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I swore I would never become a soldier like my mother.

She  called  it  a  blip,  a  few  months  out  of  an  otherwise
enjoyable career with the Army. No one saw the blip coming.
Both of my grandfathers served in the military, but their wars
stayed cold. My mom’s reserve unit, Seattle’s Fiftieth General
Hospital,  with  750  personnel,  was  too  big,  too  expensive
deploy, the very reason she’d chosen the unit. Aft er three
years as an active-duty Army nurse, she wanted to start a
family. The Fiftieth promised stability; for them to deploy,
it would take World War III.

On Thanksgiving weekend of 1990, my mom got a phone call. She
had been receiving practice calls ever since Saddam Hussein
invaded  Kuwait,  drills  to  make  sure  the  phone  tree  was
accurate,  to  keep  everyone  prepared.  This  time,  the  call
wasn’t a drill. The unit was put on alert for deployment
orders. My sister, brother, and I were asleep, so we didn’t
see the white-faced shock when Mom answered the phone. We
didn’t watch her crumple into Dad’s arms when she told him or
see the shock mirrored in his own face as questions of her
safety, the family’s well-being, single parenthood flooded his
mind.

Mom and her hospital unit wouldn’t receive orders right away.
They would spend Thanksgiving with their families, worrying
and  hoping—hoping  World  War  III  would  dissipate  with  the
holiday weekend; hoping their orders would leave them as local
backfill for active-duty soldiers who deployed or send them to
Germany, the unit’s assigned overseas operating location based
on the Cold War model; hoping their orders would be short.

None  of  these  hopes  materialized.  Mom’s  orders  were  for
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, for an undetermined length of up to two
years.

 

 



I  hardly  recall  the  Army’s  presence  in  our  family  before
Desert Storm. The Army slipped in and out one weekend a month
and two weeks a year when Mom put on green clothes and went
“camping.” Sometimes we ate hotdogs and pretended to camp too.
With that Thanksgiving phone call, though, the Army consumed
us. I had just turned seven, my sister, Shavonne, was eight,
and my brother, Matt, barely two. Suddenly, we were no longer
a regular young family. Mom had always been the center mass
around which we all orbited, and now our gravity fi eld had
shift ed. In preparation for the deployment, she took frequent
trips to the local Army base, sometimes for days at a time.
Big green Army bags piled up in the living room where we used
to  build  puzzles  and  pillow  forts.  Instead  of  driving  to
school with Mom, Shavonne and I went to daycare with Matt
early in the morning when Dad left for work. Neighbors stopped
by our house to drop off funny-tasting casseroles. They said
nice things like, “We’re praying for you,” and “Let us know if
you need anything.” I just needed my mom. I was restless in
school and gymnastics practice, anxious to get home and hug
Mom and hold onto her forever.

Before she left for Saudi Arabia, I told my mom I hated the
Army. “Oh sweetie,” she said, “I know it feels like the Army
is being mean, but it’s the Army’s job to go help people. A
bad man invaded another country, and we need to go help the
people there and get him out.” With that, she redirected my
hatred to Saddam Hussein. The Army wasn’t taking Mom away; a
bad man was making her leave. Shavonne and I even learned a
song about that man and how much we all hated him. We sang the
song over and over, and Mom laughed the hardest: 

Joy to the world, Saddam is dead!

We barbequed his head!

Don’t worry ‘bout the body

We flushed it down the potty,



And round and round it goes . . .

I don’t remember this, but my parents tell me that before she
deployed, I asked Mom if she could die. I imagine myself
climbing into her lap. In my mind she’s wearing the soft blue
bathrobe she had when I was growing up. I’m clutching it,
nuzzling into her brown permed curls. Mom wraps her fuzzy blue
arms around me, and I can feel her heartbeat, strong and
serious. She gazes out through her thick-framed glasses, her
eyes light like mine above the long, sharp nose and freckles
inherited by Shavonne. Mom purses her lips. She’s thinking
about my question, about my life—all our lives—without her.
She’s thinking about the briefings the hospital unit received,
the expectations of chemical weapons and massive casualties,
the potential for an attack on Israel and an ensuing holy war
of nuclear proportions. She’s thinking this might be a suicide
mission. Mom pulls me closer and strokes the top of my head,
trying to memorize the feel of me. She’s weighing her need to
protect her child with a desire for honesty.

She answered my question: “I’m going to do the best I can to
come back to you as soon as I can.”

“Don’t tell her that!” my dad said. “Tell her no!” But my mom
couldn’t lie.

 

 

Just before she left, Mom wove Shavonne’s and my hair into
double French braids, like she did when we had soccer or T-
ball games, the only thing that would keep my thin hair and
Shavonne’s unruly curls in place under helmets and through
trips up and down the fi eld. These braids were special,
though.  They  held  the  memory  of  Mom’s  touch:  her  gentle
fingers  brushing  across  my  scalp,  the  nail  of  her  little
finger drawing a part down each side, her soft breath on the
back of my neck. I wanted to keep the braids forever. I



promised Mom I would. It would be our connection while she was
gone, and every time I looked in the mirror I would think of
her.

Mom deployed right after Christmas. Christmas has always been
my favorite holiday, and the occasion carried extra weight in
1990  because  we  had  Mom  with  us.  The  Christmas  morning
snowfall seemed magical to us kids but made a treacherous
drive  for  our  relatives,  who  commuted  several  hours  for
everyone to be together. I don’t know if our house has ever
been so full; it’s funny how war brings people together. We
had an epic snowball fight with my cousins, opened presents,
ate  roast  beef  and  mashed  potatoes  and  gravy,  and  took
pictures around the Christmas tree, just like every year.

A few days later, we watched Mom board an Army transport bus.
She waved to us through a grimy window until her pale face was
lost to camouflage and dust and distance. On the bus she was
surrounded  by  other  moms  and  dads,  sons  and  daughters,
brothers and sisters, and a single twenty-something medic. The
medic had no family to wave to through the grimy window, but
he saw us: a man with red-rimmed eyes standing next to two
girls with double French braids. Both girls clung to the man
and cried. In the man’s arms was a small boy. The young
soldier couldn’t hear it, but the boy repeated, “Where’s Mommy
going?” over and over, long after the bus rolled out of sight.

