
New Poetry from Liam Corley
In  Which  I  Serve  as  Outside  Reader  on  General  Petraeus’s
Dissertation

[The  current  version  of  the  Army’s  Field  Manual  on
Counterinsurgency,  FM  3-24,  originated  as  a  doctoral
dissertation  written  by  David  Petraeus  at  Princeton.]

Premise flows from premise like water over the edge
of a waterfall, entrancing those not caught
in the turbid spray, those not lingering in the limestone
chutes that channel the first descent. Dulce et decorum,
those molecules in free fall, powerless to reverse
dictates of gravity, whether they be composed
of dollars or bodies. A theorist must maintain sense of scale,
must view war at an appropriate distance, so that its beauty
may emerge like a cold, perfect moon that draws the restless
from their beds with dreams of space flight. The best way to
lie
is to get one big whopper on the table and move on quick
to crystalline truth after truth in a train of plausibility
so compelling we don’t see how down becomes
up, so convinced are we by the quality of our reasoning
that be leads to see and eventually to eff and tee, and the
best
first lie aligns with ones we’ve already bought, like how we
cheer
Frost’s traveler in the yellow woods longing for the road
not taken, nodding along with his glib boast that non-
conformity explains contingency because we can accept
failures chosen on noble grounds more than unforeseen
leaf-covered ways that erupt when footfalls complete
the  circuit  of  pressure  plate  IEDs.  Mr.  Petraeus,  your
counterinsurgency
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tools could only work in countries we didn’t create, republics
not birthed
by death from above, and so I regretfully conclude
this dissertation presents the naked assertion of imperial
power
as the contribution of a helpful guest, final proof that
intelligence and gulled innocence, in general, betray us.

Double Rainbow at Dawn, 15 North at the 10

The rubberneckers slow down
as they do for other hazards,
brake lights merging into
the penumbra of a double rainbow
due west of the traffic lanes,
while in the East the rising sun
irradiates vapor-soaked air.

We are all late, looking askance
at the fireworks of nature,
wondering how our priorities
match up with this display.

Double, not just one: two arcs
of vibrant color proclaiming
peace on earth if we
don’t kill each other
trying to take it in.

An  Interview  with  Brooke
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King, author of WAR FLOWER:
MY LIFE AFTER IRAQ

Andria Williams: Brooke, thanks so much for taking the time to
chat with Wrath-Bearing Tree. We are all excited to feature an
excerpt from your debut memoir, War Flower: My Life After
Iraq. In a starred review, Kirkus called it “an absolutely
compelling  war  memoir  marked  by  the  author’s  incredible
strength of character and vulnerability.”

How long was this book in the making? How does it feel to
finally have it out in the world?

Brooke King: It is a bit nerve-wracking to have it out in the
world, but then I remember that it took me four years to get
it  there,  and  even  longer  to  try  and  write  the  book.  I
struggled with what people would think of me and what I have
been through in my life, and then it dawned on me. The 19-
year-old girl I was then doing all those things is not the
same person that I am today, and so I gave myself permission,
in a sense, to just let the criticism slide away. Yes, there
are going to be people that judge what I did or shame me for
falling in love with an officer when I was a married woman,
but to me, that girl no longer exists. A mother of three no, I
don’t even know who that girl is anymore because I am so far
removed from who she was and to me, that is what makes it okay
to have this book out in the world for all to read.

AW: I have to ask, because my kids (especially my 11-year-old
son) are magnetically drawn to the book’s cover: what’s the
significance of Boba Fett? Is that your tattoo?

BK: So, it’s funny you should ask. The Fett tattoo is mine.
It’s located on the inside of my left forearm. I originally
got it because I wanted to get a tattoo that symbolized my
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nickname,  “War  Flower.”  And  because  I  am  a  writer  and
symbolism is everything, the meaning behind it is kind of
cool, but also very nerdy. Boba Fett is a bounty hunter form
the Star Wars lore. And here is where my nerd shows through….
He ultimately was a war byproduct of his father Jango Fett who
was a general for the Clone Army during the Clone Wars. The
symbolism behind it is that during his hardships of growing
up, he turned away from the traditions of the Mandalorians and
chose to follow his own path, and so having him blooming out
of a flower seemed to be a perfect metaphor for War Flower.
The design staff over at University Nebraska Press asked for
what my interpretation of War Flower was and I mentioned that
I had it tattooed on me. I sent them over the image of my
tattoo along with the meaning behind it and they loved it so
much, they decided to use it.

AW: I’m a fan of the Fetts, so I think that’s pretty cool. (I
have even dressed as a Mandalorian, but that’s another story.)
Anyway, I love your tattoo, and it makes a perfect cover.  

So, the book’s synopsis begins, “Brooke King has been asked
over and over what it’s like to be a woman in combat.” I found
an intriguing hint of an answer to that in the line, “Here is
where a girl is made into a woman and then slowly into a man.”
What does that mean, exactly?

BK: It means that there is a time in every female soldier’s
service where she is forced to grow up. But for me, as a
female  soldier  who  saw  a  lot  of  things  that  normally  I
wouldn’t have, I was forced to grow up, but then thrown into a
situation that normally is reserved for a male soldier sort of
forced  me  to  become  emotionally  and  mentally  like  a  male
soldier.  In  a  sense,  I  was  forced  into  survival  mode  by
adapting to what male soldiers would normally go through in



the harsh condition of combat.

AW: And yet, even though many women have served in combat over
the last decade and more, you share an anecdote about being
driven by your grandfather to the local VA upon your return
home and encountering not one, but two VA employees who meet
your explanation of combat trauma with disbelief and even
hostility: “A man comes in, asks me to follow him to the TBI
and spinal injury ward. He points to the men inside the room,
tells me to think long and hard about lying about combat
before I tell him anything more.” 

First of all, what an asshole. But also: How is it possible
that such a disconnect can exist, not only between female
veterans and the civilian public, but even between women vets
and the civilian professionals meant to serve them?

BK: I think it stems from the concern that women are supposed
to be the bearers of life, so to think that a woman can be
hurt in the same way as a man at war, it makes people uneasy.
However, I think the disconnect about female veterans comes
from lack of knowledge. Civilians just didn’t know to what
extent women were involved in OIF and OEF, and because of
that, they have a hard time believing when a woman comes in
for help with combat PTSD or combat related injuries. In order
for this stigma or misconception to diminish, the government
and female veterans really do need to speak up and account for
that  missing  link  of  information.  I  know  that  personally
speaking up has helped thousands of other women because I was
one of the first women to go through combat PTSD treatment
from OIF. I went through a lot of trial and error for years
until I was able to find a regimen that worked for me.

AW:  War  Flower  alternates  between  sections  of  traditional
first-person memoir, and brief chapters of creative nonfiction
in which you imagine your way into the minds of other people–a
teenage Iraqi girl, a tormented young boy–and even (as in “Dog
Tags”) inanimate objects. How and when did the structure of



the  book  become  clear  to  you?  Did  it  begin  as  a  more
traditional memoir, or did you always know that you wanted it
to be more of a kaleidoscopic view of war and homecoming? 

