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FOREWORD


Why not trust the body?”


That’s the question, isn’t it? That’s the question asked by PJ Fredrik in his dark commanding story, “The Church.” That’s the question that military drill, and training, obedience and muscle memory is driving at: trust the body. That’s what you need to do in the war zone.


But the body is not alone. We are something more than body, as this wonderful collection of stories shows us.


Going to war is the great expedition, a journey that changes the traveler in ways that could not have been imagined. Travel is broadening, they say, and so it is. In this case, it’s deepening, too, and wounding and painful, also breathtaking and expanding. Who can say how the soul will react?


These writers can say. The writers of these stories, men and women who served in war zones, who have walked through the dust of Iraq and Afghanistan, who have spent their days breathing and feeling and living those places during the extreme weather event that is war, are here to say just how the soul will be changed.


When I began my own deployment into the war zone, that is, when I began to explore what war means to a soldier, and I began talking to veterans, I was struck by the way they would deliberately reject my assumptions. Any assumption I made, it turned out, was incorrect, which is more or less the reality between veterans and the civilian world.


I once asked a former Marine, deployed twice in Iraq, how he’d felt when he’d learned that there were no WMD. I asked with great trepidation, afraid I might be asking a question he didn’t want to hear, or that I’d rouse some sleeping beast of resentment or hostility toward the great lumbering machine of the military, some hostility he didn’t want to show a civilian. It could be anything, his response. I prepared myself for an IED.


Instead, he gave me a sunny smile. He said, “Roxana, there comes a time in a young man’s life when he wants to go to war.”


Okay. I was reminded that the way a veteran has seen the combat zone was never what I expected. If I imagined brutality, I’d find tenderness. If I expected a wounded soul I’d find mordant humor. Veterans themselves were not what I’d expected: they’re greater, smarter, more damaged, more resilient, more greathearted and courageous, more frightened and grieving, more articulate and more dumbstruck, more ruthless and small-minded, more brutal and more tender.


Brutal and tender is one way to characterize these stories. From “Teresa” Fazio’s silkily chilling “Little” to Benjamin Busch’s hallucinatory “Into the Land of Dogs,” these stories come from writers who create exquisite sentences and deep emotional engagement. War, like love, demands everything of you, as these stories show. It invades every aspect of your life, its imminence casts a long shadow before it, as shown by Michael Carson’s wonderful story “War Party,” which takes place entirely before deployment, and it casts a long shadow behind it, as every single one of these stories show. It’s hard to mention one story without mentioning all of them, because all of them are compelling, engaging, and essential commentaries on a theme that has been a part of human history since history was first painted on smooth surfaces.


This collection is part of the intersection between the military and the literary. When I first ventured into the world of the military, I was struck by the generosity and energy of the people I met there, and these editors, Adrian Bonenberger and Brian Castner, are exemplars of that energetic generosity. With this volume they’re making sure that the members of their tribe—the military—can see themselves reflected, their experience set down, their feelings made known, their thoughts made real, for the rest of the world to understand. And their own stories remind us that we can never reach the end of this terrain, never come to a full comprehension of this place.


All these stories are important: they are part of who we are, whether or not we like what we see, whether or not we’ve been to the war zone. They show us the most important thing a writer can tell us: this is what human beings are like.


Roxana Robinson


Cornwall, Connecticut


July 2016




LETTER FROM
THE EDITORS


Only a few years ago, it looked as if we’d closed a chapter in our nation’s history, and were set to wind down two wars. Remember the time before ISIS, when we were leaving Iraq? Remember when the surge so pressed the Taliban that we could justify leaving the Afghans to fend for themselves? The authors of this anthology remember that time very well; many of them were still serving on active duty. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq—the longest in our nation’s history—are their wars. They saw what it meant to take part in the first all-volunteer war, the first war where women played such prominent and widespread ground-combat roles, and first where the heavy moral, financial, and emotional costs were borne by such a small percentage of the American people.


Many firsts, but this war yielded another superlative that receives far less attention. America has never before, by any measure, fought a war with such a well-educated force. Not only do soldiers have unprecedented technical skills, but many are also steeped in war literature, readers already well-versed in the canon from Hemingway to Herr. Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried is an entrenched high school standard for the generation of men and women we sent to Iraq and Afghanistan. They knew what a war story looked like even before they put rifles over their shoulders and marched, drove, or flew to battle.


Modern life is faster, more complex, more quickly changing than ever before. So why not also the development of the veteran writers making sense of these conflicts? We should not be surprised that war literature is evolving at such an unprecedented pace. The first-draft-of-history now gives way to deep reflective fiction in only a few years; readers waited decades for the equivalent after World War II or Vietnam.


Which is to say that the stories you are about to read are more thoughtful, empathetic, generous, and fantastic than any we’ve ever had from veterans of a war that is still ongoing. We are all of us accelerated.


[image: images]


Stories and narrative are powerful subtle things. They can smother strict history. The screaming horses of All Quiet on the Western Front convey the horrors of trench warfare more effectively than any stack of statistics. But this myth-making ability can be deceptive. When Americans talk about war literature, for example, what we really mean is Western war literature. How many of us have read a World War I story by a former member of the Russian Empire, let alone its Ottoman rival? How many stories can you name by Japanese, Chinese, or Siamese participants in World War II? And who gets to tell “authentic” war stories, the kind that transcend fact? Combat veterans? All veterans? Family members and friends? Citizens of the country that sent them?


