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QUEEN OF SHEBA






They were not crowded but grouped comfortably
in small formations on the back porch – an impressive lofted plank
deck, half a decagon braced across the entire wall of the house and
hanging far out over the yard, a bone-breaking drop to the sidehill
below.

Farther beyond, the valley fell away into
apparent infinity, an impressive view, although what most of those
gathered on this commemorative occasion welcomed more was the
spring warmth for which they felt gratitude.

They were gathered at the home of Aaron
Thompson, who had been killed exactly a year ago during the opening
weeks of the US invasion of Iraq.

Soon afterward, Carolyn Thompson had found
herself with her husband on the front stoop of the house telling
the media assembled on the grass and on the dirt and gravel drive
that her soldier son Aaron had died for – "He died for all of us,"
she said, when in fact, as she now knew, it would have been far
more accurate to say that Aaron had been killed by all of us, that
Aaron and the rest of the foot-soldiers had been sent as cannon
fodder, however lethal, by the government of the United States and
by the powerful corporate forces that drove and staffed and
otherwise held large purchase on the government, and that Aaron had
been killed by everyone in the US who had let the government, the
corporate media and other cheerleaders carry out the illegal and
otherwise criminal invasion and occupation of Iraq – an act on the
same moral level as that of the conquest of Iraq by Hulagu Khan,
grandson of Genghis Khan, nearly 800 years earlier when his
invading legions overran the Middle East. This was the way Carolyn
understood the context of her son's death, now.

Carolyn had begun to see the fiction for the
fact in the misleading reports on TV, on the radio, and in print,
and what was more, she had heard it on her own lips – "He died for
all of us."

She knew better now. Because of. Not for.

What a bitter, nauseous thing it was to
Carolyn to learn the barbaric reality of how and why her son had
been sent to kill and be killed on criminal grounds by official
Americans, many elected, many not elected, who created, supported
and directed the invasion. One of those elected officials happened
to be family to Carolyn – her first cousin, Senator Sam Washburn,
who stood across from Carolyn on the deck today, leaning against
the part of the railing below which the ground fell most steeply,
as Carolyn could not help but be aware. Senator Sam Washburn stood
opposite Carolyn who had placed herself in front of the sliding
glass door, the lone entrance to the house.

Carolyn's youngest daughter Ellen had flown
in from college, and Jamie was there, the daughter of the Senator
and Ellen's close friend. Carolyn's elder children were there as
well, Ruthy and Mike who lived nearby, along with their young
children playing in the house and traipsing about the yard.
Carolyn's parents had come over too, Joanne and Bernie, as had the
reporter from the city paper who interviewed them all, Lynn
Jackson. A few neighbors were also in attendance, as was Aaron's
friend from the military, Juan Garza, who had been sitting by Aaron
in the Humvee when it was hit by the rocket-propelled grenade that
killed Aaron. They were all gathered on the deck today.

And Carolyn thought if you looked hard enough
you might even see a few of the Iraqi people standing around –
warriors and civilians both – including Iraqi children who might be
off playing in the house and yard with the Thompson family
children.






Given the deck's extraordinary height, when
the wind on stormy days whipped and the rain lashed and Carolyn had
stood at the glass door looking out across the boards this past
year, she had felt as if she were riding through some vast and
dangerous sea on a giant ship, on the Titanic, it could have been,
or a battle cruiser.

When the Senator placed one hand on the top
plank of the railing and gestured with his other hand while making
a point, Carolyn felt again the reality of the death of her son,
the reality that her own country had set him up, the government and
the powers that drove the government, not that the government was
really her government, not that it much represented what she
valued, except fictitiously, she had come to understand more and
more.

If her country had not invaded, Aaron would
not have been killed, not that she felt it was the country that had
invaded, not that it was the people – the people who had been flat
lied to and misled and overruled.

If great pains had not been taken to mislead
the people of the country, there would have been far less support
than even the limited amount that the official liars and
manipulators and true believers of a fantasy America in a fantasy
world were able to whip up.

And there he stood, Senator Sam Washburn,
Carolyn's first cousin, talking with her husband and some others.
He stood across from her now, by the railing, nothing between him
and infinity but what might be fragile wooden boards, except that
Carolyn knew the wood to be sturdy and protective. Her husband and
sons, Mike and Aaron, had built the deck themselves.