BK: I began writing the book several years ago and it wasn’t
until  I  ran  into  a  part  of  the  memoir  where  I  couldn’t
remember all the details correctly enough that I began to
imagine  what  it  would  be  like  to  be  that  person.  I  am
referring to the section “Ghosts” where I imagine what it
would be like to be an Iraqi girl on the other side of the
war. After I wrote this section, I realized that memories are
a  jumbled  mess  of  information  recollected  over  time,  and
someone with combat PTSD has memories that are distorted by
their trauma, so when I went back to rethink the structure, I
decided  that  the  structure  should  mimic  my  memories;
fragmented,  disjointed,  and  at  times  kaleidoscopic.

AW:  Your  wartime  experience  appears  to  have  given  you  an
empathy with veterans of former wars, and particularly for
Vietnam  veterans.  In  the  chapter  “Legacy,”  you  very
sensitively craft a sort of plural voice of Vietnam vets: “I
am nothing, they would say. I am the fault of my government,
my father. I am plagued with nothing but lies. I did what I
was told.”

This tone seems matched by one of your early observations
about your time in Iraq: “We didn’t know the names of the
streets or which roads led to nowhere. When shit hit the fan,
sometimes  we  didn’t  know  which  direction  to  fire  the
bullets…In the end the only thing we knew for certain was that
we were all soldiers stuck in the same godforsaken country
until the military let us leave or we died, whichever came
first.”

Do  you  think  there  is  a  particular  understanding  between
veterans of Vietnam and the GWoT?



BK: I think there is a sort of “oneism” that comes from being
a combat veteran. There is a silent understanding that even
though your war was somewhere different, you can still share
that bond of knowing they went through hell as well. So you
adopt with it this perspective of empathy towards other combat
veterans of foreign wars. You know their struggle because you
are silently struggle with the same issue. Though by no means
was  the  homecoming  I  received  the  same  as  the  Vietnam
veterans, but it is that quiet understanding amongst us that
to suffer and see war changes you into someone else, that
there is a slow coming back process that each veteran must
take. Some get there sooner than others and some never find
their way back to the person they were before war.

AW: You mention reading Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises while
in  Iraq.  I’d  love  to  hear  more  about  your  reading  (and
listening!)  life  during  your  military  service–boot  camp,
wartime–because it seems that this kind of inner world is so
linked  to  a  person’s  state  of  mind  at  difficult  or
transformational moments. (Did you listen to the Grateful Dead
in Iraq, for example, or did that just bring back too many
memories of your dad?)

BK: When I was deployed I listen all sorts of music. On days
when I needed to unburden my soul a bit, I would turn on the
Grateful Dead and listen to Jerry’s guitar in “Stella Blue”
crying out to me, allowing me to feel the emotions that I
needed in order to get through another day. Other days, I
would stare at a blank page in my notebook unable to write a
single line. Halfway through my deployment, I stopped reading
and writing all together. I stopped listening to the Grateful
Dead and listened more to heavy metal like Cradle of Filth and
Dark Funeral. Some of soldiers around me listened to Slipknot.
Sometimes I went days without anything but the sound of mortar
rounds  exploding  and  helicopters  flying  overhead,  soldiers
laughing and arguing in the smoke area, and sometimes, I just
listened to the wrench I was holding while I laid underneath a



truck ratcheting a bolt down. The sounds of war and of home
coagulate if you let them, so I made it a point to never let
the  two  intermingle  for  too  long  because  I  become  either
homesick or pissed off that I was still stuck in Iraq.

AW: Metal! Were you a fan before you went to Iraq, or did you
start listening to it there?

BK: I listened to Pantera and Slayer, and I think I even
listened Iron Maiden, but I really didn’t listen to it too
much before. I was a punk rock kid growing up so I listened
more to the Ramones, Rancid, Anti-flag, and Bouncing Souls,
that sort of stuff. It wasn’t until the guys in the PSD team
put on Slipknot and Cradle of Filth that I began to listen to
more mainstream metal. And even then, it was only because one
day I was smoking a cigarette and I began to really pay
attention to the lyrics and was honestly blown away by how
poetic Corey Taylor’s lyrics were, and it sort of resonated
within my soul how I was feeling at the time and gave me some
sort of tragically fucked-up sense of peace to know someone
else had a dissonance within themselves they were wrestling
with, in a way listening to it made it few as though there
weren’t two different women inside of me trying to tear my
body in half so that they could both be free. I felt that the
war for me was a constant struggle between who I wanted to be
as a human being and the person I had to be in order to
survive, and for me, music sort of helped calm the tearing
apart of my soul.

AW: Well, I think that’s a really powerful explanation of what
music does best.

Is there anything you left out of the book that you wish, in
retrospect, that you’d included?

BK: I think every writer wishes they had put something in the
book that they forgot, but for me, I struggled with whether or
not to include more about my late ex-husband. He passed away



right after I signed my contract and though he was happy that
the book was getting published, I wish I had incorporated more
about our marriage, more about how he was the one to save me
in Iraq from not only the war, but from myself. He truly was a
wonderful man and I wish I had incorporated more of that in
there. The next book, however, does pick up where this one
left off, so maybe there is time to redeem myself.

AW: I was very sorry to hear of your loss. For what it’s
worth, I think the book paints him in a positive light–as a
mostly  helpful,  concerned  person  for  whom  life  was  not
particularly easy.

What were the hardest and most effortless parts of the book to
write?

You always want to say that the easiest parts of the book are
the ones where you talk about your family, but for me, the
easiest part to write in the book were the wartime sections.
Because I had gone through so much therapy and introspective
at myself and war, it became very easy to write it down. To
me, the hardest part was writing about my family. I really
didn’t want to write about my upbringing. It wasn’t something
I wanted to put in the book simply because I couldn’t dedicate
enough space to the matter that it needed, and so I ended up
summarizing those parts and it really pained me to do that in 
particular because I knew I would be leaving huge sections of
my life out that needed to be discussed fully. I also feel bad
about it because I shed some of my family members in a very
negative light, much to their dismay, and I have gotten flack
for it by them, but in my defense, I did tell them that the
next book was going to discuss more of family and less of war.
It also was extremely hard to dissect my marriage that at the
time I was writing the book was in steady decline. How was I
supposed to write about falling in love with my husband when I
knew he was somewhere else with another woman? But I found
another reason as to why to tell that love story; my twin
boys, who the book is dedicated to. I wanted them to know who



their father was when I met him and even more so now that he
has passed, so I wrote everything down as though we were still
in love and tried to remember those memories instead.

AW: In the Sierra Nevada MFA program, you were able to work
with writers who were not just talented at their craft but are
also combat veterans. What did this mean for you in developing
confidence as a writer? Do you think your MFA experience would
have been different if it had not included other veteran-
writers?

BK: Being in the SNC MFA wasn’t just about being surrounded by
combat  veteran  writers,  it  was  about  being  surrounded  by
talented writers. I found that I was more so inspired to tell
my story from the non-veteran writers than I was the faculty
that were veterans. Of course, it helped that I had other vets
cheering me on in my journey as a writer, but writers like
Patricia Smith reading “Siblings.” Gah! It gives me goosebumps
just thinking about it now. Colum McCann. Rick Moody. Writers,
truly amazing writers inspire and light a fire underneath your
ass, and I think the director bringing those writers is what
really helped me become the writer I am.

AW: I love hearing that. I had a similar feeling when I went
into my MFA program, too–that I was finally joining a creative
culture that I felt I’d been seeing from the outside for a
long time. And we can all use a creative fire lit under our
asses, I suspect. What projects are you working on next?

