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

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

 

The Only Stars I’ve Seen

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

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

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

Whenever the cannon cockers of Eighty-Second Field Artillery
began outgoing fire, it was tradition for Tina and me to watch
the outgoing shells. The artillery unit had missions only when



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

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

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

The sound of his hard voice shouting up to me made me jump.



Soldiers were not allowed on their roofs because of safety
issues, something Tina and I ignored at least once a week. We
had managed thus far not to get caught.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

“This chair looks familiar.”

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

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

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

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

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

We both looked at the back wall; the gun bunnies had reloaded
the guns and were getting into position inside the turret. The
fog from the guns had started to lift and the night sky was



visible again—the stars breaking through the haze in patches.

“I  thought  so,”  Sergeant  Lippert  said,  as  he  shifted  his
weight in the chair to look at me. “So what the fuck are you
really doing up here?”

“Don’t laugh, okay?”

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

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

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

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

I looked over at him. He didn’t say anything for a minute but



sat there quietly squinting up. I could tell he was thinking
about the same thing Tina and I thought about when we came up
on the roof to look at the stars—home. Though he was probably
thinking about more memories of his wife and kids, I was
thinking about my dad and where he lived now in Colorado. He
always used to tell me about this lake, Turquoise Lake, where
he would go camp out underneath the big Colorado sky. I wanted
to be there now.

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

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

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

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

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

I smirked. “You got it, Sarge.”

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



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

“No way in hell.”

“C’mon, I got you a chair.”

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

“Where’d the chairs come from?”

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

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

“Did you happen to grab any munchies?”

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

“Thanks, battle.”

“Anytime,” Tina said, smiling.

Opening our bags of Cheetos, we leaned back in our chairs. We
peered up at the clear night sky as we waited for the out-
going fire to start up again, both content to sit and gaze at
the stars all night. Again my mind wandered home. I missed the
routine sounds of familiarity, the slamming of the front door,
Grandpa yelling, “Don’t slam the door!” The low chuckle Nana
used to make every time I purposely slammed it so I could hear



Grandpa holler at me from wherever he was in the house. I
missed Dad’s loud music, the crackled sound of the stereo
blaring Grateful Dead that echoed in the driveway like an
amphitheater. I missed how Dad burst in the door every night,
yelling with a crescendo in his greeting, “Hello!” I thought
about the last time I’d called home just to hear their voices.
I’d only gotten the answering machine, the sound of Nana’s
voice, “Hello, you’ve reached the Kings. We’re not home right
now, but if you leave a name, number, and a brief message,
we’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Thank you and have
a beautiful day.”

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

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

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

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

“Tina, you suck at counting.”

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

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

Throwing me a cocky look, Tina’s green eyes stared at me,



daring me to challenge her again. “No, Brooke, it’s five.”

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

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

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

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

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



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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

“Ghosts” and “The Only Stars I’ve Seen” have been excerpted
from War Flower: My Life After Iraq by Brooke King (Potomac
Books 2019).
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New Poetry from JD Duff

Night Flash

You’ve been having nightmares again.
The cruel shaking of a body
resisting slumber.
Hands twitching,
chest jerking to beats
of unknown song,
playing over and over
like memories you sold at a tag sale,
buried on the Tuscarora trail,
dumped in a white room
at Bethesda Naval Hospital.

Jules Tavernier, Heart of a Volcano Under the Full Moon, 1888.

I awake to the moon beaming
unto a lonely bed,
find you out back where dreams
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smear on a blurry canvas of recollection,
and ghosts rise from wooded corners of truth.

I climb under the poncho liner
that covered you through
countless peaks of ice
and frost, Persian sandstorms,
fighting holes where you used
the cloth to shield you from walls
of claylike dirt.
The June breeze dries the sweat
around your lips.  I lift a rifle
from your chest, place it beyond
the reach of ready palms.
A single leaf rests
on your cheek.
Cicadas cry for their lost
as I hush your silence with a kiss.

 

The Homecoming

It rained for a week
after our mailman’s son
died in a roadside bomb
attack near Al Karmah.
The sky wept
as half-mast flags
blew gently
on the prairie’s haze.
Signs of well wishes
bowed in store windows,
bellowed from alters of diverse
domes of prayer,
rested in alms of flowers
and fried dough.
A Corps led procession,



thick with mourners,
crowded the lot
of the pearly
mountain church.
Bagpipes sang
for a Lance Corporal
draped in dress blues,
mother betrayed
by dark dismissals
of nightly pleas,
father wilting
to soft hymns
for his broken boy.
The lone sibling
stared at the casket,
wondered why he survived
the trashings of war
while his brother
lay in a box,
waiting for rifles
to speak his praise,
a dark tomb to welcome
another lost Marine.

 

Seal of God

Foxholes and submarines led you to farm life
where you graze the vast splendor of still land.
Crickets speak to the quiet hush of night
as an elusive sky captures secrets,
spits sins in large chunks of hail,
disrupting the tranquil flight of time.

