | Then wi
again, so is the Klondike and our monster log home, | keep telling myself.

This summer, ourlong-l ost fri ends the Natchers (pronounced
fomDal | as, and wedve been able to hang out a few
walked the trails near Ft. Lee and saw the re -enactments marking the 130th anniversary

of the Battle of Petersburg. Natcher is some kind of nuclear / biological /chemical

responseagent for the government and theydl |l be i v
stayed with mom & dad at the monster house for a few weeks before moving into their

place in Blackstone. When some good buddies died this spring, Natcher came down to help

me build their shadow boxes and drink a few in their honor. | anticipate many more days

together with Natcher tanning hides, making knives, knapping flint, carving pipes, panning

gold, gigging flounder, 4x4 mudding, shooting, making wine, digging and casting clay ,

hunting for fossils, or something along those |

Yeah, lost a few more buddies, along with grandpa (lost his cancer battle this Spring --he
was 87). The cool thing is that Kevi buddyJ ackoé Der
great guy), Javier Obleas (Gunny), Allessandro ¢
also friend to Petra), Cory Palmer (I was his 1st Team Leader, and we were the A -Team),
Scott Germosen (KG130 aircrewman and buddy, crashed into a mountain in Afg hanistan)

and several mutual friends as well, were all interred in the same small grid of headstones,



and all right next to grandpa (WWII -Korea-Vietnam).

Mom and dad are great. For their 33rd Wedding Anniversary, we made them a DVD of their

life together to date, in a nutshell. They loved it. If anybody wants to see it, let me know

and I6ll email it to you. Theydve been busy witt
to the place every time we turn around. Sis Renee was up here with her kids, and with  the

work generated between her, Petra, mom, Aunt Cheryl, cousin Ami, grandma and mother

Natcher, that place is bangin.d Theyodve repainte
tile work, and created a wrap -around broken slate courtyard. The house is ginormo us, and

thatds where our friends usually stay when they
A matching pairof30-i nch catfish were pulled from mom & dze
agoédidndt get to weigh them, but ryilgthétwoof ust s ay
them up to the house for filleting. Last weekend, Petra and | helped mom & dad build

some steps up to their second-story wrap-around deck, so that dad can move some of

grandmads stuff down from storage. esGwayfrodnma bougt
them, as the crow flies. She moves in next week,
went over there again, so | could play Chef Boyardee, and entertain their household with

a Saltimbocca dinner. Included was a salad with a dressing three year s in the making, a

creamed cauliflower soup to match that of a German gasthaus, and baby red potatoes

topped with wild pine sprouts and herbs. Recently | bottled several gallons of Strawberry

dessert wine, but forgot to bring them this weekend. Note:ifyo u havendt already r

Nacho Libre, dond6t. My movie pick of the week i s
kidding. Dondt rent that one either. You can put
Radio.

Petrads parents ar e ddovimgdis jgbraganm indepeAdenitrini | st van) i ¢
carpenter --this is the best of their four years here in the States, so far as work is

concerned. They just moved into their first hous
two-story with a full basement, and areall ooker . 1 t&ds great to see the
dreaméitds still what | | ove best about this col

there are no cats). Did you know, that in Germany (and probably many other small

countries) there is an age cap on purchasingpr operty? You candt buy a he



over 45! We visited them over Thanksgiving --sorry everyone in Ohio, we barely had enough

time to visit them, plus help them into their ne

Wedl |l be spending &shere is\tirgmasalongiwithhgramdya Speights,

Aunt Norma, Aunt Edie, cousin Lorrin, Renee & Jared & Co., and several adopted family

members. For the boys, Petra and | are building the boys each a monster toy back in

Santads wor ks hop.piratashipednd Josh is gettihgta iC n180 cargo plane.

Theydre gonna be stoked. Heck, wedre pretty stolk
6em! | 6ve been wanting to build a wooden sailinc

small one with me when | wa s little (after years of moving back and forth, it was

unfortunately destroyed). Hopefully, the time ar
on the boys when theydre older, O6cause theydd me
Wel | |, I think you alhl ogot hysumnmonaewydds OWwdr tbounc

birthdays, engagements, anniversaries, and trails to you all. Congrats on new love, new
weddings, new babies, new grandbabies, new wrinkles, and new achievements. Our best

to every one of you --love yas and go with God.

Your family,

The Speightsd

P.S. Sorry this one was so late, it sat around for a while before | had the time to mail it!

P.P.SéUltrasound resultséltds a girl !ttt (Lily A\
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0O MUCHO GUSTOO

The (MAR) 2007 Speights Family Letter
*Man Version, bottom of page 2...

WARNI NG: THI'S LETTER I'S KNOWN BY THE STATE OF C/

Good thing weCadloinfootr nliiavle Hanppy Womends history m
itds been so long. | wrote a family |l etter for |

This letter is sadly written two days after the death of Uncle Ken, who had a heart attack

while he was driving. He was honored in the last family letter as | recollected his

inspiration for the wooden pirate ship | built for the boys, and we honor him again now.

He, like his wife Aunt Cheryl, was a retired police officer. He was a dedicated husband

and the father of three beaut i ful girls. He was a O6gentle gia

difficult this is for his family, so we have been praying for them every day.

Wow, a typewriter. ltds been a while since | 0dve
is brokenandintheprocess of being fixed. Just in case you

break because | punched the thing and shattered the LCD screen.

We are doing wonderfully. Petra is pdndireg with 0°c
conflict with the family reunion(s orry) . oLily Ava Speightso6 is th
baby youdll have met. Wedre in the process of (ge
Sorry about |l ast yearo6s family |l etteréit was act

l ast year wa suttifgeheir fiessfCP, tHe Maride Corps Marathon, a few good
concerts and camping trips, a lot of sun at the beach, my hiring and subsequent promotion

into a killer job, and (our 2006 culminating event) an all -inclusive Sandals trip to St.
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Lucia, complete with a swim -up concierge suite. Met some new great friends there, which

was a solid bonus.

Busy, busy, busy. Like the rest of you, we hustle and bustle between the important places

in our little world in a mad attempt to contribute to global warming (what ever that is).

Been |istening to a | ot of AM radio |lately, witht
manager and head coach of Joshuads baseball tear
Deep Creek (a section of Chesapeake, home to American ldol Chris something-or another)

is absolutely crazy about baseball. This baseball association has turned out numerous pro

ball players.

Aside from work and baseball, | turned our extra (detached) garage into my man castle,

and sneak away to build things, lift weights, smoke my pipe, etc., whenever feasible. The

two -and-a-half car garage, with its peanut shell -strewn floor, full bar and a few old

couches, was the site of this yearos Superbowl g
Independence Day bash. Current projects in the garage include a vat full of fermenting

applejack, a table top fashioned from a dated (1929) crate belonging to a local bank (I

found it on an island on mom & dad's lake) --complete with inlaid old coins, a beaver and

fox hide in solution, a hug e ball of clay awaiting attention, and a fleet of wooden pirate

ships.

I volunteered to teach survival training to a Virginia Beach Boy Scout troop about two

months ago. We had an absolute blast. | took the boys with, and Josh out -shot a 14-year-

old that was qualifying for his marksmanship badge! Thought that was great. Last fall,

Petra and | took the boys hiking on the Appal act
Bridged and found a nice camping spot near Lexir
Lake State Park.

This Year s Super bowl Party was pretty good, but
wedl | be hosting. I n fact, the year wil/l be pack
On Cinco de Mayo, webol| be aatl lay hbuyg emyp ibgo spsidc kpianr

Then, therebds the company pool party foll owed by



adjacent neighbors. Wedll shoot for Kenny Chesne

anyone in the area to join us.

Over PattydokseD2QO07 1 Yeamglti ng Shamrock Marathon
bad for me consideri ng t h-arteyenronmaca#thiaygasforthat |  di dn
matter. | wore a shirt that said o0Sponsored by
all thos e super fitness types. Okay, | lied. | actually run every Saturday morning --at

Joshyodos pace. For several weeks now, wedve been

jog, usually down to the grocery store to pick up breakfast for the rest of the crew.

Petra has been a gym nut for the last year and a half. Every morning, seven months

pregnant or not, s h e-bmilesaliftingtighteveights,ror takiogn ni ng 3
spinning classes with her gym girlfriends. Shebo
instructor.

Caleb has a crush on his classmate at preschool. Her name is Sammie and her name is a

common one in our household. Josh could care less about the opposite sex unless she

wants to jump on the trampoline with him or play catch. The boys will be shar ing a room

to free up space for Lily, which alludes to forthcoming days when we will outgrow our

house. If we stay in this area, we will have to build our own, because we would not find a

4-BR house for under $350K. | would still like to move to the mounta ins, preferably

Alaska, but who knows if or when that may happen. | hate the traffic congestion of

Americads growing cities and metropolitan areas.
because all landmasses are connected by tunnels and bridges. If an accident occurs in one

of the tunnels or on a bridge, it may be literally impossible to get home, or get to work,

etc.

I understand that most of you have had a good bit of snow this year. We had summertime

temperatures through the winter, and alternating hot and  cold days all spring. No white

stuff until Easter Day, whenwe hadaday -l ong bl i zzard that didndt st

Easter it was 85 degrees.

‘N



We have the oddest ice cream truck in the area.
or O0Fr er e vedhisdogdapeakersoHe plays reggae and death metal and drives

about 80 MPH down our court. Those fat kids sure get a workout. No, seriously, the guy

actually does everything that a normal ice cream truck does, except that he does it at 10

PMIlIthnk heds a rapistéone of these nights |1 6m gonn

Wel | |, enough of all this typing. I &m gonna go bt
blah. Love you all, write back.

Matty, Petra, Josh, Caleb, (Lily)

Man Version of this letter:

Uncle Ken seeya in heaven. Huge impact on my life. Baby girl future kick boxer. Killer

j ob. Baseball campingmarat hon. Hot wife rock banc
Aooah Aooah Aooah! Yeungling. Maybe Alaska. Ice cream stalker. Shmoozyfoozy woo-hoo,

the Speights fam.

P. S. Dondt be a Sally.
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It was about 7PM, the last Saturday
before Christmas. Mom & dad were on
their way over with a tub of pulled pork,
which was the bleed -over of some
festive catered occasion. By the grace of
God, we had a small, scantily -clad pine
in our living room, the tangible fruit of
my s i st cewillidswagobaphone
call to Loweds. Thi
Christmas ever.

0Take your -4dhdess Petf
common plea with a direct link to the

level of her sanity. The level of her
morale is conversely related to the
amount of dirt that acc umulates on her
carpet. Mom & dad come in with a
spread. OHope you d
says after the kisses & hugs are

di spersed, owedre-gonna,
your father and | arse st
those of you Northerners...that would - :
be me...a real, South ern, pulled pork
barbecue is something to be had. No
sweet red sauce in
Wedre talking -mged ut
marinade (or one of half -a-million secret
family recipes), topped with your brand

of hot sauce and a hearty helping of cole
slaw, sloppily placed on a Texas-sized
bun. While any good mom & pop shop
along the Southeast coast will offer this
fine fare, we personally look forward to
Danny & Romaine Byr 2
pickind in May, a huge | ocal event.

Dad ducks out to grab some coleslaw. He returns in two minutes with my sister, brother -
inl aw, and their entire church cell group.
anymore, unless theydre terrorist church

Each of the ten people squeezing into our small apartment with an armful of wrapped

don

groups.
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presents that ultimately choked our poor dead tree to, um, death. Both our fridge and

pantry were overfilled with groceries. Stockings were packed with knickknacks and

goodies. We received about $500 in Wal-Mart gift cards alone. And restaurant gift cards.

And cash. And we coul dndt have been more speechl
stroked us a grossly-oversized posterboard check. Three days earlier, | had made up my

mind to pick up my old poaching habit, because | felt ashamed that my family had no

meat for nearly a month. We had literally been starving for the umpteenth time in the

|l atter part of the year. Neomwd weadm.e d®dd i mlge dse eyws
one! 6 The caravgonodkerBedowive dohours to see us,
for the night, then drove back in the morning. We followed up by spending Christmas Day

and the following few days with them in Charleston .

Wedve visited Charleston several ti mes-bldwaf ore, [
I Notebook movie tour, took so many

photos that our camera wa

and enjoyed some hand-dipped shakes

dished out by a no-joke soda jerk in a

blast-from-the-past, real -deal, two -

proprietor, |lbadickssibce- change

1930 soda fountain and drug store, the

Pitt Street Pharmacy. We were there

for over an hour, and | drank coffee

with a black author who grew up there

and wrote the history of that little

town of Mt. Pleasant, on the outskirts

of Charleston.

This year sucked hard. Th
= prudent term for it. Traditionally, my

answertotheage-ol d question would be along the |ines o

over again, |  woul dn ®@8isa earrihgté woald gladly alogrtobe But 2

stricken from the annals of my life, at least where work and money are concerned. We

started the year with bankruptcy and foreclosure. With no bills, | figured my decent -

paying job would put us back on top in n o time. Last summer, after watching my company

struggle with a changing economy and holding out as long as | could, | jumped ship to

pursue my own good fortune. The company crashed within a few months, and is now left

picking up the pieces.

Speights Constuction did well right off the bat. My work portfolio over the last three

years shows that | 6m capable of building every r
quality results. | built a team, established a D&B credit profile, established a merchant

services account so that we could accept credit card payments, and schooled myself on

the governmentds RFP and contract negotiation pr
prime contract, nothing more than office furniture modification and office renovation s. It

was a short contract. Then we subcontracted for a big local homebuilder. They were great

until they started going under, not paying us and leaving us over $10,000 in the hole. Yay!

We settled for a drastically reduced payment, just enough to pay my m aterials and my

guys. They paid yesterday (two months later). Yeah, it hurt. | hear these horror stories
constantly from contractors, and I 0dm convinced t



trade is slimy. On top of tvwokddpuble-dvemightareto onl y g u
complete a job, do it well, and do it for peanut
gracefully bow out of the construction industry.

Now for the good news. Wedre pregnant! Well , whe
OF coure , by owed | mean OoOme. 6 | d6m not the one who
only to be smacked down again with a butterball in the oven and the fat arms, huge

boobs, back pain and mood swings to go with it.

make 4! Anybody know a good Branch Davidian compound we could move to?

Anybody who knows us, and knows our kids, know that we do things a little different than

normal people. | want our kids to be just as independent as | was by the time | was a

young teenager. That means that | tolerate, heck --encourage, light sarcasm and wry

humor . My boys say words | i ke 6nuts,d 6fag, 6 anc
cocky. On the flipside, they darend6t stab a mor s
lady present has first taken a bite. They will sacrifice their body to hold the door open.

They are chivalrous and polite, and most importantly, they love each other more than

anything in the world. | would tolerate nothing less. TV and movies are expressly a Fr iday

night event, and a sometimes Saturday event. Spankings have been very few in the last

year, except for Lily, whose butt is in training.

Lily started walking, then running at 8 months --par for the course around here. She had
her 1st birthday on June 19th, preceded by getting her ears pierced. She is gorgeous like

her mama, | oves her brothers, and calls everythi
biggest Christmas present was when, three days ¢
Thatgirliscuteas a bugds ear. She climbs everything. EVE
summer when she fell of f the boysd bunk- bed. The

fighting training r egarmmpall-u(p st dast ttohuagth atgoe )d.o Sohneed s
30-wordvocabul ary, and sheds a DANCER (this is the p

Belushi dancero6)!!! And what a girl...she gets i
out with a pair of stilettos and a Louis Vuittor
DOINs | N MY CLOSET. .. Oooh, grrrrrl! Ni ce shoes! G
That girl |l oves me no matter how crappy my attit

commands. And my heart, as a result, has grown three sizes...

