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For my mom.

All this began when I was a child and you sat me on your lap in front of an MS-DOS computer and asked me what story I wanted to tell.









Book I [image: ] ONE LAST CHANCE







THE PHASE TRANSITIONS OF METHANE HYDRATES

2013

One of the grad assistants had left the mail in a pile by the lab’s primary computer. The first envelope Tony Pietrus opened was a confirmation letter from the American Geophysical Union for an appearance at the annual AGU conference to present initial research findings. The second envelope would change the way Tony felt about the world. He never got around to the rest of the day’s mail.

He opened this letter with his eyes diverted, still on the screen, lunch settling in his stomach and his dad’s advice—“Grants can’t read denser than the actual science”—still irritating him. He’d often do his best thinking when he let his mind go, perhaps while playing with his daughters or after making love to Gail, so he tried to grasp the gist of this latest round of data without diving too deeply into the morass. Reading over the cluttered integers cross-stitched onto the screen, he found himself compelled by the data set the way his kids might anticipate a lesser holiday, like Easter, and he couldn’t resist a peek at the chocolate eggs. The issue of his dwindling NSF funds and failure, thus far, to secure another grant also nagged at him. As if competing for money, lab space, and computational resources at Scripps wasn’t already pain enough in the ass, he and Niko had no “charismatic megafauna” involved. Only the maddening mystery of methane hydrate phase transitions.

To him, the obviousness of studying deep-sea methane molecules felt like a bright red elephant walking down La Jolla Shores Drive, but explaining it to the layperson required a convoluted story, especially as to why hydrates deserved to take money from vanishing schools of tuna or adorable chirping dolphins. It began with the model his eyes crept over now: He and his fellow researcher, Niko, had concocted a Monte Carlo simulation to predict the behavior of clathrates under changing conditions of temperature and pressure. He and Niko spent so much time in the lab playing with the input parameters that they sometimes forgot this could all sound unbearably tedious and impossible to grasp. Gail lent her more poetic mind to the task of making the clathrates’ story cogent.

“So you’re trying to figure out when some ice will melt,” Gail said at dinner the night before.

“I’m bored,” groused their youngest daughter, Catherine, while smushing her face in her hands. “Stop talking about this.”

“Ah. ‘Ice.’ Yes, very funny.” He stabbed at Gail’s chicken. “You’re more of an a-hole than the porpoise folks dropping a few hundred grand on new sonar equipment to measure dolphin clicks.”

“I know what that word means, Daddy,” Holly scolded.

In between his daughters’ complaints, Gail helped talk him through a more “user-friendly” description of molecular interactions, specifically the ones that governed phase transitions. Warmer temperatures were one variable that could trigger the abrupt transition from ordered to disordered states: solid to liquid, liquid to gas. The Monte Carlo method—so named for its resemblance to random dice rolls—allowed scientists, economists, and mathematicians to perform all kinds of experiments to model natural phenomena that have irregular and unpredictable inputs.

The clathrates littering the floors of the world’s oceans were just such a phenomenon. He, Niko, and their team of grad assistants spent their days running these computational algorithms, constantly adjusting variables like temperature and pressure. The idea was to mimic the random real-world fluctuations of molecular behavior.

A scattershot career that began in theoretical physics had taken Tony to Yale, where he ended up in the Department of Geology and Geophysics before finally developing a more permanent interest in oceanography. In the crisp salt air of Scripps’s beachside campus, he’d found a way to apply his theoretical imagination to hard earth sciences. He spent a fair amount of time sunburning on the beaches of La Jolla with his girls, pondering the pore width and cage structures of clathrates while showing his four-year-old how to build a better sand castle.

Now he picked up the tan nine-by-eleven envelope, but his eyes left the screen only momentarily to catch a glimpse of the handwritten address, his name in the center in neat block letters, SCRIPPS INSTITUTE OF OCEANOGRAPHY beneath. It felt light, maybe only a slice or two of paper inside.

Bacterial degradation of organic matter in the oceans produced methane, he’d once told his dad, a math professor without much interest in physical nature. Basically, plants and animals that rotted in a low-oxygen environment became trapped in crystals of frozen water. It took thousands of years for methanogenic bacteria and sediment to do their work and trap the methane molecules where the conditions of temperature and pressure were right, either in the Arctic permafrost, beneath the seafloor, or on its surface clutching the rock in frozen chunks. Every gas hydrate had a similar structure, but methane was the most prolific prisoner, and in some places it was a prominent feature of deep-sea ecosystems, which first drove the interest at Scripps.

When he applied as a postdoctoral researcher, several faculty members had pointed him to Nikolaos Stubos, the Greek wunderkind from Berkeley, who had similar areas of interest. They’d gone from colleagues to friends when that NSF grant had come through. Together, they began plotting how to best understand the strange combination of circumstances that permitted the formation and enduring stability of this particular hydrate. In 2010, the BP oil spill gave their research subject the equivalent of a Hollywood close-up. One of the first schemes BP scientists employed to stop the well spewing oil into the Gulf of Mexico from five thousand feet below the surface was a containment dome. The idea was to lower this massive dome to collect the oil and eventually cap the well, but as the dome descended through the depths it began to clog with hydrates, formed as methane gas spewed from the breach. He and Niko had to listen to endless media mischaracterizations of their research subject, from the obnoxious “methane ice” to the downright vacuous “ice crystals.” The methane wasn’t frozen; it was just trapped inside a lattice-like matrix of ice. Niko was mystified that journalists could toss off such inaccurate information, while Tony scoffed that given the general state of science education, it was surprising they’d showed up at the right ocean. Lately, methane hydrates had been resurfacing in the news because the oil and gas industry had grown bullish on the prospect of developing hydrates into a fuel source. Estimates always varied, but in the sediments considered part of US ocean territory, there was thought to be roughly a thousand-year supply of natural gas.

“Doesn’t that mean you guys could get some of that sweet, sweet petroleum money?” Gail wondered when he was bitching about grants. “Isn’t that how most geologists get funded?”

Most days they met for lunch at a Panera near campus. He’d show up late and find her curled up in a booth, eyes poring over whatever lit crit text she was abusing for her doctorate.

“Turns out our work puts us at odds with the predilections of the extraction interests.”

Her eyes widened. “Tony, no! Get the girls out of ExxonMobil Little Tots Academy right now.”

He snorted a bit of Diet Pepsi. Her jokes were so dorky.

The envelope’s return address did not pierce his concentration other than the “Louisville, KY” because he recalled that Scripps sometimes bought lab equipment from a manufacturer in Kentucky.

Tony always found himself detouring into the work of his pen pals in Melbourne—a team of researchers attempting to create a more precise estimate of the ocean’s total reserves. The largest reservoirs of hydrates could be found on continental shelves, mostly in coastal zones with high biological production and the right conditions of pressure and temperature. Given this, a map of deposits looked like his youngest, Catherine, had outlined the world’s continents in crayon. Off the East Siberian continental shelf alone lay an estimated 1,400 billion tons. In other words, the stuff was everywhere.