Faith’s armor shoves you in church
where peace is offered between pews
and sounds of crossfire muffle



the graceful hum of atonement.

William Holman Hunt, Cornfield at Ewell, 1849.

You sneak home through cornfields;
stalks reek with bruised dents
of blistering flesh.
Wounded frogs leap past
thick tridents of reticent thought,
darkness dismantled by the crippled promise
of a swelling cherry dawn.

The euphonies of children
replace cancors of slivered screams
as the wind blows you
toward our kitchen, where we break bread
with an Amish farmer
and wait for God to heal us.
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New  Fiction  by  Helen
Benedict: WOLF SEASON
STORM

The  wolves  are  restless  this  morning.  Pacing  the  woods,
huffing and murmuring. It’s not that they’re hungry; Rin fed
them each four squirrels. No, it’s a clenching in the sky like
a gathering fist. The wet heat pushing in on her temples.

Juney feels it, too, her head swaying, fingers splayed. She is
sitting on the wooden floor of their kitchen, face raised,
rocking and rocking in that way she has. Hair pale as a midday
moon, eyes wide and white-blue.

“It smells sticky outside, Mommy. It smells wrong,” she says
in her clear, direct voice, no hint of a whine. Soldiers don’t
whine. And Juney is the daughter of soldiers.

“Nothing’s wrong, little bean. Maybe we’ll get a summer storm,
that’s all. Come, eat.”

Juney is nine years old, the age of curiosity and delight
before self-doubt clouds the soul. Fine hair in a braid to her
waist. Bright face, wide at the temples, tapering to a nip of
a chin. Delicate limbs, skinny but strong.

She lifts herself off the floor and wafts over to the kitchen
table, a polished wooden plank the size of a door, where she
feels for her usual chair and settles into it with the grace
of a drifting leaf. Starting up one of her hums, she dips her
spoon into the granola Rin made for her—sesame seeds, raisins,
oats, and nuts, every grain chemical-free.

“More milk, please.”
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Sometimes,  when  Rin  is  not  hauling  feed,  chopping  wood,
weeding, or fixing some corner of their raggedy old farmhouse,
she  stands  and  watches  Juney  with  wonder,  her  miracle
daughter, and this is what she does after pouring the milk;
she leans against the kitchen counter, still for a moment,
just to absorb her. Juney moves like a sea anemone, fingers
undulating. She can feel light and sun, shadow and night, and
all the myriad shades between.

“I want to go weed,” she says when her bowl is empty, sitting
back to stretch, her spindly arms straight above her, twiggy
fingers waving. The scrim of clouds parts for a moment, just
enough to allow a slice of sun to filter through the windows,
sending dust motes spinning and sparking into the corners of
the kitchen. She rocks on her chair inside a sunbeam, hair
aglow, fingers caressing the air. She can hear their cats,
Purr, Patch, and Hiccup, stretching out on the floor. Smell
their fur heating up, their fishy breath slowing into sleep.

“Me, too,” Rin says. “Let’s go.”

Juney was born in the upstairs bedroom, amid Rin’s outraged
yells and the grunts of a stoic midwife; she knows her way
around their ramshackle house and land as well as she knows
her own body. Rin only helps by keeping unexpected objects out
of the way, as even the dogs and cats have learned to do. No
tables  with  sharp  corners;  no  stray  chairs,  bones,  mouse
corpses,  or  drinking  bowls.  The  house  itself  might  be  a
mishmash of added rooms and patchwork repairs, windows that
won’t open and trapdoors that will, but everything inside has
its place.

Out  in  the  backyard,  Juney  stops  to  sniff  the  thickening
heat—the clouds have closed over again, gunmetal gray and
weightier than ever. “Itchy air,” she declares, and makes her
way  to  the  vegetable  garden.  Ducking  under  the  mesh  Rin
erected to keep out plundering deer and rabbits, she squats at
the first row of tomatoes. Weeding is Juney’s specialty. Her



fingers climb nimbly up the vines, plucking off the brittle
spheres of snails, the squishy specks of aphids. Her palms
caress the earth, seeking the prick of dandelion leaves and
thistles, the stubs of grapevine and pokeweed, and out they
come, no mercy for them.

Her father loved planting. Jordan Drummond was his name, Jay
to all who loved him. Jay, flaxen-haired like Juney, face
white as a Swede’s, eyes set wide and seaglass blue. Tall and
rangy, with enormous feet, and so agile he might have been
made of rubber. He, too, was born and bred on this property,
back in the time when it was a real farm. Helped his parents
raise cows and corn all his life, until the farm failed and
drove him into the army. When his platoon razed the date
groves around Basra, acres of waving palm trees, their fronds
a  deep  and  ancient  green,  their  fruit  glistening  with
syrups—when they ploughed those magnificent trees into the
desert just because they could, he wept as if for the death of
a friend.