I have started writing my new book, nonfiction of course. It
really does pick up where “War Flower” left off, and traces
the roots of my childhood while raising my children, the ups
and downs of my marriage to James, my struggle with PTSD, and
the death of James which damn near almost broke me. To say
that this second book is going to be a hard one to write is an
understatement, but I think will be almost like an emotional
enema, and will really be interesting for readers who are
struggling with PTSD, or the loss of a veteran to suicide, or



even being a parent struggling to raise your kids. What made
“War Flower” so unique was that I was a woman with combat
PTSD, but having PTSD while trying to raise kids is a whole
other  beast  that  I  really  didn’t  tackle  full  on  in  “War
Flower”  so  the  next  book  is  really  going  to  explore
transgenerational  trauma  and  female  veteran  related  issues
that surround combat PTSD.

AW: Can’t wait to read it. Thanks so much for talking with me,
an sharing your work with Wrath-Bearing Tree.

Review  of  Jon  Chopan’s
Veterans Crisis Hotline

A few years ago, I had a conversation with a friend named Ted.
Ted is a fellow veteran, and classmate of mine from the Air
Force Academy who may be forgiven his obsession with Moby
Dick. We were pushing our kids across the ice of Westchester
Lagoon, a large pond here in Anchorage that the municipality
grooms for ice skating, exhaling thoughts on books and writing
into the winter air. Phil Klay’s Redeployment had recently
been released to critical acclaim, and our talk turned to
authenticity in war literature. There was something about this
war—this forever war—that we agreed was allowing for a wider
interpretation of war. A public affairs officer, and not an
infantry type, had written a well-received story collection
that felt like it might end up as thebook of our wars. It
seemed to signal a paradigm shift.

Jon  Chopan’s  Veterans  Crisis  Hotline  (2018,  University  of
Massachusetts Press) reinforces the idea that war literature
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is no longer the sole dominion of those who’ve participated
directly in combat. A winner of the Association of Writers and
Writing  Programs  (AWP)  2017  Grace  Paley  Prize  for  Short
Fiction,  the  collection  joins  a  growing  canon  of  quality
writing about war by authors who lack the first-hand combat
experience traditionally associated with war literature.

As the title indicates, Veterans Crisis Hotline focuses on
contextualizing  war  from  the  individual  level.  More
specifically:  how  the  Forever  War  affected  those  who
voluntarily participated in it. This connective tissue links
each story. With the exception of the first short story, which
shares (roughly) the book’s title, each story that follows
begins with a title page that includes a partially redacted
name, location, tour dates, and call duration that frames the
stories as having originated from a call to a veterans crisis
hotline. It’s a somewhat effective artifice that allows Chopan
to present narratives told, without exception, from a first-
person point of view that establishes immediacy and narrative
authenticity. I only say “somewhat” because the title story is
the sole piece in the collection that relies on a fictional
narrative  built  on  interactions  between  a  crisis  hotline
caller and operator. The crisis hotline itself does not appear
in the remainder of the stories, which results tension between
the  collection’s  physical  narrative  structures.  I  wasn’t
looking  for  a  collection  built  off  transcribed  fictional
dialogue,  but  the  greatest  harmony  between  structure  and
narrative in the collection exists within the pages of the
first story, titled “Crisis Hotline: Veterans Press 1.” It’s a
haunting piece in which the narrator, a veteran named Byrne,
works at a crisis hotline center, where he fields calls from
not just veterans on the brink.

“[O]ld widowers. Some were lonely bachelors who were looking
for dating advice. Others were fine, except they needed an
audience to tell a war story to, someone who’d yet to hear it.
Reliving it gave them a sort of pleasure, or maybe catharsis.



One man who was in his nineties called me every week. Each
time he called he asked for me by name, caught me  up on the
news from his neighborhood, “current events” he called it.
Mostly it was gossip about the young soccer mom next door,
the cheating husband. He talked about them so much that I felt
like they had become characters in my own life. He was a
veteran of the Second World War, but he never talked to me
about that.”

Byrne goes on to establish a friendship with an amputee named
Eddie  who  shares  a  bus  with  him,  and  the  relationship
progresses to an intense level of intimacy that Byrne cannot
replicate  with  his  girlfriend,  a  nurse  at  the  local  VA
hospital. In one scene, Byrne finds Eddie in his apartment,
sick for days and burning with fever. Before Eddie can go to
the hospital, he asks Byrne to help him take a bath.

“Later,  they  would  diagnose  him  with  pneumonia,  He  would
recover, of course. He was young and strong and had a great
desire to live. I’d learned that much in my time with him. But
there, in his dimly lit bathroom, as I scrubbed him and rinsed
him clean, as I put shampoo in his hair and gently poured
water over his head, he wept and I said nothing knowing,
finally, that this was the only comfort he would ever ask of
me.”

It’s a gorgeous literary moment that illustrates the bond that
can  exist  between  men  who’ve  shared  war,  and  a  stirring
rejection  of  the  unique  brand  of  toxic  masculinity  the
military tends to breed. This isn’t to say Chopan shies away
from  the  ugly  side  of  veteran  homecomings.  There’s  the
vigilante justice executed in “Men of Principle,” the wanton
self-destruction of “Battle Buddy,” and the veteran suicide of
“On Leave.” But Jon Chopan goes to great length to ensure
Veterans Crisis Hotlinepeels back stereotype in his quest to
understand the complex nature of military service.

The book suffers from a couple of little inconsistencies that



rang hollow: the mention of a recently closed paper mill in
Anchorage for example, when I’ve been unable to find record of
a paper mill at any time (I live in Anchorage). But these are
mere chips in the facade, and have nothing to do with Jon
Chopan’s  ability  as  a  civilian  to  effectively  convey  the
post-9/11 veteran experience. No, the trouble with Veterans
Crisis Hotline is the company it keeps. As a short story
collection that relies on first-person narration, it belongs
on a shelf next to Phil Klay’s Redeployment. Sitting next to a
National Book Award Winner, well that’s just tough.

The most audacious of Chopan’s stories, however, does not
feature a veteran come home, but the son of a soldier whose
father goes missing for some time before being declared dead.
Child  narrators,  even  the  teenage  boy  of  the  story  “The
Cumulative Effect,” are tricky. Writers must walk a fine line
between  over-privileging  their  narrator  with  sophisticated
language  that  strains  authenticity,  and  infantilization.
Nothing about the story’s narrator rang hollow, however, and
at all levels, the story is a beautiful heartbreaker.

I’ve long argued that it’s time to replace Stephen Crane’s The
Red  Badge  of  Courageas  an  example  of  good  war  literature
produced by a civilian. The last time I read through, I found
it a hackneyed appropriation of veteran material manipulated
to  further  an  individual  viewpoint.  I  firmly  believe  it
doesn’t survive the modern era’s standards for writing outside
one’s  experience.  And  frankly,  there’s  no  time  like  the
present—in which a fraction of the American society fights on
behalf the rest—for a non-veteran to step into the arena. Jon
Chopan has achieved this feat with Veterans Crisis Hotline.
With great care, he has written outside what he knows, and in
doing so proven willing to grapple with societal norms and
uncomfortable issues. Viewed this way, Veterans Crisis Hotline
is  a  welcome  addition  to  my  shelves  of  war  literature,
neighbors be damned.