“Looking at your family when we left was my war moment,” the
medic later told my mom. “Seeing how heartbroken they were.”

 

 

My memories of Mom’s deployment blur into a fuzzy background,
punctuated by snapshot images of clarity. I remember cheese
quesadillas,  “cheese  pies”  I  called  them,  cooked  in  the
microwave. A neighborhood mom who watched us aft er school
served them to us while we waited at her house for Dad to pick



us  up.  One  day  while  there,  I  got  the  stomach  flu.  The
neighbor tucked me into a nest of blankets on the couch with
Gatorade and a bucket, but I kept getting up. I walked to the
hallway and threw up. I threw up in the living room. I kept
walking, looking for my mom.

As the days passed, oil slickened my hair and my precious
braids started to unwind. I remember an angry fit of protest,
and  an  ultimate  compromise.  Every  few  days  the  gracious
neighbor cleaned and re-braided my hair. It looked exactly the
same. But it wasn’t.

I cried every night in bed aft er Mom’s tape-recorded voice
finished reading a bedtime story. I saw the school counselor
for a few weeks. I don’t recall her name or what she looked
like or even what we talked about, but I remember staring out
her window at the snow-crusted ground. My classmates were at
recess, throwing snowballs, having fun. For the first time I
did not feel normal.

We  were  the  only  local  kids  who  had  a  parent  deployed.
Neighbors  took  turns  babysitting  and  delivering  meals.  A
yellow  ribbon  hugged  the  big  maple  tree  in  front  of  our
elementary school. When she returned, my mom would cut the
ribbon off to a whooping chorus of cheers from our classmates.
But while she was gone it hung there, through rain and wind
and snow. I saw the ribbon every day, and I hated it.

We  lived  for  weekly  calls  from  Mom,  letters,  occasional
pictures, anything to let us know she was safe. Each trip to
the mailbox was its own tiny Christmas, marked by expectation
and, too often, when no letters came, disappointment. At one
point,  Mom  sent  Shavonne  and  me  matching  T-shirts  with
pictures of camels wearing combat boots and gas masks. I still
have that shirt, a child’s size small, buried in the back of a
drawer. Dad pointed out Saudi Arabia on our office globe. Mom
was there, inside the little star that represented the capital
of Riyadh. It didn’t look very far away.



We watched news reports every evening on TV. Headlines that
spring covered topics that interest me now as an adult: an
escalation of violence in Sudan following the imposition of
nationwide Islamic law, an historic meeting between Nelson
Mandela  and  Zulu  Chief  Mangosuthu  Buthelezi,  Haiti’s
appointment of its first elected president, the controversy
over Dr. Jack Kevorkian’s assisted suicides, the Exxon Valdez
oil spill. In 1991, I could focus only on the war. My world
expanded exponentially when Mom deployed; I wasn’t yet ready
to stretch beyond the Middle East. Besides, the Middle East
was everywhere, dominating TV, radio, and newspaper reports.
In a letter home Mom noted that we were probably getting more
news of the war than she was; TV was censored in Saudi Arabia,
and she didn’t have free time to watch anyway.

In the States, we witnessed a new era in broadcasting, the
first time war received real-time coverage from reporters on
the ground. They showed awesome footage of planes taking off
from  aircraft  carriers  and  terrifying  shots  of  exploding
missiles. All around were people in camouflage, but not the
green and black my mom wore on Reserve duty. These uniforms
were brown like dirt. There was a lot of dirt on the news when
they talked about the war. I thought it must be hard for Mom
to stay clean. I had never watched the news before. Sitting on
the couch, my legs curled beneath me, I got my first exposure
to the industry of which one day I would be a part. As a
public affairs officer I would be there, against the dusty
brown backdrop of war, ushering reporters, directing camera
angles, providing talking points to the people in camouflage,
filtering conflict for the families back home.

Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm represented a new
era  in  warfare  too.  Mom  was  part  of  the  largest  reserve
component ever activated in support of an armed conflict, and
the first involuntary call requiring reservists to report to
active duty since the dissolution of the draft. In total, the
government activated more than 227,000 reservists. The Army



provided the bulk of personnel, nearly 140,000, with around
fourteen percent in medical specialties like Mom’s hospital
unit. Mom was also part of the largest contingent of U.S.
military women ever to deploy. By war’s end, 40,000 women had
served overseas, almost as many as had been on active duty
during the height of America’s last large-scale conflict, the
Vietnam  War.  Desert  Storm  saw  two  American  women  held  as
Prisoners of War, and thirteen killed in action.

Sometimes  on  the  news  they  talked  about  people  dying.  At
recess one day I was by myself, as I often was during that
time, wandering along the edge of the concrete basketball
court, when my class bully sauntered up to me. “Hey, I heard
about a lady that got killed in the war,” he chided, “Do you
think it was your mom?”

I hadn’t heard about the lady. Had she been on the news the
night before? No one had called to tell us something bad had
happened. Wouldn’t they call? But what if they had called;
what if Dad answered and didn’t want to tell us before school?
What if they knocked on our door but no one was home? Maybe
the bully had seen a news report that I’d missed? The thought
of never seeing my mom again overwhelmed me, and I sat down on
the concrete and cried for a long time.

 

 

While Mom was gone, we made up games to make time and distance
not seem so massive, to trick ourselves into feeling like we
might have some sort of control. For “When will Mom come
home?” the whole family—my dad, sister, brother, grandparents,
and I—scribbled our return date guesses across the calendar.
My sister’s prediction, March 12, 1991, was the earliest,
three and a half months aft er Mom’s departure. The rest of us
hoped but doubted she was close.

As March arrived, we only got a couple days’ notice that



Shavonne’s guess was exactly right. As suddenly as war had
swooped into our lives, it ended. We let ourselves be consumed
by frenzied preparations for Mom’s homecoming, spending hours
tracing  letters  and  gluing  glitter  onto  bright  sheets  of
poster board. There were trips to Party City to buy trunk-
loads  of  yellow  ribbons  and  American  flags.  We  must  have
alerted the relatives the elementary school, my Girl Scout
troop, the whole neighborhood, and Mom’s college roommate,
because hordes of them showed up at McChord Air Force Base
outside Seattle on the morning of March 12.