Caleb turned six on January 1st, and traded his training wheels for swimming skills over

the summer. He played T-Ball and | managed / coached his team as | did for his brother

|l ast year. Against mamads better judgment, we ir
Indiana Jones last year (filtered). Caleb speaks Star Wars as if it were a bona fide

language. He still carries some effeminate qualities --loves jewelry, hates loud noises, eats

his meat cooked--b ut | d m wor ki ng o n-natufted and gullible, .still etackss s we et
usup, and he can build the Taj Mahal out of rice
favorite story about Caleb thus far: He invites his mama to a tea party along with his

brother (grandmaédés house has tea sets, & girlie s
0Omi gosh, son...DID YOU PEE I'N THESE TEA CUPS?6
imagine, the rest was history. Petra spanked his butt from here to Mexico and called me

up to tell me that my son has some serious issues. Of course | disciplined him o ver the

phone, but to this day candt help but think how
do that, when you know full well youdre going toc



doesndt know it yet, but he can Iknasdomeddyat st ory

Joshua is the sarca stic coolguy of the family. | made a pot of coffee the other day, and

the easily- distinguishable aroma wafted throughout the house in familiar form. Petra

says, O0Smells |Iike somebody m¥daensnellthat? ¥oaf f e
have a gift!dé Josh wild.l be ei ght ethephMpensiyh 9
to be an all -star gymnast, based upon his ability to stand on his head for an hour, spin on

it, walk on his hands, and flip and jump and be limber and stuff. From a largely non -sports
fanatical family, Josh has sprouted into an athletic nut. He watches football, baseball,

Nascar, golf, and a bunch of other things on TV that the rest of us could care less about.

Oh yeah, and heéns andweathew Ble ptayefl doach-pitch baseball this
year, and | managed / coached his t-dakmboata wel | (
full -time job). Then | coached his All -Star Team. Both of the boys are home -schooled this

year , and mastitalfeachea f ant

0 3

el
t h. F

Mama is, as previously stated, pregnant...she wanted two, | wanted five, this will be four,

now she hates sex. Just kidding. Wedre amped abc
has a buddy. Pet r abbasb ysd sx dnmenirt Meg. ivisablebmtifugbride

turned 30 on July 14th, following which was our 12 -Year Anniversary on July 18th,

foll owed still by my 30th birthday on August 14t
joined the more fam -friendly YMCA. She sings in the chor of what is becoming a

formidable -sized church in the area. Watch her live on Sundays--Googl e oOFai th Al i v
Mini steries. 6 Last January, the church rented ol
screens) for the Superbowl, and catered the whole thing. Petra and | ran the Fort Story 5K
together, then she later tackled the Virginia Beach Rock & Roll Half Marathon! We ran

that one together too. She did really good, considering she followed the lead of her
husband who doesnd6t believeosh s$haddiagefit
pounding the 13.1, was five miles.

(@]

B, b

Petra took the kids to Indiana to represent for us at the annual Buchholz family reunion.

Once again, | had to work (cdest |l a vie). We wer
though. Petra and | attended the HQ Joint Forces Command Winter Ball, where Petra won

a shnazzified coffee pot during some singing trivia game. Petra and | saw Pat Benatar VIP

and | got a guitar pick from her | ead guitarist
off of the hotness on my arm throughout the concert. | put a dead fish inside his bass

drum afterward. Twice this season, we got to see a slam -packed Norfolk Admirals hockey

game from the Budweiser VIP box, directly behind the goal. The boys got game pucks.

Mama got some bloody good closeup shots with her Nikon. My company sponsored the

local baseball (Orioles AAA farm) team, the Norfolk Tides, so we had an upper box game

and unlimited t-Baltkaentwas.chosemduteobl@0sposTible local teams

(different levels, different leagues & divisions) to join the Tides on the field (at their

respective positions) during Field of Dreams night. It was pretty cool.

Qur family cheered Michael Phel ps through each ¢
stil | fans of PrisonBreak and 24 on TV. | dm convir
show for Petra besides Friends; Jeopardy for me. We still have an older, small - to

medium-sized TV that weighs 800 Ibs. We have 12 channels on TV and rarely watch

anything.



We watched another set of bald eagle hatchlings take to the trees and skies from the deck

above mom & daddés backyard, watched a baby al bir
same location, and watched Caleb nearly get run over by a reindeer. Or a deer, anyway.
Oh yeah, and a great spectacle at mom & dadds pl

night, dancing and prancing and sparring and playing, for the better part of three weeks.

As for me, my year started with a business trip to New Orleans during t he Ohio State game

last January. Ohio fans were piled on every corner of the city. | had a good time & won a

little money. My former boss, Matt LeBlanc (the owner of the company | worked for) and |

linked up to become race partners this year. After running the Virginia Beach classic

Shamrock 8K (2nd place team, corporate division)
some road bikes, then froze our butts off at the Virginia Duathlon (run -bike-run; sleet

stuck to us the whol e t i mecompetihgrmgainstaberir-ng next t o
athletes). After that, we rode in the Eastern Shore 150 mile bike event, which smoked our

bags because we treated it |ike a competitive r
into two legs with free beer and chow and pools an d camping and crap overnight between

each leg. Petra and | took the kids to Nashville, stayed the weekend with friends (thanks

Mark & Melissa!), where | ran the Country Music Half Marathon accidentally and ran back

to finish the Country Music Marathon. | g ot two medals out of that one, as well as a 3:18

PR! We fell in love with Nashville while we were there (we almost moved there a few

months later).

Matt & I drove up to Northern PA, just above the Poconos, to run an adventure race (the

Cradle of Liberty Sprint, paddle/mountain bike/boulder run). We got third place out of 70

teams. We came back and ran the Little Creek Mud Run (I think it was an 8 or 10K).

Company collapse caused us to forfeit another adventure race in the Triangle area of VA,

ay

andasimilarsi tuati on made me forfeit San Antoniods ir
November. We did make the |l ocal oO0Turkey Troto ttF
have...instead of relaxing with family on your Thanksgiving morning, wake up at 4:30AM

tofighttraf fi ¢ and find a parking spot, stand outsi de

know who, like you, are wearing next to nothing, and freeze your balls off until the gun

sounds. Then run in a 5-mile circle for no reason and go home hurting and cold while the

rest of your family is barely waking up, drinkir
b

you miss the | ast it of the Macyds Day Parade v
every year, across the States.

Earlier this year, an F-3or F-4tornadot ouched down 500 feet from mom
then cut a swath through the city that annihilated several neighborhoods and commercial

properties (leveled a strip mall, flipped cars into trees up and down the highway, etc.)...I

ran chow/coffee/battery/tobac co resupply to the search crews and police checkpoints

(self-deputized), and eventually ended up being the only non -uniformed mook with my

own operations section in the 7 -city police/fire Command Post. | ran the aerial

photographs, blown-up maps and grid matrixes, event timeline, and communications log,

and did not sleep for FIVE DAYS.

A |l argely shirtless summer for me has once agai:-r
tanningrays-my butt si mply gets whiter and iwhiter [
sportind a tan. I dropped weight from 230 pound:¢
just stopped eating for a week). My appetite has
eat a $30 Taco Bell meal on my own, drink gallons of liquid, thenthe next day | wondt



or drink a thing. | regularly gain or lose around 10 pounds in a day (205 -215), every day.
One year later, my weight is a steady 210.

This last Spring, | dug a large underground fort for the boys, on the high banks of mom &
d ad 6 s. We eaalmed under it and read the Chronicles of Narnia by firelight (big fire pit

at the end). The boysd favorite toy has conti nue
(complete with accoutrements) that | made for tF
i ne with this tradition, Santads workshop is ag

projects as we speak, and since my shop is all packed up right now, an older man from
church has been kind enough to let me blow the dust off of his huge shop full of w ood
tools and limitless stores of red oak in exchange for some work around his property.

Last yeards batch of scuppernong grape wine turr
the day)! There were two batches, a sweet one and a medium batch (not too dry , hint of

sweet--it was perfect), and | added a bottle to thi
it alive... 0Since 1997.6 108l get about 6 gall c
gallons of peach wine. Winos, drop aletter -- donodtstsweflfl, myut 186l 1 save
give you.

My old beater Jeep left a trail of parts across the Hampton Roads area of Virginia. So |
went and bought a huge Dodge Ram 48 4x4 so that | can suck more gas than the rest of

yous. I tds a gr ebavte weodrokr nterdu cikt, waintdh Isti ckers and
tal ons. ltds white, so |10l probably paint a tat
trade in her GMC Envoy for a-minniivvaannd, pboulti cwe ihna v
househol d. d¢ehadig SUV@ranbthing.d-luff it up, put flames on it, call it your

OMi ke Victor, o6 but itds still a minivan; and whi

to death than be driven to the hospital in one.

As far as our game plan goes for this new year, if the good Lord wills it, daddy will find a

JOB and wedll be taking the kids to Disney befor
Marathon while we stay with family there, but at this point, everything is job  -dependent.

| 6ve al so Reeswa Petvanaway itorthg Mohonk Mountain House in New Paltz,

NY.

Oh yes, not to forget. . .|l just fi-pagesnotdad- Matt y o s
profit manual that | wish | had years ago when | was operating. The Marine Corps has --

admittedly --badl y needed t h-paskedomihopkotos, drawings, djagrams,

and templates relating to demolitions, weapons, airborne and waterborne operations,

fighting, radio communications, sniping, tracking, survival, extreme weather and

environment, NBC, urban ops, and a whole lot more. Should make some waves. Visit

www. mattysreconhandbook. com, password Orope. 6
not extend outside of the recipients of this | et
a dime off the book, but | am trying to get copies purchased for operators at no cost to

them, either through corporate advertising in the book or through personal

sponsorship...for instance, one 6 -man Recon team can be oultfitted with these books,

shipping included, for $135. My marketing proposal is to allow an individual or

organization to have one full page at the beginning of each book that they order, for
advertising or for a personal | et t-enrd.e mMaonud 6see, ¢
company, lcanmodifythe content without changing the book



to note the effect of a book I|like this. Mar i ne F

pocket items. 6 Examples include a compass, a fol
RangerHanb ook . Al |l items are waterproofed and o0dumm
which it i s assigned. The Ranger Handbook has be

on the person of every Recon Marine to this day. It is largely geared toward Army
operations, whic h differ from Marine Corps operations. Nonetheless it is has, for
generations of Marines, been the most field -worthy pocket handbook to carry as a
reference...until now. Mine blows the Ranger Handbook out of the water. If you know

someone who isinterestedi n sponsoring a team, please | et me
middle of marketing this idea to various companies.
My personal goal for this year is to write and i

15+ books to write, but 3 of them are at stages of completion that make the goal feasible.
Unlike the previous two, these will be inexpensive, publicly available books.

Wel | , |l 6ve got to go. My sons are trying to teac
but wonder how a new term or phrase makes its way into our seemingly -impenetrable
boxed-i n | i f e. No TV to speak of, theydre home schc

Maybe such a phrase spontaneously evolves from our sinful human nature. Then again,

church kids ar e | ook iBilygwhdt didyybd learn about ip 8unday,. 0 Ge e
School today?56

Anyway, wed6d | ove to hear from you all...please
send a pigeon.

Carpe Diem!

Matty, Petra, Joshua, Caleb, Lily, Baby Speights
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Three Samplings of Art (2)
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TUESDAY, MARCH 3, 2M9

Wisdom of Shel Silverstein --Sleep Late & Everyone Wins

| was reading to my boys tonight, from a book written by by favorite childhood author,
Shel Slverstein. The book is "Where the Sidewalk Ends," and it contains two simple poems
for your kids (and yourself) that I'd like to share:

HUG O' WAR
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| will not play at tug o' war.
I'd rather play at hug o' war,
Where everyone hugs
Instead of tugs,

And everyone giggles

And rolls on the rug,

Where everyone kisses,
And everyone grins,

And everyone cuddles,

And everyone wins.

EARLY BIRD

Oh, if you're a bird, be an early bird
And catch the worm for your breakfast plate.
If you're a bird, be an early bird --

But if you're a worm, sleep late.

FRIDAY, MARCH 6, 2009

A Healthy Fear of Flying

When you tally the numbers, | have over 740 flight hours as an aircrewman (on KG130
tankers) in the Marines. | easily have another 150 hours in the air in the Recon community
of the Marines, either in a plane or on a helicopter. If | had to guess, the stamp -laden
passports I've had since | was five years old are probably worth anot her 400 flight hours,
easily. So, with over 1200 hours in the air, you'd think that | wouldn't get nervous about

flying...and you'd be wrong.

I hate flying. | mean hate it. And not just because it's stuffy, your ears pop all the time

because of improperly calibrated aircraft pressurization systems, and the meals suck. |
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hate flying because I've seen from the cockpit just how hairy a situation can get, and just
how close you can be from biffing it into the drink --the same chilly waters of the North

Atlantic that harbored passengers of a sunken Titanic. | hate flying because my odds of
landing safely are greatly increasing against me.

So tomorrow I'll join a herd of underpaid men, to fly to a country | don't like, to perform a
menial yet labor -intensive job at breakneck pace for over a month --that's a month away
from my very pregnant wife and three kids --and the worst part about it? | have to fly to
get there. I'd rather take the Kon Tiki.

SUNDAY, MARCH 8, 20M

Return to France

Hal! | fell asleep writing this nearly two months ago... almost deleted it from the 'draft’

folder...

Okay, the flights sucked. Delta from Norfolk to At r In spite of that, | read 3/4 of a book
entitled "Wild at Heart," and watched a vampire movie that could hold it's own against the
decade's top 10 most romantic movies (ironic, weird, and unexpected, | know), entitled
"Twilight." Then | watched three othe r movies. Air France is my new favorite airline...

smooth flight, good food, lots of drink refills, and a ginormous personal movie collection.

We arrived safely at Paris International, hung around for two hours,, then caught a bus.

Paris was not a relevant stop on this trip, so we kept rolling to ST.
Laurenteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

eeeeeceeeceeeeceeeceeeceeececeeeceeeeceeeceeeeeeeceeeeceeeceeeeeeeceeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee
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Magpies

Jesper

Hotel
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Well, I've been here in St. Laurent for nearly two weeks now. Life here is reminiscent to
me of the days of my youth, where Peter would deliver milk by the liter in aluminum
cans--fresh from his cows--for 1 D-Mark (DM, Deutchmark). This place is nearly a mirror -

image of Weselberg, Germany.

I'm working at the EDF power plant by night, walking the towns and villages by day, and
running and working out in -between. I'm disappointed at the food... the French cusine in
this area can't hold a candle to the French bistro, "Caprice," in Wilmington, NC. The good
thing is that my cooking is a hit, and I'm the Thursday chef at our hotel, le Relais des
Sapins. In fact, the restaurant manager is out buying ingredients per my list as we spe ak.
Dinner for 50. The weekly honor reminds me of Bari Palese, Italy, when | traveled to the

local towns jamming with a reggae band from Morrocco on Wednesdays.