Any writer who uses “veteran” to describe him or herself bears a burden of authenticity. The average reader—who, unlike us brooding war writers, occasionally puts down Caputo and Salter to enjoy celebrity chef tell-alls and vampire romance young adult novels—can mistakenly assume that when a veteran tells a war story, they are definitively saying this is how it was, as opposed to this is how it was for ME, or, in the case of many stories, this is how I imagine it was for someone else. Yes, we use our imaginations too; note stories in this collection like Kristen Rouse’s “Pawns,” about Afghan truck drivers, or Brandon Willitts’s “Winter on the Rim,” about a grieving widow, or Matt Hefti’s “We Put a Man in a Tree,” about the haunting dead.


These stories will not be the last word on the wars. Narratives evolve, and though the pace quickens, the depth and breadth of the race expands, frustrating expectations of a finish line. Nothing in this anthology is definitive. The first books from Iraq and Afghanistan were largely shoot-’em-up memoirs, war-plan nonfiction by strategists and generals, and memoirs by conflict reporters like Sebastian Junger. When the Iraq War portion of this conflict appeared to end in 2010, the fiction that appeared soon after was retrospective. That’s what it felt like, at the time.


This collection, on the other hand, was written during the rise of the Islamic State and Boko Haram, Iran’s emergence as a major regional power, and the resurrection of Russia as a source of funding for proxy wars. This anthology was written and edited after the invasion of Ukraine, while China built islands in the South China Sea, and while the USA expanded its footprint in Syria and Iraq. For the first time in our lives, we are beginning to realize that Forever War might be more than hyperbole. A generation raised during the Clinton boom has seen war proliferate during adulthood, profitably so, and along lines that give one reason to believe, based on factual rather than narrative history, that we have more and greater conflict to expect, rather than less.


The stories in The Road Ahead respond to the imaginative challenge of a world accustomed to ceaseless conflict. Some soldiers come home from war, others return again and again. Some civilians flee while others are left stuck in a perpetual violent limbo. Ask us for a solution to this conflict, or a prediction of the future, or even an explanation of how we as a country ended up here, and we present this book. It moves from particular to general, from real to surreal, from the thing as it is to the thing as it could be.


Another anthology with another perspective from editors who just shed the uniform will surely follow, by voices and from a time and context we cannot imagine today.
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Without the work that came before it, this collection would surely not exist, and so we owe a number of debts of gratitude.


To Phil Klay, whose National Book Award–winning collection Redeployment not only established the short story as the preferred medium to examine these wars, but also set a mark for the rest of us to aspire to.


To the editors and contributors of Fire and Forget, the breakthrough anthology of war fiction to arise from Iraq and Afghanistan and an inspiration to the editors of this volume. We learned that while taking on such a challenge was probably a fool’s errand, sometimes that fool’s errand ends up being necessary.


To the community of veteran writers that almost universally work to support and develop each other’s craft. This network takes many forms—writing workshops like Words After War, the veteran-themed reading series at the Old Stone House and Voices From War, yearly meet-ups at AWP—but the end result is clear: when we solicited stories for this anthology, our issue was one of too many options, rather than too few.
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A final note on the process of building such an anthology. Adrian Bonenberger conceived of the idea for a new fiction collection and initiated the first call to writers, and Brian Castner served as de facto managing editor, but during the submission phase, the compilation of stories for this anthology was the work of many hands. Teresa Fazio and Aaron Gwyn served as invaluable frontline editors, doing yeoman’s work on the first drafts of many of these stories. This volume would not exist without the voice and perspective of Teresa, and academic and craft expertise of Aaron. Art is a collective endeavor.


The editors, with gratitude—


Bonenberger


Castner


Fazio


Gwyn
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WINTER ON THE RIM





by Brandon Willitts








After sunrise, Joyce walked into the yard to feed and water the animals. She took comfort in her morning chores. She gathered the feed and walked to the pen. The chickens roamed the yard. She called to them and scattered their feed. The goats were skittish and demanding, like cats. They waited to leave their shack in the pen until Joyce broke the layer of ice formed overnight in their water trough, and only after she’d busted through the ice would the two creatures poke their heads out to watch Joyce fill the feeding buckets with hay and alfalfa. She left the pen and latched the gate.


“You two remind me of the girls I hated in high school,” Joyce said to them. “Saved from the dirtiness of the world by everyone else’s work.” When they craned their necks out of the shack, she yelled, “Keep it up, you two. You just might starve to death.” She went inside to watch them feed.


Joyce pulled a juniper log for the woodstove and boiled water for a bath. As she undressed, she saw her reflection in the bedroom mirror. She turned to her side to measure herself in profile. She was startled by her body’s starkness; the long runs and farm chores had worn her as thin as paper.


Winter had arrived too soon. Months before all of this, Joyce tried desperately to get ahead of the chores, to defend the cabin from the advancing cold. In the afternoons, after her run, she sat on the porch steps and watched the horizon. She saw her first winter coming, just in the distance, as though it sat waiting above the mouth of the Mogollon Rim. And as the days grew shorter, winter slid a little further down the canyon walls, gathering momentum as it flowed along the valley.


She fixed her hair in a bun atop her head, turned to the steaming basin, and washed her face. As she dipped the rag in the water and wrung away the excess, she thought of how Michael took to washing her hair. His hands and fingers were calloused, but he was gentle and dedicated. He worked out any knots she had. He made such an effort to make the cabin into their home. He wanted her to be comfortable, to be happy.