Together  we  stood  behind  a  chain  link  fence,  a  crowd  of
hundreds, watching the empty runway. Shavonne and I held signs
and  chattered  with  our  classmates.  Matt,  too  young  to
understand where Mommy had been or why, just knew that this
was the day she was coming home. He coiled his tiny hands
around the fence and rocked back and forth, back and forth,
eyes glued to the tarmac. His expectant little face, framed by
a puff y black and red jacket, became a popular clip on local
news segments.

I don’t know how long we waited before we heard the drone of
an approaching aircraft . The crowd hushed. We twisted our
heads frantically and shielded our eyes from the sun. A dark
speck emerged on the horizon, and we erupted into a cacophony
of cheers. The dark speck got bigger and turned into a place
that  drift  ed  slowly  across  the  landscape.  As  it  inched
closer, the crowd grew wild. We screamed and shook the fence.
My dad scooped up my brother. Someone, a grandparent maybe,
grabbed my hand. Reporters yelled into their microphones. We
were supposed to stay behind the fence, but when the plane
landed and the first camouflaged figure emerged, we stampeded
the runway. All I could see was legs: jeans and khakis and
sweats, then a trickle of camouflage moving upstream, and then
a pair of legs that stopped and dropped a bag and bent and
hugged and cried, and then I was in her arms and nuzzling my
face into her hair and the world was whole again.



 

 

For a while after her deployment, I screamed every time Mom
put on her uniform. Then, gradually, the Army faded into the
background again, one weekend a month, two weeks a year. The
blip,  Desert  Storm,  followed  us  all  like  a  shadow,  not
unpleasant, but always there.

We were extra thankful on Thanksgiving when the phone didn’t
ring. We got teary-eyed whenever Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless
the U.S.A.” came on the radio, an anthem for Mom’s unit. For
years, our schools asked Mom to give Veterans’ Day speeches,
and Shavonne and I modeled Saudi Arabian clothes she’d brought
back as souvenirs: black draping capes and veils that covered
everything except a square around our eyes, similar to the
burqas I’d see eighteen years later in Afghanistan. I loved
being a part of Mom’s experience, if only from under the veil.
I liked to twirl and see the fabric billow around me. Mostly I
liked watching my mom.

She talked about how difficult life was for women in Saudi
Arabia. “They have to cover all their skin, even when it’s
really hot outside,” she said. “If they don’t, the police can
arrest them! And they aren’t allowed to drive!” Even as an
American, Mom said, she couldn’t go certain places because she
was a woman. She told our classmates about the armed guards on
the hospital buses and around the compound to help keep the
doctors and nurses safe. Mom shared that she was afraid at
first to take care of Iraqi prisoners, but she learned that
they only fought because their families were threatened by
Saddam Hussein. I thought how brave she was and how lucky I
was to have a mom who was more than just a mom, but also a
soldier, a healer, and a hero who helped save people from that
mean man. After Mom finished speaking everyone clapped for
her, and I beamed under my veil.



I didn’t know how painful those events were for my mom. I
didn’t realize she struggled diving back into her roles as
wife and mother and everything else we heaped on her. She
didn’t discuss her terror at nightly air raids, or her aching
loneliness, or her doubts about her ability to handle combat.
I didn’t know she carried trauma with her every day, even aft
er she returned home. I didn’t understand her earnestness when
we  made  a  family  pact  that  no  one  else  would  join  the
military, because one deployment was enough.
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New  Essay  by  Lauren  Kay
Johnson: Things Received
A portion of this essay was originally published in Cobalt
Review.

It came by helicopter twice a week, if weather and security
were sufficient for air travel. In the shack next to the
Helicopter Landing Zone, it was sorted by unit; everything
bound for “Provincial Reconstruction Team Paktia” loaded onto
the back of a rickety cart, driven by our personnel officer
down  the  gravel  walkway  to  the  meeting  area  outside  our
military barracks. Sometimes we waited there too. On clear
days, we anticipated the announcement before the sergeant’s
booming voice crackled over the radio.

“Mail call! Mail call in front of the B-huts!”

There were letters and cards, photos of people we missed and
postcards  of  places  we  couldn’t  be.  I  taped  mine  to  the
plywood wall next to my bed in a patchwork wallpaper of home.
Sometimes cards fell down on me while I slept, blanketing me
in sentiment:

We’re all thinking of you, Lauren.

Stay Safe!

I love you.

Kick some Taliban butt!

Though America at large may have forgotten, it was clear that
elementary schools and church groups remembered we were a
nation  at  war.  Students  mailed  handwritten  notes  with
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endearing  misspellings,  backward  letters  and  stick-figure
doodles. Adult influence peppered the messages—too vengeful,
too assured—but they succeeded in making us smile. Churches
sent crocheted crosses and assured us that God was blessing
the brave soldiers and America, though blessing us with what
they didn’t specify.

There were favorite snacks. For me, Twizzlers, trail mix with
M&Ms, and the Risen chocolates I’d horded as a child from my
grandparents’ candy bowls. There were baked goods that had
gone stale during transit (we still ate them), chocolates or
gummies that melted into one gooey glob (we ate them too). We
learned to hunt for the tiny plastic baby inside a New Orleans
King Cake and that Italian pizzelles look like crusty waffles
but taste like buttered heaven.

There were resupplies: batteries, shampoo, baby wipes, lip
balm,  my  favorite  pomegranate  body  wash;  and  practical
luxuries:  alcohol-free  hand  sanitizer,  extra  strength
moisturizer to combat the dry air and highly-chlorinated water
that  flaked  off  our  skin  in  scaly  patches.  There  were
indulgences: the stockpile of gourmet coffee that doused the
stale  office  in  rotations  of  chocolate-covered  cherry  and
hazelnut biscotti fumes, Netflix discs that often arrived out
of sequence: True Blood Season 2 disc 2, while disc 1 stalled
somewhere in southwest Asia. There were iPods to replace those
done in by Afghan dust and CDs for an attempt to keep up with
pop culture. We ordered books and movies to read and watch,
but also to ensure our names would be called in front of the
barracks in 2-4 weeks.