It might as well be the President of the
United States standing there. Carolyn would prefer that – she would
prefer that any opponent of hers not be a cousin but a stranger.
Unfortunately, life was not often so compliant.

Carolyn stared at the railing, at the top
plank and avoided looking at the hand of the Senator on the board.
She considered instead the nails that held the railing
together.

A few nails. All it took sometimes was a few
key nails and the whole thing came apart, or was sealed tight
forever, whatever it might be, a railing, or, say, a coffin.

A few nails and the railing was no more,
though the deck would remain. A few nails and the coffin was closed
tight forever. A few nails, a few bullets, a single
rocket-propelled grenade.






Carolyn's eldest daughter Ruthy came over and
put a hand on the fist of Carolyn that clenched a bottle of juice,
and Carolyn watched her own fingers relax and then release the
bottle on the table, and she pulled slightly away from Ruthy and
stared again over the valley.

She could scarcely think of a single person
missing on this solemn occasion, a person who might help make the
moment more affirming of the memory of Aaron, who might help salve
the pain of the loss if not Carolyn's outrage at her son's death,
an outrage which she had no intention of giving up, an outrage
which she had decided in recent months to acknowledge and reinforce
as appropriate, an outrage that, as she understood now, at the very
least, might likely see her through every single day of the rest of
her life, and through each remaining year – of which she meant
there to be plenty.

Carolyn picked up the bread knife.

She had even smiled at the Senator when she
invited him here – at least she thought she had smiled, tried to
force herself to do so through lips she felt turning to bone, and
now there he stood.

"Mom?" Ruthy said. And Carolyn began to cut
the bread.

She had once thought of this man standing
before her as a senator cousin, but now Carolyn regarded him mainly
as a cousin senator, a nice enough person privately who she had no
problem with in conventional moments such as this, for he was
polite and good humored, a gentle father and husband, an amiable
uncle, serious at times, caring and diligent too, a convivial man
who liked sports and music and pets and most anything else that
regular people typically liked. He was an almost every-people kind
of person. There was nothing wrong with him from that perspective,
she thought. Like most folks he was reasonable and compassionate in
many moments. He could be personable or prickly. He was the kind of
person who gave people a sense that there was much reason to think
of him as a good man – as Carolyn thought too, at least in
reference to this private side of his person, the way folks
generally tend to know and think of others (to the extent that they
do).

But to say that Carolyn had nothing personal
against Sam would be inaccurate, for though she held nothing of her
cousin's private side against him, what she knew of it, she
understood that there was far more to a person than what they did
directly face to face with you, there was what they did to you and
to people in general indirectly – there was what they did to
everyone indirectly, to the public, and there was no denying that
this other side of the Senator, his public side, his political
side, had facilitated the death of Aaron.

There was no denying that the public side of
the people in Congress (and beyond) was largely responsible for the
death of her son, since support for the attack and occupation of
Iraq was strong in the legislature, though not nearly so much among
the citizenry.

Carolyn had learned that unfortunately and to
its great discredit, Congress represented the people only when it
felt it could dare to. Otherwise Congress did not go far or at all
against the ruling dollars that funded the campaigns and dominated
the decision-making at almost every level.

Even more undemocratic and more repulsive to
Carolyn was the fact that the president represented the people even
less than Congress since the concentration of money could be
focused even more intensely on a single position, the top position,
thus tightening the grip of non-elected ruling wealth – one of the
many ongoing deeply anti-democratic traditions of America – and it
burned her all the more now as she thought of Aaron who had helped
build this deck she was standing on.

How late it was that she had learned the
first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court John Jay had made plain
that "the people who own the country ought to govern it" – as they
did today. Carolyn had come across that little detail this past
year, having looked more deeply into the country's past, as she had
had cause to.



And she had found out in no uncertain terms
that wealth ruled in the form of the corporate-state plutocrats and
like-minded folk willing to do their bidding either to better gain
and maintain lucrative and comfortable corporate and academic jobs,
or simply to identify themselves with some mythic notion of
greatness in this country, America, even if a lot of
flag-worshipers themselves enjoyed precious little prosperity or
other benefits from their faith.

