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Editor’s Note

T

his year’s Memorial Day puts us within sight of one of the most
pivotal moments in human history. The event occurred 100 years

ago in November of 1918 when the “War to End All Wars” officially
ended. Little did the world know, history has a dark sense of humor —
not to mention irony.
One writer in particular, German war veteran Erich Maria
Remarque, captured the naked truth of the war for future generations
with his literary masterpiece that bore the iconic—and ironic—title,
All Quiet on the Western Front. Penned a full decade after the Armistice,
Remarque perhaps envisioned a day when the horrors he so strikingly
described would become a grim and dusty caricature of themselves.
Either that or he recognized, like so few others did, the gathering
storm that foretold even greater horrors yet to come. If the latter, then
his seminal work was undoubtedly more of an unheeded warning than
a solemn remembrance.
In a final ironic twist, Remarque’s protagonist, Paul Bäumer, after
suffering through four years of conflict, was felled by a sniper’s bullet
on the very last day of the war, just before the mocking declaration that
all was quiet. And while Remarque did follow up All Quiet in 1930 with
a lesser known sequel in 1930 called The Road Back, he also seemed to
have written all that needed to be written on what he had witnessed
before moving on to other literary pursuits which focused on human

conflict in any setting. If so, the death of Bäumer was as much one writer’s release from the metaphorical trappings of war as a literary device
as it was anything else.
In many ways, contemporary writers of “war lit” often hit their
stride at the precise moment they begin to move away from writing
only about military themes and reflections and memories. All are
important, but as so many great writers and poets throughout history have proven, a warrior’s reflections are more a beginning than
an end. We editors reflect on such sentiments by enjoying the works
we publish, many of which have little to do with the military and more to
do with the human condition and the myriad conflicts that literature
can and should reveal. All seek, in their own ways, to capture the
essence and power of life and truth and yes, even irony.
As always, we hope you share our feelings.
The Editors

Non-fiction.

Trigger

Y

By Bryce Piper

ou walk into Burlington with confidence, wife and daughters
in tow, everyone eager to pick up a few things, a suit for
you and whatnot for them. Your wife's great at this and even
though you don't like shopping, you know this will be fairly
painless, and you'll look sharp for your nephew's wedding the day
after tomorrow. Yeah, yeah, yeah. It was stupid to wait 'til the last
minute to get a new suit. Big deal. They have a huge selection. You
know you'll find something.
So your wife leads you toward the racks of men's suits as your
daughters split off for the teen section. No need to tell them to behave.
They're good kids.
“Girls, stay together!” Brenda calls out, taking your hand
and steering you to the clearance rack. “Let's start here. Maybe we'll
get lucky,” she says. The clearance rack is really long. There must be
hundreds of suits hanging there. That's great.
“What's your size?” Brenda asks. “40?”
“How would I know?” you say. For the last twenty years a uniform always worked, and you looked damned good in dress blues.
Without hesitating, she whips a suit coat off a hanger and deftly slips
it up your arms and over your shoulders. It's snug.
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“No,” she judges, pulling off the coat and replacing it on the rack.
“That's too tight, and you need a long. Let's find a 42.” She does, and
it fits well. “How's that?” she asks. “That color looks great. We might be
done already,” she says.
“No. I hate brown. Stick with blue or black or gray,” you answer,
a little annoyed. She knows you hate brown.
She turns with determination, digging into the rack, quickly
dismissing the next half dozen wrong sizes as you put the brown coat
back on its hanger.
“You're still a 36 in pants, right?” she asks without looking up.
“Yeah, pretty sure. I think these shorts are 36 and they're a little
loose, so I should be good.”
“Let me see,” she says, walking behind you. She grabs the top
of your shorts and yanks the belt and material, flipping them down to
read the label. It's uncomfortable and a little embarrassing.
“Hey!”
“Okay, 36,” she says, oblivious to your distress and diving again
into the clearance rack. Well, she's in shopping mode you tell yourself,
trying not to be annoyed. “You were a 28 when we met,” she admonishes. “No more dessert for you.”
That was rude. You decide to start looking on the next rack over.
“Those aren't clearance,” Brenda calls out to you.
“Just keep doing what you're doing. I'll look here,” you say.
She looks annoyed herself now, but gets back to work. Okay, a little
rocky start but at least we're doing it, you think. You begin sliding
suits to the right a few inches as you dismiss them. 38. 38. 40. 40. 40.
44. 36.
“Here!” Brenda calls out, interrupting your flow. You walk back
to her, and she hands you a suit. It looks good. Black. The little tag on
the hanger says 42. The matching pants are —oh, wait.
“These aren't hemmed,” you say.
“What?”
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“The pants aren't hemmed. Can you hem them?”
“Yeah,” she answers with sarcasm. “I've got nothing to do between packing and everything before we leave. Look, there are plenty
already hemmed. You're a 36-34. Just find ones with that on the tag or
hold them up to check the length. Here, try this one.” She replaces the
one in your hands with a new one. The dressing rooms taunt from the
other side of the store, and Brenda senses your hesitation.
“Just wait until we have a few to try on and do them all together,”
she says, returning to her quest. You wander back to your rack, looking
for where you left off. 40. 44. 36.
“Here's one!” she calls. Damn it. Dutifully, you retrieve it and
return. While this seems to go well, it's still annoying. Shopping sucks.
How can people like this? The two suits draped over your arm find
a new home draped over the rack as you move along. 48. 44. 42—
ooh, nope, damn pants aren't hemmed. 44. 40. 42—hmm, color is good,
pants are hemmed, what size are the—shit, 32-inch waist. After a dozen
more like these, the ember of frustration begins to glow within.
“Here ya go,” Brenda calls out. She's moved on from the clearance
rack to another and has two suits in hand. There are two more full
racks of men's suits and a few standing kiosks.
“Just make a stack,” you tell her.
You find a hanger with a green 42 plastic tag. Gray suit, looks
nice. Pants are hemmed. I'll be damned, 36-34. You add it to your stack
and keep looking. After a few minutes another shopper starts rummaging
through your stack. He's a good foot shorter than you and fat, but that
doesn't stop him going through suits that won't fit him.
“Here, let me get these out of your way,” you say with a little
force and a stern eyeball as you snatch the suits you carefully selected
back from him. He says nothing but moves on. Asshole.
After forty-five minutes of meticulous and frustrating searching,
you and Brenda have culled six suits from the herd. Would have been
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seven but that gray one you found was actually a 46. Some fucktard
put it on the wrong hanger. Brenda's not happy you mixed the clearance suits with the regular ones. Your daughters have interrupted
twice, once trying to drag you and Brenda over to see what they'd found
and when that didn't work, and they failed to see your growing annoyance, another time to bring over some outrageously priced bullshit
whore clothes for your disapproval.
“I'm about done shopping,” you tell Brenda.
“What?”
“I'm getting frustrated. I don't like malls. I don't like crowds.
I don't like shopping. I want to go home. I just want to finish here and
go home.”
Her look is a mixed cocktail of hurt, disappointment, and realization.
“Did you take your pill this morning?” she asks. She's thinking
of that time at Ikea. That was a rough day. She loves shopping, loves
finding a bargain. And your eldest loves Ikea. To Brenda, it's a great
morning, a fun family outing. But she can't see what's going on in your
head. The chaotic mass of people putting you on edge, the annoying
children screaming, some teenagers misbehaving or breaking something
then scurrying off, a family from God knows where summoning unwanted memories just by talking in their native tongue, the maze with
no clear exits. Each stranger brushing against you never knows how
close he or she comes to getting choked out. Finally, you demand the
keys from Brenda, insisting they stay and enjoy their shopping while
you wait in the car. You would be fine, you assure her. But you're not,
not really. And she knows it.
And now, in Burlington, she looks at you. And you know she
remembers that. And you realize this wasn't what she signed up for when
she married you. And the knowledge of all this makes you ashamed,
which adds to your frustration.
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You did take your pill this morning. Serotonin reuptake inhibitors
prescribed by the military docs. They're not a panacea. She pauses for
a moment, then reaches out and puts a hand on your chest, feels your
heart beating rapidly.
“Now, look,” she says. “You need a suit. You can't go to the wedding in jeans and a tee shirt. Just hold on a little longer. I'll go check
on the girls and meet you over at the fitting rooms. Okay?”
You grit your teeth and grab your armful of suits. The three of
them join you during the fifteen-minute wait for a fitting room, you
and the guy with a nap-deficient toddler rebelling against her stroller
straps. The girls are starting to get obnoxious. They're chattering,
excited. They don't see you boiling inside. You can't let things go. It
simmered at the suit racks, but standing outside the fitting rooms all
the splinters collected the previous hour throb and feedback like
a microphone too close to a speaker. Like a dog eating its own vomit.
When none of the pants go on — on? They're too tight to go
above your thighs — all you can do is stand there in your underwear
locked within the claustrophobic little room squeezing out every last
drop of self-control to keep from losing your shit. You don't care that
you slam the dressing room door open. You don't care about the wad
of suit coats and pants you drop at Brenda's feet. All you care about
is getting away before you break someone's neck or burn the fucking
place down.
“What's going — ?” is all Brenda gets out.
“None of the pants fit. I need to be alone!” you manage to growl as
you storm past, your face crimson with rage, your shoulders hunched
and hands spasmodically clenching. That you dumped that mess at
your wife's feet doesn't help. That you set yet another stellar example
for your children doesn't help. The thought pushes the needle to red
and you hurry your steps. The only thing keeping you from lashing
out is that getting arrested today would be icing on the cake.
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“Honey!” you hear Brenda call out behind you. “We can find
other pants!” For someone so empathetic she has a hard time grasping
the concept of leave him alone. But then she checks herself. Thankfully.
Finally. She's getting used to it, a thought that isn't comforting at all.
The food court remains relatively empty. You find the most remote spot possible, sit, close your eyes and start the breathing exercises
the therapist taught you. Diaphragmatic breathing. Buddhist meditation.
Still your mind. Let go. But it's hard. Food court static keeps breaking
in, and the nearby thug chatting up a delinquent barbeque employee
makes you want to scream at them both. Tune it out. Concentrate on
the breath. In. Out. Calm the waters. Thoughts are stones making ripples
on the pond. In. Out. Make the water smooth like glass. That fucking —
stop. Breathe. In. Out.
The heartbeat thudding in your ears gradually begins to decelerate. Breathe. God damn—no. Let it go. In. Out. Why the fuck would
they put 36 on the fucking pants if they weren't 36 actual fucking inches?
Fucking— stop. Breathe. In. Out. Calm waters. What the actual fuck?
Stop. Breathe.
Time passes. You have no idea how much. Could be fifteen
minutes, five, a half hour. Doesn't fucking matter. You rise. You're not
all better. Things aren't fucking peachy now. You have a tentative grasp
on yourself. That's as good as it's going to get for now. Brenda and
the girls linger near the entrance to Burlington. Waiting. For you.
They're not obnoxious any more. Everyone's subdued.
“Let's go,” you command, not even looking back to see if they
follow.
Bryce Piper is a recently retired U.S. Marine and student at the University of Mary
Washington. His journalism and photography have appeared in military and
civilian publications, while his poetry and fiction have appeared in Midwest
Literary Magazine, joyful! and Bewildering Stories. Bryce and his family live in
Stafford, VA.
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Goddamn American Hero