There were holiday treats, which made missing holidays both
more tolerable and more obvious, and knickknacks we imbued
with greater meaning. A Halloween skeleton decoration from my
mom became an office mascot, a meager version of ventriloquist
Jeff Dunham’s Achmed the Dead Terrorist: Scull replaced with a
printout of Achmed’s turbaned head, “I KILL YOU” scrawled
across a speech bubble. He would get new attire to mark each



holiday.
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Achmed enjoys Mardi Gras

There were what we called “leftovers,” items that had outlived
their American usefulness or had been cast off from larger
bases:  gossip  magazines  broadcasting  celebrity  marriages,
which by the time we read of them had ended. Cases of Girl
Scout cookies, but only the tasteless shortbread variety. (I
once heard rumor of a single box of Thin Mints but never saw
evidence.) There were packages designated “for any soldier,”
usually stuffed with candy; for well-meaning patriotic souls,
sugar was a salve for any conflict. Occasionally, a “for any
female soldier” made its way to our tiny base on the Pakistan
border, and the seven of us gathered to ogle expired Mary Kay
lotions, nail polishes and lipsticks we weren’t authorized to
wear, and, once, a box of extra-large bras.

There  were  things  that  defied  categorization,  like  the
shipment of promotional materials for American Idol Season 4
runner-up Bo Bice. There were items designated for Afghan
humanitarian aid: hats knitted by a widow in Florida, school
supplies, sunscreen and summer sandals, and boxes and boxes of
Beanie Babies.

The  Beanie  Babies  came  from  Indiana,  the  headquarters  of
Beanies  for  Baghdad,  an  organization  that  collected  the
stuffed  animals  to  send  to  deployed  troops  in  Iraq  and
Afghanistan for distribution to local children. The PRT Paktia
recipient rotated to a new unit volunteer every nine months.
For nine months, the Beanies came to me.

I thought it a noble idea, reallocating American surplus in
the form of fuzzy, bean-stuffed animals that were fleetingly
thought to be a valuable collector’s item. I was no stranger
to the toys—I still kept one of the rare nine original Beanies
on a bookshelf in my childhood bedroom: Flash the Dolphin,
purchased at a swim meet in my pre-teen years—and I was happy
to be their Paktia courier. I wasn’t expecting, however, the
sheer  quantity  of  Beanie  Babies  that  made  their  way  from



American households to Indiana, to cargo space on a commercial
airliner;  to  Germany  or  Spain  for  redistribution  and
refueling; likely to Kuwait or Kyrgyzstan for further sorting;
then on military aircraft to the Regional Mail Distribution
Center  at  Bagram  Air  Base,  Afghanistan;  then  on  smaller
aircraft to eastern region hubs in Khost or Paktika provinces;
then finally by helicopter to Paktia, separated into the PRT
pile, loaded onto the back of the gator, driven down the
gravel walkway and passed, with growing amusement, into my
expectant hands.

The author out on mission

At first, I opened the boxes alone at my desk, rummaging
through  layers  of  bright  plush,  pulling  out  any  pigs
(insulting in Muslim culture), the American flag-emblazoned
bears (a bit too overt), and any snacks or novelties buried
underneath to be tossed in the office “morale pile” for mass
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consumption.  The  remaining  Beanies  were  stacked  in  the
humanitarian aid freight container next to bags of rice and
fluffy piles of winter coats. After a while, though, something
happened that neither I nor the founder of Beanies for Baghdad
could  have  predicted.  Maybe  it  was  the  regularity  of  the
packages in a place where nothing seemed regular, or nostalgia
to bridge comforts few and far between. Perhaps it served as
simply a colorful diversion from the monotonous, dusty brown.
Whatever the reason, I suddenly became very popular on mail
days.

The coffee maker spewed sweet fumes over a growing crowd while
I sliced the packing tape on the familiar boxes. Over the
clack of busy keyboards and wind rattling the flimsy outer
door, the office rang with cries of, “Oh this one’s so cute!
I’m  gonna  put  it  on  my  desk!”  A  young  Airman  started  a
collection of sea creatures; by the time we left, she could
have  staged  a  production  of  The  Little  Mermaid.  We  could
barely see our head medic behind the community of bears that
inhabited her desk. I kept two cats perched next to a picture
of my real cats. At Christmastime, a parade of festively-
adorned Beanies marched across the conference room table. We
discovered a dinosaur that bore uncanny resemblance to the
sword-wielding figure on the insignia for the neighboring Army
unit, and the unit adopted him, using a sharpie to make color
corrections and gluing a plastic knife between his paws. Some,
like the gruff Army First Sergeant, feigned annoyance, but a
smile twitched across his lips as he cursed the Beanies under
his breath.

Even  the  PRT’s  hard-headed,  no-nonsense  lead  engineer  who
worked next door took a liking to a lemur with large, goofy
eyes. One day I threw the lemur over the wall that separated
our offices—it had become habit for us to launch care package
goodies back and forth, a form of warzone entertainment. On
this occasion, though, all that came flying back was a comment
about “this one” being “especially ugly.” Big Eyes spent the



rest of our tour displayed prominently on the engineer’s desk
(watched over by Bo Bice’s shaggy-haired, bare-chested image
from a calendar that the engineering team swore they hung
ironically).

A few of the Beanie Babies even made it back to the States.
Birthday bears were popular to send to loved ones at home, but
occasionally another critter grabbed someone’s attention. I
remember one afternoon a Security Forces soldier plucked a
Beanie from its box and held it out in his burly arm. The
soldier’s rifle, slung across his chest, rattled as he bounced
excitedly, smiling through a cheek-full of tobacco.

“Hey L-T, mind if I take this one? I want to send it to my
daughter. She loves pandas.”

