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Free Eagle
					     Short Story Sample
	Living in Virginia, there was no shortage of patriotic themes or symbols to go around. He grew up seeing Old Glory just about everywhere. Even his house had several, one in the living room, one in his bedroom, and one in his parents' bedroom. And of course, the one on the flagpole in the front yard, always flying high regardless of wind or hail, snow or rain. But he always took it for granted; he grew up in America, and to him, it seemed as if freedom was a given. It’s always been there. In his blood, even, it seemed as if every paternal relative he had was either currently serving in the nation’s military, particularly the Air Force, or a veteran, whether living or deceased. If not the military, then they were either firefighters or cops. He had always assumed that was his future as well, like it was expected of him. His father would always tell him that in order to remain “free as an eagle” one would have to constantly work to ensure it. And for most of his life, Gregory took that to be as true as words from the Bible. 
Until his family visited Michigan when he was a teenager. He couldn’t even remember why they were there in the first place, probably just visiting family, only that they had stopped at a zoo not far from their hotel. And there were two bald eagles on exhibit, breeding pair, the sign had said. And, ironically, there was yet another flag on a pole beside the exhibit. “Free as an eagle, huh?” Gregory had thought at the time. How so? The eagles were kept in a cage of nets; they could hardly even flap their wings, and they were one of our nation’s symbols? Yet no one else seemed to bat an eye at it; instead, they were just admiring the living ‘symbols of freedom’. Gregory had to walk away before he’d say something snarky in public that would definitely get him a scolding from his father. The rest of that day blurred together until all he could really remember was the eagles. His father’s expectations of Gregory joining the service only grew once he had his seventeenth birthday, just a few months later. The gentle badgering that once amused and excited Gregory about his future now felt more like his own little cage. He could almost imagine how it must have felt for those eagles, having nets just a few feet above their nests, able to feel the wind in their feathers and see  the sky, but never being able to reach it. Gregory wanted to pursue an education and later a career in history instead, much to his father’s chagrin, though to the old man’s credit, he did try to hide his disappointment from his son. But Gregory still felt the obligation that tethered him to his cage, so he acquiesced. He would join the National Guard part-time, and this decision, at least, allowed a true smile to grace his father’s face. A smile that couldn’t be tempered, even when Gregory had insisted on studying in New York. There, he felt the pressure of his cage tether a little less. 
For eight years, he enjoyed his studies and then his job as a history professor while also dutifully performing his responsibilities in the National Guard. But months away from the end of his contracted service agreement, he was called to action in response to one of the worst events in the nation’s history. He had just been getting ready for the day of teaching his new class when he witnessed the first collision. He would always remember that plane; it would live on in his many nightmares to come. He never taught his class that day. He turned right back around, racing back to his apartment to fetch the necessary gear. 
He was there when the second plane struck. He was there when the towers collapsed. He was the one to pull his best friend out of the rubble, the first to mourn his loss. And that was the day he vowed to do more, but on his own terms.
He joined the Navy shortly after, his father rendering him his first official salute just days before he set off on the first attempt at justice, but in reality, it would take nine long years before he witnessed his comrade fire the shot that killed the viper, and the word ‘Geronimo’ could finally be transmitted to their superiors. After the return home, Gregory was granted an honorable discharge at his request, free to once again pursue his own idea of a future but always with the promise of reenlistment lingering in the back of his mind should the need arise. It was another September day that he finally set foot on the university’s campus, briefcase in hand.
But a large shadow loomed overhead, causing Gregory to look up. And a real, happy smile broke across his lips. A bald eagle, in all its majesty, soared above him and passed the towering flagpole just ahead before rising and disappearing into the clear, blue sky.
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