
New  Poetry  from  D.A.  Gray:
“Our Backyard Apocalypse”
We set small bowls of sugar water
on the garden’s edge. Bees were scarce
since the freeze which had almost finished
what the pesticides had started. Still,
some survived.

Poetry  from  Eric  Chandler:
“Hetch Hetchy”

THERE’S A DROUGHT /  image by
Amalie Flynn

Hetch Hetchy

There are two signs on
The towel rack.
One says, “cozy” and explains that
The towel rack
Heats your towels.

It’s next to the switch
That fires up
The electricity to the towel rack.
That fires up
The coal fired power plant.

The power plant
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Sends up the gas.
Is the drought because the power plant
Sends up the gas?
Either way, there’s a drought.

I looked down through that gas at the
Hetch Hetchy reservoir.
White bathtub rings surround the low
Hetch Hetchy reservoir
Because of the drought.

The second sign on
The towel rack
Says they won’t launder what’s on
The towel rack.
Only what they find on the floor.

All the water in the city comes from
The Hetch Hetchy.
They’re conserving water from
The Hetch Hetchy.
They hope you won’t mind.

Enjoy your hot towels.

 

“Hetch Hetchy” previously appeared in Eric Chandler’s book
Hugging This Rock

New Poetry from Ben Weakley:
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“Beatitudes  I,”  Beatitudes
II,”  “Beatitudes  III,”
“Beatitudes IV”

THE BROKEN SKIN / image by Amalie Flynn

 

Beatitudes I.

The Lord blessed us with knowledge. Twin curses, good and
evil.
Why else plant the luscious tree there, where we were bound
to find the fruit? The purple and shivering flesh never lacks
in spirit. The ache and growl of our naked bellies are the
price
for the moment’s delight. So, we gorge and the juice drips
sticky down our chins. Let angels have the eternal heaviness
of paradise; ours is the moment. The act, willful and with
intent.
Advised of the penalties. Done poorly. Knowing
this kingdom cannot last. Looking beyond the gardens
for a more convincing view of heaven.

 

Beatitudes II.

Are we not also blessed, we who praise
PUT_the clear night and its silence?

Betrayed by the absence of stars, we mourn
PUT_a billion-years’ light no longer burning.

We whimper at the withered grass burning,
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PUT_the breathing forest burning, the one
PUT_CCCCgreat and living ocean boiling and burning.

You who created time, who is before all things, who will
remain after the ruin,
PUT_will you be waiting for us in the cool garden?

Will we lie down with you in the dew-damp grass?
PUT_Will we be comforted?

 

Beatitudes III.

Are the meek blessed tonight in their bundled and stinking
shelters
PUT_beneath frozen bridges? Are they blessed with patience in
their waiting
for the Lord of compassion? For the Lord that suffers with?

They  suffer  together.  Their  children  will  inherit  the
suffering
PUT_of generations,
the split lip of submission, the broken skin of the earth.

 

Beatitudes IV.

Blessed. From a word that meant blood.
Latin for praise. Blood and praise to the hungry; they are
weak.
Blood and praise for the thirsty. For those who bathe
in fetid water.
PUT_CCCCCCWhat are words
to those who hunger in a gluttonous world?
To those who thirst beside the brackish rivers,
choking on garbage? We say, wait for righteousness
to come from above. But they have starved
in their flesh so that our spirits could be filled.



Poetry  by  Amalie  Flynn  +
Images  by  Pamela  Flynn:
“#150,”  “#151,”  “#152,”
“#153”

Flow #150

SPIDER / 150

Thick in Louisiana swamps

Atchafalaya Basin

Hot cypress shooting out

Stretching in that bayou

Where pipelines

Pumping black gold oil

Cross across the swamp

Like spider veins.

 

 

Flow #151

TRACKS / 151
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How I find tiny cuts

The skin of my inner

Thighs outer lip my

Labia

Cuts from his finger

Nails small bloody

Crescents

Like beetle tracks.

 

 

Flow #152

SPOIL / 152

Or deep in a swamp

How oil companies

Create canals

Push earth into piles

Push mud into banks

These spoil banks or

Dams

That block blocking

Water so it cannot
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Flow.

 

 

Flow #153

CLAM / 153

The sky is full of trees

Now after

After he hits me over

The head

With a pipe metal pipe

Hard on

The crown of my skull

Bone and

Suture cracking like a

Clam shell.

 

Pattern of Consumption is a year long project featuring 365
poems by Amalie Flynn and 365 images by Pamela Flynn. The
poetry and images focus on the assault on women and water. 
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New  Fiction  from  Andria
Williams:  “The  Attachment
Division”

The Bureau for the Mitigation of Human Anxiety1.

They were the survivors, they should have been happy, they
should have been fucking thrilled (the President accidentally
blurted that on a hot mic few years back, everyone quoted it
until it was not even that funny anymore, but that’s what
she’d said, throwing up her hands: “I don’t get it. They
should all be fucking thrilled”), but three decades of daily
existential  dread  had  taken  its  toll.  The  evidence  was
everywhere: fish in the rivers poisoned not by dioxin runoff
now, but by Prozac, Zoloft, marijuana, ketamine. There were
drugs in the groundwater and the creeks and the corn. Birds
were constantly getting high, flying into windshields, Lyfts,
barbeque  grills,  outdoor  umbrellas,  the  sides  of  port-a-
potties. The different types of thunks their bodies made,
depending on the material they struck, were the subject of
late-night talk show jokes.

As for humans, the pills weren’t enough, the online therapy,
in-person  therapy,  shock  therapy,  exposure  therapy,  clown
therapy, none of it. The suicide rate hit twenty percent.

It was Dr. Anton Gorgias—still alive, now, at one hundred
eight, and very active on Twitter—who initially proposed, and
eventually headed, the Bureau for the Mitigation of Human
Anxiety. The leaders of fifty-six nations came together to
declare a worldwide mental-health crisis.  Ironic, really,
because the climate problem had been mostly been solved (the
U.S being third-to-last to sign on to the Disaster Accords,
just before Saudi Arabia and Equatorial Guinea. Thank God we
even  did,  Steph  sometimes  marveled.  She  was  twenty-seven;
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people just ten or twenty years older than she was would often
tell her she was lucky to have missed the very first years of
the Wars; she’d think, yes, it had all been a real joy, thank
you). Nothing could be reversed, but they could buy themselves
some  time,  maybe  even  a  few  hundred  years.  That  was  in
Sweden—of course it was Sweden—and so Minnesota was the first
U.S. state to grab the ball and run with it, copying its
spiritual motherland with only a smidge less efficiency.

Twelve states had Bureaus now, with more in the queue. But
those states all looked to Minnesota, where the successes were
measurable: suicide down by seven to nine points, depending on
the  study;  people  rating  their  daily  satisfaction  at  a
respectable 6 out of 10. It had once been two. Remember that,
Stephanie’s  local  director  had  told  them  in  training.  We
brought it up to six. It used to be two.

Using combinations of genomic scanning, lifestyle analysis,
and psychological evaluation, people could pinpoint their main
source  of  anxiety  and  apply  for  its  corresponding  relief
branch. The only hitch, at this point, was that each person
could apply to only one branch. It was a budget and personnel
thing, Steph explained when asked; the Bureau had its limits
like anything else. People did not like being told they had to
choose,  but  their  complaints  made  Steph  feel  a  little
defensive. What more could people ask of a government agency? 
“At least we allow you to be informed,” she’d pointed out to
her parents, her sister, Alex, anyone who took issue. She was
cribbing from the Bureau’s original slogan, “It’s the Most
Informed Decision You’ll Ever Make.”

“Yeah,” quipped Alex, in the recent last days before their
breakup, when he claimed Steph was getting too sensitive, too
cranky, too obsessively hung up on the death of her dad. “We
should all be fucking thrilled.”

People complained about other aspects, too: registration was a
bitch, the waiting period took at least two years and there



was  mandatory  yearlong  counseling,  but,  again—the  numbers
didn’t lie. “It Used to Be Two” was now printed on the sides
of bus stops, above the seats on the light rail.

*

2. Never Laugh in the Presence of the Pre-Deceased

Steph worked for a small subset of Mortality Informance called
the Attachment Division. The Attachment Division was tailored
to people with anxiety caused by the prospect of loss: that
their significant other might pass away before they did. This
was what kept them up at night, what woke them with gasping
nightmares. They wanted to know that they would die first,
because the opposite horrified them. They could choose to be
informed—if indeed they would be first to go—either six months
or three months before their partner.

True, plenty of people registered for the program as newlyweds
and  then  rescinded  their  applications  a  few  years  later,
submitted  them  elsewhere.  But  Stephanie  still  liked  this
niche, this branch of the Bureau, for its slightly less self-
involved feel, its unabashed sentimentality, the gamble its
applicants were willing to make for love. A person had to put
aside  a  bit  of  their  pride  to  work  for  the  Attachment
Division. It was not considered one of the sexy branches. It
was  the  Bureau’s  equivalent  of  an  oversized,  well-worn
cardigan sweater.

I  am  a  Mortality  Informant,  my  work  is  an  honor  and  a
responsibility, it is not sad. Each day I do my job with
compassion and, above all, professionalism. I am on time,
clean,  and  comforting,  but  never  resort  to  intimacy.  I
remember that a sympathetic nod goes a long way. I do not
judge  or  discriminate  based  on  a  Pre-Mortal’s  appearance,
race, creed, economic status, or any other factor. I will
never contact a Pre-Mortal on my caseload outside of work for
any reason. I remember always that I, too, will die.



She recalled her classmate Devin, the first day of training,
raising  his  hand  and  asking  how  the  Attachment  Division
defined “intimacy.” Steph tried to get his attention, jabbing
her finger silently at its definition on page four of their
brand-new handbooks to spare him the embarrassment of asking
something obvious, but he asked anyway. It turned out that
“intimacy,”  for  a  Mortality  Informant,  encompassed  almost
everything, other than 1) helping someone if they collapsed,
and 2) the required shoulder squeeze upon first releasing
information. They’d practiced The Shoulder Squeeze in the same
Estudiante  A/Estudiante  B  setup  she  remembered  from  high
school Spanish, reaching out a straightened arm, aiming for
“the meat of the shoulder.” “One, two,” the instructor had
called, briskly clapping her hands. “One, two. Fingers should
already be prepared to release on the two.”

“You could probably squeeze a little harder,” said Devin,
diligent in his constructive criticism. “But that could just
be  me.  I  like  a  lot  of  pressure.”  They  practiced  with
classmates  taller,  shorter,  and  the  same  heights  as
themselves.

*

3. Nils Gunderson, Neighbor

Steph settled onto a green metal bench across the street from
the address she’d been given, swiped her phone, and logged
into her Bureau account to access the file, waiting as it
loaded. A long page of text came up. Mortality Informants like
herself were required to read their cases’ backgrounds first,
before viewing the image, to help prevent involuntary first
impressions (which, it turned out, were unpreventable).

She jiggled her foot as she scanned, her flat shoes slapping
lightly against her heel. Even a year and a half into the job,
she was always nervous, right before. She’d been assigned to
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tell whoever came up on her screen —as professionally as she
could, and because this was what they had requested, they had
signed up for the program themselves — that in three months
they would be dead.