I didn’t think about it then, the irony of these well-traveled
Beanies, making their way from their original homes to Indiana
and through the 2-4 week odyssey to Paktia, only to be boxed
up and sent back in reverse. On both ends, something to fill
the gaps between the lines. Something to miss or hope for,
something to crave. A distraction—escape from monotony and
chaos and uncertainty, and from other topics we’d rather not
discuss.

Lauren Johnson Interviews Amy
Waldman, Author of ‘A Door in
the Earth’
Amy Waldman’s novel, A Door in the Earth, follows Parveen, a
young  Afghan-American  woman  who  returns  to  her  war-torn
homeland after discovering a memoir by humanitarian Gideon
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Crane. Parveen is not the only American influenced by the
book;  Mother  Afghanistan  has  become  a  bible  for  American
counterinsurgency operations  in the country. If part of that
story  rings  familiar,  it  is:  The  book-within-a-book  was
inspired by Three Cups of Tea, Greg Mortenson’s 2006 memoir of
building schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan, which was later
revealed to be largely fabricated.

I was one of the legions of soldiers who read and fell head
over steel-toed boots for Mortenson’s story. Like Waldman’s
protagonist, I ultimately found myself in a remote corner of
Afghanistan  in  2009.  As  a  military  information  operations
officer, I was charged with “winning hearts and minds”—an
instrument of the “kind power” advocated by Gideon Crane. I
didn’t share Parveen’s Afghan heritage, but I see my younger
self in her idealism and naivety. I feel the crushing blow
when expectations and reality clash.  

I relate these parallels to Waldman before our interview, and
she  begins  by  asking  me  questions  about  my
experience—curiosity  cultivated  through  a  career  in
journalism,  but  also  desire  to  learn,  to  investigate,  to
understand. Waldman’s first novel, The Submission, explores
the aftereffects of  9/11 on American soil, imagining what
might happen if a Muslim-American wins a blind competition to
design a Ground Zero Memorial. A Door in the Earth is her
second novel.

Lauren Johnson: You worked as a reporter for a number of years
with the New York Times and covered both ground zero in the
aftermath of 9/11 as well as the war overseas for a few years.
I’d love to hear you talk a little about what led you to
pursue  journalism  to  begin  with  and  how  your  experiences
reporting after 9/11 shaped your perspective as a writer.

Amy Waldman: I finished college and didn’t quite know what I
wanted to do. I was interested in writing, film, but it was
all fairly vague. And then I ended up moving to South Africa a



year after graduation. First, I was volunteering there in a
university—teaching and helping in other ways, and then I
began doing some freelance reporting. It was 1992, 1993, so
apartheid was ending. It was a very exciting time in the
country’s history, and so partly I felt like being a reporter
gave me a way to go witness all of this, gave me a reason to
be going to rallies and protests. I have a strong interest in
social justice, so it was a way to write about things I cared
about. I sort of felt like I backed into journalism a little
bit. But then felt like, Okay, this is what I want to do.

I  came  back  from  South  Africa,  worked  at  the  magazine
Washington Monthly, then went to the New York Times and spent
five years writing about New York City. And then 9/11. I was
in  New  York  for  about  six  weeks  afterward  covering  the
aftermath and then was sent overseas . . . I ended up in
Afghanistan in November 2001, then went back repeatedly over
the next few years. It was, obviously, a much more peaceful
time there. There was a lot more freedom of movement. I went
to Helmand and places that within a few years it was much more
dangerous to go to. So I had, I think, a very personal,
visceral sense of what was happening with the war because I
had  seen  this  window  of  optimism  and  openness,  and  then
watched it closing.

I was actually briefly sent to Iraq after the invasion. And I
think that was really informative for me, too—in registering
all  the  ways  that  diverted  resources  and  attention  from
Afghanistan, but also the sense of an occupation was much more
palpable there. I think Afghanistan did have this identity
much more as the ‘good war,’ and our reasons for being there
were clearer. And yet, it helped me see certain parallels
between Iraq and Afghanistan and our presence in both places.
Also just watching things start to sour. In Iraq I felt them
start to sour very quickly. I was there maybe two months at
the most, and within that time I saw the change. Afghanistan,
it was much slower — the disillusionment that built, among



Afghans, but also my sense is even within the military, and
for reporters as well. Even once I left the region I followed
really  closely  what  was  happening  with  the  war  and  our
presence there and just felt very confused by it. I guess it’s
the simplest way to put it. You know, more and more this sense
that there was—and frankly is—no good solution to this, and
that we hadn’t thought through where this was going.

I think that’s a very long way of saying that all of my
post-9/11 experience fed into the first novel I wrote. The
Submission is much more about America and how 9/11 changed us
at home. I’m interested in, even in fiction, moral questions
and  the  choices  we  have  to  make  both  as  a  society  and
individuals about how to answer these moral questions. The
first novel came out of reporting in America and reporting
abroad and the ideas of: What did we want to be as a country
in the wake of 9/11? What were our values? What should change?
What should stay the same? And then for individuals, how did
your personal, political, psychological history weigh into how
you answer these questions?

I really loved Afghanistan as a country. I always loved going
there. I loved the people that I met and people that I worked
with. I was good friends with a lot of our interpreters there.
I felt anguish about what I saw happening. [A Door in the
Earth] is, in a way, another chapter of what I had started
with the first novel: who we are at home. Afghanistan was
where I wanted to try to understand who and what we are
abroad.

I also felt like 9/11 created this whole new set of tropes and
ideas and conditions about who we imagined ourselves to be.
Three Cups of Tea I think was so popular because it fit into
that  idea  of  who  we  think  we  are.  I  was  interested  in
idealism, even going back to when I went to South Africa as a
young person. I kind of love that impulse in Americans, to
want to go and help abroad. But I also think as I’ve gotten
older I question it more and see it as much more complicated,



and I don’t have as clear a sense of how to think about it.
Fiction for me is a good place to work out things that I don’t
know the answers to, or don’t exactly know how to think about.
So that all fed into this novel. That was a very long answer.