I

By Michael Ramos

am a goddamn American hero can’t you tell with my operator beard and Oakleys and cargo tac pants and veteran t-shirt
and hiking boots that are pretty tacticool and khaki ball cap
with a morale patch that says ISIS killer or Sheepdog and on
Veteran’s Day when I go eat all of my free meals at all the restaurants
I don’t tip because I am a goddamnn American hero and give me my
military discount wherever I go because I am an American hero
goddamnit and when something happens in the world that shifts
attention fromvets I will tell you how outraged I am because I am
a keyboard warrior and you aren’t focused on veterans issues because
you are an unpatriotic piece of shit now thank me for my service
because I am a goddamnn American hero and you’re goddamnn right
I made Under Armour change that t-shirt that desecrated an American
icon of patriotism because I am a goddamnn American hero and
don’t you worry about my service because the CO came to me and told
me that it was up to me to win the war by myself so I got to grow out
my beard and went behind enemy lines and did some shit that I can’t
talk about which is why I go out in public in my operator beard and
Oakleys and cargo tac pants and veteran t-shirt and hiking boots that
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are pretty tacticool and khaki ball cap with a morale patch that says
ISIS killer so you will know I am a goddamn American hero and cry
in my beer in public or at the VFW and don’t you worry about my
MOS because it's classified all of it and even if I could tell you anything if
it wasn’t classified you wouldn’t understand anyway because you are just
a civilian who has no concept of what I did for you over there all the
horrible things so just thank me for my service because I am a goddamn American hero and I earned my VA benefits and GI Bill because I
rate them because I served and you didn’t you fat lazy civilian piece of
shit and what does it matter that I was fat too and am now and the
fact that I never made it to the war or even out of boot camp or MOS
school shouldn’t matter because I am a goddamn American hero and
so what if I was in country but served on TQ or Al Asad or Leatherneck
or Bagram and saw no action thank me for my service because I am
a goddamn American hero and even if I was on the front lines I am
a goddamn American hero so thank me for my service and fuck that guy
who criticizes me he probably isn’t even a real vet anyway just like
women aren’t even real vets so THANK ME FOR MY SERVICE because
I am a goddamn American hero and just in case you can’t tell I carry
around a M.O.L.L.E. tactical backpack on campus or everywhere and
attach my ribbon rack with a few extra ribbons that didn’t make it
into my service record and if you still can’t tell check out my paracord
bracelet and the sign on my lawn that says be courteous with fireworks
because an American fucking hero who is afraid of fireworks lives here
goddamnit and no you can’t pet my service dog because it’s to protect me
from all the trauma I saw or didn’t see but I have a service dog because
I am a goddamn American hero and don’t even think about voicing your
civilian piece of shit opinion about the military or America or the war
or anything because you don’t rate because I am a goddamn American
hero can’t you tell with my operator beard and Oakleys and cargo tac
pants and veteran t-shirt and hiking boots that are pretty tacticool
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and khaki ball cap with a morale patch that says ISIS killer so THANK
ME FOR MY SERVICE BECAUSE I AM A Goddamn AMERICAN
HERO.
Michael Ramos is a greenside Navy Iraq vet who is now a temporary lecturer in
creative writing at UNC Wilmington where he received both his BFA and MFA.
His work has appeared in The Sun (January 2012) and Fourth Genre, (Fall 2016).
His essay in Fourth Genre, “A Long But Incomplete List of Some of the Things You
Can’t (Don’t) Talk About” was named a Notable Essay in Best American Essays
2017.
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Fiction.