The top line read, in bold, NAME: NILS GUNDERSON.

“Shit,” she muttered. It wasn’t that this name made anything
worse,  necessarily,  but  that  it  represented,  to  Steph,
something particular. A man named “Nils Gunderson” would be
what she thought of as one of the Old Minnesotans. A lot of
them had moved out of the Cities the last few decades, but she
– perhaps because she was not one, or only partially one (on
her mom’s side), her late father having been relocated to
Minnesota from Thailand as one of thousands of the state’s
climate refugees – had a soft spot for the ones who’d braved
the rapid change and stayed, the folks who loved their city
and weren’t freaked out by the people from all over the world
who’d come, out of necessity, and often reluctantly, to live
in it. She scrolled down: Nils Gunderson was forty-four years
old, married to Claire, worked a desk job for the utilities
company. Mother, Edna, still alive; father, Gary, dead of a
heart attack at fifty. Four sisters, alive also. An adopted
brother from Ghana, interesting. Thirteen cousins around the
state. A large family, the traditional sort that believed in
upward mobility, that had reproduced with diligence, steadily,
starting in Sweden or wherever five generations back, and then
came here and just kept it up, moving through the world as if
it all made sense, as if the world were bound to incrementally
improve  simply  because  they  believed  or  had  been  told  it
would,  naming  their  children  things  like  Nils  Gunderson.
(Although it was worth noting that Nils Gunderson, himself,
did not have children.)

She tapped “Open Photo.” But when she saw his face she gave a
small jump, not because of anything alarming about the image
itself, but because, surprisingly, she recognized him. He was
the man who walked his cat past her apartment every night. He



was someone she, casually but genuinely, liked.

The Bureau tried to prevent matching caseworkers with anyone
they knew. Each time a name came in it was scanned against the
lists  Steph  had  provided:  her  mom  and  brother,  extended
family, ex-boyfriend Alex (newest name on her list), former
bosses. But she hadn’t known this man’s name, and couldn’t
list him. And so while it hadn’t happened until now, here she
was, confronted with the face of a familiar person. Her phone
buzzed with the drone update: he was ten minutes out, headed
home from work now.

*

So now she knew that the man who walked his cat past her
apartment in the evenings had three months left to live. It
would have been a sad piece of information even if she did not
have to deliver it herself.

“Walking the cat” was an energetic phrase for her neighbor’s
nightly routine. He and the cat strolled, really, in no hurry,
stopping often, Nils Gunderson smoking, following the gray
tabby which wore a red halter and leash. Stephanie had seen
him just the night before, in fact, as she’d hip-nudged shut
the door of her car, a cloth bag of groceries in each arm. He
was  shy  and  polite,  middle-aged,  always  slightly  rumpled-
looking, dressed in the way of a person who was not entirely
proud of his body and embarrassed to have to select clothing
for it. He wore, usually, an oversized gray t-shirt with the
writing worn to nothing, baggy cargo shorts; his white legs
slabbed into sandals that were themselves slabs. He had a way
of answering her “hello” with a head motion that was both a
nod and a duck, replying “How’s it going” so quietly she could
hardly  hear  him–as  if  he  were  almost-silently,  in  a
disappearing  voice,  reading  the  disappearing  words  on  his
shirt– then glancing fondly down at his halter-wearing cat as
if glad for the distraction of it. He didn’t carry a phone,
which was unusual. Maybe along with the cat and the cigarette



that  would  have  been  too  much.  The  cat’s  name  was  Thor.
Stephanie knew because she’d hear him try to chuck it up like
a horse sometimes, a click of his tongue and a little jiggle
of the leash: “Let’s go, Thor.”

Thor, who matched his owner with a slight chubbiness, did not
go.  Thor  moved  along  the  sidewalk  with  excruciating
distraction, sniffing every crack in the pavement as he came
to it as if solving a delicate mystery, inspecting each tuft
of grass or weedkiller-warning flag (“No, no,” the man said
with gentle concern, tugging it away, though he must have
realized the flag was a joke, pesticides had been banned for
two decades). It must take a world’s worth of patience to walk
that cat three blocks, Stephanie thought. Or maybe this was
the only opportunity the man had to smoke, and he was relieved
not to hurry. Smoking was illegal indoors now, even in your
own home, and you needed a license– one pack a week, but of
course people still got cigarettes other places.

She hadn’t, all this time, known Nils’s name. But because she
saw him almost daily she also saw him on the worst day of her
life: the evening, six months before, when she’d gotten the
phone call, at work, that her father had died. Frantic, numb,
she’d only just texted Alex to tell him, and she pulled up in
front of the apartment and couldn’t park her car. The space
was too small. In and out and in and out she tried, yanking
the wheel, blind with tears, and the man with the cat, walking
by, seeing her struggle, paused to direct her into the space.
She  remembered  him  in  her  rearview  mirror,  waggling  his
fingers encouragingly, holding up his hand, Good, Stop. His
supportive, pleased thumbs-up when she finally got the car
passably straight. And then she whirled out of the car and
rushed toward her apartment, toward the blurry form of Alex
who had come out to take her in his arms with the gorgeous,
genuine sympathy of some kind of knight – Alex had held her
and cried; he had loved her father, too — and she’d almost
collided with the man-with-the-cat, who noticed, suddenly, her



stricken, tear-streaked face, and said, quietly: Oh.

Just “oh.” With a slight step back, and so much empathy in his
voice, sorrow at having misjudged the apparent triumph of
their situation. There was an apology in the oh, and she had
felt bad later that she hadn’t been able to reply, to say
something stupid like No worries or even just thank him; she’d
jogged forward in her haze of grief, her heart still revving
helplessly, her stomach sick, while the man quietly tugged the
cat’s leash and walked away.

In winter, of course, she saw Nils and his cat far less. The
cat would not have wanted to stroll in a driving January rain.
But after she got back from her dad’s funeral, and started to
readjust  to  life,  slowly,  and  notice  the  things  she  had
noticed before, she liked spotting them. There was something
endearing about the pair, the cat’s refusal to move quickly or
in a straight line, the man’s attendant humility, his lack of
embarrassment  (in  a  neighborhood  of  joggers,  spandexed
cyclists, Crossfitters) at being an unathletic forty-something
male out walking a cat.

Of  course,  the  smoking,  the  lack  of  fitness  might  have
contributed to Nils Gunderson’s situation. Because there he
was, looking back at her out of his profile photo with an
almost hopeful expression, as if he were waiting for her to
speak  so  he  could  politely  respond.  She’d  never  had  the
opportunity  to  study  him  the  way  she  now  could,  in  the
picture: gray-blue eyes, a slightly hooked nose, the gentle
roll of a whiskered double chin cradled by what looked like
the collar of a flannel shirt, a fisherman-style sweater over
that. She flicked to her badge screen and held it loosely on
her lap, closed her eyes a moment, preparing herself with the
first line of the creed on a loop in her mind, because it was
the most soothing to her. I am a Mortality Informant, my work
is an honor and a responsibility, it is not sad. I am a
Mortality Informant, my work is an honor and a responsibility,
it is not— Her phone buzzed and she opened her eyes, glanced



down, saw the newest drone update that he was two miles away,
expected home in four minutes. He was driving a gray Honda
Civic, and would be alone.  Please activate recording device,
the message concluded, and Good Luck.

The capitalized “Good Luck” always struck her as slightly odd,
as if she were about to blast into space. But, glancing back
down at Nils Gunderson on her phone screen, imagining him
coming home to his wife—Claire, she read, was a librarian,
Jesus; it is not sad—and his cat, she did feel a sudden drop
in  her  stomach  that  could  have  been  described  as
gravitational, or maybe it was just the gravity and density of
the information she held, about to pass through poor Nils’s
unshielded, unprepared rib cage like molecules of uranium,
changing him almost as much as his real death would. His

death, according to her notes, would occur on September 8th,

 three months from today.

She pressed her recording button (“for quality control”) and
took  a  deep  breath.  She  would  be  compassionate  and
professional and punctual and clean and non-intimate. It was
the best she could do.

*

That  morning,  not  for  the  first  time,  she  had  typed  a
resignation letter, then deleted it. She’d just had to tell a
nineteen-year-old that her fiancée would die of a sudden,
aggressive leukemia; that an 80-year old woman would lose her
husband of 57 years. (Parents were exempted from the program
until their children were at least 18, or else the whole world
would have gone into chaos.)

“We’re not all suited to the job,” her friend Erica had said
over the phone. “You know all the lifers are on drugs.” Erica
had  quit  the  main  Mortality  Informance  branch  (not  the
Attachment Division) after eight years; now she had her Master
of Fine Arts in creative writing and worked for a chocolate



company,  writing  inspirational  quotes  for  the  inner  foil
wrappers. “Everything is for the best!” she’d write. “Kathy
N., Lincoln, NE.” Or, “Don’t forget to giggle! — Lisa P.,
Detroit, MI.” One night Steph and a very tipsy Erica had
amused  themselves  by  brainstorming  the  least  inspirational
quotes  they  could  come  up  with.  “Imagine  opening  your
chocolate to find: ‘Shut up.’ – Jenny, Topeka, KS,” Erica had
laughed, wiping her eyes. “Or: ‘Yes, it’s probably infected.’
– Marsha, Portland, ME.”

“There are jobs out there,” Erica had promised her, “that are
so easy, you could cry. You don’t have to make life so hard on
yourself.”

And here was his car now.

*

Nils Gunderson parallel-parked, smoothly, a quarter of a block
away, fumbled with something in the passenger seat for a long
time—a backpack, Stephanie saw as he stepped from the car,
hoisting it over one shoulder—and finally made his way in her
direction up the sidewalk. He was slightly duck-footed; maybe
this was more pronounced in his work khakis and brown shoes.
There were light creases of sweat across the top of each
khakied thigh.

Stephanie stood, patted her dark bun, smoothed her skirt,
gathered her small shoulder bag and phone. She wore a butter-
yellow shirt because she thought it a comforting color. The
skirt, pale brown and A-line, was “sexy as a paper bag,” Alex
had said: joking, she knew, but screw him anyway, she wasn’t
supposed to look sexy at her job. He acted as if she should go
out the door in a black leather miniskirt and stilettos, like
some dominatrix angel of death.

Halfway across the street she was interrupted by a group of
college-age kids, sprinting, shouting a breathless “Move!” and
waving her out of the way. She knew what they were doing,



playing a new game everyone was obsessed with, where they
scanned their locations into their phones at surprise moments,
and then their friends had ten minutes to get there and catch
them. She heard people talking about it everywhere she went.
They’d  win  virtual  cash  which  they  spent  on  an  imaginary
planet that they’d build, meticulously, from the first atom
up. People spent months on their planets and were devastated
when they lost; a guy had been shot over it in Brainerd the
week before, and the game itself was causing traffic problems,
accidental hit-and-runs, a lady’s small dog had been clipped
right off the end of its leash by a speeding Segway. Steph
jumped back as the three men plowed forward, one, at least,
calling “Sorry” over his shoulder. “Hope your imaginary planet
is awesome,” she snipped. Alex had been getting into this
game; sometimes his phone went off at three a.m. and he’d dash
out the door almost desperately. He had started to sleep fully
dressed, even wearing his shoes. If she slowed him down by
talking as he made for the door, he’d get crabby, in this
weird, saccharine tone where she could tell he was trying to
moderate his voice because he knew it was, at heart, an absurd
thing to get irritable over. He was aware of that at least. So
she’d started pretending to stay asleep. Then, once he left,
she’d  toss  and  turn  angrily,  obscurely  resentful  of  this
idiotic game. She was glad all that was over now, Alex and his
dumb game, even though he had named his planet after her,
which was sweet. And last night she’d been tossing and turning
anyway,  but  because  he  wasn’t  there,  and  she’d  ended  up
fishing his basketball sweatshirt with the cutoff sleeves out
of the back of her closet and wearing it to sleep— sweet
Jesus. Was there no middle ground?

