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	“Mr. Westmoreland?” 
	The Colonel shook his head.  Mister Westmoreland.  When was the last time he’d heard that?  For the last twenty-eight years he’d been Colonel Westmoreland, or some lower-ranking iteration of the same idea.  It had been quite the illustrious career, if he said so himself.  Wing Commander, Deputy Wing Commander, Squadron Director of Ops, Master Navigator, Junior Navigator, Academy Cadet.  He’d done it all.  But in seven days that would all be in the rear-view.  
	“Mr. Westmoreland?  Can you hear me?”  The boorishness in the clerk’s voice was glaring, which prompted the Colonel to imagine just how different things would be if he were the commanding officer of this particular DMV.  First of all, this particular clerk—Tina, according to the smudged and crooked nametag pinned to her blouse—would be out.  The slouched posture, the multiple strands of unkempt hair, the clear disregard for her personal fitness… It was a shame she’d never had a leader like him to set her straight.  He was loath to imagine the life she could have lived, the strides she undoubtedly would have made—personally and professionally—if only he, Colonel Wesley Westmoreland, had chosen to serve his country in the Department of Motor Vehicles instead of the most dominant Air Force the world has ever known.  
	“As I was saying,” Tina carried on, with or without the Colonel’s attention.  “I need two pay stubs, a copy of your lease agreement, your registration, and your forwarding address.  Come back when you have it all.”  
	The Colonel sat forward.  “Listen here,” he checked the nametag again, his memory no longer what it used to be, “Tina.  I have a lot of things—very important things—that are in need of my attention.  In an ideal world, I’d have the time to run home, retrieve those documents, and make it back to you before this department closes in forty minutes.  But we live in a world that is far from ideal, a world filled with war and inequity and unspeakable suffering.  Which is to say, Tina, that I just don’t have the time today, and I certainly don’t have any time later this week to come back.  So, how about we find a way to resolve this issue together?  Here.  Now.”  
	The clerk—Tina—sat back in her chair and yawned.  
She actually yawned!  The Colonel could hardly contain his righteous incredulity.    
“Two pay stubs, a copy of your lease, your registration, and that forwarding address.  Come back when you have everything, Mr. Westmoreland.”  
The Colonel held his tongue, collected his things, and beat a stilted retreat outside.  It was there in the parking lot, breathing in the sweet air of the country he’d spent nearly three decades protecting, that he realized just how little he understood of the “real world” he would soon be rejoining.    

It wasn’t an easy decision for the Colonel—retiring, that is.  His plan had been to serve a full thirty, ideally even a few more if he could make rank or convince the right people he was worth keeping around.  Things had changed, though.  The Air Force was a different animal than it used to be.  Culture had changed.  Philosophies had shifted.  Those virtues that had once seemed so important—discipline, austerity, the warrior’s ethos—had been replaced by something far less martial, almost corporate in nature.  It was a shame.  A travesty, really.  But the final nail in the coffin of the Colonel’s career had been Big Blue’s irksome refusal to recognize a real leader when they saw one. 
It was like a bullet to the chest when he found out he’d been passed over for promotion for the third time.  To call his chances of making it past Colonel a longshot was an understatement.  The Colonel understood that logically, but deep down he’d always believed the promotion would come eventually.  “Brigadier General Wesley Westmoreland.”  It just sounded so good.  So right.  
“Good morning, General Westmoreland,” his exec would say, handing him a coffee and his daily briefing.  
“Morning, Tina,” he would say to his exec—probably a Major, maybe a Lieutenant Colonel—who would serve at his beck and call and look to him with admiration, who would see in him, the General, a blueprint for how to advance her own career in the same way that he had skillfully advanced his own.  
Even worse than the snub of the missed promotion, though, were the orders to New Mexico.  Not that there was anything wrong with New Mexico.  He’d done a tour at Kirtland earlier in his career and had made the most of his time there—two deployments, a couple of meritorious service medals, eleven months paying his dues as the Wing Commander’s exec, which, looking back, had been a real boon for him in terms of career progression.  Kirtland had been good to him.  He had great memories of New Mexico.  
The thing is, it was his understanding that he’d been personally selected to take over as the Deputy Director for the War on Terrorism, that there was an office with his name on it waiting for him at the Pentagon.  That job, apparently, had gone to someone else—a Lieutenant Colonel who hadn’t even pinned on the eagle yet.  It was a travesty.  A slap in the face.  Perhaps the most crystalline example of just how drastically things had shifted since the day he’d raised his right hand and sworn to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.  