Full Day's Pay
By Jim Beane

M

y headlights flashed the men huddled together against the
dark. Six a.m. No streetlamps. Cold. Wet. Miserable. Like
some kind of raid. The men turned to my lights, a dozen
pairs of vacant eyes like dime-size mirrors. A sugar glaze
of snow dusted their hats and coats. Made them look like gingerbread
men. One of them broke from the pack and beat two others to my
window. One of the other two bumped up behind him but the first man
stood his ground. He tapped the glass with his fingertip. His hoodie
covered his ballcap, the bill pulled low to keep the snow from his eyes.
I rolled my window down. He lifted his chin. Slivers of ice clung to
a few thin hairs spilling across his lip. Just a boy. A boy with a gold ring
hanging from his ear and a frown on his face. Reflux pushed up my
throat.
For twenty-nine years, I’ve eaten my lunch sitting on upside down
five-gallon buckets, five days a week, sometimes Saturday. I miss
talking shit about sports, about wives and work. I miss sitting across
from a guy I know, a guy who works as hard as me, who looks out for
me, who understands I need him as much as he needs me. Those were
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good times. Shit. Now it’s all about money. Money, money, money. Times
change, Rory says. By the time you add up insurance, worker’s comp,
higher wages and every other cost it takes to put a man on a job, the
jobs aren’t worth it. Too many losers or break-evens, you’re out of
business. That’s assuming you can get enough work to keep a halfdozen men busy in the first place. And if you can’t, what’s the point.
Yeah, yeah, yeah Rory, I get all that. But now you’re asking me to drive
onto dark lots asking dark men I can’t talk to, men I don’t know, men
I don’t want to know, men too different from me to come work with
me, to watch my back, today, right now, for cash money. Rory’s right
on one count; times have changed.
“Ready to work?” I asked the boy at my window.
He nodded and glanced back at the group bunching behind him.
“Speak English?” I asked.
The boy held his hand out, and the small space between his
thumb and forefinger grew smaller.
“A little, jefe,” he said.
“Good. Speak it when you’re talking to me.”
“What is the work, jefe?” He smiled. I didn’t.
“Moving lumber. Tough conditions. Could be dangerous.
Comprende?” The boy nodded as the others crept closer to our conversation.
“You Mexican?”
“Salvadoran.”
“Got a name?”
“Eudelio . . . ” He mumbled an unpronounceable last name.
I waved him off. Eudelio was enough of a stretch for my foreign language
skills. The snow turned to sleet and icy pellets ricocheted off my Chevy
pickup.
“What is the money?” he said.
“Full day’s pay for a half day’s work.”
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Eudelio glanced at the men inching forward. He wiped his nose
with the back of his hand and nodded. He tapped my side mirror with
his fingertips.
“You got a friend?” I said.
Eudelio rubbed his temple with his index finger.
“Sure, jefe,” he said and swept his hand toward the other men.
“How many friends you need?”
“I don’t need any friends. We need another hand to help us unload.”
Eudelio turned to the crowd, whistled and crooked his finger.
A slight boy wearing a knit hat and a thin jacket separated himself from
the others.
“My cousin,” Eudelio said. “No worry. He is much stronger than
he looks.”
The boy who came over to stand with Eudelio could’ve benefitted
from a week’s worth of home cooking.
“All right. Get in.”
“Full day’s pay?” Eudelio’s black eyes didn’t blink.
“Fifty each.”
“But, you say full day’s pay.”
“Fifty cash is a full day’s pay.”
Eudelio’s eyes faded to the wet asphalt when mine met his.
“I bet fifty’s fine for them,” I said to Mister Smart-Ass Eudelio,
and nodded my chin at the pack’s hesitant advance.
He glanced at them and the men pulled back, barely, then Eudelio
pushed off the mirror and grabbed his cousin’s arm to hurry him up
to the passenger door of my truck. They shook the wet off themselves
and climbed in.
Eudelio’s cousin slid across the seat. He bumped my thigh and
jerked back like I was fire.
Christ’s sake, a truckload of millwork coming curbside in one
hour, in a friggin’ snowstorm, an ice covered driveway, stone stairs
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slick as snot, and a backyard torn to muddy hell. Oh yeah, and I got
Mister Smart-Ass Eudelio and his touchy wisp of a cousin as my crew.
Thanks Rory. I mashed the gas and we took off from the lot.
“You’re crowding me,” I said. “Move over.” I shoved my hip at
Eudelio’s cousin. The little squirt jerked upright like he’d been electrocuted. “What’s a matter with you, son?”
“His name is Noel,” Eudelio said.
“What’s the matter with him, can’t he talk?” Eudelio yakked some
kind of gibberish at his cousin and Noel spit out his own nonsense.
“He’s worried you are angry with him.”
“I’m not. But I ain’t no pillow.”
Eudelio tugged at Noel’s sleeve and eased him away from me.
“And from now on, speak English when you talk to each other.”
“Noel has no English.”
“Then don’t talk.”
“Okay jefe, no talk.”
“And quit calling me jefe. My name’s Jack.”
“Okay jefe.”
I glared at him.
“I mean Yack.”
I cringed. Noel squirmed beside me.
“What’s wrong now?”
Eudelio leaned close to his cousin. They whispered back and forth.
“He is still worried.”
“About what?”
“He thinks you don’t like him.”
“Like him? Who says I got to like anybody? I just want to move
lumber.” Friggin’ foreigners. “Tell him to stop that shit.”
Eudelio nodded. He barked at his cousin and they shrank into
their seats. My stomach flip-flopped with hunger. I decided to do us all
a favor and stop for some eats. A pair of yellow arches loomed ahead
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on Van Ness. I skidded into Mickey-D’s lot and braked at the drivethru menu board. Both Eudelio and his cousin stared at their feet.
“Okay, okay. My treat,” I said. I mean, how much could a couple of McMuffins cost?
A scratchy voice rattled the speaker. “Good morning, how might
I serve you?” Fix your speaker, I thought, that might help. But before
I had a chance to open my mouth, Eudelio leaned across his cousin
and spoke up.
“Two biggie size breakfast,” he said.
“Two number fours.” The speaker voice crackled. “Anything else?”
“Two large orange juice,” Eudelio said. He raised his eyebrows
at me and grinned. “We need strength, for working.”
“And a sausage McMuffin,” I said to the voice in the box. “And
a short cup of coffee, milk and sugar. That’s all.” At the next window,
I paid the girl holding the bag, took the sack, and pulled over to park
and eat. I grabbed my sandwich and handed the rest to Noel.
After my first bite, Eudelio handed me a napkin and pointed
to the corner of my mouth. His goofy cousin giggled and I dabbed away
a string of cheese. I turned away from them, wolfed my McMuffin
and washed it down with coffee. They were still eating as I fishtailed
back onto Van Ness.
Halfway around Westmoreland Circle, I tapped the brakes a little
too hard and swerved onto Sycamore. Ladell’s truck was parked at
curbside two houses past the first stop sign. A trickle of exhaust leaked
into the soggy, frigid air. I goosed the gas after the stop and my rear
end skidded sideways on the ice. We ended up in the drainage ditch
behind the lumber truck. Nothing I could do. I spit a couple of weak
curses and banged the heel of my hand against the steering wheel.
Somebody’d have to winch me out.
The truck driver from Ladell’s, an old boy named Bernie that I’d
known for years, hopped to the street from the cab and limped toward
me. I popped my door and stepped outside. Sleet peppered my face.
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“Nice move, Jackie boy.” Bernie pointed to my truck in the ditch.
“All alone today?” He stood half a head shorter than me and carried
fifty more pounds and didn’t like unloading in bad weather any more
than I did.
“I got a couple men.”
Bernie squinted and stood on his tiptoes to see past my shoulder.
I heard my truck door slam.
“Look like boys to me,” Bernie said. I followed his finger pointing at my truck.
Eudelio’s skinny cousin stood in the ditch with his shoulder
pressed against my front fender. In the cab, Eudelio revved the engine
and twisted the steering wheel. Noel, spattered with mud from the
spinning wheels, shoved at the truck, but it didn’t move.
“Stop,” I yelled.
Eudelio turned off the engine and hopped from the driver’s
seat into the slush by the side of the road. He shouldered up next to
his cousin in the ditch. I left Bernie and climbed in the cab, slapped
the transmission into reverse, easy pumped the gas and popped the
clutch. Bernie, laughing, didn’t help.
But damn if those two knuckleheads didn’t muscle me out of
that ditch. Took a while, but next thing I know I’m back up on the
asphalt and the two of them are grinning like the cat got the bird.
I jumped out of my truck and clapped Eudelio on the shoulder. He
flinched and drew away.
“Eas, boy,” I said. “You done good, thanks.”
Snow and mud clung to their sweatshirts and they were huffing
from the effort. They stood waiting with blank faces. I nodded to
Ladell’s truck.
Bernie wrapped his hand around the grab bar welded to the
back frame and climbed the truck’s ladder. At the top of the ladder,
he lifted the controller off its hook and pressed the button to drop the
hydraulic gate. When it was low enough, he stepped on the gate and
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raised himself level with the truck bed. The gate thunked into position
and Bernie hung the controller on a different hook. He unbuckled the
hanging canvas door and slid bot canvases to the side.
Two stacks of millwork packed the back of the truck, butt ends
facing us. Bernie eased himself into the narrow aisle separating the
stacks. He popped the keeper poles on the right side and loosed the
restraining straps. The lumber exhaled and a chalky stink of latex
primer whooshed over us.
Bernie handed me the paperwork from Ladell’s yard. I skimmed
it and said, “Looks good.”
“Only the best for you, Jackie boy,” Bernie said. “Get them men
of yours and let’s get this shit off my truck.”
Eudelio pointed into the truck and spoke to Noel in Spanish.
Bernie grimaced. He shook a smoke from a crumpled pack of cigarettes
and fired up.
“I’ll count it as we pull it off,” I said.
“Right, easier to count once it’s on the ground,” Bernie said.
He kept eyes on Eudelio.
“As it comes off. Stick by stick,” I said. “I got to see what I’m
getting.” I’d been stiffed by Ladell’s before, unloading when I wasn’t
around to check off. Returning material I couldn’t use was a complete
pain in my ass.
“Look Jackie, I ain’t got all day.”
“I’m not taking it all off at once in this shit, Bernie. Simple as
that.”
“Curbside delivery, Jackie boy. Ladell’s got their policies.” Good
old Bernie, some things never change. Going gets tough, he starts fishing
for a little extra pocket money to make it worth his while.
“Policies my ass. You got nothing to do for the rest of the day.
Nobody but us workin’ in shit like this anyway. What are you going to
do, take it all back?” The Salvadorans stared at the ground and shuffled
their feet in the snow.
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“I got plenty to do today.”
“We better unload then so you can get to it. Stick by stick.”
“Let’s see what dispatch has to say.” Bernie pitched his smoke
in the gush of gutter melt rushing toward the rain sewer. He held his
cell to his ear, but before he could speak, I pulled a twenty from my
wallet and held it out between my thumb and index finger toward him.
He tilted his head so he could see the bill a little better, broke into a big
grin, flipped his phone closed with a flourish and snatched the bill
from my fingers.
“Whenever you’re ready,” he said.
“Thanks,” I told him. “Give me a minute, okay.”
Bernie nodded, lit another smoke and drifted under cover behind
the canvas.
Noel, Eudelio and I trudged across the slick driveway, up the icy
stairs and through the muddy backyard. A couple of days ago, Moon’s
Hardwoods had laid a red oak floor in the new addition, and when
they’d finished, they had protected the raw oak with clean canvas tarps.
We took our muddied boots off just inside the door and spread
rubber-backed tarps on top of the canvas. I scattered an armload of
two-by-four scraps on top to keep the trim off the floor so it could
breathe and get used to the inside air. Noel smoothed the tarps to
keep us from tripping and aligned the two-by-four scraps to carry
long sticks.
“Stack by profile,” I said. I pantomimed laying six separate rows.
“Separate,” I said. “Separate.”
Eudelio nodded, Noel nodded. He did whatever Eudelio did, but
I knew damn well he hadn’t understood what I said. I doubted Eudelio
understood.
Back out front, Bernie stood by the trim tapping his foot.
“Let’s go, amigos,” he said as we drew close.
Eudelio received the first board from Bernie with both hands.
He flipped it and I examined both sides. The Salvadoran pointed out
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a small defect, but Bernie dismissed the defect as nothing. Eudelio
pointed to a smaller nick.
“All right, all right. Enough of that,” Bernie said. He swiped
Eudelio’s hand off the board. Bernie had told me more than once that
he disliked uppity Mexicans. Good thing my men were Salvadorans.
Eudelio and Noel crouched and slid their shoulders under the
first bundle of trim boards that passed inspection. They stood erect,
adjusted the bundle on their shoulders for balance and walked off in
step with each other, slipping and sliding as they went. Noel fell once,
hard on one knee, bounced up and kept going like it was nothing.
They climbed the slick steps and disappeared into the back yard. One
bundle after another, wobbling carefully to the rear of the house until
half the truck had been emptied.
But then, they were gone too long.
Bernie and I waited, and waited. And waited. Bernie glanced
at me and raised his eyebrows. I went to check on them, and found
Noel kneeling beside the muddy path, alone. He turned away when
I came on him, as if he could hide the blood dribbling through his
fingers. I pulled his hand away and a deep gash opened in the flesh of
his cheek below his right eye.
Eudelio appeared on the path, out of breath, from behind the
house. He refused eye contact. I touched his arm and he pointed at
a blood-tipped broken branch and slashed his fingertip across his
cheek.
“He slip,” he said. “Not too bad.”
“Looks like he needs stitches.”
“No stitches. Look, no more bleeding.”
“He needs that thing sewed shut. C’mon, Suburban Hospital’s
just up the road. They’ll fix him right up.” I reached beneath Noel’s
arm, and helped him off his knees.
“Goddamn,” Bernie said when we returned to the truck and he
saw Noel.
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“I got to run him up to Suburban,” I said.
“You boys have a disagreement?”
“Not funny, Bernie. Needs stitches, don’t you think?”
“Hell yes, he needs stitches.”
“He okay. No stitches. No hospital,” Eudelio said.
“Man gets hurt on my job, he gets treated.”
“No, no hospital. He is okay. Let us finish our work.”
Bernie shrugged and went back to checking his list.
Noel snugged his shoulder beneath the next stack of boards
and lifted. Eudelio shouldered the other end. I grabbed Noel by the
arm and leaned close to his face to examine the wound. A trickle of
blood dribbled down his cheek. He jerked away.
“He needs stitches.”
“Is okay.” Eudelio tugged at the collar of his sweatshirt and exposed an ugly purple scar that cut from collarbone to ear. “See. No
hospital.”
“Okay, okay. How ‘bout I patch him up and we finish unloading . . .
see how it looks then.”
Noel followed me to the truck. Alcohol swabs and gauze pads
from my first-aid kit cleaned him right up, despite all the flinching
and drama like I was trying to kill him or something. I slapped a couple
of butterfly bandages on to close the gash and covered the mess with
gauze and tape. He did not thank me. When I’d finished, he went
back to work with his cousin.
Unloaded by noon and Bernie long gone, the three of us sat
in my truck with the heat blasting. I doled out fifty bucks each and
shoved an extra five into Noel’s hand. He touched his bandaged cheek
and shrugged. I dropped the truck in first gear and U-turned out of
there plowing into the worsening storm.
“You live near the lot?”
“Behind the market,” Eudelio said.
“I used to work with a guy who lived in those apartments.” I
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didn’t mention that the guy moved out when Eudelio’s people started
moving in. “Two of you live together?”
Noel slumped against me. He’d fallen asleep and wheezed as
he breathed. A darkening red spot blossomed on the bandage.
“Why?”
“Making conversation, that’s all.”
Eudelio twisted uncomfortably in his seat and stared out the
side window. Noel sagged into me.
“Kind of young to be on your own, aren’t you?”
“I am eighteen. I have proof.” Eudelio reached into his back
pocket and produced his wallet. He retrieved an identification card
for me to see.
“I’m just saying. Relax.” I used the back of my hand to close his
wallet, and shoved against Noel with my shoulder, but he didn’t budge.
“Heat make him sleep,” Eudelio said. He picked a clot of mud
from my dashboard, cracked his window and tossed it out. We slid
about in the freezing slush. My rear tire thumped against the curb
repeatedly. Eudelio tugged on his seatbelt, making sure it was snug.
“No snow in Salvador,” he said.
I reached over and turned the heater’s blower to low.
“You have big company, jefe?”
“Not so big. And it’s not my company, so don’t call me that.”
“But, you are boss?”
“Sometimes, but not right now.”
Eudelio licked his finger and rubbed at another dirt spot on
the dash until it disappeared. “Someday, I am jefe.”
“Yeah? Well, don’t be in no hurry. Being a jefe ain’t all it’s cracked
up to be.”
The truck lurched into a pothole. Noel yelped and grabbed his
cheek. He spoke to his cousin in one long fast buzz. Eudelio cracked
a smile.
“What’s funny?” I asked.
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“He asks if you hit the holes on purpose.”
I swatted Noel’s leg and let go of the steering wheel.
“Look, no hands.”
Noel’s eyes got big as eggs and he pushed both hands up against
the dash. Eudelio grinned. I grabbed the wheel and Noel slumped back
into the seat and leaned against his cousin.
“You got a driver’s license?” I asked. Eudelio stared out his window
as if he hadn’t heard me. “Look, I’m not trying to catch you at anything,”
I said.
Eudelio swiped his fingers through the fog his breath left on
the side glass.
“No license,” he said.
“That why you hang out at that lot with the others?”
“Most days, I work with mis hermanos.” He puffed up with pride.
“Your brothers?”
“Si.”
“But not today.”
“No, not today.”
“How many brothers you got?”
“Four. I am youngest.” I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t
offer.
“What work do they do?”
“They make the house frames.”
“They’re carpenters?”
“Yes.”
“Takes a crew to frame a house.”
“Si, my brothers and his brothers.” He nodded at Noel. “My
oldest brother, Ramon, is boss. They build many houses.”
“You go to school?”
Eudelio straightened in his seat. He didn’t blink.
“You ask many questions,” he said.
“Just curious.”
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Eudelio’s lips clamped down and we rode the rest of the way to
the lot in silence. When we got there, snow had blanketed everything
and no one was in sight.
“Where to?” I said.
Eudelio pointed to an alley and I ducked in. Out the other side,
row after row of flat-roofed brick apartments. Work vans and pickups
covered with snow filled the parking spaces. I followed Eudelio’s pointed
directions.
We passed two women on a bench in a fenced playground between two buildings. One of them held an umbrella white with snow
above their heads. Two small children chased each other around the
playground. Another slid down a small hill on a piece of cardboard.
One other climbed a set of curved bars. The women kept close watch
on all of them.
A teenage girl and an old woman struggled past on an unshoveled
sidewalk. The old woman wore a black shawl protecting her head.
The girl carried three bulging plastic bags but kept two steps behind
the old woman. Eudelio opened his window and called out. The girl
turned and when she saw who had called, broke out in a wide grin.
Noel pursed his lips and made a quiet kissing sound. Eudelio ignored
him and pointed ahead to the end of the road.
“You can turn around there,” Eudelio said. “There’s enough room.”
At the turnaround, a rusted step van with no tires was propped
up on cinderblocks ten feet off the parking lot. Smoke drifted from a
blackened stovepipe jutting from the roof. A chunk of ratty plywood
hung off the truck’s side and gave cover to a sliding window cut into
the side panel. Two flimsy posts supported the ply. The glass in the
window was cracked and milky.
Two men stood beneath the plywood, hands jammed in the
pockets of their canvas coats. Both wore baseball caps. They stamped
their feet to keep warm. The slider opened and a heavy-faced woman
handed two plates covered with silver foil to the men. Steam lifted
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off the foil. I rolled my window halfway down and the tang of grilled
beef dribbled into the cab.
“Elena’s pupusas,” Eudelio said. “Salvadoran McMuffins.” He
popped the door, hopped out and trotted to the sliding window. He
spoke briefly to the woman before she slammed the slider closed.
Eudelio remained beneath the plywood talking with the two men.
One of the men glanced at my truck; a sad smile cracked his face.
Noel touched his bandage.
A few minutes passed and the window slid open again. Eudelio
grabbed the greasy bags from the woman. He paid with cash. I offered
him a couple of bucks after he climbed into the cab, but he pushed my
hand away.
“My treat.”
“Mucho gracias.”
“Please. English only,” he said and winked. Noel reached in the
bag and handed me a steaming wrap of silver foil. Inside the foil,
spicy meat smothered in sour greens over melted cheese on a sweet
flatbread. We chomped our food and slurped the juices from our fingers.
When he finished, Noel bumped his cousin toward the door
with his hip.
Eudelio climbed out and Noel hit the ground with his hand
pressed to his cheek. He headed for the two men standing beneath
the plywood. When he reached them, one of the men pried the boy’s
hand away from his cheek and removed the bloody bandage. The
other man crept closer. He slid his cap up his forehead, leaned close
and held Noel’s chin in his hand.
The teenage girl and the old woman we’d seen before walked
up to Noel from behind the food truck. The old woman touched at
Noel’s cheek and caressed his chin. Then, they all touched at him,
and it seemed as if his spirit healed before my eyes. One of the men
draped his arm over Noel’s shoulder and led the boy away.
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Eudelio reached inside the passenger door and brushed the
crumbs off my seat that he and his cousin had left behind. He collected little bits of leftover trash in his hand and crammed the lump
into his pocket.
“You got a phone?” I asked him before he turned to leave. He
nodded. I handed him my phone. “C’mon. Plug your number in. Let’s
not be strangers. I got plenty of work needs done.”
Eudelio took the phone from my hand, flipped it open and held
it in front of his face. His eyes narrowed as they had when he first
approached my truck. He flipped my phone shut and handed it back
to me.
“Come to the lot. That is best,” he said.
“You’ll remember my truck and come over if you see me, right?”
“Come early.”
“You’ll be there.”
“If my brothers don’t need me.”
“And you’ll come over to the truck when you see me.”
Eudelio’s eyes searched mine.
I’m not sure, even now, what I wanted him to say or what I expected from him. Maybe a wisecrack or some short simple conversation,
like friends at lunch. Maybe we could have lunch on buckets around
a fire barrel, and talk shit, like old times. Maybe, but maybe not.
In that instant, his vacant eyes mirrored in mine, I knew, despite what I wanted things to be like, they might never change from
what they were. Not in my life. We were too different, different color,
different language, different. Truth is, most of us, despite how alike
we really are, despite compassion, can’t get past the difference. We
wouldn’t be friends, we’d probably never see each other again. Wasn’t
about love or hate. Fact was, by then, I didn’t have those feelings for
Eudelio or Noel. I just wanted to work with someone I knew, someone
I could trust. I just wanted to stop being afraid every day I clocked
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into work. We waited in silence for the other to speak, and I wondered
how much he worried about the same things as me.
Eudelio shrugged and looked back over his shoulder at the
people leading Noel toward the brick apartment buildings. The old
woman combed her fingers through Noel’s hair and the two men walked
alongside him, placing hands on his shoulders. Eudelio glanced at me.
He shook the melting snow from his hair and tapped his fingertips
against my side mirror.
“Later, jefe,” he said and trotted away. And I wondered who
would work with me tomorrow.
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By Jonathan Bonner