After her bath, she dressed. She checked the animals, the weather. The sun shined boldly in a clear, cloudless sky. She sat in a chair next to the woodstove, wrapped herself in a blanket, and looked into the bedroom: the unmade bed, her clothes in a pile on the floor.


Two photographs hung outside the bedroom. The photographs were framed, black and white, their edges stained yellow by age. Joyce studied them. One was of Michael’s grandfather in his dress blues, taken before he left for Korea. The other was of Michael, a chainsaw perched on his shoulder, leaning against a massive ponderosa pine, taken during his first season with the Forest Service.


The woodstove popped and sizzled. She shifted in her chair, remembering the day she lost him. She’d been in the goat pen when the sound of a truck pulling into the cabin’s driveway propelled her out of the pen and around the side. Thinking it was Michael she rushed to the driveway. Instead she saw two men from Michael’s crew, Dan and the FMO, getting out of a lime green Forest Service truck. Michael was dead. Burned up in his fire shelter. And four others were dead too somewhere in Idaho. She ran toward the woods, and sat curled against the remains of a ponderosa, sobbing uncontrollably, until the cold drove her inside.


After Michael’s funeral, Joyce’s mother begged her to come home, even forced her husband to drive down to Young to retrieve Joyce. But when Joyce’s father arrived he never mentioned Oregon or home. The two of them sat on the porch, shared coffee, and talked about Michael. He asked about the cabin, about chopping wood, about feeding goats, and about winter in Young.


Later, she made dinner, and the two ate in peace and comfort, almost for the first time. It was the peace and comfort she’d tried to cultivate with Michael. That next morning, she made him breakfast, and when he left, he turned and kissed her on her forehead.


As she watched her father’s car lurch down the gravel road, bucking with the ruts, she waved. After the final dust settled, only the sounds of his car were heard. And only after the sound of her father’s car faded entirely, lost in the distance and the mountains, did she return to her cabin.


It wasn’t just her mother who urged her to leave Young. No one understood her decision, perhaps least of all herself. She resisted, anyway; stood fast, stayed in the cabin. It was a choice that seemed to anchor her to the landscape. She didn’t need to understand. She’d find her way. She would tend to things. If she refused to leave, she’d be as close to Michael as the earth allowed.


A truck door slammed and a voice called out her name. She jumped in her chair, startled. The blanket fell to the floor. The screen door opened and someone knocked. She watched the door.


“It’s Dan,” he said, knocked again. “Joyce, you home?”


“Yeah, I’m home,” she called back to him. “Be right there.” She went to the door. Through the tiny panes in the door, she thought Dan’s figure looked hazy and distant, as though he was underwater. He was standing on the edge of the porch, looking toward the mountains. She watched a moment as he shifted his weight and leaned against the railing. He stood smoking, silent. She opened the door and walked out onto the porch. “Hey, Dan,” she said.


He turned, removed his wool hat. “Hey there,” he said, smiling. “How you holding up?”


“One day at a time.”


“Seven of them in a week.”


She smiled, walked inside. “Come in. Take off your boots.”


He stubbed out his cigarette, walked inside, and removed his boots. “I didn’t see you this week. I’m headed down to Payson, thought I’d drop by and see how you’ve been.”


“I’m headed down there today too,” she said. “I’ve got errands. You want some coffee?”


“Love some.”


Dan sat on the couch. She made coffee on the stove, and then poured two cups. She handed Dan his coffee. He thanked her, and asked, “So, how are things around the homestead?”


“Fine, I guess,” she said from behind her cup. “The animals eat every day, and the generator always needs fuel. Power’s finally out for good. What about you?”


“Not too bad, really. The FMO has got us doing some hiring right now. We’re pulling resumes and cold-calling folks. Just trying to get a feel for which ones we’d like to hire. You need any help with that generator?”


She blew into her cup, took a sip, and then said, “I got it so far, I think. But I’ll let you know if I do.”


Dan looked into his coffee, said, “Well, you know I’m always around if you need anything.”


When Michael was alive, he spoke highly of Dan, and after Michael died, Joyce soon discovered why. In the chaotic days after Michael’s death, Dan set up a collection in Young, raising enough to cover all the funeral expenses. After the funeral, Dan kept her updated on the progress of the Forest Service’s investigation into Michael’s death. He even helped her with Michael’s will.


Dan’s cup scraped across the table and broke up her thoughts. She looked toward him. “One time,” he said to her leaning back into the couch, “the crew was digging line deep into the woods of the Sawtooth, for like thirteen hours, just trying to get ahead of the fire. Bone tired, dead on our feet. And the fire kept jumping the line, so we had to work faster. People were cursing and complaining, and it felt like the fire was going to get away from us. And in the middle of all of it, Michael stood up, and called out to the crew. Everyone stopped to listen, and he yelled, ‘Next goddamn person who bitches about digging line with my hotshot crew will buy every single one of those engine assholes a beer for the rest of this season.’ No one said a word after that, and we got ahead of it a few hours later.”


They both laughed.


“I saw a different part of him.”


“You mind if I grab a smoke outside?” Dan asked.


“No, go ahead.”


While Dan smoked, Joyce thought back to the afternoons before fire season. If she heard the neighbor’s dog bark, she knew Michael was close by. She’d walk outside to look for him. Sometimes crows flew overhead. Then she’d walk through the tall grass, and as it brushed against her pants, her boots sank deep into the mud. She’d walk toward the tree line. He’d straddle the threshold: a foot in the grass, the other in the forest. She’d watch him pick up arrowheads, a hawk’s feather, a deer skull, and little bits of wood. He’d gaze intently at them, and then toss them in his pack. Lost in his thoughts, he’d finally look up. His face was tan and weathered, but he didn’t look old. His shoulders were broad and his forearms were thick and ropey, like those of a man who made a living on his feet, with his hands. She’d wave and walk toward the forest. A late-afternoon sun sank slowly behind the Rim, and their shadows would grow longer in the grass. They’d walk through the woods, where he would identify the trees, and talk about how the Natives used fire to shape the land.