The nuke power facility is a joke where security is concerned. Every day | walk through 5
checkpoints, an X-ray booth, contamination booth, metal detector, card scan stations, key
code stations... and | do it all with a huge freakin' CRKT serrated pocket knife, a pipe, a
lighter, and pretty much anything else | want to keep in my pocket. No proble ms.
Wandering aimlessly inside the heart of the plant? No issues. Security is lax at best. In my
photos, one cooling tower is free of exhaust --that reactor is shut down because it's the
one we're working on--we're re-tubing the condensers inside. Progress is a game of 'red

light, green light," because the French inspectors and our American equipment have issues
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with each other. Oh well. The pay is good, the guys work hard, and the atmosphere is

relaxed.

| ran across a bunch of pheasants on a run yesterday, an old windmill house, and a couple
new places to check out in the evening for chow. A mangy dog got out of his fence and
tried to eat my face while | was running through the neighboring village. | walk to the

store twice a week to buy bread, cheese, meat , and other local fare to keep me sustained
through the week without spending a ton of Euros. The locals are cool; no one speaks

English so you have to work at your French, which is a blessing in disguise.

Well, I'll sign off for now. Time to refill my ¢ offee and slip slowly into madness...

--Matty

SUNDAY, MARCH 22, 209

Hitting the Reset Button

It never fails. The rush of something new in your life burns out and leaves you longing for
something real, something sustainable. I'm in France for a while, and when the newness
faded, | started to focus on where | belong --not merely in the physical sense but in every

area of my life.

It's no secret that | was less than excited about leaving my family, but the initial
excitement was born of a new and potentially promising career path in the power
industry, a bit of travel for old times' sake, and the thought of having occasional time to
write books. In this tiny town ther e are few distractions, and after nearly three weeks |
have pondered on all my personal, familial, and friendship -related shortcomings... and
now | am setting up my mental checklist for a clean slate, a fresh start, a total system
reboot. In the fighting w orld, this is known as "coming to base;" returning to the position

which is most conducive to both offensive and defensive maneuvers. In essence, returning
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to the position in which you are potentially the strongest.

I like to think of it as hitting the re  set button. As in my past, it has taken separation to
make me better appreciate togetherness. | realize that my days are less stressful when |
go for a run. So | run. I walk. | drink water. | forgo sweets. | read books. | return inwardly
to the position in  which | am the strongest outwardly. | know that it may seem to be an
impossible feat, but | implore everyone to shock their life with a little excitement,
preferably outside their comfort zone. When the dust settles, come to base. From there,

you can foll ow your passions and achieve your dreams.

THURSDAY, APRIL 2, 209

Chateau de Chambord
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~~— Well, it took long enough, but I'm

~~finally familiar with my AO here in
France. When you look at France, I'm
slightly to the left of center, about 30
to 40 miles Southwest of Orleans. Our
town, St. Laurent, is one of several
small towns and villages along the LThe
Loire River Valley produces some
fantastic wine, and is evidenced by a
plethora of local producers and
distributors. The castle shown above
belonged to Louis XIV, and was used as
his hunting lodge. It was frequented by
many famous individuals including
Leonardo da Vinci. | just left the castle
a few hours ago, and I'm off to visit
some other locations within a close
driving distance...Au Revoir for now!
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THURSDAY, APRIL2, 2009

A Return, Some Perspective, and a Day to Write

Touchdown! My feet kissed US soil on Friday around Noon, at the Atlanta Port of Entry. It's
great to be back with the family. | still hate flying, I'm iffy about the company | just

worked for, but my resume just grew by one experience and | carry a nice little slice of
France in my pocket.

As it was for me and my sister growing up, daddy's jubilant return from another country
marks an evening of gifts, trinkets, postcards, cool -looking foreign money, and candy of
all sorts. For us though, the bags of candy usually rode for several hours or days alongside
the stinky socks in dad's suitcase--1 was sure to wash all my clothes; my kids don't know
how good they have it! It was Josh's turn to pick out the Friday night movie, so | took him
to Blockbuster. Pirates of the Caribbean. Petra held back 'Marley & Me' from being turned
in... "We'll turn it in late," she told me. "It's a good movie and | want you to see it." Good
movie. My follow -on blog today will be a sidebar on dogs.

Sol'm back with the family, the kids are watching their movie and I'm ducking back out to
grab milk for Petra. Food Lion milk is $2.50 / gallon right now! Down from over $4. As |
make the 750 meter drive to Food Lion (yeah, | could walk, but I'm soaking up family
time), | notice an old black guy in the parking lot, propped up against his car, barely
illuminated by a streetlight, smoking a cigar. You know, he's out there every night. |
realized at that moment that | never slowed down enough to appreciate smal | things like
that right here in my own community, until | went to France and there was nothing better
to do. Over there, the idea of capturing small moments in people's everyday lives felt
romantic --a deep cultural experience. Back here, the idea had neve r occured to me. Have
you seen the Disney / Pixar movie Ratatouille? Near the end of the movie, the esteemed
food critic made interesting use of the word "perspective.” That's what popped into my

head at that moment. The revelation put some things into per spective.

Boy, | wish | could write. | mean, for a living. | envy those whose passion and provision are

the same. My passions are mere footnotes in my life; stolen moments, tidbits of thought
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and mental photos that are sewn together and scribbled onto pap er by pen or by brush
when the midnight window opens.

Well, there's more to write, but not here. Turn the page.

--MJ

TUESDAY, APRI14, 2009

A Sidebar on Dogs

[Petra held back 'Marley & Me' from being turned in... "We'll turn it in late," she told me.
"It's a good movie and | want you to see it."] She's right, it was good, but it took me

through the emotional journey of dogs in my life...

| remember a time when there we re only a handful of movies floating around to watch.
Everybody | knew those days had seen Old Yeller. Old Yeller was my first experience with
losing a friend. Mom & dad had Bailey (Irish Setter) and Rags (Cocker Spaniel)... | barely
knew them. Samantha (Great Dane) got it on with a stray (German Shepherd) and gave
birth to Sampson. He tried to eat my face off but | loved him anyway and was sad when he
died. | watched Pepper get killed on | -70. Horrible memory. Pierre was grandma's French

Poodle. | couldn't stand him! Glad he's dead.

Thor was my best friend. He was a beautiful Golden Retriever who chased butterflies with
me, caught crawdads with me, protected me, dragged me and alerted mom when | acted
injured, and slept with me in the papasan chair. He lo ved bubbles. He'd cry when | headed
to school, he'd meet me halfway up the street when | came home. | watched some farmer
drive off with him tied in the back of his pickup truck as | walked home one day. | chased

that truck on my bike for two blocks, cryin g. | resented my parents for it for years.

Uncle Mark was my "man’'s man" altar ego. He hunted and trapped and built big wooden
structures with his bare hands as a carpenter. He Jesus in every Christmas play, tanned

and sinewy and strong. His deep voice and persona are probably best captured in the
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Disney classic, Beauty and the Beast. Uncle Mark was Gaston. Well, | watched him cry like
a little girl after he put Zeke, his faithful beagle, down in the backyard. Zeke ingested
poison, possibly antifreeze. Mar k took the gun to him, and was never the same. He
stopped trapping and hunting shortly after that.

Petra and | had our dog stories before the kids. | watched someone throw a dog out the
window and onto the highway, and stopped to grab him before he gotr un over. Named
him Highway. He was snarly, snappy and mean. We couldn't figure out why. Gave him up
to a kennel. Judah was a young mutt --probably lab/chow and something else that made
him small. Petra's prodding me with "Labradoodle" right now. | think she just likes saying
it. Judah ran off down the railroad tracks one day and never came back. We went

camping one time and | was forced to put a puppy out of his misery... that was tough.
Watched a dog slowly die of poisoning when some jerkoff Marines fed him a peanut-butter
(moisture -activated) chemical MRE heater... he crawled into a hole under the some tent
platforms and | couldn't reach him. No clue who did it.

Petra and | had two cats. One yellow female tabby named Bo (Petra's cat), and a water -
loving, bath-soaking, screwsloose black and white cat named Sylvester (my cat). Bo lives
with mom & dad, along with grin -and-bear-it Tony the tiger cat (thinks he's a dog).
Slyvester was dropped off in a field in the middle of nowhere by my mother -in-law, while |
was in Irag. Thanks. We also had a cool lovebird named Simon-Peter. Gave him to a good
family from church... he was too loud for a newborn baby. Hindsight, | will never give a

pet away again. I'm an American, and in this country, pets are family. Yes, the y're still

animals and have different rules, but family nonetheless.

Buddy was a "Marley." Chesapeake Bay (Yellow) Labrador. Huge head, big build, alpha
dog, dragged you everywhere. Ran off for days. Rolled in crap, dead animals, and some
mean old lady's flower garden. Swallowed his food hole. Inhaled it. Regardless of the size
of morsel, he always made a fast, distinctive sound when you threw it at him...
"suckchomp." Then it was gone. Chicken wing...suckchomp. Orange slice...suckchomp.
Peanut butter sand wich...suckchomp, chomp, chomp, smack, smack... Ate veggies. Loved

bananas. Hated grapes (suckchomp... ptooey). Ate a T -bone steak, got the "T" stuck deep



in his esophagus. Dad got it out with channel locks. Didn't deter Buddy from inhaling T -
bones. Buddy humped everything. Got stuck inside a beagle for two days!!! They wailed
the whole time. Couldn't get them unstuck, and she was a biter. Finally they freed up. He
tried her again the next day. Buddy tainted the championship bloodline of a neighboring
farmer's Shelties. We were supposed to get one of the Sheltie pups as a friendly gesture
one Christmas; instead, dad got a call from the farmer, saying he would shoot Buddy on
site. Apparently, the Sheltie pups all came out looking like Labs! Buddy got hitont he
autobahn in Germany. | heard it happen and was scared to open my eyes when | got to the
shoulder (we were visiting a lake adjacent to the highway). Dog strike, screaming dog,

long screeching brakes, brake smoke, guy driving off slowly. No dog! Found Bud dy limping,
10 miles away, three days later. Used to drop muskrats by the door like a cat would mice.
Got along great with our cats, chickens, cows, horses, ducks, turkeys, rabbits, etc.
DOMINATED other dogs. No manners. Wore a choke collar with inward spkes (not
sharp...German dog training tool). He'd still drag you a mile to get to another dog. One
time, he jumped into a pond to chase some ducks. The ducks just swam in big circles.
Buddy paddled after them for over an hour, nearly drowning himself in the  middle of the
pond. | was ten or eleven at the time, mom was bawling her eyes out on the shore,

holding his collar and screaming herself hoarse at the retarded dog. Finally, some nice
German guy pulls his shirt off, jumps in and grabs Buddy, dragging him back to shore. |
could write a book of stories about Buddy, but to sum it up: he traveled far, lived long

and was put down easy in Suffolk, Virginia, where mom & dad have settled.

Petra and | haven't ventured beyond a fish named Sampson since we've had the kids. It's
not fair to the kids, and that will change the minute we get out of this apartment and
back into a house. A Red Doberman, yet to be born, shares our name somewhere in the

near future. Until then, we'll live vicariously through movies like "Mar ley & Me."



TUESDAY, APRI14, 2009

An Interesting Diet Plan

| typically weigh in these days between 210 and 220. Some days, | have a voracious
appetite and won't stop eating and drinking, and the scale change from morning to night
will be close to ten pounds. Other days, | eat nothing and the scale drops two or three
pounds. When | left home 5 weeks ago, | weighed 216.

When | arrived in France, the sticker s hock on everything almost floored me. A simple
meal will typically cost $50. In the most expensive instance, two huge mugs (64 0z) of
beer and a huge mug of Coke cost $80. No typo. So | went cheap. Ginormous loaves of
French bread at the bakery were 43 cen ts a loaf. Sweet butter to top the bread. Tap

water tasted fine. Red wine was cheap! Average bottle was $5, out of probably 1000
different types. | fared well on the 2.40 Euro ($3.25 -ish) Chateau Bouffevent 2007
Bergerac. Never saw a Merlot, or a Cabernet Sauvignon, on the shelf. Cheese! Same way.
Much cheaper than in the States, but outside of goat cheese, Brie, Gouda, Swiss,
Parmesan, and Camembert, | could not identify the 60 types of provencal cheeses on
display at any given store. Avacado, anyone? They were 20 cents apiece each Friday at
market. | would fill my aviator bag with them, and snack on them daily. Crackers,

sardines, pickles, lemons, oranges, banana juice, UHT whole milk, salami, calbsleberwurst

(liver pate) and salt to top the list.

I would eat a little of everything, every day, including probably a stick of butter. | drank

lots of water and coffee, had one multivitamin a day, and ingested no sugar or sweets (a
feat of enormous proportion, given my human nature). | walked everywhere, includi  ng up
three flights of stairs daily. | ran about 3 times a week. When | came home after 5 weeks,

| stepped on the scale, and weighed in at 201! Skin remained clear, color was good,
circulation was good. | received a thorough exit physical at the plant, and everything was

great.

So | continue to eat the yolk. | love bacon. | hate anything other than whole milk, or

whole fat cottage cheese, or any dairy product, for that matter. | put unsalted butter on
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everything that is complemented by butter. | salt every thing else. And | consider myself to
be in shape.

| say eat what you want. Easy on the sweets (and fats, | suppose). Walk a little more. Now

smile. You look great to me.

TUESDAY, APRIL4, 2009

The Last of the Pink Things

This weekend, I'll hopefully be running the local Dismal Swamp Stomp half marathon. The
run takes place on the same trail where | get my wine grapes. These days, if I'm running
alone, my level of motivation is directly proportional to the amount of battery charge on
my ipod. Well, my ipod is toast --doesn't hold a charge worth a crap.

It's been a faithful little booger. It's pink, which draws cu  rious looks from time to time. |
got over the shade a long time ago, when the cooties wore off. You see, it used to belong
to my wife. A typical girl, with bouncy hair and scrunchies and a bubble -gum lollipop
smile, she loved all things little and pink. He r tastes have changed over the years,
accompanied by a more mature color pallette. Pinks are now an accoutrement to brown,

it seems, in the chic style of Roxy or Picci Petra.

The ipod was a gift of those bygone days. | bought it for her for some reason o r another,
along with her pink phone, her pink camera, her pink pens and pencils and notebooks and
coffee cups, etc. Well, | inherited the camera, which might as well have been disposable
in my hands at the time. Petra is ready for a new camera after a few scratches. It looks
new to me. | use it for progressive photos of construction projects, and lost it, presumably
in the muddy trench of a residential footer. My cell phones usually last about a year. First,
all the paint wears off. Then, the #7 button sto ps working, or something like that. Then
the hinge breaks, so the phone just flops open and closed. Yeah, well, that's how |
inherited her pink phone. For some reason, it felt really gay, and I'm not gay, so | just

couldn't do it anymore. The ipod? Well, I do most of my running early or late, when no one
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can see what color my ipod is. Then someone sees it. And another, and another.
Eventually, | didn't care. Now, | don't even tell the "it used to belong to my wife" story. |
just say, "yeah, that's my ipod."

The ipod was the last of my inherited pink things...and now it's gone. | believe | have just

matured into a big girl.

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 15,2009

French Pop Music -- Stop Laughing!

This may be the most difficult thing I've ever felt compelled to say in my life... | like
French pop music. Every morning in St. Laurent, I'd waken to my wide open window and
the Virgin 17 French Top 20 or top 50 Countdown. I'll be brief --you can check out the
music or videos on YouTube or streaming live at Deezer.com. Following is MY list of their

top songs, based upon the French and Brit top charts.