1.

im Travers could not wait to see Amanda again. But he
had returned to the states on a military flight just after dawn,
and he knew that she would be in class early. So after unloading his things he went to bed immediately, willing
himself to fall into a deep sleep because he wanted to be alert and
sensitive to everything about the moment when he saw and held her
again. He had been overseas for six months and there were things that
he missed terribly, mundane things he had taken for granted; but at
night in the desert he had lain sleepless aching only for her.
In the pale winter afternoon he climbed the steps to her house,
a brownstone not far from campus, and he knocked on the glass door.
He waited, smiling, and recalled the night eight months earlier when
he had entered the house for the first time.
Amanda flattered him when later remembering that night, saying
she had felt as if she had been waiting for him to arrive. Jim pictured
her gliding weightlessly between rooms crammed with people, with the
authority of a hostess. He had entered the house behind several other
guests, moving awkwardly under the burden of a large cardboard box
full of liquor bottles. She had spotted him at just the right moment:
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the box had been flimsy and threatened to fall apart in his hands, but
he had smiled and played the part like a circus performer, pretending
to lose his grip while teetering precariously on his heels. Amanda had
placed a hand over her mouth and giggled with the unfeigned amusement of a child. Jim had looked at her in amazement, certain she was
the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. She went with him into the
kitchen, where she helped him distribute the bottles, and they remained
there together for the remainder of the night, while guests came and
went, until finally everyone had departed or fallen asleep on chairs and
couches throughout the house. Then, only when the sun came up,
and they had seen and recognized each other in the clean light of day,
had they gone to bed together.
Jim heard footsteps on the other side of the door. It opened,
and he backed a pace or two onto the porch so Amanda could see him
and be surprised.

2.

Their last names had begun with the same letter, or Jim might
never have found out about him. Jim was seated on the airfield
tarmac, among twenty or so other soldiers, wedged between the weight
of his parachute on his back and his reserve on his front. The others
were talking around him and over him, but he was abstracted.
He had seen Amanda every day that week. In the afternoons,
when he was released from training and she was finished with her
classes, they would drive in Jim's jeep out to the beach at Hilton Head,
and lie together on the white sand until the sun went down; then they
would pull on tee shirts over their bathing suits and go into Savannah
to walk along the river; or out to Bonaventura cemetery — where
Amanda was fascinated by the gothic designs of the tombstones and
the architecture of the mausoleums —to stroll under soft hangings
of Spanish moss; when the night came they drank, and listened to
music, and made love in Amanda's bedroom. It was the first time in
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his life Jim had thought of fucking in this way, as lovemaking. She
had elevated it for him, had made sex a thing of beauty he could share
without dirtying. Amanda's room was softly lit, and cluttered with
photographs, paintings, sketches, and drawings. After they were worn
out, but before they went to sleep, Jim would lie naked and watch as she
modeled the skirts and blouses she had purchased in second-hand shops
during her lunch hour.
Jim said, ‟You could do this for a living,” and Amanda told him
that a long time ago, when she was eighteen, she had been a runner-up
for the title of Young Miss Connecticut. Jim believed it. Now she was
twenty-one years old and Jim, at twenty-five, was both stunned and
exultant to learn he was only the second man she had ever slept with.
Jim was sitting there on the tarmac under the broad blue Georgia
sky, daydreaming with an inscrutable smile on his lips, when a tall, suntanned infantryman with blonde hair dropped onto the tarmac beside
him and said, ‟You must be Jim Travers—I'm Sean Tracey.” Then he
gave Jim a mock salute and said, ‟I guess Mandy is working her way
through the alphabet.”
Jim had never heard of anyone called Mandy before. But he kept
the smile on his face, and said, ‟Is that right?”
And Sean said, ‟Let me tell you, she's a great girl.”
Jim's smile faded. He asked Sean how he knew Amanda, and
before he was finished asking the question he wished he had not. But
Sean's answer was genteel. He shook his head and said, ‟Oh, we dated for
a few weeks. We had fun. She's a great girl.” Jim's heart raced, expecting
the inevitable blow, but when he looked into Sean Tracey's blue eyes and
generous face, searching for something that would justify indignation, he
found nothing at all.
On the plane they were thrown together again in the middle of
a line of other paratroopers. Jim stood behind Sean Tracey, and as
they waited for the green light to go on and the buzzer to sound he
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could not keep himself from picturing the two of them. At first it took
the form of jealous flashes: the two of them tangled in her bed, and
her cries of pleasure. But it got worse. When Jim tried to reminisce
about the previous week, he now saw Sean—not himself— walking
into the house with the crate of liquor bottles, and he saw Sean kissing
Amanda's perfect lips. She had told Jim he had been her second lover,
and if that truly was the case, this man had been her first.
As the plane banked, Jim stood there, with one hand on the
static line above him and the other held out to his side, looking with
grim appraisal at the man in front of him. Then, suddenly, the green
light came on, and the buzzer sounded, and the men started moving
forward, toward the open door of the airplane; Jim fantasized darkly
of something going wrong. One man tumbling through the sky, and
the survivor walking up the porch steps to Amanda's door. But Sean
Tracey pivoted and leapt out into the blinding sky, and Jim followed
him. No dark thoughts survived the fall. One after another their parachutes opened; they waved at each other during their descent. The
men were deposited neatly in the center of a field of tall, dry grass.
Sean Tracey ran to the place where Jim had landed. They were both
giddy with adrenaline; the wind was still humming in their limbs, and
together the two of them jogged, laughing and with one rhythm, to
their rally point.

