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NOTES

The characters in this book are works of fiction. All historical figures and present
world leaders mentioned were/are real people, and any information disclosed about them
in the novel is accurate. Most places featured do in fact exist, with the rare exception of a
few specific streets. The plot is fictional; however, global events that occur past April
2008 are based in historical facts and current conditions. They legitimately “could
happen,” so to speak.

Certain illegal and/or questionable behavior witnessed in this novel is not meant
to be glorified or endorsed by the author. Such behavior features prominently at times as
a necessity of the plotline.



PROLOGUE

“I wish,” I announced, “I was an alcoholic.”

My photographer raised his red eyebrows over his dirty beer glass. “You mean
you’re not?”

I considered this as I drained my own glass and signaled the bartender for another
of whatever the fuck it was I had been drinking tonight. “Sure, it’s very possible, I
haven’t written a story not half-crocked in ages, but that’s not my point. My point is,
those lucky bastards have it easy. Junkies t0o.”

He chuckled—my photographer’s laugh came as easily in Lebanon as in the
States—and humored me. “How do ya figure that?”

“Because,” I responded, pausing to light a cigarette, “anytime they finally decide
they’ve had enough of living for that next drink or that next needle, there’s a million
hotlines for them to call, hundreds of groups for them to get support within walking
distance of their houses, rehabs for them to seek shelter—never mind the financial costs
of such things, my point is merely that the option is there for some—and numerous pairs
of arms waiting to embrace them for even considering stopping. Hell, even those lucky
pricks—no pun intended—who can never get enough action have like, nymphos
anonymous.”

My photographer stroked his chin thoughtfully and waited for me to finish my
half-drunken monologue. I shrugged almost helplessly.

“Let’s face it, kid,” I said softly, “if I decided to quit, there wouldn’t be any safety
net for me.”

He nodded in agreement. “No, probably not. Why, are you thinking about quit—*

Whatever he was about to say was lost as another journalist ran into the hotel bar
and grabbed the other two from his network. His words to them were whispered, but
every media affiliate in the room knew the meaning anyway.

“Looks like the Lebanese are moving in on the camp,” my photographer
remarked. “Time to saddle up, boss?”

“Time to saddle up,” I agreed with an eager smile I didn’t bother to hide as I stood
up.

My photographer clinked his glass with mine and we both drained the remainder
of our drinks. Colin offered our standard toast, an old journalists’ creed.

“Comfort the afflicted.”

“Afflict the comfortable,” I responded automatically, while what I was actually
thinking was, thank God, time for another hit.

Hello, my name is Kristen, and I am an adrenalin addict.



PART 1
FLASHING BEFORE YOUR EYES

Ch. 1

My twin and I watched the panther pace back and forth in his metal cage,
transfixed even as our parents tried to shoo us to the next exhibit. Back and forth, back
and forth, back and forth—he never slowed for even a moment, his shoulder blades rising
and falling in some morbid rhythm beneath his jet black fur. Some unseen hunger seemed
to be consuming the panther alive.

“Come on, kids,” our mother called. “Come look at the tigers!”

My brother looked at me, but I was staring at the panther, something breaking in
my five-year-old heart. Here, I felt kinship and I didn’t know why.

“But, Mom, the panther,” Jimmy protested as she came back to collect us.

“Oh, honey, don’t worry about him. He’s probably just having a bad day. Maybe
he’s sad about something.”

My brother shook his head, his eyes too wise for his face even in those days.
“No,” he said with a calm certainty, “he’s not sad. He’s just like Kristin.”

Fourteen years later, Nirvana’s “Lithium” pummeled me into abrupt
consciousness, and I sat up, muttering obscenities under my breath. I was no longer in the
z0o, dreaming about events long past, and the space in the bed beside me was warm yet
empty.

“...I like it, I'm not gonna crack, I miss you, I'm not gonna crack, I love you,
I'm not gonna crack, 1 kill you, I'm not gonna crack, ye-aah, YEAH--"

The music finally ceased and I glanced around as I reluctantly rubbed the sleep
from my eyes. Travis was already across the room, his cheekbones eerily highlighted
against his black hair by the glow of his cell phone screen.

“How many fucking times do I have to tell you I resent being woken up by a ‘90s
grunge band?” I grumbled at him haltheartedly.

He held up a hand to me, still speaking to whoever was on the other end. There
were only two types of people who would call Travis at this hour: the restless drifters he
called friends needing a place to crash and his boss calling him to an emergency. There
was no way to tell by his facial expression or his short, clipped responses—Travis was
nothing if not disturbingly steady in his reactions to all people and situations—but I
hoped it was his boss. I didn’t feel like getting dressed if his crew descended on his
apartment in a drunken melee.

“Yes. Yes. I can be there in fifteen. See you then.”

Travis snapped his cell phone shut and began rummaging through his drawers
without turning the lights on.

“What are you looking for?” I asked, resisting the urge to lie back down.



“Clothes. I think leaving the apartment in my boxers constitutes some sort of
misdemeanor,” he chuckled in his slight southern Virginian accent, still rooting aimlessly
through his rickety bureau, “even though I look pretty good in ‘em, if I do say so myself.”

“No shit,” I replied acidly, still cranky at being woken up. “I meant what clothes.”

“Oh. Well, why didn’t you say so? My DCFD shirt, and something resembling a
clean pair of jeans.”

I yawned. So he was headed to work.

“The shirt’s in your closet, on the shelf. Clean jeans...check the floor of the
closet.”

Travis investigated his closet and came out holding the requested shirt and jeans.
He ambled over and kissed the top of my head before starting to get dressed.

“Thanks, babe. You know, sometimes I almost think I’d rather you than a
housekeeper.”

“Screw you.” I laid back down and pulled the covers back up over me. “Big
blaze?”

“Five alarm,” he replied cheerfully. “Some warehouse along the Anacostia is
turning into a real nice inferno; two guys from another firehouse already down for the
count with smoke inhalation, and another headed for the hospital with a possible broken
back.”

“Oh baby,” I teased, “aren’t you scared?”

He finished tying his shoelaces and ruffled my hair.

“Sure, babe. But I’'m going to take that fear and feed off of it. Fear gets the blood
flowing, kick starts the senses—everything is sharper when you're afraid.” Travis stood
up. “You know it as well as I do—the rush doesn’t mean anything unless it might be your
very last.”

It was Travis I was thinking about as a man crumpled to his knees from the force
of an AK-47 thrust into the small of his back. I couldn’t hear his individual anguished cry
over the chaos, but the expression on his face was enough. I was 22 years old as I stood
in Tahrir Square, as the riot-geared police closed in. The protesters were outnumbered 20
to one, and goddamn, I was afraid—terrified, actually. Travis had been right; every sense
was heightened. I noted everything about the scene, jotting it all down in my tiny
notebook even though it was already being permanently burned into my mind. The
Washington Post had tried to give me a high-tech recorder, tiny enough to fit in a pocket,
but I've never liked recorders. I thought it made journalists lazy, always looking for
sound bites and not paying attention to what their source was actually saying—too much
like journalism's bastard half-brother, broadcast.

Anyway, I was standing in Tahrir Square, covering the chaos that had become
Egypt since good old Hosni Mubarak--the "democratically-elected President" of Egypt--
had gone to meet Allah. His son, Gamal, had attempted to take power in the resulting
power vacuum, but he lacked the power and influence that comes with 30-some years in
control that his father had wielded, and the Muslim Brotherhood, previously beaten
down, imprisoned, tortured, and outlawed under Hosni, seized their opportunity. Of
course, the Muslim Brotherhood had the support of the lower classes, and a chunk of the
disaffected youth of the upper classes, but they weren't strong enough to control the entire
country either. So what resulted was an Egypt no one knew what to do with, with the



masses rioting and the army attempting to retake some semblance of control. The only
way the Egyptian military knows how to regain order, by the way, is by means of "beat
everyone, arrest those who don't run fast enough, torture the ones you arrested, and if you
get frustrated enough, just open fire." The chaos, ongoing for the last three months,
threatened to destabilize the entire region, a region that was only barely containing what
was left of that graveyard of what had once been Iraq. So what was a 22-year-old
journalist doing standing in its midst, praying every morning that things would not calm
down enough to force her home?

The day Hosni died, I walked myself down to the Washington Post's office and
knocked on the door of the foreign editor's tiny and cluttered office. He smiled when he
saw me. The editor liked me--I1'd applied to the Post for a foreign correspondent job when
I graduated, but he had told me I was just too young and inexperienced. He'd offered to
get me a job on the Metro desk, but I couldn't stomach the thought of covering local high
school basketball games.

"Mubarak's dead," I said by way of introduction. I'd never been one for small talk.

Mr. Greene nodded. "So I've been told. What can I do for you?"

"I'm sure I don't need to explain to you what situation that leaves Egypt in, Mr.
Greene."

"Well, I'm no Middle East expert, so why don't you tell me what you think," he
responded.

I knew he was baiting me, but I took it anyway.

"It's going to explode. There's a massive power vacuum, a surplus of angry
jobless young people, a Muslim Brotherhood with a huge following, a regime that has
beaten down the people for the last three decades, and a lot of anxious neighbors in a
dicey region. If the chaos stays just in Egypt, it'll be a miracle."

Mr. Greene stroked his weathered chin.

"So, you don't think there's any hope, eh? It's going to explode and that's that?"

"Yes. And Americans are going to be interested--Egypt's one of our only allies
over there."

"I hate to say it, but I tend to agree with you. But you didn't come all the way
down here just to give me a current events analysis."

I shook my head and said, "No, I didn't. I came down here to ask to be sent over
there."

He didn't look surprised and sighed.

"What have you been up to since you refused my offer of a Metro job?"

"Bartending," I replied without any shame.

A pained look crossed his face and he said, "What in God's name are you doing
bartending? With your talent and education?"

I shrugged. In all honesty, I wasn't really sure either—it was a question I received
on a continual basis, and one I generally just joked away. The money was good, the hours
were good, and I wasn't sitting behind a desk. I was simply passing the time, and that was
what I told Mr. Greene in so many words.

"Waiting for someone to pay for me to go where the action is."

"Why should I send you to Egypt? You're 22 years old, never worked as a
journalist, not employed by the Post."



"Because I know Egypt. I know the people, I know the language, I know the
situation. I'm probably more qualified than anyone else you have in this office, and I have
less to lose."

Mr. Greene took off his glasses and massaged the crease on the bridge of his nose.
Then he looked up at me and asked, "But why do you want to go over there? If Egypt is
this powder keg you describe, then shouldn't you be running as fast and as far away from
it as you can?"

I chewed my lip, debating this question for a moment, and gave him the most
honest answer that I could at the time.

"I'm afraid," I replied quietly, "I don't work quite like that."

Three weeks later, I was standing in Cairo International Airport. The tension and
fear was so thick in the air that one could almost taste it. I lit a cigarette, took a long drag
that was equal parts nicotine and adrenaline, and smiled. Welcome back.

I was at a protest in Egypt once before, in front of the Press Syndicate building,
when I was studying here at the American University of Cairo during my junior year of
college. That was before Mubarak died, of course, so it was quite a different situation.
Back then, it was the beginning of the dying leader's harsh crackdown on his people--in
retrospect, it was in attempt to prime the nation for his son's takeover, but we didn't know
that at the time. I went to the protest with my Egyptian friend Heba and her little sister,
Maha. The government had recently arrested 46 bloggers and some of their family
members as well in the middle of the night, ostentatiously on charges like "insulting
Islam" and "defaming the president.” Egypt was looking more and more like a Cold War-
era regime every day. A classmate of Heba’s and mine had been among those arrested.
Mohamed was a popular, well-liked class clown--no one ever suspected he was a part of
the underground blogsphere, which was essentially the only place to get real news and
express dissent, the traditional media having long been crippled by censorship and fear.

So the three of us stood eyeing the protesters across the street, backed against the
Press Syndicate building by scores of heavily-armed police and soldiers. The armed
trucks containing a few hundred more soldiers stretched the length of several blocks,
outnumbering the protesters easily 15 to one. Maha slipped her hand into Heba's and
joked feebly,

"Man, just picturing Mom and Dad's reaction makes the soldiers seem a whole lot
less frightening, huh? They're going to kill us when they find out about this!"

Heba gripped her little sister's hand and we exchanged a look that clearly said,
“She shouldn't be here.”

Maha was just barely 17, while we were big grown up women at 20. But she said
she was going whether we allowed her to come with us or not, and since we couldn't
definitively stop her, we figured she was safer with us than by herself. My stomach hurt
and my hand slid down my cargo pants to a side pocket, feeling the shape of my passport
for reassurance. I was fully aware that the U.S. Embassy wasn't going to come to my
rescue if anything happened, but being an American still carried some weight in Egypt at
the time, at least with the authorities. Of course, it would be for naught if Heba and Maha
were arrested as well, because while I had many flaws, disloyalty wasn't one of them. I
wouldn't abandon my friends



"Well then, let’s do this."

And with that, we crossed the street, went around the police, and joined the
protest. Never one for the spotlight, I headed for the back, but Heba grabbed my hand and
pulled me back.

"No, no, we need to stay in the front."

"Are you crazy? If your parents see you in any pictures of this..."

Heba forced a smile and replied, "This isn't about Maha and me. It's about you.
The police need to see your face."

"What, so they can fucking call me a sharmuta?" 1 demanded.

Sharmuta meant whore in Arabic, and as a reasonably attractive white woman, it
was a word I heard a lot in Cairo.

She shook her head. "No, because you're clearly a foreigner, and they'll assume
American. As long as foreigners are here, they'll be hesitant to get violent."

I ran a hand through my bright blond hair and Heba added quickly, "I understand
if you don't want to, I mean, I know it's alot to ask of you and--"

"Heba, shut up. I'm here to do whatever I can to help."

That wasn’t entirely true; protesting was only part of the reason I was standing on
the Press Syndicate steps that morning. The other was, well, because of my reason for
doing most things—it sounded like it held the potential for a rush.

I backtracked to the front of the protest, three inches from the barricades and six
from the soldiers, their faces hidden beneath riot helmets and masks. You think you were
afraid that time you ran from the cops busting your underage party? Try staring down the
muzzle of an AK-47, knowing you can't leave, because the minute you do, your friends
are as good as dead, and even if you do stay, you might not be able protect yourself, let
alone them. Afraid is a bit of an understatement. And with the primordial fight or flight
reflex sending my adrenalin levels surging, I'd never felt more alive. Like Travis said, it
doesn't mean anything unless there's that possibility it might be your last.

I called Heba from Reagan International Airport, waiting for my flight.
Ring....ring...ring...

"’Ello," she answered.

"Salam waylakum, haibibi,” 1 returned in Arabic.

"Kristen?" she demanded.

We generally kept in touch via email, given both the cost of calling and my
inherent dislike of telephones.

"Hey, Heba," I said, "how are you?"

"I'm fine, al-hamdu li-lah," Heba replied, "but Kristen, what is this about? You
never call."

Heba was not one for small talk either, which marked her as very odd in a culture
where conversational formalities were regarded as indispensable interactions.

"Well, I'm currently in the airport in DC, about to catch a flight to Paris, and from
there-"

"You're not coming here, are you?" she interrupted shrilly.

"Hell yes, Paris to Cairo. What, don't you miss me?" I joked.



"Oh habibi, you can't! Haven't you been following the news? Things are...tense
here, and I think that perhaps they're going to get...worse. It isn't safe for you; now is a
terrible time for a visit."

"I know the situation, Heba, and I'm not coming for a visit. I got a job with the
Washington Post; they're sending me over to cover things."

Heba sounded more than a little distressed. "For how long?"

"I don't know--as long as it takes, I suppose. I didn't buy a return ticket."

There was another worried sigh, but Heba said, "What time will your flight be in?
I'll come get you, you stupid crazy American."

FROM: jp_fawk(@mastersoninsurance.com

TO: kristin_wilson@washpost.com
SUBJ: everything ok?

Kris, | hate to be a paranoid freak, but me and Melissa were watching CNN a few minutes
ago, and it looks like all hell is breaking loose in Tahrir Square, and | know you live around there. |
figure you were/are there covering the rioting, and we just wanted to be sure you were alright. I'm
sure you are, it's just that this looks so bad...So just humor my oddness—I guess it's leftover from
all those years of smoking the MJ, huh? Which | suppose I shouldn't say in my company email
address either--and call or email me and let me know you're alright. I'm just kinda worried. Don't
know what | would do if you weren't around to drink with over the holidays, haha. Alright, talk to you
soon I'm sure.