New  Fiction:  Beethoven  and
the Beggar
A handsome couple strolled arm in arm down Central Park West.
The man, tall and athletic with a thick, well-brushed mane,
wore a black, fur-trimmed cloak over an Armani smoking jacket.
The lady, slim but curvy with lustrous blonde hair done in a
complicated braid, wore white mink over a low-cut black Prada
gown. Though bedecked in high-heels, the lady adeptly kept up
their  brisk  pace  past  tourists,  joggers,  baby-strapped
mothers,  and  other  assorted  humanity  either  living  in  or
making their pilgrimage to the world capital of wealth and
culture. Curious eavesdroppers would have been able to hear
snippets of the couple’s conversation as they passed.

Did you see who Angelica left with last night?

You mean the French gentleman? What’s his background?

Apparently  his  family  owns  the  Laurent-Perrier  champagne
house. Why else would she look at him? By the way, what’s on
the playbill tonight?

Let’s see, there’s Handel, Ravel, Mussorgsky, and of course
Beethoven.

Is that the best Alan could come up with? Which Beethoven are
they doing?

The Fifth.

How  uninspired!  We  can’t  be  staying  for  the  entire  show,
surely? I’d like to change before Camilla’s soirée. Oh look,
is that Dmitri and Sveva over there?
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They continued across the piazza, stepping past a beggar at
the base of the steps before going up and into the packed
lobby of the Lincoln Center.

The beggar’s name was Daryl Jack. He started sleeping in his
car two years ago; after it was compounded by the police he
began sleeping outside. At first he stayed in North Harlem,
then gradually worked his way down Central Park and the Upper
West  Side—much  greener  panhandling  pastures.  The  last  two
months his main turf had been the prime territory around the
Lincoln Center, which he worked along with his friend and
ally, Mikey McAdams. The two men had met at the Saint Ignatius
soup kitchen and hit it off right away. They found that they
had been in the same infantry division and had both been to
Iraq for the same deployment. They joked about the division
Sergeant Major Fat-Ass who had called out Private McAdams more
than once for uniform violations—dirty boots, crooked beret,
badly shaven face. Private Jack had got to know that senior
NCO much more intimately during his second Article 15 hearing
when he had been accused of smoking marijuana on the night
shift. No one had actually seen him smoking or found any weed,
but he had the misfortune of already possessing a disciplinary
record—drunk on duty and fighting with a white sergeant in his
platoon. The case was sent up to the division commander who
quickly recommended Private Jack for a Dishonorable Discharge
from the U.S. Army. Three months later he found himself back
at the Washington Heights housing projects he grew up in. For
a while he didn’t think about work and drank away the little
money he had left to his name. By the time he got around to
looking for a job he found that nobody was interested in a
high  school  dropout  and  former  infantry  grunt  with  a  bad
record.

Daryl Jack and Mikey McAdams took shifts pulling alms duty in
front of the Center, while the other one set up camp across
Broadway  near  the  edge  of  the  Park.  Daryl  had  already
developed his go-to gimmick—a big Louie Armstrong grin with



bobble-headed nod. He supposed it made people feel safer and
happier, which made them more generous on the whole. Somehow,
Mikey,  a  former  supply  sergeant’s  assistant,  had  recently
scored costumes for both of them that brought in even greater
returns. A jacket with tails fit for a butler and a tattered
top hat for the tall, wiry Daryl; a threadbare tweed jacket
and deerstalker for the short, stocky Mikey.

The first day after sporting the new (old) threads they raked
in a combined $37.35, an all-time record. That night was an
unforgettable bash for the “Baghdad Boys”, as they had taken
to calling themselves. They each splurged on burgers and fries
at an all-night joint; they chugged their way through a couple
bottles of Olde English malt liquor; after midnight Mikey
found a local pusher to score a few grams of herb. They parked
themselves in some tree-cover a stone’s throw from Tavern on
the Green and lit up a sizeable blunt. It was life itself they
were  celebrating—tonight  they  felt  good,  no  matter  what
tomorrow would bring. Around 3 am, they located a prostitute
near the pond and spent most of their last earnings on a two-
for-one bargain trick. 

The next morning the bright sun was not kind to the two
revelers who had camped safely through the night without being
spotted  by  police.  Parched  mouths  and  pounding  headaches
limited their mobility until park security finally zeroed in
and sent them packing. Daryl dragged himself vaguely westward,
towards the Center. Incredulous passersby looked on when he
stopped  to  lap  up  a  stomach-full  of  water  from  a  public
fountain on the way out of the park. He found a good marble
step on the shady side of a Deutsche Bank branch, where he
spent the next twelve hours alternately sitting and dozing. He
exchanged few smiles and even fewer words for the better part
of the otherwise crisp autumn day, his energy still sapped
from  the  previous  night’s  blow-out.  Darkness  fell  and  he
peered into his upturned hat set out in front of him; near
emptiness is what he saw. A few coins that totaled $3.51. He



cursed to himself and then to some of the few walkers in the
area,  who  exited  the  scene  warily  glancing  over  their
shoulders. “Food or booze?” he thought to himself. “Let’s go
see what Mikey’s got going on.”

Daryl remembered his friend telling him about a new rendezvous
point, further up the west side. Apparently there were some
new gangs trying to work the area and it was better to stay
one step ahead of them. Daryl joked that those suckers would
have their hands full if they scrapped with the Baghdad Boys,
but Mikey thought avoidance was the best strategy. He had
heard those other boys were playing for keeps. Daryl dragged
his skinny body up block after block, keeping to the middle of
the sidewalk, mostly looking down at his feet. Couples coming
from the other direction had to suddenly split up and jump to
the side as Daryl ominously and unrelentingly advanced. One
man reacted too slowly and got shoulder-bumped, after which he
berated  Daryl  in  an  angry  but  ultimately  non-threatening
manner.

Daryl  turned  left  at  82nd  Street  and  entered  a  shuttered
construction site. As he negotiated a broken chain-link fence
he heard the sound of glass and someone screaming inside the
building. He continued without speeding up or slowing down
through  the  doorway,  where  he  saw  Mikey  holding  a  broken
bottle surrounded by three dark figures. 

“What’s going on here?” Daryl asked Mikey. They all looked up
at him, while simultaneously a bald man took the opportunity
to stick a blade into Mikey’s blind side. Mikey howled.

Daryl watched his friend struggle to stay upright. Daryl felt
rage take control of him. He grabbed a length of metal piping
that was lying in the rubble around the entrance and ran
towards the unknown trio. Two of them split up to handle his
onslaught while the knife-man covered Mikey. Daryl swung the
pipe at the nearer of the two men. The man tried to dodge but
was nonetheless caught offguard by Daryl’s ferocity and sunk



to the ground after taking a crunching blow to the shoulder.
The second man came from behind trying to stick his own knife
into Daryl, who swiftly brought the pipe down on an over-
extended arm to a loud cracking sound. 