3.

When Amanda saw Jim she squealed and ran to him. She leapt into
the air and wrapped her legs around him. She beamed and kissed
him hungrily, and he felt that nothing had changed. It was a winter day,
but the windows of her house were open to air the place out. One of
her roommates had given a party the night before and someone had
gotten sick in the hallway.
Amanda led him upstairs to her room and they hurried into
bed even before they were fully undressed. They had sex, once with
blind urgency, and then a second time with deliberate care. When
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they were done they lay there a long time while the sky slowly darkened outside her window. She talked about school. While he was gone
she had been selected for an exchange program, and had gone abroad
for a month to study in France and Italy. Jim lay on his side with his
hand on her naked hip watching her, and she touched the muscles of
his shoulders, chest, and arms, as she talked about the Louvre and
the Coliseum. She had gone running in the French Alps, and drawn
a replica of the Mona Lisa. ‟Hanging there in the museum, it's so
much smaller than you would think,” she said. ‟From looking at it
in books.”
Jim listened to her, enchanted. She wore her new worldliness
effortlessly. She had always called him ‟darling” and now she called
him mon cheri — she had picked up a little French during her travels,
and when she used it to describe the places and things she had seen,
Jim was turned on. He had never known what French was supposed
to sound like in person until he heard her speak it. He wished he had
been there with her in Europe, and he told her so. ‟Oh, don't worry,
darling, we will go,” she said, smiling. ‟I will show you everything,
mon cheri.”
Jim had managed to save a good portion of his hazardous duty
bonus, so he took her to dinner at an expensive restaurant on River Street.
He ordered a bottle of wine. He wanted the dinner to be a celebration
of their reunion, and urged Amanda to order anything she wanted
from the menu. But she demurred, saying she couldn't possibly eat
more than a salad— she was too excited. Jim ordered a steak. He was
hurt that she wouldn't let him buy her a real dinner, but he suspected
she was worried about her figure, which was absurd, because she looked
more beautiful than ever. He told her so, and she laughed and said,
‟Jimmy, you've been in the desert for six months.”
Afterward they met some of her friends for drinks at a bar where
students from the college liked to go. Amanda kept a close, proprietary
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hold on Jim as she led him around the place, showing him to everybody
he had met the previous summer, and introducing him to some others
he had not. She told all of them Jim had just gotten back from overseas.
The girls smiled at him, said it was good to see him again, and asked
how he was; a few of the males asked to shake his hand. One muscular
guy from the crew team asked him if the war was really still a thing.
Jim smiled at all of them and drank whiskey, just one at first and then
several more. The others talked of school, about which teachers they
loved and which they loathed, and about their travels in Europe.
Several girls approached Amanda in tears, saying they loved her and
hoped they would not lose touch after graduation; a few others kept
their distance throughout the night, rolling their eyes whenever she
spoke French. Everyone had plans for the summer; most had already
secured good jobs. Jim started to feel a pain in his stomach. He
thought it must be the steak. He had not eaten rare meat since leaving
the States. He drank more whiskey. By midnight Amanda had gotten
very drunk, and she put her hand down Jim's pants, right in front of
all of her friends, and asked him if they could go home.

4.

It happened during a skirmish in the mountains. Jim and Sean
had been together up on a ridge, looking down at a valley. The
valley floor was a dry creek bed lined with stands of dark green trees.
Two enemy fighters—rangy and time-weathered men in native garb—
had just appeared and were running along the wash, their lean bodies
moving spryly despite the heavy machine guns and rocket launchers
strapped to their backs.
Jim sighted through the scope of his rifle at the first man and
fired. The man flailed his arms and went down hard, sprawling
upon the rocks. Jim then took aim at the second man, but when he
pulled the trigger his rifle jammed. Sean had started firing but it was
too late. The second man had already ducked low and dragged his
wounded friend behind a clump of brush. Jim got his bolt clear, and
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the two of them fired together at the brush where the men had disappeared. They both wasted a lot of ammunition strafing the brush,
and the spur of earth behind it. Sean cursed and said he wished he
had a machine gun or grenade launcher. Jim looked at him and said,
“We've got to move.” The radio was squawking in their ears. Sean
said, “I want to kill that asshole.” Jim said he wanted to kill him too;
but they should shift down the crest of the ridge. Again Sean fired
at the brush. He craned his neck and tried to see the enemy fighters,
but the brush was too thick. The radio was squawking loudly in their
ears, and there was a sound of a lot of screaming and shooting coming
from the other side of the ridge. Jim slapped Sean on the shoulder
and said, “I'm going to move,” and he dug his elbows into the dirt
and began wriggling backward.

5.

Jim hailed a cab while Amanda stood clutching her cell phone,
texting her goodbyes. They went back to her house, and her upstairs
room cluttered with paintings, drawings, sketches, and photographs.
Amanda put a vinyl disk on a small turntable she kept in a corner
and they tried to fuck. Jim had drunk too much whiskey. After a few
minutes he gave up and put his head between Amanda's legs until
she dug her fingernails into his shoulders and came with a prolonged
sigh. Then, to Jim's surprise, she pulled him up to her, and she kissed
him on his lips and his face and neck, as if her own scent had driven
her crazy. It was the first time she had done that. Jim finally rolled
free, and the two of them lay there for a while, side by side. Amanda
was touching his chest, and humming along with the music on the
record, when Jim said, Do you remember Sean?
“Sean?” she said. “Sean Who?”
“Sean Tracey.”
“Oh,” she said. Her voice softened. “Yes. Of course I remember
him.”
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Jim said, “He's dead, you know.”
She pulled away. She looked into his eyes and frowned a little
and said, “I know, darling.”
“It was in the papers, I guess,” Jim said.
Amanda said, “I don't read the papers, Jimmy—one of the other
girls told me.” She flexed and yawned and stretched her perfect body
against his. She breathed heavily and started kissing him again. Her
mouth was open and her eyes were closed. When Jim didn't move she
reached her hand down and began fondling him, but it was no use.
“I know the two of you dated,” Jim said. “Did you know he
remembered you?”
She looked at him. “I don't think we dated, hon. We just saw
a movie together.” Then she added, “And I guess, maybe, we had
dinner once.”
Jim took her hand and moved it away, and said, “Did you like
him?”
“Sure I did,” Amanda said. “He was a nice guy.”
“Okay,” Jim said.
They lay there. After a little while she touched his chest again
and said, “Do you want to see my drawing?”
“Which drawing?” he said.
“My Mona Lisa,” she said. And Jim said yes, of course he wanted
very much to see it.

6.

Jim had just started backing away from the crest of the ridge when
the impact of the enemy fire made a loud spattering sound. He
ducked, pressing his face in the dirt, and felt dirt and pebbles go down
his shirt collar. He raised his head and shouted at Sean to move.
When Sean didn't respond Jim grabbed his ankle and tugged hard,
his mouth in the dirt, until he had pulled him away from the crest.
Then Jim rolled him onto his side to have a look at him, but he didn't
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have to, because after the big 7.62 caliber bullet had torn through
Sean's mouth, it had gone through his head, and blown out the flesh
and bones of his neck at the base of his skull.

7.

When Jim woke up Amanda was shaking him by his shoulder.
He thought she was crying. He was confused; she had turned on
the bedside lamp. She was speaking to him softly, saying, “Wake, up,
Jimmy. Honey, wake up.” Then he realized it had not been her who
was crying, and he rolled out of bed. She said, “Are you okay, Jimmy?”
But when he dried his eyes and looked at her he saw fear in her eyes.
She had the covers pulled up to cover her breasts the way women in
movies sometimes did, but she looked like a little girl, a child scared
of the dark. Jim said, “I'm a little out of it.” She said, “Did you have
a nightmare or something?” But Jim didn't answer her. He felt dizzy.
He backed up against the wall by the window and sank to the floor
hugging his knees. He started crying again and found he could not
stop. He wept like a child, and lost contact with everything outside
himself that had seemed good and beautiful. But beyond the hollow
keen of his sobbing he could sense her presence still, remaining where
she had been, seated upright in bed, the coverlet concealing her breasts,
trying to deal with what was happening. “Darling?” she said. But he knew
it was ruined. After a moment he was surprised when the crying stopped
as suddenly as it had started, as if everything had just dried up.
Jim stood up and looked at her. Amanda looked at him the way
he thought she would look at a stranger who had wandered drunkenly
into her house. Humor him and stay calm, then make your escape
when you can. He had ruined everything, everything. But his eyes were
dry now, and he looked at her paintings, her drawings, her photographs.
For the first time they looked like what they were: beautiful copies of
beautiful things. He picked up her drawing of The Mona Lisa. He looked
at the woman in the drawing and back at the girl sitting inscrutably
in the bed. They both seemed far away.
47

Jim put on his clothes. Amanda watched him. She sat in the soft
glow of her bedside lamp; she was luminous, beautiful, true. But that
was all over. He walked out of the room. He was all right now; next
time he would know it when it came, if it ever came again, and he
would be ready. He went downstairs, and walked out of the house
into the night.