Dan’s truck door slammed. He came back into the cabin holding a thick folder. He took off his boots and returned to the couch. Without looking at Joyce, he placed the folder on the table. “This is Michael’s file,” Dan said, leaning forward, his hand sliding the folder closer to Joyce. “It’s the results of the Idaho investigation.”


Joyce stared at the file, its red color suddenly intense. She looked up at Dan, her face hot, and nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll read it later.”


They walked to the porch. Dan put on his wool cap and walked to his truck.


“Hey Dan,” Joyce called out to him, and turned to her. “It was like the roof was torn off.”


“You know where to find me if you need any help,” he said.


Joyce saw what looked like relief spread across Dan’s face. His shoulders relaxed slightly, less tense, and the lines in his face softened.


“I do,” she said.


Inside, Joyce stared at the folder, and listened to Dan’s truck idle. The clutch and shifter made a grinding noise when he changed gears. It whined as he reversed down the driveway.


Her throat was dry and tight, and her thoughts were wide and unshaped. She filled a glass with water and drank it down quickly. Her mind felt thin, like sheets of vellum. She rinsed the cups and glass and dried her wet hands on her jeans. She walked to the window and checked the animals. She sat on the couch, leaned back, and placed a pillow behind her head. She closed her eyes and soon fell into a deep afternoon sleep.


When she woke, Joyce restacked the cordwood on the porch, pulling out logs for the cabin stove. She checked the goats’ feeding bucket, then filled their water trough from behind the wooden fence. She counted the chickens as she walked to the truck. She bound the gas cans with a bungee cord and loaded the trash into the truck bed.


As she turned out of the driveway, enormous clouds, the color of molten tin, floated high above the Rim. She stopped the truck and watched the clouds move undisturbed, slowly, through the sky, made denser and more menacing. After a few moments, she continued again down the gravel road, and drove the sixty miles in silence.


In Payson she dumped the trash, filled the gas cans, and bungeed them back in the truck bed. She then drove to get groceries, and inside the Safeway, Joyce grabbed a cart and pushed it toward the produce. She got ingredients for a salad, bagged the vegetables, and pulled out her list.


Joyce rolled the cart to the cereal aisle. The bright fluorescent lighting made everything look unnatural. In the cabin, the winter sun often never touched the darkest corners, and everything appeared as a light shade of blue. Suddenly, a deep loneliness tugged at her, and her hands shook. She pulled out her phone, her hands still shaking, and dialed Dan’s number. It went to voicemail.


“Dan, it’s Joyce,” she said into the phone. “I was just in the grocery store, and I thought, well, I thought. Shit.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “Sorry. So, I thought maybe you could come over and have dinner at the cabin. It might be nice to have some company. Give me a call back. I’ll be in Payson for a little bit longer, but then I’m headed back up to Young. Okay.” She placed the phone in her purse, and stared down the massive aisle of cereal. Her hands were now still. She glanced at her list, and pushed the cart to the next aisle.


Outside the weather had turned, dark clouds hung low over the parking lot. She loaded the groceries and started her truck. She idled and leaned her head against the steering wheel. The cold was refreshing.


The sky opened and large, heavy raindrops fell to earth. She looked up to see an older woman running frantically across the parking lot, a newspaper held over her head to shield against the rain. The woman’s clothes were soaked and heavy, sagging off her frail body. A limp paper bag of groceries was cradled awkwardly against her side. The woman fumbled with her keys, dropped the paper and keys, and retrieved the keys from the wet blacktop. She clumsily loaded the wet bag of groceries into her vehicle and then drove away with a fogged windshield. Joyce stared at the abandoned newspaper, as it became nothing but grey mush.


She watched the rain pool on the street, and she wanted so much to get out of the truck and touch it. She wanted to cup it in her hands. She thought of the times, as a child, when she walked down to a stream, where she’d place her hands just below the water’s surface, watching as her hands and the moving water somehow reshaped themselves to meet one another. A ring in the water was sent out that widened, making its way through Oregon’s rivers, and out to the sea. The rings, she imagined as a child, would eventually return right back to the same spot where her small, delicate hands had first disrupted the water’s surface, back to its beginning. The rings were tiny disruptions that circled the earth’s waters, returning once again to the same small hands that gently pushed the water.


Joyce shut off the truck and cried. She placed both hands around the steering wheel, squeezed tightly, and rocked her body violently back and forth. She let out a scream. She breathed in deeply, held it, and then let it out gently. She closed her eyes and touched them with her palms, keeping them there until the rain stopped.


She drove toward Young. The truck’s defrosters were broken. She wiped the windows with a rag as she drove. On the highway, the clouds parted, and she glimpsed a canyon-colored sky set back far from grey-black storm clouds. In the mountains night brought darkness. The higher she drove into the mountains, the more the rain hardened. The blacktop soon turned to dirt and gravel, and the frozen rain turned to snow. Joyce stopped the truck, shifted into four-wheel-drive, and drove on carefully. Big logging trucks, filled with the trunks of old-growth ponderosa pines were known to drive recklessly, forcing motorists into ditches, leaving them stranded through freezing nights, or worse.


