
How I Died in the War 

 

     In the book of dreams there is a story about how you successfully avoided getting 

involved in local politics. The book of dreams is a book about looking for something in a 

place stories come to when they escape. Since no one has ever read all of it, we have 

nothing but each other's words to tell us that any of our stories are living there. When I 

read your story about local politics I thought it was my story about how I died in the war. 

That's why I think your story is living in the book of dreams. 

     One thing I like about your story is how it seems to be about picking up the pieces, the 

way you go around finding where your legs and hands and mouth are and then the way 

you find your story coming out of the mouths of gamblers and falling into . . . but I don't 

want to tell your story for you. 

     How about "The Rowboat" as a title for your story?          

 

     When he came to the grave of his legs, he watched an old man looking under boulders 

for moanings. "Shoulda least seen 'em by now," the old man muttered. "Little buggers 

never was 'at sneaky afore." He gave the old man the nighthawk he had slung over his 

shoulder. The old man stroked the fur on its belly and started purring. "Damned if I 

unnerstan' it," the old man said softly, "but they's scared ta death a these moanin’s. Even 

the dead uns." 

     In the tavern there was talk of the election. The Chief of Pots' wife had decided to run 

for Stickmaster. A badger hobbled in and sent the bartender into the back for the Captain 

of Snails. One of his men was slumped in the corner, peering out from under a blanket of 



headaches, quietly dumping the silence out of the empty jugs of noise. The badger gave 

the Captain of Snails a description of the three highwaymen who had beaten and robbed 

him. They could have been almost anyone. 

     When he came to the grave of his hands, he sat on a stone and began writing down all 

that had happened. He could see the old man walking between the stones and the dead 

trees with the nighthawk tied to his arm, holding it out in front of him and giggling. 

Sometimes the old man would stop and stroke the nighthawk's fur and mutter softly. 

Then he would hold it out in front of him and giggle again. 

     He came to another tavern and there was a dung beetle, a scorpion, and a large sand 

crab. They were fighting over a ball of dung that had been sprayed with something by the 

bartender. Large amounts of money were at stake. The arena was a small rowboat half-

filled with sand. Twigs and stones and pieces of glass were stuck in the sand like 

obstacles in a maze. 

     When he came to the grave of his mouth the story roared and rose over his head into 

the mouths of gamblers. What it was saying made his limbs feel stiff and hollow.  One of 

his legs cracked and as he turned, something hot sliced into the opening at his knee, 

jamming into the torn cartilage. He shivered and felt dizzy. He thought of a body floating 

on a low roll of waves in a bay. He climbed into a small rowboat and began rowing. He 

could hear the shuffle of money changing hands and as he got closer he could see a 

second body floating next to the first. 

     The badger scowled at the Captain of Snails. The Captain of Snails poured another 

vodka and lime. "I don't know how you see it, but I see it as two cutthroats that got their 

throats cut."          



 

     When he came to the grave of his story, the old man was waiting with the nighthawk. 

Moanings were coming out from under the boulders, making soft low rumbling noises 

that threatened to gather into something larger. The old man handed him the nighthawk. 

He giggled and watched the dung beetle rolling away the prize. 

 

     Another thing I like about your story is how it doesn't make excuses. My story about 

how I died in the war was like that. 

 

     Another thing I like about your story is the way it ends. 

	  