She had to catch up to Nils Gunderson. He was almost at the
front door. “Mr. Gunderson,” she called, trotting the last few
steps in her flat, unsexy shoes. He turned, a quizzical smile
crossing  his  face—not  one  of  recognition,  in  the  first
instant, but because she was a small, non-threatening female
person  calling  after  him—and  then  growing  slightly  more



puzzled as he placed her.

“Mr. Gunderson, may I speak to you for a moment?”

“I – sure,” he said. “Wait. You – you live a few blocks that
way.” He pointed.

“I do. Please come over here, if you would.” She gestured to
the grassy strip alongside his building, wishing there were a
bench closer by. It was good to have a place where people
could sit down, but she didn’t want to lead him all the way
back across the street.

He followed her a few steps, as she asked him to verify his
name, address, date of birth. He answered so trustingly, his
grayish-blue eyes patient, politely curious, that she could
hardly  stand  to  see  (as  she  flashed  her  badge)  the  dim
knowledge gathering around their edges and then intensifying.
She told him, in the plain language she’d practiced hundreds
of times, that she was a Mortality Informant, reminding him
gently that he had signed up for this program, had requested
notification three months before his death, that he would pass
away long before his wife, and that was why an Informant had
been sent. No, she could not tell him when his wife would die,
but it was far into the future. He paled before her eyes, she
could see it happen, his mortality crashing in on him like the
YMCA wave pool he’d later tell her he’d loved as a child, arms
outstretched, staggering backwards, chlorine, briefly, in his
nose  and  throat–the  exhilaration  of  having  cheated  death,
which he was not cheating now. Steph placed one hand on his
thick  shoulder  and  gave  it  a  squeeze,  one,  two.  She  was
prepared for him to cry, to ask why so soon, so young, even
his dad had made it to fifty; to tell her in shock to go away,
fuck her, fuck the program, he wished he’d never heard of it:
some people got very upset. They wanted this information in
the abstract, but not the real, or they didn’t want the moment
of receiving it. Several mortality informants had been punched
or kicked. Devin had once been chased three blocks. Now they



had an emergency button on their phones that could call for
backup.

But he surprised her. “Thank God,” he said, his voice choked,
overwhelmed. “Oh, thank God, thank God.”

*

It  was  close  to  eleven  p.m.  when  she  heard  him.  Windows
cracked, crickets singing through the warm St. Paul night, and
then suddenly a wail from street-level that sounded agonized,
almost otherworldly. Somehow Steph suspected it was him even
before she went to peek. From her second-story brick apartment
she saw Nils Gunderson’s large figure hunched on the bench
below, the cat sniffing thoughtfully at a crushed cup.

I will never contact a Pre-Mortal on my caseload outside of
work for any reason.

The wail was followed by distinct, repetitive sobs; someone
cycling down the street glanced over, pedaled on.

I remember always that I, too, will die.

“Fuck,” she muttered. She yanked off Alex’s old basketball
sweatshirt  with  the  cutoff  sleeves  and  threw  it  onto  the
couch. Strode out the door and down the wooden stairs in her
baggy, checked pajama pants and ribbed tank top.

When she stood next to him, he looked up, his face swollen,
tear-streaked, awful.

“You can’t do this,” she said, crossing her arms over her
chest, self-conscious of her braless state. “I’m not supposed
to talk to you.”

“I’m not doing anything,” he said. “I come to this bench every
night.” She glared at him and he added, automatically, “I’m
sorry.”



For a moment they both stood, staring at the black, puddled
street. There’d been a late afternoon rain.  Four young men
raced by on bikes, whooping, phones in their hands, the thin
tires splitting the puddles in two like bird-wings.

“That is the dumbest game,” Nils Gunderson said, and before
she could stop herself Stephanie let out a dry chuckle. He
looked at her gratefully. Tapped his shirt pocket. “Smoke?”

She hesitated. The first week of training they’d had to swear
off cigarettes, alcohol, weed, opiates, anything that might
dull  or  heighten  their  sensitivity  to  other  people.  The
database bounced them from liquor stores and dispensaries.
Their mornings began with fifteen minutes of guided meditation
on their phones, setting their intentions for the day. Their
intentions, it turned out, were always to be compassionate,
professional,  punctual,  clean,  and  non-intimate.  Meditation
annoyed her. She recalled Alex coming out of the shower one
morning, a towel around his waist, and spotting her meditating
(she’d cracked one eye just a sliver when she heard the door);
grinning, tackling her, teasing her until she turned the phone
face-down and just let it drone on. That had been a fun
morning.

Nils held out a cigarette.

“Yes, please,” she said.

He scooted over and she sat down beside him. He lit her
cigarette. The nicotine wrapped her brain in the most welcome
hug, tight, tighter, like a snail in a shell. God, now she
craved a drink.

Nils talked. He was worried about his wife. The librarian,
Claire. “She’ll be so lonely,” he said.

“When you signed up for this program,” Steph said, rallying
her  work-voice  though  she  felt  worn  out,  “there  was  an
unselfishness to your act. Remember that.”



“Okay,” he said. “That makes me feel better. Talk about that a
little more. I mean, if you don’t mind.”

Steph took a drag, exhaled. If she could just smoke all the
time her job would be a lot easier. “We’ll have a team of
grief counselors, a doctor, and after-care staff at your home
within minutes of your passing. Claire won’t be left alone
until her family can get there. The best thing you can do when
you feel it happening is to quietly go lie down. It’s less
upsetting  for  everyone.”  Steph  looked  at  him,  his  bleak
expression heavying his face. She could see him imagining his
own, undignified death, gurgling facedown in a cereal bowl,
slumped in the shower while water coursed over his beached
form. She repeated, “Remember that, just go to the bedroom and
lie down.”

“She has a sister in Sheboygan,” Nils began.

“We know. We have it all on file.”

“Will you be one of the people there with her?” He’d suddenly
developed the ability to cry silently and abundantly, like a
beautiful woman in a film. Tears ran down his cheeks. He
picked at his bitten thumbnails, weeping.

Steph shook her head. “It’s a separate team. My job was only
to inform you.”

“I won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

“I can put in a request for something to help you sleep, but
only for the next few nights. We don’t want you sleeping away
the last three months of your life. Try to enjoy yourself,
Nils. Go on a vacation. Sit outside. Re-watch your favorite
movies, go to restaurants.” She thought of her friend Erica
and her chocolate-wrapper slogans. “Remember to giggle. Watch
the sunrise. Have a lot of sex.” That was not from a chocolate
wrapper; that was what happened when she winged it. She should
never wing it. “If you can. I mean, maybe not tonight. Give it



a week or so.”

He glanced at her, tear-streaked. “Have sex with Claire, you
mean.”

“Well, of course. That’s what I meant.”

“Just checking. I don’t know what kind of advice you guys
give. You’re all so smug,” he added after a moment, but in a
sad voice, almost to himself, and it would turn out this was
as insulting as he got.

“We’re really not,” Steph said.

“Should I tell her?”

“I can’t make that decision for you.”

They sat for a while; Steph accepted another cigarette. The
cat rubbed against her pajama pants, his back arched, tail
upright and quivering. She reached down to pet him. His fur
was slick and soft as a seal’s.

“That one time I helped you park,” Nils began.

Steph looked at him.

“You were crying,” he said. “I felt terrible. I didn’t even
notice until after you got out of the car.”

“It’s not your fault. I mean, I was in a car. You probably
couldn’t see my face clearly. You were being nice by helping
me out.”

“I just remember giving you this really stupid thumbs-up, and
I was still holding it when you almost ran into me. Just
grinning with my thumbs up, like a fucking idiot.”

“It was a really tight parking spot.”

“What were you crying about?”



Now her own eyes were stinging. “My dad,” she said after a
minute. “I’d just found out he died.”

“Oh.” There it was again, Nils Gunderson’s oh. Steph’s vision
swarmed. Nils said, “I’m really sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah,” said Steph, an edge of bitterness to her voice. “Car
accident. Can’t really be prepared for something like that.”

“He wasn’t in – in the program? Like I am?”

She smiled bleakly. “He didn’t believe in it.”

Nils nodded, looked out at the street again. “I’m wondering if
it was a mistake. For me, I mean.”

Steph hesitated. “Everything always works out for the best,”
she said, and then stopped. “No, that’s bullshit. It’s total
bullshit.  Sometimes  things  just  don’t  work  out  at  all.
Sometimes people die and it’s just fucking sad.” His mouth
dropped slightly and she sped up: “But I don’t think that’s
the case with you and Claire. I mean, that any part of this is
bullshit.  I  think  –  I  think  you’ve  had  a  wonderful  life
together and you’ve done right by her. And that signing up for
this program was the right thing to do.” She rallied: “It was
the most informed decision you could have made. I believe
that. I do, Nils.”

“Thank  you.”  He  wiped  his  face  on  both  arms.  Droplets
glittered on the hair. “That was really nice of you to say.
Will you meet me here tomorrow night?”

She tossed her cigarette onto the pavement – also illegal, she
didn’t care right now – and Nils ground it out with his shoe.
“I can’t,” she said.

As she got up, scuffing back toward her apartment in flip-
flops,  he  called:  “What  department  did  you  sign  up  for,
anyway? For yourself?”



She was honest: “I didn’t sign up for any.”

*

4. The Confession

But he was back out by the bench the next evening, a large,
forlorn  form  in  the  dark,  this  time  standing  and  looking
directly up at her building. He was holding something in his
hands. Steph waited him out, tried to do the crossword puzzle
in the Strib, made a cup of tea, dumped it in the sink. If
this kept up, she would certainly lose her job before she
could make any decisions herself about it. “Jesus fuck,” she
said finally, flip-flopping downstairs.

He  immediately  apologized  in  a  voice  so  hoarse  she  could
barely hear him. “I’m sorry, but I need your help. I made
something. I was wondering if you would listen to it for me,
tell me if it’s okay.” He added ominously, “It’s the most
important thing I’ve ever made.” He thrust the package toward
her. It was wrapped in newspaper and he had triangled the
corners, taped them. If he’d had a bow he probably would have
put one on. “What are you wearing?” he blurted. “Do you play
basketball?”

Steph’s  cheeks  flared  as  she  fingered  the  edge  of  the
sweatshirt, which went down to her knees. “Oh. It was my
boyfriend’s. Ex-boyfriend’s. I shouldn’t be – I shouldn’t be
wearing it.”