His hands were tied.  It was time for him to move on.  

It was 1530 by the time the Colonel made it back onto base.  His appointment at the Military Personnel Flight was for 1500, but it wasn’t his fault that the DMV had taken longer than it should have, nor was it his fault that the beltway was already constipated with workaday government employees fleeing their offices for an early start to their vacuous weekends.  He certainly couldn’t be held responsible for the half-witted layout of the MPF building, whose labyrinthine hallways and unintelligible signage delayed his arrival by another quarter of an hour.  Of course, if any of the Colonel’s own subordinates had ever dared to show their face in his office even one minute later than they were expected, he’d have had their asses on a golden platter.  But this was different, and even though it was a Friday afternoon and most of the base had already scrambled for the hills, he knew they wouldn’t dare send him off empty-handed the way Tina at the DMV had.  After all, he was the Colonel, and this was his domain.    
“Okay, sir.”  The young airman, whose face was festooned with moderate-to-severe acne and a pair of out-of-regs glasses, handed the Colonel a stack of papers.  “Here’s your outprocessing checklist.  Once you have this completed, come back and see us for your final separation briefing.  Then you’ll be all set.”  
The Colonel smiled willfully.  The crow’s feet branching from the corners of his eyes twitched almost imperceptibly.  “I already completed my checklist, Airman Greene.”  
The young airman nodded patiently with a practiced smile he’d probably deployed a hundred times already that day.  “No, sir.  That was your pre-separation checklist.  Here.”  He took the stack of papers from the Colonel.  “This is your Finance outprocessing checklist.  This one is your Medical outprocessing checklist.  And this one is your Unit outprocessing checklist, which contains a Computer Systems checklist and a Security Clearance checklist.  And then, lastly, your MPF outprocessing checklist.  We need each of these signed off—every item—before we can proceed further.”  
The Colonel checked his watch.  It was just past 1615.   “Which of these will I be able to complete today?”
“I’m afraid none, sir.”  Again, that patient, practiced smile.  “But you can start first thing on Monday.  Except for Finance.  They don’t open until 1130.”   
With a staggering display of restraint, the Colonel managed to hold his tongue, clenching his teeth together in another willful smile as he flipped through the stack of checklists.
“It’s a matter of protocol.  I’m sure you understand, Colonel.”  
There were dozens of things the Colonel would have liked to have said to the young airman in that moment:  A targeted dig at his heavily gelled, debatably faddish crewcut that made his head look even rounder.  An authoritative demand to see the shaving waiver that would justify the wispy patches of stubble lining the underside of his flabby chin.  An impassioned rebuke of cumbersome processes with a heavy-handed remonstration as to exactly why this sort of uninspired inefficiency diminishes air power and, if not addressed, could eventually lead to the downfall of the greatest Air Force the world has ever known.  Or, if words wouldn’t do the trick, he could just rip those unauthorized tortoiseshell frames from the kid’s greasy face and smash them under his boot in the name of Big Blue itself.  
But, instead, the Colonel simply took a deep breath, filed the checklists into his helmet bag, and opted for a more diplomatic solution.  
“What’s your commander’s name, Airman Greene?”  

--

The thud of checklist-laden helmet bag against neurotically polished hardwood floor echoed across the empty room.  Moving all the alphabetized boxes out to the garage seemed to have added another fifty square-feet to the place, but it didn’t feel any different.  Not really.  The walls were bare, the furniture gone, even the ceiling had been swept.  But, in the Colonel’s mind, his house wasn’t any less of a home than it had been six months ago.  
He took off his boots and marched into the kitchen.  The cabinets were empty, their contents wrapped and sealed in one of several boxes labeled “Glassware.”  So instead he took a fresh Styrofoam cup from the counter and poured himself an unstinting helping of Jeremiah Weed—for old times’ sake.  The table was gone too, but there was still a chair, which is where the Colonel decided to sit and look out the window as he sipped his drink.  
His neighbors were outside—the Med Group commander and the Force Support Squadron commander.  He could see them standing out by their mailboxes chatting their heads off.  They were talking about football.  They were always talking about football.  He thought for a moment about interrupting them, maybe asking the FSS commander to sign off on his finance checklist and the Doc to expedite his retirement physical.  But he decided against it.  He didn’t particularly care for either of them.  Besides, he only had seven more days to sip Weed as a no-kidding active duty Colonel.  He was better off savoring the moment, better off not letting a pair of self-important back-office colonels who’d never pulled more than a single G spoil it for him.  