---JP

I read the email in surprise. I'd been in Cairo several months at that point, and JP
had never so much as raised an eyebrow. What the hell was CNN saying, anyway? To the
average reader, it seemed like a perfectly reasonable, calm email, but for JP, it was the
equivalent of running around a crowded building screaming “Bomb!” Granted, he had a
point—all hell had in fact been breaking loose—but still, it was JP and he was my rock.
Maybe Melissa riled him up, I thought, then grinned at the idea of JP's girlfriend actually
being concerned enough about me to cause him undue worry. Not knowing how else to
respond to such an unusual display, I wrote back lightly:

Re-fucking-lax, dude. I'm fine, everything's fine. CNN always blows everything way out
of proportion, all the cable news stations do. Don't watch broadcast, man, stick to print (hint hint:
read the Post! Esp. articles by yours truly!). If this is you sans pot, you better start smoking again,
dude, work drug tests or no work drug tests. I'll Skype you in a few days, alright? Just to prove
this is in fact me writing and not my ghost or something, haha.

Peace, Kristin
PS. Hi Melissa!

I didn’t see Heba when I exited the airport terminal. I didn’t view this as a
problem, given that nothing in Egypt—including Egyptians—really runs on any kind of
schedule. I leaned against a wall, lit a cigarette, and studied the people. They were all
staring at me, so [ saw no reason not to stare right back. It seemed to me that many more
women were now wearing the hijab than last time I had been here—over two years ago—
and some even had their entire faces covered, which had been an extreme rarity before. I
glanced down at my bare forearms and frowned. This had been appropriate for a white
non-Muslim woman before, but now...

“Kristen!”
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I turned around and saw a veiled young woman grinning.

“Heba?”

She answered my question by throwing her arms around me. “It’s so glad to see
you, habibi, it’s been so long. How was your flight? I’'m sorry I’m late—the traffic, I'm
sure you haven’t forgotten what that’s like. Some things never change, no matter how
long you leave. Where are your bags? Is this all you brought?”

I let Heba pelt me with questions while I returned her hug without bothering to
answer any of them.

“What’s with the hijab?” I asked when I pulled away. “You didn’t covert without
telling me, did you?”

Heba and her family were Copts, a small Christian minority in Egypt. As I looked
at her more closely, | saw she was also wearing a long, loose skirt, and a loose tunic—I’d
never seen her in anything except jeans, ever.

Heba blushed deeply and shook her head. “No, no. I’'ll explain later—some things
are not the same here, Kristen. Here, I brought you this, thought you might not realize it
was necessary now...”

She handed me a lightweight jacket. I accepted it gratefully, and my scandalous
forearms were out of sight.

“You don’t have to veil, at least in the wealthier parts of Cairo...for now.”

Ch. 2

“We already have a Cairo correspondent, you know,” Mr. Greene said. “What
makes you think we need you?”

“I know. Her name is Susan Mofosky, and she has two kids under the age of ten
living in Cairo with her and her husband. There’s no way in hell she’s staying in the
country. I’'m willing to bet a lot of money that she put in for a transfer, if she’s not gone
already.”

The editor’s bushy white eyebrows went up a few centimeters. “How did you
know that?”

I allowed myself a small grin. “I guess you could say I’'m one hell of an internet
researcher.”

Mr. Greene stopped rearranging the papers on his cluttered desk and looked up at
me. “Go write me an article. I don’t care what about—it doesn’t have to be international.
You’ve been slinging drinks for the last six months; I want to make sure you’ve still got
what it takes.”

My grin widened slightly. “I’ve always got what it takes,” I responded before I
could stop myself.

He shook his head in exasperation. “Go, go. You’ve got one week. Stop pestering
me and make it count.”

I continued smiling as I left the Post building, knowing full well he wanted me
over there as much as I did. All I had to do was earn it.

Kikil0: so I need you to do me a favor
Jpm420: sure, shoot
Kikil0: there’s a protest tomorrow



Jpm420: oh fuck no kristen! don’t even think about it

Kikil0: shuddup and listen to me. i’m going whether you like it or not, all I need from
you is to let someone know if i get into trouble—im sure as hell not telling anyone else
from home

Jpm420: shit. youre such a fucking dumbass

Jpm420: why cant you ever torture your frigging boyfriend with this insanity? why does
it always have to be me that’s gonna have to make the the “she’s dead” phone call?
Kikil0: if you don’t hear from me in 24hrs, just call my parents, ok? it should be ok, this
is just a precaution, ok JP

Kikil0: and i use you instead of travis b/c travis would say, “go and enjoy yourself,” and
would laugh if i told him to call my parents. i love the bastard, but his idea of a safety net
is not having enough money in his bank account to warrant a will. i may be crazy, but i
sure as fuck don’t want to end up getting ass-raped in some egyptian prison either
Jpm420: lucky fucking me. goddamnit kristen, why are you always trying to get yourself
killed

Kikil0: cuz i figure you’ll prily die of stress first dear. so you’ll do this for me?

Jpm420: course. i hate you, but you know i have your back

JP was one of my best friends through high school and college, despite his not
being an adrenalin addict. On the contrary, JP was a laid-back stoner who liked nothing
better than to play his guitar with a joint in his mouth. As perhaps a result of his frequent
pot smoking, JP was left in an almost permanently chilled-out state, and he was
extremely difficult to upset or rattle. This led to my employing him as my safety net
whenever I was about to do something stupid; he didn’t worry like other people would.
At least, he didn’t used to. The older we got, the more he seemed to worry about me,
which may have been due to the fact that the older we got, the more risks I took.
Watching me jump from an overpass into the river in the middle of the night on a dare in
high school, JP could handle. Calling him and telling him I was drunk out of my mind
and didn’t know where I was in college, JP could handle. Being in the car with me when |
did a hundred any chance I could, JP could handle. He had an increasingly hard time
while I was in Cairo being the responsible party back in America as I traveled to the most
dangerous places I could obtain visas to. That protest at the Press Syndicate almost threw
him over the edge, picturing me getting tortured in some Arab prison, and I relaxed for
awhile after that to spare his nerves.

But still, two years after that first protest, JP was the first one I called as I walked
out of the Washington Post office.

“JP, guess what? I got a job!”

“No shit? No more bar? You mean I’ll actually have to start paying for my own
drinks?”

“Fuck you. Do you want to know or not?”

“Course, shoot.”

“The Washington Post.”

“The Post? As in, the place you turned down for a job because they wouldn’t let
you head back to the sandbox?”

“Mhmm, one and the same.”



“So why do you sound so damn chipper? Thought you didn’t want to cover high
school sports...” The realization that I wouldn’t have called him to tell him about a high
school sports job abruptly hit JP and he groaned loudly. “Aw hell, Kristen. What did you
talk them into letting you do?”

“Egypt, here I come,” I responded cheerfully.

“I can’t believe you’re going to put me through this again,” JP grumbled, then
stopped, realizing it was a lost cause. “Meet me at the pub after work and we’ll talk then.
I’m not happy about this, but congratulations anyway.”

“So I was thinking.”

“There’s something new,” Travis’s voice responded from inside the hood of his
’96 Ford pickup—which alone marked him as unusual in a city where everyone drove
SUV’s—where he was fooling around with the engine. “Were you thinking about
anything in particular, or just allowing neurons to bounce off each other at random?”

I threw a tennis ball I’d found in the gutter outside his apartment building at him.
It bounced off his bent back, leaving a muddy splatter on his T-shirt.

“What just hit me? It felt wet.” He hadn’t been concerned enough to stop what he
was doing, or even lift his head up from the engine.

I paused for a moment, ignoring his question, then said, “I was thinking we
should try coke.”

That got his attention, even faster than I’d anticipated. He was facing me before I
had time to blink, wiping his oily hands on his jeans and asking, “What did you just say?”

I swallowed and felt beads of sweat gathered at my hairline roll down my neck.
D.C. was brutal in July, but I didn’t pretend the sweat was purely a result of the 100
degree weather. This had to be played very carefully. Here, I was in dangerous territory
with Travis. “I said I think maybe we should try cocaine. I mean, you don’t have to—I
thought it might be fun for us to do together, but I can do it alone too.”

“The hell you will,” he said. His eyes were flat and his voice was monotone, but
having dated him for a year and a half, I knew he was furious. His accent thickened ever
so slightly when he was angry; you could judge exactly to what degree by how slowly his
words came. His gray eyes went unreadable, as if a shield magically dropped over his
brain when he was experiencing a strong emotion.

“Why not? [ mean, it’s not like it’s much different than any of the other stuff
we’ve done. You run into burning buildings for a living, for God’s sake. Coke’s a risk,
and we like risks, remember?” I offered him a smile, but his face didn’t change in the
slightest.

“Cocaine is not a risk,” he responded, each word arriving slower than its
predecessor. “It’s a goddamn fool thing to do, and I won’t have you even thinking about
it. Running into fires—and everything else, for that matter—takes courage, stamina, a
sense of your own—and everyone else’s—mortality. Snorting some white powder and
hoping you don’t go into cardiac arrest,” he shook his head in disgust, “is stupidity at its
height. Don’t ever mention it to me again.”

A muscle was twitching in his jaw as he went back to work on the car, seemingly
more forcefully than before. I felt almost bad for doing this to him. The jaw muscle
movement meant that I’d done more than just anger him. Now he was shook up, and for a
man who lived like Travis, that was damn near impossible to do.



“Well,” I said slowly in a deceivingly sweet voice, “I was thinking about
something else t0o.”

“Let me guess,” the accent still heavy enough to reveal his continued anger,
“shooting heroin into your eyeballs?”’

“No, no. No more talk about hard drugs, I promise. Actually, what [ was thinking
about was studying abroad this fall, and maybe the spring too. I was thinking maybe
going to uh, Cairo.”

I chewed my lip and waited. I lived for and on fear, but this was not the type I
relished. Facing down death was one thing; facing down my boyfriend was entirely
another.

Silence met my words, and “Cairo” hung in the humid air uncomfortably. The
sounds of work ceased from inside the car’s hood, but it was another moment before
Travis straightened up.

“Cairo, huh? And why would you want to do that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s something new and exciting, I guess, and kind of
dangerous. I wanted to go to Beirut, but the program got canceled after the war back in
’06. I have taken Arabic the last two years, you know, and I’'m good with languages. |
could be fluent if I went overseas. And being fluent in Arabic would open a hell of a lot
of doors in crazy fields, or so UMD keeps telling me.” I could see this logical argument
hadn’t won him over, as it had my anxious family, and so I reluctantly moved to Plan B.
“I’m just kind of...drifting here, I suppose, and I want something different. It could be a
new fix, you know, and those are hard to come by.”

Those two sentences got the reaction I was looking for, just the slightest frown
that told me he was thinking exactly what I wanted him to. Travis regarded me for
several seconds before saying,

“You’re bored? Is that where the drug talk is coming from?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess so.” I tried not to smile.

Travis picked up a water bottle and took a long drink. He wiped his mouth on his
sleeve and questioned, “If you went to Cairo...you think you’d be less bored? No drugs?”

He was bargaining with me, and that meant he would stay with me if [ went.

“No,” I promised, “no drugs. I swear.”

Travis considered this and then nodded. “Alright. Go ride some camels, smoke
some shisha, and run around travel advisory zones for a few months. I’ll be here when
you get back.” Then he turned back to his mechanic work without another word on the
matter.

I was back at my own apartment when my cell phone rang. I glanced at it—Travis
—and let it go to voice mail. I had known it wouldn’t be long before he realized he’d
been played; Travis had never been book-smart, but he was sharp and not much slipped
past him. I had won this time only because I used his one known weakness against him.

“Kristin, you son-of-a-bitch,” his voice told my voice mail, a slight chuckle
behind the words, “You played me. You never were planning to do any coke, were you?
That was just a smoke screen for Cairo. You knew the cocaine would throw me so badly
that I wouldn’t blink when you suggested going to Egypt for eight months. And you were
feeling me out to see if I cared enough to stay with you if you did go. I can’t believe you
played me like that. Worse yet, I can’t believe I fell for it. I’'m losing my edge in my old
age. [ know you’re there and not picking up the phone, by the way, in case I was pissed



off. Man oh man. Well, touché, kid, touché. This round goes to you. I’1l call you
tomorrow, but if you think we’re having angry make-up sex, you’re crazy.” There was a
pause, and then, “I’m just kidding about that last part. Please remind me that I’'m pissed
tomorrow.” Then he hung up.

I grinned despite the nagging guilt. Travis and I were junkies of slightly different
breeds. He didn’t grin in the middle of the night when his phone rang, calling him to an
emergency, even though he needed the hit. I suspected it was because he was considering
the men who would run into danger beside him, the men who didn’t enjoy this death-
defiance like he did. He once joked that he wished there were more adrenaline addicts in
the world, because then we could band together and spare normal people all of the fearful
tasks; I didn’t think he was kidding, even though I would never call him on it. He had a
certain serenity about him, something that told me he had accepted what he was a long
time ago and was determined to live around it. I, on the other hand, couldn’t stop
grinning when anticipation of another rush presented itself. I’d had been described by
people as “a ball of nervous energy,” “wound a little too tight,” and “constantly on edge,”
which weren’t inaccurate descriptions. I had a hard time sitting still and grew restless
easily, and people sensed the addiction, even if they couldn’t quite name it as such; I
knew I unnerved more than a few of the people I’d met. I didn’t have Travis’ peace, and |
didn’t suspect I ever would. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t try if it involved risk, and
therefore the suggestion of cocaine hadn’t been much of a stretch at all.

Its suggestion, however, hadn’t been fair to do to Travis. A majority of the crew
he had grown up with—mostly adrenaline junkies themselves—in some tiny mining town
in rural Virginia were dead already; three had died from overdoses, probably using the
same logic I’d presented to Travis. They were bored with what life had to offer, and
artificial rushes were the only alternative left to them. Travis had found the body of the
last one facedown in his trailer. He’d been dead for three days. There aren’t many elderly
adrenaline addicts, and there’s good reason for that. What natural selection doesn’t
handle, we take care of ourselves.

Bridge Day sounds like an awfully innocuous title, I thought to myself as I drove
past the “Welcome to West Virginia—Wild and Wonderful” sign on the highway. I had
borrowed my brother Jimmy’s old Honda without fully explaining my need for it. I never
quite lied to my twin per se, but unlike JP, Jimmy did ask questions, and did demand
answers. So over the years, [ had gotten very good at telling him as much truth as
possible without either upsetting him or lying to him. To the best of my knowledge, he
had never caught on, or perhaps he simply chose not to. I had a hard time believing my
brilliant lawyer-to-be brother couldn’t recognize de facto lies when he saw them, but then
again, he had been born with a deep faith in me that I had never deserved.

I made good time from D.C. to Fayetteville, pushing the poor Honda’s engine to
its thresholds. It’s good for the car to be really driven every once and awhile, I reasoned,
Jimmy probably never gets it above 55 even on the highway. I didn’t mind the long trek
from D.C.—say what you will about West Virginia, but goddamn does it have some
beautiful scenery—and I loved to drive more than almost anything. I had a hard time
paying attention to the road in front of me because I kept staring down at the sparkling
river below me. Every now and again, when the odd thought crossed my mind about what
I would do with my life if I wasn’t so hopelessly addicted to brushing shoulders with



death, I thought that perhaps I could be happy someplace like this. The car’s tires
crunching on the gravel of my destination’s parking lot cut my musings short, and I
smiled as I pulled the car into the space directed by the traffic people. I got out of the car,
looked around, and smiled. Whether I could be happy elsewhere was irrelevant—I was
addicted, and right now, I didn’t mind that fact one bit.

There’s a trick to overcoming both pain and fear. Whenever you’re afraid, you
just picture the time in your life that you were the most afraid and compare it to the
current fear you’re feeling. Nine times out of ten, it will be less than that “most afraid”
time, and if that’s the case, you may as well relax, because you’ve already survived
worse. It works the same way for pain. Slam your hand in the door? That time you broke
your arm hurt a lot worse, so what’s the point in crying? It’s all relative really, and
becomes almost irrelevant when you begin to look at things this way. Of course, that one
time when the pain or the fear breaks the threshold of the previous worst time, that’s
when you can get really fucked. I cherish the memories of my fearful and painful times,
because without them, I couldn’t continually push the limits. I feel such pity for people
who have never known true fear or pain, because they haven’t really lived.

