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I know a soldier. His name is John and he is 24 years old and he is on his way to 
Afghanistan.  
 
John says there has been a soldier with his last name in every American war 
since the Revolutionary War. But he is the first one with a degree from a four 
year college. A well educated army lieutenant, and in himself a result of United 
States’ war in Vietnam. John is half Vietnamese. 
 
He told me what he will be doing. Organize mine sweeps. Organize the building 
of houses. Make sure that there is water. Make sure that 14 year old girls don’t 
get raped at night. 
 
Will it be cold? I ask. It gets cold at night, he says. You will need to bring a 
blanket, I say. Here, you can have mine. Won’t go with my uniform, he says.  
 
I never tell my mom or my sister or my dad when I go on a mission, John says. I 
don’t want them to worry. Do you lie to you mom? I ask. I don’t lie about how 
much I love her, he says. He sends $400 to his Vietnamese mom once in a while 
and asks her not to work for a couple of weeks. She is a manicurist in Los 
Angeles. 
 
I have made peace with death, John says. I am not afraid of it anymore. I believe 
the Lord looks after me, and whatever happens is supposed to happen. He 
wears a Madonna made from green jade around his neck. 
 
People like me don’t really have a lot of respect for people like you, I say. What 
made you change your mind? he says. That we see each other every day? 
Maybe, I say. You are in my surroundings and I can’t dismiss you. 
 
Why have you chosen to pour all of your intelligence and creativity into 
destruction? I ask him. Because I am good at it, he says, and it has to be done 
by people who are good at it. But, I say, but. Maybe I just don’t want to accept 
reality. That’s an incredible comment, he says. 
 
He was given ten days notice about leaving for Afghanistan, and we are in my 
office chatting. I am sad and scared. So I tell him. It’s dangerous, I say. People 
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think it’s safe to drive to work, he says. But over there you will be driving to work 
in a war zone, I say. He giggles. 
 
So you don’t tell your mom or your dad or your sister, I say. And you don’t really 
know the guys you work with. Who do you talk to? My brother, he says. He has 
top secret clearance too. Makes me feel better, I say. 
 
John drives carefully. You don’t take any risks, I say. I have precious cargo, he 
says. I don’t want you to take the risk with me. Then he explodes into boyish 
stories about risky driving. Fast cars, his brother, interstate 5. Did you tell your 
mom? I ask. Nah, he says. We didn’t! 
 
Kathy, my office mate, is pale. But your dad came back from Vietnam, twice? I 
say. Others didn’t, she says. She doesn’t know John is going to Afghanistan, and 
she doesn’t want to know.  
 
One morning I wake up and it’s Kandahar on TV. Images of caves and people in 
turbans and some in desert camouflage. So the next time I see him I ask John if 
he will be wearing that desert type camouflage uniform? The white, tan, and 
beige? he says. Yes I will. And they will give me a blanket. Silk, or linen, that I 
can wrap around my head. 
 
I always sleep with three pillows, one under my head, one between my legs, and 
one that I hug, he says. Do you go to war with three pillows? I ask. Maybe not, 
but as many as I can get my hands on. I do it for comfort. But I guess it’s 
emotional too? 
 
You have such a sweet smile, and kind eyes, I say. Smile when you meet kids in 
the camps. I know, he says, and smiles. He has a chest made for combat and 
scars from ricochets and guys’ teeth and his head is shaved. He thinks he has 
killed other people. I hate what he does. 
 
This is not the last time you will see me, he says.  
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But so far it is. Music from Hair  fills my head and I see a generation march into 
huge green planes.  
 
I don’t know how you stand it. If it was my brother. And it is. 
 
 