He sighed, then topped off his drink and retreated upstairs.  Three bedrooms was a lot of house for just the Colonel, but it came with the rank and he’d learned long ago the importance of looking the part.  But even with all that extra space there was nowhere to sit and think.  His study was a calamity of unlabeled boxes and unpacked books.  The only piece of furniture left in the bedroom was his bed, and the Colonel knew that if he wound up there, he’d be unconscious before the sun went down.  Then there was the third room, which was still just as empty as the day he’d moved in.  So, out of options, the Colonel trudged into the bathroom, lowered the toilet seat, and made himself at home.  
He had never married.  It was a conscious decision, really.  There had been plenty of opportunities, a couple “close calls,” as he preferred to think of them years later.  The thing was, he’d seen firsthand how a family could, and probably would, derail an otherwise talented officer’s career.  Giving up a deployment to be home for a due date, forgoing one big opportunity or another so the kids wouldn’t have to move and make new friends again, trying to balance the weighty demands of an Air Force officer’s career with those of whatever vocation his hypothetical wife would have chosen to pursue.  The Colonel always joked that if the Air Force wanted him to have a family, they would’ve issued him one.  The other officers would laugh about it, talk about how much easier things would be if they hadn’t gotten married and had kids, and then they’d go on and have two or three more anyway.  The Colonel knew better.  He knew that Big Blue had seen something in him, that serving in the world’s greatest Air Force was what he’d been put on this planet to do, that he wouldn’t be half the officer he’d become if he’d spent his weekends changing diapers and remembering birthdays instead of combing through the regs and obsessively polishing his own performance reports.  
The last sip burned on the way down, the oddly sweet taste—a blend of root beer and store-bought bandages—lingering on his tongue.  His head felt light, the tension between his shoulders slightly less discernible as he wondered to himself whether or not it was all worth it.  Then he remembered what the doc had said about hydrating better, so he leaned over to the sink and filled up his cup.  The water tasted silty, but he drank it anyway.  He wondered what the tap water would taste like in Texas, which was where he’d be living in two weeks—not because he had family or friends or any specific job prospects waiting for him there, but because Texas was the most logical choice.  There was no state income tax, the housing market was decent enough for him to live off his pension for a few months while he figured out what to do next, and, of course, the food was good.  
It was then—sipping that silty water on the toilet, considering once more what kind of work a retired Master Navigator could possibly find in the civilian world—that the Colonel wondered for the millionth time if he was really ready to retire.  

“Good morning, colonel,” his secretary crooned languidly as she handed him a stack of papers.  Not a cup of coffee.  Not a top-secret daily briefing.  Just the three or four dozen overdue Enlisted Performance Reports still awaiting his signature.  “How was the weekend?”  
“It was fine,” the Colonel said in voice that sounded more like a growl than anything else.  He took the papers in the crook of his arm and marched into his office.  
He could tell right away that someone had been there.  Everything was off—the phone, the keyboard, the tin cup filled with pens, and the miniature B-1 Lancer that had adorned every desk he’d sat at since graduating Nav training.  It must have been the cleaning staff.  Again.  They always felt the need to tidy up, to dust his desk for him, no matter how many times he’d ordered them not to.  He opened his mouth to say something to his secretary, but then thought better of it.  
“Five more days,” he muttered under his breath, dropping the stack of papers at the corner of the desk then setting things back the way they were meant to be—the phone flush with his name plate, the keyboard half an inch forward and centered with the monitor, the B-1 facing outward, its nose trained on the door, ready to confront whichever unfortunate soul crossed the threshold next.  
Five more days and he’d be gone.  A civilian.  
Mister Westmoreland.  
And then none of this would matter.  
He sat down in his chair and took the stack of checklists from his helmet bag.  Per the plan of attack he’d drawn up earlier that morning, it made the most sense to start with his Unit outprocessing checklist.  But, except for his secretary, there was no one else in the office.  It would be another hour at least before anyone whose signature meant anything would start their day.  So, instead, he pulled out his legal pad and set to proofreading the scathing rebuke of SrA Greene he’d written to the MPF commander over the weekend.  
He’d transcribed nearly half of the fiery epistle into a draft email when his secretary called out from the front office.  “Phone call for you, Colonel.  It’s the cake vendor.”  