The night settled around the road. She focused on the road ahead, her vision narrowed in on the falling snow, and her hands felt for any shift in the truck’s grip on the ground. The high beams illuminated the large white flakes, making them appear bigger, and the blackened woods on both sides of the road formed a tunnel.


In the distance, headlights appeared, becoming bigger and brighter as she drove to meet them. For a brief moment, she saw a flash and the vehicle came to a stop. She slowed, waiting for the headlights to approach her, but they remained still, so she drove on. She could see that it was a logging truck, and as she approached, the vehicle moved forward suddenly and passed her without slowing. The snow was falling harder and covering the road. Joyce rolled down her window to look out.


She saw the blood first. She followed the trail of blood, and saw the deer. The blood was spattered in uneven lines along the snow, and the deer lay in a crumpled mess. Joyce turned on her hazard lights, grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment, put on her jacket, and got out of the truck. She looked down the road for the logging truck, but its lights and its sound were gone. She shined her light on the dying deer: a buck.


Joyce approached the buck, and she held her light steady, listened for any sounds. She heard a faint tapping coming from the darkened woods: it was the snow falling against the bare pine branches. The buck was completely still, save its shallow breathing. Tiny bursts of yellow light flashed on the snow. The hazard lights blinked, and the outlying corners of the darkened edges of night appeared faintly yellow. The darker edges of her vision glowed but then darkened once more. She stood over the dying animal; even in the darkness, with only a small light by which to see, she saw the wild and immense power of its muscled body and the breadth of its rack.


Joyce knelt in the snow, and placed a hand on its throat. The buck was still, but Joyce felt the life quickly fading from its body. She placed both hands on the buck now. She wanted to feel the last moments of the buck’s life, to know what death felt like in her hands. She clicked off her flashlight and the world was dark. She brushed away the snow collecting on its damp fur. She hoped the buck was not in pain, but knew death could never be completely painless. She stayed with the buck as it died. When she no longer felt life under her hands she cried.


The snow was falling harder, and she was still far from the cabin. She had to get out of the storm. She stood, placed the flashlight in her coat, bent at the knees, grabbed two of the buck’s hooves, and dragged it away from the road. The ground was frozen. The wet snow and a gentle slope made it easier to drag. Joyce pulled the buck away from the road, then down a small embankment that led to the woods. The woods were covered with fresh snow. The buck was too heavy to pull over stumps and downed limbs, so she was forced to leave it. The snow would cover it for the night, conserving it, but soon the animals and birds and forest would reclaim it. She was breathing heavily. She tried to listen for the sounds of coyotes, but she heard only her heavy breath and the faint tapping of frozen water on the pines. She knelt to the buck a final time, placed her hands on its side, and apologized for leaving.


She climbed to the road, her feet slipping on the slope, and then walked back to her truck. She drove home. The smell of the animal was on her hands. When she pulled into the driveway, she shut off the truck and sat silently in the cab. She watched the snow blanket the land. She would shovel it away in the morning, but tonight she would watch it fall. She imagined the snow forever falling, imagining its beauty and stillness were somehow permanent. She imagined the view through a frosted and fogging windshield of the snow falling might stay forever in her mind. The silence that she experienced might somehow be the only sounds she would ever hear again.


Joyce opened the truck door, gathered the bags of groceries. She slammed the door shut with her hip. The snow crunched beneath her boots. She leaned against the railing, watched the snow, and thought of the red file sitting inside the cabin, waiting for her.


Michael’s file would never tell her anything more than she already knew.


She would never be able to lie down in the woods, pull a fire shelter over her body, and wait until a deadly blaze blanketed her, cooking her alive. As the roar of a wildfire, like a jet engine, drowned out all other sounds.


She kicked her boots against the steps and walked inside. She hung up her jacket, set down the groceries, and took off her boots. The generator would be filled in the morning. She looked outside. The animals were nowhere to be seen, hunkered down in their pens, waiting out the storm.


She kept the cabin dark. She placed a log in the stove and blew on the dim coals. The fire came back to life. The room was still and the sounds of the burning log echoed in the small space. The flames grew and whipped, the pitch popped. She closed the stove. The air pulled through and whistled softly. She walked to the window to once more see the snow. It looked perfect.


The snow covered the tree line. The dark woods of winter were remade. In the woods, the ground was no longer the moist and rotting earth of autumn, nor was it the hollow and empty earth of early winter. It was something else entirely. The snow fell through the trees, hiding snags and widowmakers.


The high-desert snow fell not down but up the Mogollon Rim, as though winter was retreating away from the cabin, away from Joyce, and back atop the mouth of the Rim. She closed her eyes, placed a hand to her own pulse, and thought of the snow burying the buck. She felt her own heart beating. She looked out onto the snow-covered land. She listened as the snow fell. She listened to the sounds of the cabin. She listened for Idaho.
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THERE’S ALWAYS ONE





by Kayla M. Williams








Kate closed her eyes and tried to turn off her brain, let his weight and their movement be the entirety of her world. For a minute it worked, and her mind buzzed. Then his breathing shifted, dragging her back, and a few grunts later he collapsed onto her.


She placed a hand on his chest and kissed his shoulder. “Thank you.”


He rolled off of her, propped himself up on an elbow, and frowned. “I’m sorry, you didn’t . . .”