The official position of Senator Sam
Washburn, support for the invasion and conquest of Iraq (and its
massive oil fields), was the position of Congress in general and by
and large. There had scarcely been a dissenting voice raised during
some of the votes to fund the atrocity. Of course this
congressional and executive support that had killed Aaron was also
killing, disfiguring and disabling the sons and daughters of many
other families in the US, not to mention the far more frequent
killing of the people of Iraq and the accelerating spread of
violence and chaos and desperation there due to lack of security,
lack of jobs, lack of medicines, lack of even electricity, and the
failure of the invading forces to establish non-abusive let alone
decent conditions of life.

It had all led, quite predictably, to an even
more ferocious resistance in Iraq that was gaining the
ever-increasing support of the population, despite the bombings,
beheadings, and other brutality by the resistance – so hated were
the country-destroying American invaders and those who sided with
them in the power-grab for which there was no end in sight and for
which there never had been an exit plan, because no exit had ever
been intended.

On the contrary, Carolyn had learned that
from the start the US had been intent upon building fourteen
permanent military bases for the purpose of dominating oil-rich
Iraq from now until Kingdom Come, or until there was oil no more.
That was the actual plan that US forces were still trying to
implement – morality, carnage, and the fate of the world be damned
– and never mind the views of the Iraqis.

Totally Dominant or Totally Dead seemed to be
the US model. Carolyn understood it now, the real standard for much
of US action in Iraq and the world. For this, her son had been sent
to kill and be killed, as Carolyn had gone through the great pain
of finding out. Because of this brute madness, Aaron had died. For
this homicidal and potentially suicidal endeavor, Aaron had been
led by official America.

Possibly she could be forgiven for dwelling
on it.






"I pledge allegiance to the flag of the
United States of America, and to the Republic for which it stands,
one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for
all." Recited day after day during her school years, the Pledge of
Allegiance came bitterly to Carolyn's mind as she watched the
Senator reach for his glass of soda on the railing. What did it
mean to swear loyalty to a strip of cloth? Was it not a form of
idolatry and brainwashing? Carolyn knew that her eldest daughter
Ruthy had come to think so.

When school started again last fall after
Aaron had been killed, Ruthy gave her children permission to not
recite the flag pledge if they chose. Ruthy had explained her views
to the teachers and to her children, and her children had both
decided not to say the pledge, and it made Carolyn wonder more than
ever what was normal, decent, and right – and what merely appeared
to be and was tolerated for no good reason or no real reason at
all, and worst of all what went on for terrible reasons, in
actuality, with terrible consequences of the sort the Thompsons
knew now only too well.

The ongoing atrocity was made to look so
normal-decent-and-right that Carolyn wondered if there was
something equally horrible behind the apparently normal desire of
the Senator to be here today with his extended family in this area
of his youth. Carolyn hoped the Senator had wished to be invited
for the conventional reasons of being one with family, difficult as
family could be.

This was what Carolyn had sensed inside her
cousin senator, but given his role as Senator, not as cousin, not
as Sam, Carolyn felt she could not entirely be sure of his real
motivations regarding even the killing of her son, especially
regarding the killing of her son, though she had no direct evidence
that the Senator would use this trip home to family for political
gain.

Should she make anything of the fact that she
and Glenn rarely saw the Senator in person, so busy was he off in
Washington or touring the state?

How was she to know for certain why he and
his wife and daughter had come to the old church for the
commemorative ceremony for Aaron?

Whatever the reasons, the Senator stood now
by the railing at the highest part of the deck.

Even voting against her cousin senator would
be of no use, Carolyn knew. She could not vote against the Senator,
not because he was family, but because his opponent was an equally
strong advocate of the invasion and occupation. Incumbent
candidates like Sam rarely lost anyway. Even if they did, opposing
candidates who had any chance to win in the big money nominating
system were often as bad or worse than the incumbent.

And it was called democracy.

And Carolyn was the Queen of Sheba.

Carolyn whitebread Thompson of European
descent. Was it not obvious how extremely rich, powerful and black
she was, just like the mighty Queen of Sheba traveling from her
wealthy Empire in ancient Ethiopia across the wide lands to marry
an equally powerful ruler who had the reputation of being the
wisest and best of all kings?

Yes, indeed, Carolyn stretch-the-paycheck
Thompson must actually be the Queen of Sheba if America was really
the land of the people, by the people, for the people.

And her husband Glenn – who had helped build
this splendid deck and much of the house – he was even better known
throughout all the wide world as King Solomon, wisest of mortals,
whom the Queen of Sheba had traveled from afar to challenge by quiz
and then to marry.