. Pep's-- Liberta (very chill)

. Calogero -- C'est Dit (emotional)

. Les Enfoires -- Ici Les Enfoires (extremely popular)

. Kid Cudi & Crookers --Day 'n' Nite (top dance club song in Europe)
. Tryo -- Ce Que L'on S'aime (cute video)

. Indochine -- Little Dolls (annoying, then catchy)

. Helmut Fritz -- Ca M'enerve (annoying,then catchy)

. Charlie Winston -- Like a Hobo (chill)

. Alesha Dixon -- The Boy Does Nothing

© 00 N o 0o A~ W DN PP

10. Madcon -- Beggin'
11. Christophe Mae -- Mon P'tit Gars
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SATURDAY, APRIL 18,2009

Lions and Snappers and Crepes: The Week in Review
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Saturday afternoon, a week ago. | hadn't been home 24 hours, and we had some catching
up to do. First order of business was Taco Bell for daddy. Then to Pixar's M onsters vs.
Aliens at the Regal Greenbrier matinee...we were an hour early so we walked to Michael's
art store to kill some time and blow more money. The movie wasn't as good as other Pixar
flicks, but we snacked to the max and it was a good time.

Easter Sunday, | watched Casey playing Jesus in the church play. As Mary held him in an
emotional [just removed from the cross] scene, | watched her inadvertently stroking his
nipple and wondered how he could lay there without busting up laughing. What was going

through his head to remain so incredibly cool? WWJD, perhaps?

Monday, | wrote a Jerry Maguire manifesto and gave it to the division President of the
company | just worked for in France. There are grave issues that need to be addressed
before | would con sider returning for part 2 of the project in June. No one has the moral

courage to address the issues, from the bottom to the top... including, | fear, the
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recipient of my report.

Tuesday and Wednesday, | stayed home, updated my resume, and applied to several
companies for a new job. Took the kids to the playground. Worked on a new painting in
the evenings. Stayed up really late both nights to catch up on episodes of 24...

Thursday, we all went to the Chesapeake Arboretum. We walked the woods paths for a
couple of hours, venturing off path to spy a Great Blue Heron doing some fishing up -close.
When he flew off, we checked out his fishing hole. The creek at the Arboretum is probably
12" wide, and is 6 to 10 inches deep at best. It's one of the few clear wa ter, sandy-
bottomed streams in the area. The Heron's fishing hole is at an obscure bend in this creek.
It's the diameter of your kitchen table, four feet deep, and loaded... LOADED with huge
freshwater fish of all sorts, writhing all over each other. 12" w as the smallest fish | saw. A
net and a few buckets, and you can eat for months. As we were watching, a huge alligator
snapping turtle crawled out of the fish hole. | jumped in the water and wrestled him to

the shore so the kids could check him out. | coul dn't even lift him. We identified about 40

types of edible plants on our walk.

For dinner, | made a salad of collected fern fiddleheads and Spring Greenbreir shoots, a
seasonal treat. Traditional dressings are forbidden on my salads! For dinner? Mint
vinagrette chicken breasts and creamed schwarzwurzel (German --a personal favorite from
my youth. The French call it 'Salsify;' it looks like white asparagus and tastes like heaven),
which | brought home from France in large cans (can't find it in the States). Great meal.

Friday, crepes for breakfast, Red Lobster for lunch, the Norfolk Zoo for the afternoon,
Wal-Mart for groceries, then Blockbuster for movie night. Return of the Jedi (AGAIN) for

the boys. Lily already had some princessy movie to watch. For us, The Day the Earth Stood
Still and Died of Boredom (yeabh, it's that bad). | never rent an 'iffy’ movie without a

backup. Slumdog Millionare is a great movie, and | wanted Petra to see it. Maybe tonight.

Today, | skipped out on the Dismal Swamp Stomp to work with Matt. We're building a

small log cabin at the Norfolk Botanical Gardens. Made good progress, then | stopped in



for some beers. Home for some of Casey's (Jesus') chili... he won $2500 today for First
Place at the chili cookoff (2nd Year in a row!), a nd won some other chili -related awards.
The kids are asleep, | got a beautiful girl on my left, a decent cup o' joe on my right, and
it's been a good week.

FRIDAY, APRIL 24, 2009

A Polish Survival Story
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It's probably not noteworthy to you or anyone else, but | love my coffee
cup. It took several years to earn the crackles in this simple piece of
Polish pottery from Petra's collection. The cup is classy in its own right --
the sophisticated side of my brain can appreciate the design, the color
tones, the ergonomics of the handle's contour... The immature mannish
side of my brain sees frontal -viewed boobs painted around the rim of the
cup. It has withstood the rigors of belonging to me, and amazingly
outlasted an enamel blue -on-tin camping mug, two rugged Stanley classic
silver thermos cups, and my old Marine lifer's mug. The old friend can
randomly be found on the back porch, half filled with rain, or rolling
around on the floor of my truck. Something tells me that this survivor has
many stories and crackles to earn yet.
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SATURDAY, APRIL 25,2009
Snausage Fingers and Tongues of Fire

Every morning this week, Petra has woken up with carnie
hands and Hobbit feet, sans hair. She whines, "my fingers
are chubby...waaaah" This is not ne w to me. I've seen her
~ on more than one pregnant occassion try to cram her

s Anastasiasized pregnancy feet into the Cindarella slippers
| in her closet before church. "It fits!" (folds her hands,

" cocks her head, bats her eyes) It doesn't fit. But | know
bette r these days. They look great, Babe.

| only say this in jest. The reality is that she's absolutely
gorgeous and carries well. She always busts her butt to
find her figure after giving birth, too, which is more than
| could do in her shoes.

Matt and | fin ished the small log cabin at the Norfolk
Botanical Gardens. We signed up for some triathlon in
Maryland in July. Matt signed up for the Eastern Shore MS-
150 bike ride again, and I'll be doing same here in the

next week or so. It's a fun 2-day ride, May 30th / 31st.

| met up with a gentleman named Don, who along with his
partner has finalized a 25 -year weapon optic that I'm
convinced will
revolutionalize

shooting. It provides no
magnification, rather,

it combines sight
alignment with sight

| picture, providing clear
| view at 50 or 500 yards

. without need for human
optical focus. Uses same
. lens technology that

. alleviates effects of

: “ macular degeneration and other eye diseases... he
allowed me to take a few plctures and spread the word... it has long been patented and
should go 'green light' on the civilian marketplace soon.

The week for my family was otherwise uneventful. A beautiful luna moth flew into an

open window at our place. Petra’s choir buddies at church threw her a big shindizzle baby
shower. We hung out with old friends by a fire, ate s'mores and told stories. Extended
Friday movie nights for most of the week. Woke up every morning with guacamole dip /
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banana split hangovers. Is it just me, or are movies gett ing worse and worse? In a word,
"forgettable." Couldn't tell you a single flick we watched. Maybe it's just me.

Today, we went to the Botanical Gardens to let the kids
see the log cabin. We joined the herd of stuck -up pro
photographers to capture a fart her-view picture of the
bald eagle nest (visit wvec.com, click the ‘camera’ tab to
see the live baby eaglet cam), then let the kids play in the
water area, then saw the cabin, teepee, flowers, bugs,
more water, ducks, turtles, goldfish, and 20 local school s
competing in Crew competitions. Paid $50 and my
birthright at the cafe, for a couple sandwiches and some
cold drinks. After we all overdosed on vitamin D, we grabbed some Italian ices from Rita's,
then came home to watch some more movies.

guilty lately about not involving my family, specifically
the boys, in simple -yet-meaningful adventures. While at
the Gardens today, | found a Jack -in-the-Pulpit plant
growing near the water. | dug up the tubor a nd explained
to the family that the potato -flavored root is really good
once briefly cooked, but when ingested raw, will fire your
AR mouth up like you're chewing a mouthful of small needles.
It's a delayed and slowly progressive reaction. Okay, | didn't exac tly explain it in those
details. | simply told Josh, and Caleb, and Petra, to try a very small bite, chew it up, and
not swallow (just spit it out). For the three hours that followed, my family HATED me!!!
My boys were drooling like a couple of Zombie wind ow-lickers, my daughter kept saying, "I
want some!!!" My wife's bottom lip reacted by swelling up like Professor Clump's... but |
know the drill. "Your lips look great, babe." ...And the couch is looking awfully
comfortable tonight.

P.S. Check us out at church! Streaming live, famchurch.net.
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MONDAY, APRIL 27, 2009

Fight Club Lite

Yes, Ma'am. I'd like a #1, extra sour cream on
the burrito, big Mountain Dew a Baha
chalupa, a cheesy bean & rice burrito, a #3 --
soft tacos please--with another Mt. Dew, a
taco salad, a Mexican pizza, and a large

Pepsi. That will be all, thanks."

It was in the middle of one of these lunches that Matt & | made the preliminary plans for

our next two races. We aim high, but both _ ) lack
the motivation to train. He at least makes an B ¢,
effort... called me today after a killer swim.
was on the couch all day, hunti ng for a
dream job. Can't feel like much more of a

slacker than that. |, however, am horrible at

maintaining a training regime. I'll do two

days, then I'm physically pooped and mentally
bored.

| can't run the same route twice in a week without
falling asl eep, you can usually talk me out of doing
anything physically challenging, and | eat lots of
garbage that's not good for me... all day. Matt's
busy during the week, so | decided to seek out

| anonymous run/spar/bike/swim/climb training

partners during the we ek. My first choice?

Craigslist. "Platonic personals,” right? No, wait...
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ah, yes. "Community Activities." Within two hours, | attracted a wierdo, a gay guy, and a
young GungHo Marine that wants to get me ship -shape so | have what it takes to join the
Marines. | didn't have the heart to tell him that | already did that 14 years ago.

So Matt & | get to talking on the phone
today, and we hashed out a game plan
to help prepare for our forthcoming
races. This Saturday, I'll go over bright
and squirrley for a few hours and he
will proceed to kill me with his super -
secret, pre -planned funky workout. I'll
do the same for him the following

week. We'll inevitably pick up some

- stragglers...

...Which brings me to my point. If you can run a couple miles at any pace, or if you have a
bike (a competition Trek or your son's Huffy), or if you want to box, or rock climb, hike,
swim, or wrestle in tapioca pudding, maybe you'll want to join us at some point. Or join

me during the week. | might just take a walk sometimes. No egos, no embarrassment, no
pressure, no problems. Just bring some heart. I'll let you all know how well these meets

go... and Matt, I'll see ya Saturday! You bring the tapioca.

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 29,2009

Family Entertainment 2009: Pass Go and Pocket $200

You know, we Americans have really let the price of our entertainment get out of control.
Despite a failing economy, theme park tickets are still  through the roof. Concerts, races...
even a night of bowling will cost the average family of four better than fifty bucks. Simple

outings and evening indulgences rarely come without a hefty price tag.

Here in the Hampton Roads area of Virginia, we come i n just over the national average in
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movie ticket prices... | can only assume that Jane and Joe American in Nebraska also fork
out $8 for 30 cents -worth of popcorn. With my family of five, our most recent movie

outings have been pre-empted by a stop at Wal -Mart for sneak-in snacks. We save enough
to eat lunch at Olive Garden the next day. If only they made butterproof purses big

enough to carry gallon -sized popcorn buckets...

Today, if | took my family to our favorite local water park (Ocean Breeze in Virgi  nia
Beach) it would cost us exactly $100 just to get in the door. Where | grew up in Germany,
at the 100 acre, year -round, indoor/outdoor waterpark near Stuttgart, it would cost my
family 9.20 Euros today, or just over thirteen bucks... in an "inflated” Eu  ropean economy.
Oh yeah, and we could bring our own food and beer to the park if we wanted.

How's about this one... when the circus comes to town, thousands of tickets get

distributed. "SPECIAL OFFERKIDS IN FREE!!"! One per purchasing adult. People, arewe

still that stupid? Don't patronize me. Adults are nearly $30. Cotton candy and chemlight
necklaces will put you out another $40. Then a photo with a 65 -year-old scary Russian guy
in a Batman suit costs $25. And people are actually lined up for photos! T he carnival? Even
worse. In my travels, | have found that American carnivals cost almost twice what they do

in other countries. Isn't it disgraceful, how we have been suckered into paying so much for

what should be inexpensive family entertainment?

The Pursuit of Happiness is apparently not a God -given right in this country anymore. It's a
privelege reserved for the wealthy; reserved for those who are not affected in these times

economic distress.

The topic of pricy entertainment is a personal hotbutton issue for me. You know what,
though? I've rediscovered the joys of Monopoly and Battleship with my family. We've blown
the dust off the old chess set, and my kids know when to fold ‘em. Well, I've gotta go...

our popcorn's done!



FRIDAY, MAY 1, 2009

Strawberry Rhubarb Pie

Well, May is here, and that means one thing... Strawberries!!! For one month, the

fabulous fruit is in season in the Southern US. Up North, the season is typically in June.
Rhubarb season comes only slightly after strawberry season, which is probably how the
two ingredients first came to be mixed into a pie. And oh, whadda pie! It will take you 30
minutes to prep and 45 minutes to bake, so if you think you might need two pies, make

them simultaneously.

This particular pie launched me into familial stardom. | don't know why --all | did was
follow a recipe off the internet about 6 or 7 years ago. But with kitchen fame comes
repitition, which spawns i nnovation, which begat an offshoot recipe of my own. And here

itis:

***Eor the pie filling, you'll need 2 eggs (yolks), cup sugar, pinch salt, 2 tbs flour, 2 cups of
diced strawberries / rhubarb. Not to insult anyone's intelligence, but rhubarb leaves ar e

poisonous. If you buy from a grower, discard the leaves.

***Eor the pie shell and top, you'll need 2 1/2 cups flour, pinch salt, 2/3 cups shortening -1
use straight unsalted butter for just about everything, but I've used Country Crock spread

from a tub as well. It all works fine. You need a glass of ice water and a glass of red wine.

***Eor the pie glaze (which creates a semi-glossy, slightly sweetened pie crust), you need

two egg whites, 1/4 cup sugar, and a small splash of vanilla (1/3 tsp).

Now, you can pretty much make any kind of fruit pie this way, | think. For this one, I've
used rhubarb marmelade when the fresh stalks are out of season, and it tasted pretty

good. | adjusted for sugar content.

Separate eggs. The yolks are for the pie. Set the whites to the side for the pie glaze. Beat

the yolks, add sugar, salt, flour, and fruit. Mix well and set to the side.
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Now make the glaze. Beat the egg whites until they form soft peaks. I'll be honest, | don't
have the first clue what that means. | beat them with a fork or wire whisk for about two
minutes. Slowly add sugar & vanilla. Continue beating until stiff peaks are formed --yeah,
no clue here. Just know this, you cannot screw it up unless you let the egg whites form
heavy pools on top of the pie cru st, cause then you'll have a thin layer of cooked egg on
top of your pie... or so I've, um, heard. Just beat the egg whites another minute or two.

Set the glaze to the side. Preheat oven to 450 F.

For your pie shell and crust, stir your flour and salt tog ether in a bowl. Cut the butter /
margarine / shortening into pieces the size of peas with a fork --into the flour mix. Or just
mix it with an electric mixer until the butter is in pea  -sized pieces. Now, add the ice
water, one tablespoon at a time (IMPORTANT!) Don't add too much water. Should take
between 6 and 10 tablespoons. After each tablespoon, toss the mixture gently with a fork.
Push mixture against side of bowl to ensure all flour is mixed in. Add water, toss mixture.
Add, toss. Dough will form into a ball. Separate the ball into two equal portions. One will
form the pie shell, one will form the top crust.