Shaking her head, Kate put a finger on his lips. “No. Don’t worry about it. I just have a lot on my mind.” Reality was settling back in, the illusion of intimacy fading. Being alone with someone suddenly felt far worse than being alone by herself. She rose and settled a simple black dress over her slim figure, then ducked into the bathroom, glancing in a mirror while pulling her long, straight brown hair into a ponytail and wiping a bit of smudged mascara from below her green eyes.


“Don’t you want to stay?”


“I can’t. My dog needs to be let out.” The lie slipped out, easier than hurting his feelings with the truth: she couldn’t stand the thought of staying.


He got up too, pulling on a pair of discarded jeans and walking with her toward the door. “Call me?”


“Sure.”


He grinned wryly. “You don’t have my number.”


She smiled back, pulled his head down and gently kissed his cheek before walking out. “Nope.”


The clock in her car read just after midnight. Nine on the West Coast at Joint Base Lewis-McChord—her best friend Chloe would still be up. She answered immediately.


“Kate! How are you?”


Without preamble: “I picked some guy up at the bar. It was so easy—just let him think he was picking me up, made eyes at him while he told me war stories.”


“Some pogue?”


“Must’ve been. Probably supply or something—I bet he never left the wire. You know how it is—the more they talk . . .”


Chloe laughed. “Yeah. And? How was it?”


“Meh. Am I a whore?”


Her friend’s tone hardened. “No.” A long pause. “After what you’ve been through, you deserve to do whatever you need to. Anyone who judges you can fuck off. They have no idea.”


“I wish you were here.”


“Oh, Kate.” Chloe’s empathy was palpable in the pause that followed. “I’m not allowed to fly. Why don’t you come out here? When the baby comes I’ll be home for a few months. My mom’s taking a couple weeks, but then . . .”


“Maybe. I have to go visit our parents . . .”


“Call me anytime. I’m not sleeping much.”


When she walked into her house, the cleaning lady’s handmade red, white, and blue sign, “Welcome Home Kate and Paul!” seemed accusatory. She flipped it facedown on the counter. Unable to bear sliding between the freshly laundered sheets of their bed alone, she convinced herself it would be better to miss traffic by driving at night anyway, packed quickly, and left.


The highway was mostly empty except for trucks. Kate rolled the windows down and turned the radio up, singing along to bad pop music rather than thinking.


It was close to nine in the morning when she pulled up in front of Barbara’s house, hours earlier than expected. She killed the engine and put her forehead on the steering wheel, wondering if just driving away was an option. It wasn’t.


Walking up the sidewalk through the carefully tended lawn to the modest brick home, Kate saw the gold star flag in the window and shuddered, wondering bitterly how many of Barbara’s neighbors knew what it meant without being told. She tried to push those thoughts away before ringing the bell.


“Kate! You’re so early!” Barbara engulfed her in a hug. “Do you want coffee?” She led Kate through the immaculate living room to the kitchen and busied herself fixing coffees, chatting incessantly as if they wouldn’t have to discuss Paul’s death if she never stopped talking about other things. “Milk and sugar, right? I just got this Keurig thing; you know, you can get so many different flavors. Not just coffee, tea or hot chocolate too. Makes more sense since I live alone. Don’t have to make a whole pot. Did you drive all night? Was that safe? All those big trucks on the road. And you probably still have jet lag! You must be exhausted.” Finally she sat down at the table, set down their mugs, and looked straight at Kate. “I’m not sleeping much, either.”


Neither of them could hold eye contact for long. Kate looked away first, sipped her coffee. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Barbara.”


“Oh, honey!” Barbara’s voice thickened and she swallowed hard, then took Kate’s hands between her own, looking out the window and blinking fast. Kate stared down at the wood table, feeling the cool papery skin of her mother-in-law’s hands. Ex-mother-in-law? What’s our relationship now?


They spent a couple of days sharing memories, looking at old photo albums, and telling funny stories, conversations that might have approached his death suddenly veering off in other directions. The women were together, yet apart, each still feeling the outlines of her grief.
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The last morning of her stay, Kate stood alone in the living room, looking at the photos on the mantel: Paul as a chubby, diapered baby, a swim-suited toddler running through the sprinkler, a kid in a soccer uniform, a teenager in graduation robes, a young man in DCUs. He transformed in the series, body going from lanky to muscular, brown hair first growing shaggy and then cropped to military regulations, shoulders and jaw broadening—but in all of them he bore the same confident and exuberant smile that had first drawn her to him, so self-assured and fearless, unreserved. She touched the glass of the most recent picture, the two of them with Barbara at their wedding four years earlier. If only Paul were here, he would know how to comfort us. Kate shook her head at the absurdity of the thought and stared up at the ceiling. She wasn’t ready to share her sorrow, and didn’t want to add to his mother’s burden.


Barbara joined her. “That’s my favorite,” she said, pointing at one of Paul climbing a tree. He was probably twelve or thirteen, all gangly legs and arms, looking up for the next branch to grab while sunlight broke just so through the leaves to halo his head. “I don’t know why. Maybe . . . he looks like an angel, with the light—” Her voice caught in her throat and she turned away, choking off a sob. After a shuddery breath, she turned back to Kate. “Here, I thought you should have this.” Barbara was holding out a folded American flag. “They would have given it to you at the funeral if you could’ve been there.”