There was also a great deal of historical evidence that hydrates were more prevalent now than at any other time in Earth’s history. Because Earth had experienced a rather cool, temperate climate over the last few tens of millions of years, biological matter continued to form methane, freeze, and accumulate, uninterrupted by the planet’s periodic bursts of heat. Niko, in that assertive, unflappable (“a smidge chauvinist,” according to Gail) Greek way of his, never got tired of pointing out that the study of “how much” was the business of those petroleum geologists, not real scientists. Their only concern was “how warm.” He and Niko spent years mining clues from the Paleocene–Eocene Thermal Maximum, which Tony now referred to as the “Pet’em” because of his older daughter, whom he usually called “Older One” as a solemn title of nobility.

In her heroic efforts to teach herself to read ahead of schedule, Holly had seen Tony perusing a book on the subject, which had used the common acronym PETM. She’d asked, “What’s a Pet’em?” He explained the Pet’em was the far less famous extinction event, a redheaded stepchild to the die-off that inspired Jurassic Park and the entire dino-subsection of pop culture for little boys.

“To understand the Pet’em,” he told her, “it’s instructive to first look at the end-Permian extinction.”

“What’s a redhead stop-child?” she asked.

The idiom proved more difficult to explain to a six-year-old than the mystery of the end-Permian, the event that wiped nearly all life off the face of the planet. Scientists thought that a million years’ worth of volcanic eruptions in Siberia was the likely culprit, but the math didn’t add up. The volcanoes simply couldn’t have produced enough carbon dioxide in a quick enough time span to raise the earth’s temperature six degrees Celsius. One had to account for all the light carbon found in rocks from the end-Permian. It was like the entire goddamn planet’s supply of coal had suddenly oxidized right into the atmosphere, but there weren’t a lot of coal miners running around back then, mostly just fish and bugs. Yet that light carbon was the reason 96 percent of life in the water and 70 percent of the land-based variety were wiped out almost overnight in geologic terms, clearing the plate for the dinosaurs. There remained only one desperado that could plausibly hold enough light carbon to explain the end-Permian extinction: methane hydrates. This explanation allowed the math to add up.

Cut to approximately 55 million years ago and the PETM, a more minor extinction event than either the end-Permian or the meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs. Yet the Pet’em certainly mattered to quite a few marine species that didn’t make it. The earth experienced a rapid heating of five to six degrees Celsius in only twenty thousand years. When you looked at sediments deposited during the Pet’em, you saw a massive spike in light carbon, which meant that something injected over three thousand gigatons in two quick bursts that each only took a few tens of thousands of years.

Again, the only explanation for this appeared to be a rapid melting of undersea methane hydrates.

Tony pinched open the metal clasp of the envelope and slid a finger beneath the fold to give it a quick, ineffectual tear that simply created a flap of paper. Nevertheless, there was a hole for his finger to work as he continued to study the data.

“Twice the hydrates melted,” he’d told Holly. “And twice there were catastrophic extinction events.”

So the question became: What caused the hydrates to melt in the first place? By looking at other PETM-like events in the Paleocene and Jurassic eras—and coupled with the end-Permian hypothesis—scientists had established that the hydrates did not melt due to some outside trigger, like a meteor strike, but rather an unambiguous feedback loop.

When the Earth warmed during climate oscillations caused by solar activity, widespread volcanic eruptions, or perturbations in Earth’s orbit, at a certain point the methane release occurred, spiking CH4 and CO2 levels in the atmosphere and raising the temperature even more. The best theory for how that worked involved ocean circulation: During the Pet’em, warmer, saltier water began flowing to the deep oceans, which in all likelihood began melting the top surface of hydrates. This exposed deeper reservoirs of hydrates, which in turn melted, exposing more. Why ocean circulation changed during these periods was still a mystery, but you didn’t need a doctorate from Yale to guess that the two-to-three-degree Celsius rise in global average temperature prior to the Pet’em probably had something to do with it. Luckily, it only took a little over one hundred thousand years for the carbon cycle to return that excess carbon to the earth, so the mammals of the day could get on with their humping and eventually produce humans.

Last summer he’d found himself on a Gulf Coast beach going mad trying to explain why this mattered to Gail’s obnoxious talk-radio-obsessed younger brother, Corey, who frequently directed his snide country-club snark toward Tony’s “mind-and-dick-numbing” job. On their first date when Gail explained she was adopted, Tony had pictured her younger brother as an enlightened liberal, proudly championing his biracial family. Corey, it turned out, was the type of adult who found it amusing to joke about Tony’s bald spot and old acne scars. Though the sun was setting, he felt his face grow hotter as he explained that given humanity’s little science experiment of pumping all the carbon it could find into the atmosphere ten times faster than during the PETM, it was probably worth figuring out how soon the goddamn hydrates might melt and turn Corey’s Sarasota beachfront condo into a pretty shitty fucking investment.

Gail shot him a look over the top of her sunglasses that said Play nice, and he again wondered if it was too late for his wife to un-adopt herself from her dynastic, self-consumed Floridian family.

He was somewhere here—among the numbers from the latest simulation and memories of their last trip to Florida and his brother-in-law and Catherine, whom he always called “Khaleesi” because it suited her magnetism and temper, either of which might be on display at her birthday party this weekend—when two things happened at once.

First, he aggregated what he’d read on the screen in the simulated clathrate analysis. Second, he turned his full attention to the envelope, which he succeeded in opening by using his finger as an impromptu letter opener. There was only one sheet of paper inside, and he pulled it out. The big block letters were similar to those of the address.


AFTER THIS YOU AND YOUR PEERS COLLUSION WILL BE EXPOSED AND YOULL BE CHARGED WITH THE GREATEST FRAUD EVER PERPETRATED IN THIS CENTURY. YOU WILL BE DISCOVERED BUT I FEAR EVEN THIS ISN’T ENOUGH PUNISHMENT FOR WHAT YOU DESERVE.



He snorted a laugh at the missing apostrophe in “youll.”

This was a first for him. He’d certainly heard of other scientists receiving crass and intimidating notes from the right-wing or conspiratorially minded agitators who seemed to take up all the oxygen on the internet. Tony stayed out of all that, though. He hated politics. As far as he was concerned, all this fury directed at people taking passionless, unbiased measurements of phenomena was nothing more than the sad hobby of frustrated losers ranting into the ether. He imagined Gail’s response, some nerdy joke like “At least this balances out all the bras and panties you usually get!” Imagining her voice gave him comfort. Milling outside a Yale lecture hall years ago Tony found himself unexpectedly talking to a young woman, Black and wide-hipped with round breasts stretching a T-shirt with a picture of Lando Calrissian lying seductively on a bearskin rug. He thought she was gorgeous then and would continue to think that past a decade and two children whose faces grew into hers year by year.

This was the kind of woman you needed when the world was teeming with morons, and you got hate mail for studying the phase transitions of methane hydrates.

His eyes crept back to the beginning of the letter. “After this,” it began. After what? Tony wondered if he should call campus security. This seemed silly, though. He wasn’t worried about a guy being camped out in the bushes. Some idiot had scanned the Scripps faculty page on the website and picked his name out of a lineup.