Jonathan Bonner is an Army Veteran and a writer of poetry and fiction. He lives
with his family and three dogs in Colorado.
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The Innocent
By Benjamin Inks

T

he door knock—half expected, highly loathed—sounded
like three solid thuds, equally spaced and blunted. The fat
of a hand hammering away, not the bony knuckles generating
a crisp, defined sound. Militant, almost. Whoever was at the
door was not selling candy.
Mary-Beth’s eyes briefly met the lightless grays of her septuagenarian mother. Those elder eyes stared back without a hint of surprise.
Mrs. Waylon, the mother, remained seated in her padded rocker and
kept to her knitting. Two wooden needles expertly crafting a pattern
from canary yellow yarn, still a rather large ball of it. Mary-Beth laid
the romance paperback she was skim reading page-first on the coffee
table, so as not to lose her place, and stood to approach the door.
Toddler toys cluttered the living room carpet, blazing a trail to the
one-year-old Jack conked out in a mesh playpen. Instead of tidying
up, as she often strives to when there’s company, Mary-Beth carefully
stepped over Jack’s Popper Rattle and stuffed animal Doberman and
bended at the waist to scoop up the twenty-five-pound napper. Jack
woke midair and let out an understandable wail.
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“Shh, sweetheart. I know. I know.” She bobbed him momentarily
before placating with a giraffe-shaped pacifier, which he took with
his own tiny fingers and jammed in his mouth and began to suckle.
Four knocks resonated from the door. The same padded strike.
A little louder, a little faster.
“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Mary-Beth said with resignation as
she toted Jack toward the door.
A commanding baritone voice said: “Open up, Mary-Beth.
Sheriff ’s Department.”
The door withdrew and Deputy Mills was instantly recognized.
He wore tan pants with a brown liner running along the seams, a navyblue blouse with a star pinned to his heart. The obligatory pistol jetted
from his hip, a radio mic was clipped to his shoulder. A shamrock green
raincoat, with the word Sheriff stamped on the back, covered all this.
Without asking, without hesitating he pushed his girth through the
doorway and Mary-Beth could do nothing more than make way and
clutch her son tighter. Deputy Mills doffed a white Stetson as he entered,
held it in both hands like it was sacred. Rain water trickled off the brim
and Mills pushed a hand through his drenched hair, inadvertently
spiking chestnut bangs like a hair-gelled middle schooler.
“Well, hey there, Charlie,” Mary-Beth greeted the rotund man.
“I didn’t think I’d see you here till next Sunday’s potluck. I’ll be making
my famous chili and cornbread so I hope you come hungry. Can I take
your jacket?” Her eyes glanced furtively at the coat closet next to Mills
then back at the man. A bit of redness suffused across her cheekbones.
“Something warm to drink, maybe?”
Deputy Mills fondled his Stetson a moment longer before sharpening his eyes. “Afraid this isn’t a social call, Mary-Beth.”
“Oh. I see . . .”
“No doubt you’ve heard about Jim? It was all over last night’s
news.”
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Mary-Beth swayed her son left and right and pinched his calf with
her thumb and knuckle, but he hardly noticed in his sleepy condition.
“I did hear about that but the news report was very brief. We were
wondering if someone was going to call and let us know exactly what
happened, weren’t we, Momma?”
Mrs. Waylon kept on with her yellow yarn, neither acknowledging the question nor the fact an armed and drizzled deputy was
now standing in their receiving room.
Mills scratched the back of his head. “I have to ask you if—”
Mary-Beth spoke over Mills, shifting her son from arm to arm.
“Really, Charlie, it’s kind of you to check on us but you could have just
telephoned. Roy’s due back from the rig any minute now, and I know
he’ll want to scrub the oil off his nails and sit down to a warm meal.
I’ll tell him you stopped by.”
“I don’t think you understand the situation, Mary-Beth. Jim is
done for with this one. He killed a guard busting loose. A decent man
with grandchildren. I think we better sit down a moment.”
Mary-Beth’s hand moved back to her son’s calf and he let out
a yowl. Tears rolled down his face like a faucet twisted clockwise.
“Shh shh shh. Aw, poor baby.” Mary-Beth danced away from Deputy
Mills and pressed her son’s distraught face to her shoulder. “There,
there. Momma’s here. I’m sorry, darling.”
Mills’ nostrils flared on an exhale. The palm of his hand touched
his service pistol, if only to check it was still there.
“I’m sorry, Charlie, it’s well past his naptime, I was just about
to put him down before you came knocking.”
“It’s alright,” Mills said passively, taking a few steps in place.
Relief washed over Mary-Beth. She traded glances with her
mother whose mouth betrayed the slightest of smiles.
“It’s alright, Mary-Beth,” Mills said. “You take a moment to
put that child to sleep—and then you and I are going to sit down and
talk about your brother. You can even weigh in, Mrs. Waylon.”
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Mary-Beth’s face tightened. Her throat gave a short spasm as
she swallowed nervously. “Well, alright then,” she said.
Oblivious Jack was all too pleased to curl back to sleep. Deputy
Mills seated himself on a pleather ottoman facing Mrs. Waylon and
her daughter. “Now,” he said. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”
Mother and daughter remained stone still.
Mills’ tongue rolled across his slick teeth. “I’ll just come out
and say it, then. We think you know where Jim is. If that’s the case, it’s
in your best interest to speak up. Harboring a wanted murderer has
consequences.”
“What evidence do you have that he murdered someone?”
Mary-Beth asked before being elbow-nudged by her mother.
“You’re right. Innocent until proven guilty. But he did the deed.
He’ll be convicted in court soon enough. If we must hash out formalities
until then, you should know the consequences of harboring a murder
suspect: First, you’ll lose your license as a part-time schoolteacher.
After that you lose Jack. Now, I’m going to ask again, is there anything
either of you need to say to me?”
“You make him out like he’s some sort of monster; he’s not
a bad guy. At least, he wasn’t a bad guy. He was a good kid till my sonof-a-bitch father walloped him on the head with a sack of potatoes.
He went down and he wasn’t the same when he got back up. I’ve read
about the effects of a concussion on a young mind. If anyone’s guilty
in all this, it’s my father.”
“I’m not here because of a decades-old child abuse case, MaryBeth. I’m here because one of my correctional officers was stabbed
to death with a sharpened toothbrush. My patience, and our family
association, is wearing thin. So, you need to come out and tell me: do
you know where Jim is?”
“No. We don’t know where he is,” Mrs. Waylon said with a
wavering voice. “Stop bullying us.”
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Mills’ head drooped between his hands. “Mrs. Waylon, you voted
and supported the Sheriff. You’ve only ever been a family of law and
order. You led me onto Jim in the past when he was hopped up on
meth and heroin and Lord knows what else. What changed? Why are
you protecting him all of the sudden?”
Mrs. Waylon’s eyelashes flickered and she quietly turned to
her knitting.
“What are you making there, Mrs. Waylon?”
Her steely eyes—framed in crow’s feet—steadied on Mills. “Hats
for the homeless.”
The room sat quiet for nearly a minute. Mrs. Waylon slowly
depleted the yellow ball of yarn, Mary-Beth chipped at her own fingernails, and Deputy Mills studied them both intently.
“Will you give me permission to search your house, Mary-Beth?”
She gave a silent gasp. “I think you better get a warrant if that’s
the route you want to go, Charlie.” Mary-Beth peeked inside Jack’s
playpen, drawing slight contentment from seeing him fast asleep and
snoring and perfect.
Gritting his teeth, Mills said, “If I have to go get a warrant, this
will not end well for you, that I promise. Why are you helping him?”
“Because no one else would!” Mary-Beth stood angrily, gesticulating wildly. “We thought sending him to jail would turn him around,
but he came back more fudged up than ever.” A quick glance at Jack
who was still snoring. “Did you know that he was beaten almost daily
in jail? Yeah, he’s even been raped in there. So, what would you do,
Deputy Mills? What would you do if your brother wasn’t a foreman?
We’re Texans, the law is gospel to us folk until some stupid renegade
family member trivializes it by harsh perspective.”
“Whatever Jim was, however the system failed him, he’s gone too
far this time. Now, are you admitting that you know his whereabouts?”
“He was here,” Mary-Beth whispered in defeat, mist welling in
her eyes. “He didn’t say he murdered anyone. He said he busted loose
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and wanted to see us before he hit the road.” She dabbed at her eyes
and sniffled.
“But you don’t know where?”
Mary-Beth shook her head, stealing a glance at Jack. She hated
Charlie for threatening him. She hated her brother for putting her in such
a compromising situation. Just get him out of the house, she told herself.
Get. Him. Out. How far would Charlie take their impertinence? Obstruction of justice? Aiding and abetting? Would she lose her job? Lose Jack?
She’d never broken a law in her life; never even risked a speeding ticket.
She wanted to spill. She wanted to stop the charades and tell Charlie
everything. She was in the thick of it now, though. She’d lose everything for sure if she did that. Her brother came to her in despair and
claimed he was just trying to ‘survive’. He’d been struggling to survive
since that first hit of opioids merged with his bloodstream. Survive,
like a prehistoric caveman running from everything. Now Mary-Beth
just wanted to survive. Wanted her family to survive.
Another bout of silence engulfed the living room. As Mary-Beth
contemplated her situation, Deputy Mills surveyed the area, taking
note of Jack’s toys strewn across the floor. How out of place they looked.
Mary-Beth kept an immaculate home. Nothing was ever out of place.
Nothing—
“Look,” Mills said. “One thing I know about criminals is they
are master manipulators. They prey on empathy. Generate lies like spit.
Jim may be your brother but he is not your friend. Last chance, MaryBeth. You can trust me; I can help . . . have you anything to add?”
“I would if I did, Charlie. Please believe me.”
Deputy Mills nodded. His eyes glanced briefly at a shoe rack
by the door. Boots, trainers, loafers, and moccasins were all lined up
in perfect formation. Laces tucked inside to create a more uniform
display. “You said Roy is coming home soon, finishing up the workweek on the rig?”
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“That’s right.”
“I’ve always respected Roy. Only S.O.B to beat me arm wrestling.
Big boy. Resolute. They like them that way out on the rigs. Tough
work for tough men.”
Mary-Beth offered a slight smile. She wished it was genuine.
“A guy Roy’s height, his shoe size has got to be, what? twelve?
Twelve and a half ?”
“Thirteen,” she said almost pridefully.
“Ah. Thirteen. That’s a big shoe. So, please enlighten me, MaryBeth. If Roy wears a thirteen, what’s a size eleven boot doing on your
shoe rack?”
All color drained from Mary-Beth’s face. She stammered a few
syllables.
The coat closet door kicked open and a wild-eyed and feral
Jim Waylon, hidden amongst the jackets, extended a rusty revolver.
“I ain’t never going back to jail!” he shouted as he shot.
The first few rounds tore through Deputy Mills’ shoulder and
collarbone. Instinct overtook him and he drew his service pistol and
emptied the fifteen rounds of Glock 19 ammunition into the coat closet.
Mary-Beth and Mrs. Waylon screamed in unison, tearing at
their faces and scrunching low in their chairs. They continued screaming
when the shooting was over. Deputy Mills clawed at his radio mic
and requested backup and immediate medical assistance.
Slumped over in the coat closet was Jim Waylon. A man whose
life started out innocent enough. His sister, his mother, they only ever
had the best of intentions. They pitied him as he declined, proffered
a limitless number of chances and opportunities to make amends.
Maybe this time they could be a family again. Maybe this time he’ll
snap out of it; he’ll set aside the drugs, ignore the call of the street and
pick up an honest trade or vocation. Simmer down. Maybe. Even as
he died their focus and attention honed on him. Poor Jim, bleeding to
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death in a coat closet. How different things could have been. But no
one can befuddle as skillfully as family. Poor poor Jim, they thought.
Completely unaware of the dark blood pooling beneath Jack’s playpen.

