Respond in your journal to any of the following. This is optional.

His face was suddenly brown and shining. A handsome kid, really. Sharp gray eyes, lean and
narrowwaisted, and when he died it was almost beautiful, the way the sunlight came around him
and lifted him up and sucked him high into a tree full of moss and vines and white blossoms.

The trees are alive. The grass, the soil—everything. All around you things are purely living, and
you among them, and the aliveness makes you tremble.

Happeningness is irrelevant. A thing may happen and be a total lie; another thing may not
happen and be truer than the truth. For example: Four guys go down a trail. A grenade sails out.
One guy jumps on it and takes the blast, but it’s a killer grenade and everybody dies anyway.
Before they die, though, one of the dead guys says, “The fuck you do that for?”” and the jumper
says, “Story of my life, man,” and the other guy starts to smile but he’s dead. That’s a true story
that never happened.

You can tell a true war story if you just keep on telling it.

In any war story, but especially a true one, it’s difficult to separate what happened from what
seemed to happen. What seems to happen becomes its own happening and has to be told that
way. The angles of vision are skewed. When a booby trap explodes, you close your eyes and
duck and float outside yourself. When a guy dies, like Lemon, you look away and then look back
for a moment and then look away again. The pictures get jumbled; you tend to miss a lot. And
then afterward, when you go to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness, which
makes the story seem untrue, but which in fact represents the hard and exact truth as it seemed.

You can tell a true war story if it embarrasses you.

War is hell. As a moral declaration the old truism seems perfectly true, and yet because it
abstracts, because it generalizes, I can’t believe it with my stomach. Nothing turns inside. It
comes down to gut instinct. A true war story, if truly told, makes the stomach believe.