Nils’s eyes widened, wet. “Did he die?”

“God, no. It’s not like I – make people die,” Steph said, and
then she started to laugh, an odd, cathartic laugh, one hand
over her eyes. She realized she hadn’t laughed all day. She
wheezed until she half-bent over, holding her waist with the
other  arm.  The  thought  of  herself  as  some  cursed  being,
walking around while people dropped away like playing cards –
it was too much. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said, waving her



hand, getting control of herself. She was not supposed to
laugh in the presence of the pre-deceased.

But he was chuckling, too, tears blinking on the edges of his
eyelids. He was laughing simply because she was laughing, out
of some empathetic impulse. For a split second she wanted to
hug him. She could probably get away with a shoulder squeeze.
Lord knew she was royally fucking this up already. Instead she
pinched her nose, took a deep breath, looked down at the item
as he handed it to her. “What is it?” she asked.

“It’s just – things I wanted to tell Claire. Things I want her
to know about me. I feel like, after all this time, she should
know everything about me. Before we’re parted forever.”

“Maybe not forever,” Steph tried, regretting it the moment it
came out.

He brightened. “You think so?” Whispered: “Do they teach you
something in school the rest of us don’t know?”

“No,” Steph said. “I’m sorry. Why are you asking me for advice
on your – your recording? I’m not, like, a writer or artist or
anything.”

“But you’re honest. I can tell. And I want you to be honest
with me, tell me if you think it’s any good. Promise me you’ll
listen to it,” he said.

“There’s  a  chance  people  shouldn’t  know  everything  about
somebody else,” she cautioned.

He shook his head. It was the most emphatic thing she’d seen
him do. “That’s not true,” he said, nearly defiant. “This is
me and Claire we’re talking about here.”

*

Back  upstairs,  she  tugged  open  the  newspaper  to  reveal  a
memory stick tucked up against a pack of Marlboro Reds. She



smiled in spite of herself, cracked the window.

The  file  was  enormous.  He  had  talked  for  twelve  hours
straight: indoors, perhaps while Claire was at work; outside,
voices in the background, cars swishing past. Initially, he
was quite poetic. He must have been a reader, Steph thought,
to marry a librarian.

He talked with a low urgency, but slowly, clearly, his voice
growing drier by the hour. Steph, sitting with a notepad and
pen, initially tried to jot helpful notes.

“My first memory,” Nils was saying, his voice strong at this
point, “is of my own foot. I must have been six or seven
months old. I remember looking at it in my crib, grabbing it,
marveling. I think I found my foot beautiful. The toes were
lined up in descending order like small pearls, the nails pink
as areolas.”

Steph frowned. “Shifting point of view,” she scribbled. “A
baby wouldn’t be able to make these comparisons.” Then she
crossed it out. “Which foot?” she wrote. She crossed that out,
too.

Nils roamed on, through his toddler years, a dog bite, falling
off a tall piece of playground equipment, the disappointment
of the local pool shutting down for water conservation (Steph
didn’t even remember public pools – a startling idea, to have
your  body  in  the  same  water  as  a  bunch  of  strangers’),
accidentally  wetting  his  pants  in  first  grade,  his  first
memorable, puzzling erection a year or so later, and how his
mom had spanked him afterward. He didn’t think the two were
related,  but  he  couldn’t  be  sure.  “Maybe  more  positive
memories,” Steph suggested.

“Dad used to tell me I was a quitter,” Nils was saying, two
hours later. “I quit four jobs in high school. I quit the
football team because half the guys were assholes. I quit
lunchtime Spanish club. There are forty-six books in our house



I’ve never read, Claire. Forty-six. You’ve read all of them. I
didn’t make it to Grandma Clark’s funeral. I’m a failure in so
many ways. I feel like I’ve never stuck with anything except
you, Claire. You’re the only thing worth sticking by.”

Steph noted the time and wrote, “Sweet.”

“And Thor,” Nils amended. “I’ve stuck by Thor.” He went on a
brief  tangent  of  memories  about  the  cat,  charming
particularities of its behavior. “Good!” wrote Steph. Smiley-
face.

“But,” the recording went on, “I’m still ashamed. If I’m being
really honest, Claire, I’m ashamed. Because I’ve had so many
secret thoughts in my head. Do you ever wish we could know
each other’s thoughts, Claire? What would happen to the world
if we could all be inside each other’s heads?”

Steph yawned, a cigarette dangling from her left hand. It was
the  middle  of  the  night  but  she  couldn’t  seem  to  stop
listening.  Outside,  crickets  sang.

“The thing is, Claire,” Nils went on, “you’re so good. I’ve
realized I’m not as good and I wish I could find a way to make
it up to you. I know you don’t sit there at the library
checking out every guy who walks in but I look at girls all
the time. I mean like all kinds of girls and women. I can’t
help it. Teenage girls, older women. I can’t help but notice
their bodies in their clothes. Sometimes I think about them
later.  And  I  know  that’s  so  hypocritical  because  I’m  no
Ricardo Lee myself [an action-movie star]. I’ve never even
taken very good care of my feet. I should have made my feet
look  better  for  you.  I  should  have  lost  weight  for  you,
Claire. Sometimes I thought about it but I could only stick to
a diet for, like, three hours. I have no self-control.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Steph wrote.

“Sometimes, when we’d make love, Claire, I’d picture someone



else. Rhonda Jones [a prominent Black actress]. Remember that
movie where she had sex with Ricardo Lee? I would think about
that a lot when we’d make love. Just the way her breasts
bounced. I would picture them and it would help me, you know,
get there.” Steph felt her nose crinkle. “And sometimes I
would picture your sister. Not Marla: Kate. When we went on
that beach vacation to Ocean City I felt terrible because that
was some of the best sex of our lives and I was picturing Kate
in her orange bikini most of the time. You were always so
self-conscious about your small chest but it never really
bothered me. The only thing I really should have been feeling,
every day with you, was gratitude. You know?” Nils was crying
now and Steph, at a loss, had turned to doodling swirls in the
margins of her notepad. “That’s the part that just kills me.
Why did I waste any of you, Claire? You’re precious to me. The
only thing I ever should have felt was gratitude.”

Steph  clicked  on  the  screen:  there  were  still  five  hours
remaining. She closed the computer. It was nearly time for her
to go to work. She was going to be a mess. She had only four
cigarettes left and she felt too sick even for coffee. She
turned the shower as hot as she could, briefly pondered her
own smallish breasts, washed her hair three times to get the
smoke  out,  braided  it  down  her  back,  changed  into  fresh
clothes, and drove to work.

*

5. Feedback

Nils waited two evenings, respectfully, before returning to
the bench. “I didn’t want to rush you,” he said. He was
composed, even a little eager, but slightly puffy through the
face. He had freshly showered and shaved and was wearing a
polo shirt, and the overall impression was that he had been
sort of scraped, steamed, and stuffed. It made him look both
less tired and more so at the same time. “I’m trying to look
better for Claire,” he explained. “I even brushed Thor.” The



cat did look sleek.

“Have you told her yet?” Steph asked.

“No. I’m waiting a little longer.”

“That must be hard,” she said, as if it were the only hard
thing about the situation. When his eyes began to water she
changed the subject. “Your recording,” she said.

He brightened. “What did you think? I decided to call it The
Confession. Because that’s what it is. The truest thing I’ve
ever told anyone.”

“Yeah,” said Steph. “I think—I think you should definitely not
give it to Claire.”

Nils’s face changed utterly with confusion. “What?”

“It’s just – I think you want to leave her with the best
possible  memories  of  you.  With  –  with  this,”  she  said,
indicating his hair, his shirt. “These are the last memories
of you she’s going to have for her entire life. I think you
want them to be positive, you know?”

“But it’s the truth,” he said.

Steph made a small irritated sound. “Lots of things are the
truth,” she said. “Think about Claire–”

“All I ever think about is Claire.”

“Apparently  not,”  said  Steph,  and  then  apologized.  “You
shouldn’t give someone a confession they can’t respond to.
It’s – unethical. She’d be stuck with just your words here,
and who knows exactly how she’d interpret them? Which ones
she’d focus on? What if she doesn’t hear all the times you’re
telling her you love her, and just thinks endlessly about the
other stuff? Why do you need to confess, anyway? I hate to
break it to you, but nothing on this recording is that bad.



It’s just – it’s just kind of inappropriate. You know?”

“But it’s the truth.”

“Yes, you keep saying that, but this is your marriage and your
life, Nils. Do you really want it to be some kind of social
experiment, or do you want it to be warm and loving and
meaningful? Don’t shoot yourself in the foot here. You want –
you want Claire to feel like she made a good decision with her
own life,” Steph blurted helplessly. “That she made the best
possible decision.”

Nils stood quietly a moment, seeming to shrink slightly into
himself. “And you think she didn’t,” he said.

Steph felt a wash of shame. “That’s not what I meant to say.”

“No, I understand,” he said, not accusingly, but as if reeling
with the thought. He spoke slowly, almost as if in wonder.
“When I expressed my truth, it became clear to you that I was
not Claire’s best decision.”

How many ways, Steph wondered, am I going to be forced to hurt
this man? “I think giving her this recording is not the best
decision,”  she  said.  “I  think  you  were  probably  a  great
decision.”

He nodded to himself, his eyes brimming again. “Well, thank
you for listening to it,” he said. “And for your time. I know
I took a lot of your time and energy. I feel bad about that. I
took a lot of your emotional energy.”

“Don’t feel bad,” said Steph, exhausted.

“It was really helpful to talk to you,” Nils said. He began to
shuffle down the street, looking defeated. Thor, gleaming like
a tiny streetlight, followed. Then Thor stopped, and Nils
stood two feet from Steph making encouraging kissy sounds, and
the cat started up again. And then stopped. And then started,
and then stopped. Nils tried to gaze up at a tree. I am going



to actually die right now, Steph thought.

But she wasn’t. Or, at least she didn’t think she was.

*

6. The Game

For the next few weeks, Steph was careful not to encounter
Nils. She grocery-shopped on Saturday mornings, instead of
after work, and she did not go outside during his walking
hours. It helped that there were weeks of heavy rain, shining
in intermittent sunlight, the gutters constantly steaming as
if they breathed. It was not ideal weather for Thor to stroll
in.

When her termination notice came, she was not surprised. She
wondered, briefly, if Nils might have reported her, but her
supervisor produced drone images: she and Nils smoking on the
bench. There had been a brief investigation, agents sent to
Nils’s apartment. Loyally, unaware of the photos, Nils claimed
that Steph had refused to speak to him outside of work and
never had; Steph smirked at his sporadic attachment to truth.
Her supervisor, noting her smirk, reminded her that there was
nothing funny about being a Mortality Informant, and that was
why it was necessary that she now seek another career.

“Maybe  there’s  sometimes  something  funny  about  it,”  Steph
said.

Her supervisor told her to pack up her desk.