Benjamin Inks is a Seattle native and graduate of The Ohio State University. He
served as a 19D with the 173rd Airborne Brigade out of Schweinfurt, Germany.
After being wounded in military service, he traveled the US via motorcycle, hiked
across Spain twice, married the love of his life, and now wants nothing more than
to seriously pursue fiction writing, drink good whiskey, read good books, and hang
out with his pet pug, Bella.
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Poetry.

Three Haikus
Mel Bradley
schwarma scents fresh meat
on the silver spit turning
soon resting on pita
forever Dana walks
contemplating the unknown
I am there with her
there is truth in wine
so said ancient Alcaeus
the divorce imminent

Mel Bradley, MD, served in the US Army as a medical officer (62B/61N) from
1995 to 2001 attaining O4 rank upon ETS; he served at Brooke Army Medical
Center in Texas, the 536th General Dispensary in Katterbach, Germany, and at
the McAlester Army Ammunition Plant in McAlester, Oklahoma. He deployed
with 1-26 IN (2nd Dagger BDE, 1st ID) to UN TFAS in 1997 and Kosovo in 1999.
He also served in El Salvador in support of the USMILGROUP.
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To Cap
Tony Daly
I salute you, Ageless Wonder.
While saving the world, you
taught me of honor, integrity,
and pride in my nation:
all those things my father couldn’t
with a beer in one hand and
a switch in the other.
Like a four dimensional Bucky,
I marched safely by your side
as you fought Nazis in a war
that did not end all wars, but
slipped into the history books.
I flew with you on a floating fortress,
battling demigods in alternate futures.
I wept as I accompanied your son
on a mission to avenge your death
and with your daughter on another.
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Today, I weep not for your memory,
but for fear. I adjust my rucksack,
clutch my M-16, and pray that God
will see us through the day.
Your likeness is in the cargo pocket
of my DCUs, clutching his indestructible
plastic shield, as I step on foreign soil,
unsure if either of us will be safe
by the end of the day.

Tony Daly retired after 20 years in the Air Force Reserve, where he served
as an Aerospace Medical Technician and a Unit Training Manager. He has
primarily been published as a fantasy and science fiction writer, and his
short story “Jerry Garcia” was published in Volume 8 of As You Were: The
Military Review with Military Experience and the Arts (MEA). He has also
volunteered as an associate editor with MEA since January 2017.
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They Wanted to Give Him a Medal
Richard Epstein
(As told to me by Genevese,
aka Tanker, 69th Armor Battalion
somewhere in the Central Highlands)
It was pitch black. I could barely see
my hands. I had to pee and didn’t want
to do it off the back of my tank.
The compound was on full alert when
I pulled in. Charlie was in the wire.
Forward listening posts were taking fire.
I jumped off my M48 and headed
for the bush. Two grunts behind
some sandbags were yelling for ammo.
I ducked low and made my way to the Conex
to get what they needed. I ran into two more grunts
behind a berm yelling for ammo.
Another trip, under fire, to get what they needed.
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Glad I was there to help, even though I was just
looking for a place to pee.
I did what I had to do. Next morning,
I found out I peed on a pile of satchel charges,
a gift from Charlie left inside the wire.

Richard Epstein served in the U.S. Army as a 26L20 (Microwave Radio
Repair). He is the editor of two veteran anthologies and his work has
appeared in O-Dark-Thirty, DEROS, Incoming, A Common Bond,
Poetica, Schuykill Valley Journal and others. Richard hosts an open mic
venue each Memorial Day and Veterans Day on the National Mall
adjacent to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and co-hosted poetry workshops and readings at Walter Reed and Alfio's Restaurant in Bethesda, MD,
as part of the Veterans Writing Project and the Warrior Poetry Project.

64

The Airfields of Our Time
Jake Sheff
The pilots — men and women —have a laugh
at the expense of the enemy, whose leader
(a famous hypochondriac) has got “a face
like kelp run over by an ambulance.”
No cogs in the machine; their unit is
a song in history’s music, terribly
composed by maestros flying alongside
spouts of rainbow, blood and flaming fugues.
The airfields of our time are different;
No Fishy Planes, No Fins
(since ends propel
you to themselves). The mayfly and the crane
have airplane spirits; let the alpine soar
in vain! The fertile airfields grow the windrose,
and lash out with the windwhip; drop
the winter’s warmest flake. They take the palace
up there, a lovely place for being placeless.
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The Six-Day War
June 5th, 1967; Operation Focus
“And on the seventh day God ended his work which he had
made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work
which he had made.” Genesis 2:2
A morning full of April’s mayhem
on summer's résumé. Two growling
fists flew south from northern Israel
to make a brave deposit — hyper-real
negation—on perfume from a dream
of spring; “blame is placed in place
of balm or bombs” is what the wise
said. Two long-nosed Vautour planes
reached Port Said, soared upward
with the past ahead of them.
A dreadful breeze blew through
the Suez Canal; white shadows, each
with a lance of nonchalance: riskproduction’s unfelt violence. Electronic,
gamy gametes baffled radars; fables
on anti-aircraft screens were
imageless. From the abode of all that’s
doable but doubt — the only thing
to doubt is doubt itself, it’s said
of battle — Dakotas and Stratocruisers
monitored nearby, gave the okey-dokey
signal. Israeli bombers— no slow pokes —
woke up airfields; opened Egypt’s
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irides of char to wink at its maker
and beholder. With ochre antipathy
predating Antioch, 286 enemy aircraft
were destroyed. The Mirage IV (French
hardware) was installed on the entire
Israeli fleet like a corsage; but the barrage
of skill and busy courage buys overkill,
nobody buys them. The pilots slept
on bunk beds to meet destiny’s opposite:
beyond hills like monks’ heads, sober
rivers and rabid borders; patterns less
paternalistic; faith’s strong fragility.

Jake Sheff is a major and pediatrician in the US Air Force, married with
a daughter and three pets. Currently, home is the Mojave Desert. Jake's
poems are in Radius, The Ekphrastic Review, The Brooklyn Review,
The Cossack Review and elsewhere. He won 1st place in the 2017 SFPA
speculative poetry contest. His chapbook is Looting Versailles (Alabaster
Leaves Publishing).
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Interview.

