
Before leaving for a funeral inDecember, Beckhugs his children, Stephen, 2, and
twinsLindsey andAbigail, 4. TheMarinemajor’s job oftenmeans longperiods
away fromhis own family to care for others. “Onemorning after burying a lance

corporal, all I wanted to dowas comehomeandplaywithmy children . . . ” he
said. “But youknow, all Iwas thinking aboutwhile Iwas playingwith themwere
all those guys out there in harm’sway,making all that possible.”

M
inutes after the ceremony ended, a
windstorm blew into the cemetery,
swirlingthehighdesertdust.

Beck was one of the last to leave,
givinghis finalcommandstothecem-
etery caretakers in the funeral shel-

ter: Make sure the sand on the casket doesn’t blow
away.

“It’simportant,”he toldthem.
As he drove away from the cemetery, Beck re-

played the last few hours in his mind, looking for les-
sons for the next time, hoping therewouldn’tbe one,
butknowingtherewould.

He thought back to the latest funeral — from the
moment he rang the doorbell in Brighton until he
handed the flag to Katherine and said those words
thatusuallybegin,“Onbehalfof a gratefulnation . . .”

“You know, everyone always wants to know what
the words are, what it is that I say,” he said. “I don’t
say it loudenoughforeveryonetohear.”

TherearescriptedwordswrittenfortheMarinesto
follow.Beckhas longsincelearnedthathedoesn’tal-
wayshaveto followascript.

“I’m basically looking into that mother, father or
spouse’s eyes and letting them know that everyone
cares about them,”he said. “But thewordsare noth-
ingcomparedtothe flag.”

Hethendroveseveralmileswithoutspeaking.
Inhismind, thesubjecthadnotchanged.
“You think about the field of cotton somewhere in

Mississippi,andout of all of it comesthis threadthat
becomesthis flag that coversour brave.Think about
it.

“I had a cotton field right behind the housewhen I
wasgoing to commandand staff college.Imaginebe-
ing that farmer who owned the cotton field. Imagine
if one of theseparentswas able to take a flag back to
him and say, ‘That flag cameout of your field and es-
cortedmysonhome.’ ”

Heshookhishead.
“Thethingsyouthinkabout,”hesaid.
It’susuallyon these longdrives thathe allowshim-

self to stepback from it all, or at least tries to.He still

hasn’t learnedhowtostepbackfarenough.
“One morning after burying a lance corporal, all I

wanted to do was come home and play withmy chil-
dren. Just take them into a corner with all their
things and play with them,” he said. “But you know,
all IwasthinkingaboutwhileIwasplayingwiththem
were all those guys out there in harm’s way, making
all thatpossible.
“Here we are, while they’re out there. Someone

could be under attack right now. Someone could be
callingforanairstrike. . .”
Someonecouldbe standingat a door,preparingto

knock.
“This experience has changed me in fundamental

ways,”Beck said. “I wouldnotwish it on anyone, but
at the same time, I think that it’s important that it
happenedtome. I know it’s going to have an impact
on someone’s life that I’m going to meet years from
now.”
In a year, he said, somany scenes return.The doors

—anddoorbells.The first timehecompleteda final in-
spection.Sandonacasket.
Thescenehe seesthemost,however,is notof a sin-

gle moment but the entire journey, viewed through
someoneelse’seyes.
“One thing keeps coming back to me,” he said. “It

wasduringthememorialserviceforKyleBurns.”
The service came only a week after Beck first

parked in front of that little white house in Laramie,
watching the perfect snow, preparing to walk
throughitall.
During that memorial service, Kyle Burns’s uncle,

GeorgeElsom, recountedthe call from his devastat-
ed sister,whophonedhim after she first saw theMa-
rinesat thedoor.
“AtKyle’smemorial service,his uncle talkedabout

all they had learned since that night.” Beck said.
“Then he looked at us and said something I’ll never
forget.”
“He said, ‘If these men ever come to your door,

don’tturnthemaway.’
“Hesaid, ‘If thesemencometoyourdoor . . .
“ ‘Letthemin.’ ”
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