Meanwhile,  Mikey  was  attempting  to  fend  off  the  original
attacker with his bottle but had proved too slow. He received
another quick counter-stab to the upper back and dropped the
bottle, after which the bald man immediately pounced with a
final thrust to the chest. Daryl witnessed this last action
just after dropping the second man to the ground. Mikey’s eyes
widened and then rolled back as he buckled and hit the ground.
The  last  man  remained  relatively  calm  as  Daryl,  in  full
berserker mode, closed in on him. The man narrowly avoided
Daryl’s first swing and made a long gash down Daryl’s arm with
his blade. Daryl’s second strike connected and knocked the man
back. As he stumbled Daryl continued the assault with a wild
overhead swing. The man violently lurched upwards with his
knife and caught Daryl across the face just as Daryl brought
his own weapon solidly down on the bald head of this unknown
combatant.  Daryl  knelt  beside  his  friend  while  the  man
twitched unconsciously nearby. The two others had fled the
building at some point during the climax of the battle. Daryl
reached out for Mikey’s hand, now lifeless on the cold ground.

Daryl awoke in the back of an ambulance, and then later in a
hospital ward. After being patched up he was interviewed by a
detective. He told the whole story, including the party the
night before and his and Mikey’s shared service in Iraq. The
detective didn’t say much as he jotted down notes, but the
next day a social worker stopped by and offered to help Daryl
get  his  life  back  together.  She  spoke  of  the  range  of
opportunities  there  were  to  earn  his  keep  honestly,  like
helping a construction clean-up crew, for example. Daryl told
her to get lost; he wasn’t cleaning up for anybody. The social
worker left a card in Daryl’s jacket pocket with her name and
number. That night Daryl exited the building and walked back



onto the street without anybody noticing or taking account of
him. The nasty scar on his face didn’t make it easier to beg,
but some people still took pity and gave.

By the night of the concert a week later, Daryl had been
pondering his life for the better part of the day. He watched
well-dressed people and happy families walking past. Where had
he  gone  wrong?  Why  hadn’t  he  been  born  into  money,  or
happiness? He had never known his father. His stepfather drank
and often beat him, until he and Daryl both got too old for
that game. Daryl had friends, but never the kind that a mother
would have wanted for her son. They always seemed to get into
trouble together, with Daryl typically catching the blame.
Mikey was the first one he could remember who actually cared
about Daryl as a person, who gave back as much as he took. Now
he was dead, and Daryl didn’t even know why. He started from
his trance by the sound of high-pitched laughter and looked up
at a particularly beautiful couple that had just brushed past
him. He imagined that the man and woman were mocking his
ugliness and squalor as they floated up the steps into the
opulent sanctuary above. He looked down at his upturned hat on
the sidewalk—total emptiness. “Goddammit all to hell,” he said
aloud to himself in a raspy voice. “I’m gonna jump in the
river.” 

He struggled to his feet and shuffled around the corner of
Amsterdam Avenue and 65th Street towards the dark waters of
the Hudson. At the edge of the sidewalk at the end of the
block he glanced left and saw two men coming out of a door and
jumping into a large white van parked on the curb. The engine
started and the van lurched forward onto the road just a few
inches from Daryl’s face. He didn’t notice this close call; he
was looking intently at the still slightly cracked open door.
There was no one else on the sidewalk. He turned back and
crossed the threshold. There was no one inside the corridor in
which he now found himself. He had entered a rear service
entrance of the Lincoln Center, the mysterious palace outside



which he had spent so many futile hours manning his post. He
never  connected  the  geography  or  even  the  purpose  of  the
building itself to his own situation. He walked aimlessly down
the  corridor,  like  an  escaped  zoo  animal  on  a  temporary
reprieve. He stopped short of a junction ahead and instead
tried  the  handle  to  a  side  door,  which  was  unlocked.  He
entered  and  found  scattered  pieces  of  orchestral  and
theatrical bric-a-brac: chairs, music stands, a set of kettle
drums, unmarked wooden boxes, folding set backdrops, bundles
of heavy curtains, a fake marble statue, and an old couch,
beside which someone had left a half-empty box of chocolate
chip cookies. Daryl made for the box with the quickness of
someone  who  hadn’t  eaten  all  day.  Having  devouring  its
contents, he was then content to lie back and take a moment’s
rest. He had almost forgotten the comfort of reclining on a
soft  divan—he  closed  his  eyes  and  entered  a  timeless,
dreamless  sleep.

DA-DA-DA-DUH. Daryl rolled off the couch and jumped to his
feet after being awoken by a thunderous sound just above his
head,  the  likes  of  which  he  had  never  before  heard.  His
instinct told him that it couldn’t be human in origin. He
squatted at the foot of the sofa, holding his quivering hands
to his temples, hounded by incessant horn calls above and all
around him. He rocked back and forth, more conscious than
usual of his nearly permanent state of headache and hunger.
“Is that you, God?” he said aloud looking up at the shaking
ceiling. The cacophony continued unabated, seemingly oblivious
to his question. Inchoate rage bubbled from his brain and down
his spine, eventually taking control of his whole body. It was
of  a  different  species  altogether  from  the  emotions
surrounding the recent murder of his friend. This rage was
directed towards the world at large, to the heavens, to his
fate, which had never cut him a break and now was pounding him
over  the  head,  literally,  in  mocking,  pitiless  tones.  He
gnashed his teeth and pulled at the unwashed curls of his hair
and beard. A collage of wordless images and scenes passed



through his racing mind, stoking his hatred: his mother, his
stepfather, his sanctimonious half-brother, all the white cops
who ever harassed him, shopkeepers who watched his every move
even  when  he  wasn’t  shoplifting,  the  self-satisfied  army
recruiter who lied to Daryl and unconcernedly modified records
to facilitate his enlistment, the black drill sergeant at
basic training who always singled him out for extra duties,
the other drill sergeants who laughingly went along with it,
his racist squad leader, who in Iraq constantly uttered the
phrase  “sand  nigger”  in  Daryl’s  presence,  and  escaped
punishment while Daryl got busted down and docked one month’s
pay for fighting, the fat sergeant major who called Daryl a
“worthless piece of shit” to his face during his Article 15
hearing, the baby-faced captain who barely looked at Daryl as
he calmly signed chapter papers and said “That’s your problem,
sport,” when Daryl asked what he was supposed to do outside
the army, the rich bastards and their gold-digging women who
never even threw him a dime, the constant hordes of tourists
who didn’t know there was more to New York City than lower
Manhattan, the gangs that roamed Harlem and further afield,
the bald man, who could burn in hell.

Daryl collapsed and bent over double in front of the sofa, not
exactly relaxed but at least mollified for the present. Lyric
string arpeggios above sounded like chords of despair. The
heat of his anger subsided as he realized, unconsciously at
first, that the music was now softer and sweeter. He began to
weep. Mysteriously, Daryl’s anger at his own fate transformed
into a profound sorrow for the fate of all living things. He
extended his own feeling of doom to everything else. He had
wanted to kill himself tonight, to end the tragic joke of his
life. He understood now, instinctively, that everyone else
around him and everyone he had ever known would perish just
like him, no matter their fortune or station in life. Somehow,
though he remained in the same hunched position, a change was
happening inside him, unbidden and inexplicable. The time of
his tears and anger seemed ephemeral, and now he reentered the



flow  of  time’s  stream.  Spontaneously,  his  fingers  started
tapping to the surrounding rhythm. He started swaying in time
to a braying theme that sounded like the hunting horns of some
dark deity. An elephantine passage of low strings moved almost
imperceptibly slowly upwards, from darkness to light, like
leaving the underworld for the solid earth.