Now Rin arranges her days around forgetting, pushes through a
list of tasks tough enough to occupy her mind as well as her
muscles. Juney comes first, of course, but her wolves take
concentration, as do her chickens and goats and vegetables.
She has staked out her ground here with all her companions. If
anyone wants to find her, they have to negotiate half a mile
of potholed unpaved driveway, barbed wire, electric wire, a
gate, and her four dogs, who are not kind to strangers. Not to
mention her army-trained marksmanship.

Juney feels her way around the spinach and carrots, pulling
and plucking. “Mommy, what are we doing today?”

“Going to town. The clinic. Not till we finish the chores,
though. Come on, let’s feed the critters.”

“Which clinic?”

“Yours.”



She hesitates. “Have I got time to do the birds first?”

Juney’s favorite job is tending the bird feeder. Rin wanted to
throw  it  out  after  that  mama  bear  knocked  it  off  its
squirrelproof stand, plunked herself on the ground and dumped
the seeds down her throat like a drunk—Rin watched the whole
thing from the kitchen window, describing the bear’s every
move to Juney. But the feeder means too much to Juney to
relinquish. She judges how empty it is by feeling its weight
in her palms, plants it between her feet to hold it firm,
fills it to the brim from the seed sack, and deftly hangs it
back up. Then she sits beneath it, head lifted while she
listens and listens. “Shh,” she says this morning. “There’s a
nest  of  baby  catbirds  over  there.”  A  faint  rustle,  the
quietest of hingelike squeaks. “Three of them. They want their
breakfast.”

Leaving her to sit and listen, Rin kicks the sleepy cats
outside to make their way through the day and eases her car
out of the barn. The barn sits to the side of her house, on
the edge of a flat field that used to hold corn. Beyond that,
a hardscrabble patch of rocks and thistles meanders up a hill
to scrubby hay fields and a view of the Catskill Mountains to
the south. Otherwise, aside from her yard, the ancient apple
orchard  in  the  back,  and  the  vegetable  patch,  she  is
surrounded  by  woods  as  far  as  the  eye  can  roam.

Ten acres of those woods she penned off for her three wolves,
leaving them plenty of room to lurk. Wolves need to lurk. They
are normally napping at this time of morning, but the seething
heat has them agitated and grumbling. Rin can sense their
long-legged bodies moving in and out of the shadows, scarcely
more  solid  than  shadows  themselves.  Even  her  absurdly
hyperactive mutts are feeling the unwholesome weight of the
day, but instead of expressing it with restiveness like their
cousins, they drop where they stand, panting heavily into
sleep.
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The entire compound is preternaturally still. The yard, the
woods, the porch cluttered with gnarled geraniums and fraying
furniture; the rickety red barn with its animal pens clinging
to its side for dear life; the piles of lumber and rusting
machinery—all are as somnolent as the snore of a summer bee.

Rin looks at her watch. “Time!”

Juney straightens up from under the bird feeder, wipes her
earthy hands on her jeans, and walks toward her mother along
the  little  path  planted  with  lilac  bushes,  a  path  she
memorized as an infant. She puts her head on Rin’s chest,
reaching the exact level of her heart.



She smells her mother’s fear even before she hears it in her
voice. The sweat breaking out slimy and oyster-cold.

Juney was conceived in the back of a two-ton, Camp Scania,
Iraq, under a moon as bright and hard as a cop’s flashlight. A
grapple of gasp and desire, uniforms half off, bra up around
Rin’s neck, boots and camo pants flung over the spare tire.
Jay’s mouth on her nipples, running down her slick, sandflea-
bitten belly, down to the wet openness of her, the salt and
the sand of her, the wanting of her, his tongue making her
moan, his fingers opening her, his voice and hers breathing
now and now and now.

Wartime love in a covered truck, that desert moon spotlighting
down. His chest gleaming silver in its glare, eyes glittering,
the scent of him sharp and needing her, the voice of him a low
growl of yes like her wolves.

But even through the slickness, even through the wanting and
wanting, she felt the desert grinding deep into her blood.
Toxic moondust and the soot of corpses.

As Rin drives her rackety maroon station wagon along the rural
roads that take her to town and the clinic, Juney hums again
beside her, rocking in her seat, her warbly tune following
some private daydream. The windows are open because the AC
refuses to work and the sweat is rolling down Rin’s arms,
soaking the back of her old gray T-shirt, the waistband of her
bagged-out work pants. She glances down at herself. She is
covered with dirt from the yard. Probably has burrs in her
hair. Once she was slim with just enough curve and wiggle to
make Jay smile. Long hair thick as a paintbrush till she cut
it for war. These days, squared-out by childbirth and comfort
food, she looks and moves more like a lumberjack. Still, she
should have had the decency to shower.

Juney is mouthing words now, rocking harder than ever to her
inner rhythm. Rin should teach her not to do that—it makes



people think she’s retarded—but she doesn’t have the heart.
Juney rocks when she’s happy

“Tweetle tweetle sang the bird,” she croons in some sort of a
hillbilly tune.