I bet you’re thinking right now that I must come from a very messy, broken home,
the product of an abusive childhood, an extremely rough upbringing. I hate to disappoint,
but my childhood was ordinary in every way: two loving parents, a twin brother, two
little sisters, a little brother, a dog, nice house in the suburbs. It’s scary that there are
people like me running around out there without any cause for being the way we are, isn’t
it?

My parents were waiting for me at the Baltimore-Washington Airport with
nervous grins on their faces. I saw as I exited the terminal that they’d brought the whole
family, despite how many times I’d attempted to nicely tell them I hated these emotional
scenes. Christ, I thought as I walked towards them, dirty and exhausted after close to two
days of travel, Jimmy’s even brought his girlfriend. The only one who was missing was
the fucking dog, and he’s the one I’d be happiest seeing right now. The old hound never
asked me hard questions upon my return; Herbert always just licked my face, happy that
I’ve come back and not caring about the reasons I was gone in the first place.

“Kristen!” several voices said in unison, and then everyone was hugging me,
pelting me with questions and comments, and not giving me an instant to breathe.

“How was the flight? You actually made all your connections this time?”

“You’ve lost weight, haven’t you been eating? Well, don’t worry, I have a huge
family dinner all prepared for you.”

“My God, you’re so tan! I’m so jealous, I’ve been going to the tanning salon for a
month and you’re a hundred times darker than me!”

“We told all your friends that you’re home; everyone is so excited to see you, you
were gone so long this time. And of course you need to go see your grandparents, and
Aunt Jaime and Uncle Nick and—*

“Did you manage to come home with all your bags this time? You must have lost
some; this can’t be all you have, right? Here, let me carry it for you anyway.”

I wanted to scream and get right back on the plane. I was a master of my emotions
by this point, however, and politely smiled and answered questions and tried to look



thrilled to be home. Jimmy took my duffel bag and backpack from me and we eventually
made our way to the parking lot. My hands were trembling slightly from the nicotine
withdraw [ was beginning to experience after almost a full day without a cigarette, but I
couldn’t light up; my parents didn’t know I smoked, and even at 23 years old with
hundreds of days logged in the most volatile region on the planet, I didn’t want to
disappoint them. They had taken two cars to get here, and I immediately jumped into
Jimmy’s Honda. My mother looked slightly crestfallen that I hadn’t wanted to ride with
them, but I couldn’t take another moment without the nicotine. Jimmy glanced at me,
noted my hands jammed into my pockets to hide the shaking, and then said to his
girlfriend,

“Susan, why don’t you go with my parents? They can drop you off on their way
home; I know you’ve got that big test in the morning and I don’t want you to have to
come all the way back to my family’s place and then go back.”

That line of reasoning made little sense to anyone who thought about it too much
—Jimmy could just as easily drop her off as my parents—but my brother had a way of
saying things so rationally and confidently that you never thought to argue or question
him. Sure enough, Susan and my parents both nodded and she got into their car. My little
sisters and brother looked at us questioningly and Jimmy shooed them towards the SUV.
As soon as everyone was in their respective cars and the SUV was pulling out sight, I dug
my Marlboro Lights from my purse. Thirty seconds later, I realized I didn’t have my
lighter, the unfortunate victim of airport security.

“Fuck,” I swore.

The only thing worse than not having a cigarette when you need it is having a
cigarette and not having a light.

Jimmy reached into his pocket and tossed me a cheap lighter.

“Not that I’'m not grateful, but since when do you carry lighters? You haven’t
started smoking, have you? This shit’s bad for you, dude.”

Jimmy shook his head as he eased the car into traffic and replied, “Nope, I just
figured you’d probably need one getting off the plane, so I stopped at the 7-11 on the way
here, allegedly for coffee.”

I exhaled my bordering-on-orgasmic first drag and said, “Brother, I love you,
have I told you that recently?”

Jimmy laughed. “Yeah, so when you get lung cancer someday, I can be blamed
for it. Great!”

I almost offered my standard amused reply, don’t worry, I’ll never live to see
cancer, but I stopped myself. That would’ve been just cruel, and I really did love Jimmy.
Of all of my family members, [ worried what my getting hurt or killed would do to him
most. Jimmy heard my response in my abrupt silence anyway and reached over to mess
up my hair.

“Hope you’re taking care of yourself over there, Kik,” he said quietly.

I smiled at the use of my childhood nickname—Kiki—and that was all we spoke
of it the rest of the drive home. Jimmy only pushed for information when he saw the
need, and in return, I never punished him with needless painful details. Instead, we talked
about his law school classes, about his rec league softball team, about considering a
proposal to Susan. I didn’t know his soon-to-be fiancée well, as most of their relationship



had taken place while I was abroad, but everyone had told me positive things about her
and I had liked her the few times I’d been around her.

“Do you love her, Jim? Like, really love her? And can see yourself spending the
rest of your life with her?”

He nodded without a second’s hesitation. “Yes. Without a doubt, Kik. There’s no
one else I would rather be with.”

“Then do it. Life’s too short to hesitate. Besides, I’ve never known you to be
wrong about a person. You’ve got a sixth sense for good people, and if you think she’s
the right one, I’d be willing to bet a million bucks that she is.”

Jimmy grinned. “Thanks. Sometimes even I need a little confidence-boosting.
Speaking of significant others, how are things with JP?”

I groaned aloud and shook my head. “It’s complicated, Jim, so very complicated.”

JP and I sat across from each other in a dark little corner in our favorite pub, each
a few beers in. He was drinking whiskey on the rocks and I was nursing my fourth Sam
Adams, and he was sighing and saying,

“I don’t understand why you have to live this way, Kris. You’re a helluva writer;
just go get a job at the Post and cover the local shit for awhile. It won’t kill you. Then go
take up some dangerous sport, go base jumping or sky diving or something on weekends.
You’ll get your kicks and no one will have to worry about your face showing up on al-
Jazeera before those crazy fucks cut your head off.”

Just drunk enough to be brutally honest, I responded with a chuckle, “Oh come
on, JP. You know I’d blow my own head off before I let that happen.”

JP tossed back the remainder of his whiskey and said, “Just for that one, you’re
buying my next drink. So I suppose I’'m the lucky man who is going to have know all the
stupid dangerous shit you pull before you do it, am I right?”

“You know you wouldn’t have it any other way, dear.”

A year and a few months later, I was still in Cairo, covering yet another protest.
Egypt was out of control by then; the State Department had slapped a nice big “travel
advisory” on the country, warning all Americans to avoid it if at all possible. The Post
had offered me a nice job at home and Mr. Greene had almost begged me to take it. My
parents sent me daily emails to make sure I was alive and I got a frantic phone call from
some family member or another every time CNN announced something bad happening in
Egypt. Heba repeated tried to get me to go home, even threatening to kick me out of the
apartment she, Maha, and I shared. And I could not have been more alive, however
temporary that condition may be.

This particular protest was getting rather dicey, rapidly developing into an armed
clash between the people and the military. Tears flowed down my cheeks from the tear
gas, and my ears were ringing. Something whizzed by my side and shattered the glass
window behind me, sending splinters flying through the air. I didn’t stop to think of what
the whizzing object may have been; I was too busy snapping pictures. I no longer took
notes during these chaotic scenes; I didn’t need to. All I needed were the photographs to
accompany the stories. I was no photographer, with only a few college photography
classes under my belt, but I was insane enough to snap pictures during the melee, and, in
the minds of the Post editors and the Post readers, that more than made up for it. I giggled



slightly manically every time someone from home asked me who had taken the photos
that ran beside my stories. I was giggling maniacally a lot those days, come to think of it.
A soldier ran up to me and began gesturing wildly at my camera.

In Arabic, I responded loudly over the noise, “I’m a journalist with the
Washington Post; I’'m allowed to take photos.”

“Give me the camera,” he yelled back, “you cannot take pictures!”

He made a grab for my camera and I stepped back, clutching it to myself. This
promised to be one of the bloodiest stories coming out of Egypt since I’d be in-country,
and I would be damned before I’d let this soldier smash my film into bits. He pointed his
gun and abruptly there was an AK two inches from my face. His finger was on the trigger
and my camera was still in my hands. Oh man, I thought, JP’s going to be pissed that he’s
going to have to call my parents and tell them I’m dead. Over a fucking camera,
goddamn. People always ask me later, on the rare occasion I can be goaded into telling
the story, why didn’t I just drop the camera? The answer is simply that the thought never
occurred to me.

“Camera!” he yelled.

“Fuck you!” I screamed back, “I’m a fucking journalist!”

Then there was a tremendous explosion, louder than I thought my death would
sound, and I found myself on the ground. There was warm blood running down my arm,
but I certainly didn’t feel dead, and jumped to my feet. The soldier had also been on the
ground and was just getting up as well. His eyes went, not to me, but to the smoking
crater in the middle of the street a few hundred yards from us. Suicide bomber. He took
off running towards the scene without a second glance at me. Instead of taking my good
fortune and running home, I sprinted after him, to record the story in all its horrific glory.
I’d been more afraid than this.

It really was a beautiful fall day, I thought to myself, and it was so nice to be out
of the city. D.C. didn’t have autumn like this. I really should move here to West
Virginia. I could buy a car, and a kayak, and adopt some big dumb mutt, and—

“Are you nervous?” the long-haired young man behind me in line asked.

I glanced back at him and didn’t bother to ask him the same question. He was
sweating bullets.

“Nah, man, it’s going to be a cakewalk. It’ll be fine.”

“Cakewalk?” he practically squeaked. “Dude, are you stoned or something? This
is base-jumping, not some amusement park ride. It’s the most dangerous sport in the
world. Some dude died at Bridge Day last year, and a bunch more broke bones and shit.”

“Statistically speaking, I don’t think this is the most dangerous thing you could
do. How many have we lost in Iraq? Something close to five thousand now, isn’t it? One
guy dead from base-jumping, eh—I feel like joining the Marine infantry or something is
probably a lot worse for your health.”

The young man shook his head and extended his hand. “Goddamn, lady, you’re
crazy. My name’s Ronnie, by the way.”

“Kristin,” I replied as I shook his hand. “First-timer, huh?”

He nodded with a small embarrassed smile at himself. “Yeah, is it that obvious?
You?”



“Only if you don’t count the bridge I jumped from without a ‘shute in high
school. And back then, I was high, and not exactly sober either. I figure in light of those
two facts, my odds are infinitely better today.”

I was rewarded with an actual smile, and some of the tension left Ronnie’s face.

“So, what brings you to Bridge Day?” he asked.

“Actually, believe it or not, for right now, I’'m a freelancer with the Washington
Post,” I said.

Ronnie’s eyes lit up. “No shit? You going to interview me? Hey though, I thought
I saw a Post guy down below the bridge earlier.”

I grinned. “Sure, but he’s not going to jump, now is he? Journalism’s a dog-eat-
dog world, and I’'m willing to bet my job they’ll run my story over his.”

Ronnie laughed out loud as the person in front of me prepared to make her jump
from the railing of the New River Gorge Bridge, almost 900 feet in the air.

“Kind of lucky that you just happened to be a reporter covering Bridge Day and
an experienced sky-diver too, huh?”

“I am nothing if not lucky,” I responded.

Ronnie couldn’t have known my grin was due to the fact that for me,
“experienced sky-diver” constituted three jumps, exactly 97 below the number I was
legally required to have done before being allowed to participate in Bridge Day. The
woman before me stepped onto the railing. The number of rules I was breaking hovered
somewhere around a dozen or so, and I owed it all to an old friend of Travis’ who
happened to be a Bridge Day coordinator. He would certainly lose his job if I lost my life,
but Chaz had been the one I’d first gone sky-diving with, and he had a soft spot for me.
That, and he too was an addict—he had been the one to kick off the day’s celebrations by
being the first jump at dawn. All it had taken for Chaz to pull several strings and get me
registered and cleared was a phone call and only a little bit of sweet talking. He
understood the need. The woman’s body disappeared from my vision as her feet left the
railing and gravity took its course. Of course, it helped that I was very good at getting
people to do what I wanted. One second...two seconds...three seconds...Her parachute
opened and she began her safe descent back to earth. The crowd of over 200,000 erupted
into relieved cheers at the river bank below. My turn. I turned back to Ronnie and
extended my hand.

“Good luck, dude, not that you’ll need it. I’ll see you at the bottom for a post-
jump interview, eh?”’

His face split into a grin. “Shit, sure, definitely! Good luck, Kristin!”

I stepped onto the railing and looked down at the New River snaking below me.
My heart somehow made a swift jump into my stomach and my throat simultaneously—
which isn’t actually possible, I reflected—and I swallowed terror’s pure metallic taste.
You’re about to jump off a fucking bridge into a fucking river with a fucking parachute,
my reason reminded me. You’re goddamn right [ am, I told it. The air never smelled
sweeter and the sun never felt better. My feet left the railing and launched my body into
pure nothingness. One second...two seconds...three seconds...How can you get more
alive than this?



“You really need to be careful over here, Kristen,” Heba admonished me as she
drove me back to her apartment from the airport. “This isn’t the Cairo you left in
college.”

“Is that why you’re wearing the hijab now?”

She nodded. “Yes. The harassment just got worse and worse, and we started to
hear stories in the less wealthy areas of women who refused to veil being attacked...I just
decided it wasn’t worth my life. I hope if I keep wearing it, eventually Maha will decide
it’s the best policy too...”

I grinned. Maha was the rebellious sister, bucking convention at any opportunity,
whereas Heba was the serious, cautious one. Of course, although it was Maha who was
labeled with the “rebellious™ title, it had been Heba who had taken over the family when
both their parents had been killed in a car accident two years ago. Against every social
norm imaginable, she had refused to drop out of school and get married, or move in with
extended family in Alexandria. Instead, she had rented a small apartment for her and her
little sister, got a job in the computer industry as soon as she graduated, and ensured that
Maha would stay in college. She’d never spoken of it, but I knew she faced almost
insurmountable pressure from, well, just about everyone because of her decisions.

“Maha refuses to wear it, huh?”

Heba sighed. “Yes, she refuses. So stubborn, that one.” She shot me a dirty look.
“Just like you, always trying to get herself into trouble. I wake up every day fearing she’s
grown into you, Kristen.”

Heba was prim, proper, and dutiful in every sense of the word, but I sometimes
thought she was the strongest person I’d ever known.

“Insha Allah,” 1 replied cheerfully, watching the insanity of Cairo traffic hurtle by
my car window. Some things never change.

Now Heba was standing over me as I sank onto the couch, wringing her hands
anxiously and fretting.

“My God, Kristen, you look terrible. We heard things were going terribly
downtown, but the news isn’t saying anything and I knew you were probably there...are
you alright? Is there anything I can get you?”

I waved a hand at her to hush her questions for a few moments—my head felt like
it was going to explode—and she gasped,

“Kristen, you’re bleeding!”

I glanced dully at my upper arm, coated in drying blood, and shrugged. “Suicide
bomber,” was all I offered by way of explanation.

Heba gasped again and then hurried into the kitchen, presumably to get something
to deal with my arm. In the meantime, Maha came through the door, looking as dirty and
exhausted as I felt.

She saw me and mouthed, “Heba?”

I pointed to the kitchen, and she nodded and put her finger to her lips for my
silence. Then she crept to her room to wash away the signs of her having been at the
protest before Heba could get upset. I said nothing and she was back in the living room,
clean and smiling now, as Heba returned holding a wet cloth and a first aid kit. I
remained silent as they greeted each other with a traditional kiss and silent as Maha lied
through her teeth about her trip to the City Stars Mall with friends. At Maha’s age, I had



been regularly playing a metaphorical game of Russian Roulette with my life every
weekend just for the rush. At least Maha had a cause to risk herself for, so who was I to
say anything? Heba probably would have strenuously disagreed, which was why I never
opened her eyes to the secret life her baby sister was living. Your family’s worry is the
single biggest burden to carry when you live your life a few breaths away from death;
keeping them in the dark as long as possible is the kindest thing you can do for them.

Heba cleaned up my arm for me—a four inch gash down the inside my upper arm
that definitely needed stitches and just as definitely would never receive them—and I
wrote my story with a cigarette dangling from my lips after a few beers. | emailed it,
along with the best pictures, to my editor as soon as I was finished, smiling a bit to
myself at his reaction if he knew that I wrote most of my stories under the influence.
Although, Ed had been a combat reporter before eventually settling down at his editor's
desk, so maybe he wouldn't be so surprised. His office was practically wallpapered with
photos from some of the hottest spots of the second half of the 20" century: Somalia,
Sudan, Cambodia, Vietnam, Soviet-era Afghanistan, amongst half a dozen others, though
he rarely spoke of the things he’d seen in those places.