He set the letter down on his desk, ready to forget about it for the rest of the day when he noticed something white with a pale yellowish tint on his right hand. He rubbed the tips of his fingers together and the substance sifted off. Still holding the envelope with his left, he now felt a remaining weight to it. There was something else inside.

Without thinking, he tilted the envelope over the desk to empty the rest of the contents. A powder of the same color, maybe a couple spoonfuls, spilled out onto the marred wooden surface.

It was impossible for Tony to remember how long he sat there staring at it, but it was a very long time. His mind, chaotic and symphonic only moments before, halted entirely.

This obviously wasn’t real. It was likely chalk or some other anodyne substance. This was an easy laugh for a sick crank.

He tried to think of everything he knew about Bacillus anthracis, but it wasn’t much. Cutaneous, pulmonary, or gastrointestinal methods of infection were all possible—but here he was just breathing, just sitting there, staring at his hands, some of it still on his fingers. But what were the odds that a clueless loser who couldn’t spell “youll” somehow had access or the wherewithal to cultivate Bacillus spores? Then again, the historical mortality rate had to be incredibly high. He became aware of a piece of food stuck in his teeth, leftover from lunch, and realized he was still just staring at the powder on his fingers.

As if born back into his surroundings, he looked up and around. He shared the lab in Nierenberg Hall on the east side of the Scripps campus with Niko, but since they only dealt in computer models they treated it as an overflow office. The cabinets that had once held equipment now stored files. The countertops that might have held aquariums of marine specimens now provided a home to mountains of paper flotsam. But there was still a working sink.

Tony stood, wondering if he could inadvertently wash the spores into someone’s drinking water. Because he had no answer to this question, he dismissed it and knocked the faucet on with his elbow. The powder disappeared under the scalding water. He emptied a handful of the pearled gel from the soap dispenser onto his palms and scrubbed until his skin was pink and painful.

When he finished, he dried his hands and dialed 911 from his cell phone. He’d barely explained the situation before the operator was putting him in touch with the FBI.

By the time he hung up, he was confused. The FBI was coming, but what about an ambulance? He remembered from the scares of 2001 that bacillus wasn’t contagious from person to person, so could he just drive to the hospital himself? He didn’t want to go anywhere near the substance, so he took Niko’s desk chair and sat by the opposite wall, as far away from his desk as he could, and wondered if he should lay a piece of plastic over the powder. Then again, he didn’t want to go near it. He perched forward with his arms crossed over his chest, hugging himself. Even though it was surely a hoax, almost definitely a hoax, maybe it wasn’t a hoax. The less he tried to think about this, the more he could only think about it. He felt a tickle in his throat. He wondered if in a few minutes he’d start coughing. Wishing for the antianxiety meds he’d dabbled with as an undergrad, he tried to focus on something else, and he wanted that to be his family.

But that wasn’t where his mind went. Instead, he was overcome by an image of tiny bubbles rising inexorably through dark water. It was what he’d seen just before he pulled the letter from the envelope. With this data set, the trend was becoming unmistakable. And powerful. He and Niko kept fiddling with the simulation, making the stresses milder, but in the end, the hypothetical hydrates kept coming apart. He tried to focus on other things: Gail working on her dissertation in the kitchen of their first rental home in La Jolla while he kept Holly—not Older One yet—distracted in the living room by handing her baby toys to suck on while he read research papers a paragraph at a time. Gail had Holly by day, so he took her by night. They both pursued their careers while they fed and burped this chubby babbling machine, and when she finally began going down at a reasonable hour, they’d watch DVRed episodes of Lost, which Gail claimed offended her as a reader of literature, even though she never let him watch without her.

When Catherine arrived they talked about how their girls would be the most dissimilar siblings, as fundamentally different as Gail and Corey. Older One got the hang of reading by age six, and she seemed in a competition with herself to comprehend the most challenging novel her young mind could follow. Only a first-grader, they had to take books away from her at bedtime. She objected to so little, she threw no tantrums, and yet she almost seemed to carry around a latent fear or stress that she would never manage to finish every great book in the world. He’d swing the door open to her bedroom, and her surprised face and big head of curls would go dark as she snapped off the flashlight she’d sneaked. The ways she put that unrelenting curiosity to work never failed to astonish Tony, like when Gail taught her what it meant to call something “gender essentialist,” and she began identifying everything in the modern world as “gendered essentialist,” including TV commercials, children’s shows, movies, all sports, and everything her uncle Corey ever said.

And her younger sister—Jesus Christ. Even as an infant she had a knack for the bold entrance and destructive tantrum. She was lighter-skinned than Holly, had a splash of spunky red-brown freckles on her cheeks and nose, and a beautiful red tint to her hair. She could charm an entire room or, if she didn’t like the vibe, as Gail put it, “She’d spit at us if she could get her lips to work.” Then she learned to talk, and in complete contrast to Older One, the words never stopped. They just came in an indomitable stream of thoughts, ideas, stories, questions, and wonders. And her crazy streak: When Niko, his wife, and some other friends had come over for dinner once, he and Gail had returned from the kitchen to find their youngest daughter bare-ass naked demonstrating her toddler gymnastics for the assembled guests, causing the rarest of lost tempers from her parents. But then, that was why she was a conqueror, a wild one, fearless and fierce, the Mother of Dragons.

He shut his eyes and tried to grip these memories, but each one became subsumed by the image and weight of a dark ocean boiling. Eventually, there was a knock on the lab door.



He dealt with an FBI agent named Chen, who could not have been more out of central casting. Neat, combed hair, workaday suit over a muscular build, pen, pad, and latex gloves. He was so no-nonsense that after the biohazard unit had put police tape across the door and collected the powder, Tony felt a simmering panic at the man’s calm.

“Should I go to the hospital?”

The agent’s eyes flitted up and back down to a notepad where his hand moved furiously.

“Do you feel any of the symptoms we talked about?”

“No. I mean, my throat tickles a little but it kind of did this morning.”

“Anthrax poisoning tends to produce a little more than a throat tickle. You said you have a change of clothes—put those on, give us yours. Go home, shower, and if you start to feel real symptoms, go to the hospital. I’ll call you tomorrow as soon as the lab looks at this.”

The farther away Tony got from the office and the envelope the less plausible the threat felt. By the time he got home and told Gail, he was behaving as though it was nothing more than the stupidest of pranks, with the entire floor of Nierenberg having to evacuate when the FBI unit descended.

Gail spent a minute staring at him in uncomprehending horror, a minute hurling profanities at him for not going to the hospital immediately, and then several more reading the anthrax Wikipedia page.

“So we’re assuming you haven’t been poisoned? That’s the assumption we’re all operating under?” Her eyes still as wide as when he first told the story.

“The FBI seemed to think it wasn’t worth worrying about unless I felt ill.”

Gail squirted air through the small gap in her top front teeth, a very Gail tell for a snarky comment forthcoming. “I really hope whoever this guy is, he understands the dramatic irony of being scientifically literate enough to use science to make an antiscience terrorist attack.”

“They really didn’t seem to think it was necessary, I swear. If they thought there was a reason to worry I’d be there right now.”

“Fine,” she said, embracing him and tucking her head underneath his chin so that her ear aligned with his heart. “But, Tone, if you die, where am I ever going to find another nerdy white grouch with no meaningful social skills?”