Roll out both with on a floured surface. The one used for the shell should be a little bigger
than the pan in diameter, at least an inch all aroun d. When ready to move the shell, fold

in half, then in half again. Unfold in the pan and form it up. With the other rolled dough,

cut strips and set aside. Fill the shell with the pie mix. Now use the strips to basket -weave
the top crust. Trim and crimp th e edge with a knife or fork. Whip up the egg whites again,
then apply to the top of the crust with a brush, or spoon onto crust and spread with the

back of a spoon.

Place pie in the oven. Bake at 450 for 15 minutes, then reduce to 350 for 30 minutes or

until mix is tender.

Seems like a lot of work, | know. Make a few and you'll be a pie pro in no time. It's a really
good dessert. Serve hot with a scoop of vanilla ice cream, or cold with coffee (top with

whipped cream). Now drink that glass of wine and relax.



FRIDAY, MAY 1, 2009

The Bush is Calling

Whenever | visit a large municipal center, | usually forget to remove my pocket knife until
| get to the metal detector. I'll walk to the nearest garbage can and stuff the knife in a
McDonald's bag or something, then return to the security checkpoint. When my business is

done inside the building, I'll retrieve my knife.

So the other day, | walk into the Hampton courthouse. This time, | remember to lose the
knife. | get in the door, take five big boy steps forward and empty my pockets into the
basket. "Sir, you can't bring your cell phone into the building.” Oh, okay. Five steps in the
direction | just came from, open the do or, briefly scan for observers, toss the cell phone
into a bush. | re -enter the building and make my way to the second floor, in plain view of
the bush the entire time (the inside has high vaulted ceilings).

So there's this guy outside the building, smoki ng a cigarette. Ratty lookin' clothes, beat up
jacket, mussed hair. He's pacing the front of the building. | should've turned off the
ringer, | thought. | reached the front of the line, paid money to someone, then made my
way back down the escalator. As I'm descending, | see the man walk to the bush, lean in
towards it with his ear, then get down on his hands and knees at the base of the bush. He
grabs the cell phone, opens and closes it, and walks away with it. | exit the building and

follow him.

He handed the phone over without an arguement, stating simply that he found it and was
going to walk it to the police station. | looked down and... it wasn't my phone! | walked
back and found mine resting in the high branches, right where | threw it. Apparently,  I'm
not the only one who leaves phones, knives, and other contraband precariously placed

outside of public buildings!
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FRIDAY, MAY 1, 2009

Peaks and Valleys--Life as a Heartbeat

Early in the mornings, mom has coffee with Jesus, much like you and | might chat it up
over coffee at the Waffle House. She's done it my whole life. Well, one day she asks the
Lord, "Why is life so hard?" The Lord tells her, "Karen, your life is like a heartbeat. If you
don't have peaks and valleys, you flatline. You're dead." It's one of the many poignant
insights that mom passes on from time to time.

Well, I've been feeling a bit flatline lately, especially when it comes to ph  ysical fitness.
My fit lifestyle is very 'blah.' Perhaps you can relate. As with anything, it took an active

and conscious decision to do something about it. Matt and | linked up late Sunday morning
to PT. We ran 4 miles on the Dismal Swamp Canal Trail, to ssed the idea of swimming
because the water looked, um, dismal and swampy, and biked about 17 miles. The back
half of our ride was accompanied by a steadily -increasing downpour that ended the
minute we got back to our vehicles. | used Petra's hairspray on my hair that day. The rain
pushed it into my eyes, and | was riding blind. Matt inhaled a bug and stepped on a snake.
It was a good session. The blood started flowing again.

Last night (Monday), | linked up with a fellow Marine at the Kempsville Rec Cente r. Rode
the bike there, feeling every bit of the previous day's ride in my butt and shoulders. Kevin
and | met, shook hands, donned gloves, sized up and threw down. His wife Michelle
provided commentary on our 1 -minute bouts ( --hey, it's been a while --) with three -minute
rest time between bouts. | think Kevin knocked my nose straight again. We had a good

time. Circulatory function in my fitness life is slowly but surely being restored.

What's next? Well, Kevin and | are set to link up again Wednesday and Friday for body -
hardening. Matt's got a thrash session lined up for this weekend. I'm sore and smiling. If
you're feeling blah, make the committment to liven up your life, kick things back into high

gear. Peaks & valleys, baby... peaks & valleys.
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TUESDAY, MAY 5, 2009

Rita's: The New Starbucks?

I'm not a Starbucks fan. Their coffee tastes sour
to me. | can appreciate the establishment's role
in defining a generation, the general nostalgia
of the same, the indie -pop artsifartsiness, and
its boundary -busting effect on the ever -growing
language of American English ("barista," "grande
nonfat decaf caramel marble moccha
macchiato," e.g.)... and of course, who doesn't
love free WiFi?

Their coffee stinks though. They should change
venues and become a hot cocoa company...
they can dress it up the same way as their
coffee, but (for plain Janes like me) the base
product tastes great too. It's tough to screw up

milk or water.

Here's a beverage experience that doesn't stink:
Rita's Italian Ice. Rita's is currently the #1

fastest-growing franchise in the country. Frozen

eats are cheap and the drinks are comparable t
thereds a guryimtatediworlda-hamdétue shaved i ce shack. I
Virginia Beach, or one of the Ritads | ocal es i

Rita's makes their flavors fresh every day. The daily flavors change around a bit. Purely in
the interest of, um, science, I've tried each flavor of ice that they offer. The mango is by
far my family's favorite, though I'm partial to strawberry. | love striking gold on a chunk of

frozen watermelon or cherry as well. Cotton candy in icy liquid form tastes grea tif you're
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six, or if you're me. Grape is great (Grape Ape, Grape Ape) anytime in my book. Theirs
tastes like grape candy or soda. Still can't figure out how they make that flavor fresh. |
have yet to taste a fresh grape that smells and tastes like grape candy.

I'm a serious anti-diet -flavor guy. | can smell saccharin, Splenda, and diety foods a mile
away. Well, in order to provide a thorough report, | even tried Rita's sugar -free lemonade
ice... and liked it. Another thing: Rita's costs less. | mean, fo r real, | know we all love
tipping two bucks after buying a 5 dollar coffee. Who doesn't, right? But it gets old buying
fu-fu espressos for yourself, your better half and fifteen kids after a ballgame. Kinda hard
on the wallet. For sour coffee. Incomplete & run-on sentences. And beginning with

conjunctions (and, but, yet).

To summarize, Starbucks is nice but their coffee sucks. Rita's doesn't suck. Their products

cost less and taste better. And don't start a sentence with ‘and.’

TUESDAY, MAY 5, 2009

Copperhead!

Well, 'tis the season to watch your step when walking in the woods. Took the boys out
yesterday and stumbled on two copperheads. They blended in well with the freshl y-

mulched wood chip path. A new challenge --to catch two at the same time. As | was
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thinking about how to do it, they both slithered away... one into a bed of pine needles,
one into the poison ivy. | only caught one. Gave it to a friend, who is holding iti  n a nice
environment for his other friend, who has a large (live) snake collection up North. Well, I'd

better get back to tending my poison ivy.

TUESDAY, MAY 5, 2009

Why | Love Wal-Mart, Food Lion, Lowe's

There are many reasons to love Wal-Mart. Low prices, 24 -hr access, wide selection of
products. My reason? TheWal-Mart Greeter. Now, | know what you're thinking. This is the
part where | make some wisecrack remark about old people. Wrong again, Captain. Here
is a company that, even in a struggling economy, values the older generation so much that
it maintains two continuous greeter positions at every Wal -Mart in the country. Think
about it. Nobody has "greeters." It's a seemingly pointless position, a waste of money. For
some reason, however, the Wal-Mart hierarchy thought it important to give back to the
senior citizens of this nation, by offering viable post -retirement employment options...
creating jobs and smiles in spite of a penny -pinching corporate world.

Not all of the people in internetland can benefit from the the next store. Food Lion

grocery store can only be found in eleven States on the East Coast. It does not offer a
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plethora of beers by the can, like Bloom (another local yokel spot); it doesn't have the
ambience or the international flair of Farm Fresh (yet another). The reason | love Food
Lion is simple. These days, we burn up a gallon of milk every two days, sometimes faster.
$2.50 per gallon! Thanks, Food Lion.

Lowe's was the first home improvement store to offer pretty much everything for both the
contractor and the do -it-yourself homeowner-type. Here and there, you can spy the
familiar shape of an old Lowe's that didn't make it, likely in a depressed strip mall, now
bearing the name of a generic bulk wholesaler. You see, Lowe's had to learn the hard way.
They conducted their own market research a nd analysis to determine viable locations in
which to potentially open new stores. Some of them didn't work out, but they tried.
Success through failure--through trial, error, and 'slow, steady growth." Finally, just as

they nestled themselves into strong consumer communities, along came a spider... Home
Depot! They didn't need to work as hard on determining store locations. Instead, they took
up residence in every area where Lowe's flourished, often right across the street. They
offered lower prices in som e product areas and instantly stole a large portion of Lowe's
customer base. Then came the era of rapid expansion for Home Depot. Hundreds and
thousands of stores nationwide, seemingly overnight. Well, when the economy started
sliding, Home Depot was the first to liquidate assets and close stores. I'm not rejoicing in
anyone's demise, but I'd like to think that | have some loyalty, and respect for self -made a

company. So, to make a short story long, I'm a Lowe's guy.

Crap, we're out of milk.

TUESDAY, MAY 5, 2009

Kryptonite Cookies

I have a serious Achilles Heel. Had it since | was a pup. "No-bake cookies." You know those
peanut-buttery chocolate oatmeal turds that are  wrapped in cellophane and sold by local
cookiemakers at the counters of side road gas stations? Yeah, those ones. | can smell them

or spot them a mile away, they give me horrible snack -hangovers, and my wife goes to
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great lengths to keep me away from them. | usually make three batches... one batch will
last my family three days, the other two batches find their way to my belly over the

course of a movie. Here's the recipe:

1/2 cup milk, 2 tbs. cocoa powder, dash salt, 1 stick butter, 2 cups sugar, 4 cups 0 atmeal,
1/2 cup peanut butter, 1 tsp. vanilla

Mix milk, cocoa, salt, butter, sugar in a pan until bubbly. Time for one minute. Take off
burner, set aside; add oats, PB, and vanilla. Mix. Spoon onto wax paper or foil. Let cool if

you can resist the temptat ion. Don't forget to pour yourself a glass of milk!

THURSDAY, MAY 7, 2009

April Showers, May Showers, Baby Showers

Petra had a surprise baby shower at church two weeks ago. It hasn't stopped. Every time
we go to church, or she goes to choir practice, she comes home with another gift bag. The
baby is set! We are presently at Due Day + 1, with no indicators of impending birth. It's
nasty outside, the kids are done with school for the year, and it's the perfect day to

huddle up inside our cocoon of a place, watching movies and waiting for baby Ayla!
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FRIDAY, MAY 8,

Boys in the Woods
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Well, the weather cleared up enough

!.‘ yesterday to get the boys out again.
. We headed back to the woods to dig
up critters and exercise and take
pictures. Daddy caught a snake (go
figure), Caleb caught a big 'ol frog,
and Josh caught a big skink. We ran
and swung on vines and ate wild
plants like cave men. It really doesn't
take much to pique their adventurous

spirits, or mine (you got me).



http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/SgQ5RUkOKhI/AAAAAAAAAJ8/_cunSufh0iY/s1600-h/heimlich+the+frog.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/SgQ5RNlxH2I/AAAAAAAAAJ0/g8xAiRuviNk/s1600-h/boys+in+woods+083.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/SgQ5Q15tl2I/AAAAAAAAAJs/m-lLETcFxos/s1600-h/boys+in+woods+044.jpg

SATURDAY, MAY 16, 2009

Panama City, Panama

"Captain & coke, por favor." "Captain?" asks the bartender, puzzled. "Si, sefiorita. El
Capitan Morgan. Captain Morgan rum." "We do not serve that here, sefior." Steve looked
puzzled. Right about then, Pablo filled us in. Pablo was a Pan -American US Army
paratrooper, whose unit was conducting jungle warfare training at Ft. Kobbe, here in his
hometown of Panama City. He gave us a history lesson--turns out Captain Morgan was a


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/05/panama-city-panama.html
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/Sg9xuMpJIiI/AAAAAAAAAKM/tXfFvPa1tyE/s1600-h/atop+the+plaza+patilla+inn,+panama+city,+panama.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/Sg9x_7EN7LI/AAAAAAAAAKU/o3wgZV3w_Ow/s1600-h/29.jpg

pretty bad dude. He and his pirates set fire to Panama City a few hundred years ago,
ruthlessly killing men, women, and children. For that reason, some old -time bar owners

don't carry his liquor.

The Plaza Patilla Inn is not an over-the-top classy joint. In fact, it's dwarfed by

neighboring hotels, and does not offer much more than clean rooms, friendly service, and
basic amenities. It is, however, situated right on the San Sebastian cape of Panama City,
Panama, and is closeto everything. Used to be my regular place to stay. That's me on top
of the hotel in the photo above, looking down over my running route to the Canal... the

long mosaic kneewall along Balboa Avenue (Pacific in the background). Right now, you can
find a roo m at the Plaza Patilla for about $115 / night.

American tourism in Panama has waned in recent years, due largely to American military
withdraw from Ft. Kobbe and Howard AFB, and the handover of the Canal back to the
Panamanian government. The height of American influence in the latter half of the 20th
century was in the two years that followed Operation Just Cause--the 1989 US military
move to oust Manuel Noriega (a corrupt dictator) from power. If you've never been to

Panama City, I'll tell you what you'r e missing.

Panama City is one of those few places | classify according to gender. Typically, men like

it and women could care less about the place. It appeals to bigtime golfers and casino
gamblers. Some of the world's best sailfishing takes place here, a nd less-ambitious
sportsmen can take advantage of the abundance of peacock bass, which were seeded in
the Canal's Lago Gatunin the 60's. Men typically associate Panama with beautiful women --
simultaneously a blessing and curse to the country, which is equa Ily well -known for its
illegal human trafficking and sexploitation. Me? | love Panama for one reason: due to their
strategic maritime feature connecting two oceans, the Panamanians maintain regular --and
fast--trade with Cuba, making Panama a portal for afi cionados of the finest Cuban cigars,
at half the price of those sold in other Latin nations. I'll cover tips on selecting and

purchasing the right cigars in another post.

All visitors to Panama City can enjoy drinking tapwater without worry; the city boa  sts its



drinking water to be among the cleanest and best -tasting in the world. The US also takes
pride, in having built the first -of-its-kind potable water system there in the interest of
Canal workers' health. The water is drawn from an aquifer beneath th e Madden Dam
Reservoir on the Chagres River... whose ebbs are the result of clean, heavy rains over the

Panamanian rainforest.

In the interest of would -be adventurers like myself, Panama offers a plethora of

weathered nooks, caves, and thick terrain in wh ich to get lost and explore the flora and
unabashed fauna. Sloths are abundant (careful, they stink), as are different types of
monkeys and oddly-marked rodents. The birds are gorgeous, as are the flowers. Dangerous
animals include venomous pit vipers, jag uarundi, and Andean black bears. Never saw the
latter three in any of my visits to Panama.

Finally, the beer report. When | travel, | eat and drink according to local custom & fare.
The local beer of choice in Panama City is a toss-up between "Panama,” and "Atlas.” | like
them both... I'm not really choosy. There's another one, called Balboa, but you don't see

as many locals drinking it. Then again, you don't see them drink the water, either.