I had one more beer—Stella, Egypt’s only beer, which I had grown to love for
lack of anything better to drink—for good measure, and then stumbled off to bed.
Tomorrow would require a follow-up story on the fallout from today, but for now, there
would be dreamless sleep. I never had nightmares back in those days; the day never
haunted me in my sleep. I just consistently woke up with a clenched jaw and hands for
reasons unbeknownst to me.

The sound of my cell phone jarred me out of my sleep and I clumsily reached it,
knocking several things off my bedside table in the process.

“’Ello,” I yawned into the phone.

“Kristen?? Is that you?” I recognized JP’s voice, albeit considerably more uptight
sounding than usual.

“Yeah, JP, it’s me. It’s like five fucking a.m. here, what do you want?”

“What do I want? What do I want?” he demanded, his voice sounding slightly
hysterical, “I want to string you up, that’s what I want! Why didn’t you fucking call me?”

Abruptly I remembered telling JP the evening before about the protest and its
potential for violence. And my promise to call him when I returned.

“Shit,” I groaned, “you didn’t call my family, did you?”

“No, I’ve just called you about a million goddamn times tonight! I’ve been up all
fucking night with my phone in my hand, Kristen!”

I glanced at my phone’s screen and winced. Eight missed calls from JP.

“Sorry, JP. It was a bad day and I just came back and passed out.”

“Sorry?? That’s the best you’ve got, Kristen? Jesus Christ, I thought you were
dead! Do you have any idea how fucking sca—* his voice abruptly broke off, muttering
angrily to himself.

If I hadn’t known better, I’d have sworn he was trying not to cry...I’d never seen
JP like this, ever.

“Guess I’ll have to find someone else to make my safety net, huh, JP?” I joked
gently, except that I wasn’t joking at all. I couldn't do this to him anymore.

I called my family from Heathrow Airport in London. Ring ring ring...



“Kristen?” my mother’s anxious voice answered, “Is everything alright?”
It had been awhile since I’d called home, and even longer since I’d been back.

“Hey Mom. Yeah, everything’s fine. Can you put Jimmy on for me please?”

It was Sunday. Everyone had family dinner together on Sunday. Everyone except
me, the wayward child.

“Jimmy? But...” I could hear the hurt in my mother’s voice and knew she didn’t
deserve it. But I just didn’t have the energy to care.

I fidgeted with the press badge still around my neck as I waited for Jimmy to pick
up the phone. People were staring at me, but in a very Western manner of trying to look
like they weren’t staring while simultaneously gathering as much visual information on
the curiosity in front of them as they could. I glanced down at myself and didn’t blame
them for staring. Dirty, worn sneakers, battered jeans, a tank-top stained with something
suspiciously rust-colored, and an oversized camouflage jacket, courtesy of a Marine I'd
briefly dated stationed at the American Embassy in Cairo. More than the clothes though, I
recognized what my fellow travelers were noting nervously—the look of someone
bordering on their proverbial edge, a 24-year-old about to lose the fight for their own
sanity. [ could see the look in my eyes when I happened to catch my reflection in the
mirror and it amused me immensely, because it was a reflection of something I didn’t
feel. I was in complete control. In such complete control in fact, that I hadn’t even
bothered to change out of my blood-stained shirt before getting on the fucking plane.
Nice call, Kristen, I thought to myself, thank God you’re a cute blonde and therefore
obviously not a serial killer.

“Kristen? What’s wrong?” Jimmy’s voice jarred me from my thoughts.

I almost smiled. It had been too long since I’d heard his voice.

“You away from the rest of the family?”

“Yeah, I went upstairs. Now what’s going on?”

“I’'m in Heathrow. My plane to Dulles lands at nine tonight, your time. Can you
come pick me up?”

“Pick you up? You left Cairo? Without telling anyone until you were in London?
Kristen, what happened?”

I glanced down at the bloodstains and zipped up my jacket. “It’s not important
right now. I just need you to come get me and not to let anyone else come. I just need...I
just need some space...I just can’t deal with...”

Jimmy’s voice was calm, soft, reassuring. “Sure, Kristen, no problem. I’ve got
you.”

It was just Jimmy waiting for me as I exited the terminal. He smiled tentatively as
he saw me and pulled me into a hard hug as I got close.

“Jesus Kiki,” he said with a forced smile, “you look like hell.”

“Thanks,” I replied wearily, running a hand through my hair. Everything ached.

He glanced down at the sole small backpack I carried and began to inquire where
the rest of my bags were, but then thought better of it. Instead he said,

“Looks like you left Cairo in a hurry.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but I began to giggle instead. That was so close to
the truth that it was funny. There was simply nothing else to do except laugh right now.
My more than a little hysterical laughter apparently didn’t sit too well with Jimmy, who
put his arm around my shoulders and said quietly,



“Ok, kiddo, lets get you home. You could probably use a hot shower and a good
night’s sleep, right?”

I got a grip on my giggling long enough to respond as I wiped the tears from my
eyes, “I could use a cold beer, a cigarette, and perhaps a gun to my head.”

Jimmy just gripped my shoulders a little tighter and led me to the parking lot. I
began chain-smoking the instant we hit the cold night air and didn’t stop. We were home
much sooner than I would’ve expected and I frowned.

“My place,” Jimmy explained as I looked at the unfamiliar townhouse, “figured
you wouldn’t want to go home quite yet...”

“But what’s everyone going to say?”” I murmured and Jimmy managed a smile.

“Come on, Kik, gimme a little credit, huh? I didn’t tell them you were coming in.
They can find out in a little while—what they don’t know for one night won’t hurt them.”

Ch.3

What they don’t know won’t hurt them. That was the mantra [ had lived my entire
life by, with surprisingly good results. It was growing harder every day I spent in the
Middle East, and conversely, the harder it became to alleviate their fears, the more I
worried about the ones I loved. I felt like I was drowning under their weight and there
were nights I laid awake, knowing that somewhere, my parents were watching the news
and fretting. I couldn’t concentrate on my own safety because | was worrying about them
worrying about my safety—the irony was not lost on me. This situation made for some
awkward reunions. My first trip home, after six months in Egypt, was probably the worst.

It was Christmas Eve and I had landed in the country five long hours before. My
mother was smiling too much and putting the finishing touches on a lovely honey-baked
ham and talking about everything except my last six months.

“So I said to Cathy, I mean really, where does he get the nerve to...”

I was nodding at all the appropriate places without really listening as I chopped
the carrots.

“Jesus Kristen,” my sister Kat exclaimed, “be careful! You’re going to slice a
finger off!”

I glanced down at my still-intact fingers. I was using my palm at a cutting board,
the edges of the serrated knife just grazing my flesh every time I made a slice into the
carrot. It didn’t seem like a problem to me and I shrugged. But [ was doing my best to act
normal and grabbed a cutting board out of the cabinet.

“Better?” I asked.

Kat nodded silently, eyeing me with a slightly curious look. I didn’t really know
my baby sister Kat very well. She was only 14, and I’d lived away since she was 9 with
only rare intervals home. She seemed to me like a quiet, shy girl who, I’d been told, was
quite the accomplished flutist. But then, I didn’t really know her. Maybe she was only
quiet and shy around me. I glanced into the living room at the sibling I knew even less,
my 12-year-old brother Tyler, currently attached to some sort of video game. He looked
like me though: bright blonde hair, blue eyes, a perpetual tan, and sharply defined
features. I had no idea what his interests were, who his friends were, what kind of music
he listened to, but there was something in his eyes that seemed familiar to me.



“God, Kristen, is that what you’re going to wear to dinner? Couldn’t you put on
something a little nicer?”

My 19-year-old sister Mary was another story. She and Kat looked a lot alike—
both beautiful, though Kat was still in her awkward phase and wouldn’t have known what
to do with Mary’s makeup if it fell on her head—but Mary I found to be vapid, shallow,
and utterly lacking in substance, and I was fairly positive that these traits were present
when [ wasn’t around. I looked at Mary’s makeup, perfect hair, heels, and coordinated
outfit, then down at my bare feet, sweatshirt, and jeans and responded,

“What’s the problem?”

“It’s Christmas dinner, Kristen! Couldn’t you at least pretend to care? A little
effort not to look like you’re still running around with the terrorists wouldn’t kill you.”

“And a little effort not to be such a shallow bitch probably wouldn’t kill you
either, why don’t you give it a try?”

It was about to get ugly, but fortunately my mother stepped in.

“Mary, leave your sister alone, she looks fine. Kristen, watch your language
around Kat.”

Behind my mother’s back, Kat rolled her eyes, her face clearly saying, oh yeah,
because I’ve never heard the word ‘bitch’ before. I bit back a grin. Perhaps she wasn’t so
shy after all. Mary shot me a dirty look, I returned it, and we finished preparing for dinner
in silence. My father, Jimmy, and Jimmy’s new girlfriend Susan returned shortly
thereafter with the last few items. The entire family greeted Susan warmly while I stood
awkwardly off to the side. She was only new in the sense that I’d never met her; she and
Jimmy had been dating for eight months now. I was the outsider, not her.

“Kristen, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend Susan. Susan, this is my sister
Kristen.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, pleased with my quick recall of normal social
conventions as I shook her hand.

She offered me a genuine smile and said, “So nice to finally meet you! Jimmy’s
told me so much about you.”

“Nothing good I hope,” I chuckled.

Jimmy handed me a Sam Adams from the case he’d just brought home and
responded, “Never worry about that, dear sister.”

“I’l1l let that slide only because you bought the beer,” I said as I cracked it open,
and for a moment, things seemed almost...normal.

Then I drained half my beer without even considering it and Susan’s eyebrows
went up. It occurred to me that perhaps that was not socially acceptable and I
uncomfortably put the remainder of the bottle on the counter.

Eventually we all sat down to dinner and I ate quietly while everyone else chatted
about their lives. I worked my way through my second beer—allegedly my first—as
Mary gushed about her Penn State sorority, as my parents discussed their jobs, as Jimmy
and Susan talked about Georgetown law school, as my mother tried to make Kat talk
about her flute solo at the school’s holiday concert, and Tyler occasionally interjected
with whatever it was sixth grade boys talked about. It all seemed so surreal. I should be, I
thought, adding to the conversation with tidbits about my ongoing master’s degree, about
my boyfriend, about my job. But I had nothing to offer: I had declined my acceptance to
grad school, I had neither the time nor the inclination for a boyfriend—besides the fact



that finding one to put up with my danger-seeking would be all but impossible—and my
job was the last thing on earth I wanted to talk about. Of course, no one was going to let
me off the hook that easily. The conversation came to a lull and I braced myself with a
long sip. My father turned to me and, with a well-meaning, “let me include my oldest
daughter and show interest in her life” look on his face, said,

“So Kiris, tell us about Egypt. Is it really a lot different than when you were there
in college?”

That night was the beginning of the maniacal giggling.

JP picked me up at the airport on my second trip home, another five months later;
it was Kat’s flute performance and no one in the family wanted to miss it. I thanked God
for it and insisted they all attend. JP gave me quick hug as [ wondered what my baby
sister’s flute-playing sounded like.

“How are ya, Kristen? How was the flight?”

“I could really use a beer, or three.”

JP laughed and said, “What a coincidence, so could I! You’re in no rush to get
home, right?”

“Never. Let’s go; we can probably still make the happy hour specials.”

I glanced sideways at JP’s profile as he drove towards a nearby bar. He didn’t
smoke much any more—his insurance job drug tested him on occasion—but his face
retained the same calm, unruffled look it always had since the days he’d begun each
morning with a few hits. What JP was doing in corporate America, I had no idea. I don’t
think he knew either.

After a few beers each and mindless chat about airports, old friends, and his job,
he leaned back and said, “So Kris, tell me about Egypt. I feel like you haven’t told me
anything in months about what’s going on over there. What happened to the days you
used to delight in detailing all the insanity you get yourself involved in? I feel like I read
more about your life in your Post stories.”

His face was smiling and he tried to make his words light, but he failed. There
was something I couldn’t quite identify behind his relaxed tone. I considered this for a
moment as I lit a cigarette—had I really stopped talking to JP? We communicated almost
every day over the Internet, the same as we always had. I frowned and ran through the
events last few months—going down to the police station to demand quotes after mass
arrests, covering increasingly violent protests, learning that “I’m a journalist” held almost
no weight anymore, beginning to carry a small 9mm pistol. Then I realized I hadn’t told
JP about any of this. I’d stopped telling him things after that frightened email he'd sent
me a few months back. It hadn’t even been a conscious decision.

“I can tell the difference between a suicide bomber and a car bomb just by the
sound,” I said nonchalantly, waiting for his reaction.

A shadow crossed his face slightly, but he nodded. “I suppose,” he managed to
say with a small smile, “that’s a useful trait for your stories—cuts down on investigation
time, right?”

I chuckled and got us both another round. JP would be alright.

TO: kristen.wilson@umd.edu, johnpaul.fawkes@umd.edu,
heather crayman@unc.edu, strvingactresl9@gmail.com
FROM: armyartie9@yahoo.com
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SUBJECT: A FUCKING EMAIL BITCHES!

Hey guys,

Sorry for the mass email, and sorry 1i've been so bad with
keeping touch lately. It's been busy here, and i've only got a
couple minutes of online time, and i've got pretty awesome dreams
of getting a kickass cold shower (hot would be better, but
water’s water when you’ve been out in the field for two weeks,
right?) in the near future, so i've got to keep this on the short
side. Things are good here. Just standard war shit——-yes sir, no
sir, you're a fucking god, sir, and some bangs and booms and
shit. You know. My buddy from boot, macdonald—you guys met him
once, that weekend I came home for 4" of july I brought him with
me—got kinda hit with an IED. he's gonna be ok, they said, bet
he's gonna have some pretty badass scars. I don't wanna get blown
up obviously but I bet you bitches would show a little more
respect if I was a fucking purple heart winner, rite! Hit the 1/3
mark of being here last week...not that i'm counting or anything,
haha. they tell us not to count, but i cant fucking help myself,
even though i sometimes think they’re rite and it really does
make it go longer. So I should be home before next christmas, I
mean unless they extend us, which you know my luck, probably will
fucking happen, haha. Man did it suck to be here for christmas.
You guys know how much I fucking love christmas (dont tell anyone
here that though, bastards here would never let me live it down).
Hate fucking palm trees, theyre nothing like christmas trees.
Fucking desert. When I get home im going out to the woods and
cutting myself down the biggest goddamn christmas tree I can
find. JP you can help drag it, you women can decorate it. And
bake me some pie too. Speaking of food, got the package you sent
Heather, really appreciated it, shared the cookies with my boys
and they were mad delicious. Promise ill call soon. JP & Kris,
hows everything at umd? JP still smoking plenty, kris still being
a suicidal fucktard, I hope. JP, man, write a little goddamn
bigger in your letters, I cant fucking read your stoner
handwriting. Monica, hows NY working out for ya? Havent heard
from ya in a long time, hope youre doing ok. Lemme know. Alrite
my civilian friends, say hello to america for me, and ill see ya
all in...10 months!

Take care of yourselves, you miserable bastards
ARTIE

Ed Greene grabbed my arm as I headed towards the conference room with the
grim expression of one going to face the guillotine on my face.

“Hi Ed,” I said glumly, “Come to walk me to my firing?”

He tightened his grip on my arm so I stopped walking. “Kristin, just follow my
lead in the meeting, alright? Don’t let me hear one unnecessary word come out of your
mouth.”

I looked at him blankly—it’s about all I had to offer at this stage in the game—
and he said in frustration, “Kristin, this is important. I’ve left out...certain...facts, if you



will, from my memo to the higher-ups on your...situation. Don’t mess this up, or you
won’t be the only one losing their job today.”

Now Ed sat across from me with a serious expression on his face. He was joined
by a few other bigwigs at the Post. I’d been the Post’s Egyptian correspondent for the
last two and a half years, and I looked exactly the same as I had the very first time I’d sat
in his office. I’d even changed out of my blood-stained shirt and camouflage jacket for
the occasion.

“Kristen, first off, I want to say how excellent your stories have been. For the last
two years, you’ve covered a country in crisis with incredible skills, dignity, and courage.”

I raised one eyebrow slightly—a trick I’d learned from Travis that I was quite
proud of—at all this praise.

“Thank you,” I managed. Except that I said it in Arabic—shokran---and didn’t
notice until I saw the baffled looks on the other execs’ faces. Then, in English, “You gave
me an incredible opportunity.” Then I sat back and waited for the “But” sentence that I
knew was coming.