The next day Agent Chen called Tony to tell him he was in the clear. The powder had been cornmeal.

“Cornmeal,” Tony repeated. “To what goddamn end?”

“No cheaper way to put a scare into someone. It’s why we tend not to break out Seal Team Six every time someone gets the idea.” Chen had a conversational presence like he was reading out of a phone book. “We’re still going to try to trace this letter. A powder threat—even if it’s a hoax—is still a felony.”

But they never found the guy who mailed cornmeal and the letter with its big block font. Tony never received another such threat, though when he and Niko secured a grant to finish their work and published their findings a year later, the emails did start to trickle in. These were less death threats and more hateful accusations and childish name-calling. He learned to ignore them. Gail took to calling Tony “Anthrax” every now and again, but she mostly employed the nickname after the speaking offers began to roll in. The story of the letter became a party anecdote.

“I like the way it makes you sound,” she once explained when he asked why she made him tell it. “Brave and fearless.” She cupped his aging butt and winked.

“Why?” he said, smiling. “All I did was shit my pants and call the FBI.”

The story disappeared into the archive of memories that lose all urgency. Except that wasn’t quite right. What he never could have predicted was the part of that experience that did stick with him. That of the image that overwhelmed him as he sat in Niko’s chair waiting for the cavalry. It washed him away for a moment. The walls of the lab had not closed in like a tomb but rather expanded and deepened to almost infinite space and depth. Down there in the vivid blue darkness, in the cold, crushing rapture of the pressure, there was imperceptible warmth. The mounds of dirty yellow ice—the color of urine on snow—were leaking. Other clumps of the whitest frozen latticework, opaque crystals, fizzed like Alka-Seltzer. Or belching up from cracks in the rock, little farts in the dark, that sent schools of pebble-sized bubbles ascending. Or gurgling from invisible pores in the sediment of the ocean floor, beading up, clinging momentarily, and then writhing free of a soft sand carpet. Zipping back and forth, they climbed through frigid water. A mad poetry scrawled in the unseen corners of the oceans’ expanse.

In the years that would follow, this image would settle upon him in moments of his most pressing fear. When Gail came home and told him her doctor had found a metastatic lump in her breast at her improbably young age. When they’d found out that it had already spread to her bones, her spine, her brain, that this wasn’t the kind of breast cancer where you got to traipse around with a pink ribbon for a few years. This was the kind that took you. And when it took her, so rapidly and without mercy or time to come to grips or even fucking think, sitting at her bedside as she slipped away, he felt it.

He felt it after the funeral when he told Older One that he’d probably need help cooking dinner for a while, and she’d whispered that this was kind of gender essentialist without understanding how violently this would crack open his heart. And he felt it then again, years later, when a teenage Khaleesi got into a car accident, and the idiot father of the idiot boy she’d been with couldn’t remember the name of the hospital they’d been taken to. He felt it when he saw the Mother of Dragons in a hospital bed with her arm in a sling, dried blood in her kinky red-brown hair, and a couple of nasty black eyes that would set her accelerating beauty back for a few months. He felt it when he went to her, and she said his name the way she had as a child. Like he could protect her from anything.

He’d feel that same eclipsing terror, born on the day of the letter, in the same familiar way, and all he could see were the bubbles, and then beyond into the molecule itself. This invaluable atomic combination in a prison of ice, struggling its eternal life away in a tomb until it broke free and began its journey through the depths and on to the invisible wastes at the crown of the world.





SHANE AND MURDOCK GET BREAKFAST

2014

Shane watched Murdock shred three sugar packets open and dump them in his coffee. Bob Evans made her think of a barn as conceived by a dying old woman doped out of her mind on laudanum. Woven baskets tacked to the wall over a three-dollar painting of a rustic countryside. The other patrons were geriatric with flesh the texture of the snow slurry outside. They ate tediously, automatically, knives struggling through country fried steak, forks impaling scrambled eggs or scooping home fries. She counted four oxygen tanks in the main dining room, one of them hooked to a man so obese that the sides of his butt drooped over the edge of the chair. She watched him eat a small potpie in methodical, dignified bites.

The waitress had come by twice, once for the coffee order and again to deliver the brew. Shane told her they’d wait to get breakfast. Now they were sipping the not-terrible roast and talking about movies.

“That was some garbage. Military hates that movie. Specially EODs,” said Murdock.

“I don’t know, man. I felt like I needed a defibrillator by the time I walked out of the theater.” She blew at the steam rising from the mug.

“Total fairy tale. So ridiculous, I couldn’t watch it again.”

Shane had gained weight in the past seven years, but Murdock had put on more, maybe thirty, forty pounds, mostly in the gut. He wore a white Affliction Chuck Liddell tee with the roaring winged skull across the front and had the same cut as when they met, shaved on the sides and a cap of blond on top, now with a bit of gray frost. His ears, always big, looked bigger, the slack of his lips slacker, which made his drawl deeper. Tormented blue punching bags hung under his eyes. Maybe every soldier came home older, but that older was nothing compared to the older of seven years on.

“There’s this one EOD guy running around by himself,” he said. “Running off the FOB alone to question an Iraqi, getting into a sniper fight, grabbing a Humvee to drive out to nowhere to detonate ordnance in a one-man convoy. Fucking absurd. When we rolled out the wire, we never went anywhere without at least twenty-five guys.”


BECAUSE HE DIDN’T WANT TO EXPLAIN Even twenty-five would be rolling light. By his second deployment they were escorted by a whole platoon with Humvees, Strykers, MRAPs, and sometimes tanks for the neighborhoods where even the toddlers shot at them. During the dark days when no-shit-fuck-you civil war broke out, they’d have escorts of one-hundred-plus soldiers with an Iraqi army unit to match.


She’d been organizing a rally with Iraq Veterans Against the War in D.C. This was ’07, Bush II still president. Prior to the march, at a lunch of turkey wraps delivered by the garbage bag, she’d been introduced to this bomb-tech peace activist, part autodidact, part swinging-dick male trope. Though she’d mostly been dating women at the time, she told him, “I doubt you could have activated my fourth-wave feminist impulses more completely.” They did the thing where after they slept together they became Facebook friends, and over the years he’d drop her a line now and then. The messages were tinged with puppy dog yearning (Heya gal, hope you’re well. Was thinking of you the other day. Wondering where the wind blew you. –Murdock). Years later, when she reached out to him via postcard with a new number, he’d called the same day.

“The whole lot of movies about OIF are such a pile of dog shit. It’s like they’re making a movie about waitressing, and waitresses go and watch it and see all these sexy characters meeting dashing, dangerous men, and every encounter is some bullshit verbal joust—Fuck no. You serve old fucking fat people shit food for ten hours, some tip you, some stiff you, you wake up and do it again. Iraq was mundane. Boring as beans until you got a call and all of a sudden it wasn’t. No one’s seeing a movie like that, though.”

“You know why there will never be a great movie or great art about the Iraq War?” she asked.

“Why’s that?”