Kate was shaking her head. “No, no.” She closed Barbara’s fingers back around it. “No. I have all his other things. Put it there on the mantel with the photos.” She stepped back. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come. We had a service for him over there too.” The memory flooded back: boots, helmet atop rifle, roll call with his name unanswered. Their fellow soldiers surrounding her, squeezing her shoulder. His men crying openly, unashamedly. “I mean, I could’ve come back, but I couldn’t. They tried to send me back, but I had to stay.” Kate was talking fast, trying to explain it in a way Paul’s mother would understand, remembering the controlled urgency with which she had needed to convince her first sergeant not to make her take emergency leave. “I couldn’t leave my guys. Not then. And I had to help catch the bad guys. For Paul.” Working was the only time she’d felt calm, going out on missions and piecing together scattered bits of intelligence. Alone at night in the CHU they’d shared had been terrible; busyness was all that helped. Kate felt suddenly wobbly and grabbed the mantel to steady herself.


“Did you?” There was an unusual fierceness in Barbara’s voice.


“What?” Kate felt disconcerted, torn between the past and present.


“Did you catch the guys who did it?”


“No,” Kate said flatly. “We killed them.” Not that there had been forensics or a trial, but she was confident the intel was good. When a team had gone to roll them up, they’d fought back. None of them survived. Kate wasn’t sorry. Between corrupt judges and guards taking bribes, who knew if any of them would have really been punished in the Afghan system. Rule of law was a joke. This way she had closure.


“Good.” Barbara, normally gentle, sounded cold.


Kate cringed inside. The war didn’t belong here. Barbara shouldn’t relish anyone’s death; it upset the order. She nodded toward her suitcase, waiting by the front door. “I need to go—see my mom, pick up Bear.”


Barbara tried to smile. “Oh, he’s such a good dog. Bring him by to see me sometime, will you?” The smile slipped away. “Since Paul’s father passed a few years ago, you two are all that I have left, now that . . .” Inadvertently, her hand reached out and touched Kate’s belly as she blurted out, “I just wish you and Paul had had a baby!” She turned away and crossed her arms over her chest.


“Me too.” Kate reached out and touched her mother-in-law’s shoulder, then stepped forward and hugged her. Barbara turned around and they clung to one another for a moment before breaking apart. “We’ll come visit soon,” she promised on her way out.


A few blocks away Kate pulled over and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes while scrunching her face up, willing herself not to cry. This isn’t the time or place, she told herself. When is, then? Where? another part asked back. Shaking her head fiercely, she pulled back on to the road.
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Midafternoon, she pulled up in front of her childhood home and sighed. For a moment she let herself envy Chloe’s relationship with her mom, then pushed the thought away, trying to relinquish any expectations of comfort. Kate and her mother had a fraught history—this visit, too, was a duty and not a relief. Don’t expect it to suck, either—that just guarantees disaster.


Remembering that the doorbell was broken, she knocked hard and then waited. And waited. Knocked again. Her mother looked frazzled when she finally opened the door, brushing sweaty tendrils of hair out of her eyes. “Sorry, Kate! I was cleaning out the guest room for you. It’s impossible to keep on top of everything! Come in, come in!”


The breeze from the door shutting behind her set a tumbleweed of dog and cat hair adrift across the floor, settling under the table Kate set her purse on. They hugged awkwardly as Kate craned her head around, looking. “Where’s Bear?”


“He’s out back. You go see him; I’ll make coffee.”


Kate moved as quickly as she could to the back door without actually running, and flung it open. Bear must’ve heard her car or voice, because he was waiting, tail wagging furiously, forcing his way through as soon as the door opened a crack. “Hey, boy!” He circled Kate, bumping against her, nuzzling her hand, panting, wagging, half-jumping, and finally settling to sit on her feet and lean back against her legs while gazing up at her, his tongue lolling out. “There’s a good dog,” she murmured, leaning down to scratch both sides of his chin with her hands.


The black-and-brown Rottweiler mix stayed close as she walked into the kitchen and leaned against her again when she sat down.


Her mom was opening and closing cabinets, shoving things around. “I know there’s coffee here somewhere. Your uncle Jim gave me some in a gift basket for Christmas. I know how much you like it . . .”


“Ma, it’s okay,” Kate tried to break in.


No luck. “Did you know, Jim’s wife Cathy has breast cancer? And their good-for-nothing son, your cousin Jeff, he still doesn’t have a job. Lives in their basement. Can you believe it? Twenty-five years old and still at home. Cathy thinks he smokes the pot.”


“Mother.”


The search, and the litany, went on. “I told him he should join the Army like you did, I mean, if you can do it, surely he can.”


“Mom!” Sharply this time. “Tea is fine. Okay? Tea would be great.”


“You didn’t have to snap at me.”


Kate stifled a sharp retort. “Sorry, Ma.”


Her mother boiled water in silence, then set steeping cups of tea on the table before sitting down.


“How’s Barbara holding up?”


“As well as can be expected.”


“How are you?”


Kate quirked her mouth and blew on the scalding tea before taking a tiny sip. “As well as can be expected.”


“Well,” her mother sighed. “At least you didn’t have any children.”


Setting the tea down hard enough that it sloshed out of the cup, Kate stood abruptly. Bear jumped up, wagging his tail. She stared down at her mother, whose face had gone pale and anxious, opened her mouth to speak, then clenched it closed again. She turned stiffly and walked to the front door, picked up her purse, and walked out.


Her mother trailed after her.


“Honey?” she said.
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Back home a few hours later, Bear ran from one room to another, tail wagging excitedly. He circled back to Kate, head cocked to one side, tail wagging more slowly. Finally finished searching the entire house, he sat at her feet and stared up at her, looked questioningly at the front door, then gave one short bark. Kate shook her head, tears welling up. Bear tilted his head, looking as if he were trying to understand, then raised a paw and scratched at her leg.