Daryl leaped to his feet as a thunderbolt struck and charged
him with its primordial energy rather than smiting him. A wall
of sound louder than anything he had ever heard—a shrieking
fanfare worthy of the gods. The mighty New York Philharmonic
was more overpowering than the Chinook helicopters, the tank
columns, or the 155mm howitzers that used to buzz, grind, and
explode all around his plywood hut in Baghdad. He raised his
arms and waved them vigorously as if he were conducting the
unseen orchestra. He hummed along to the music as he perceived
it, eventually howling as the melody carried him away faster
and faster, a runaway train, building to a fire-breathing
cadence  that  left  him  gasping  for  air  at  its  triumphant
conclusion.

A security guard entered the room after the finale and took a
moment to make sense of the dark, wraithlike intruder with
bloodshot  eyes.  Daryl,  opening  his  mouth  and  speaking  to
another person for the first time that day, asked, “What was
that music?” The guard, looking at him with either pity or
indifference, said, “Beethoven.” “BAY-TOV-EN,” Daryl sounded
out the vaguely familiar syllables to himself in a hoarse
voice. He tried to think when he had heard this name before.
After a moment he said, “I thought it was God.” The guard
chuckled and said, “Plenty of folks around here probably think
they’re one and the same.” He took his arm and gently led him
down the corridor towards the exit. When they reached the
door, the guard said in a conspiratorial voice, “Listen, I
don’t usually do this—I’m supposed to wait for the police,
but, to tell you the truth, I think it’d be better off if you
just disappeared. Don’t try anything like this again though.”



Daryl,  looking  down  at  the  floor,  reacted  with  neither
surprise  nor  gratitude,  but  shuffled  slowly  out  of  the
building towards the road and the river. He felt a small piece
of paper deep in his jacket pocket, which he turned over
slowly. Suddenly he raised his head, looked the guard in the
eyes for the first time, and asked, “Can I use your phone,
brother?”

New  Nonfiction  from  Brooke
King: “Ghosts” and “The Only
Stars I’ve Seen”
Ghosts

The young Iraqi girl stared back at me, her face covered over
in black; only her eyes shown out from under the cloth. For
years the girl I saw in the marketplace haunted me. I used to
wonder what she saw. We were almost the same height, and
though I had armor and a weapon, she stood there across the
street from me staring at me as though she couldn’t decide if
I was a friend she’d once known long ago when she was child.
We did not speak to one another, but I often wondered what I
would have said to her, what she would have said to me. She
stood beside her mother, who was waiting for water and aid
from one of the soldiers who was handing out supplies from an
LMTV  truck  bed.  The  girl’s  hands  were  clasped  onto  one
another, her gaze direct. Her abaya and hijab covered her
figure and her hair, only leaving the eyes for me to see. They
were restraints from her religion, but they did not seem to
bother her. She had lived that way as long as she could
remember. She watched her mother carry out the same routine in
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the morning before she ever left the house: this is how you
wrap the hijab around the head to cover the hair, she would
say, pin it here underneath the throat and wrap the rest up
and over the head. As a girl, she practiced it every day. Now
a young adult, the girl had a hijab that was perfect, wrapped
tightly and neatly around her head, the black shielding her
from me. Her eyes peered at mine, locked in an understanding
that this was her home, her street, the marketplace where her
father sold spices, and though I was only there to make sure
she received water and medical aid, I felt as though I were an
intruder. I smiled at her, and it was then that she looked at
my rifle. Two days from now the marketplace will be a pile of
trash, rubble, and bodies. She will be dead. Her mother will
cry out for her, not knowing in the chaos where she is, and
the next time I look at her in the eyes, there will be no life
in them. But I did not know that now. Right now, she stared
back at me, as if to acknowledge that we were both trapped,
that at some point one or both of us will die, and that for a
short while we must continue living, if only to come to the
understanding that the world consists of people waiting to
die.

 

The Only Stars I’ve Seen

The  Paladin  tanks  of  First  Cavalry,  Eight-Second  Field
Artillery, had been firing shell rounds for an hour, creating
a low-lying fog around the base from the barrel smoke of their
guns. Their constant firing echoed like thunder and the flash
bangs from their turret barrels reflected off the smoke like
lightning. The war-generated storm that had engulfed our base
reflecting the mirage of a foreign battleground from history’s
past. Atop the back wall of our base, our brigade colors flew
true in the slight wind that had picked up. It had made the
battle sounds of firing guns less persistent, as the artillery
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unit battled not only the wind but the incoming barrage of
mortar rounds that were starting to land inside our concrete
barrier–lined base.

It had been a few months since my near-death experience with
the mortar round, but I still couldn’t sleep; the residual
pain in my healing shin and the noise outside kept me awake.
I’d climbed to the top of my tin-roofed hooch, and as darkness
fell I sat there thinking about what every soldier far from
any familiarity would think about—home. I thought back to Kyle
and the last night I spent in his pickup, his hand trying to
find a space on my leg—how he finally settled on my knee,
firmly holding it with his sweaty palm. I remembered wishing
that he had found a place for his hand closer than my knee. I
thought back about what I could’ve said in the silence of that
cab or what I could’ve done, but I knew only a good fuck and
an “I love you” would have made him wait for me. I looked out
beyond the concrete walls lined with razor-edged concertina
wire and realized how stupid I’d been to leave home and come
to this hellhole. All I wanted now was Kyle’s loaded “I love
you’s” and the warmth of his suggestive hand on my knee.

The outgoing fire had ceased. The smoke from the barrels was
too thick, making vision nearly impossible. From my perch,
sitting in the rusted lawn chair I had acquired earlier from
the smart-mouthed medic who lived behind me, I watched as the
smoke slowly rose into the air. I’d been trying to fall asleep
when the outgoing fire started, but I now found myself looking
up at the night sky, waiting for the out- going guns to start
up again. It was the only sound of war I looked forward to.

Whenever the cannon cockers of Eighty-Second Field Artillery
began outgoing fire, it was tradition for Tina and me to watch
the outgoing shells. The artillery unit had missions only when
the sky was completely clear. Normally it was covered with
smog, sandstorms, or clouds. Tina and I missed the clear skies
of our homes in California—dark nights full of twinkling stars
and crisp, cool night air that could suck the breath out of



you  if  you  didn’t  wear  enough  layers.  Of  course  it  was
dangerous to be outside because of the return fire, but we
braved it. It was the closest we could get to seeing the night
sky, a taste of home. I had gotten the bright idea one night
to sit on top of the roof of our hooch while incoming mortar
rounds were whistling into the perimeter of the base, but it
only took one time for Tina and me to be sent scrambling from
incoming mortar fire for her to say that she was never going
up there again. But those nights were few in number. Most
times I sat for hours by myself on the roof looking up at the
stars. When Tina joined me, I’d sit down on the stoop with
her, swapping funny stories or talking about our families, and
sometimes we just sat without saying anything, just looking up
at the clear night sky, listening to the incoming and outgoing
fire.