“Because it hewed too didactically to its own absurdity.” She looked off at the cold parking lot. “Like, most war is stupid in the existential sense, but this one was bad-joke stupid. You can’t get a piece of art to grapple with what’s already brain-dead, you know? I mean, the fucking child-boy president landed on an aircraft carrier with a sock stuffed in the crotch of his flight suit and stood in front of a banner that said— Well, you know what it said. How can you make subtle, contemplative art about that? The whole thing was an unknowing satire of itself from word one.”

“Well, Eastwood’s got a sniper flick coming out. I’m sure that’ll be the subtle contemplation you’re looking for, Ebert.”


FOR HIS PART Murdock felt embarrassment and small-hold bitterness for how he must look to her. She was still Good Curvy, as Troy Ta’amu used to say. Her hair was longer now, a shaggy black mess with a mullet shape to it. She’d taken the stud out of her nostril, and he could see the small hole it had left. Her hooded eyes should have made her look naturally bored, but they drilled into him. Like what he said mattered. He remembered gripping the white of her love handles, and the tributaries of purple stretch marks crawling beneath pale brown skin. She still radiated fearlessness and a self-aware acid Zen. He ate up the way she spoke, the way she thought. Every honed, spear-sharp sentence came tumbling out of her mouth like it had just occurred to her. She’d never treated him with faux reverence. She was the first woman who slept with him after he got back, and at first it made him so achingly distraught, thinking this was what he’d missed: When he went to play with the bang, all the kids like her went to college and just fucked and fucked until they were bored with it. While he jerked off in KBR porta-pots and played endless video games with Slade, Hermoza, and Beech, his peers stateside lived in another dimension. He’d thought this was what his life could be like now that he was back. He’d been so sure she was a kind of mystic signal or road sign that life still remained, glorious and unexpected, on the other side of the war.


She laughed and remembered standing with him outside a bar, shadows splayed on the pavement of a dead D.C. street. He’d pulled two cigarettes from the pack with his teeth, handed her one, and said, “Wanna ditch these losers and go throw rocks at the moon?” He was wounded in that perfect, unfixable way that compelled her as a young woman, at least for a night.

“Not sure I ever asked…” She ratcheted the conversation closer to her mark, as carefully as if she were handling one of Kellan Murdock’s IEDs. “How did you end up doing bomb disposal?”

He flipped a hand in the air and farted with his lips. “Us guys from the Alabama part of Pennsylvania either go military or go to jail. Once I got deployed and started really meeting people—I mean, meeting guys from every fucking corner of the world where the American experiment got its hooks in—Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands—places I’d never heard of, it was funny how many of the stories were the same. Guy got in trouble with the law or was on the verge of getting shot over some bullshit or just owing too much money to turn down the signing bonus. Regular army’s mostly ex–drug dealers from what I could tell.”

“But why did you join?”

“I was rah-rah America. Wanted to go hunt al-Qaeda, put my boot in the ass, all that. Thought I’d be infantry, but I was always kind of a cerebral hick. An enlisted guy suggested I try for EOD school, and shit—guess you could just say I had an aptitude. Politics didn’t even occur to me.”


EOD SCHOOL Some recruits were already engineers. Murdock was more like a savant, who’d gotten a lot of mechanical training by accident working in his mom’s boyfriend’s auto shop since he was ten. Some guys can just tell how the lock balls and gears of a setback-armed, mechanically timed, graze-impact-fired mortar fuze are gonna work.


Her eyebrows made a skeptical bounce. “But what you’re describing, Kel—that’s a political attitude.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that. Plus, it all went away quick for me. By the time I started my third tour I couldn’t have given a fuck less what hajji wanted to do with their sand. So even after I stopped caring personally, I still didn’t really question the mission.” He sipped his coffee. “Why, after all, would so many brilliant, hardworking, talented motherfuckers be pouring this much passion and energy and courage into a thing if it wasn’t absolutely the correct undertaking? Get me?”


TA’AMU He’d spent an entire deployment grilling his captain, Ta’amu, about American Samoa, because what the fuck was that, right? Like a place Frodo’s gotta go in Lord of the Rings? Ta’amu was a hulking engineer turned EOD commander with a body like a fatty stone pillar and a smashed-pan face topped off by a dark and handsome unibrow. Ta’amu was the guy who put him in the Suit, who sent specialists, technical eggheads like Murdock, on the lonesome walk. He was a bizarre dude. Hysterically funny on occasion. Everyone in the army was funny to some degree—maybe not in a laugh-out-loud kinda way; sometimes in a strange, grim, you-know-this-constant-talk-of-sodomy-and-incest-has-a-home-base-in-his-gray-matter kinda way, but Ta’amu could be both. “Dog tags and blood type go in the laces of the boot,” he told Murdock early on. When he inquired why this was, Ta’amu replied, “Get with the program, Murder! What’s left when the bang goes off? Hands and feet! What do you think they’ll find of you after you go from a complex consciousness to a rapidly unwinding miscellany of gore and Pentagon-issued gear?” Then he started laughing like a lunatic.



NICKNAMES Cropped up faster than IEDs: He was all at once “Kel,” “Kelter,” “Skelter,” “Docker,” “Dick,” “D,” “Murder,” and “Manfuck.”


The waitress came by again, and Shane sent her away with a polite scuttle of her hand and a “Not quite ready.” The cute little Bambi waitress pursed her lips like this made her anxious but didn’t argue. Shane’s sleeve slid down her arm, and she instinctively tugged it back down over the tattoo.

When she left, Shane turned back to Murdock. “Do you keep up with anybody from IVAW?”

“Nah. Didn’t see the point. War’s over. Might as well be the Spanish-American imbroglio as far as anybody remembers or gives a fuck.” He pronounced the word with a hard g.

“Sometimes I think it was better when American kids were dying and getting maimed. It put invisible infrastructures in front of people. On their television screens. Now that you’ve got a liberal—whatever that dubious word means—a liberal building a surveillance state and assassinating extrajudicially via robot, no one seems all that bothered.”


TATTOOS Murdock clocked Shane’s lone tattoo (BUILD THE PATH—some drippy lib meaning he could no longer recall), and it set his mind off like daisy-chained 130-millimeter artillery rounds. First to the EOD Crab with its blue-bomb heart, now looking a little droopy as its home on his pec sagged. Then to Captain Ta’amu, who had an enormous design coating an arm as meaty as a chuck eye roast. “This here, Manfuck, is the Marquesan Cross. That’s Polynesian warrior shit—not suitable for southern-fried baby-men like yourself.” This fit because Ta’amu had the energy of a guy who’d prefer to charge the enemy with a stone axe. Once when they came under fire on a bridge, their security started pounding a riverbank, and some kid’s SAW jammed, so he was pinned down behind a railing, frustrated and terrified as he tried to fix his weapon. This infantry escort was new, and it might’ve been the kid’s first firefight. He looked about fourteen years old. From EOD’s position behind an armored Humvee, you could see the kid’s resolve cracking. Panic swelling. Tears beginning to well in his blue farm-boy eyes. When Ta’amu finally saw this, he tightened his boot laces, leaped up, and went jogging over through the bullets to plop down beside the boy. He took the SAW from him, unjammed the jam in about thirty seconds, and handed the mighty weapon off, yelling, “Remember, son. The tears of strangers are only water.” Then he jogged back through the bullets pinging off the Humvee, took one hit in the Kevlar, which barely threw him off his stride, and when he got back to safety remarked, “What suspense! Didn’t need to pay for the whole seat ’cause all I needed was the edge.”