*

September 8th nagged at Steph on her wall calendar; her eye
flicked to it again and again. When the morning came, hot and
bright, she found herself unable to sit still. She circled
want ads in the paper – low-paying jobs working with the
disabled, or small children – and finally went for a run. She



passed Nils’s street but could discern nothing out of the
ordinary; cars lined both sides, as always, and there didn’t
seem to be any more or less than usual. She found herself
running faster and faster, the steamy air filling her lungs,
her  heart  pounding  frantically  and  ecstatically  until  it
seemed to fill her whole chest and body and vision and mind.
She reached a bench at a park half a mile away and bent over,
gripping its metal back, nearly hyperventilating. Her mind was
filled with an enormous, pulsing red. It bloomed and bloomed
as if trying to push her eyeballs out. Steph dropped to her
knees. The ground was muddy and gritty beneath them, pungent,
slightly cool. The tiny rocks in it hurt. She tried to spit on
the ground, but hit her own thigh.

“Miss?” an unfamiliar male voice asked. “Are you alright?”

She looked up.

“Are you part of The Game?” he asked. “Are you looking for
John?”

It took her a moment to parse this. “No,” she said. “I’m not.
I was just jogging. Just a little out of shape.” She added,
with manufactured effort to pass the nausea, “Good luck with
your Game!”

She wasn’t really out of shape, but the man took her word for
it and politely moved on. Besides, he was looking for John.
When Steph’s vision had cleared, she walked slowly toward
home, hand on her cramping ribcage, small spots still dancing
around the corner of her eyes. Just go lie down, Nils, she
thought, as if she could send him a message with her mind.
Just go lie down.

When she got home, she staggered, exhausted, into her tiny
bedroom, laid on her back the bed, and balled her fists into
her eyes. She was soaked with sweat, small pebbles spattering
her knees like buckshot. She no longer had access to her work
files, of course, but she imagined the notification that would



have popped up: CASE CLOSED. Her chest tightened again and she
rolled  onto  her  side,  reaching  back  to  yank  hard  on  her
ponytail, a habit she had in moments of grief. It was almost
enough to shock her out of any emotion, that pull, hard and
fast.

She must have fallen asleep, because when she opened her eyes
again  the  sunlight  was  slanted,  descending.  She  sat  up,
clammy, rubbed the pebbles from her knees. Wiped her eyes. She
would find a new job, buy groceries, call her mom. When she
stood, she let out a small sigh, which sounded like oh.

 

 

 

New  Nonfiction  from  Sari
Fordham: “Mending”
Our pre-WWII house has two small bedrooms, a tiny closet in
each. I feel virtuous when I fit my clothing into one, leaving
my husband Bryan’s clothes to migrate between our daughter
Kai’s closet and the hall’s. Once upon a time, an American
family fit easily into this house. Perhaps they even kept a
car in the garage.

I buy The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up by Marie Kondo
with  the  intention  of  paring  down  my  belongings  to  their
essential. I donate and donate. I learn to fold my clothes
into origami shapes, but the deeper lesson, to accumulate
less, is a harder one to master. Never before in human history
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have so many beautiful things cost so little. We can’t seem to
resist. When the poppies bloom, Kai runs out to pick the
prettiest  ones.  She’s  indifferent  to  their  fates—a  swift
wilting in jam jars of water—because it is the acquisition
that fills her heart with joy. I feel the same thrill when the
dress I ordered arrives in the mail.

The actual cost is in Bangladesh, where the dress is sewn by
women earning too little. Count also the water used to grow
the  cotton,  the  pesticides  sprayed  onto  the  plants,  the
insects  killed  by  the  pesticides,  the  dyes  thrown  into  a
river, the coal or gas powering the factory, the energy spent
on transportation, the plastic the dress is wrapped in, the
box used to mail it to me, the tree the box came from. The
clothing industry accounts for eight percent of greenhouse
gases.

When my favorite pair of jeans gets a hole, I fold them into
an origami rectangle and perch them in the back of the drawer.
Jeans are the staple of my teaching wardrobe, but I draw the
line at worn out knees. One must have standards. I would toss
them, but they have been kind to my post-baby body.

Enter  mending  and  Sashiko  stitching.  Without  the  stunning
picture—white  circles  stitched  onto  navy  fabric—I  wouldn’t
have clicked on the how-to article. In the Little House books,
Mary mended, while Laura explored the prairie. I never wanted
to be Mary. Yet here I am, intrigued by the artistry and
simplicity of fixing your own clothes.

I borrow a book on visible mending from the library, and Bryan
volunteers a pair of his old jeans for the patch. When I
invite  friends  to  a  mending  party,  they’re  enthusiastic.
Mending! How quaint! They do not, however, bring clothes to
fix—because who mends anymore?—but they bring other tasks and
we talk and laugh and when everyone leaves, I’m still mending.
I’m enchanted with my progress, which is slow. When the patch
is finally finished, the jeans look better than they did when



they were new. The stitches travel boldly across one leg and
are visually interesting. The reward circuit of my brain, the
one activated by pretty things, is pleased with this outcome.
More pleased, even, than when buying something new.

Mended socks, by Sari Fordham

I become the house mender, a position I hadn’t realized our
family  needed.  I  fix  the  hole  in  Kai’s  sweater  and  then
embroider a heart on it. When the dog chews our couch cushion,
I announce that I can mend it. The couch is brown, and I first
sew as much of the tear together as I can with matching
thread. Then I use red fabric for the patch, and red thread to
sew it into place. I am satisfied with my choices, which is
fortunate since the dog chews another hole in the couch. He
does this five times before we wise up and buy bitter tasting
spray. Then, I mend the hole the dog chews in Kai’s bedspread.
I mend Kai’s stuffed snail. I mend Bryan’s shirt. I mend a
second pair of my jeans. I mend my sweatpants. And then, I get
serious: I start darning socks.

I have purchased a vintage Speedwever on eBay and wonder aloud
if mending is just another excuse to buy things. “If you use
it, it’s not,” Bryan says. The 1950s Speedwever is a tiny loom
that makes darning faster and more aesthetically appealing.
Though measuring quickness is relative. “I don’t know why it’s
called speedy,” Kai says. “If it were really speedy, it would
work like this,” and she makes gestures that remind me of an
electronic typewriter.

“It’s okay to be slow,” I tell her.

*

I’m darning at a time when humanity has both slowed down and
gotten busier. The pandemic has arrived in the United States.
Everyone I know is baking bread. I repair socks. I have a pile
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with holes. In the evening, hands busy with darning, I call my
friend Youngshil in South Korea and we first gossip about old
friends and then we sit with our fears. What do you say? Well,
we say a lot. We compare our worries and the responses of our
respective countries.  “After this is over,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’ve got to come visit.”

When  I  hang  up,  I  feel  hopeful,  grounded  by  a  web  of
connections. It’s the same web that makes things like viruses
spread faster and the planet heat up. Connectivity is vice and
salvation.  Bryan  and  I  have  joined  our  local  branch  of
350.org. We’re learning the granular details of legislative
bills,  making  phone  calls,  writing  letters,  meeting
representatives,  and  amplifying  the  efforts  of
environmentalists in other places. If the Earth is to avert
disaster, systems must transform. Climate change is a global
problem and we can only fix it together.

I repair a hole in the heel of my sock and understand how
trivial my efforts are. Okay, do this because it feeds your
creativity. Do this to remember the nobility of small things.
I thread the needle again, and pull the thread through the
colorful fabric of my sock. I tell Bryan that I’m preparing
for the apocalypse, and without irony, he nods.

Interview: The Problem of the
Hero: Peter Molin Talks with
Roy Scranton
Introduction:   Roy  Scranton’s  soon-to-be  published  Total
Mobilization: American Literature and World War II expands
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upon  Scranton’s  controversial  2015  Los  Angeles  Review  of
Books article “The Myth of the Trauma Hero, from Wilfred Owen
to  ‘Redeployment’  and  ‘American  Sniper.’”  The  LARB  piece
asserted  that  American  war  literature  over-privileges  the
emotional suffering of white male American combatants at the
expense of their war victims, while ignoring larger social and
political  aspects  of  militarism  and  war.  In  Total
Mobilization Scranton locates the birth of the trauma hero in
canonical  World  War  II  fiction  and  poetry.  He  connects
literature with culture by making two arguments:  1) Treating
soldiers  as  easily-damaged  and  pitiable  victims  of  war
obscures  moral  reckoning  with  war  guilt  and  effective
reintegration  by  veterans  into  civilian  society,  and  2)
identifying  and  isolating  veterans  as  a  sanctified  social
caste  offers  veterans  a  dubious  cultural  reverence  that
overestimates  the  authority  of  their  experience,  while
satisfying  a  dubious  logic  that  preserves  soldiers  their
identities  as  good  men  and  the  wars  they  fought  as  good
wars. In making this argument, Scranton shuffles the deck of
World War II-writing, inviting readers to seriously reconsider
the cultural work performed by canonical works, and asking
them to pay more attention to a number of novels, poems,
essays,  articles,  and  movies  that  tell  a  different,  more
nuanced story about World War II and the decades after.

The interview was conducted via a series of phone calls and
email exchanges.

— Peter Molin

PM:  When did the concept of the trauma hero as a literary
trope and cultural reality begin to form in your mind?  Was it
related more to your actual service in Iraq or to your reading
and beginning efforts to write afterwards?

RS: I can pinpoint the origin of my conceptualization of the
trauma hero and, in fact, the origin of what became Total
Mobilization, in a graduate seminar I took on war literature



at the New School, in 2007 or 2008. I was anxious about taking
the class, because it was one of the first graduate seminars I
was to take, and because I was highly sensitive about the way
in which my personal experience in Iraq might distort the
classroom dynamic. I wrote the professor an email in advance,
asking about the course, expressing my concerns, and assuring
him that I was really interested in the material, not in using
the classroom as a space to talk about myself. He responded
enthusiastically,  encouraging  me  to  join  the  class,  and
telling me that my personal experience need not be a focus in
the seminar, though he was convinced the mere fact of it would
help my fellow students better connect with the material.

The syllabus was fairly typical “war lit,” jumping from the
Iliad to [Robert Graves’] Good Bye to All That and Wilfred
Owen, then a bunch of stuff on Vietnam, then I think ending
with  [Anthony]  Swofford’s  Jarhead.  What  quickly  became
apparent,  however,  was  that  for  the  professor,  all  the
material we were reading could only be understood through a
combination of Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery and Joseph
Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces. For this guy, all war
literature was a story of trauma. But not just for him: he was
merely a particularly dogmatic preacher of what was, I soon
realized, a pervasive cultural belief.

Now I’d loved Hero with a Thousand Faces when I read it in
high school, and spent two or three years annoying my friends
by  breaking  down  every  movie  we  saw  into  its  constituent
archetypal moments, the giving of the boon, the crossing of
the threshold, confronting the father, blah blah blah. But
that had been a long time ago, and I’d long since realized the
limits of Campbell’s reductionist approach, despite the real
insights it often offered. And while much war literature did
seem  to  fit  loosely  within  the  adventure-story  framework
Campbell elaborated, reading something like [Ernst Junger’s]
Storm of Steel, to take only one example, through the lens of
trauma seemed deeply mistaken, not only missing what was most



interesting about the work, but wrenching its central premises
into an alien ideology. The same thing seemed true with the
Iliad, which is deeply misunderstood when viewed through the
lens of trauma (as in [Jonathan] Shay’s Achilles in Vietnam,
which misreads Homer and misunderstands Greek culture, though
does nevertheless have real insights), as are numerous other
works.