Immediately, the Colonel felt the anger seeping out of his follicles.  He saved the draft and picked up the phone.  “Okay, let’s hear it.  What ‘unforeseen expense’ have you come across now?”  

After the Unit checklist came the Finance checklist, which meant a trip to the other end of the installation.  It took four wrong turns and three separate sets of blathering directions, but eventually the Colonel found his way to the windowless, cubicle-laden Finance office in the basement of the old base theater.  By the looks of it, there was only one financial counselor on staff, and, by the looks of it, he would have rather been golfing.  Even so, the counselor agreed to help the Colonel, going so far as to claim the entire checklist could be signed off in that very office, but only after the standard twenty-five-item pre-service questionnaire was completed.  Of course, the computer on which he was meant to fill out that questionnaire hadn’t been updated in months.  The Colonel gritted his teeth as the old hard-drive whirred and spasmed ineffectually.  He suggested a reboot of the computer, which the counselor did, and when that didn’t work, he tried again.  After the third failed attempt, the counselor called Systems and put a ticket in.  
“How many years in?” the counselor asked as they waited.
“Twenty-eight.”   
That was as far as their conversation stretched.  Fortunately, with what must have been the fastest response time of any Systems department in Air Force history, a tech arrived on scene about thirty minutes later, sweating profusely.  Within an hour the computer was up and running.  It wasn’t fast.  It wasn’t exactly quiet either.  But it was functional enough for the Colonel to complete the standard twenty-five-item pre-service questionnaire and finally get on to the real reason he was there.    
They only made it through the first five items on the checklist before the counselor asked for a fourth copy of the Colonel’s retirement orders.  
“I only have three copies,” the Colonel said. 
“Well, that’s a problem,” said the counselor.  
It came as no surprise to the Colonel that the copier was out of service.  The counselor offered to put in another ticket, but the chances of Systems pumping out another sub-hour response time were about as likely as lightning striking thrice, so the Colonel gathered up his papers and drove back to his office to make his own copies—fourteen of them, just to be safe.  By the time he made it back to the finance office, though, the door was closed, a hasty message scrawled onto the unevenly-hung whiteboard:  Out to lunch. Back at 1405.
The Colonel checked his watch.  It was 1320.  
The idea of a lunch lasting any longer than fifteen minutes was genuinely difficult for him to fathom.  Even so, rather than returning to his office or moving on to the Medical checklist, the Colonel took out his legal pad and decided to wait out the counselor while fine-tuning his chronicle of SrA Greene’s insubordination.  
Eventually, fully fed and visibly less motivated than before, the counselor returned without so much as a “sorry to keep you waiting.”  The Colonel held his tongue, followed the counselor into the office, and, after another hour of slow-clicking and two-fingered typing, the finance checklist was finally complete.
The Colonel checked his watch.  It was 1503.  
Driving back to his own office, the Colonel couldn’t help but reflect on his career.  Specifically, how similar much of it had felt to the four and a half hours he’d just spent in the finance office.  Inefficiencies.  Wasteful, bloated processes.  Obsequious bureaucracy at every turn.  Those last-minute deployments, those seven months of missed flying time after an overzealous optometrist decided the “spot” in the back of his eye might be cancer, the multitude of scans and specialty visits it took to finally convince Big Blue that it wasn’t—it was a miracle the Colonel hadn’t been chased away sooner.  
In a way, though, it was the inefficiencies that had kept him around.  There had been a time, about twelve years into his career, when the Colonel—then the Major—decided it was time to leave.  He’d had enough.  He was in his mid-thirties, his hair was thinning, and he still hadn’t done anything meaningful with his life.  Of course, the Air Force didn’t see it that way.  According to them he was a high-performer, a “fast-burner.”  He’d logged more than 3,000 flying hours.  He’d finished all his Professional Military Education and was working on a Master’s Degree in Organizational Management.  He could quote most of the Navigator regs verbatim.  But none of that mattered in the real world.  He needed a change.  So he bought a suit and set up a couple job interviews on the civilian side, and then he started outprocessing.  
What saved his career was inefficiency—an apparent devotion to inefficiency.  The long waits, the pre-computer-age binders of endless regulations, the carbon copy forms signed and counter-signed in triplicate.  And then, of course, there was the pudgy airman in the MPF hunched over his desk behind a stack of outprocessing checklists.  All things considered, it seemed like the simpler option to throw in the towel and stick around for another tour.  