Yes, just as Carolyn was the Queen, so was
America a functioning democracy, where everyone was able to
meaningfully participate in how things were done, what got done,
what decisions were made.

The only problem – and it was beginning to
bother Carolyn the Queen more and more – there was something wrong
with King Solomon. It seemed to Carolyn that now after several
decades of her glorious marriage to the King's wondrous self,
mighty and matchless as the King might be, it seemed to Carolyn
that the wise King could have by now figured out some way to get
rid of the potholes at the end of driveway. And yet it was not
so.

Carolyn wondered if she should give her
venerable King a few more years before she walked down the royal
drive, carrying a pick-axe and a shovel to see what the hell she
could do about the problem herself.

Queen of Sheba. American democracy. Oh,
yes.

Her son, Aaron. Dead.

Carolyn stared across the deck. What harm
could it do to act like the Queen of Sheba for a single day,
Carolyn mused, or even for a single moment of a day, if only in a
small way here on the deck among family and friends where Carolyn
felt she might very well like to rise in judgment as had been
prophesied of the Queen, that she would rise in judgment of those
who committed horrible deceptions and wrongdoings upon the
people?

Just so, Carolyn felt she might like to rise
up to full power, if doing so was not too grand a notion – which,
thinking of Aaron, and thinking of all the others killed and maimed
and all the billions of dollars of time and energy wasted, and all
the infuriating deceit, Carolyn decided that any rising up on part
of herself and others would not be so much a gesture that was grand
as one that was directly to the point and long overdue.

Much of the public, including herself, and
maybe everyone, as far as Carolyn could see now, had been in some
part deceived by the mass of manipulations, but were they not as a
public also too often merely inert, asleep, disorganized, sailing
sweetly or cynically, reckless or mindless, down long rivers of
denial in life, if not rivers of ignorance, if not long rivers of
vast irresponsibility both civic and human?

How had she failed? Carolyn wondered. And how
could she and everyone fail less in the future? How to succeed? How
to save the Americans and Iraqis of today? How to save the Aarons
of the future?






The Senator leaned away from the boards a bit
while otherwise remaining in place opposite Carolyn, one hand flat
on the top rail, responding mechanically, it seemed, yet not
altogether without energy and deep-stored conviction, to some
comment Glenn had made. Carolyn wondered what it concerned.
Probably the economy. The economy that was shot to pieces, Carolyn
sensed, and understood further that the economy no matter how good
it ever got for some people was always shot to hell for a good
chunk of the rest, the way the system was set up. Where was the
democracy in the economy?

Carolyn stared across the deck and gripped
the knife.

And then the first slice of bread fell on the
cutting board.

And Carolyn placed the knife carefully for
the cutting of the second slice.

And her daughter Ruthy who had been standing
nearby this whole time, she moved back to her group.






It would be a few moments yet before Carolyn
felt she would be able to get herself ready to interact with
everyone – that is, with anyone – she meant, with someone – that is
– with him.

Carolyn tried to think of ways in which her
cousin senator might be viewed in his professional life as a
sympathetic figure.

Nothing much occurred.

Finally she remembered that many of the
policies of the Senator were not quite as bad as those of his
likely opponent in the fall election. Carolyn squeezed the
knife.






And she thought again of Aaron, and that was
the end of her speculation about the positive qualities of the
Senator.

An election was coming up, and no
congressperson had lost to the invasion a closer relative than the
Senator had in Aaron, and as a consequence of this fact, Carolyn
wondered again if the Senator might be here today for political
reasons of some sort.

"We're a more political family now," Carolyn
had informed the Senator in the process of inviting him over with
his wife and daughter after the morning church service. She
explained that he was welcome to join them provided he did not mind
being asked any political questions that folks might raise – which
Carolyn herself might likely pose, she had meant to imply.

She had called the Senator "Sam" at that
moment, "Sam, we're a more political family now." And so they were.
Carolyn wondered if this afternoon was not the exact right time to
be openly political, to develop and live the public side of her
person, to discuss issues that mattered to her, to everyone, to
raise the specter of her dead son, to speak of ravaged lands and
people and the increasingly fragile world, to speak again and again
of her dead son Aaron.