“However,” Ed said gently, “we understand that your...situation in Egypt has...
been altered by circumstances outside of your control.”

“Are you going to fire me?” I broke in, breaking my poor editor’s earlier request
for silence.

I didn’t want to do this awkward dance around the 300 pound gorilla in the corner
demanded by social convention.

“Fire you?” Mr. Davies’ face registered shock, “Kristen, why on earth would we
do that?” This was my boss’ boss speaking, and I frowned.

Major conflict of interest. Complete lack of objectivity. The desire to see large
numbers of the people I was covering blown to bits. The fact that ’'m becoming
unhinged. Oh yeah, and maybe that gun I fired, amongst half a dozen other things. I
shrugged.

“Just a question.”

“Ms. Wilson, you’re one of the finest young foreign correspondents we’ve had in
years. At a time when papers around the country are being forced to all but eliminate
foreign bureaus, it’s become increasingly difficult to find quality reporters to work in
dangerous areas for little reward. We’d be foolish to let you go over one incident in a
high pressure situation,” one of the suits said.

High pressure situation. I bit the inside of my lip to force down the giggling even
as I realized what Ed had done for me. They didn’t know about the gun.

“And let us express our sincerest condolences at the death of your friend,” Mr.
Davies added in. “We were truly saddened to hear that news.”

I stiffened—that was something I hadn’t begun to process yet—but forced myself
to nod appreciatively.

“We simply cannot allow you to return to Egypt, given the situation,” the female
suit continued. “But we want you to remain a Middle Eastern reporter, as that is your area
of expertise.”

Does being able to scream, “back the fuck off,” in Arabic make me an expert? I
wondered.

“So what does that mean for me?”

“How do you feel about Iraq?”



I felt the smile creeping across my lips, and this time I didn’t bit it back. Iraq
sounds like just the place for an unhinged person.

Ch.4

Bam. Bam. Shatter. Fuck. Heat. Smoke, a few more bams. Ring. I grabbed my
cell phone and glanced at the number. Jimmy. One of the only people whose phone calls |
never ignored.

“Hey Jim, what’s up?”

The line crackled and his voice sounded far away.

“Hey Kiki, how are you? Is now a good time?”

I glanced out my window at the smoking crater half a block away. Car bomb. The
scene was deathly quiet—no pun intended. I had just had to get him off the phone before
the first responders showed up with their sirens. Not that there was much left for them to
respond to.

“Yeah, now’s fine. What’s up?”

“So Susan and I actually to had change the date I originally told you—as it turns
out, Mary has finals that Friday and Monday, and so do half our law friends who don't
graduate 'til next year, and we felt terrible doing that to everyone...I don't want to be held
responsible for Mary's GPA!”

Distracted, looking now at the hesitant locals beginning to creep out of their
homes towards the blast site, I asked, “Date for what?”

“Our wedding, Kris.”

Oh, right. Anyone else would’ve been offended that I could forget such an
important event in their lives, but Jimmy’s voice lacked annoyance.

“Oh yeah, sorry. So when is it now?”

“May 15" —it’s a Saturday, six months from now, two weeks after Sue and |
graduate Georgetown instead of one week, like it was before. You didn't buy your plane
tickets yet, did you?”

I never bought plane tickets sooner than forty-eight hours before I needed to be
anywhere—too much was uncertain, and I didn't trust what my world would look like
that far in advance.

“And do you want me to tell JP about the change, or do you want me to call
him?” Jimmy asked.

I winced. Jimmy sensed something had happened between my best friend and I,
but he didn’t know how to ask, and I was too ashamed to tell him. So JP had been invited
to the wedding, and out of respect for my family—who he’d known for over a decade—I
knew he would attend, however awkward it would be for both of us.

“Ok, great, Jim. I’ll get the tickets soon. I’d appreciate it if you’d call JP, actually,
if you don’t mind. You know, you could’ve just sent me an email about this—this call is
costing you a fortune.”

“I know...It’s just good to hear your voice sometimes, Kik. I miss you...”

I winced. I missed my brother too, even more after three months in Iraq than I had
in my two years in Cairo. He was my other half, a half I wished I could separate so I
could stop hurting him with my absence. The van with sirens attached that passed for an
Iraqi ambulance and the pickup with a mounted machine gun that was the police both



arrived, sending the sound of sirens through my window. I moved as far as I could away
from the window, but Jimmy’s anxious voice asked,

“Kristen, is that sirens I hear?”

“No, it’s just—"

BAM. This blast was several yards closer to my hotel than the first one, and my
window, already cracked in several places, shattered. Fuck, I thought as I hit the floor,
that’s the fourth window in three months. I give up. My phone was still in my hand and |
could hear Jimmy’s panicked voice demanding,

“Kristen?? Are you alright? What was that? Kristen! Kristen!?”

I shook the ringing out of my ears and sat up.

“Jim? Still there? Yeah, I’m fine, everything’s fine.”

“Everything is not fine. I just heard an explosion or something. What was that,
what happened?”

Good question. I looked out the window frame, my shoes crunching the glass on
the floor. The ambulance, police truck, and a nearby car were now flaming shells. Plant a
second bomb and blow it as the emergency people show up, a favorite trick of the
terrorists. Assholes.

“Nothing happened, Jim.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Kristen,” his voice had a note of steel I wasn’t accustomed to,
“I’m not stupid.”

I paused for a moment, debating, then responded, “Car bomb down the block,
Jimmy. I’'m ok, a few dozen other people aren’t.”

“Jesus Christ...” he exhaled slowly.

I began to gather up my gear. There was a story to be written.

“I think that maybe,” my mother said to me on my second trip home, “you should
talk to someone.”

I tore my eyes away from CNN’s coverage of the latest riot, thinking, I should be
there now, covering that, envious of the adrenalin rush those reporters were getting. |
meanwhile was going stir-crazy on my family’s nice suburban Maryland house, enjoying
nice meals and a nice bed and counting down the days until my flight left for Cairo.

“Talk to someone in what sense?” I asked suspiciously.

My mother sat down on the couch beside me and patted my knee.

“A professional, maybe. I just think that you’ve probably seen a good deal of hard
things while you’ve been over there and maybe you might do better if you perhaps talked
to someone about those things.”

“What things exactly are we talking about here, Mom?” I asked, barely hiding my
irritation. I had done an excellent yet exhausting job of hiding anything from the last year
beyond mildly upsetting from everyone. She didn’t even know what she was talking
about.

“Well, just the things we read sometimes in your stories—they’re really good, I’'m
not trying to say they’re not wonderful—but sometimes the stories make us worry about
you.”

Suicide bomber kills four. Government troops open fire on protesters. Twenty-
three dead in food riot. Egyptian journalists jailed for treason. Mass-execution kills fifty-
eight. | wondered which headline had gotten to her.



“What makes you think I’m not fine?”

I hadn’t developed any nervous ticks or habits that she could identify, beyond the
giggling, which I had kept fairly in check.

My mother pursed her lips. “Well, I found a pack of cigarettes in your pocket last
night when I was doing the laundry. I think it might be a coping mechan—*

I couldn’t stop the grin from forming on my lips. “Cigarettes?”” I managed,
swallowing back the desire to laugh hysterically. “You didn’t wash them, did you?”

My mother looked utterly at a loss. “Well, no, I didn’t, but Kristen, smoking is—

“Bad for my health, I know,” I interrupted. “I’1l quit, ok? Is that it?”

Her face was so confused as to what to say it was almost comical. “That’s good, I
really think you should quit...but I still think you might need to talk to someone, I just
think it’s a really good idea to talk to someone who knows how to deal with what you’re
going through...”

I almost felt bad for her. This wasn’t in any parenting manual. She had four other
nice, normal children, and she had no idea what to do with me. I half-heartedly debated
telling her that I’d been a smoker since I was 14, and decided that probably would not
help the situation. I said gently instead,

“What I am going through is a tough job that I love doing. I don’t need any
professional help right now, but I promise you that if I ever feel I do, I'll get it, ok?”

It was a lie and my mom knew it, but she didn’t care. She wanted the lie and I was
more than happy to deliver. She hugged and kissed me and asked what I wanted for
dinner. Meatloaf, carrots, and a side of desperately wanting someone to ask me how
things are and actually want the truth. I settled for the meatloaf and the carrots.

JP and I were both drunk when we left the pub near the airport. He handed me the
keys to his car without a word. It wasn’t because I was more sober, merely because I was
a much better drunk driver. I had a lot of practice in college. We reached my house and
both got out.

“You think you’re ok to drive home? You’ve got like an hour drive back to DC
from my parent’s place; you’re welcome to crash here for awhile ‘til you sober up.”

JP shook his head and leaned against the car. “Nah, I’'m ok. I’'m just going to head
to my parents’ house and spend the night there. They still leave the back door unlocked
for me.”

I smiled. JP’s parents had been hell-raisers in their day before they settled into
suburbia, and thus it had came as no surprise in high school that their son was a stoner
with a penchant for alcohol. They figured both habits would run their course and just
always left the back door unlocked for him whenever he chose to stumble in. More than
once, that back door had been unlocked for me too.

“Tell them I say hey.”

JP nodded. “Will do.”

There was a silence, and there it was again—that occasional sexual tension that
arose between us from time to time. JP felt it too, as his eyes shifted away from me
towards his cigarette.

“So Melissa broke up with me,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant.

Melissa was JP’s girlfriend, on and off since our sophomore year of college.



“Oh shit, JP, I’'m so sorry. I didn’t know. When did that happen? Did she say
why?”

JP’s eyes remained glued to his cigarette. “A few months ago. Right after I sent
you that email...”

I winced, wondering simultaneously why he hadn't told me sooner, and he
continued quietly, “She was with me that night, sleeping over my place. She watched me
glued to the television all night, scouring the Internet for more news, sweating bullets.
She was over my shoulder when I finally sent you that email asking you to call and verify
that you were alright. And the next morning, she said we needed to talk.”

“I don’t understand...” I murmured.

“She said it was obvious I was in love with you.”

I gasped. “Oh fuck, JP! I’'m sorry! I can call her for you, explain that nothing has
ever happened between us, tell her we’re just friends. I’'m so sorry; I don’t know where
she got that impression.”

“I do.” JP finally looked up and met my eyes. “Because it’s true.”

I sat in the tattoo parlor in my bra, the artist inking a design into my shoulder, just
above several others I had there. The pain barely registered. The artist tried to make small
talk with me, but after a few attempts, gave up. I was 26 years old and done with social
convention entirely. It was infinitely ironic to me that I looked precisely the same as I had
in college—put a tank top and heels on me, and I was instantly transformed into a Kristen
ready to hit the clubs. The tattoos were the only way I knew how to remind my body that
the mind that inhabited it was no longer the same.

“All done,” the artist announced. “Want to take a look?”

I stood up and glanced over my shoulder into the mirror. It was simple, black,
Arabic writing, just like all the others except for one.

“It’s perfect,” I told the artist as I put my shirt back on, “Thanks.”

“That was Arabic, right?”” she asked hesitantly.

I nodded and waited for the second question.

“What’s it mean? And all the others?”

“The old Arabic ones are Cairo, Baghdad, Mosul, and Jerusalem. The one you did
is Beirut.”

“Aren’t those all places?”

“Yes.” And waited for the final question, one to which I would give the truthful
answer.

“What’s the significance?”

“They’re all places I should’ve been killed.”

The shock registered on her face and her jaw remained slack as I pressed the tip
money into her hand. It was always easier to tell the truth to strangers.

Ch. 5

Kikil0: so they’re gonna make me declare a major soon, boo
CheerHCxoxo: haha oh the horror! you had to know you were going to have to do that at
some point, kris. you’re not in college just to drink natty and smoke with JP, ya know



Kikil0: im not? that’s news to me, lol. yeah, i know...it’s not that i mind declaring per
se, its more that i don’t have a clue in hell WHAT to declare

CheerHCxoxo: 1 like business pretty well. its not super easy, but you’re a smart girl, you
could handle it.

Kiki10: haha, come on, heather, could you honestly see me in a power suit someday in
some corporate office?

CheerHCxoxo: ....ok, maybe not so much. Lol, you should just enlist, you look good in
green, and military boys are hot!

Kikil0: ironically enough, 1 made that same suggestion to artie a few weeks ago, and he
didn’t think it was funny at all. Kinda yelled at me, actually. and so i think i promised i
wouldn’t do that.

CheerHCxoxo: he tell you he’s going to iraq?

Kikil0: yeaaaaah...didn’t sound too thrilled about it from what i could tell.
CheerHCxoxo: yeah, he’s not. i wish he’d never enlisted, kris. he hasn’t been happy since
the day he signed the papers. he should’ve just come to college with us.

Kiki10: he couldn’t afford it, remember?

CheerHCxoxo: oh, 1 know...1 just hate seeing him so unhappy. and i don’t know how im
going to get through his being over there...the thought kills me. what if something
happens to him?

Kikil0: don’t say shit like that. artie’ll be fine, he always is. And you’ll be fine too.
CheerHCxoxo: of course 1 will be. I didn’t mean just me worrying, i meant all of us,
obviously. anyways, i guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. now, back to
your major situation. what are you good at?

CheerHCxoxo: and if you say drinking or speeding, ill drive up from NC and murder
you, don’t even think about it.

Kikil0: haha, you took the words right out of my mouth. Ummm things im good at. i
duno, is there anything im good at except doing stupid shit?

CheerHCxoxo: of course there is. Lemme think.

Kiki10: ok, haha, ill wait while you figure out my future for me.

CheerHCxoxo: got it! Didn’t you work on the paper in high school for a little while?
Back in like freshmen or soph year?

Kikil0: haha, oh yeah, for like a semester, before they kicked me off for not writing the
fluffy bullshit they wanted. i wanted to do an article on the drug raids the cops kept doing
and they wouldn’t let me

CheerHCxoxo: but you did a few articles before that, right? Remember how you won that
award for writing about the shooting that happened over at west high school soph yr? i
remember that article, it was amazing, everyone said so---remember how surprised all the
smart kids were that you actually had talent? They all thought you were such a burn-out!
OMG, remember christina thompson’s reaction?? She was all like, “and we all thought
you’d sooner BE a school shooter than win an award for writing about one!” SUCH a
BITCH that chick

Kikil0: hahahah, oh shit, I had totally forgotten about that! man, good times. i saw
christina at 7/11 last time I was home, by the way, and she had gotten huge, haha.
CheerHCxoxo: so did beth martin, which made me laugh, cuz I remember at our last
cheerleading match before grad, she was all like, well I’M not worried about the
freshmen 15, i NEVER gain weight! Ironic, right? amber got fat too, but that’s cuz she



got preggers with that sketchy boyfriend of hers right after grad. anyway, back to your
major. So you should totally do that

Kikil0: do what exactly? Major in making fun of fat people?

CheerHCxoxo: no, smartass, major in writing for a newspaper—journalism!

Kikil10: hmm...that’s actually not a bad idea, heather

CheerHCxoxo: of course its not, im always right. now stop talking to me and go declare
it, and remember to give me credits for all the rest of the awards you’re going to win
someday

I came out of my blackout with a ringing in my right ear. I took the phone from
my ear and frowned at it. What was it doing in my hand again? And why was it ringing?
Was I calling someone?

“Yo Kris,” came a voice on the other end of the phone.

I apparently had been indeed been calling someone, and that someone sounded
like JP, even through the clouded feeling in my head.

“JP?” My voice sounded strange to my ears, disembodied and unfamiliar.

“Yeah, Kris, I’'m here. You sound pretty trashed there, kid. Where are you?”’

I gave a small laugh. “That’s sort of the problem, actually.”

“You don’t know where you are?”

“Um, no.”

“Is anyone with you?”

“Uh-uh.”

JP’s voice didn’t waiver in its calm. “Ok, Kris, ok. Can you take a look around
and tell me what’s around you?”

I scanned the area. I was outside. My feet were cold. I glanced down and noted I
was not wearing any shoes. My arms were bare as well. I was leaning against something
hard. With some effort, I turned my head and observed a concrete wall of a large building
behind my back. Lights in front of me. Moving lights. Cars? Yes, cars. A street. A
stoplight.

“I’m outside,” I mumbled, “and I’'m cold.”

“Ok, outside. Can you give me some more detail there, Kris? I’'m going to get you
inside as soon as I can, but you’ve got to work with me.”

I didn’t answer him, instead staring slack-jawed at the cars moving through the
night.