A

A Conversation with
Andria Williams

ndria Williams’ debut novel The Longest Night, published
in January 2016, was received with wide critical praise.
Kirkus Review hailed it as “Scintillating . . . A smoldering,
altogether impressive debut.” And Kristine Huntley, writing
in Booklist called it “a luminous debut . . . utterly absorbing and richly
rewarding.” It was included in Barnes & Noble’s “Discover Great New
Writers” pick for Spring, 2016. Set during the Cold War, The Longest
Night is a historical novel based on the true events unfolding one
frigid January night in Idaho Falls when a nuclear reactor explodes,
killing three of its operators. One of its main protagonists is a military
spouse, Nat, who struggles with the challenges of married life with
a husband in the Army. Williams, a native of Oakland, California is
the wife of an active-duty naval officer. She holds an MFA in creative
writing from the University of Minnesota. In 2014, she created the
Military Spouse Book Review, a blog that publishes reviews, essays and
articles by women in or connected to the military. She presently resides with her husband and their three children in Colorado.
Williams was interviewed by O-Dark-Thirty’s associate editor,
Carmelinda Blagg.
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O-Dark-Thirty: What I found so interesting about The Longest Night
is its encompassing scope. It is an intimate exploration of marriage,
but at the same time, you broaden the narrative to convey the larger
perils of an ascendant Atomic Age and a dysfunctional military
culture unable to effectively manage its dangers. A common element
of each is this sense of danger and secrecy that feels remarkably
intertwined throughout. I’m curious, was this what initially drew
you to write the novel?
Andria Williams: Oh, yes! The tension leading up to the accident,
the secrecy and danger, definitely drew me to the story. It helped me
tremendously to have the ready-made plot of an historical accident.
I had something to write towards, something to keep me on-track
and not wandering off into nine pages of description of some minor
character’s bedtime ritual, or whatever.
But the mystery surrounding the events also allowed me
enough freedom that I never felt bored before I finished. I could invent
whatever I wanted as long as I stayed true to the feel of the time and
the basic, proven facts of the event, but as for the rest— I could have
a ton of fun.
It turned out that the dawn of the Atomic Age in the late 1950s
also proved remarkably useful for plumbing my own thoughts about
the modern military and the culture surrounding it, without overexposing me as a military wife married to an active-duty officer. Part
of the experience I wanted to give the reader was to put them in the
shoes of the many thousands of American service members who may
not have regular combat roles, but who are still pledged to the military, for better or worse, and who in some cases are actively risking
their lives in this service every day.
ODT: The last part of your answer makes me think of Paul’s dilemma
when he comes to realize the danger of his situation, a danger he
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knows could threaten his own family, and yet there’s really no one
he can tell.
AW: Right. The chain of command does not want to hear that the
reactor is unstable, and there’s not much point in telling Nat, who
will only worry and can do nothing about it. The testimonies I read
from men who worked on the reactor reiterated that they were enlisted men in an Army culture that preferred improvisation and selfreliance over “complaining” about a dangerous situation. “Just fix it,”
they were told, time and again.
ODT: Did your feelings and ideas about the kind of story you wanted
to tell change or evolve the deeper you got into it? If so, in what
ways?
AW: The romantic relationships in the story featured more and more
as I went through various drafts. This was based almost entirely on
reader feedback — my (kind, generous) early readers wanted to know
more about Nat and Paul, Nat and Esrom! So, while I don’t consider
myself a writer of romance, those relationships began to take up more
of the emotional and structural space of the novel.
Because I wanted to keep the literary feel of the story, I had to
think of ways to try to make those relationships moving and interesting,
to still show affection or longing or devotion or what have you, but to
always put a different twist on things. When you are writing literary
fiction you just have to stay a little weird. You can’t have the soft-focus
kiss in the bedroom and then the tumbling down onto the silk sheets.
You’ve got to zoom in on the places where people feel awkward, or
uncomfortable, where there are spaces between them in addition to
connections. It makes it almost more voyeuristic sometimes, but also,
if you can pull it off, more interesting. I know there are plenty of
times I don’t pull it off, but it’s what I am aiming for.
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ODT: Well, I never had the sense I was reading a bodice-ripper! It was
much more interesting than that. I’m thinking about your focus on
your characters, primarily where they are from—Nat from California,
Paul from Maine, Esrom from Idaho— and how they all carry that
sense of place with them, and struggle with it too.
AW: There are portions of the novel where Nat thinks to herself that
Paul feels like a man out of another time. He grew up in a very poor
rural household with no television, no radio. Some of this was based
on my experience working with a social justice group in Maine. We
spent one spring break doing work with the rural poor, and I was
surprised to see how difficult and, for lack of a better word, eclipsing
extreme rural poverty was. One of our work sites was a women and
children’s shelter and there was an Amish woman who had escaped
an abusive husband, in a community too patriarchal to back her up,
with her four small children. I think maybe some of that informed how
I wrote Esrom’s family, too, especially his discussion of his father.
Nat had this sun-drenched southern California childhood, she
loves the Top 40 hits, she’s experienced a freedom that Paul both admires
but also fears. It’s almost like she is from a generation after Paul, though
they are the same age. Life might have been a lot easier for Nat if she
were born twenty years later.
ODT: The novel is structured largely by alternating point of view
(POV) chapters between Nat and her husband Paul, which provides
the reader a rich portrait of the complexities of marriage—from both
sides. But you also have several chapters told from the POV of Jeannie,
the wife of Paul’s boss, Master Sergeant Richards. These chapters give
us a picture of a very different marriage. Can you talk a bit about
what led you to structure your novel in this way?
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AW: The cautionary tale of Jeannie is that a life of military and marital
obligation without love or tenderness to support it is going to create
someone who’s bitter and resentful. Hopefully, the reader is invested
enough in Nat to not want that to happen to her. But I hope they can
also see enough humor in Jeannie’s sections that they enjoy her a little,
too. The scene where she’s poking through all of Mitch’s secret possessions was one of the most fun for me to write. I pounded out that
whole scene in a day.
Jeannie knows when things are absurd even if she must often take
these absurdities very, very seriously, just to survive her day-to-day.
ODT: Yes, in many ways she’s a perfect foil and definitely a character
whose presence ramps up the tension. But, she also has her own story—
quite a sad one. I’m thinking of a phrase early in the novel which
perfectly distills her yearning for a child: “Wanting something that
badly for that long had turned an odd key in her, and she felt that
she might never be entirely normal.”
AW: Yes, and thank you! I think she spent nearly two decades wanting
a child, on top of all of the other frustrations she feels with an unsympathetic and not-too-intelligent husband, and so on. Even when her
longing for a child is finally filled, there’s still a burned-out spot in her
heart that expects to feel anger. I think of it like a partly healed ulcer
with a little open spot, still. And so it’s easy for her to fill it with quick,
sharp anger all of the time. That’s how her mind has come to think.
ODT: Research is an important element in writing historical fiction.
How did you approach this? What were the challenges for you in
fleshing out your story from the facts of what happened concerning
the actual 1961 reactor explosion?
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AW: Luckily, the late 1950s left behind an enormous print and media
culture. I listened to music, read magazines (and studied the advertisements), watched TV shows and movies. I even cooked recipes
from 1950s cookbooks for my family! (I now own two very elaborate
gelatin molds; my husband was not thrilled about this because he
happens to hate Jell-O. But he’s been a good sport.)
The research on the nuclear reactor itself was much more
challenging. I, perhaps obviously, have never worked on a nuclear
reactor floor! So I read nonfiction accounts, oral histories, and
investigation reports from after the accident. I studied blueprints and
then re-drew them by hand from memory and checked them to see
where I had gaps in understanding. I was very happy and gratified to
later receive letters from men who’d worked on Idaho National Labs
reactors in the early sixties and they all very kindly complimented me
on the science in the book, which was a huge relief! (One said something
like, “I was surprised that you could describe work on the reactor as
well as you did.” Which made me feel like a bit of a weirdo–what kind
of creepy stay-at-home mom is microwaving chicken nuggets for her
sweet kids while studying nuclear reactor logs?!—but still very grateful.)
Of course, I know there are a handful of errors in the book of
various kinds, and they stand out to me every time I read through
it —I turn those pages very quickly! But I’m not going to tell anyone
what they are.
ODT: Your insights about marriage— its mysteries, complexities,
all the pain and joy–are so well done. What’s interesting is how the
reader knows the intimate thoughts of Nat and Paul in ways neither
of them can see. Can you talk a bit about the process of evoking this
marriage on the page? How different was it for you to portray the
Richards’ marriage?
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AW: Well, thank you for saying that. It helped that I came to love both
Paul and Nat equally. I could sit here all day and defend anything
either one of them does in the novel—although I’m usually a little
harsher on Paul than Nat. It’s the sisterhood, you know.
It’s hard for me to really discuss writing about their marriage
in any craft sort of way, because it just evolved over the years I was
writing. I honestly feel like I just got to know them better and better.
Which is maybe a weird thing to say about your imaginary friends,
but I wrote 300 pages of backstory on Paul that I later cut from the
novel. I think that really helped me to understand him (even though,
at the time, cutting all that made me feel like I’d wasted 4 months of
my life).
Writing the Richards’ marriage was sort of fun and pure imagination for me, because those two just don’t like each other at all!
Jeannie has outright disdain for Mitch. But still, over two decades they
have built a life together. They have a child. They’ve weathered the
rigors of a military marriage, with its frequent moves, separations.
That’s not nothing. In some ways I was just imagining Nat and Paul
twenty years down the road if they didn’t fix the problems in their
relationship. If they weren’t quite as kind as they both are. If they
simply gave up. Sprinkling Mitch’s deadbeat douchebaggery over the
whole thing gave it, I guess, the spark I needed to make it dark and a
little funny.
ODT: Nat develops a friendship with another military spouse, Patrice,
who is shocked and angered when she discovers Nat’s friendship with
Esrom—a local cowboy and mechanic she has befriended while Paul
is away. As far as Patrice is concerned, Nat has broken the rules of
behavior of a military wife. How different is it today for military
spouses? Are there similar pressures and/or constraints they face today?
What has been your experience, or what have you observed?
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AW: I think there are plenty of rules, both spoken and unspoken, for
modern military spouses. There are ways in which the culture is rich
and diverse and wonderful–supportive and selfless and kind. Military
spouses watch each other’s children, any time of day, no questions
asked. I can think of a dozen kids I love almost as dearly as my own.
Fellow mil spouses will hang out with you ‘til 11:00 p.m. on a Tuesday
because the husbands are eight thousand miles away and, why the
hell not?
When it’s functioning poorly, however, mil spouse life can be
catty and petty and sabotaging. I guess women’s relationships in general
can be that way, but when you’re in a culture as highly gender-segregated as the military—arguably one of the most gender-segregated
institutions in the world, though that is changing, for the better—it’s
all intensified.
I’ve been very lucky to have almost entirely avoided the negative side of things. But of course, you hear the way other people
talk. During the high op-tempo of the mid-2000s, you couldn’t avoid
all the deployment gossip, hearing about people having affairs two
months into a deployment. (I mean, two months? Really?) Young
military wives would sit right out on their front stoops and talk about
this stuff in broad daylight. When you’re under stress, feeling like
you aren’t doing anything as well as you’d like to be, maybe it’s a relief
to nit-pick what you imagine everyone else is doing wrong. Siobhan
Fallon uses the wonderful metaphor of the paper-thin base-housing
walls in her collection, You Know When the Men Are Gone, and Angie
Ricketts describes the phenomenon of mil spouse relationships both
juicily and intelligently from her real-life perspective in No Man’s War.
I think the military wives in The Longest Night are under stress both
from the intense zoom lens of their military lifestyle and perhaps even
more so from the extreme gender-specific expectations put upon
them—and, to be fair, the men are under strain from that, too.
78

When my husband joined the military, we went straight from
this young, freewheeling, academic life (Foreign films! Reading Derrida!
Eating beignets–okay, we never really ate beignets) into simultaneous
parenthood, military life, and moving to a “red state” for the first
time, in the heart of a Bush presidency. In many ways it did feel to me
like I had gone from the mid-2000s back into the late 1950s. I wandered
around, pushing my new baby in the stroller, staring at other moms
on the playground pushing their babies. I felt a tiny bit like I had landed
on Mars. I’m still the same person I was before, with the same core
beliefs (my parents are relieved), but I’ve grown to love this culture,
to be very protective of the people in it. Funny how that happens.
ODT: You mention Siobhan Fallon’s story collection, and Angie Ricketts’
memoir. Are there other writers who have served as guide and inspiration for you?
AW: Oh goodness, yes, a million. I love the novels of Margaret Atwood
and Jane Hamilton; I wrote my (totally unnotable; I didn’t even save
a copy of it) undergrad thesis on their portrayals of female criminals.
I’ve always loved women who break the rules. There’s more danger to
it, or more nuanced forms of danger, anyway, than for men who break
the rules. The Mill on the Floss, The House of Mirth, Anna Karenina;
women’s desires are a dangerous thing.
As for contemporary writers, I love Maile Meloy, Cynthia Bond,
Claire Vaye Watkins, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Nina Swamidoss
McConigley, Karen Joy Fowler. There are some decent books by men, too.
ODT: So, what’s next for you? Any new novels or other writing projects
on the horizon?
AW: Thank you for asking. I’m working on a second novel, also historical fiction, trying to get another draft done by Christmas. I’ll never
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not be working on a novel. I started when I was six years old; there’s
no curing me!
I’m always busy with the Military Spouse Book Review, a blog
I started in 2014, which promotes and catalogues writing by women
connected to the military. Some wonderful women writers have contributed, and I feel like we have some really good momentum going.
We’re always open to new contributors!
ODT: Yes, the blog is fantastic. Could you briefly describe for our
readers what’s there? Just to give us an idea of its breadth and scope?
AW: Thank you so much! On the Mil Spouse Book Review you can
find reviews of contemporary books, interviews with military-spouse
writers and female veteran writers, and occasional op-eds on issues
affecting writers, women, or the military-writing community.
Reading widely feels, to me, one of the best and most accessible
ways for people to start to understand each other.
When I first started writing again after (and during) having
kids, it was a very private act. I barely even did it by daylight! I didn’t
know of any other military spouses who wrote and I was wholly
ignorant on the writing of female veterans. Starting the blog was
originally a way to educate myself while trying to find some kind of
a community. It turned out that the community was already there
and I was late to the party! It was a revelation. I have tremendous
admiration for the military writers, both male and female, whom I’ve
met through the blog. They have been kinder, more generous, and
less competitive, believe it or not, than writing communities in general
and I honestly would do anything within my meager power to help
support that community.
It’s also a way for me to help boost the efforts of women writers,
which is important to me. People talk about the military-civilian gap;
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I think there’s also a military spouse-female service member gap (as well
as a female service member-civilian women gap and even a gap between
military families and civilian families. Gaps upon gaps!) I would never
equate the challenges faced by military spouses and female veterans
because I have experienced only the former, and there are so many
shades of gray in those experiences. But I do think it’s notable that we
are women inside one of the most intensely gender-segregated cultures in
the United States, and supporting other women is very, very important
to me. If we can call attention to the hard, creative work done by
military spouses and female service members, give contributors extra
bylines to add to their resumes (especially important for writers just
starting out), and showcase intelligent, thoughtful writing from within
a military world that some people assume is all flag-waving and
screaming at folks to sit down during the National Anthem, well, then,
we’ve done our job.
ODT: Thank you so much for taking the time to visit with us. It’s been
a real pleasure.
###
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