“Yeah, well, time marches on. Getting caught up in causes don’t interest me. Not anymore. Especially when you see the scope of what this is.” He took the Heinz ketchup bottle from the condiment holder. “That’s the thing: Most people don’t understand this. The ingredients, what it goes on, where the energy comes from to create it, the ways the world’s gotta be directed and coaxed and violated and controlled to get this one little fucked bottle. And once you see how ketchup relates to imperial maintenance it’s tough to not get an overwhelmed quality to your thinking. Like one of them Magic Eye thingamajobs—hard the first time, but once you get it, you’ll never unsee it.”

“Did you have to kill anyone for the ketchup?”

Once she let loose the question, she wondered if she’d blown it. It felt rehearsed coming out of her mouth, like she’d used the whole conversation to get there. Which she more or less had.


WHITEHALL While at Penn State working on his degree, he took a class on military history. Turned out the professor was a real fucking communist named Whitehall, who went on in class about American imperialism and militarism, which so enraged him that Murdock went to Whitehall’s office hours and basically said, “Fuck you, I put my life on the line for this fucking country, so keep your faggoty fucking liberal mouth shut about it” (or something to that effect). And Whitehall, without flinching, immediately asked, “How many people dja kill?” When he responded none, he’d killed none, Whitehall went on. “You’re lucky. What you’ve got here is nothing. It’s not good, I’ll grant you that, but what you guys are losing every two months, we lost in a day. That made us jumpy. I shot a woman through the head because I thought she had a rifle, but it was just an axe. She’d been chopping some wood. But when all your best friends are getting killed, one young woman in a sea of gore doesn’t really weigh on you at the time. Then I got back and couldn’t figure out why I was so messed up in the head, so angry all the time, and—oh, wouldn’t you know?” He threw up his hands and rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “I’d spent two years killing people. Do yourself a favor and get over the posturing, get over your masculine bullshit, and go find some psychotherapist and have a good cry.” He’d asked what war Whitehall was talking about. “ ’Nam, my son! Jesus Christ, I know we haven’t gotten there in class yet, but I’d have thought some of you kids’d heard of it.”



ON THAT TOPIC He’d fired his weapon a handful of times, but only when shit got real sticky and even EOD was expected to return fire. He’d never hit anyone as far as he knew. Yet to say he’d killed no one? Not exactly nail-meets-head. For instance, there’d been the Iraqi woman approaching their infantry escort, and he’d been asked to assess if she was wearing a suicide vest. Who the fuck could tell? The burkas made them all look strapped to boom. So when she ignored the terp’s instructions and kept walking, American brass spilled. No bomb, though, it turned out. She’d just been pregnant.


“Zero. I was purely a technician. I saved lives. Best way to see the war. Blow shit up all the time, but you ain’t gotta kill no one. Thought that’d be perfect.”

“We don’t have to talk about this.” It wasn’t so much an offer to change the subject as it was a request to go on.

“I’ll tell you, Shane: I got a pretty good idea of when I’m being probed. After every tour we had to take a psych stop to make sure we wouldn’t go murdering our families when we got home. Part of me wondered if you were getting in touch to get in touch, but this is all about whatever you’re working on, I gather.”

Her smile flared before she tucked her lips back over her teeth, just enough to leave the flirtation hanging, but with a reminder that she wasn’t interested. Touching his hand would be too much, so she went ahead and could feel in his palm how much he ached for it.

“Right. This is about a project I’ve started. As long as you’re okay with that.” Murdock waited, and she took the hand away. She weighed her options and decided to stay with EOD. She’d done her research, but again, there was the thrill of hearing about it from a man who carried the wreckage. “So you saw a lot of bombs?”

He snorted. “You could say that. If you count two or three a day, then yeah. A lot. Now, mind you, some of them had already gone off. We’d get the call or we’d see smoke rising from the FOB, and twenty minutes later we’re in the thick of it. Half the job was investigations. Trying to collect all the evidence so we could find these guys. Some intense shit.”

“More intense than defusing an IED?”


EXPLOSIVE THEORY Understand how a pinch of extremely unstable or reactive compound can produce an expansion of material, heat, light, and pressure through a supersonic chemical reaction. Understand how the wave speed flowing through a brick of C4 will get a velocity of frag they called Mach Fuck Me. Know your frag: nails, bolts, ball bearings, steel shavings, human shit, pieces of dead dog. Know the ordnance better than the people who built the ordnance. Understand how to shear a firing pin, melt a land mine pressure pad, shoot buckshot, water, or steel bits into the mechanisms of a device to safe it. The US came to fight one war but got another, and EOD had to learn on the fly in this brave new hyper-creative world. They saw spray-foam-encased EFPs, sandbags filled with radio-triggered mortar shells, pressure-plate-activated devices, dual-tone multifrequency decoder board setups, 122-millimeter projectiles lashed like Christmas lights to pressure-switch contacts, improvised Claymores with two scoops of nuts and bolts for frag, VBIEDs with a suicide switch coiled around the transmission lever, the wiring running to a car battery in the back seat, sitting on a pile of propane tanks and plastic explosive all strapped tight with evil black electrical tape. Fill a pressure cooker with some diesel fuel and fertilizer, bury it in the road, touch two wires to a dinky double-A battery. Boomtown.



AND THEY FOUGHT BACK With the Suit, bang sticks, det cord, blast caps, time fuzes, shock tubes, EXIT charges, the British BootBanger, Bottlers, Maxi candles, Semtex, PE4, C4, and TNT. They safed IEDs with robots, from the four-hundred-pound monster the F6A, to the light, maneuverable PackBots, to his buddy SPC Kieran Slade’s preference, the TALON. They handed the robots Gatorade bottles filled with water and explosives and sent them to get blown to shit and end their miserable robot lives. And the key: the Warlocks—the electronic jammers that saved so many lives, they should’ve won the Medal of Fucking Honor. He still saw the random digits of the glowing green LED displays cycling through threat frequencies in his dreams.


“In a lotta ways. Say you’re out there, and a bomb’s gone off, right? You got ten minutes to collect all the evidence you can ’cause after that, the snipers and other insurgents descend. So you’re telling the Iraqi police to stand down, you’re telling a Marine or army captain about ten pay grades above you to back the fuck off, you’re telling family members of the victims, ‘Sorry, ma’am, you ain’t getting your son’s disemboweled corpse,’ or ‘No, sir, your daughter’s hands and feet belong to the US Army.’ Because you need that shit. That’s evidence. That’s going to help you find these motherfuckers and ventilate them. Then you start getting shot at, mortars are falling on your head, you’re trying to swab everyone at the scene for DNA samples.” His left eye spasmed, and he blinked furiously to clear it. “All that’ll get your butthole puckered every time.”