The Senator's presence had at first
distracted Carolyn from doing an efficient job arranging the
bottles and cans of soft drinks around pieces of fruit and loaves
of bread on the table beside her, but now she was determined to
steel her arm and slice through the bread more firmly,
more quickly. She was determined to be strong, soldier strong, like
Aaron. She meant to be strong like her son had been strong and she
meant to join the others with whom she hoped to feel more fully the
welcome weather today, freeing everyone of the house with its walls
pressing in. She tried to understand how nice it was to have her
cousin senator come by on this special day of commemoration. How
very nice. Carolyn worked the knife and kept telling herself,
imagining, how nice it might be, there on the back porch high above
the ground.






No geopolitical problems were going to be
solved this afternoon on the deck of the Thompson family house. Or
so it seemed. Aaron's buddy Juan Garza would not magically pull out
of his pocket the torched papers he had found on his friend after
the RPG had ended his life. Aaron's older sister and brother Ruthy
and Mike would not press the Senator on the illegal and immoral
nature of both the invasion and the ongoing occupation of Iraq.
Journalist Lynn Jackson would request an interview only if she
could do so unobtrusively, on this commemorative occasion. Aaron's
father Glenn did not want to question the Senator closely for fear
his wife would find it inappropriate. Aaron's younger sister Ellen
intended to speak her mind but to the Senator's daughter Jamie, who
was already aware of her line of reasoning. Everyone was rather
clear on where everyone else stood. There seemed to be little if
anything more to say, and even less to do here in the privacy of
the Thompson residence, until Carolyn's mother Joanne approached
the Senator and said in her typically strong and clear voice how
proud not only she was of his work as Senator but how proud the
whole family was and how honored they all were by his taking time
to be with them today.

The knife fell out of Carolyn's hand.

It clattered off the edge of the plate,
skipped from the table and smacked onto the deck. "That's
ludicrous," Carolyn said to the bread. And there was silence.

Joanne began speaking to fill the void, but
Carolyn cut her off, saying again, saying it louder, "That's
ludicrous," looking first at her mother and then training her stare
on the Senator. Joanne attempted to speak again, but Carolyn spoke
over her, saying, "I don't think so, and I don't want to think so,
and I'm not going to think so. All I can say is it took some real
guts for you to even wish to show up here today." She looked
directly at the Senator. "The war on Iraq, and the occupation, is
an obscenity. And you supported it and still do, and I don't have
any respect for that. And my mother is one of the few people on
this porch who does. I want that made clear. That needs to be made
clear. That ought to be made clear."

As if to help hold his tongue, the Senator
glanced at the deck for a brief moment, and then he nodded at
Joanne. "I thank you," he said, before facing Carolyn. "I'm sorry
that politics come between us."

"Are you?"

"I'm very sorry for the loss of Aaron."

"You're sorry."

"It's a terrible thing. I can't imagine, of
course."

"Do you want me to help you understand? Aaron
is dead. Can you understand that?"

"Carolyn."

"Mom."

A few people reached out to her with their
voices, but no one actually came over – possibly because of the
steel it was easy to sense exploding out of her – how steady and
strong she looked.

"You destroyed a country, Senator. And tens
of thousands of Iraqis, at least. And you enflamed sentiment
against us. Aaron is dead. Iraqis are dead. More are dying. And as
a consequence our country is less safe than it was a year ago. And
poorer too. In every way imaginable. Most people do not support the
occupation when made aware of the facts and did not support the
invasion in the first place. And you – you're doing your job the
way you choose to do it, and feeling 'sorry'. Well, that's
nice."






No geopolitical problems were going to be
solved this afternoon on the deck of the Thompson family house, as
far as Carolyn Thompson could see, but at least one personal
situation was going to have its day.

No one stepped in.

"I'm going to ask you to leave, Senator.
Please do so. Your wife and daughter are welcome to stay."

Cousin to cousin, Sam faced Carolyn. "You're
kicking me out?"

"Do I know you?" Carolyn asked. "Do I want
to? Does anyone want you to bring the whole rest of this house and
town and country and world crashing down on top of us? Why don't
you go find another country to represent, Senator? You're certainly
not representing this one."

"We have a different understanding of the
facts."

"I wonder."

After a moment, Carolyn picked up the knife
from the deck.

She wiped it off with a napkin.