As much as those inefficiencies had convinced him to stay, it was the uncertainty that had kept him clinging to his uniform all those years since.  Those jobs he’d interviewed for—account manager, sales rep, technical consultant for a home appliance manufacturer—they weren’t for him.  They were boring and powerless and had none of the upward mobility he’d learned to expect from the military.  But then what would he do?  Where would he go?  Where would he buy health insurance?  How much did good health insurance cost?  How would he introduce himself if he wasn’t Major Westmoreland?  Mister Westmoreland?  That sounded weird!  It sounded wrong!  It was all too intimidating for him.  So he stayed.  
Sitting at his desk, transcribing the rest of his email to the MPF commander, that same uncertainty throbbed in his temples.  “Five more days,” the Colonel said to himself as he pressed send and sealed SrA Greene’s fate.  “Five more days.”  

--

It was a bright red Hawaiian shirt that the Colonel wore to his retirement party.  White hibiscus flowers and real coconut buttons.  A snug fit, but it certainly looked the part.  He’d bought the shirt years before during a three-week exercise at Hickam.  It seemed like the sort of thing you were supposed to bring home from Hawaii, and at one point red had been his favorite color.  He’d never found a reason to wear it, but after years of seeing it hanging untouched in his closet, the Colonel made up his mind that the first time he’d don it would be at his retirement party.  
So, every morning for nearly a decade, as he reached past that bright, jubilant shirt for a fresh, subdued uniform, he thought about that party—the ultimate denouement to what, by then, would undoubtedly have become an illustrious Air Force career.  Wingmen past and present would come from all corners of the globe to see him off.  They would laud him.  They would cheer for him.  They would secretly envy him, masking their jealousy in unbridled praise.  The Colonel would be the life of the party—roaming the room, filling drinks, thanking everyone for coming so far, batting away compliments about his magnificent shirt left and right: “Oh, this old thing?”  They’d tell him how good he looked, how lively and rejuvenated he seemed.  They’d say they were excited to see what would come next for him.  They’d reminisce about the good old days, toasting the work he’d done in service of their country, lamenting in accord that the Air Force was losing one of the good ones.  
At his actual party, though, the one that Friday afternoon, no one even mentioned his shirt.  A few looked at it and smiled quietly.  His secretary commented that it was the first time she’d ever seen him out of uniform.  But that was it.  And the turnout?  He didn’t count—he didn’t want to—but the nervous silence and untouched platters of barbecue were evidence enough.  It had been a busy week, he told himself.  There was still another hour until the end of the duty day.  More would come.  He was sure of it.  Even so, he helped himself to another plate of barbecue.  
When it came time for the Colonel to speak, the crowd had grown to a size closer to what he’d anticipated, and with a few beers in his gut, his jitters were gone.  
“Thanks for coming, everyone,” he said, holding the shadowbox that his secretary had presented to him only moments before.  “This is really special.  This is really so much more than I ever could have hoped for.”  He looked at it again, making a mental note of the changes he’d make to the display later that night.   
Those who weren’t too busy scarfing down barbecue or eying the cake in the back of the room smiled cloddishly.  
“I wish I knew where to begin,” the Colonel said, nailing the first line of the speech he’d silently rehearsed for the past half a decade.  “It’s been one helluva career, let me tell you.  I’ve been to some amazing places, flown in some amazing planes.”  He nodded at the massive triple-layered buttercream cake he’d paid an arm and a leg to have sculpted into the shape of a B-1 Lancer.  “I’ve worked alongside some really amazing people.  Unfortunately, many of them couldn’t be here with us today, but I can’t imagine a better crowd to send me off into the sunset.”  
The applause was prompt, if somewhat robotic. 
“When I was twelve years old, I remember riding with my father past the old Byrd Air National Guard base outside Richmond and seeing an F-105 fly over us.  I asked him why it was so loud and what kind of person flew a plane like that.  Do you know what my father told me?  He said, ‘Son, the man flying that plane is an American hero, and the reason it’s so loud’s because that’s the sound of—”
“Room!  Tench-hut!”  
A chorus of chair legs scraping against tiled floor rang out across the room as the crowd snapped to their feet, those in uniform standing with their chins up, chests out, shoulders back, and stomachs in.  
“As you were, folks.  As you were.”  The broad-chested Brigadier General smiled congenially as he made his way to the front of the room where the Colonel, reluctantly, was also standing at attention.  “This is a time for celebrating, not standing around all stiff and formal.”  He smiled his big, flashy smile and immediately the tension in the room was gone.  