“Come on, Kristen, focus. I know you haven’t passed out, so talk to me.” JP’s
voice still hadn’t gone up an octave.

I suddenly giggled. “JP, are you stoned?”

“It’s Friday night and I'm 19 years old—of course I’m stoned. And you’re
absolutely wrecking my chilled state.”

“There’s a building. And a street. And a, um, stoplight.”

“Are there any street signs?”’

I squinted. “Uh-huh.”

“What’s it say? That’d be useful information.”

“Um...Maybe Cattle Street?”

JP exhaled, a sigh of perhaps relief, or, more likely, a puff of marijuana smoke,
and corrected, “Capitol Street, you dumbass. Some journalism major you are, can’t even



fucking read. You’re outside Travis’ apartment. I’'m going to hang up and call him now,
and bitch him out for letting you wander outside as drunk as you are. Don’t go anywhere,
alright?”

“Ok, JP. Don’t smoke anymore tonight, ok? That shit’s bad for your lungs...”

JP laughed out loud, sounding as relaxed now as he had a few moments ago when
I was lost and drunk. “The girl who’s plastered and lost is going to give me health
lessons? Jesus Christ, Kris. You’re out of your fucking mind sometimes, you know that?”

“You’d miss me if [ was gone,” I mumbled as I slid down to sit on the sidewalk.

I lit a cigarette and took a long drag. My mother shot me a look. She hadn’t quite
given up the battle to make me quit—every time I came home, I found nicotine patches
and nicorette gum on my dresser, and every time I threw them away—but she usually
maintained her silence, choosing instead to wage this particular war tacitly. She didn’t,
however, appreciate my smoking in front of Kat and Tyler, who were at those influential
ages of 17 and 15 respectively. This, I actually had to agree with, and I ground out my
cigarette quickly. I was bordering on chain-smoking by my third trip home, but there was
no need to set a bad example for my younger siblings.

“Your big sister,” I told them, “is an idiot and smoking is probably going to kill
her someday. Don’t imitate me.”

My mother was saying something to reiterate this point and Mary was pattering
on about cigarettes turning your teeth yellow, but I wasn’t paying attention to either of
them. I was studying Kat and Tyler’s faces. Kat was turning into a beautiful young
woman, and Tyler’s little boy looks were being rapidly replaced with a man’s swagger
and charm, but it was their eyes [ was searching. Kat’s merely held displeasure at my
smoking, a thousand anti-smoking commercials clearly running through her head, and I
nodded to myself in satisfaction. There was something in Tyler’s blue eyes that caught
my attention however. It was a spark I used to see in myself, the beginnings of a certain
hunger. Oh honey, no, I thought to myself almost in panic.

“I’m going to run to the 7-11 for some coffee. I’ll be back,” I announced, abruptly
rising out of my lawn chair on the deck.

“Can I come?” Tyler asked me, already on his feet.

I nodded and he followed me to the driveway. He pulled a pack of his own
cigarettes from his pocket as soon as we were out of sight of the house.

“We smoke the same brand,” he remarked with a grin as he lit it and took a drag.

“You smoke?” I demanded in horrified surprise, “You’re 15!~

“I’ll be 16 in a month,” he countered, “and anyway, how old were you when you
started?”

I opened my mouth to protest, but then stopped to consider this. JP had given me
my first cigarette the day we had met...in our freshman year of high school. I sighed and
shook my head. “Goddamn, kiddo, that shit’s still bad for you, regardless of what
stupidity I exhibit on a daily basis.”

He just smiled and took another drag and I considered asking what other activities
he was into. Then I decided I was better off not knowing and extolled some advice
anyway.

“Always check the proof. Liquor hits you harder than beer. Drink water before
going to bed. Vitamins help too. Don’t drink and drive, and always check the driver



before you get in the car. Don’t buy weed off people you don’t know, don’t smoke it if
you don’t know where it came from, and don’t try anything harder than weed. Use
protection, even if the girl says she’s on birth control. And whatever you do, don’t get
caught by Mom and Dad. As Artie always says, 'if you can't be good, be good at it."””

Tyler regarded me silently for a moment, then chuckled. “Looks like someone
was a badass in her day. And to think, everyone thinks poor sorority girl Mary is the
lush!”

I winced and Tyler laughed again and patted my arm. “Relax, sis, you give me
more credit than I deserve. I don’t need most of the advice you just gave me—yet. And I
promise to keep it all in mind when I do, ok?”

I nodded, not exactly happy, and we continued the trip to 7-11 as if we were
normal siblings. It wasn’t until we pulled back into the driveway that he turned to me and
said quite simply,

“By the way, I know why you’re not worried about cigarettes being bad for you.
You don’t expect to live to ‘someday’.”

Then he got out of the car and headed back to the barbecue. I remained in the
driver’s seat for a long moment, resting my forehead on the steering wheel in utter defeat.

“Jesus, you all are looking at me like I'm already fucking dead!” Artie joked with
a big laugh that failed to belay the few beads of sweat gathered at his hairline.

“That's not funny, Artie!” Heather said harshly, “your sense of humor sucks.”

“Damn, Heather, chill out. Be nice to the man about to go to war, huh?” JP
interjected quietly.

Heather's face softened. “Artie, I'm sor--"

He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him for a moment, his
face daring one of us to make a comment. No one did.

“Shuddup,” he said, “it's nothing. We should all get another round.”

We were barely sophomores in college, and quite some time away from our 21*
birthdays, but the bartender at the local pizza joint had been friends with Artie's older
brother when they'd graduated high school a few years before us, and was giving us a free
pass just this once.

“Support the troops, give their underage members free beer,” he had joked when
he appeared with the first round.

Free beer at nineteen was usually something to be celebrated and enjoyed
immensely, but this time, it didn't taste quite right. I took another sip anyway and tried
not to stare across the booth at Artie. The idea that tomorrow morning, he would be back
on base, and within a week, he would be touching down in Baghdad was a disconcerting
one. And I was not looking forward to the goodbyes that loomed in our immediate future.
We sat in the booth, idly chatting about nothing and sipping our beers, until the shop was
just about to close. We started to pull out our money, after forcibly preventing Artie from
attempting to pay by taking away his wallet, but the bartender walked over.

“Hey guys, don't worry about it. Tonight's on the house.”

“You don't have to--"" Artie started to protest, but I interrupted,

“Dude, we appreciate you getting Artie if you want to, but we've got ourselves.
We're not headed anywhere except back to college.”



The bartender shook his head. “Nah, I'm serious, you're all on the house tonight.
You guys pay me back by writing to this loser sometimes or something, alright?”

We all nodded and gathered our things as the bartender and Artie shook hands,
and we awkwardly shuffled towards the doors as he wished him good luck and safety.
We reached the parking lot, me muttering about the cold weather as usual, and smoked
our cigarettes as we leaned against our cars, the same thing we'd been doing together for
years. | smoked my cigarette until its ember was licking my fingertips, reluctant to throw
it to the ground and end the evening. I looked around and realized everyone else was
doing the same thing, even Heather, who had quit last year, choking on their last harsh
drags. I threw mine to the ground with more force than necessary and said sharply,
breaking the silence,

“Time to grind 'em out, guys.”

Everyone looked at me, startled for a moment, then down at the smoldering stubs
between their fingers. One by one, sheepishly they tossed the cigarettes to the asphalt,
grinding them out and leaving the silence remaining. Finally, Artie said with a forced
smile,

“Guess it's that time, huh? I've got an early ride back tomorrow morning.”

We all stared at him. I don't know what the others were thinking, but I was
memorizing his dirty blonde crewcut that he'd once grown out over the summer to shock
us with the mass of natural curls we'd never imagined existed, the deep scar below his
grey eyes where he'd been punched in a fight junior year of high school-—some football
player had called Monica a freak—, his calloused hands from many years of baseball, and
his ever present half-smile. Monica, she who was tougher than all of us, moved first. She
extended her hand roughly, and Artie grinned and pulled her into a tight hug instead.

“Keep your goddamn head down,” she instructed gruffly.

Artie nodded. “And you put some goddamn weight on, woman. I expect to see
you looking like you weigh more than a crack addict next time I see you, you got that? I
don't care if you live in New York now—it's no excuse for looking like a cokehead.
Otherwise I'll force a couple dozen MRE's down your throat, and believe me, you don't
want that.”

Monica cracked a smile for the first time all night, and I reminded myself to
consider asking her if everything was alright, once I had dealt with tonight. This was the
first time she been home since last Christmas, several months before, and she had lost a
good deal of weight. Her clothes hung off her, and the circles under her eyes were jet
black. I knew she wouldn't tell me even if everything had gone to hell. Even after
knowing her for four years, I knew precious little about her broken home life. She was
not one to complain.

He and JP shook hands for a moment, then awkwardly, Artie pulled him into a
half hug, chuckling about “don't ask, don't tell.” Artie released JP and looked at me. I
remained leaning against JP's car, biting my lip for a moment.

“Come on now, Kris, ya gotta give me a hug,” Artie smiled, holding his arms
open.

If I don't say goodbye, I thought, nothing can happen to him. But I couldn't let
him leave without it either. I hugged him and he said quietly in my ear before I could pull
away,

“Remember, Kris, it's better to be empty than dead.”



I said nothing in return except, “Call us every once in a while, huh?”

He nodded. “Of course. You're my people, I can't forget about ya.” A muscle
twitched in his jaw, but he swallowed sharply and said, “Alright kiddos, time for me to
peace out. JP, keep an eye on blondie here and make sure she doesn't do anything too
retarded, alright? And make sure Monica starts eating? And that this one,” he tossed his
arm lazily around Heather's waist, “doesn't get her heart broken by any dumb football
player down there in the South.” Artie smiled as he said it, but Heather's eyes were filling
with tears.

JP mock-saluted. “Aye, sir. Take care of yourself, dude. We'll, we'll be seeing

bh

ya.
Then JP, Monica, and I left, leaving Heather and Artie alone. I glanced back into
the rear view mirror, and she was crying into his shirt.

“Is Heba home?” Maha asked as she walked through the door of the apartment.
This had become almost her standard greeting in recent weeks, as she became further and
further entrenched in something I didn’t understand and Heba even less.

“No, she’s out grabbing a few things from the corner store. She should be home
soon—she doesn’t stay out past dark alone.”

Of course, few women in Cairo did these days. Maha nodded in satisfaction and
sat down at the table across from me.

“I have something for you.” She placed a small wrapped up bundle on the table
and I reached for it. She placed her hand on mine before I got to it and said,

“But before you open it, you need to promise me that you won’t ask me any
questions, and especially that you won’t say a word to Heba.”

These were rules I lived my own life by, so I had no problem abiding by them for
Maha’s sake. I nodded and she released my hand. I pulled the cloth from the object and
couldn’t withhold a small sharp gasp.

“It’s a gun!”

Maha chuckled slightly and replied, “Very astute, my journalist friend. Yes, it’s a
gun. A nine millimeter pistol to be more precise.”

“Where did you—?” I started to question, then bit my tongue and instead asked,
“Why are you giving this to me?”

Maha smiled humorlessly and responded, “Kristen, #abibi, in case you’ve been
sleeping through those stories you’ve been writing, Cairo has become a scary, scary
place. I want you to be able to defend yourself if you ever need to. Insha-allah, you won’t
ever need it, but,” Maha shrugged, “no harm in hedging your bets, right?”

“What about you? I feel like you need this more than I do.”

Mabha responded by pulling up her loose tunic just enough that I could see the
beginnings of a holster underneath. “My bets are already hedged, habibi.”

I touched the cold steel gingerly, chewing my lip in thought.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know...I, uh, journalists aren’t exactly supposed to carry guns.” I offered
Maha an embarrassed smile, and she questioned incredulously,

“Are you kidding me? You, Kristin Wilson, who has probably broken every rule
ever laid in front of her, you’re trying to tell me that the one rule that might get you killed
is the one you want to uphold?”



I considered this while eyeing the gun warily. She had a point; who was I to make
moral judgments on anything? I could probably count the number of things I believed in
on one hand, and rules were not included on that short list. But I didn’t know if I could
actually fire it, actually wound, actually kill, another human being. And even I could,
what did that mean for my craft? Where did objectivity find its place when reporters were
prepared to shoot their subjects?

“Take the gun, Kristin,” Maha said roughly. “If not for yourself, then for me.”

I sighed and pulled the gun—a Glock 26, I was later to learn—closer to me. Mais
salama, I bid objectivity. This is a whole new war, and [ am a new breed of reporter.

“How do I load it?”

A large creek ran behind the neighborhood I grew up in that had a tendency to
overrun its banks in the heavy rains. During one particularly bad storm when I was 12,
the creek became a raging river, swirling with debris it had swept from other backyards
and large tree branches the water had ripped from the trunks. My brother, a few of his
friends, and I stood several feet away from the edge—a place we had all been specifically
banned from being, of course—observing in mute fascination the fury of the creek we
frequented waded in.

“Man, did you guys see that? That was a bench that just went by! Do you think it
came from the park?” One of Jimmy’s friends exclaimed.

The bench didn’t remain a bench for long, as it slammed into the top of the
concrete bridge that, when not covered in flowing water, crossed the creek. The bench
broke into several pieces which were promptly swept down into the swirling blackness.
They did not resurface.

“My raft could handle that no problem,” Jimmy joked in false bravado to his
friends.

The previous summer, Jimmy and my father had constructed a small raft for the
purpose of floating on the creek—not during a flood, of course.

“Oh yeah? Go prove it,” his friend Mark challenged, the note of sincerity ringing
all too clearly in his voice. “Unless, of course,” Mark added, grinning, “you’re afraid.”

I winced. There it was, the challenge laid down. My brother lacked many of my
flaws—he was my anchor in most circumstances, keeping my worst impulses in check—
but he too could not refuse a challenge. Later, this trait would find him slaving away in
the wee hours of many a morning over countless legal texts—our lawyer uncle said
Jimmy wasn’t cut out for law school, and so poor Jimmy found himself studying for the
bar exam. Georgetown Law was many years away yet; for now, Jimmy eyed the river
with a clenched jaw. He was afraid, but no one could tell that except me. And no one
except me expected him to respond,

“Fine then. I’1l go get it.”

Ten minutes later found us gathered at the edge of the ominous water, up to our
ankles in icy mud, Jimmy’s little raft now accompanying us. I drew close to my brother.

“Jimmy,” I said in a low voice, “I’m coming with you.”

“The heck you are,” he responded, “Mom will kill me if you drown.”

“And I’ll run and tell Mom what you’re about to do if you don’t let me come,” I
retorted.



Jimmy sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose, a nervous habit that always
signaled defeat. I smiled silently. Thirty seconds later, we were pushing the raft further
into the creek, and three seconds after that, we were caught up in its rage.

Ch. 6

“I, I don’t know what to do with that,” I managed to respond, “you took me, um,
kind of off-guard.”

JP shook his head. “I didn’t expect a response. I actually didn’t mean to tell you
that. Your fault, you got me drunk.”

He offered me a slight, goofy smile, allowing me the opportunity, if [ wanted, to
joke back and forget this conversation had ever happened. I knew that would be the best
policy. JP was my best friend, my rock, one of the only people on earth who understood
me, and when he didn’t understand, would stick by me anyway. Doing anything other
than joking back and forgetting would immensely complicate things, and I didn’t have
the energy to deal with additional complications in my life right now. I couldn’t do
anything but that to him; it wasn’t fair to pull him farther into my fucked up existence.
These were all very valid points I acknowledged through the slight alcohol haze. Then I
took one step closer to him so that we were only an inch apart.

His breath on my cheek made it difficult to think, but I managed to whisper, “You
don’t want to get involved with me, JP.”

“It’s a little late for that,” he whispered back, his lips just grazing my ear now,
“I’m in love with you.”

I didn’t respond that I loved him, but I did the next worst thing. I put my arms
around his neck and drew him into a long kiss.

I’d never seen Jimmy’s new townhouse before, bought in anticipation of his and
Susan’s wedding sometime next year, and I managed to say as we walked through his
front door,

“It’s a really nice place, Jim.” I winced at the numbness in my voice—a zombie
could have done a better job at social interaction—but Jimmy nodded appreciatively at
the attempt.

“Thanks, Kik. I have to admit that Susan did most of the decorating though. What
can | get you?”

I sank down on his couch and looked up hopefully. “Something strongly
alcoholic? Please?”

Jimmy nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. He returned a moment later
carrying a bottle and two glasses with ice. He set them down on the coffee and took a seat
beside me.