SATURDAY, MAY 16, 2009

The Barbie Years

| can almost quote the
movie, line -for-line.
Barbie plays Rosella,
friend of the animals, in
Island Princess my
daughter's favorite Barbie
movie. It's so fun
watching her grow up,
and I'm proud of each
feminine rite of passage

that she attains.

Now I'm a guy, and as such, was adamantly opposed to
childhood dress-ups and tea parties. | had no freakin'
clue about girly things. Our daughter is almost two, and
now I'm proud to admit that I can expertly place a
barrette in her hair or paint French tips on her tiny

fingernails. We dance to
everything, so she takes
uninhibited pleasure in cutting

loose to any tune!

I love that my boys are wild, and | love that my girl is not. She shivers and cringes at the

sight of bugs, toads, or anything that resembles a creepy -crawly critter. We have no clue


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/05/barbie-years.html
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/ShBG_mtcTFI/AAAAAAAAAKs/6-IhfwlxYWE/s1600-h/spring+09+031.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/ShBG_U34gpI/AAAAAAAAAKk/4mGiucXu-dk/s1600-h/spring+09+033.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/ShBG_TwlM3I/AAAAAAAAAKc/y8OxaSwkGxM/s1600-h/spring+09+008.jpg

where it came from...it was hard -wired into her from the beginning. Who knows, maybe

she'll become a Tomboy down the road. Right now, I'm basking in he r Barbie years.

SUNDAY, MAY 17, 2009

For Honor. For Chickadees.

"You'll shoot your eye out!" The phrase was immortalized by the modern holiday classic, A
Christmas Story (1983). In the movie, Ralphie is desperately wishing for an "official Red

Ryder carbine-action two -hundred-shot range-model air rifle!!!"

Well, that's what the 10 -year-old kid behind me was thinking. As | handed the BB gun to
the cashier at Wal-Mart, | heard him ask quietly, "Mom, is that a real shotgun?" She
explained that it was not a shotgun, but a BB gun, for beginner shooters. To his follow -on
request, she firmly replied "Not until you're 16." The cashier said to the boy, "You're luc ky.
My son won't own one until he's grown and moved away." | smiled, thanked the cashier,
and walked away. The devil on my shoulder rolled his eyes at the conversation he'd just
heard, and | headed home to give the air rifle to my 6 -year-old. This sudden surprise

would keep him from always having to borrow his older brother's (identical) gun.

So we're at grandma and grandpa's place (my parents). It's a literal fun zone for kids of all
ages; nearly 7 acres right on a big lake. Huge house, hidden play rooms, lots of trees, you
name it. Well, grandma loves her birds. Bluebirds, purple martins, nuthatches, whatever.
For the first time, a family of chickadees has taken residence in one of the birdhouses.
Their babies were just hatching, and you could hear the 'p eep-peeps' as their parents took

turns feeding them.

| was going over weapon safety rules with the boys, which they were not unfamiliar with.
"Treat every weapon as if it were loaded..." They had just finished reciting and explaining
their fifth safety ru le when everybody on the porch started making a ruckuss. "Shoo! Shoo!
Get outta here!" A starling was trying to force his way into the chickadee house. We'd seen

their dirty nature manifested just last week, when the new hatchlings of a robin's nest
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were t ossed from a tree onto the sidewalk, and the nest was taken over by starlings. "Get

‘em, boys!"

It was a showdown. The starlings were taking turns trying to force their way into the
birdhouse. The chickadees were frantically diving into the starlings, to  no avail. Along
came Wyatt Earp and Wild Bill Hickock, aka m'boys. | positioned them together at one
flank, so that their BB's would not enter the hole where the babies were. They gave 'em
hell with a barrage of piping -hot lead (okay, okay, I'll rephrase) ...gave 'em heck with a
barrage of room-temperature copper BB's, which flew so slow you could see them impact
the target. They clipped two nuisance birds and stood guard from a safe distance, ready
to blast more homewreckers for the sake of the defensless nudeked baby birds.
Interestingly, as if sensing that we were on the same team, the chickadees launched their
diving tactics from a perch within two feet of us, turned away from us in trust. My wife
saw that and was touched.

The boys stayed there all day, watching chickadees fly in and out of the house a few
times. By the end of the day, | received the full report that the chickadees had not been
seen for hours. | jumped on a ladder and checked the nest...it was gruesome. Apparently,
the starlings had alr eady done their damage. To the defense of my boys, there was one
unhatched egg still standing. The lone survivor. Two days past, the chickadees never
returned...but I'm proud of my boys for standing up for others that were weaker than

them, even if they we re simply birds.



THURSDAY, MAY 21, 2009

Our Newest Addition
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As if the world really needed another princess... Our daughter Ayla Charis was born today
at 12:16PM. She is a healthy, gorgeous baby. Mama checked into the hospital at 8,
reached 10 cm by Noon, and pushed for less than ten minutes. That was her first "smooth"

labor and delivery. Baby latched and started feeding instantly. Good sleeper. 8 Ibs, 20z.

Daddy was fortunate enough to pick both the names this time. Her middle name, Charis (a
Greek form of the word 'Grace') has been on my mind since | was 14, doubtless the name
of another baby that I'd heard of then. Ayla, however, is the name of  the heroine in one of
daddy's favorite book series," Clan of the Cave Bear. | hear that the movie was horrible,

but the books by Jean M. Auel have been enjoyed by three generations in my family.

The kids couldn't wait to meet her. Lily especially --as the lone daughter of a stay -home
mom, Lily has become quite the "mommy’s little helper." She's been eagerly awaiting the
birth of her baby sister, keeping one -way contact via the 'baby telephone,’ aka momma's
belly button. Well, I'm pooped. Giving birth is har d work for a dad (snicker). Enjoy the
photos (taken over the last three days).
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FRIDAY, MAY 22, 2009

Bittersweet Times: Celebrating Life, Remember ing the Fallen

Three years ago today, Cory was buried at Arlington. Allesandro was buried the following
day. With little to do in this hospital room on a Memorial Day weekend, we spend time

with our new baby and think on those who paid the price so we can live the life we have.

So we had our baby yesterday. By "we," of course, | mean Petra; | just watched. It was
really hard. So we're reveling in life and in the design of our Maker, and the joys of
parenting.

| woke up after an hour's sleep, with a k ink in
my entire body. We're crammed in this tiny
hospital room in the mother -baby ward of
Chateau d'If, where my ogre feet bump into
everything, the TV has no volume, and the VCR
doesn't play DVD's very well. At least there's a
view... of bricks... thous ands and thousands of
bricks surrounding a pebble and tar rooftop
courtyard, just like your friendly neighborhood
State penitentiary (for cryin' out loud, people,
plant a tree or something). The nurses
generally have a short sense of humor when it
comes to babies up here (I play the part of the
clueless parent during one shift, the

overzealous male figure during the next --it
keeps them on their toes). Anyway, Petra and | have been sharing stories of buddies past:
some of them died during combat, some during mishaps and heart failures. All of them

were heroes.

Some were acquaintences: Top Ramos who retired and died under worstening physical

health conditions later... he was funny, yet feared by every new guy that checked into


http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/05/bittersweet-times-celebrating-life.html
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/Shd8_ti83eI/AAAAAAAAAME/ru9to9YiJfA/s1600-h/room+with+a+view+006.jpg

252. Two gunnys went down of heart attacks --one was an old-timer loadmaster that | flew
a few training sorties with ( Mangan), the other was my chief instructor at the C -130
schoolhouse. One guy | was with in Pensacola, namedPoole, died in a motorcycle
accident. A well -liked young navigator shot himself in the parking lot of the New Bern
Wal-Mart. | have single-serving memories of all these men, but remember each of their

faces well.

Scott Germosen and his California-based KG130 crew died when their plane crashed into
a mountain in Afg hanistan in January of 2002. He and | attended Naval Aircrew school
together. He was also an acquaintenance, but bears reverence in being counted among

the first of casualties in the war on terror.

| hated Myler. Learned a lot about the word 'hate' when h e died. We got in two big fights
during our 24th MEU deployment on the Nassau, which both ended on a sour note. You've
heard about how some guys can have a knockdown, drag-out and then become best
friends? Yeah, that wasn't us. When we got back to Lejeune , he headed to California and
slammed into a guardrail with his motorcycle (September 6th, 2003). Killed him. When |
got word, | said, "Good. Glad he's dead." Then | read and heard about all the great things
he did in his lifetime. Little things, even. Rea d the words of people who dearly loved him.
His name was Christian. | never knew that. | simply knew him as F'ing Myler. My opinions
of him began to soften and change. | can see his face in my head and imagine him being
this good person now. | wish that | had never hated him. He knew that | did, and now |
can't take it back.

Kevin "Jack" Dempsey was a great guy. Over-the-top, yet one of the nicest guys you've
met. He and | went through Airborne together at Ft. Benning. Fondest memory? Taking
Jack on, shot-for-shot, at an Applebees in Columbus, GA. We were sitting at the bar,
grabbing a couple steaks, when Jack said, "All right, Matty..." | followed his eyes to the
overhead shelf around the inside of the bar... "You wanna start on the left or the right?"
We went from left to right, bottle by bottle, and the next day had to run an Army PFT for
score. As we were running, Jack would slide in behind me to sucker -punch me in the

kidney. Another fond memory was during 2d Recon's first Raider Night, where 20 guys t ook



turns punching eachother in the face until one man was standing. There were 6 of us who
never fell... Jack and | amongst them. Jack was into juicing up (steroids), and | covered
his butt by breaking into his room and clearing it of needles, e.g., when  he was in the
field, to keep the 1stSgt from busting him on a random room inspection. | don't do drugs,
but I won't see a buddy go down for trying to jack his muscles. It was a moral faux pas
that today I'm proud of. Jack died in an An Anbar Province IED i ncident in November of
2004 (Nov 13th). Petra and | joke about how he still owes us a lot of money.

Javier Obleas died on December 1st, 2004, after sustaining wounds in An Anbar November
25th. Gunny Obleas was the quiet, reserved professional with a healthy yet subtle sense of
humor. What | loved about him was his sense of selflessness and his silent "emulate me"
leadership. He was the Platoon Sergeant of our sister platoon in Alpha Company, 2003 -
2004. My platoon, under Gunny Abel, shared an office with his platoon and Captain
Lombardo. We were a pretty tight unit, albeit green (lots of young, newbie Recon men).
Obleas and | swapped some gear back and forth... he was all about hooking up the
platoons with gear to keep it from coming out -of-pocket. He and Abel assembled a group
of guys to head up to Virginia Beach for a gear swap with one of the SEAL platoons; we got
the better end of the deal, and ended up with a bunch of tactical gear that he distributed

freely amongst our platoons. We miss you, Gunny.

Cory Palmer was one of the freshly -made Recon 'pipeliners.' Gone are the days of
seasoned Marines testing their mettl e for a chance at the official title "reconnaissance
man." Now, boot Marines are selected and pre -screened right out of Infantry School. They
go to Amphibious Recon School. SERE. Airborne. Marine Combatant Dive School. Maybe
even Ranger and Sniper. Then they arrive at an actual Recon unit, and are assigned to a
team. They are pipelined into Recon. When Cory arrived at 2d Recon, he and 5 others
were assigned to me. Cory had spent more time on the Appalachian Trail than would -be
adventurers like myself, and i t was that fact which afforded him my initial respect. In a
short period of time, my team spent many hours together in the bush and in the urban
environment, honing skills and developing SOP's. As a Team Leader, my goal was to create
5 more Team Leaders. Cory was already an independent leader and solid asset to the

Marines and the reconnaissance community. He just needed time and experience under



his belt. In the meantime, | helped him develop his own personal procedures and TL

binder to aid him once he wou |d become a Team Leader. Cory was hit by an IED near
Fallujah on May 1st, 2006. He was transported to Landstuhl, Germany; then to a burn
treatment center in San Antonio, TX --he died enroute, forcing an emergency landing in
Nova Scotia (May 6th). | used to razz Cory about his "Got2B Glued" hair spiking glue, which

he let me use once. That's all | use now.

Allesandro Carbonaro , aka "Car Bomb," died on May 10th at Landstuhl Medical Center as a
result of injuries sustained May 1st of 2006 (along with Cory, par agraph above). lronically,
we lived in Landstuhl for a couple years when | was younger, and | used to take cookies
and cards to the wounded soldiers of Desert Shield / Desert Storm. | would never have
believed that my future friends would breathe their fin  al breaths in that same hospital
across the ocean. Allesandro was a junior Sergeant who was also new to Recon. When he
was still proving his grit, trying to become a Recon Marine, he sought me out to tell me
that | was a source of inspiration to him, havin g gone Recon out of the air wing of the
Marine Corps. This phenomena is not just rare, it's pretty much unheard of. Allesandro, or
Alex as we called him, is survived by his wife Gilda (also his mother's name). Petra's heart
was broken for her friend when s he heard the news. The moment that | recieved word on
Alex's and Cory's deaths, | got to work on their shadow boxes. | didn't have much time to
make them and travel to Arlington with Petra. | bought the red oak and glass at Home
Depot (better quality of oa k), the crushed blue velvet and blood stripe ribbon at a fabric
store, and other essentials at Wal -Mart. The plates were made on a rush order within an
hour, by a couple whose son was at that time serving in Irag. At each location, the

guestion "What are you making?" came up. As | gave the solemn answer each time, others

in line would move aside to let me pay. And | never paid. Cashiers, locals, even the plate
makers... they each paid their respects out -of-pocket--who was | to deny them; each
small gesture was a great contribution for great American men that these citizens never
even knew. John Natcher drove a great distance to help me create these large displays
(for a folded flag / medals), as we have done with similar projects in the past. He is a
man who thrives on honor, and on the passage of tangible and intangible items between
warriors. Cory was buried Monday, Alex on Tuesday. A whole row of graves had filled up

between them in just a day's passage.



I'll never forget the day | got Fergal Cagney's let ter. Nasty Nate ("Doc") Bernache had been
shot on the battlefield, and was undergoing a difficult surgery at Bethesda to remove the
bullet from between his aorta and his diaphragm. | cried like a girl in that 6 x 8 cell. Nate
lived, and is doing well today . For the men of Bravo -Two "Hateful," our other short -lived,
much-loved doc was not so fortunate. Luke Milam was very much a coolguy. He thrived in
the single male lifestyle, along with other buddies like Cholo, DeWitt, and Roach.
Everybody liked him. Luke was fortunate as a Columbine High School Senior to not get
killed during the infamous shootings. He lost his close buddy instead. We lost our buddy
Luke on September 25th, 2007, during a fight with Taliban forces in the Hemland Province
of Afghanistan (near City of Musa Qula). He was among the first to join the newly -
established Marine Special Operations Battalion.

If you Google "Lion of Fallujah ," you will come across a man named Major Douglas
Zembiec. He is the real -life modern version of General Maximu s from the movie
Gladiator . He was the officer in charge of killing me and every other student during
morning PT at Recon School. We would be up at 4 AM, with the sea to our back and the
sand to our flanks, and he'd spout off a motivational speech before r unning and swimming
us to our deaths. Usually it began with a deep and somber "Good Morning, Men." He sould
blow the dust off of Medal of Honor citations that he'd memorized long ago, or read
patriotic poetry aloud, or tell a true story of a person or grou  p who overcame seemingly
insurmountable obstacles. We laughed the day someone mistakenly grabbed his pack,
which was light as a feather (ours all had sandbags inside), but it never detracted from his
sincere pride, motivation, and ability to lead men. He w as a Captain then, and we called
him Captain America. Not exactly an original title, I'll admit, but it should have belonged

to him first, and to him alone. He volunteered to return to Iraq quickly to continue to lead
men in "the war of his time," and spok e about the ferocity of his fighting men as that of
lions. The title earned him the nickname, and there was word for a long time that

Harrison Ford was slated to play his character in a movie about the Battle of Fallujah.
Major Zembiec went out like a warr ior on May 10th of 2007. He simply would have had it

no other way.