So I did what I do, which was to ask annoying questions, find
counter-examples, and probe the professor’s all-encompassing
theory for weak points. The entire seminar was soon taken over
by our intellectual grappling: things rapidly spun out of
control and devolved into a power struggle. I was fighting for
my intellectual integrity, my authority as a veteran, and my
grade, while he was fighting for—well, it turned out that his
brother had gone to Vietnam and come home fucked up, and this
professor seemed to have devoted his life since to fixing his
brother by proxy. I did not know when I started the class that
I was to be another such proxy, but when our conflict climaxed
in him sending me an eight-page email telling me how sorry he
was that I was so traumatized and how much he wished he could
help me, I went to the department chair.

The professor was not invited back to teach. I saved my grade,
wrote an essay about trauma and confession that was published
in George Kovach’s journal Consequence (“The Sinner’s Strip-
Tease: Rereading The Things They Carried,” Consequence, 2:1,
Spring  2010),  and  started  delving  deep  into  the  idea  of
trauma: where it came from, how it worked, and why everybody
seemed to conflate it with socially organized violence.

PM:  At what point did you begin to sense that the trauma hero
trope  worked  not  as  a  redemptive  effort  by  authors  to
“humanize” soldiers by illustrating the brutality of war, but
a pernicious cultural mechanism that valorized an unhealthy
way of thinking about soldiers, war, and militarism? Was there
a  specific  book,  thinker,  or  event  that  crystalized  the
impression?



RS: From the beginning, really, I was asking myself how this
worked and who it served. Cui bono, right? I was also—let’s
just say that I was deeply formed in the hermeneutics of
suspicion, and at the same time as I was taking that seminar
on war literature I remember reading Michel Foucault’s History
of Sexuality, Vol. 1. Now Foucault… I’m not going to spend any
time  defending  Foucault,  as  a  thinker  or  a  historian  or
whatever.  I’ve  always  thought  he’s  the  Jamiroquai  to
Nietzsche’s Stevie Wonder. But a key point of the History of
Sexuality, which is a basically Nietzschean point, is that
saying we’re not going to talk about something is a way to
talk about it. Repression is a mode of expression. Foucault
made this point about the Victorians and sex, but it’s worth
keeping  in  mind  anytime  you  start  looking  at  cultural
practices, since taboos and mysteries and so on are usually
key to a culture.

This may seem sideways, but it’s important to remember that
trauma is always “that which cannot be spoken.” Recall Tim
O’Brien’s mystical lyricism about how there’s no such thing as
a true war story (which I discuss in my chapter on trauma).
Narrating the unspeakable is a power move: it designates you
as a master of mystery. Now I already knew about and was
suspicious of the moral authority invested in veterans simply
by fact of their having joined the military. It was a pretty
short step then to see how trauma functioned as a way of
evoking  and  preserving  a  sense  of  mystery  around  that
authority.  Luckily,  I  happened  to  come  across  Israeli
historian  Yuval  Harari’s  magnificent  book,  The  Ultimate
Experience: Battlefield Revelations and the Making of Modern
War  Culture,  1450-2000,  which  provides  a  deep  synoptic
cultural history of how the experience of war changed in the
west  from  being  understood  as  a  testament  to  one’s
capabilities, like a bullet point on a CV, to being understood
as a revelation of esoteric wisdom. That book was very useful
for helping me understand how contemporary perspectives on the
experience of war evolved and what kinds of cultural work they



do.

PM:   Early  in  Total  Mobilization,  you  list  a  fairly
conventional canon of well-known World War II fiction and
poetry. But these are not the works you want to discuss in
Total Mobilization.  Instead, you bring to the fore authors
such as poet Kenneth Koch and popular entertainment fare such
as a Bugs Bunny cartoon.  Why? What do we get by paying
attention to this “alternative canon”?

RS: Norman Mailer wrote in “The White Negro” in 1957 that “The
Second World War presented a mirror to the human condition
which blinded anyone who looked into it.” Yet by the early
2000s, if not before, a clear mythic framework had emerged for
understanding World War II, which can be seen in the pre-
eminent WWII films of the late 1990s, Saving Private Ryan and
The Thin Red Line, both from 1998, that re-interprets WWII
through both the American war in Vietnam and the 1990-1991
Persian Gulf War. This framework interprets World War II as
primarily an individual traumatic experience of violence that
leads the individual to a more enlightened state, in Saving
Private Ryan to a deeper patriotism, in The Thin Red Line to a
deeper Transcendentalist engagement with the non-human world.
But these films come out of a major cultural revision of the
meaning of World War II that happened primarily in the 1960s
and 1970s, first in literature, then in film, which laid the
groundwork for these more explicitly trauma-based narratives.
The mere fact of this should strike observers as puzzling,
since World War II was an unquestionable American victory, a
war in which America suffered fewer casualties than any other
major combatant nation, and the origin of a half-century of
American  global  hegemony.  Total  Mobilization  explores  two
questions concurrently: First, how did World War II (and by
extension, all war) come to be identified with trauma? Second,
what is this re-interpretation obscuring?
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What I found in my research by going back to the literature of
World War II with fresh eyes, discounting the academic and
literary consensus which tendentiously declares that World War
II “didn’t produce any great literature,” is that writers
attempting to make sense of WWII—from Ralph Ellison to Herman
Wouk, from Wallace Stevens to Kenneth Koch, from James Jones
to Joan Didion—were obsessed by a set of problems I group
under  the  idea  of  “the  problem  of  the  hero,”  essentially
questions about how the individual relates to society in a
time of total mobilization.

What was at stake was a conflict between different kinds of
stories society told itself about its values, which is to say,
how Americans told themselves the story of who they were: on
the one hand, narratives in which every individual was an
equal and independent member of a commercial democracy where
everything was for sale, and on the other hand narratives in
which every individual was subordinated to the collective and
the most important thing anyone could do would be to sacrifice
their life for the nation. The total mobilization of American
society to fight World War II demanded, in Kenneth Burke’s
words, a “change from a commercial-liberal-monetary nexus of
motives  to  a  collective-sacrificial-military  nexus  of
motives.”

In effect, World War II opened wide a conflict that had been
building within the western world since the Napoleonic Wars:
the conflict between nationalism and capitalism, specifically
the conflict between the metaphoric logic of nationalism and
metaphoric logic of capitalism around the issue of bodily
sacrifice.  This  is  the  conflict  at  the  heart  of  Total
Mobilization,  the  conflict  at  the  center  of  World  War  II
writing from the 1940s to the 1960s, the conflict for which
the “trauma hero” provides an imaginary solution. Looking at
works  that  have  fallen  outside  the  canon—such  as  Kenneth
Koch’s  war  poetry,  wartime  Bugs  Bunny  cartoons,  Wallace
Stevens’s  wartime  poetry  (which  is  generally  derided  or



ignored as war poetry), or James Dickey, who has been more or
less  deliberately  abandoned—while  also  revisiting  canonical
works such as Jarrell’s “Death of the Ball Turret Gunner,”
Catch-22, and The Thin Red Line with new eyes, helps us see
the complex historical reality that the post-Cold-War academic
and literary framework erases and obscures.

Author Roy Scranton

PM: In particular, I was struck by your rereading of Randall
Jarrell’s “Death of the Ball Turret Gunner.”  How has that
well-known  very  short  poem  been  misunderstood  or  not
appreciated  in  its  full  magnitude?

RS: Jarrell, as many readers will know, was drafted during the
war,  and  served  stateside  as  an  instructor  in  “celestial
navigation.” He never saw combat, but he did see plenty of men
who were headed that way. One interesting thing about Jarrell
is that he writes all these poems in which youthful, virile
young men are sacrificed to state power, but his letters show
a  pervasive  and  thoroughgoing  contempt  for  his  fellow
soldiers. What he thought of the actual men he served with (he
calls  them  racists  and  says  they  are  intellectually
“indistinguishable from Cream of Wheat”), however, is less
important than the use he made of them in his poetry, which
was  to  revitalize  the  British  trench  lyric  through  a
Protestant  American  mindset.  In  his  poetry,  pre-eminently
focused on bombers, Jarrell is performing a complex ritual
substitution:  the  victims  of  American  political
violence—German and Japanese soldiers and civilians—is being
replaced by the agents of that very violence—the bomber crew.
The picture is flipped, so that instead of seeing Germans and
Japanese women and children physically wounded and killed by
American  bombing,  we  focus  instead  on  the  suffering  that
bombing causes the person doing it. With the fully developed
trauma hero myth the suffering is purely spiritual, but we can
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see Jarrell working it out de novo, as it were, making the
transition from the physical—as in “The Death of the Ball
Turret Gunner”—to the spiritual—as in the poem “Eighth Air
Force.”

The observation that Jarrell turns killers into victims isn’t
new. As Helen Vendler noted in her 1969 review of Jarrell’s
Complete Poems, “The secret of [Jarrell’s] war poems is that
in the soldiers he has found children; what is the ball turret
gunner but a baby who has lost his mother?” What I do in Total
Mobilization is look at the context and mechanism for how this
happens within the genre I identify as the “bomber lyric,”
within the literature of World War II, and within broader
currents of American literature from 1945 to the early 2000s.

As I write in Total Mobilization: “If we want to understand
the  human  experience  of  war,  we  must  come  to  terms  with
numerous difficult and unpleasant facts. One of them is that
no agent of violence can be deemed innocent or faultless, even
if that agent is drafted against their will to fight in a war
ultimately considered just. We must understand the soldier
first, foremost, and always as an agent of state power, since
that is their objective social role. Hence stories of soldiers
must  be  read  in  light  of  their  complicity  with  and
participation in sovereign power. Soldiers are the state’s
killers. That’s their job. Jarrell’s efforts to excuse the men
engaged in bombing the German people on the basis that they
like  puppies  and  opera,  or  because  they  are  mortal,  turn
soldiers into victims of their own violence. Such efforts are
not only deluded and obscurantist but ethically naïve.”

PM:  In the chapter section titled “The Hero as Riddle: The
Negro Hero and the Nation Within the Nation” you tie together
Richard Wright, James Baldwin, John Oliver Killen’s 1962 novel
about a black quartermaster company in World War II And Then
We Heard the Thunder to interrogate the racial dimensions of
the  trauma  hero.   What  is  significant  about  the  African-
American literary perspective on World War II?



RS: What looking at the African-American literature around
World War II really helps illuminate is how much the question
of war literature, and the related question of the hero, are
related  to  what  Benedict  Anderson  famously  called  “the
imagined community of the nation.” War literature qua “war
literature” is fundamentally tangled up in questions about the
national  identity  of  the  writers  and  subjects  of  that
literature.  This  is  why  when  people  say  “Vietnam  War
literature,” they typically mean [Tim] O’Brien’s The Things
They Carried or [Larry] Heinemann’s Paco’s Story or [Karl]
Marlantes’ Matterhorn, rather than Bảo Ninh’s The Sorrow of
War or Lan Cao’s Monkey Bridge.