“Whiskey ok? It’s quality stuff too, good enough to drink on the rocks. Got it as a
congrats-you-got-engaged gift from a few of my classmates.”

“Oh Christ Jim, this shit’s expensive. Don’t waste it on me,” I protested as he
poured two glasses.

“Nonsense,” he responded as he handed me a glass, “couldn’t think of another
person I’d rather share it with.”



A half an hour later, I was on my fourth glass while Jimmy was still nursing his
first. He had put some music on in the background—his favorite, Jimi Hendrix, which
always amused me, given Jimmy’s generally straight-edge lifestyle—to kill the silence as
I did nothing except drink, fast.

“You drunk yet there, Kiki?”” Jimmy asked me.

I giggled slightly. “Brother, I have a confession to make. I drink like a fuckin’ fish
these days. Four drinks ain’t going to do it for me. Told ya you shouldn’t waste your
expensive stuff on me.”

Jimmy reached over and ruffled my hair. “There any reason for that, kiddo? The
heavy drinking I mean?”

“I’ve seen,” I said as I drained the remains of the fourth drink, “some bad things.”

Jimmy saw his opening and asked quietly, “What kind of things, Kristen?”

I respected his attempt, but I couldn’t even find the words to explain. I poured
another drink and downed half of it in shot-form. “Ask me in a few drinks. Also, you
should know, I really like alcohol. Aside from the bad things. Before then. College...
man, college was a blacked-out time,” I glanced over at my brother, older than me by
four minutes. “I’m glad you don’t like it the way I do. I’'m glad you don’t like a lot of
things like I do.”

Jimmy took off his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose and didn’t say anything.
Instead, he poured himself a second drink and said nothing as I poured my fifth. Halfway
through, he commented quietly,

“Kristen, I trust that you can handle your alcohol, but I’'m capping you after this
one.”

I waved a dismissive hand at him. “In college I called this pre-gaming.”

“Travis was a bad influence on you,” Jimmy replied before he could stop himself.

I turned to face him, my eyes flashing in anger. “Fuck you,” 1 spat.

Jimmy tentatively reached over and squeezed my shoulder gently. “I’'m sorry,
Kik. I, I didn’t mean to say that. I know it’s a tough subject. I just—" his cell phone
began to ring. He glanced at it and frowned. “It’s Susan. She wouldn’t call this late unless
something was—"

“Go ahead, take the call,” I said, no longer angry, “tell her I say hi.”

Jimmy nodded, answered the phone, and mouthed, “I’1l be right back,” as he
stepped into the other room. I took advantage of this opportunity to uncap the whiskey
bottle and put it to my lips. There was a horrible, gaping hole inside me that five drinks
simply wouldn’t fill.

Jimmy was only gone ten minutes, but I’d killed two thirds of the bottle in his
absence. Much like other things had been killed lately. He didn’t notice initially and sat
back down on the couch.

“Susan’s alright. She just back from her last law final, thought it had gone badly.
She worries too much about grades sometimes,” Jimmy flashed me a smile, “Not unlike
yours truly, of course.”

The additional obscene amount of alcohol hadn’t kicked in yet, and so I was able
to process this and chuckle slightly at Jimmy’s little joke. He was very intelligent without
a doubt, but worrying about grades was something Jimmy was particularly good at. He
used to worry himself almost sick about missing a spelling word on a quiz in grade



school. I, on the other hand, got good grades without ever trying, or caring for that
matter.

“You going to spend your whole lawyer career being a ridiculous perfectionist
too?”

“That’s what I do best.”

“It’s what’s going to make you a good lawyer, though I feel bad for you and
Susan’s kids. The two of you are going to drive them insane.”

Jimmy smiled. “Well, they’ll have a laid back aunt to balance me and Sue’s
influence out, right?”

The alcohol began to hit me and I leaned my head against the couch’s back.

“Kris?” Jimmy looked at me urgently, “Kristen, are you ok?”

The room spun interestingly. “Yep...”

Jimmy’s attention turned from me to the coffee table. He picked up the whiskey
bottle and stared at it for a long moment. Then he looked at me. “Oh Christ, Kristen,” he
stammered. “Please tell me you didn’t drink this.”

I shrugged. “It’s been a bad couple of days. Can I finish the rest? There’s only
like another shot or two in there.” I reached for the bottle, but Jimmy snatched it away.

“Hell no, you’re not finishing the bottle. Damn it, Kristen, you’re probably triple
the legal limit. You’re going to be really, really sick in a few minutes, aren’t you?”

I glanced sideways at my brother and chuckled. “You didn’t drink much in
college, did you, Jim?”

“No. Never liked the taste, honestly. Or the feel for that matter. And none of my
friends really drank.”

“Mhmm...so you don’t have much experience around very drunk people, do
you?”

Jimmy shook his head and I sighed. I knew, given the amount I’d drank and from
considerable experience, that [ was going to be violently drunk in the not too distant
future. And Jimmy was not the man [ wanted to see me this way.

“Just go away for a bit,” I muttered, “just leave me alone for a couple of hours.”

Jimmy shook his head again. “Hell no, Kristen. I’m staying right here.”

“Awesome. Just fuckin’ awesome.”

The night after we graduated from high school, JP, our friends Monica, Heather,
and Artie, and I sat on an abandoned train trestle over the local river, alternating between
a few well-rolled joints and a bottle of Jack. Our crowd was a mixed bunch, drawn
together, perhaps, due to our inherent inability to fit in. It was not as though we could not
blend in throughout our years in high school—it was more, perhaps, that despite
whatever crowd we individually found ourselves associated with, we all recognized some
underlying, discontented state. During the school day, we all had our own crowds—
Monica was a theater kid, Artie was heavily immersed in Junior ROTC, Heather, oddly
enough, was a cheerleader, and JP, of course, was a stoner. I, much against my will, fell
in with the smart kids, though they all had regarded my apparent lack of concern about
college applications with much suspicion. But every summer since freshmen year, when
high school crowds melted away, we were together, passing idle and mostly contented
time until September.



“Fucking drug tests,” Artie said mournfully, eying jealously at the joint being
passed over him.

Artie had, as everyone expected, enlisted in the Army infantry. He would ship out
to boot camp in a matter of weeks, and was doing an excellent job of pretending to be
pumped full of macho pride to almost everyone, even us. But in truth, it seemed more
that the decision had happened to him and not the other way around. I passed him the
bottle to comfort him and he took a swig.

“Seriously, man,” Monica said, exhaling smoke, “you should just peace before
it’s too late. Your name is fucking Artie, they’re going to eat you alive in the Army.
They’ll probably laugh you out of the barracks.”

Monica was headed to New York with a few hundred bucks and her battered
suitcase to try her hand at making it big. Her home life was beyond broken and there was
no one to tell her no.

“Fuck you, Monica,” Artie grunted, wiping his mouth, “I’ll go by my last name.”

I stole the bottle back from him, and JP chuckled. “Eisner? Yeah, that’s really
badass, man. Monica’s right, they’re going to ass-rape you in the shower.”

Heather put her arm around Artie’s shoulders and shot them dirty looks over his
head. “Knock it off, guys. He’s going into the military, not prison! You should all be
more supportive; he’s going to fight for your country.”

Artie’s eyes widened slightly at the word “fight,” but apparently decided to
temporarily forget about Iraq’s looming presence in his life and take advantage of her
sympathy by leaning into Heather’s chest. Heather was not only pretty, she was smart,
although she made a conscious effort to conceal this fact by answering questions
intentionally wrong in class; no one but us knew she spent entire evenings with books
open as we drank. She had made the cheerleading team at the University of North
Carolina on a partial academic scholarship, making her officially the kind of girl all other
girls hate. But Heather was as lost as the rest of us, only wanting genuine affection from
people, which, ironically, was the one thing denied to her by her talents.

JP snickered at this and tried to lean into my chest imitating Artie. I took a long
drink of the Jack and then smacked the back of his head. He laughed, rubbing the back of
his head, but didn’t move until I shoved him. JP was coming with me to the University of
Maryland, majoring in God knows what—it would later morph into finance for reasons
JP couldn’t quite account—his acceptance based solely on his parents having been
alumni. Why JP was going to college was a mystery to everyone—he had hated school
since the first day of kindergarten—except that perhaps he wanted another four years to
smoke pot and pursue his own random collection of knowledge.

Heather continued to let Artie lean against her and stroked his hair absently, a
faraway look on her face. She was a little bit in love with him, I thought, but never had
the heart to ask. It could never be, so why bother asking anyone to voice the impossible?

My editor-in-chief handed me a University of Maryland Press Badge.

“Things get dicey, you flash this, got it?”

I accepted the badge and tucked it into my back pocket. “Why would you ever
suspect anything else of me?” I asked Jake with a sweet smile.

“Put that around your goddamn neck—what good do you expect it’s going to do
you if no one can see it? And why don’t I believe you? Partly because of stunts like that,



and don’t forget who edited your columns from friggin’ Egypt.” Jake shook his head, his
shaggy hair falling in front of his glasses and reminding me of an irritated sheep dog.

I grinned at him. He had indeed been in charge of editing my work while I’d been
a “study abroad columnist” for the Diamondback, and had frequently responded with
emails saying nothing except “ARE YOU INSANE?!? IT’S GOING TO BE SUCH BAD
PR FOR THE PAPER WHEN YOU GET YOUR DUMB ASS BLOWN UP!”

I’d never wanted to be involved with the school’s newspaper in the first place; my
brief experience in high school with student-run publications had left a bad taste in my
mouth, and I had never been one for school activities. But Travis had pushed the issue as
soon as [’d declared journalism as my major and he’d read some of my work.

“You’re talented, Kris,” he had said, “and any major newspaper would love to
have someone with your abilities onboard. But no one is going to take you unless you
build that foundation. You’ve got to put in the grunt work before they’re going to send
you off to do the crazy shit; it’s just the way of the world.”

Travis had dropped out of school at 17, but he was smarter than most people I
knew, and I had always trusted his advice. He might have seen no problem with my
carrying on ounce of marijuana through the airport just to see if I could, just to feel my
heart pound as I went through security, but he would get angry when I got a B on an
exam. It was probably his influence that had kept me in school all the way through my
senior year, and with the Diamondback almost as long.

“You going to be ok?” Jake asked as I headed out the door.

I paused in the doorway and offered a relaxed smile. “Of course. It’s just a wee
protest, and American riot cops tend not to fire at random, unlike Cairo.”

“I didn’t mean the protest,” Jake said. “I know you can handle that...I meant,
since this is your first article back and all...”

“I’m fine,” I replied roughly, noting that my knuckles on the hand I was gripping
the door handle with were turning bone white. I heard the tension, the on-the-edge quality
of my voice, and winced. I eased my grip and said in what I hoped was a more relaxed,
“No worries, Jake. It was a minor sabbatical, and now I’m back, good as new.”

Jake nodded slowly, though I could tell he didn’t believe me. No one did, and
rightfully so. I was not alright, and I didn’t expect I ever would be. But I left the office
anyway and headed downtown, where protestors were reminding everyone that today,
March 19, was the fifth anniversary of the Iraq War. Artie was two months into through
his second tour and planned to sign his reenlistment papers as soon as he landed stateside.

Protests in America didn’t seem like much after those I’d attended in Cairo—
though in those days / was one of the protestors—and I found myself getting bored with
the entire scene after a few hours.

“Looks like the party is just about over,” the girl I’d been interviewing
commented, indicating down Pennsylvania Avenue.

I glanced in the direction she pointed and saw a fair number of protestors
wrangling with D.C police, and several already kneeling on the ground, their hands
flexicuffed behind them.

“It appears that way, doesn’t it?”” I agreed.

The protestor, a junior at American University named Diana Kane, extended her
hand. “Hey, well, it was great talking to you. I’ll look for your article in the
Diamondback on Monday, if I’'m out of jail by then.”



“Planning on getting arrested for sure then, huh?”

She shrugged. “I don’t see why not. That guy—" she pointed down the street at a
young man flailing on the ground, attempting to kick a police officer, “happens to be my
boyfriend, and he’ll have bragging rights if he gets arrested and I don’t.”

I laughed. “Yeah, that I can understand. Is it hard to get arrested?”

Diana shook her head, her low pigtails swishing across her shoulders. “Not at all,
at least not right now. When they’re arresting loads of people like that, they tend to just
sweep everyone up and sort ‘em all out later. It’s just a matter of being in place, really.”

“Excellent.” I took off my press badge and tucked it into my wallet.

“Don’t you need that not to get arrested?”

“Exactly.”

Diana looked at me incredulously. “What the hell are you doing taking it off
then?”

I grinned. “Following the story, of course.”

Things were spinning in and out of focus. I recognized, through the incredible fog
most of Jimmy’s bottle of whiskey had left me with, that I was probably the most drunk
that I’d ever been. That, I decided, was not a good thing, given all the times I’d been
smashed in college and bordered on needing medical attention. And here I was left with
Jimmy, poor straight-edged Jimmy who’d never been more drunk than one too many
drinks at happy hour after a Constitutional Law final. His face already bore the signs of
panic, and I hadn’t even begun getting sick yet. My poor twin. He didn’t deserve me. I
summoned any remaining sobriety and told him,

“Jimmy, I drank too much. Way too much. But I promise I’'m not going to die.
I’'m just going to probably get very, very sick later. And maybe also not make a lot of
sense either. Just ignore me. I’ll be ok tomorrow.”

“Kristen, maybe if you’re going to be that sick, maybe we should go to a
hospital?”

“No! No hospital. Don’t do that. I’ll lose my job or something. I’'m 24 years old;
I’m too old to be going to hospitals for alcohol poisoning. I’ll be ok. You just need to not
panic.”

Then my memories turn to nothing except fuzzy recollections of tasting Gatorade
—Ilemon-lime, my favorite drank-too-much-alcohol flavor, how did he know?—and
babbling many things I shouldn’t have been talking about.

I found myself crying against a shoulder that felt familiar, but not like Jimmy’s.
The hand rubbing my back felt like Jimmy’s, but not the shoulder. That didn’t quite fit,
and I made the effort to raise my head to see whose shoulder my tears—tears? When the
hell did I start crying? How much had I said?—had stained.

“JP??” I demanded furiously, “Where the hell did you come from?”

“Easy, Kiki, don’t get mad at him,” Jimmy’s voice soothed, “That was my fault. |
called him. I don’t have much experience with drunk people, and I got nervous. I’'m
sorry. You want to be pissed off at someone, you can be pissed at me. JP’s only here
because I asked him to come over.”

“I don’t even like him,” I spat, pulling myself away abruptly. I apparently did it a
little too enthusiastically, because the movement sent me toppling off the couch. JP’s
reflexes were slightly quicker than Jimmy’s and caught me before I hit the floor. “Don’t



touch me,” I muttered sullenly at him. JP’s face didn’t register any pain at this attack, and
he simply pulled me back against his chest.

“Drink some Gatorade, Kristen,” he said, putting the glass to my lips.

“Fuck you,” I responded, trying to muster up the energy to pull myself away from
him again.

JP ran a hand through his hair and remarked calmly, “You know, you were a
much more compliant drunk in college.”

“A lot has happened since college,” I mumbled, giving up the fight to pull away
and resting my head against him.

“You’re telling me, kiddo,” JP said softly, his hand brushing my hair out of my
face, “you’re telling me.”

As the daylight faded and we approached the twelfth hour of our arrest, |
commented to Diana, who was sitting beside me in the bus we’d been herded onto—the
holding cells at the local precinct could not accommodate us all, apparently—“Well,
congratulations, everyone—we’ve officially spent more time behind bars, so to speak, for
protesting a war than Lindsey Lohan did for drunk driving, car stealing, several hit and
runs, and possession of coke.”

Diana laughed and a male voice from several seats behind us—Diana’s boyfriend,
I suspected—called up,

“Don’t forget Nicole Richie! That bitch only spent a few hours in jail for driving
her car the wrong way down the highway while hopped up on narcotics!”

The rest of the bus was now listening, and someone in the back of the bus offered,
“And Paris Hilton’s little brother! He just did like one night for underage drinking,
driving at like three times the legal limit, and running over a gas station attendant!”

“SHUT THE HELL UP!” the officer in charge of the bus bellowed, not finding
our sense of humor amusing, apparently. “I will keep you people here for the rest of your
lives if you don’t quiet down!”

“Oh, goody,” I whispered loud enough for those nearby me to hear, “maybe we’ll
actually get to say we served more time than Paris herself!”