“Twootle twootle sang the cat.

You can’t get me, sang the bird.

I don’t want to, sang the cat.

Tweetle and twootle, tweetle and—”

“Juney?” Rin is not exactly irritated but needs her to quit.
“You’re going to be okay at the clinic, right? No screaming
like last time?”

Juney stops singing long enough to snort. “I was a baby then.
And they stuck me with that long needle.” She takes up her
song once more, then stops again. “Are they going to stick me
this time?”

“Soldiers don’t mind needles. It’s just a little prick, like
you get every day in the yard from thistles.”

“Yeah. Who cares about needles?”

“It’s just an annual checkup to see how much you’ve grown.
Nothing to worry about. They’ll probably tell you to eat more,
skin-and-bones you.”

“That’s ’cause you won’t let me have candy. I’m going to tell
the doctor to order you to give me candy.”

This is an old battle, Rin’s strictness about food. She is
strict about a lot of matters. No TV, no cell phones. No
radio, either, not even in the car. Yet there are limits to
how much even she can cushion her daughter. Thanks to the law,
she is obliged to send her to school, and there, as if by
osmosis, Juney has absorbed the need for the detritus that



fills American lives. Despite all Rin’s efforts, Juney has
caught the disease of Want.

Rin  wonders  if  Juney’s  daddy  would  approve  of  how  she’s
raising her: Jay, the only man she’s ever wanted, ever will
want. Jay, gone for as long as Juney has been alive. And look
what he left behind. A broken soldier. A fatherless daughter.
The wolves who patrol the woods like souls freed from the
dead, their thick-furred bodies bold and wild—the ones who
won’t be tamed, won’t be polluted, won’t be used.

It was Jay’s idea to raise wolves. His plan was to do it
together once they were done soldiering—he had always wanted
to save them from extinction, the cruelty of zoos and those
who wish to crush them into submission. “They need us, Rin,”
he said to her once, his big hand resting tenderly on her
cheek. “And we need them.” So when she found herself alone and
pregnant,  she  decided  to  carry  out  the  plan  anyway.  She
tracked down a shady breeder over by Oneonta and rescued two
newborn  pups,  blue-eyed  and  snub-nosed,  blind,  deaf  and
helpless, their fur as soft as goose down, before he could
sell them to some tattooed sadist who would chain them up in
his yard. One was female, the other male, so she hoped they
would breed one day. As they did. “Never try to break wolves,”
Jay told her. “They’ve got loyalty. They might even love you,
who knows? But we must never tame them. They’re wild animals
and that’s how it should stay.”

Her guardian angels. Or devils. She hasn’t decided which.

“We’re  here!”  Juney  sings  out.  She  knows  the  town  of
Huntsville even when it’s midmorning quiet and raining: the
asphalt steaming, the wet-dust funk of newly soaked concrete.

Rin drives down the main drag, a wide, lonely street with half
its windows boarded up and not a soul to be seen. A Subway on
the left, a Dunkin’ Donuts on the right, its sign missing so
many letters it reads, duk do. The CVS and three banks that



knocked out all the local diners and dime stores. A Styrofoam
cup skitters along the gutter, chipped and muddied by rain.

Pulling up the hill into an asphalt parking lot, Rin chooses a
spot as far away from the other cars as she can get, her
stomach balling into a leathery knot. She hates this town. She
hates this clinic. She hates doctors and nurses. She hates
people.

Pause, swallow, command the knot to release. It won’t. She
sweeps her eyes over the macadam, down the hill to the clinic,
over to the creek bubbling along behind it. Back and forth,
back and forth.

“Mommy, we’re in America.”

“Yeah. Sorry.” One breath, two. “Okay. I’m ready.”

If Rin could walk with her wolves flanking her, she would.
Instead, she imagines them here. Ebony takes the front guard,
his coat the black of boot polish, eyes green as a summer
pond, the ivory curve of his fangs bared. Silver brings up the
rear, her fur as white as morning frost, her wasp-yellow eyes
scanning for the enemy, a warning growl in her throat. And the
big stately one—the alpha male, the one Rin named Gray, his
body a streak of muscle, his coat marked in sweeps of black
and charcoal—walks beside her with Juney’s fingers nestled
into the thick fur of his back, his jaw open and slavering,
ready to tear off the head of anyone who so much as looks at
her.

With her invisible wolves around her and her daughter gripping
her  hand,  Rin  plows  through  the  now-strafing  rain  to  the
clapboard box of a clinic and up to its plate-glass front, on
which, painted in jaunty gold lettering, are the words Captain
Thomas  C.  Brittall  Federal  Health  Care  Center’s
Pediatrics/U.S.  Department  of  Veterans  Affairs.

“Department of Vaporized Adolescents,” she mutters, pushing



open the cold glass door and its cold metal handle. They step
inside.