The  single  most  important  issue  at  stake  in  the  African-
American  literature  of  World  War  II  is  the  question  of
national belonging. As James Baldwin puts it in a reminiscence
written many years later, “This was in 1943. We were fighting
the Second World War. We: who was this we? For this war was
being fought, as far as I could tell, to bring freedom to
everyone  with  the  exception  of  Hagar’s  children  and  the
‘yellow-bellied Japs’…. I have never been able to convey the
confusion and horror and heartbreak and contempt which every
black person I then knew felt. Oh, we dissembled and smiled as
we groaned and cursed and did our duty. (And we did our duty.)
The romance of treason never occurred to us for the brutally
simple reason that you can’t betray a country you don’t have….
And we did not wish to be traitors. We wished to be citizens.”

As I discuss in the work of Baldwin, Richard Wright, John
Oliver  Killens,  Gwendolyn  Brooks,  and  most  notably  Ralph
Ellison, the dilemma faced by many African-Americans under
total mobilization during World War II was that they were
being ordered to sacrifice themselves for the war, they wanted
to  sacrifice  themselves  for  the  war,  but  they  were
structurally  incapable  of  actually  sacrificing
themselves—because while they could serve and while they could
die in that service, like Messman “Dorie” Miller died, like



Lieutenant John R. Fox died, like Sergeant Reuben Rivers died,
their deaths were not recognized as legitimate sacrifices for
the nation, since they were not seen as genuine constituents
of  that  nation.  In  Jim  Crow  America,  the  negro  was  not
regarded as a free citizen, hence while the negro was expected
to give their life for their country—or indeed anytime it was
demanded—that act was not regarded as sacred.

For writers such as Ellison and Killens, this problem emerged
not only as a sense of having been prohibited from joining the
(white) nation, but also as a provocation to understand their
own identity as already existing within a “nationality,” what
James Baldwin called “a nation within a nation,” which is to
say Black nationalism.

When  we  take  into  account  how  nationalism  is  constructed
through ideas of shared blood, either through inheritance or
through sacrifice, we begin to see the powerful ideological
work  narratives  of  collective  violence  do  in  shoring  up
cultural  hierarchies—or  in  opening  them  to  criticism  and
question. It’s no mystery that the trauma hero in American war
literature has been predominantly white, or that when we talk
about “American war literature,” people mostly mean literature
by  white  men.  Militarism,  American  identity,  and  white
supremacy are deeply intertwined, and in fact have been woven
together since World War II over and over again, in novels and
poems  and  films  that  focus  on  traumatized  white  citizen-
soldiers suffering for the violence they themselves unleashed
on countless unnamed Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Iraqi, and
Afghan bodies.

PM:  An author who is not a veteran and who is not often
thought of as a writer with an abiding interest in World War
II  is  Joan  Didion.   But  Total  Mobilization  asserts  her
importance in understanding how the American West and the
World  War  II  Pacific  Theater  were  connected  in  ways  that
differed from the American East Coast’s connection with the
war in Europe.  How can we think of Didion as a World War II



writer?   

RS: One of the central conceits of so-called “war literature”
is that it is primarily by and about men in combat: Wilfred
Owen,  Ernest  Hemingway,  Tim  O’Brien.  But  the  violence  of
combat, as dramatic as it may be, is only one aspect of the
larger phenomena of socially organized mass violence. Even
thinking back to the Iliad, say, only parts of that work are
about actual combat, and not necessarily the most interesting
parts. Who can forget the scene on the battlements between
Hector and Andromache, where Hector’s son Astyanax recoils
from his father’s helmeted face in fear?

The Trojan War was perhaps the greatest literary and dramatic
subject of Athenian culture, but the work addressing it was in
no way restricted to narrow representations of the combat
experiences of individual warriors. From Homer’s Odyssey to
Aeschylus’s Oresteia to Sophocles’s Philoctetes to Euripedes’s
The  Trojan  Women,  we  see  Athenian  dramatists  and  poets
exploring  a  wide  range  of  that  war’s  events  and  effects.
Similarly, as I argue in Total Mobilization, World War II was
a hugely important cultural event in American history, easily

the most important event of the 20th century, and when we take
a wide view of post-1945 American culture, we can see that
cultural and aesthetic representations of World War II have
struggled to come to terms with its staggering historical,
ethical, political, and psychological complexity in a variety
of  ways,  in  poetry,  novels,  musicals,  history,  television
mini-series, comic books, video games, and films. From Pearl
S. Buck’s novel China Sky, depicting American doctors caught
in  the  Japanese  invasion  of  China,  to  the  first-person
shooters set in World War II that appeared in the 1990s and
2000s,  starting  with  the  now-classic  Wolfenstein  3D  and
continuing with the blockbuster franchises Medal of Honor and
Call of Duty; from Ezra Pound’s Pisan Cantos to George Lucas’s
Star Wars; from Chester Himes’s novel of racial tensions in
wartime  Los  Angeles,  If  He  Hollers,  Let  Him  Go,  to  Don



DeLillo’s White Noise, the protagonist of which is a professor
of  “Hitler  Studies,”  the  variety  of  American  cultural
production from the last seventy years that works explicitly,
allegorically, and sometimes unconsciously with and through
World War II is at once a testament to the war’s importance
and an overwhelming strain on our efforts to understand it.

Yet if we were to go looking for the war’s impact strictly in
the  canonical  “war  literature,”  which  is  focused  on  the
traumatic combat experience of individual soldiers, we would
not  see  it.  The  focus  on  trauma  obscures  and  elides  the
historical complexity of the event. This is how someone like
Joan Didion, for whom the effect of World War II on American
society is probably the central subject of her career, can be
excluded from the canon of “war literature.”

There is much to say about Didion’s work, not least to speak
of its sheer technical brilliance, or of the interesting place
she occupies in literary history, as the American heir of
Conrad and Orwell and the progenitor of the pop-art merging of
advertising and the Stein-Hemingway tradition we eventually
see fully developed in Don DeLillo, for example. But first and
foremost she is a chronicler of American empire, the complex
way that the frontier mentality of “the West” transformed into
the Cold War mentality of “the West,” through the crucible of
victory in World War II. As a native Californian, old enough
to remember Pearl Harbor but too young to do anything about,
dragged around the country by her father (a reservist called
to active duty), who saw her home state undergo a dramatic
transformation  from  what  was  essentially  agricultural
feudalism to being perhaps the primary sector of the military-
industrial complex and the utopian dream-space of suburban
America, Didion was remarkably well placed to witness the
disruptive and disturbing emergence of the post-45 American
military Leviathan, which she tracked through her fiction,
journalism, and memoir, from her first novel, Run, River,
which is about the effects of World War II on agricultural



life in the Sacramento Valley, to her memoir Where I Was From,
which  explicitly  connects  the  frontier  mentality  of  the
Western  pioneers  with  the  emergence  of  American  hegemony,
while also elucidating the inescapable, long-term effects of
military industrialization on Californian culture. Indeed, as
she argues about modern Hawaiian culture in a key article I
discuss in Total Mobilization, postwar Californian culture is
inextricable from hypostasizing American militarism. And while
it may be easier to see this in the west, in Hawaii and
California, which only exist as they do today because of World
War II, the insight applies to the whole nation. Since 1942,
the  United  States  has  been  a  society  mobilized  for  war,
organized for war, even if only a small cadre do the actual
fighting. Didion helps us see that.

PM:  To what extent do veteran authors and artists knowingly
and culpably participate in the trauma hero narrative?  I
would think, or maybe hope, that most would be horrified to
think  that  their  works  instantiate  or  re-instantiate
misguided, reactionary, and generally oppressive cultural and
historical  practices  and  patterns  of  thinking.   But  you
suggest that they do.

RS: The most generous response would be to say that we’re all
figuring it out as we go. We have the stories we love, the
stories  we  were  raised  on,  like  Full  Metal  Jacket  and
Apocalypse Now and Star Wars, for example, we have the stories
we take up when we’re trying to figure out how to make sense
of an experience, we see how people respond to the stories we
try to tell—and we make decisions as we go. Especially those
of us trying to have careers, trying to reach a wider public;
you can’t just say whatever shit you feel like. There’s some
back and forth, whoever you wind up talking to, and sometimes
there’s more freedom and sometimes there’s less, and most
folks will take the path of least resistance rather than try
to fight their way through to a deeper understanding. Some
people maybe know better and choose not to give a fuck. But



most people think they’re good people, most writers believe
they’re trying to really get into the complexity, and that
they’re doing the best they can. The deeper issue is that
people lie first of all to themselves, but that’s just human
nature.

One example we could discuss from Total Mobilization is Brian
Turner. I know Brian, I like Brian, I respect Brian. I have
long admired his poetry. I think he’s a good man and a good
poet. But the situation he found himself in with the cover of
Here, Bullet… The cover of that book is a striking visual
example of the work that the trauma hero does to refocus
attention from the typically brown-skinned victims of war to
the spiritual travails of the white American soldier: it shows
Turner himself, alone in an empty landscape, facing the viewer
with a thousand-yard stare. As Turner describes the process
that  led  to  this  cover  (in  an  interview  in  the  Virginia
Quarterly Review), he and his editor decided to literally
erase Iraqi bodies from the photo they used because he thought
the blunt truth of his experience would repulse readers. The
thing is, he’s not wrong. From a certain perspective, he made
the absolute right choice. On the other hand, telling people
what they want to hear, trimming off the unpleasant bits,
leaving off the hooded Iraqi prisoners—all that contributes to
a  collective  vision  of  the  Iraq  War  that  focuses  on  the
psychological suffering of American soldiers at the expense of
even seeing the bodies of the people we killed, never mind
discussing the larger political context, which is an outright
scandal. So do I sympathize with Brian, as a young poet making
decisions about his first book, to minimize the unpleasant
reality of the Iraq War and try to keep people focused on his
poetry? Of course. But I think we also have to consider the
big picture.

Several scholars have begun attending to the ways that the
“veteran-writer”  operates  in  the  MFA  economy  of  postwar
American  literature,  most  pre-eminently  Mark  McGurl,  Eric



Bennett, and Joseph Darda. What they’ve found is that the role
of the veteran-writer has been privileged in the MFA-dominated
literary economy as a form of white ethnic identity writing.
Just like writers of color are expected and encouraged to put
themselves forward first of all as representatives of their
racial or ethnic trauma, so are veteran-writers expected and
encouraged to put themselves forward as representatives of
their war-time trauma (A broader critique of how identity-
based grievance works to create subjects conformable to the
commodity logic of neoliberal capitalism can be found in the
work  of  writers  such  as  Joan  Scott,  Allen  Feldman,  Wendy
Brown,  and  Asad  Haider,  among  others).  These  expectations
function all along the line, at every level of gatekeeping,
from  MFA  admissions  to  agents  to  publishing  to  award
committees. Working against these expectations is profoundly
risky, especially for emerging writers.

It can be done—Percival Everett’s wicked satire Erasure comes
to mind, or Eric Bennett’s novel A Big Enough Lie, perhaps my
own novel War Porn—but it’s not usually going to win you
accolades.

PM:  My reading of War Porn is that its Iraq vet protagonist
refutes sympathetic identification as a trauma hero, nor can
we  grant  him  the  experiential  authority  of  the  “noble
veteran.”   What  is  the  relationship  in  your  mind  (and
chronologically) of War Porn and the academic work that became
Total Mobilization?