Tonight Tina had been called into company headquarters for the
first shift of radio duty, and so I was left alone to watch
the  night  sky  by  myself.  The  military  field  chair  I  had
acquired from outside of First Sergeant Hawk’s hooch stood
beside me empty, as I sat in the white plastic chair I stole
from a Charlie Company medic for mouthing off to me in the
showers the night before. The smoke was beginning to lift, but
I guess not fast enough for the Eight-Second’s gun bunnies
because they began to shoot flares up into the night sky,
staining it with red streaks of bright light. The flares’
light  gave  away  my  position,  and  Sergeant  Lippert,  who
happened to be passing by, looked up and found me sitting on
the roof.

“King,” he shouted up, “just what the fuck do you think you’re
doing?”

The sound of his hard voice shouting up to me made me jump.
Soldiers were not allowed on their roofs because of safety
issues, something Tina and I ignored at least once a week. We
had managed thus far not to get caught.



“Hey,” I said, clearing my throat, trying to come up with a
bullshit explanation that he knew was going to be a lie. “I
just wanted to get a look at the action that’s going on by the
back gate.”

He  glared  at  me  in  disbelief.  Normally  soldiers  didn’t
intentionally put themselves in harm’s way, but that didn’t
matter much to me anymore. He kept staring up at me. I knew he
was contemplating whether or not my excuse for being on the
roof warranted his attention. A couple of seconds had gone by
before he looked like he’d come to the conclusion that I was
up to no good.

He yelled at me and pointed to the ground, “Get the fuck down
from there. It’s one in the morning. You don’t need to see
anything but the back of your eyelids.”

I leaned forward in my seat and peered down at him. “Not to be
a smart-ass or anything,” I said, as I gestured down at him,
“but you’re not exactly slamming back zzz either.”

I was still sitting in my seat atop the roof when Sergeant
Lippert stomped closer, with a heaviness to his stride like he
was putting out a fire with each step. He didn’t looked pissed
off, but his stiff and quick gate suggested he was none too
thrilled at my remark. In a few seconds he was next to my
front door and I was stuck on the roof, cornered. For a couple
of seconds he disappeared and then reappeared again.

“Hey, King, how the hell did you get up there?”

I leaned out of my chair, cringing as if he was already within
arm’s length of me with his hand stretched out trying to
snatch me up. “You’re not going kick my ass or anything, are
you?”

“No, now tell me how you got up there or I am going to kick
your ass.”



For  a  split  second  I  contemplated  whether  or  not  he  was
bluffing about kicking my ass, but looking down ten feet at
him next to my front door, I realized that either way I was
fucked. I sighed and said, “All you do is scale the side of
the concrete bunker by sticking your feet in the metal rings
on the sides. Then when you’re on top of the bunker, swing a
leg up onto the roof.”

He started up, his combat boots slipping on the bunker wall.
“It’s easy, once you get the hang of it,” I said, as I watched
him struggle up the side. He looked like a dog trying to scale
a chain-link fence to get to a cat. It took him three tries
before he finally got to the bunker roof, and next thing I
knew he was sitting next to me in First Sergeant Hawk’s chair.

“This chair looks familiar.”

“Really?” I said, looking away from Sergeant Lippert, who was
inspecting the chair. “It’s Specialist Kennedy’s.”

Trying  to  shift  Sergeant  Lippert’s  attention  from  the
familiarity of the first sergeant’s lounge chair, I quickly
changed the subject.

“So,” I said with a nonchalant smile, “what brings you up
here?”

“I wanted to see if your bullshit excuse about being able to
see the action was true. But from what I can see, you have a
pretty good view of the back gate.”

“Yeah, well,” I paused. “That bit about the artillery wasn’t
exactly true.”

We both looked at the back wall; the gun bunnies had reloaded
the guns and were getting into position inside the turret. The
fog from the guns had started to lift and the night sky was
visible again—the stars breaking through the haze in patches.

“I  thought  so,”  Sergeant  Lippert  said,  as  he  shifted  his



weight in the chair to look at me. “So what the fuck are you
really doing up here?”

“Don’t laugh, okay?”

Private, tell me what the fuck’s going on or I’m going drag
you down from here,” he said, pointing to the ground, “and
smoke the shit out of you.”

“Okay, okay.” I took a deep breath. I knew he wasn’t going to
believe me, but telling him the truth was better than doing
pushups until I couldn’t feel my arms. “Specialist Kennedy and
I come up here when the artillery is going off because it’s
the only time you can see the stars at night.” I pointed up to
the sky. “That’s what we do up here.”

As I spoke, he looked up, then back at me, and then back at
the sky as if to study if I was fucking with him or not. For a
minute I watched him, his head tilted back, quietly looking
up.

“You know,” he said, his voice dropping a little, “if you sit
on the deck of my parents’ house back in Austin, Texas, you
can see a whole sea of stars. So many stars, you can’t even
begin to count them.” He leaned back in the chair, arching his
neck so he could get a better view. “I used to love sitting
out there on summer nights with my kids. I used to point out
the  constellations.  The  kids  would  point  at  other  stars,
trying to make them into different things.” He was smiling
with his hands on his chest. “Jeanie, my youngest one, she
loves horses. She’d swear up and down that Orion’s Belt was
really a horse.” He laughed and glanced at me. “You couldn’t
tell her anything,” he said, shaking his head, “stubborn, just
like you.”

I looked over at him. He didn’t say anything for a minute but
sat there quietly squinting up. I could tell he was thinking
about the same thing Tina and I thought about when we came up
on the roof to look at the stars—home. Though he was probably



thinking about more memories of his wife and kids, I was
thinking about my dad and where he lived now in Colorado. He
always used to tell me about this lake, Turquoise Lake, where
he would go camp out underneath the big Colorado sky. I wanted
to be there now.

I turned and looked back up at the sky and said, “You know
what’s great about the stars?”

“No, but I’m sure you’re going tell me,” he said, as a smirk
cracked across his face.

“Constellations never move, only the earth does, so no matter
where you are in the world, your loved ones are staring at the
same sky as you are right now. It’s like looking up at a
little piece of home.”

For a while, Sergeant Lippert sat there staring up at the sky.
Then he looked at me and nodded before he got up from the
rickety chair and started scaling back down to the ground.
“You okay?” I asked, as I watched him move down the side of
the bunker and then disappear out of sight.

Below me, the gravel shifted and rustled. I stuck my head out
over the edge of the roof to make sure he’d made it down all
right. After a moment he reappeared below, brushing off some
dirt from his ACU top. He shouted up to me, “King, don’t
fucking stay up there all night, you hear me?”

I smirked. “You got it, Sarge.”

I  watched  him  walk  down  the  aisle  of  hooches.  He’d  just
disappeared around the last hooch on the corner when I heard
Tina call to me. I chuckled at Tina’s skinny, gangly legs
striding out of sync as she walked toward our hooch, flinging
gravel behind her.

I called her name as she got closer to the door. She looked
up. I smiled.



“No way in hell.”

“C’mon, I got you a chair.”

Slinging her M16 over her shoulder and scaling up the side of
the bunker, she shouted, “We better not get in trouble for
this!” I decided not to tell her about Sergeant Lippert or the
fact that I had thrown her under the bus a little bit. As she
made her way onto the roof of the bunker and then onto the
roof of our hooch, I said, “You’ll be fine.”

“Where’d the chairs come from?”

Smiling coyly at her, I said, “You really want to know?”

With one eyebrow raised, Tina said, “Ah, something tells me
no. I heard over the radio that the outgoing fire is going to
start any minute now.”

