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 The phone rings, “Welcome to the VA serving the Upper Peninsula and Northern 

Wisconsin. If you are having a medical or mental health emergency, please hang up and dial 911. 

If you are having thoughts of suicide, press 7 now to be connected to the Veterans Crisis Line or 

you can hang up and call 988, then press 1.” This is the automated recording that greets every 

veteran that calls their local VA health center. At different times in my life, I have had different 

reactions to this message. It used to be an eye roll, sometimes a sigh of annoyance, but now it is 

met with a sigh of sadness and a slumping of my shoulders. I think to explain why my reaction to 

this has changed; I have to take you all the way back to October 18, 2013. 

 It was a hot sunny day in San Diego, California. I just finished what I set out to 

accomplish when I was just nine years old. I graduated from Marine Corps Bootcamp; I am now 

a Marine. The day was marked with a flurry of emotions. I was happy to talk to my family and 

loved ones after thirteen weeks of complete disconnection. I was proud that I completed what is 

widely regarded as the hardest bootcamp in the world and I was anxious as hell to get out of that 

God forsaken recruit depot that I called home for three months. I felt like I had just conquered 

the world, but the journey hadn’t even begun. 

 After bootcamp, I went to the School of Infantry where I learned how to take the fight to 

the enemy as well as how to build explosives that created the most beautiful fireball you will 

ever see in your life, oh the amazing destruction. Then I went to the Fleet Marine Force, the real 

deal. I was put in a squad and then a team and we trained day in and day out for combat. At the 

time, we didn’t know we wouldn’t go anywhere near the fighting.  

During my time in the fleet, we had Marines that would mention thoughts of suicide, or 

even take actions toward suicide. These Marines would be separated from the Marine Corps and 



 

escorted off the base in a matter of a few weeks. We always looked down on these Marines as 

weak traitors. I think there was some utility to that. It wasn’t compassionate by any stretch of the 

imagination, but then again, the Marine Corps isn’t known for its compassion. The last person 

you want in a fighting hole next to you is someone having those thoughts, regardless of the 

reason. How are they going to keep you alive if they themselves don’t want to be alive? We kept 

these Marines at arms distance until they were gone, it was just better that way. 

When you are in the military, you are constantly reminded that twenty-two veterans take 

their lives every day. That number isn’t exactly accurate, it’s more like seventeen, but in any 

case, it is way too many. Every time I heard it, I thought, “Well that’s all Vietnam guys. That 

won’t be anyone I know. We didn’t even see combat.” Well, I was wrong, I was way wrong. 

 Four years after graduating bootcamp, I was receiving my discharge papers. I did it. I 

survived all four years without a scratch and man was I happy to be getting out. I never got to see 

combat, not even close, but I had learned a lot and made bonds with men that made them the 

closest brothers I will ever have, but now it was time to leave the comfort of the brotherhood of 

the Marine Corps and head back into the civilian world. This transition is harder for some, and 

nearly impossible for others, I was lucky. My wife was expecting our first baby, I had a job lined 

up, I was moving back to where I grew up, everything was looking good, and everything went 

good for about a year. Everything was good until August 23, 2018. 

 My phone chimes sitting on my desk. I had just started a new job and was just getting 

settled into my new office. I picked up the phone and read the message, “Did you hear about 

Flanagan?” I replied, “No, which Flanagan?”. My buddy typed back, “Dakota from third 

platoon.” The last message was accompanied by a link to a GoFundMe page. Corporal Dakota 

Flanagan, a man I worked with and respected immensely, took his own life on August 23, 2018, 



 

just one year after getting out of the Marine Corps, just one year after the last time I talked to 

him or worked with him. I was shocked.  

Dakota was a great human being. He had a wife and a son that was only a few weeks 

younger than mine. Outwardly it looked like he had it all, but there was something deeper, and to 

this day we don’t know why he did it, we probably never will. One thing I do know is that I 

haven’t looked at life the same way since. To say I was shaken up is an understatement. There 

were days where all I would do is hold my son. There were days where I couldn’t even look at 

my son without crying. Sometimes I was angry. Five years later and I still experience these 

emotions from time to time. When I see my son, I think of Dakota’s. I think of the fact that he 

will never get to grow up to experience how great of a man his dad was. He’ll just have to rely 

on stories and the memories of others. 

 I think the biggest change when getting out of the military is that overnight you lose the 

connection to the closest friends you’ve ever had. Even with family and kids you can’t help but 

feel alone. My company didn’t see combat. A lot of people think that means we don’t have any 

real reasons to be stressed or depressed about our service. What they fail to understand is that not 

going to combat can have major negative effects, especially in post 9/11 America. It makes you 

feel less than, like you didn’t do your part, like you were a quitter. I don’t know if this is what 

Dakota was feeling, but I do know it’s something that I struggle with daily, and sometimes it is 

paralyzing. 

Losing Dakota always made me wonder, “Was there something I could have done?” “Are 

the other Marines I served with on the brink?” I have spent the last five years trying to stay in 

better contact with the Marines I served with. I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t do the best job, but 

I continue to try. Sometimes it’s just a text, “How ya doin bud?” Sometimes it’s a phone call to 



 

talk about family. Sometimes it’s “Hey man, I’m gonna be in your neck of the woods for a 

wedding, want to get together?” Sometimes it’s a 24-hour drive to Montana for a seven-day elk 

hunting trip. It’s not always a big thing, sometimes it’s just a little reminder that I’m still there 

for them if they need me. We didn’t show compassion to our Marine’s when we were on active 

duty, that’s just how we cope, but that all changes when we get out. We don’t have to worry 

about the enemy shooting at us. Once we get out the enemies are within. We become our own 

enemy in a sense, but we still need a team to fight the enemy, that never changes. 

 The number of veteran suicides will never reach zero, it just won’t. Too many of us have 

demons beyond our control, and beyond the help of a single phone call. However, I am hopeful 

that the number can be lowered. Maybe a couple of phone calls or road trips is all it takes to let 

my brothers know that it isn’t over, we still have battles to fight, and we still need each other to 

help fight them. The enemy may not be as easy to spot as it was before, but we can still take the 

fight to the enemy, and together we can win. 