“Wesley, Wesley, Wesley.”  The General threw his arms around the Colonel in a firm, stifling hug.  “So happy for you, my friend.”  He turned to face the crowd, one arm still draped over the Colonel’s shoulders.  “I never thought I’d see the day that Wesley Westmoreland finally decides to hang ‘em up.  I always said you’d be the first to serve into your 80s if they’d let you.”  
The laughter filled the room.  
“For those of you who don’t know, me and Wesley here go way back.  Not only did we make it through the Academy together,” the General beamed, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he’d all but hijacked the Colonel’s own speech.  “We were roommates!”
The Colonel could see the surprise on their faces, which irritated him in ways he couldn’t fully explain.  
“Those were the days, weren’t they, Wes?  Trust me when I say this guy knows things about me that even my current roommate doesn’t know.  But I guess we’ll have to ask my wife about that later.”  
Again, more genuine, wholehearted laughter.  
The Colonel forced a smile, then willed himself to hold it as the General delivered an impromptu, from-the-heart speech about the value of friendship, the importance of service, and all the things that made Colonel Wesley Westmoreland a great man. 
The crowd ate it up.  He could see clear as day that the General had inspired a confidence in them that he’d failed to drum up in the four years he’d worked in that office.  Standing at the front of the room, pinned beneath the bulky arm of his old friend—his friend who outranked him, who’d been selected for pilot training right out of the academy, who’d flown F-16s over Kuwait and been married to the same beautiful woman for his entire career, who had three amazing kids and had once been featured on a Veteran’s Day special of Letterman’s Top Ten—the Colonel felt a sadness he couldn’t fully explain. 
The General punctuated his speech with another hug, then bid the crowd a great weekend and retreated back to his own office elsewhere on base.  
And, just like that, the Colonel was left staring out at the crowd, alone, the feeble remnants of his own speech dissolving into obscurity as it struck him like a GBU-54 to the chest—this was the end.  

--

The house was empty.  The movers had come that day and taken everything—even the plastic bag he’d hung from the pantry door to serve as a trash receptacle.  The Colonel set down his bag and made the rounds, walking the hallways, inspecting each room, documenting every little scuff or scratch that hadn’t been there before.  
With that out of the way, he returned to the vacant living room.  He’d changed back into his uniform after the party, for decorum’s sake; but it no longer felt right.  He wasn’t a colonel anymore.  He had no business wearing that eagle on his collar.  He had no business wearing the uniform at all.  
Slowly, as if to cherish every button, he undressed.  Once he was down to his boxers, he laid each piece out on the bare hardwood floor—the boots, the pants, the blouse, the cover—and stood back.  The uniform seemed so empty without him in it.  But it still carried weight.  There were thousands out there who would wake up the next morning and put on those same boots and pants and blouse and cover.  There were thousands more who hadn’t worn it yet, who one day would, and it would change their life, just like it had changed his.  Long after he was dead and gone, that uniform would still mean something to so many people he’d never even met.  
There were tears in his eyes.  The Colonel wasn’t one to cry, but nothing else he could’ve done would’ve made any sense.  He’d given everything to the Air Force.  With the enthusiasm of a zealot, he’d spent every waking breath for the past twenty-eight years in service of this organization.  And in return, the Air Force had given him just as much.  The Colonel never would have become half the man he was if it weren’t for Big Blue.  
At the same time, though, the Colonel couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he and the Air Force, as good as they’d been to one another, weren’t the best match after all.  The thought throbbed like a bruised ego in the back of his throat.  He liked to believe that he’d served with honorable intentions, that he’d been driven by a desire to give back to his country, but deep down he knew that conviction had dried up decades ago.  For most of his career, if he was being honest, each day that he’d put on that uniform had been a rat-race, a never-ending struggle for self-promotion.  And now here he was at the end, alone and in his boxers with all of that in the rear-view.  
The Colonel’s head felt heavy as he withdrew the folder from his helmet bag took out his DD214—Certificate of Discharge from Active Duty.  This was it.  The finish line.  He’d made it.  He was no longer an airman.  He was a veteran.  And he should have felt proud about that.  In many ways, he did.  But it was the uncertainty, again, that hit him harder than anything else.  
“So, Mister Westmoreland,” he said to himself, the lump in his throat still throbbing, his voice ringing out across the empty room.  “What next?”  