RS: I started War Porn pretty soon after coming back from
Iraq, while still in the army and stationed at Fort Sill,
Oklahoma, then finished the first draft the summer after I
ETS’d, in Berlin in 2006. There was a lot of revision ahead,
but the main generative work was done. And as you suggest, I
was even at that point working out a pretty strong critique of
the trauma hero, even if I hadn’t distinctly articulated the
figure itself. I feel like Total Mobilization is working out
analytically some of the things that War Porn was working out



narratively.

PM: Your framing of the issue seems divisive and perhaps even
something of a betrayal of the veteran-writer community, which
we might say you helped establish with the seminal 2013 Fire
and Forget: Short Stories from the Long War anthology (co-
edited by Scranton and Matt Gallagher, and containing work by
contemporary veteran-writing luminaries such as Brian Turner,
Phil Klay, Colby Buzzell, David Abrams, Brian Van Reet, and
Jacob Siegel, and military spouse Siobhan Fallon). Can you
talk about the desire or efforts by contemporary vet-writers
to form a veteran-writer community? Can you talk about how you
see your work in relation?

RS: In the conclusion of Total Mobilization, where I talk
about the end of the Cold War and shifting arguments about the
meaning of World War II, I bring up as an example the National

Air  and  Space  Museum’s  attempted  exhibit  on  the  50 th

anniversary of the end of WW2. The exhibit failed, largely
because of pressure from veterans’ groups. One of the sticking
points was the number of expected American casualties in the
planned invasion of Japan, which was a key piece of evidence
in arguments about whether the use of the atomic bomb was
justified. The historical record—the consensus of professional
historians—is clear: there was a clear path to surrender with
Japan that would obviate any Normandy-style landing on Honshu
and  Kyushu,  which  invasion  the  US  military  at  the  time
expected would lead to 30,000 to 50,000 casualties. The Air
Force Association and others kept insisting that the language
in  the  exhibit  employ  later  estimates  of  500,000  or  more
casualties, which come from Truman and Henry Stimson’s postwar
memoirs  and  are  unsupported  by  the  historical  record.  As
military  historian  John  Ray  Skates  notes  in  his  book  The
Invasion of Japan: Alternative to the Bomb, “the source of the
large  numbers  used  after  the  war  by  Truman,  Stimson,  and
Churchill to justify the use of the atomic bomb has yet to be
discovered.” At one point in the argument, Tom Crouch, who was



the chairman of the museum’s aeronautics department, put the
problem neatly: “Do you want to do an exhibition intended to
make veterans feel good, or do you want to do an exhibition
that will lead our visitors to think about the consequences of
the atomic bombing of Japan? Frankly, I don’t think we can do
both.”

Historian Edward Linenthal describes this as conflict between
a “commemorative” view and a “historical” view. We face the
same  conflict  every  time  we  come  back  to  the  act  of
representing  war,  discussing  war,  talking  about  war
literature, because—as I argue in Total Mobilization—war is
one of the key practices through which human beings construct
their collective identity. Every discussion about war, about a
museum exhibit, about the cover of a book of poetry, about a
poem, is a discussion about who “we” are, which is to say what
it means to be American. And the conflict Linenthal describes,
the conflict exemplified in the issue at the National Air and
Space  Museum,  is  over  whether  we  should  focus  on
commemoration—remembering together, emphasizing our bonds and
our unity, reassuring ourselves of our basic goodness—or on
the  objective  historical  record,  which  often  shows  the
American  military  and  American  government  doing  horrible
things for morally unjustifiable reasons.

I’ve seen this play out in smaller ways in the vet writers
community. When we were putting Fire and Forget together,
around  2011  or  2012,  it  seemed  like  one  major  thing  vet
writers could do for each was to help keep each other honest:
to help keep each other from telling readers what they wanted
and expected to hear. I think a lot about Jake Siegel’s story
from Fire and Forget, “Smile, There Are IEDs Everywhere,” in
this respect: the experience of war the characters in that
story are commemorating is so raw, so powerful, that the idea
of betraying the experience is tantamount to betraying your
battle buddy. But as the vet writers community became more
definitively established, as the actual experiences of war



have faded into the past, as people have built careers as
professional  veterans,  I’ve  seen  the  community  grow
increasingly hostile to dissent. It seems like there’s been a
real closing of ranks, a sense of a community supporting and
protecting each other, and any real critical function has been
lost (present company excepted, along with a few others).
Commemoration has won out over any concern for the historical
record. This is no doubt connected to the way that the “vet
writer” serves to recuperate white ethnic militarism as a
commodifiable  victim  identity  (as  discussed  above),  a
fundamentally unstable identity formation given the historical
and  contemporary  privilege  afforded  white  men  in  American
society,  and  given  the  tendency  of  militarism  (however
tempered  by  liberal  multiculturalism)  to  resolve  into  a
fascistic worship of power as such.

PM:   The  conclusion  of  Total  Mobilization  asserts  that
contemporary war-writing about Iraq and Afghanistan represents
a  continuation,  even  a  doubling-down,  on  the  trauma  hero
trope.   How  has  this  come  about  and  what  are  the
consequences?  

RS: I wouldn’t say it represents a “doubling-down”—while I
think trauma has remained central to contemporary war writing
about Iraq and Afghanistan, I also think that many writers
have  looked  for  ways  to  innovate,  if  only  to  distinguish
themselves from previous generations and each other. The film
American Sniper and Kevin Powers’ novel Yellow Birds are the
most obvious and conventional versions of the contemporary
trauma hero story, but even Powers struggles to renovate the
trope, as I argue in Total Mobilization, by pushing through
O’Brien’s total negation of truth to wind up with something
that is the obverse of Hemingway and Owen’s insistence on
particular  factual  sensory  data:  representing  the  act  of
violence as the origin of linguistic indeterminacy and the
font of literary production as such. And with [Phil Klay’s]
Redeployment, [Brian Van Reet’s] Spoils, [Elliot Ackerman’s]



Green on Blue, and [Will Mackin’s] Bring Out the Dog, just for
a few of the most talked-about examples, you can see writers
struggling to get past the trauma hero, with varying degrees
of gumption and success. Overall I think it has to do with
long-term cultural changes: trauma remains a powerful concept
for understanding reality, but I suspect that it’s on its way
out, and that a new emphasis on materiality is emerging. Which
is to say, that which is both unspeakable and indubitable in
trauma is increasingly less persuasive than that which is both
unspeakable and indubitable in the body. But this is only a
supposition. We’ll have to wait and see. But as soon as the
traumatized veteran becomes useful again, we see him return.
The trauma hero will probably be around for a long time.

PM:  In practical terms, how can understanding the trauma hero
as a literary trope and cultural myth help us think better,
more clearly, about actual veterans psychologically damaged
and emotionally troubled by war?  What might the nation, or
its military-medical apparatus, do to help them?

RS:  Well,  I’ve  written  a  work  of  literary  and  cultural
history, not a practical guide to coping with trauma. I would
say, though, that the entire way that we understand “actual
veterans psychologically damaged and emotionally troubled by
war” must be understood as process of collective meaning-
making.  The  psychologically  damaged  veteran  is  certainly
suffering, but that suffering takes shape in performing a
specific social role, which is the “traumatized veteran.” As
long as we stay within the bounds of the discourse, there’s no
way to “help” such a person by pointing out that their genuine
suffering is culturally produced. I suppose we might tell them
“trauma isn’t real,” but then what? They have to make sense of
their experience somehow, and the best that could come from
delegitimating a culturally dominant way of making sense of
experience would be the emergence of a new way of making sense
of  experience.  Are  there  better  and  worse  ways  of  making
meaning? I think so. But that’s another discussion. The only



practical help my project might offer is, I would hope, some
understanding of the ways that the “actual veteran” exists in
relation to the “nation.”

I’m a Spinozist at heart, which means I’m a materialist, but
it also means that I believe freedom comes first of all from
understanding.  Until  you  understand  what  compels  you  to
understand your experience through certain roles, frameworks,
and practices, you’ll be stuck performing those roles, seeing
through  those  frameworks,  and  acting  out  those  practices.
Understanding may never provide physical or social liberation,
but it can at least open a space for some freedom of thought
and movement, and the possibility of equanimity toward the
world as it exists, which is to say a sense of peace.

PM: On what grounds can a veteran of Iraq or Afghanistan feel
good about his or her service?  On what grounds can a veteran
construct a guilt-free life post-military?

RS: I’m not here to make former soldiers feel good about their
experience. The whole premise feels a bit absurd to me. Nor am
I interested in articulating a way for anyone to live life
“guilt free.” I think guilt, like shame, can be useful and
healthy. How else do you learn and grow as a person except by
confronting your mistakes and owning them, internalizing them,
recognizing what you did and finding a way forward? “Guilt-
free” is an advertising slogan.

This goes back to what I was talking about earlier with the
difference  between  “commemorative”  and  “historical”  views
about war and the role of the veteran in American culture. I
feel  no  obligation  as  a  scholar,  critic,  or  writer  to
“commemorate” war or to “honor” the direct role some people
play in America’s wars. On the contrary, I feel an obligation
to be faithful to the historical record, objective facts, and
unpleasant realities. Because I am myself a veteran, some
people see a contradiction there, as if selling my ass to the
US Army for four years somehow obliges me to participate in



the collective myth-making of American militarism. But such an
expectation  is  absurd.  I  refuse  to  play  the  role  of  the
professional vet.

It seems clear that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are
unjustifiable in any moral sense. Everyone involved was not
only  complicit,  but  an  active  agent  in  genuine  evil  and
massive human suffering. You have to come to terms with that.

PM:  You also have a novel coming out this year, titled I
[Heart] Oklahoma?  What can we expect?

RS: It’s a “road movie novel,” a vision-quest, a deep dive
into the blood myths of modern America. Let’s just say there
wind up being a lot of bodies on the highway. LitHub is
publishing an excerpt, which I’d suggest as the easiest way to
see whether you feel like taking this particular death trip.

https://www.amazon.com/I-Heart-Oklahoma-Roy-Scranton/dp/161695938X/ref=pd_bxgy_14_img_2/143-6037050-3632849?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=161695938X&pd_rd_r=d507b5d1-0c77-4aea-a865-3f4758e7a9fc&pd_rd_w=Ohc9R&pd_rd_wg=JUhsL&pf_rd_p=a2006322-0bc0-4db9-a08e-d168c18ce6f0&pf_rd_r=2AR5E14YGHA34YTJ7JC4&psc=1&refRID=2AR5E14YGHA34YTJ7JC4
https://www.amazon.com/I-Heart-Oklahoma-Roy-Scranton/dp/161695938X/ref=pd_bxgy_14_img_2/143-6037050-3632849?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=161695938X&pd_rd_r=d507b5d1-0c77-4aea-a865-3f4758e7a9fc&pd_rd_w=Ohc9R&pd_rd_wg=JUhsL&pf_rd_p=a2006322-0bc0-4db9-a08e-d168c18ce6f0&pf_rd_r=2AR5E14YGHA34YTJ7JC4&psc=1&refRID=2AR5E14YGHA34YTJ7JC4
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Scranton_Oklahoma.jpg