Lauren Johnson: I appreciate long answers because these are
challenging things to think about, and I don’t think there is
an easy answer a lot of times. I heard that for The Submission
the idea kind of lodged itself in your brain, and you had
initially shelved it while you were working as a journalist.
Then it wouldn’t stop gnawing at you so you decided to listen
to it, and you stopped working for the Times and wrote the
novel. Was the seed for A Door in the Earth similar to that?
Was it an obsession, for lack of better words?

Amy Waldman: Yeah, it actually was. I had not read Three Cups
of Tea, and then Jon Krakauer published Three Cups of Deceit
and  60  Minutes  did  its  report,  and  I  became  completely
obsessed with the entire thing. So I read Three Cups of Tea at
that point. I wasn’t even that interested in [Greg Mortenson]
as  a  person  or  what  his  motivations  were,  I  was  more
interested in why did so many people buy into this myth? What
did that say about us? I felt like it got at something pretty
deep, both in who we are as Americans, but also in the War on
Terror, the war in Afghanistan. I couldn’t easily articulate
what that was, but I felt like it really went to the heart of
something there. And then I also was really interested in what
would it feel like to believe in this cause or this person and
then find out that in all kinds of ways, it wasn’t what you
thought it had been.

I spent a lot of time online reading reactions from people
after Three Cups of Tea was exposed. I was interested in the
people who were really angry at Krakauer for exposing him—this
idea that we need heroes, and it’s wrong to tear them down,
even if they’re false heroes. But then I would find, say, a 14
year old girl who would be like, ‘I’m crushed, because I
really believed in this and raised money for this.’ What would



that feel like to be that young and having this experience? I
was trying to make sense of why was it so popular, why did the
military latch on to it, and then what would it feel like to
find out that basically you’ve hitched your idealism—which is
a genuine feeling—to something that’s false. I kept meeting
people who said, ‘Oh, I went into education because of that
book,’ or ‘My brother went to help in Pakistan because of that
book.’ So, if something’s not true but it’s motivating people
to help, that’s really interesting as well. So anyway, it just
seemed very messy and interesting. I usually feel like when I
become obsessed with something, that’s fertile territory for a
novel.

Lauren Johnson: And why did you choose 2009 as a time frame in
particular?

Amy Waldman: Initially, I think I didn’t have the novel set in
any particular year. When I’m writing fiction I’m always torn,
especially the kind of fiction I do—at least everything I’ve
done so far—which is so obviously spun off reality in some
way. I’m always torn about how specific do I want to get? In
The Submission, I don’t say it’s 9/11. I left it vague in
terms of what the attack in question was. I never use the term
9/11 or September 11 anywhere in the book, because I felt like
it just takes you out of a fictional world into one that
immediately you’re thinking about all your associations and
experiences with 9/11.

In this case, the more I thought about it and started looking
at different points in the war, I just felt like it actually
does matter to be specific. That year was so interesting to
me, for all the reasons I weave into the novel: everything
from  Obama  becoming  president  and  rethinking  the  whole
Afghanistan strategy, to the number of casualties of American
soldiers rising, to growing public disenchantment at home. . .
It really just felt like that was a pivotal year in the war.
And so it seems a good pivot point to set the story when all
of this is going on.



Lauren Johnson: And it’s definitely rooted in reality. You
mentioned a lot of things that took place that year, including
the  airstrike  in  Farah  that  led  to  massive  civilian
casualties, and the attack in Kunduz in November where the
British reporter was kidnapped. I appreciated all those little
reminders.  And  I  think  someone  who  maybe  didn’t  have  an
obsession with that region in 2009-2010 would still pick up on
those elements, that it feels very grounded.

Amy Waldman: Yes, but I think, equally though, someone who
didn’t know anything—in a way it wouldn’t matter. It’s almost
like I’m speaking to you as a reader in one way and another
reader in another way. I’m putting all those things in; to me,
it’s exciting that you would get them and register them and
their  significance.  But  equally,  I  know  there’s  a  lot  of
readers who will not have paid any attention to any of those
things. I kind of like tucking in reality into fiction. I like
that people who get it will get it. But I also feel like, if
you don’t, that’s fine, too. It doesn’t matter if you never
read the news about Afghanistan, I want it to affect you
emotionally. Maybe there’s a way putting it in fiction will do
that, even if you turn off the news.

Lauren Johnson: Yeah, absolutely. It grounds it but also has
those emotional reverberations, and I think particularly the
way that you approach it from a new perspective. That’s one of
the things that I really appreciate about the book as a whole
is all the different perspectives. You’re not looking at this
from  the  traditional  whitewashed  American  lens  that  most
people are used to viewing war through. You weave in all these
different points of view against the backdrop of war that
captures a fuller spectrum. There’s Parveen—and I would love
to  hear  more  about  your  choice  to  make  her  your
protagonist—and then all the colorful characters she interacts
with along the way.

Amy Waldman: Originally there was going to be, I think, five
different sections, and each would have a different central



character. Aziz, the [military] interpreter, and Trotter [the
American military commander] were going to have one section,
and [Parveen] was going to have another section. But when I
started working on it, it just didn’t work. And so I ended up
kind of folding everything into her story. And it really to me
became about her story, but braided together with all these
other people. I wanted someone young, because I feel like that
is a point when you are more open to influences, and partly
it’s a novel about her wrestling with all these adult figures
and mentors and influences, and kind of coming to terms with
them.

The idea of a young American going abroad is a very familiar
story and has been done in fiction. I decided to make her
Afghan-American, partly because I wanted her to have some
understanding of the culture and speak the language. I feel
like every American in some way has a place that they are
connected  to—it  can  be  very  immediate,  it  can  be  very
distant—and they’re sort of these ghost places for us where
you imagine a strong connection. And then what happens when
that’s tested and you have to come face to face with real
people? Also, I’m always very interested in people who are
kind of caught in between. With her and Aziz, I felt like they
were both in that situation. The question of allegiances: even
if that’s clear in your own mind, how do other people perceive
you?