She knelt down and grabbed the thick fur on either side of his big square head, then shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, Bear.” The control finally collapsed, and she wrapped her arms around the dog and buried her face in his coat, sobbing. Bear whined and thumped his tail. Kate wept mindlessly, fingers clutching at Bear’s fur. At some point her crying turned to keening, and Bear started howling. That startled her back to reality, and she went to wash her face and blow her nose.


“Come on,” she said, patting the bed. “Hop up.” The dog looked around. “Yeah, you. Just come on.”


After one final hesitation, Bear bounded easily onto the bed and circled around before settling against her.
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They were inseparable for the remainder of Kate’s leave, going for long hikes in pleasant weather, watching Law & Order marathons while it rained, sleeping back-to-back at night. Kate hardly spent any time with people. She went out with friends a few times, but no one seemed to know how to act around her. Some of them wanted to hold hands over cocoa and talk about her feelings, which made her uncomfortable. They urged her to grieve, to process her emotions, to do yoga. “I know they mean well, but have they even met me?” she vented to Chloe. “I don’t want to sit around singing Kumbaya and talking about my grief journey! I’d rather be back in Afghanistan than here ‘engaging in self-care.’ I want to do something, work, have a purpose. Not all this touchy-feely bullshit.”


Others seemed to think she should already be over Paul’s death and that going clubbing would be good for her, which was worse. Seeing couples made her sad. Watching single people hooking up made her sick.


“Do you want help getting rid of his things?” one of her girlfriends asked over coffee. She just shook her head, eyebrows drawn together, but then thought about it the whole drive home. Standing in their walk-in closet, she trailed her hands along his uniforms and handful of dress shirts and slacks—he was more a jeans and t-shirts guy. Kate didn’t need them; maybe someone else could use them. But the thought of erasing his presence from her home—their home?—seemed wrong. She leaned into the clothes, breathing deeply but smelling only Tide, resenting his tidiness: there was nothing left that smelled of him.


Kate’s father drove up to take her out to dinner one night when he stopped in Nashville on a business trip. She kept waiting for him to bring Paul up, waffling between resentment and relief that he hadn’t. After hugging her goodbye, he pressed an envelope into her hand. “I’m here if you want to talk,” he said, kissing her forehead, “And if there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.” Safely in her living room, she opened it. Inside was a card acknowledging a donation to TAPS in Paul’s memory. She sniffled and texted her thanks, telling herself she would check out their website soon. The card sat on top of her growing pile of things to take care of until newer paperwork buried it. Bills, legal documents, junk mail, and letters from her mother sat unopened. She felt paralyzed by the prospect of managing everything alone, overwhelmed by all the choices that had once been joint decisions. Everything seemed too complicated. Can’t it just be someone else’s problem?
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It was a relief when block leave was over and she had to go back to work. They had to unload and clean and inventory equipment, get back into a regular training schedule. Bitching about busywork with her fellow troops was better than wallowing in her sorrow with Bear.


A couple weeks back into the routine, their First Sergeant was making announcements during morning formation. “Listen up, listen up: 2nd Brigade is getting ready to deploy, and they’re short on personnel. They need volunteers. So if you didn’t get enough of the suck, here’s your chance.”


“Are you fucking kidding, Top?” someone yelled out. Everyone laughed.


“I’ll do it,” Kate called. Every head in the formation turned to stare at her. Her head felt fuzzy, her chest light.


First Sergeant McKenna shook his head. “There’s always one. See me after, Stevens.”


She knocked on his office door after formation. “Enter,” he called.


Kate stepped in and stood at parade rest. “First Sergeant, I’d like to volunteer to redeploy with 2nd Brigade.”


He sighed and capped his pen. “Sit down, Sergeant Stevens.” A long pause. “Do you need to be put on suicide watch?”


“Excuse me, First Sergeant?”


“Are you trying to get yourself killed? Is that why you want to go back?”


“No, First Sergeant.” She took a deep breath. “You can ask my platoon sergeant. I didn’t take any extra risks or anything after Paul—after Staff Sergeant Stevens was killed.”


“Tell me what’s going on, then.”


“Nothing feels right here. Everything I see reminds me of him. I don’t want to be in our house without him, but I don’t want to move. There’s too much to think about—too many things to keep track of. It was better when we were downrange. I was always busy, didn’t have any time to sit around feeling sorry for myself. And what I did mattered: if I was good at my job, I could help keep our guys safe and destroy the enemy. I want back on mission. I was happier.” She swallowed and licked her dry lips, feeling self-conscious. It was the most she’d said all at once since coming home.


The Sergeant had watched Kate’s face intently during her little speech, and he stared searchingly into her eyes. He looked away first. “Staff Sergeant Stevens was a good soldier. I hope you find what you’re looking for over there. I’ll start the paperwork.”








[image: images]


SMALL KILL TEAM





by Alex Horton








Our tour was almost over and I was the only one without a clean kill. The whole platoon knew it. Most of the company did too. The Sir lost count of all the firefights we were in, but we know how much ammunition we dumped into walls, bodies, and the occasional chicken coop caught in between our barrels and theirs. Our supply sergeant counted seven crates of rifle rounds expended, about 56,000 in all, and those rounds got kills for everyone in the platoon. Except for me. The notoriety was like a scarlet letter in reverse—the absence of a sin pinned to my uniform underneath my combat infantryman badge. You got the badge for taking fire and returning it. You didn’t get anything for killing someone, except respect.
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