Then she continued to slice the bread. It was
good bread, good crust, with a hearty texture inside. Good
ingredients. Good taste. Nutritious. It was the best bread there
was, Carolyn could not help but think, the best bread she had baked
in a long time.

It was so good that when she finished cutting
the loaf, she served herself the first slice, took a bite, and
savored the taste. It almost made her smile. She looked around and
noticed Sam had gone. Everyone else seemed subdued. Then she made a
quiet announcement, one that carried. "It's good bread over here,
everyone. Made it myself. Please help yourselves." She picked up a
drink and stepped aside as people came over to the table.

Carolyn went to the railing and looked out at
the contoured shades of charcoal that were the bare treetops near
and far, framing the valley, a valley into which she had gazed
often this past year. She would still have to vote for that damned
cousin senator of hers, she realized – not of course because he was
family but because for now there was no better alternative.

Maybe soon there would be a better choice.
Her name was not Washburn, it was Thompson, but maybe she should
put that name in play the next go around – or support some name
like it, some name that stood for what was worth standing for.
Maybe her name could play well enough to make a point at least, to
rally support for the organizations and voters and positions that
ought to be supported. Well, she would have to see. She would have
to think about strategy – time and effort, resources and
consequences.

Carolyn stood at the railing and imagined she
was staring all the way into Iraq where Iraqis were being killed by
the tens of thousands, by American troops and by American policies.
And American troops, many of them young, all of them misled, were
dying by the dozens. And then Carolyn saw only Aaron, and she felt
him to be close by, if so far away that it gutted her.

She was the host this afternoon. Let others
speak of Aaron to the extent that they would. She would listen. And
she would look all the way into Iraq and beyond as she might, and
she would continue to think things through. She had thrown the
Senator off the deck and out of her home today, cousin or no. She
would have to think about that too.

She would likely try to talk to the man and
see what might be salvaged. She would have to give it some thought.
She would have to see.











ALL OF US






"He died for us all," she told reporters.

Carolyn Thompson – mother of Aaron Thompson,
one of the first American soldiers killed in the assault against
Iraq – she said, "He died for each and every one us." She stood
beside her husband on the front porch, speaking to the reporters
massed on the lawn.

"He died for all of us."

But beneath the disaster that was the loss of
her son and the wreck that was her heart, Carolyn had begun to
wonder whether or not she and her husband had been shown to be
fools for raising a son who had joined the military only to get
killed. Were they somehow responsible?

Of course she would not admit it. The idea
was so preposterous that she could hardly believe it had even
occurred to her.

Yet, there it was.

Certainly no one would come up and tell her
she had murdered her son. Even if for a moment she felt that this
was basically what had happened. It was not as if she could be the
one, the only one responsible.

She put it away, that treacherous line of
thinking, it might even be treasonous. She consciously got rid of
it, all but a trace that fouled her mind. That was how she thought
of it – as poisonous. That was how she forced herself to think of
it. She had to believe such thoughts were poison, and that it was
wrong to think what she was thinking. Even if it might be true, in
a way. Especially then.

Most soldiers in the military would not be
killed and most people in the United States would not join the
military. Why had her family been struck? Why Aaron?

Had she not been smart enough to keep him
alive, to protect him, like a good mother? Had she not been capable
of making her children and husband into a smart family of
survivors? Where had she failed? Most people simply lived and
enjoyed life if they could. Didn't they? Why couldn't her family?
Why couldn't Aaron? Why did Aaron have to be the one to go and
fight and die?






Maybe the battle in Iraq was not worth the
fighting for, after all, Carolyn worried. Maybe it was even wrong.
She did not know much about the conflict, in fact. She knew what
she had been told, what she had heard. She wished now that she knew
more. She wished she had known enough to know more. She wondered if
she should have. She had thought she was well informed, as much as
a normal person like herself might be. At least, she had thought
she was normal. Now she wondered. About a lot of things. She
wondered what normal was. Or what it should be.

The President of the United States and the
Congress of the United States believed the battle was worth the
fighting for. The famous Senator and former war prisoner John
McCain even had a recent book titled with those very words Worth
the Fighting For – she had seen it lying on her neighbor's coffee
table – it was supposed to be a famous literary quote from the
author Ernest Hemingway. And all the media she had seen and
listened to repeated what the President and Congress said in one
form or another, and the media drew on a lot of experts who said a
lot more in support besides. Plenty of generals and other
commentators on TV and radio said the same thing mainly, the
newspapers too, that the battle was worth the fighting for.