Lauren Johnson: You cover a really impressive spectrum. With
Parveen herself, with the family she’s staying with, Waheed’s
family, who are mostly just trying to exist and live their
lives in this remote Afghan village, and then Colonel Trotter
and these American soldiers who are also inspired by Gideon
Crane’s book and the “kind power” notion. And I’m glad you
mentioned Aziz, I think he was my favorite character.

Amy Waldman: Oh, that makes me happy!

Lauren  Johnson:  I  think  interpreters  don’t  get  a  lot  of



attention  for  the  precarious  position  that  they’re  in,
straddling these different worlds and competing agendas. I
really appreciated that perspective. But again, it’s how you
weave everyone all together. Parveen observes at one point
that  her  “sympathies  kept  tilting  back  and  forth,  never
finding a perfect place to rest.” I have to say, that’s how I
felt  throughout  the  book,  not  really  comfortable  aligning
myself 100% with any character. And I think that’s in large
part because of all these different perspectives that you
invite us to consider. Would you say that one of your messages
is that there is no comfortable place to rest in war?

Amy  Waldman:  Yes.  Although  I’d  maybe  say  there’s  no
comfortable  place  to  rest  in  life!

Lauren Johnson: That’s a fair edit!

Amy Waldman: But yes, I think that’s true. When I was younger
I was very certain about a lot of things, and I think I’ve
become less and less so, which is often frustrating. There are
things—and I could go on at great length—where I have a very
strong sense of what’s right and what’s wrong, including in
war. I mean, there’s a lot happening right now in Afghanistan
that I think is egregiously wrong. But that feeling you have
is exactly what I wanted. That certainly in that situation
there’s nobody’s saintly or perfect, whether that’s because
they’re  trying  to  survive  or  that’s  human  nature.  There
shouldn’t be a comfortable place to rest. Certainly in war.

Lauren Johnson: I grew up in the era of chick flicks where in
90 minutes someone falls in love and lives happily ever after;
it’s just this clean-cut story line. As I’ve gotten older I
realized that’s not the case, basically ever. And that’s part
of coming of age. To me, a lot of Parveen’s experience read
like a coming of age story also.

Amy Waldman: Yes.

Lauren Johnson: She’s confronted with the fact that life isn’t



black and white, that there are shades of gray everywhere, and
it’s uncomfortable. Your decisions have ripple effects, and
even if you’re making them with good intentions, you can’t
count on them having positive outcomes.

Amy Waldman: The more I worked on this novel, that idea became
something I thought about more and more. Just what do our
actions do? In the name of whatever cause you believe in, how
do you affect other people? That’s the beauty of being alive-
—how interconnected we all are—but also it’s very hard to live
without having repercussions in the lives of others, whether
you want to or not. And the gap between our ideas of ourselves
in the world and our realities in the world interests me too.
How do you ever stand far enough outside yourself to even see
how you affect others?

Lauren Johnson: Having not been back to the country in so
long, you render the landscape so strikingly. And you also
invite readers into this very intimate setting of an Afghan
home, which is mostly closed off to us here in the West. I
would love to hear more about how you were able to capture the
spaces and characters authentically.

Amy Waldman: The landscape there made such an impression on
me. Some of that just stayed with me, and then I certainly
drew on the reporting I had done when I was there. There’s
little  lines  and  things  people  said  to  me  when  I  was  a
reporter that I probably wove into the book or gave me the
seed for an idea. So I had that base for having spent time
there, but it was very difficult not being able to—or, I
should say, deciding not to—go back and research. Instagram I
love for the visual reminders it provides, and there’s so many
photographers doing great work there. I read a lot of books,
including Afghan Post [by Wrath-Bearing Tree co-editor Adrian
Bonenberger].  There  are  quite  a  few  documentaries  that  I
watched,  and  I  also  did  a  lot  of  research  on  maternal
mortality. I read [military blogs] for more logistical detail.
Anthropology—there’s  not  so  much  that’s  super  recent  just



because  of  conditions,  but  there’s  enough  to  be  really
helpful. There’s a lot out there. But it’s not the same as
going back.

Lauren Johnson: I’m glad you mentioned maternal mortality.
Could you talk about why you chose to focus on that as one of
the central issues? [Crane, the humanitarian, witnesses an
Afghan woman’s death in childbirth, and in response decides to
build a clinic for women in her village]

Amy Waldman: Yes. So once I came up with the idea that, in a
way, it’s a book about a book—the influence of this memoir—I
was trying to think, who is this person who wrote it? What was
he doing in this village? I don’t remember exactly what the
spark was for that, but as soon as I thought about it, it
totally made sense. I mean, maternal mortality is a huge issue
in Afghanistan, and it also was a way to get at one of the
complicated things about this war, which is the whole issue of
women. Are we there to save them or protect them? Is that a
true reason or a pretext? And also the contradictions embedded
in that—for example the way we’ve mostly allowed women to be
left out of the peace process.

And so I wanted to see how those contradictions in America’s
relationship to women in Afghanistan would play out in the
story I’d invented. What is PR and what is a legitimate desire
to help? What is our obligation? I felt like it was a way for
[Parveen] to connect with women in the village as well. And
then all the complexities around—and again this came out of my
reporting, some of it at least—who can treat women, medically,
and how does that work? So, it just seemed like the issue to
build the novel around.

Lauren Johnson: And one of the other ways that Parveen ends up
connecting with the women in the village is in reading them
Crane’s book, which is such an interesting layer. She quickly
realizes that events and descriptions in the book don’t line
up with the reality of the people who were living it. Aside



from that, the moments in those scenes where we get to see the
women interacting away from the men and their daily routines
was a really powerful image. They take their burqas off and
they’re teasing each other, and harping on their husbands,
talking about sex; just women being women. I think that’s an
important element, too, that gets lost in the politicized
discussions  of  war:  just  people  being  people  and  the
connective  power  of  that.

Amy Waldman: I definitely wanted to have that. I would say the
war was the thing that propelled the novel into existence, and
yet I didn’t want it only to be about that. And I did feel
strongly that all the reasons I really loved Afghanistan, I
wanted to try to get some of that across. And, you know,
people everywhere are just funny and saucy and smart. Someone
once  said  to  me  that  it’s  much  easier  to  focus  on  the
differences  with  people  in  other  cultures  than  it  is  the
similarities. That was probably in the context of being a
reporter, but I think it’s true in fiction too, that it’s very
easy to exoticize everything that’s different or extreme in
another culture. But the truer portrait is capturing at least
some of ways that people are quite similar anywhere: their
friendships, their relationships, their desires—all of that.