KELLY WILEY Bitched to her manager that she kept getting stiffed on tips, and Marcia snapped, “ ’Cause you don’t pay attention to your tables, you let everyone see the bottom of the mug, and the cooks redo your orders twice a day when you bunk ’em.” Now Kelly watched Table #19 like the pot about to boil. Table #19 was not the normal Tuesday-morning pairing. She’d guessed a quick first date for coffee, but they’d been talking for nearly an hour like they had nowhere to be. Old friends maybe. But the chat looked too intense. The woman with the darkish skin and messy black hair studied the fat guy, really peering into him. She tried to beam her wish into the lady’s brain: Order the skillet so I can stop worrying about you! Quit sitting there stewing on one freaking cup of coffee! Maybe she should give trade school another try. She was not cut out for waitressing.



THE ONLY OTHER PERSON TO NOTICE Was Richard Lee Haas, whom everyone called Ricky Lee. He’d finished his Bob’s potpie and was waiting for his waitress to notice he was done. She was just standing there staring off into space, and he hated being one of those unpleasant people who stuck his hand in the air and made a little check-signing gesture. Something very rushed, rude, and modern about that. His eyes passed over the young couple. The pretty woman focused on this young buck like she was practically interviewing him. Poor choice of time and place for a date, but they looked like they could be happy enough. “Everyone deserves a little.” That was what Ricky Lee’s late wife had always said.


“But you made it out without a scratch,” she said, not without admiration. “Three tours and you’re sitting here like, like…”

“Like Jesus walked through gunfire.”

Shane smiled.

“I got scars. Shrapnel still under the skin. And I’m TBIed as fuck. I never sleep more’n four or five hours at a time since I been back.”

“TBI is Something-Brain-Something?”

“Traumatic brain injury. Standing next to bomb blasts for a few years turns out to not be so hot for your think box.”

“So like football players with concussions.”

“Sorta. Concussion is when you come to a sudden stop and your brain kinda”— he thumped a fist into his open palm— “smushes up against the inside of the skull. What happened to us was a little different. Had to do with the blasts that got your brain all tore the fuck up.”


READ UP ON SCIENCE Explosive waves that come off the bang either speed up or slow down depending on the density of the medium they travel through. So the time they rolled up on a car bomb only to have another one go off a few dozen yards away, those compression waves traveled slowly through the air, but then sped up as soon as they reached their skulls. Density was key. Density creates shredding, ripping-type forces. The misconception was that explosions killed people with their fire and whatnot—no, no, no. It was always blast lung. The blast cut these little air pockets in the lungs, and motherfuckers drowned on their own blood. Those same compression waves worked a number on your brain. Occupational blast exposure was what the MDs called it. Before they’d stopped speaking, his buddies from EOD all talked about lost memories, lost sleep, and losing the ability to make a decision at random moments. Murdock hadn’t thought much of any of the memories he’d tagged before leaving for basic. Now that his whole life more or less began when he got to EOD school, he had to tell himself that.



MEMORIES MOST AVAILABLE Aluminum bunk trailers and the plywood offices, the phone on the ops desk that rang with their missions, garbage piles on the streets, dead dogs left to rot, endless situation reports, popping open the dust cover on the optical sight of his M4, cigarettes smoked at a lung-cancering pace, bomb scene investigation that earned him a familiarity with the human anatomy, sorting through intestines, burned chunks of automobile, fingers, ball bearings, feces, brake fluid, bloody fragments of bone, black coffee that tasted of desert grit, camel spiders, and endless, routinized interactions with gear: body armor, M4 rifle with three-point sling (pistol grip high, right hand ready), pistol in cross-draw holster on the front left side, ammo, night-vision, GPS, flashlight, crimpers, helmet, gloves, earplugs, sunglasses, Leatherman, knife, heart.


“I’m sorry, Kel. That sounds awful.”

“It gives me the sleep problems like I said, but there’s some damage memory-wise too.”

“Yeah?” She was circling him, but Shane also did love hearing about war. Though she’d begun her adulthood organizing against the country’s major military misadventures, a part of her ached for combat. She envied the sense of purpose, the action, the definitive stamp of reality, finality, and meaning war seemed to imprint on its participants.

“My memory—especially before Iraq—is so fucking shot, it’s almost like I was never that person. Can barely remember my hometown, my mom. Can’t remember anything about high school—almost at all. Like, at some point, I know I learned algebra, but I couldn’t tell you who was in my class or what teacher I had or what girl I liked. Some guys I know can’t remember anything about their kids being born. Some don’t remember meeting their wives. But even that’s not the whole thing.”

“What’s the whole thing?”

“Hard to describe. Ain’t quite anxiety, ain’t quite depression. Not quite wanting to punch people out. It’s just this clawing feeling like something’s about to happen. Gets worse in crowds. Like I hate being at a football game or the airport. Anywhere there’s too many people. Also, whenever I don’t got my M9 nearby.”

“That sounds pretty fucked.”

He offered her a tepid bob of his head side to side. “You learn to get by. Iraq taught me you can get used to just about anything. I mean, shit, don’t ask me to take a memory quiz or nothing, but I can still work. Been a product development engineer for a few years. Braking and transmission systems. But compared to EOD the stakes are so low—you know, if you fuck up no one’s getting killed. Basically feels like I can sleepwalk through it. Don’t tell my boss.”

“Ever go home? Do you have family around?”

“Mom got smoked by cancer of the thyroid a few years ago—I swear it’s that shit they’re putting in the ground to get at the gas. No Pops to speak of. Gone before I was even abortion material.”

“Any love life?” she pushed on.

“Between exes right now. Was hooking up with a girl I met online for a while, but she didn’t work out.” His hard stare told her to get to the point.

“Who do you spend your time with?”

“A few buddies at work, a few from Iraq who I still see now and then.”

“No best friend?”

“Nah, I keep to myself. So are you like writing a screenplay about me, Alvarez? Christ.”

Alvarez. She hadn’t gone by that surname in five years. She did not correct him as to what was on her driver’s license now, though. She pushed forward, sensing his itching curiosity. Allen Ford Jr., her mentor and comrade, had once clued her in that people mostly just wanted to be listened to. They wanted to tell their story, and if you could get to their story, you could get to their conscience.

“That first time we met, back in D.C., you told me you missed it. The war. Do you still?”

Murdock considered the advertisement for the Wildfire Chicken Salad on the laminated card propped up out of the condiment basket.

“Not as much no more. Sometimes. There’s the brotherhood, the camaraderie of it, combat love, that’s one thing. And there’s the adrenaline—best high you’ll ever get. No such thing as blood pressure meds for a heart attack, right? But there’s also a calm to it that you can’t really get back here.”


UNTRUE He never saw the EOD guys anymore. Once he got involved with IVAW, Murdock’s views left him with the loneliness of both the prophet and the traitor. They didn’t get how he could shit on the cause that some of them had given it all for, and he didn’t want to argue with the people he cared for most in the world. Loving your brother in arms was a more profound experience than loving God. Better if they speak of it all in another life. Kieran Slade had called him up when he found out the guy they’d nicknamed Murder was going to IVAW protests. “So you’re with these fucking brain-damaged Marines telling everyone we’re war criminals? All so a bunch of fat, happy, self-righteous pussies who’ve never been afraid of shit in their lives can sit back and judge us? Fuck that, man, and fuck you. T would fucking lay you out, man. He’d fucking cripple you if he saw this. You’re a coward, Docker.”