“Did you happen to grab any munchies?”

She plopped down in First Sergeant Hawk’s chair, set her m16
next to her, opened both cargo pockets of her ACU pants, and
pulled out two bags of Hot Cheetos. She handed me one of the
bags.

“Thanks, battle.”

“Anytime,” Tina said, smiling.

Opening our bags of Cheetos, we leaned back in our chairs. We
peered up at the clear night sky as we waited for the out-
going fire to start up again, both content to sit and gaze at
the stars all night. Again my mind wandered home. I missed the
routine sounds of familiarity, the slamming of the front door,
Grandpa yelling, “Don’t slam the door!” The low chuckle Nana
used to make every time I purposely slammed it so I could hear
Grandpa holler at me from wherever he was in the house. I
missed Dad’s loud music, the crackled sound of the stereo
blaring Grateful Dead that echoed in the driveway like an



amphitheater. I missed how Dad burst in the door every night,
yelling with a crescendo in his greeting, “Hello!” I thought
about the last time I’d called home just to hear their voices.
I’d only gotten the answering machine, the sound of Nana’s
voice, “Hello, you’ve reached the Kings. We’re not home right
now, but if you leave a name, number, and a brief message,
we’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Thank you and have
a beautiful day.”

I closed my eyes, trying to see the faces I knew so well. But
the memory was blurred. I clenched my teeth in anger. I needed
home right now.

“Do you think it’s too late to call the West Coast?”

Underneath her patrol cap, Tina was trying to figure out the
time difference as though it were a calculus equation. Using a
Cheeto and an invisible chalkboard, Tina leaned out of her
chair, counting the hours with her Cheeto, trying to deduce
the  correct  answer.  Nodding  her  head  in  agreement  at  her
calculations, she turned in her chair and said, “I think it’s
only five in the afternoon in California.”

I lifted up my ACU sleeve and looked at my watch. It was one
in the morning. Nana was always my first choice. Counting nine
hours back from my time, I realized that it was only four in
the afternoon California time.

“Tina, you suck at counting.”

“What?” she said, raising one hand in the air, a Cheeto caught
in between her index finger and thumb.

“It’s four in the afternoon, not five.”

Throwing me a cocky look, Tina’s green eyes stared at me,
daring me to challenge her again. “No, Brooke, it’s five.”

“No, it’s not,” I said, shaking my head. “You count back nine
hours from our time. It’s one in the morning here, which means



it’s four in the afternoon in Cali.”

With a furrowed brow, Tina threw a Cheeto at me. “Whatever.”

It bounced off my forearm and onto the tin roof. “Waster,” I
said, leaning over and tossing it into my mouth.

I decided to give a phone call a shot, hoping to reach Nana.
It was Thursday, which meant that she’d be home from her stint
at Saint Therese’s, where she sat in the chapel every Thursday
for an hour to pray. As I pulled out my phone—a red Motorola
Razor, the only perk of being stationed so close to the Green
Zone in Baghdad—I contemplated what to tell Nana. I couldn’t
tell her that I was having a hard time being in Iraq and that
I was seeing way more combat than I anticipated. You just
didn’t  say  those  things  to  Nana.  She  was  a  gentle  and
sensitive  Old  Italian  grandma  who  got  what  she  called
“worrying stomachaches.” Ever since she’d had her bleeding
ulcer two years back, I had tried not to worry her about my
army stuff. She was having a hard enough time with the fact
that I’d been deployed.

I dialed my home phone number, hoping that Nana would pick up.
I let it ring twice but then closed the top of the cell phone
and hung up. It felt wrong to call home, but I needed to hear
her voice. Her gentle but frail voice always reassured me that
everything, no matter how bad, was going to be okay. I opened
the phone back up and dialed again. I sat waiting, looking up
at the stars, thinking of my bedroom back home. For my seventh
birthday I had begged my dad to buy me a packet of plastic
stars that I could stick on my ceiling. Grandpa had said no,
but Dad ignored him and bought them anyway. The night of my
birthday my dad woke me up at midnight to give me my gift: the
ceiling above my head covered with stars and even a glow-in-
the-dark full moon. He had snuck up to my room and put them up
while I was sleeping. Of course Grandpa was mad, but by the
time I was in high school I had bought enough stars to cover
the  whole  ceiling,  so  I  had  the  constellations  inside  my



bedroom. I looked up at the night sky and thought of my room
with all the twinkling stars plastered to my blue ceiling as I
sat there waiting for someone to pick up the phone at home,
but it rang four times before going straight to the answering
machine. Nana’s voice—a resonating crackled sound that echoed
through the receiver I held to my ear. Tears welled in the
corner of my eyes. From the other end I listened to the
background noise of the greeting—the living room TV turned on,
the  sound  of  someone  shuffling  past  in  the  kitchen,  the
distant sound of Molly, my Alaskan malamute, barking at the
back door. As the greeting came to an end, Nana’s voice grew
louder as she said to have a beautiful day. The usual cadence
of  silence  passed  before  I  was  prompted  by  the  answering
machine beep to leave my message. In a shaky crackled voice I
said, “Hi, Nana. I couldn’t sleep and just wanted to hear the
sound of a familiar voice. I guess you’re still at the church,
probably praying for me not to die here. I guess I’ll call
tomorrow or something. I, ah . . .” I tried to rush the rest
of my message before I totally lost it. “I miss you and love
you. Talk to you later, bye.”

I slapped the phone shut and shoved it back into my pocket. I
was a total wreck. I threw my hands over my face and bent
forward, resting my head on my knees.

Looking up from her bag of chips, Tina asked, “You okay?” I
turned my head toward Tina, wiped my tears onto my uniform,
and said, “Ah, no. I think I successfully just left the worst
message a granddaughter, who is at war, could’ve left on the
family answering machine.”

Leaned back in the chair with her legs crossed, Tina canted
her head toward me, raised her eyebrows, and nodded her head
in agreement as she said, “Yeah, that was pretty bad.”

Chuckling, I wiped snot from the back of my hand onto my black
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pt shorts and said, “Oh gee, thanks, Tina.”

“Eat a Cheeto.” Tina handed me the one in her hand. “It’ll
make you feel better.”

Shoving the Cheeto into my mouth, I let the hot flavor of the
chip dissolve in my mouth, hoping that it would take away the
longing for home that I felt, but it wasn’t making my home-
sickness go away fast enough. I started shoving them in one
after another until my mouth felt like I had just shoved ten
habaneros inside of it, but I still didn’t feel any better. I
didn’t feel anything but the need for the normality of home.

“Ease up on the Cheetos, Brooke.” Tina put a hand on my arm,
preventing me from putting another Cheeto in my mouth. “You’re
throwing those things back like some anorexic chick who hasn’t
eaten in days.”

“Fuck you,” I said, spattering half-chewed debris from my full
mouth.

Tina just shook her head at me, eased her hand off my arm,
pulled another chip from her bag, turned to me, raised one of
her Cheetos in the air, and said, “To home.”

I leaned over out of my chair, put my arm on her shoulder,
raised a Cheeto, and with my mouth still stuffed full, I
echoed her toast, “To home.”

A loud booming sound rippled through the air like a shock
wave. The outgoing fire had begun again, but it didn’t bother
me. I was thinking of my bedroom, of home.
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