Lauren Johnson: Were any of the moments that occur in the book
echoes of experiences you had in Afghanistan?

Amy Waldman: Good question. Funny, at this point it’s so hard
to even sort everything out. There are things that were not
experiences, but were taken from the news. [One incident,
removed  to  avoid  spoilers]  is  based  on  this  tiny,  one
paragraph news item that I found years ago . . . that’s always
really haunted me. Frankly, the Konduz incident—the translator
who died was someone I was really close to and had worked
with, so that never went away for me. I had very strong
feelings about it and wanted it not forgotten. And then there
would just be little things. Like when Waheed says to Parveen,
“You know, I wish my wives could do what you do.” When I was



in a Pashtun area reporting, this man said that to me: “I wish
my wife could do what you do.” I just never expected to hear
that there.

There are little things that in one way or another either are
my experience or things I read. [I read a paper] about the
relationship  between  Israel  and  the  Palestinians,  the
psychology of an occupation, and that fed into my thinking:
this  idea  of,  is  an  old  man  just  an  old  man  or  is  he
dangerous? What does it mean to be an occupying power? As the
fear  increases,  how  do  you  start  to  interact  with  the
population?  I  feel  like  that’s  a  central  tension  of  our
presence there: Supposedly trying to help and win hearts and
minds, and yet we’re also terrified and have no idea who to
trust. How do those things coexist with each other?

Lauren Johnson: I actually wrote down a line where Parveen
wonders: “What did it mean to offer help to people you don’t
trust?”

Amy Waldman: Exactly.

Lauren Johnson: That was certainly something on my mind when I
was there, and I’m sure many of my compatriots as well. That
really complicated mixture of the inherent power that comes
with  being  an  American  military  member,  but  also  the
vulnerability that comes with it, and just the pervasive lack
of knowledge and understanding, and then the rules that are
being dictated by people who aren’t actually on the ground—and
you  captured  that  web  in  really  kind  of  an  appropriately
discombobulating way.

Amy Waldman: That’s interesting, that idea that you are not
making the rules. And also that, in this novel, and it seemed
to me there, like the rules were always changing.

Lauren Johnson: Yeah, absolutely.

Amy Waldman: I think for most Americans and Afghans that’s



incredibly  confusing.  Because  there’s  no  consistent
relationship. And even as a soldier, you’re still a human
being, and you’re told one day to perceive the people in this
place a certain way, and the next day you’re told to perceive
them in a different way. How are you supposed to reconcile
that internally as well as externally in your actions and your
reactions?

Lauren Johnson: Right. And how are you supposed to inspire
trust in an interaction when you’re going in with body armor
and two weapons and ballistic sunglasses and fourteen ton
vehicles? So many paradoxes inherent in war.

Amy Waldman: Yes, paradox is the word.

Lauren Johnson: The fact that this war has now been going on
for 18 years, I think it’s fitting that this is not a book
that wraps up neatly at the end. Parveen has this great line
that it is “a war shaggy with loose ends.” Which does not
satisfy my idealistic American desire for happy ending, but
it’s also very appropriate. Was that a conscious decision?

Amy Waldman: Yes. It was hard for me to imagine a happy
ending, to be honest. I think this is a very slow moving, epic
tragedy  and  it’s  gotten  so  much  worse—for  Afghans,  in
particular, in the past few years. I just felt like the most
honest ending was one that was unresolved . . . It’s more
just, we have to think about these things. We can’t just be
congratulating ourselves all the time on being the saviors of
the world. Not that we really are any more. In some ways I
feel like I’m writing about history more than the present.

[I also want to] touch on the role anger, for lack of a better
word, played in the writing of A Door in the Earth. So many
things about the war that were treated as normal—the lies or
withholding of information; the false rhetoric about success
or victory in the war; the sending of soldiers on missions or
to outposts that made no sense or seemed destined to fail; the



loss of life on both sides, of both soldiers and civilians,
and the lack of questioning whether those deaths, or lifelong
injuries, were a cost worth paying—seemed wrong to me, and the
novel was a way to work through that. I think one problem with
the civilian-military divide is that civilians don’t think
they have the right to ask these kinds of questions, because
we’re  not  serving,  when  for  me  that’s  the  reason  we’re
obligated to ask them.

Lauren Johnson: These two novels, it seems, very organically
fed into each other. Do you think you’ll stay in that zone,
about  the  aftereffects  of  9/11?  Or  is  that  still  to  be
determined?

Amy Waldman: I think it’s to be determined. I mean, sometimes
I think there must be a trilogy. It seems like these things
always come in threes, but I don’t know what the third one
would be. And I definitely don’t want to force it. Both these
books really just came out of, as we talked about, kind of
obsessions.  And  so,  I  feel  like  if  I  don’t  have  another
obsession, I will not write another novel along those lines. I
might write another novel, but it would be totally different.
And yet, I clearly am consumed by post-9/11 America and the
War on Terror. And since it never seems to end, I guess
eventually there may be another novel. But I would rather it
all ended and then I could write about something else.

Lauren  Johnson:  Do  you  ever  see  yourself  going  back  to
journalism?

Amy Waldman: I don’t think I would go back to the kind of
journalism I was doing. I could see doing more essay writing.
I keep thinking about how to write about what’s going on now .
. . The Afghan deaths, both soldiers and civilians, and the
numbers—how extreme that has become. And also the number of
airstrikes the US is now carrying out there, and how little
information there is about that—I think that’s what’s really
disturbing, that it almost becoming this secret war where we



just have very little sense of what’s going on and who’s doing
what. But I don’t want to write a novel about that. It would
be more an essay or op-ed. So that’s a long way of saying I
don’t know.

Lauren Johnson: Well you can be sure that I will be reading
everything you ever write from now on.