“How was the war calm?”

“When I got back, I was dating this girl at Penn State—she’d sort of latched on to me even though I kept telling her I wasn’t much in the mood to get married, and that’s clearly what she was after. I remember this one time we were driving through a McDonald’s, okay? And we’re picking up food to take to her family’s house for dinner, and she’s got this huge list of everyone’s orders. But the speaker box or whatever that is don’t work so well. It keeps cutting out, so the lady on the other end keeps missing stuff and she needs to keep repeating herself, and then they’re confused about what she’s already ordered and what she hasn’t, and I’ll tell you—right in that moment, I would have given anything to be back in Baghdad. Any fucking thing in the world if it meant I could go back and get shot at.”

His water glass was nothing but ice at the bottom, so he tossed back a few cubes and crunched them loudly with his molars. He began nodding as his story morphed.

“There was this guy over there. This bomb maker we called Toy because his devices always used the radio frequency from kids’ toys. Remote-control cars and Buzz Lightyear dolls and such. He came up with some real ingenious shit. Like he’d find a way around our Warlocks—our electronic jammers. He’d plant decoys. He’d wire a bomb with a different trigger three times out of five and then the other two would be callbacks. He was a meticulous cat. And we never caught him. Thought we did a few times. Once, near a bomb site, we took DNA swabs from everyone at the scene, and this shopkeeper matched. So a unit rolls up on the shopkeeper. Bingo-bango-bongo. No more shopkeeper. But a month later, there’s a new bomb, and you could just tell it was his. The Warlock Red jammed it—we were in that protective bubble. But the style was his, the way the wire braided from the battery to the blasting cap. Had a little receiver from a remote-control helicopter for the detonator. He’d put his signature on the IED, you know? Cuz he wanted us to know he was still out there. Now, don’t get me wrong, we all wanted to find that motherfucker and put a few through him, but at the same time I had this respect for him because I had to be better, smarter, quicker.”


HE RETURNED To Whitehall’s office hours because he liked having someone who could talk honestly about the thing. Whitehall didn’t give two fucks what you were supposed to say to fellow vets. “Don’t dwell on what’s been done,” he said. “When I got back I threw every medal and patch and memento and symbol of the American empire into a lake.” He handed Murdock books, a lot of Chomsky, Hobsbawm, Bacevich, and Chalmers Johnson. He read them at the dining room table of his one-bedroom apartment while loading and unloading his M9. It was dismaying how quickly his illusions eroded, a bad paint job that once attacked with mere sandpaper just flakes to the floor on its way to dust. He hadn’t understood how ready he was, and the puzzle pieces of his reading and his experience began to snap together. He carried it around in the back of his throat. However fury, sorrow, and undefended humiliation tastes. It made him want to go back to Iraq, finally hunt down Toy, and say, “I’ve had some time to think about it, and I sorta see your point, dawg.”


The waitress tried to come over again, thinking they might be ready, but Shane gave her a too-impatient Halt gesture. “We’re still going to need another minute.” Bambi smiled impatiently and turned heel. “What about IVAW? Do you have a foot in activism anymore?”

“Nah. I did a year more after we met, but the surge started to settle things down, and troops were on their way out. Got tired of lefty activist types explaining the war to me.” He ticked one cheek in a partial grin.

“Turns out you might’ve been premature given the whole situation over there now.”

“Not too hard to predict, I guess.” Murdock took the fork from the silverware and began twirling a tine against his thumb. “And I’ll tell you something else—the beheadings, the torture, this shit ain’t going nowhere. Barbarity is a powerful thing. Almost a faith in and of itself. We opened a can of worms there that’s gonna writhe for twenty, thirty, fifty years.”

Shane watched as his eye twitched, and he looked down at his cold coffee.

“So,” Murdock grumbled. “Maybe it’s about time you got around to telling me what this is all about. Why I drove halfway to Pittsburgh to not eat breakfast.”


THE LOVE OF THE SUIT Like bundling up for a Pennsylvania winter. First, armor: leggings, collar, breastplate of Kevlar. Then pants with suspenders and spine guard, the diaper that encases the groin. Slip on the overcoat. All of it weighing “half a good woman,” as Ta’amu liked to say. Your buddies helping you in, checking all the zippers, ties, and quick-release tabs in case you caught fire. Finally, pop on the helmet, check the microphone, the air snorkel, and above all, make sure that power fan works and the batteries are fresh because it’s probably 120 fucked-up degrees out. Then it’s just you peering through a visor two inches thick that gets dustier every minute you’re out. Like wearing the chitinous molt of a prehistoric colossus. Ta’amu would babble reassuringly in his ear on the lonesome walk. Just the captain’s way of creating the calm: “I’ve been meaning to give you your performance review: You’re a funny little monkey, Manfuck. Think about the millennium of your progenitors who’ve lived and died, son, so that when the cum spilled out of your mommy’s asshole at the wrong angle a mastermind hick like yourself could be born into the light of consciousness. You are Blown Away, kid. Bombs don’t survive you. You make IEDs IEDon’ts. Just remember, my man, if you offer to carry the weight then you can’t complain about the load.” Then it was just the safe. When all the focus and training came zipping down to a zero-point, a moment of creation. Peeling apart foam chunks to get at the plastic-encased detonating cord of an EFP. The bomb makers versus the EOD. It was a battle of intellect and observation and obsessive skill. He crouched in his own airtight astronaut-suit world, a piercing attention for the detail that tells no story or tells the whole one. You matched wits. There was no syllabus, there were no rules. Only adaptation and improvisation or mutilation and incineration. Blast lungization.


“What do you think it’s about, Kel?”

He threw up a hand. “Hell if I know. Maybe you are writing a movie. People love war stories.”

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “When my partners and I started this thing, this venture, I thought of you. But I’d been thinking of you for a few years anyway.”

Murdock watched through a window as a woman struggled to her car on a walker, helped along by a husband with thinning gray carefully moussed back.

“So this ain’t about Hurt Locker 2: Hurt Harder?”

“Do you remember,” she said carefully, “when we met that weekend in D.C., we had a conversation about what it would take—what would have to happen—to actually change this country?”

He lowered his voice.

“I’d consider myself still a kid at that point. Feeling angry and alone and saying stupid kid shit.” He scanned the Bob Evans to see what the other diners were doing. “My point wasn’t that I wanted to do shit like that. It’s that there ain’t no point in doing shit like that.”

“I’m not trying to sell you on anything here.” She said this with great care, each word handled, examined, and chosen. “I’ve been where you’ve been, Kel. You didn’t have to go to Iraq to feel despair about what’s happened and what’s happening now. All I’m asking is for you to hear me out on this.” She could feel the agitation wafting off him. “And if you don’t like our idea, no problem. You walk away, we walk away. No hard feelings.”


HOME Ta’amu saw that Murdock rarely made calls home, mostly because his mom didn’t have a computer or phone and had to go to the neighbors’ to take the call. He
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