***

Naema Jassim is standing in the white starkness of that same
clinic, suspended in one of the few moments of tranquillity
she will be granted all day. Her hands, long-fingered and
painfully  dry  from  constant  washing,  press  down  on  the
windowsill as she gazes into the hot wetness beyond. The sky
has  turned  an  uneasy  green,  tight  with  electricity  and
tension. Even from inside her clinic office, the air smells of
singed hair and rust.

“Doctor?” Wendy Fitch, the nurse, pokes her head into the
room. “Your nine a.m.’s here. We have four more before we
close. TV says the hurricane’s due around two.”

“Yes, the rain, it has already come.” Naema turns from the
window, so slight she is almost lost inside her voluminous
white coat, her black hair gathered in a loose knot at her
neck. Face long and narrow, eyes the gold of a cat’s. A star-
shaped scar splashes across her otherwise smooth right cheek.

Behind her, a sudden wind catches the weeping willow outside,
sending its branches into a paroxysm of lashing and groaning.
But  the  tightly  closed  windows  and  turbine  roar  of  the
clinic’s air-conditioning, set chillingly low to counteract
the bacteria of the sick, render the premature storm as silent
as dust.

Naema slides her clipboard under her arm and moves to the
door.

Outside, the trees bend double and spring back up like whips.
The clouds convulse. A new deluge drives into the ground,
sharp as javelins.

A mile uphill, the wind seizes a tall white pine, shaking it



until its ninety-year-old trunk, riddled with blister rust,
splits diagonally across with a shriek. It drops onto the
Huntsville Dam, already thin, already old, knocking out chunks
of  concrete  along  its  crest  until  it  resembles  a  row  of
chipped teeth.

***

Rin grips Juney’s hand while they sit in the waiting room, her
palms sweating as she scans every inch of the place: walls too
white, lights too bright, posters too cheerful, a television
screen as big as a door blasting a cooking show. But she
refuses to look at the other women. Their calculating eyes.
Their judgments. Their treachery.

The monologue starts up in her head, as it always insists on
doing at the VA, even though she is only in an affiliated
pediatrics clinic, not a full-fledged hospital full of mangled
soldiers and melted faces. She fights it as best she can,
trying to focus on Juney, on her wolves growling in their hot
fur by her feet, but it marches on anyhow, oblivious to her
resistance: Where were you ladies when I needed you, huh? I
saw  you  fresh  from  your  showers;  I  saw  you  listening.
Scattered, every one of you, like bedbugs under a lamp. Where
were you when, where were you. . . .

“Stop.” Juney pulls Rin’s hand to her chest. “Mommy, stop.”

Rin looks for her wolves. They are crouched around her still,
tongues lolling, their musky fur and meat-breath reassuring.
She should have brought Betty, her service dog. She keeps
telling herself she doesn’t need Betty. But she does.

Juney lifts her nose and Rin can tell she is smelling the
medicinal  stinks  of  the  clinic.  All  scents  are  colors  to
Juney,  an  imagined  rainbow  Rin  will  never  see.  The
disinfectant in the wall dispensers, sickly sweet and alcohol
sharp—this  is  her  yellow.  The  detergent  of  the  nurses’
uniforms, soapy and stringent, she calls bright orange. The



chemical-lemon odor of the floor polish: purple. The pink of
freshly mown grass, magenta of oatmeal, green-bright breath of
their cats, black of their dogs panting. The glaring white of
her mother’s alarm.

Rin sends her mind to her hand, still clasped against Juney’s
narrow chest. Juney’s heartbeat reminds Rin of the chipmunk
she once held in her palm, soft and weightless, alive and
warm—a tiny bundle of pulsating fluff.

Another  soldier  mother  is  squeezed  into  the  far  corner,
holding a feverish infant to her breast. A second sits by the
wall with her child, its back in a brace. A third walks in
with her toddler daughter, whose right hand is wrapped in a
bandage. The beams of the women’s eyes burn across the room,
avoiding one another yet crossing like headlights, smoldering
with their collective sense of betrayal.

Time inchworms by.

Finally, a hefty nurse with frizzled blond hair steps through
the inner door, the name fitch pinned loudly to her bosom. She
runs her eyes over Rin and Juney and all the other mothers and
children suspended in this stark, white room. “Rin Drummond,”
she calls.

Rin cannot speak.

“Mommy?” Juney lifts Rin’s hand off her chipmunk heart and
jumps down from her chair. “We’re ready,” she tells the nurse
and pulls her mother’s arm. She and Rin follow the nurse’s
broad back down the corridor and into an examining room.

“Just strip to your undies, honeypie, and hop up here,” the
nurse tells Juney. “Doctor Jassim will be here in a jiffy.”

“Thank you. I know what to do. I’m nine years old and my name
is June Drummond.”

“Of course it is,” the nurse says, unruffled.



“Did you say ‘Jassim’?” Rin asks, finding her voice at last.
“Who’s he?”

“Doctor Jassim is a woman. She’s been a resident with us for
half a year now. She’s very good, don’t worry.”

“Where the fuck is she from?” Rin’s hands curl up tight and
white.