Then with Aaron overseas she had begun to
follow the conflict and the media more closely. News headlines and
sound bytes – her head was full of these. National defense.
Humanitarian mission. Liberation of the Iraqis. No matter the
setbacks, never mind the risks, the battle, fatal as it might be
for many, was worth it. It was immoral not to fight. It was too
risky not to fight. It was worth going in, staying in, finishing.
Necessary work. Democracy and peace for the Middle East. Protection
from terrorism against the United States. Fight them over there, or
fight them over here. Protection from weapons of mass destruction.
This is what she heard. Now her son was dead.

It seemed selfish to complain. When she was
not careful, Carolyn almost felt a perverse sort of relief –
hideous of course – in the knowledge that Aaron was not the only
one killed, not the first, and not the last, as it looked now,
especially after a particularly bloody weekend of fighting. She
knew it was horrible thinking such thoughts. She had to be careful
with her mind, rein it in, keep control. She wanted to be a good
person and think the right things. And it was a good war, wasn't
it?

Well, there was no reason for her to be
embarrassed at having lost a son and to feel like she bore a
special burden for knowing why he had been lost, though she was
almost embarrassed and she did feel a special burden. She was
mortified at losing Aaron to the conflict, to the military, to a
job, as she has seen it for the most part, a basic career. What
kind of terrible mother had she been? She was no protector, no able
guardian.

This was not healthy self talk. She could not
see that it would lead anywhere appropriate.

Though what if it were true and Aaron had
died for nothing? Or worse? Worse than nothing? What if he had died
in the wrong? Wrong land, wrong fight?

The protesters, she was well aware, they did
not support the war, hundreds of thousands of them, along with
plenty other opponents of the war besides – a quarter or third of
the country at the least, the polls said, even now in the middle of
the attack. They were all against the US invasion, though most who
were opposed did not protest. Still, she had heard of them, a bit.
Some friends of hers too were skeptical about the assault against
Iraq. "It's criminal what the President and all those crooked ties
are doing." She had heard it downtown in the grocery store the
other day.






Carolyn had supported her son as a soldier,
as she would have supported him if he had been a carpenter or a
dentist, and still she supported him, if it could mean anything
now.

Unlike the protesters, Carolyn had believed
America went into battle for the right reasons, mostly at
least.

Her son's death was one thing, she
understood. She told herself this. She kept it clear. The reasons
for the fighting were another thing entirely. She had nothing to be
ashamed of. And she felt she had to tell that to the world, to the
national reporters who came to her house.






By looking at the reporters – and they seemed
decent enough – Carolyn guessed they did not have sons and
daughters or brothers and sisters or perhaps any relatives at all
in battle, maybe not even in the military. She might be wrong. They
simply phoned or showed up asking media-type questions. It seemed
to her so very dumb and wrong to have strangers asking the most
intimate questions about her life, and they were strangers and so
they knew only to ask general questions, which was pathetic and she
could almost feel sorry for them, and there were so many of them, a
whole pack taking pictures of her and her husband on the porch in
front of the house, where Carolyn wondered if she and her husband
looked like fools. She wondered if their son Aaron was dead because
they were. That might be the real story, she thought. Somewhere
deep down she worried. It was a story that would never get past her
lips. And rightly so. People did not go calling fool on
themselves.

But how in the days to come would she be able
to greet the mailman, one of her neighbors, with her usual cheer,
and mean it? And the women at church, and at work? How would she be
able to talk to her friends or anyone without much grief and biting
discomfort?

Soon gifts of food and other condolences and
comforts would fill the kitchen, and then later there would be only
fading words, sad words of pain – and then only pain. What would be
left in place of the loss?

And the doubts, more doubts that might come
up, God forbid, what of them? Had she been a fool? Her whole
family? Of course not. But the thought was there. Maybe. And if so
– ? And if not – ? How would they be pitied? How to react? And to
whom? And for how long?

"He died fighting for our freedom," she said,
and the cameras did not buzz or blink but stared like the metal and
hard plastic guns they might as well be and she wondered if her son
was dead because of her, because of his mother.

She said to the reporters, "He died for each
and every one of us." Unless they had all been fools, of course –
she and her husband and most everyone else. Maybe even her dead
son, Aaron. Fooled.
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