There are two men whom | hold in highest regard, who were not mentioned above. The
first is my grandpa, Frank N. Speights, a WWII / Korea / Vietnam Veteran who was laid to
rest at Arlingto n just months before my friends started filling spaces there. He and they
are all within 300 -yards of eachother; | would like to believe that it was by Divine design.
We love and miss grandpa (Opa, to my kids), and hope to see him again someday.

The second man is Stephen Peter Gaffney , a very close friend. | called him Gaff. | do not
have the time, nor the space, to write about him in this posting. He, along with my
grandfather, was MY hero. Petra and | miss him dearly. As | hold my youngest child

tonight, | know that she will know his stories. My great -grandchildren will know his name.

SUNDAY, MAY 24, 2009

Jimmy John's Naked

"We'd love to see you naked," says the sign at Jimmy John's. Closer inspection reveals the
continuation, in small -set type below... "but State Code requires shirt and shoes." It's one
of many in-your-face signs at the hip sub joint, a wildfire franchise that boasts the

"World's Greatest Gourmet Sandwiches" and "freaky fast" delivery service.

A thick stack of napkins appears on the table. The gentleman hands us a bag. "Here you

go. Cookies for the kids. On the house." It's Justin Rogers, owner of a Jimmy John's here in
Chesapeake. We know Justin because he's our neighbor, and the owner of a beautiful Blue
Doberman, aptly named "Blue." In a flash, he's gone. My eyes catch the back of his shirt.

Big words: SOUPS, SALADS, HOT SANDWICHES. All the words are crossed out, except for
"SANDWICHES."

Jimmy John's has a great menu. As an amateur sub aficionado, I'd rate them as #3 out of
ten establishments in the flavor factor (for 'Standard Day' / theoretically perfect vacuum

sub testing, use the Italian sub), bested only by Super Subby's in Ohio and Firehouse Subs
(18 States, mainly East Coast). With 690 stores open across the States (and growing), JJ's

is proof positive that a good idea with a fresh spin and a little attitude is a recipe for
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SUCCesSs.

My kid Caleb is running through the sprinkler at grandma 's house. He's 6. He want's to get
naked. "Go ahead," | was about to say. Mama beat me: "Nobody wants to see you naked."

"Yuwhuh," he replied, "Jimmy John's does!"

FRIDAY, MAY 29, 2009

Jerald L. Jackson, the Rock of Deep Creek

[As published in the Virginian -Pilot's Chesapeake
Clipper, 5/29/09]

by MJ

Not every community can boast a commonly -
known local hero. The Deep Creek area of
Virginia, however, is home to a man who has
been publicly fostering safety and smiles for
three generations of Chesapeake residents.

Every weekday morning at a quarter -past Seven,
a vehicle parks at Deep Creek Central
Elementary. The driver exits, adjusts his

uniform, dons his hat and white gloves, then

purposefully steps and assumes his post on Cedar
Road, near the intersection of Shipyard and Moses Grandy Trail. The impressive -looking
man is a School Crossing Guard for the Chesapeake Police Department.

Jerald L. Jackson is a fit, middle -aged black gentleman with a commanding presence.
Three times a day, he takes to the street and expertly directs traffic flow between two
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schools near the busy intersection. His movements are exaggeratedly crisp and sharp; he

has theé éasdappopd effect of a military dril

such pride and professionalism in oneds |

micro-celebrity in these parts.

He has an aura about him--he makes it a point to smile an d wave to everyone he can. Kids
excitedly wave to him out the window. Men and women in business suits honk and yell
cheerful greetings. Uniformed veterans sit a little taller behind the wheel when Mr.

Jackson, a former Navy man, gives a slow and deliberate salute.

Yesterday | caught Mr. Jackson when he was wrapping up his morning shift. Before he
could enter his car, a dusty work truck drove past and honked. Two construction workers

ob

I pl &
, yet

gave him the peace sign. He smil ed aHemdonwaved bac

Construction. I try to catch them for coffee in

0The morning crowd keeps me on my toes, 0
busses full of kids, then there are your

inawheel chair, two guys on skateboards. ..o

watched familiar faces driving their children, grandchildren, and great -grandchildren back
and forth to sch-emel .aldHdOadsvet he nb ensetr e ,. Xacksom i

as she was walking out of the school to her car.

As | write this simple article, | think about how small of a tribute it is to a man who makes
his community brighter every day. | often wonder whether he ever has a bad day, because
youdd Ilyeewverkandwrt. My kids point and shout with the hope of his reciprocal
Obaakchadéd magi c. Hlaotke sanie thing Inhénestlyl believe that his
genuine smile can warm even the most depressed passershy, or soften the tone of a
heated cell phone conversation. These days, individuals of such motivation and positive
inspiration are in short supply. | truly feel that my family, and others around him, are

safer and better off because of him.

Mr. Jackson resides locally. He speaks well of Virginia, and regarding Deep Creek, says,

0l dve been to New York, Chicago, L.A., an
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really love this community.dé And the community |

FRIDAY, MAY 29, 2009

Back to France... On Wheels, Baby!

Yeah, it is no more fun leaving this time than it was last time. | will, however, be taking
the bike with me on the plane tomorrow. It's the least | can do. While Matt endures a
partnerless 200-mile bike ride this weekend, I'll do my best to crank out enough distance

to feel his pain in kilometers, so that our triathlon in MD goes smoothly and quickly (the
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day after | return ). Good times. Pray for my wife, who is single -handedly 'manning the

line' with our troop. Viva her sanity!

SATURDAY, MAY 30, 2009

Apes on a Plane, Flying Ba bies, and Infertility

I hate puddle jumpers. These days, they're cleverly disguised as "connection” flights. In
other words, Joe's Aircraft Transport is contracted by a major airline, then Joe's magically
does business as the "Delta Conection," or Coninental Connections, or whatever. Once
again, a sugar coated turd to make it easier for the general public to swallow. To me, the
flights still taste like crap.

I cut my teeth on the C -130 Hercules. Although it's a literal flying pig, you can lose one of
its four engines and still feel perfectly safe. As a crewman, | could set up a hammock on a
long flight, or lay down on the ramp to cool down. | could do a full exercise routine in the
cargo compartment... dips, squat -thrusts, pull -ups... now I'm lucky to do 'toe-ups' inside
my boots. | can feel the heartbeat of the lady seated in front of me and the hot breath of
the guy behind me. My ears are still ringing with the sounds of screaming baby who was

seated across from me.

So I'm back to France today, curr ently awaiting air out of Newark. The crew looks a lot
more experienced this time, with about ten fresh faces over the age of 40 and fewer
pubescents than last time. Of course, they're all bigger built, so my complaints about

puddle-jumping must be multipl ied on their tongues.

Back to the screaming baby. She was maybe 6 months old, and unlike those air travelers
that have not experienced la dolce vita of small -child parenthood, I'm very tolerant --of
the baby, that is. Call it a pet peeve, but | often geta nnoyed at the parents of flying tots.
Babies cannot valsalva (or 'clear' their sinuses) on command. During a rapid ascent or
descent, adults can maneuver their inner ears, at least through swallowing, yawning, or
holding their nose and blowing, to compensa te for the physiological affects of altitude

(increase in altitude = decrease in atmospheric pressure). Babies scream not only because
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of the unfamiliar environment, but because they cannot properly relieve the buildup of
pressure in sinal air pockets in t heir head. Ever flown with a head cold? Scary. Solution?
have your babies, and kids for that matter, drink something during take -offs and landings.
It may not always work, but most of the time, it will help equalize the pressure. Give your
older kids a big wad of bubble gum to chew, which also works. For all we know these

days, physical damage incurred during early (developmental) childhood flying may be a
predecessor of ear, nose, and throat issues later in life.

As a closing note on the subject, larger pl anes and slower ascents / descents allow for
better self -compensation of the sinuses, as the plane's pressurization system can more
adequately equalize pressure in a timely fashion. Many of you knew this, and now more of

you do.

And now, on a totally unre lated subject, another piece of medical knowledge. | just
learned that infertility in women officially begins after a one  -year lapse in period cycle.
This period in a woman's life has no direct bearing on when menopause occurs. For post -
menopausal women, any bleeding that occurs should incur a timely doctor's visit, as it

may be indicative of cancer.

| sure hope we get a big, fat plane with comfortable seats...MJ out!

SUNDAY, MAY 31, 2009

The Flight.

The second flight was much better. | was hoping for a big fat jumbo jet with comfortable
seats and individual movie screens in the
Instead | was seated next to Ron Shively, the Editor -in-Chief of a travel magazine called

6 Recommendd () .

As much reservation as it took to keep from talking his ear off, we talked the whole flight.
We talked eachotherodos ears off. Ron i s a

Corps, favorite spots aro und the world, and writing.

seat s,

f or mer
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The hours that passed after landing were uneventful. | bought the wrong print -off minutes

for my French cell phone, to the tune of $40 that was non -refundable and useless to me. |

swal l owed a box of Go o dncefortWideeuringyhé tvo -hdlodidiveee d o f f
Weather was gorgeous. Arrived back at le Relais des Sapins in sleepy St. Laurent.

Embraced Christian, the hotel manager, as a long -lost friend. Checked into a front -facing

room with a bal con-andamtel TVaGoddpibtlrd) thoudh. Caewall

outlet in the room --already used by the TV and the mini -fridge. Internet signal at the

hot el i's still weak and intermittent. Same roomr

pots-a-b | azi n. &

Christian helped me assemble my bike and let me keep it in the wine cave.

Had an evening meal of Ramen noodles, Ritz crackers, and a beer. Finished off the night

with a game of Spades. Partner was straight Cher
partners. . . .hmelbinddentdfe Spades slingers before w
brag, but me & my partner held the Spades title against 49 other teams in the brig for 5

straight months... and another month separately.
true. The fun pa rt about this game was that we were playing with a French deck. The

Jack was a oV,0 the Queen was a 0D, 6 presumably
letter, and the Ace was a 1. Anyway, got another game to attend to tonight... in just

about an hour. Better go stretch.



MONDAY, JUNE 1, 2009

La Loire a Velo

June 1st. This morning, | slept in. Left the balcony door (next to my bed) open all night.
Felt great. Weather was perfect when | woke up. Sunny and 65 degrees all day. Beautiful
night. Sun finally dropped around 11 PM.

At 11 AMish, | checked the air in my tires, filled my water bottle, strapped my camera to
my bike, and headed out with the wind at my back and the Loire river to my right. No
destination in mind. Within 20 minutes of fast riding on the Trek road bike, | had passed
my furthest on -foot boun dary from my last trip. Bringing the bike was an excellent
decision.

From St. Laurent des Eaux, | passed through St. Laurent-Nouan and Nouansur-Loire.

Muides-sur-Loire was a new town to me. Stopped to snap a few shots.
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Lost my shirtat St. Dye-sur-Loi re. One thing about t-fendly. ar ea, i
Between towns, there are paved bike routes that go for miles and miles along the river.

Trees and flowers and plush green fields abound. | love riding through flan king tall

cypresses, with rolling fields in the background and wisps of white seedheads floating

everywhere through the air as if approaching Ger
Gl adi ator . Families are out on eshuthavdlohtke and bi ke
emotions.

Huh, the Loireds really foamy. Wa
foam. White flowers! White flowers growing on reeds all

over the river. Never seen anything like it! Do some push -

ups. Drink water. Ri de. |ladm seei n

boats on one of the islands. Huh, a beach! On the island.
Picked up the bike, waded across, set it down and went
for a swim. Roughly 15 minutes against the current. Then
sat on the shore to dry and soaked in the scenery across
the water. A cathedral, a huge mansion farther down the
bank, a boy skipping rocks against a backdrop of tall
Pollard Willows on the far hill. About 30 miles into the

ride, | hit a gravel trail. Picked up the bike and ran with
it, about a mile and a half. Paved bike trail again.

Camping area between the trail and the river.




LET ME PREFACE this next paragraph by saying
that it is imperative that | get back into

swimming shape. Matt and | are running a
triathlon the day after | return. This information

is paramount to justifying the following actions.

[

uA smal | building on the right

stop in, parking my bike alongside the others.

OPar don, M-alapiscne ssepubliccou
privat?dé | f youdre camping, th
-_-:--."v-;r-_.:.l_-.---_l-,-.ll,-_:_ﬁ.n":-.u.-. ; - ~ % pay awhopping $2.50 Euros. Great! | follow her in

T line and lay down a 10. The guy behind the counter

points to a sign. No shorts allowed. Wait a minute.

| dm wearing silkies. 10d be st
States for wearing these short shorts to a public

pool. His expression was blunt. Who cares? No dice.

The sign indicates Speedos. | peek around the

corner at the pool, loaded with people. The pool is

on the high banks of the Loire. Beautiful location.

And the guys are all in Speedo
France. .. 0 Ou arhétr cthey? tohyeoem ¢
anywhere today, 6 he replies i1
holiday, nothingds open. 0 He ¢

Speedos... they look new. | swam just over a

kilometer in the 25m pool, then laid out and

bronzed my buns. No, ofcourseldi dndt . | swam
my laps and hauled tail as inconspicuously as

possible.

Back on the bike, | ride past a beautifully -constructed stone bridge that was extremely
long. The over-water portion looks to be long removed, but the colossal supports remain
upright in the water. | rode as far as Blois, then turned around and rode back against the



wi nd. Hadndt eaten a thing all/l day. I started bc
hotel. Rolled in, pounded water, ate two packs of Ramen noodles and more Ritz, then
downed a big plate of Spaghetti Bolognese and a beer. Almost crashed out on the bed.

Talked to Petra on the phone twice, first for a
mi serable. | dondot bl ame -heme MmoMme bsnhoittdaia ¢ a
she believesin. | 6 m proud of her, sheds a phenomenal mo
And now I dm typing this as a Word document, wai't

tomorrow, the next day, or next week, so | can cut and paste this on my blog. Verizon

wireless accessdoesn ot hi ng f or me here. Simultaneousl vy,
my roommate watches movies to help him fall asleep. Ate a box of Whoppers and another

roll of Ritz.

Tomorrow wedre getting badges issued at the plar
up a phone card (can only receive calls right now) and my ration of food for the week.

Might start work tomorrow afternoon, otherwise it will be the following afternoon. | work

nights and have Fridays off this tim@nFridayfi no wor

| ride again!
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MONDAY, JUNE 1, 2009

The Lonely Bridge to Nowhere

06/02/2009
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On my bike ride to Blois today, | was intrigued about a particula r stone bridge. It had 26
arches over a field, then disappeared over the Loire. | estimate the distance of the intact
portion of bridge to be 974 feet long, and the missing portion to have been roughly 800
feet. | climbed the short portion near the main hi ghway, and the top is completely grown
over with weeds. Internet and map searches have produced no pertinent results. It's
impressive. I'll start bugging the locals for a history lesson.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 5, 2009

St Laurent 2: The Week in Review

e,
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It took four days before | could find a suitable Spades partner. This week's losses are
devastating. We're ahead of the power curve at work though, and have begun removing
the 72,000 tubes from two condensers alongside our counterparts with Endel -Suez. | like
this crew a lot better than the last crew. The overall experience and maturity levels are
higher amongst the men.