“Mrs. Drummond, relax, okay? She’s the best physician we have
here. You’re lucky to get her.” The nurse leaves, closing the
door with a snap that sounds more as though she is locking
them in than giving them privacy.

Juney peels off her T-shirt and shorts and kicks away her
flip-flops. Both she and Rin are dressed for the heat of the
August day, not for the clinic’s hypothermic AC, so her skin
is covered in goose bumps. Rin finds a baby blue hospital robe
hanging on the back of the door and wraps Juney’s shivery body
in it before lifting her onto the plank of the examining
table, its paper crackling beneath her. She is so fragile, her
Juney, a wisp of rib cage and shoulder blade, legs pin-thin as
a robin’s. Rin holds her tight, not sure who is comforting
whom.

***

The wind rampages through woods and parking lots, streets and
gardens, seizing sumacs, maples, and willows and shaking them
until their boughs drop like shot geese. Up the hill, the
rain-bloated  creek  presses  its  new  weight  against  the
crumbling dam, pushing and pounding until, with a great roar,
it bursts through, leaps its banks and rushes headlong down
the  slope  toward  the  clinic;  a  foaming  wall  of  red  mud,
branches, and rocks flattening every shrub and tree in its
path.

Inside,  the  air-conditioning  hums.  Voices  murmur.  Babies
whimper.



Wendy Fitch hovers by the door of the examining room, checking
her watch. Dr. Jassim might be great with her patients but the
woman has zero sense of time. Whether this has something to do
with her culture or is only an individual quirk, Wendy doesn’t
know, but the doctor needs to finish up here and fetch her son
from his friend’s house, the boys’ summer baseball camp having
sensibly  closed  against  the  impending  storm.  The  rain  is
beating on the windows now and Wendy can feel the patients’
parents growing more restless by the minute, as eager as she
is to get back to their canned food and bottled water, their
batteries and candles. Her pulse quickens. As a lowly nurse,
she has to bear the brunt of the parents’ ire, and these are
no ordinary parents, either. They are all military veterans,
half of them ramped up or angry. Like that pit bull of a
woman, Rin Drummond.

“We better hurry, storm’s coming on quick,” Wendy says when
Naema emerges at last from the first examining room. “Watch
out for this one,” she adds in a whisper, touching her temple.
“Room three.”

Naema nods with a resigned smile and walks toward the door.

***

Rin  can’t  believe  they  gave  Juney  an  Arab  for  a  doctor.
Typical of the VA to hire the second-rate. The woman probably
bought her certificate online, did her training on YouTube.
Probably blew up some sucker of a soldier or two on her way
here, as well.

“Mommy, what’s wrong?”

Rin takes a breath. And another. “It’s okay. It’s just this
place.” She strokes her daughter’s hair and pulls her close
once more, feeling her frail body shiver.

A knock on the door. Gentle, yet it sends a spasm through
Rin’s every nerve.



The door opens and in walks a woman in a white coat, as if
she’s a real doctor. No head scarf, at least, but there’s that
familiar olive-brown skin and blue-black hair. She’s carrying
a clipboard file, which she reads before even saying hello,
which Rin considers damned rude. Then she looks up.

A splattered white scar on her right cheekbone. Most likely a
shrapnel wound. Rin would know, having some fifteen herself.

“Good morning,” the doctor says to Juney, voice snake-oil
smooth,  accent  not  much  more  than  a  lilt  but  oh  so
recognizable.  “You  are  June,  right?”

But Juney isn’t listening. Her head’s up, cocked at the angle
that means her mind is elsewhere. “Mommy?”

Rin is shaking. The face. The scar. Her breath is coming short
and airless.

“Mommy?” Juney’s voice is more urgent now. “I hear something.”

“There is no need to be frightened, dear,” the doctor says,
and Rin can’t tell whether she’s talking to Juney or her.

“Mommy!” Juney jumps down from the examining table, her robe
falling  off,  leaving  her  in  nothing  but  white  cotton
underpants, skin and bone. “Something bad’s happening!”

“Get out of here!” Rin yells at the doctor.

“What is the matter?” The doctor looks confused.

“No, not her!” Juney cries. “Run!” And she hurls herself into
the dangerous air, unable to see the metal table covered with
glass  bottles  and  needles,  the  jutting  chair  legs  on  the
floor.

Rin reaches out and catches her, but she wriggles free in true
terror.  “Let  us  out!”  she  screams,  and  the  doctor  turns
around, bewildered, saying something Rin can’t hear because at



that moment the window bursts open and a torrent of red water
crashes through, smashing them against the wall, knocking them
over, pounding them with a whorl of mud and branches and
shattered glass. . . .

Rin’s soldier training, her war-wolf heart, these are not in
her blood for nothing. She struggles to her feet, seizes Juney
around the waist and forces the door open, kicking away the
flailing doctor tangled in her white coat, her long hair, her
scar, and her legacy.

Rin slams her face down in the water and steps on her, using
her body to lever her daughter through the door and out of the
water to safety.