Two hours later, it was finally my turn to be booked by the District of Colombia
Police Department. After being fingerprinted, I had my mug shot taken. I glanced at its
appearance on the computer screen and commented,

“Damn, officer, I take a pretty decent mug shot, huh?”

He looked at me in a combination of embarrassment and awkwardness; he was a
heavyset young guy, probably my age, with a baby face.

“Uh...”

A few of protestors lined up behind me awaiting their own booking snickered at
his discomfort.

“Can I have a copy of that, officer?”

“Can you, can you what?” he fidgeted with his badge.

“Can I have a copy of my mug shot? It’s a pretty badass picture, and I need a new
photo for my Facebook account!”

The people behind me—mostly college students themselves—erupted into
laughter, and he looked around the precinct in bafflement. His face relaxed when he



noticed his fellow officers within earshot were also chuckling as they went about their
duties, and he allowed himself a small smile.

“No, ma’am,” he said, “I’m sorry, but that’s official police property. I’'m not
authorized to give it to anyone.” He looked downright apologetic, and I grinned.

“It’s ok, sir. But someday when I’'m famous, make sure to leak that picture to the
press, ok? That’s definitely the one I want to be remembered by.”

I called Travis as I walked out of the police station a short while later. It was now
dark outside, and I was exhausted. My wrists ached from spending so much time behind
my back.

“Hey babe,” he greeted, “what’s up?”

“Guess where I just got released from?” I said as most people say “hello.”

“Hmm...a brothel?”

I chuckled. “Close. Fun piece of trivia for you: Even if you ask nicely, the cops
will not give you your mug shot for Facebook.”

“Cops, huh?” he asked, no trace of concern in his voice. “That implies an arrest,
babe. How did that happen?”

I knew his lack of discernable worry wasn’t because he didn’t care; it was because
he wouldn’t see the need to be concerned. Obviously, if I was on the phone with him
now, [ must be alright.

“Eh, it’s a long story. You feel like coming to pick me up? I’'m beat and I don’t
feel like taking the metro.”

“Yeah, I can do that. So, do you have a criminal record now?”

“Nah, not according to the cops I don’t. I did something called forfeit and
disclosure. I just paid the fine and the case got closed without a conviction, so I think all
I have is an arrest record.”

“No conviction, huh? Must have been a misdemeanor then, which means it can’t
be that great of a story. I’m on my way now, but you better have thought up a better
reason for getting arrested than some little piss ant misdemeanor by the time I get there.”

“The last two weeks...have been the happiest two weeks of my life,” JP said to
me, his trademark easy smile always making it seem as though he found some great joke
behind every word that he uttered, even those said in seriousness.

I ran a hand through my hair and adjusted my duffel bag on my shoulder. They'd
be calling my flight back to Cairo soon, and I simultaneously had not enough and too
much time, with too few words and too many things to say.

“You're just saying that because you got laid,” I joked, knowing even as I said it
that it was the wrong thing to say.

JP's smile temporarily dropped from his face. “You don't really think that, do
you? I mean, no offense, Kristin; I think you're friggin' beautiful, but if all I wanted was
sex, I could find that somewhere less complicated than my best friend.”

I chuckled. “No, JP, I don't think that, and I'd hope if you were only after sex,
you'd go after someone much hotter than me.”

There was a long silence, and then JP asked heavily the question we'd both been
avoiding, “So...now what?”’

The muscles in my jaw tightened. “Well...I'm headed back to Cairo. I'll probably
be back in six months or so, as usual.”



JP nodded. “Ok. I can do that.”

“Do what?”

“Wait. For you.”

“JP...I don't want to drag either of us into a long-distance relationship like this. It
isn't fair to you. You shouldn't have to spend your twenties waiting for some chick who
can't even stay in the same country with you for more than a few weeks every six months.
I've been in Egypt a year now, and who knows how much longer I'll be there? I probably
won't be back to stay next time I come home either.”

“How about you stop worrying about what you think I want or need, ok?” JP
responded without hesitation. “What I want is you, and I don't care how long I have to
wait for you. I can do long-distance—that's why God invented the Internet, right?--but if
that's not what you want, if a relationship seems too...demanding for you, then we can
just not put a title on it, ok?”

“But...” I protested without really wanting to.

JP leaned in and kissed me for a long moment. “We will cross the rest of those
bridges when we come to them, ok? I, I love you, Kristin, and if you love me back, then
lets just let things progress and see how it works out, ok?”

“I love you too,” I heard myself saying back as they announced my flight over the
PA system, knowing it was both the truest and cruelest thing I could've said.

A bachelorette party was just about the last place on earth I wanted to be. The bar
was crowded, noisy, and dim, filled with people who kept banging into me. My nerves
felt raw and exposed after only a few minutes. I had only landed back in the States a few
hours before. But it was Susan’s big night, and everyone expected me to be there. I had
failed at most other aspects of familial responsibility in the last few years, and I was
determined not to fail at this. My twin brother was getting married in two days, and I was
a bridesmaid, and bridesmaids threw bachelorette parties, and goddamn it, everyone had
a good time. So here I was, sweating bullets and gripping my drink so hard my knuckles
had turned sheet white. I’d been in Iraq for six months by then, and it had left its mark on
me more visibly than two years in Egypt had. Cairo had been a city I was familiar with, a
city I had friends in, and a city that, albeit spiraling into chaos, still had some semblance
of order. Iraq, on the other hand...It had turned me into a person who was spending my
soon-to-be sister-in-law’s party eyeing every person who entered the bar for suspicious
bugles. I was looking for explosive vests, of course. Suicide bombers, you see.

A car backfired outside and I instinctively prepared to hit the floor. I stopped
myself just barely and leaned against the bar, gripping it tightly and trying to steady my
breathing. I glanced around, relieved to see no one else in the bridal party had noticed my
reaction. They were too busy playing some game or another with shots and an
anatomically correct blow-up doll they had christened Ted. I shook my head and
wondered how long I would have to wait before I could sneak outside for a cigarette,
adding a few curses for the politicians who banned indoor smoking.

“You alright?” someone asked close to me a few minutes later.

I turned and surprised to see my sister Mary standing beside me, a look vaguely
resembling concern on her pretty face. “Sure,” I said, “do I not look alright?”

Mary reached down and put her hand over mine on top of the bar. “Your hand is
shaking, hun.”



Embarrassed, I pulled my hand away and shoved it into my pocket roughly,
annoyed with it betrayal of me. “I’m fine, Mary.” I heard the roughness in my voice and
winced. Sometimes I hated who I was becoming. I was no longer a nice person. “Thanks
for asking though,” I added in what I hoped was a gentler tone.

Mary smiled and patted my hair. “You look really pretty tonight, Kristen. I know
you don’t care about that kind of thing, but,” she shrugged, “you do anyway. You’re
going to look so much better than the other girls at the wedding, with your tan and your
blonde hair, even in those awful colored dresses Sue picked out. Nice girl, but,” Mary
rolled her eyes, “someone was worried about being upstaged at her own wedding. Poor
girl is marrying into an attractive family, that’s for sure!”

I actually laughed out loud—something I hadn’t done for more months than I
cared to remember—and was glad for this shallow moment with my younger sister.

“You fucking moron!” Jake snapped at me, waving my article around in the air
like it was a weapon he could use to knock some sense into me.

The entire Diamondback office was silent, watching their editor-in-chief pace
around and mutter angrily to himself in between bouts of yelling at me. I leaned back
against his currently unoccupied desk and tried to look contrite. They—and [—were all
used to Jake’s occasional meltdowns. He was high-strung, but he was a good editor and a
decent guy, so we all just patiently waited for the storm to pass.

“I can’t believe you got yourself arrested! I just can’t believe it, when my very last
words to you before you walked out that door were to behave yourself!”

“You didn’t specify what type of good behavior you were expecting, exactly,” |
replied nonchalantly. “I didn’t get drunk or stoned, I didn’t get in any fist fights, and I
didn’t flash anyone. Doesn’t that count for something?”

The freshman behind him couldn’t prevent herself from giggling and Jake whirled
around. “Is something funny?”” he demanded.

She turned bright red and before she could begin stuttering her apologies, Jake
had turned back to me.

“And you! You think you’re funny? You think getting arrested is funny? Are you
trying to kill me?”

I bit my lip hard to force down the smile—Jake always reminded me of an
overexcited small dog when he was angry—and shook my head.

“No, Jake,” I managed, sounding somewhat sincere. “I’m not trying to kill you,
and I wasn’t trying to be funny. I just wanted to give the Diamondback the best story
possible, and I thought that meant going with the protestors all the way. The story wasn’t
over when they got loaded into the buses headed for jail, and since the cops weren’t
exactly going to allow me to ride along, I had to get arrested with them.”

Jake exhaled heavily, some of the angry leaving his face. He could never argue
with anything that made the newspaper better; it was his baby.

“Fine,” he almost snarled, “but if you think we’re running your goddamn insane
article, you’re even crazier than I thought.”

To the entire newsroom, he announced, “And if anyone on this staff thinks that
imitating Wilson over here is a good idea, you can just walk out the door right now!”



I nodded, locking my eyes contritely to the carpet so I didn’t further aggravate
him with the grin I was having difficulty concealing. I already knew the story would be
on the front page above the fold; space had already been laid out for it on Jake’s orders.

“You’re goddamn lucky you’re so talented,” Jake grumbled to me a few hours
later, throwing a copy of the paper in front of me.

I picked it up and grinned at my article—front page, above the fold, just as I
expected—Ilike a proud parent. “Thank you, dear,” I chirped, hopping out of my chair to
peck his check.

“Such bullshit,” he sighed amicably, “that someone like you is going to be
working for the Times or the Post someday.”

Kikil0: im thinking of dropping out artie

Armyartie9: you thinking about doing what??

Kikil0: dropping out of college.

Armyartie9: but why the hell would you do that?

Kikil0: i duno artie, im jus so fucking bored. I’ve only got a year under my belt and the
idea of 3 more kills me

Armyartie9: wtf would you do if you weren’t in school though, work at fucking walmart
Kiki10: actually im thinking about enlisting

Armyartie9: .....are you FUCKING INSANE?!

Kiki10: no, thank you very much. I’ve talked a couple of recruiters and such. i could do
communications. i’d go marine corps though—they usually get closer to the action, no
offense. they said if [ wanted, i could do this program that would pay me 25k jus for
shipping out immediately, and then I could be in Iraq or a-stan in under a year
Armyartie9: I repeat, are you fucking insane kristen? get a motherfucking grip on
yourself, this isn’t a game. You’ve got everything going for you why would you throw it
all away for nothing

Kikil0: shit artie, i jus feel so fucking empty all the time. the only time i feel fucking
alive is when im doing something like jumping off the bridge. enlisting seems like it
would solve that problem

Armyartie9: you’d hate the military, kris, and im not just saying that to keep you in
school. It’s all hurry up and wait, all the goddamn time. most of the time im sitting on my
ass waiting for some higher-up to get their shit together. Youd be even more bored here
than you are there. seriously. stay in school. you’re too good for the shit i’ve seen here.
Kiki10: you sound like you regret it...

Armyartie9: aw hell. No point in thinking about it, what’s done is done, right? we all do
what we have to do. 1 got my official orders last night

Kikil0: and?

Armyartie9: looks like im not gonna make it to thanksgiving. baghdad, in like 2 months
Kikil0: shit

Armyartie9: yeah well.

Kikil0: im sorry artie. i guess that doesn’t mean anything but...

Armyartie9: its ok, not your fault. just promise you’ll stay the fuck outta trouble, k? and
by trouble I mean enlisting. being empty is better than dead.

Armyartie9: don’t tell anyone about the orders yet, ok? esp heather. 1l tell everyone in
my own time. how is she, btw? Its been awhile since ive talked to her



Kikil0: shes fine, says she likes UNC a lot—shes always so goddamn upbeat though,
hard to tell what she really thinks about anything, ya know? And how come you haven’t
talked in awhile? shes been online...

Armyartie9: yah i know how she can be...and ah fuck kris, i duno. i guess i just don’t
want to hold her back or for her to think she owes me anything

Kikil0: ?

Armyartie9: you need to keep this quiet

Armyartie9: cuz we both promised not to tell anyone. But I trust you can keep your
mouth shut. we kinda hooked up right before i left for boot. And everytime ive been
home on leave too

Kikil0: !

Armyartie9: yeah yeah, shut up. i duno wtf im doing. i know it cant ever work

Kikil0: why not?? Omg im so happy to hear this, ive been waiting for this for YEARS! I
cant believe no one fucking told me!!

Armyartie9: oh come on kris. don’t be naive. shes beautiful and rich and smart, and im a
dumbass army grunt from white trash. she’ll never cross her parents by being with me
and 1 know it

Kikil0: youre not white trash artie and I never wanna hear you say that again
Armyartie9: but im right about us not working and you know it

Kikil0: ® i duno artie

Armyartie9: its ok. ive always known it. hurts more now that i know she likes me back
though. what can ya do, lifes a bitch. Hows the rest of the crew doing?

“JP,” I mumbled into JP’s shirt, my words very slurred, “I think I’'m going to get
sick.”

“Ok Kris,” JP responded, easing me off him into Jimmy’s arms, “that’s fine, but
it’d be even better if you didn’t get sick on me personally. I feel like the bathroom is a
much better place for that.”

“You are a funny man,” I giggled, leaning my weight against my brother as JP got
off the couch. Jimmy held me up, but it felt like his arms were trembling. “JP, am I fat?”

“Are you what?” he asked incredulously, taking me from Jimmy.

“Fat? Jimmy’s arms were shaking...”

JP picked me up easily and carried me into the bathroom, Jimmy trailing behind
and protesting in confusion, “I didn’t say that! I can so carry you, you’re not heavy at all,
really, I-”

Then I was violently throwing up in the toilet and not really paying so much
attention to him. Finally I leaned back against JP and glanced up at my brother hovering
in the doorway, his face sheet white. It occurred to me in a brilliant and very short-lived
flash of sober thinking that my brother’s arms had been shaking not because of any
physical strain, but because I was scaring the hell out of him.

“JP,” I mumbled to the man holding my hair back, “I still don’t like you, but I
don’t want Jimmy to...”

JP pulled a rubber band from his pocket to tie my hair back, and replied
conversationally, as if this was a perfectly normal moment we were having, “I don’t like
you either babe, but I hear what you’re saying. Hold on for thirty seconds, ok?”



He eased my head down on the floor and stood up. I could hear him speaking
urgently in low tones to Jimmy. It sounded like Jimmy was protesting, but after a minute,
I was once again leaning against JP. With considerable effort, I tilted my head up and
noted with surprise that my brother was no longer in the doorway.

“He’s a lawyer; no one ever wins an argument with him...”

JP chuckled just before I began to vomit again. “I’ve got your back, Kris, even
though we’ve made a mess of things. Hell, this is just like college anyway, right? Only
without the panic of also getting arrested for being underage—things are improving as we
age, huh?”

Ch.7

I opened my email. It was 3 a.m in Beirut, and my deadline had been several
hours ago, but my editor would just have to deal. It’s not like they were going to fire me.
I spotted a particularly large cockroach scurry across the floor as I waited for the slow
internet connection to send my story across the ocean and winced. I could get used to
almost anything, but the sight of cockroaches in my living space, however humble, still
disturbed me slightly. I noted that I had an email from my sister Mary, which was
unusual. I opened it and read it with a sinking heart.

Hey Kristen,

So Tyler just got pulled over for doing 107 in a 55-zone. | know you used to do
the same thing, even though you never got caught. Mom and Dad are freaking
out. He’s probably going to lose her license for awhile. He’s in a lot of trouble.
And he doesn’'t seem to care. He just looked blank when the parents were yelling
at him. | almost didn’t recognize him. He reminded me of you when you got
caught skiing on that trail that was closed up in the mountains that one time,
remember? And there was no reason for him to be driving that fast. He couldn’t
explain himself. Kristen, | know we aren’t really close, and to be honest, | don'’t
really get you a lot of the time. | don’t know why you do the things you do. But
I've come to believe over the last few years that it's something you can’t help,
something inside you that’s restless or unsatisfied with stuff that makes other
people happy. It doesn’t seem like it's a kind of life that makes you happy either
though. | don’t want to see Tyler end up unhappy, and | don’t think Mom and Dad
can take any more worrying. Maybe you can talk to him? | hope you don’t take
offense to this. Your choices in life have been different than most people’s and |
don’t pretend to understand them, and I think that you really can’t control it
anymore. But Tyler is still a baby. Maybe it’s not too late for him. Think it over
and talk to 