So far I've played a lot of cards, rode a lo t of bike, pounded some dirt under my running
shoes and pounded a few beers in the evening. | made a shopping trip on Tuesday to load
up on cheap wine, cheese, knackwursts (snap-wursts that you generally eat raw), Belgian
endive, salad dressing ingredients, oranges, UHT milk (the European standard if it's not
fresh from the cow), sardines, corn flakes, banana nectar, French bread, salsifi, and
butter. Bought a big glass bowl for cereal or salad.

Today was my day off. After little sleep last night, | jumpe d on my bike and took a right,
following the Loire upstream, in the opposite direction of my previous bike adventure.
Watched the sun come up around five. Saw the vendors setting up for the Friday
marketplace in St. Laurent des Eaux. Passed some amazing fields of wildflowers, wheat,
and barley. Rode into Beaugency, the nearest 'big' town, classified as such because it has
a McDonald's. To enter the town, | crossed the landmark bridge that the local's call Devil's
Bridge or Black Cat Bridge. During its construction, some unexplainable events kept
occuring that slowed progress. When the bridge was finally opened for traffic, it was
fabled that whoever first crossed the bridge would be cursed by the devil. A black cat was

supposedly the first to cross. Le Chat Noir, a pub within the city, alludes to this story.

I rode to the next town enroute to Orleans / Paris, and almost got ran over by a mini
electric car that apparently didn't see me and brushed me while passing (meepmeep!).

The wind was kickin. | turned a round in that (yawn) tumbleweed town and rode back to
the hotel, stopping at the now -fully -aroused marketplace. Bought the last three avocados,
two huge tomatoes, and some apricots. Rode back, crashed in bed for a few hours, woke
up and heard that there wa s an American country band, currently touring across Europe,
playing in someone's barn nearby. | jumped back on the bike and followed the rough

directions, finding nothing. Another long bike ride ended on the bank of the Loire at



Muides, where a large park was filled with kids and seniors and soccer players and

loverpeople.

Rode back to the hotel around 11PM, as the last streak of a bright pink sky faded with the
sunset. Played spades, talked to Petra until the phone died (someone's borrowing my

charger), and uploaded the photos | took today. Submitted for your pleasure.
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MONDAY, JUNE 15, 2009

Intermittent Internet

doesn't require Speedos. I'm done working by
10:30 PM and it's still light outside. I've inked

a couple drawings for the guys... the usual...

tattoos, wives, girlfriends, kids. One guy
asked for a local landscape / cityscape
combo. Until tha t request, | had
underestimated his class. | finished up the
Wine Cave picture and gave it to the hotel
people--1'm their "favorite local artist."
Working on others between bike rides and

work. Internet works when it wants to. Only

4 days in the last 15 so far, and only briefly.

With that, | will post this before | lose my

window.

--More Stories and Photos Soon

It's 4AM. I've been here 2 weeks and
haven't established a normal sleep pattern.
I'm homesick--1 want to sleep beside my
wife and roll around with my kids. | eat a
lot of garlic yet still can't seem to get the
taste of flashligh t out of my mouth. Work
is dirty and hard but requires little
thinking. | watched one guy get his skull
cracked and my old jokes get me nowhere
these days. | jump on the bike to explore
new towns at least every other day before
work at 2PM. There's not a local pool that
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MONDAY, JUNE 15, 2009

Hard Work --The Great Equalizer -- Still Its Own Reward

Thursday, 18 June 2009

On this job in France,
we are given a six-
week window in which
to finish our work.
Every day, we briefly
evaluate our required
tasks, then attack. As a
result, the job will be

finished in four weeks,

notwiths tanding some

g
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unexpected catastrophe.
Our reward? Receive pay
for the additional weeks for
which we were contracted,
and go home early--just in
time for Independence Day.

Each project here was
similar. Both times, we
arrived in St. Laurent,

received our badges within

a few days, then got right

to work. The appropriate cooling tower (the big smokestack -looking thing) was shut down
and the condenser housings were removed. These condensers have 36,000 tubes inside of
them, each 7008 | ong. ns&e or®20000kubes,nperpraject. c on d e

First wedd pull plugs out of tubes that have rec
each tube with a penetrating cutter gun in the back water box. Then we pull the tube

stubs out of t he 3 6holdstthe tubes ib plages Gn the fromtesitle of tiea t

unit, we extract and flatten the tubes, then chop them into pieces, using a series of

machines. Many stubborn tubes are simply air-hammered out from inside the unit. Then,

we de-burr, clean, and serrate a Il of the holes. We insert shiny new tubes. We roll them

until they tighten against the serrations. We f|

Well, right now wedre O6pushing tubes. & Wedre |IJ f
camaraderie is built between the co mpanies involved in this project. Four lines of men,
five men per line, moving as fast as possible without compromising the structural integrity

of the tubes. Occasionally we stop and go inside the unit to stake the tubes.

I candt wai t t dhhgrd-working men fo mg flarks, Ikknow that it will

happen soon.
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MONDAY, JUNE 15, 2009

The Ride to Blois Il

About two weeks ago, | jumped on the bike and rode to Blois again. Since then I've either
rode the bike or ran to nearby towns nearly every day. | waded to the same island where

the boy was skipping rocks a few posts ago. | stumbled on a naked old man sunbathing
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face-up. Wish | could get that picture out of my head. Rode to South Blois. The

Gendarmarie (sp?) / city cops stopped me and made me put my shirt on.

| took some pictures, ate some chow that | packed, and rode back. | sketched one of the
pictures back at the hotel and then passed out from fatigue.
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THURSDAY, June 18, 2009

Molasses the Hedgehog

Every evening, as my (evening) shift is leaving the plant, we see a hedgehog. He lives in a
solitary, low -lying bush on a small strip of grass inside the plant. He is entrapped on one
side by the perimeter fence, on another side by one of our access gates, and on two sides
by a high curb from which he would fall.

| used to catch hedgehogs when | was a kid growing up in Germany. Unlike porcupines,
they have no control over the release of their quills. As you approach a hedgehog, it will
ball up like a roly -poly (pillbug) --size is somewhere between a grapefruit and a bowling
ball. If you ever see one, you or your kids can pick them up without fear of being impaled

or bitten, just keep in mind that some of them have fleas.

The plant hedgehog does not have fleas. He usually hangs out by the curb, then runs as
fast as his little feet will carry him once he spies the greasy horde (us) coming toward the

access gate on our way back to the hotel. Heds r
before the guysareover t here messing with him. No oneds t
Unfortunately, there is no photo to accompany ¢t}

plant. | sneaked a camera into the plant, but was very discreet about the location and
brevity of my snapshots.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 19, 2009

My Little Lily

Lily turned two today. She is getting so
big. Already potty -trained, talking

well, helping her mama with baby

Ayla, and wrestling with the boys as if
she were their age. She breastfeeds

her baby dolls. | got to talk to her

today, and she kept wishing me a

happy birthday. She is so cute. For me,
itds hardest to be
sheds at the age wh
understand why | have to be away. Her
tone of voice is mournful when she
talks to me. | canbd

and play with her! Soon.
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FRIDAY, 19 JUIN, 2009

The Long Bike Ride to Orleans

| waited until about 10 AM. Some of the guys were headed to Beaugency. | hitchhiked with
my bike to E. Leclerc, which is a small version of Super Wal -Mart with relatively short
hours. | bought a bike lock and some--um, NOT Speedos. No, seriously-I found a municipal
pool that lets guys wear spandex shorts (unlike most of the public pools around here,

which require Speedos). The spandex look like tight boxer briefs. Anyway, enough visual. |
rode from Beaugency through several towns and cities just to getto  Orleans, which is

Jean d'Arc central. Anyway, here are some pictures.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 19, 2009

A Unique Embrace

| stumbled upon these two locked in an embrace, tucked inside the front right corner of
the cathedral at Orleans. The cathedral, by the way, is comparable to Notre Dame.
Anyway, I'm a sucker for a passionate picture --leave it to the French (inventors of the

negligee and the French kiss)... | call it 'the French hug:'



http://despiteallobstacles.blogspot.com/2009/06/unique-embrace.html
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_4Uk3fOOBU0U/SkGJN6PcnGI/AAAAAAAAAV8/AejXIzyKr4I/s1600-h/french+hug.jpg

FRIDAY, JUNE 19, 2009

A Treasure Trove at the Friday Market

| arrived in the the center of Orleans at roughRM, parked my bike at a

convenient little bike parking area, then walked the city carrying my man purse (a
Marine Corps tan ammo/possibles pouch that | use as a shaving kit...these days it
Is strapped to the handlebars of my bike). I hit a large rotuittieaumounted Jean

of Arc statue in the center. They had a Friday Market going on, with vendors set
up all over. | purchased a vintage tourist booklet of Versailles Palace, which | have
visited a few times in my life; | also bought a stack of Europeanrpapeey

ranging from WWI to WWII (war bills, including some Allied Italian Currency

that is printed in the form of U.S. Dollars), a few military pins and metal trinkets,
some expired business license certificates from Orleans (a cafe, a mining
corporationa tobacco shop) and this: a small, leath@und Rosary devotional,
printed in 1837 in Paris. Needless to say, some great finds.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 19, 2009

Pistol Guy

Last night, | took a quiz on Facebook to
see which plastic Army man | was. | wa
a bit upset that my answers didn't
qualify me as the coveted 'Bazooka
Man,' and that | was instead found best
gualified to be 'Pistol Guy.' Nonetheless
| took the new tile to heart, and in
passing by a bric 'n' brac antique store i
Orleans, | couldn't help but notice some| T
lead soldiers in the window. | stopped irji
and laid down a 5 Euro bill for Pistol
Guy. If that's who I'm to be, at least |
won't be plastic, dang it.
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TUESDAY, JUNE 23, 2009

Whiskey Nights

| get really sick of hanging out in the
hotel every night. Not for any particular
reason... maninly because | feel
trapped here . So for several nights over
the last week, I've been staying over at
the rental home of some of the Endel -
Suez guys, about 20 minutes from here.
Patrick is my main buddy --he lives in
the North of France with his wife Sylvie

and his two teenage daughters. Patrick
is the 47-year-old version of lvan Drago,
the Russian boxer from Rocky IV("If he

dies, he dies"). Patrick is actually a 25 -
year competitive boxing trainer at a

club near his hometown.

Raphael is Italian. We talk about

06/19/2009 Eastern/Adriatic Italy a lot, probably

because his whole family lives there

(near Brindisi) and | love the place to death. | get to practice my Italian with him. Then

theres a Spanish guy whose name slips my mind right now, and two Arabicas--one from
Morrocco and one from Algeria (two other countries I've visited in the past.) One of the

Arab guys is a buddy named Ben Unis. When we first had a difficult time communicating in
French, | asked if he spoke any English or German. He said, "No, do you speak Arabic?"

Then | said (using aggressive gunin-hand gestures), "Sure. GET OUT OF THE CAR!!l GET ON
THE GROUND!I! ARMS OUT, PALMS UP!II" .. .as best as | could remember in Arabic. The
Arab workers laughed. Me and Benny hit it off.

Patrick is a whiskey monster. Jim, Jack, bourbon, scotch, and all variations in between.
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He drinks bottles like | drink cups of
coffee, and expects me to hang. | explain
simply that | am a little girl when it comes
to whiskey. Nevertheless, the whiskey
flows, in the custom of manly men tout la
monde (around the world). With his three -
fingered, scarred & tattooed right hand,
Patrick hands me a tall glass of what could
easily be mistaken for iced tea. "Chin
chin!" is what the toast sounds like. "A la
chien!" is the reply. Somewhere an "Ate
sante" is spouted off.

Before you know it, we all speak the same
language with no problems. We talk about
wives, kids, travel, work, friendship,

hardship, and life in general. | crash out at

their place. Then it's coffee and whiskey and eggs, and we're off to work.  Chin chin!



TUESDAY, JUNE 23, 2009

The Hunting Festival at Chambord

If you scroll back through my blog a couple
months, you'll find some pictures of Chambord
castle. It's beautiful, it's huge, and it happens
to be only 10 minutes away. Well, for the last

two weeks, Chambord has hosted its annual

"Fete de Chasse," or Hunting Fest. Hunters of

E

all types assemble and hunt here for these weeks --horse-mounted, dog hunters, bow,

sling, bola, spear, black powder, rifle, shotgun, pistol, and the most amazing hunter I've
met yet...the guy with the golden eagle. The
golden eagle guy had some photos posted
outside his booth. It was dark, so my pictures
weren't turning out (I 've got a cheap camera
with me)...but you get the idea. His eagle was
attacking a fox in the picture below. Patrick

and | made it to the fest on closing night...

D6/19/2009

just in time to catch the fireworks at the

castle, take a short video and get swarmed by
what seemed like millions and millions of
people for the hours that ensued. We tore into
some wild boar sandwiches (fruits of the hunt)
and some cold beers, sang festive songs with
that same mass of people, and | even shot a
video of guys playing some circular hunting

trumpets. It was really cool. On the way back 06/19/2009

to their place, we stopped at their tiny town
square (3AMish) to check out a local band playing classic American rock. Families were

out there on the large dance platform, dancing with their kids and f  riends and other
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family members. It was like a community fest
at 3AM. The band played a final encore song
like 20 times. Suckers. We had a blast.

D6/19/2009

D6/19/2009
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TUESDAY, JUNE 23, 2009

France-Wide Music Fest

[Excerpt from Journal --1 di dndét have the [ uxury of consisten
France, so | dm dumpi ng s o meoughlpdowershe eventsrafthmy | our né
last week]

France-Wide National Music Fest / Sunday, 21 June

Today began with a |l ong bike ride and a run. | 0r
a loaded trash can down an incredibly long gravel driveway (like a qua rter mile). | stopped

the bike and ran to help her. 70 year -old lady. Shocked her socks off. She was very

appreciative. I dondét know how often she has to
for me. Sheds one tough old French | ady.
Iwastemptedt o dip into the Loire again, but Patrick

with large shifting suck -holes leading to underground channels beneath the river...
blamed for the deaths and disappearances of other swimmers on the Loire. Having swam
someareasthat | 6m certain are good, | 8&6dm not particul
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same areas again-but Patr i ck
revelation deterred me from swimming
in the unfamiliar area where | was

today.

The whole crew had today off, because
wedre waiting tofinish h
their Eddy-Current Test. Afterwards,

we all headed to Le Colvert Bar &

Tabac in the town of Ligny le Ribault.
After shooting some pool and listening

to Kenny Chesney, we headed back to
the hotel...

Then every swinging one of us split our

separate directions to check out the
regionds different music festivals. Amber,
occasional running partner
over here, swung by to pick
up myself and rastaman

' Chris Jones (aka Catfish).
I We headed to the town of
Mer, to pickup Amber 0 s
friend Thomas. We all
drove another 15-20
minutes to Blois. There
were probably 20 different
types of bands playing

QG20 2000

inside the city --jazz, rock,

Spanish, you name it. Local
individuals playing guitar. Violin. Pan flute. There was a lot of singing and dancing and

fighting. We ducked into a Japanese place for soup & sushi. We lost Catfish at every

t

he
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reggae spot. My camera sucksinlow-l i ght conditions, so | Dborrowed
good pics, but most were stil | pol HadrafagtasticShoul dd v e

time!
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