***

Excerpt from WOLF SEASON. Copyright © 2017 by Helen Benedict.
Published by Bellevue Literary Press. Reprinted by permission
of the publisher. All rights reserved.

An  Interview  with  Helen
Benedict,  Author  of  WOLF
SEASON
Helen Benedict is the author of seven novels, five books of
nonfiction, and a play. Her most recent novel, WOLF SEASON, is
this month’s fiction selection on The Wrath-Bearing Tree.

WOLF SEASON “follows the war home,” as a starred review in
Library Journal puts it, examining war’s reverberations on the
lives of three women and their families. There is an Iraq war
veteran named Rin, who keeps three wolves from a pack she
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started on her land with her late husband; she is raising a
daughter who was born blind, perhaps from lingering effects of
Rin’s service. There’s Naema, a widowed Iraqi doctor who has
come to the U.S. with her son. And there is Beth, a Marine
wife raising a troubled son, who awaits her husband’s return
from Afghanistan even as she fears it.

Helen was generous enough to take the time to speak to me
about WOLF SEASON, war, writing, the strengths of fiction vs.
nonfiction to speak to specific themes, Charlottesville, and
more.

The Wrath-Bearing Tree (Andria Williams): Helen, you’ve said
that your newest novel, WOLF SEASON, is about “the long reach
of war.” Can you tell me a little more about that?

Helen Benedict: The Iraq and Afghanistan Wars have affected
all of us in America, whether we know it or not. Our morality,
our  politics,  our  pocketbooks  –  all  have  been  profoundly
changed. But, of course, the most affected are those who have
either served or suffered in those wars, and those who love
them. Of the women in WOLF SEASON, Rin is a veteran of the
Iraq War, Naema is an Iraqi refugee, and Beth is married to a
marine deployed to Afghanistan. All three women are raising
their children alone because of the fallout of war. Of the men
in the novel, Louis is also a veteran, Todd the marine, and
they, too, are profoundly affected by their experiences of
war. The characters in WOLF SEASON personify the ways that war
has permeated the little town of Huntsville, NY, the people
who live there, and, in a sense, us all.

But I don’t want to characterize WOLF SEASON as purely a war
book, for it is just as much about tenderness, love, and hope.
It is also about the way human beings can rise above through
horror and trauma to find and help one another, even when the
odds are against them.

WBT: To which character in WOLF SEASON do you hope readers



will feel most attached?

HB: I hope that all my characters are compelling in their own
ways, but I suspect the answer to this has more to do with who
a reader is than anything else. Already, I have heard a full
range of reactions to the characters in WOLF SEASON: some
readers like the women best, others the children, while yet
others especially love the wolves, and some relate most to the
men. One of the aspects of writing I love the most is seeing
how varied the reactions of readers are, and how everyone
brings their own interpretations to a book that can be quite
independent from mine.

WBT: Helen, I’ve read that you grew up living all over the
world, on islands in the Indian Ocean; in Berkeley, CA; and in
England. You’ve said that during your years of island living
you did not attend school and were allowed to “run wild,” and
I was instantly reminded of Margaret Atwood’s youth, and her
wild-and-free  summers  in  remote  camp  sites  with  her
entomologist  father,  her  mom,  and  her  brother.

Do you think the period of free time you experienced had an
effect  on  your  imagination,  or  somehow  helped  foster  a
writerly way of thinking?

HB: Yes! Largely because of these travels, I spent a lot of



time alone as a child, so learned to read early and took
comfort in books. I was an addicted reader by the age of six
or seven, so much so that I’d be heartbroken when a book
ended. Then I discovered I could continue the magic by writing
myself.

I also learned about poverty and suffering by living on those
islands, which were poor and disease-ridden at the time. Even
at the age of three, I was profoundly saddened by seeing
starving  children  and  people  living  in  shacks.  Children
understand  these  things  much  more  deeply  than  we  adults
realize.

WBT: With such an international childhood and youth, how did
the issues facing women in the American military first come
onto your radar? Your nonfiction book, THE LONELY SOLDIER, was
the first book I read by an academic discussing female service
members; if it was not the first, then at least it was the
first one I heard of, with the largest impact and starting the
most national discussion. Most academics I know, at least in
my experience, rarely think about the military at all. What
brought  you  to  this  topic,  and  with  such  conviction  that
you’ve continued to address it across at least three books?

HB: I am not really an academic, but a journalist and a
novelist who happens to teach. The research I did for THE
LONELY SOLDIER, which was indeed the first book to look at
women who served in the post-9/11 wars, was essential not only
for my journalistic work, but for my related novels, SAND
QUEEN and WOLF SEASON. Over a stretch of more than three
years, I interviewed some 40 women veterans of the Iraq War,
and  then  later  I  also  interviewed  Iraqi  refugees.  These
interviews,  along  with  other  research,  informed  my
imagination, allowing me to plunge deep into the interior
lives  of  refugees  and  soldiers  to  create  my  fictional
characters; something I would never have dared do had I not
spent so long listening to real people.



As for why I came to this topic, I’ll start by saying that all
my work, whether fiction or nonfiction, has looked at the
powerless and the outsider, and much of it has especially
focused on women. When I saw the U.S. invade Iraq for no
reason and learned of the destruction and death we caused
there as a result; and then also learned about the epidemic of
sexual assault in the military and the moral injury that the
war was causing to women and men, I had to write about it. I
care  passionately  about  justice,  and  the  right  of  the
oppressed  to  be  heard.

As for why I turned from journalism to fiction – from THE
LONELY SOLDIER to my novels, SAND QUEEN and WOLF SEASON – that
is because I wanted to get to what war does to our interior
lives, our hearts, our morals, our souls, our minds. That is
the territory of fiction.

WBT: I first read THE LONELY SOLDIER as a relatively new
officer’s-wife,  and  to  be  quite  honest,  felt  like  I  went
through  several  stages  of  grief  while  reading.  It  was
difficult  to  reconcile  my  husband’s  recent,  major  life
decision, and his well-intentioned enthusiasm for it, with the
book’s description of the military as based on a model of
predation, and occupied by, in essence, various levels of
predators  very  graphically  rendered  (recruiters  who  force



teenage girls, for example, to give them head in parked cars).
It was also difficult to consider our family’s new path from
the perspective of my conviction that I was a feminist, with a
deep concern for other women. How had I not known this was
happening to female service members? I remember the striking
detail that the women profiled in the book asked to use their
real names, as a way of “fighting back.” THE LONELY SOLDIER
was the first step in a long and rather painful exposure of,
what may not necessarily be my experience with the military,
but what is the truth for many women.

I guess my question here is one that’s bothered me to some
degree for more than thirteen years: Do you feel that a person
whose life work is spent within an institution like the U.S.
military has chosen, in effect, to side with an oppressive
regime? Is it possible to still be an ally to others, those
often ignored or hurt by war and by institutionalized racism,
sexism, and violence?

HB: I think this is a brave question, and in a way, my answer
lies  in  WOLF  SEASON,  as  well  as  my  other  related  books,
because  my  veteran  characters  are  all  struggling  with
questions like yours, especially how to push back against
injustice and wrongdoing within the military, and how to feel
like a good person when you have come to feel you were used to
do wrong.

My  veteran  characters  have  been  distorted  by  war  and  its
inherent injustices, yes, but they also want to love, mend,
and amend. This is the essential struggle in the aftermath of
war for us all – how, having done a great wrong, we can grope
our way back to doing some right.

Another path, and I do see veterans doing this, is to help the
real victims of our wars: the innocent Iraqi citizens whose
lives we have destroyed. This, too, is a theme in WOLF SEASON.

But going back to the earlier part of your question, yes, I do



think that joining the military is to give yourself to an
institution that usually causes more harm than good. But that
said, I also think it’s important to fight wrongdoing from the
inside. Part of our duty as citizens of a democracy is to hold
governmental institutions accountable when they go wrong, and
to expose and fight and correct that wrong wherever we can. I
know how much courage it takes the military from within, but
I’ve seen active duty service members and veterans do it, and
I admire them deeply.

WBT: You were in Charlottesville, VA, during the horrifying
neo-Nazi rally this past August. How did you end up there at
that time, and what did you observe, on the ground? What, for
you, did that event say about America circa 2017-18?

HB: I have written about that terrible day in Charlottesville
before, so all I’ll say here is that I was at an artist’s
residency nearby, so went to bear witness and counter-protest.
The main point I made in this essay is that, as a writer and
reader, I know that using one’s imagination to put oneself in
the shoes of others is the key to empathy and compassion. The
racists, Islamophobes and anti-Semites who attended the rally
that day refused to use their imaginations to do any such
thing, thus freeing themselves to dehumanize the people they
wished  to  hate.  It  was  a  sickening  sight  to  behold,  the
screaming red faces of those who relish hatred; the opposite
of what writers and artists stand for.

WBT: You’ve addressed themes of systemic violence through both
fiction  and  nonfiction.  How  do  you  feel  these  genres  are
uniquely suited to addressing political issues? 

HB:  Nonfiction  explains  it,  fiction  explores  it.  In  WOLF
SEASON,  as  in  any  novel,  I  was  able  to  plunge  into  a
character’s heart to show how it really feels to be the victim
or the perpetrator or violence, and what that does to the
human soul. The field of fiction is the human interior – our
hearts, our minds, our morals. I love that. That’s why I read

http://www.powells.com/post/original-essays/why-imagination-matters


novels, and that’s why I write them.

—

WOLF  SEASON  is  available  from  Bellevue  Literary  Press  or
wherever books are sold. A reading group guide is available
for  download  here.  You  can  find  out  more  about  Helen
Benedict’s  writing  on  her  web  site.

http://blpress.org/books/wolf-season/
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