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The Man I Killed by Tim O’Brien (From the book The Things They Carried) 
Annotate for evidence of how war influences a person’s behavior – either positively or 
negatively.   
 

His jaw was in his throat, his upper lip and teeth were gone, his one eye was shut, his other 
eye was a star-shaped hole, his eyebrows were thin and arched like a woman's, his nose was 
undamaged, there was a slight tear at the lobe of one ear, his clean black hair was swept upward into a 
cowlick at the rear of the skull, his forehead was lightly freckled, his fingernails were clean, the skin at 
his left cheek was peeled back in three ragged strips, his right cheek was smooth and hairless, there 
was a butterfly on his chin, his neck was open to the spinal cord and the blood there was thick and 
shiny and it was this wound that had killed him. He lay face-up in the center of the trail, a slim, dead, 
almost dainty young man. He had bony legs, a narrow waist, long shapely fingers. His chest was 
sunken and poorly muscled—a scholar, maybe. His wrists were the wrists of a child. He wore a black 
shirt, black pajama pants, a gray ammunition belt, a gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. His 
rubber sandals had been blown off. One lay beside him, the other a few meters up the trail. He was not 
a fighter. His health was poor, his body small and frail. He liked books. He wanted someday to be a 
teacher of mathematics. At night, lying on his mat, he could not picture himself doing the brave things 
his father had done, or his uncles, or the heroes of the stories. He hoped in his heart that he would 
never be tested. He hoped the Americans would go away. Soon, he hoped. He kept hoping and hoping, 
always, even when he was asleep. 

"Oh, man, you fuckin' trashed the fucker," Azar said. "You scrambled his sorry self, look at 
that, you did, you laid him out like Shredded fuckin' Wheat." 

"Go away," Kiowa said. 
"I'm just saying the truth. Like oatmeal." 
"Go," Kiowa said. 
"Okay, then, I take it back," Azar said. He started to move away, then stopped and said, "Rice 

Krispies, you know? On the dead test, this particular individual gets A-plus." 
Smiling at this, he shrugged and walked up the trail toward the village behind the trees. 
Kiowa kneeled down. 

"Just forget that crud," he said. He opened up his canteen and held it out for a while and then 
sighed and pulled it away. "No sweat, man. What else could you do?" 

Later, Kiowa said, "I'm serious. Nothing anybody could do. Come on, stop staring." 
The trail junction was shaded by a row of trees and tall brush. The slim young man lay with his legs in 
the shade. His jaw was in his throat. His one eye was shut and the other was a star-shaped hole.  Kiowa 
glanced at the body. 

"All right, let me ask a question," he said. "You want to trade places with him? Turn it all 
upside down—you want that? I mean, be honest." 

The star-shaped hole was red and yellow. The yellow part seemed to be getting wider, 
spreading out at the center of the star. The upper lip and gum and teeth were gone. The man's head was 
cocked at a wrong angle, as if loose at the neck, and the neck was wet with blood. 

"Think it over," Kiowa said. 
Then later he said, "Tim, it's a war. The guy wasn't Heidi—he had a weapon, right? It's a 

tough thing, for sure, but you got to cut out that staring." 
Then he said, "Maybe you better lie down a minute."  Then after a long empty time he said, 

"Take it slow. Just go wherever the spirit takes you." 
The butterfly was making its way along the young man's forehead, which was spotted with 

small dark freckles. The nose was undamaged. The skin on the right cheek was smooth and 
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fine-grained and hairless. Frail-looking, delicately boned, the young man would not have wanted to be 
a soldier and in his heart would have feared performing badly in battle. Even as a boy growing up in 
the village of My Khe, he had often worried about this. He imagined covering his head and lying in a 
deep hole and closing his eyes and not moving until the war was over. He had no stomach for violence.  

"Listen to me," Kiowa said. "You feel terrible, I know that." 
Then he said, "Okay, maybe I don't know." 
Along the trail there were small blue flowers shaped like bells. The young man's head was 

wrenched sideways, not quite facing the flowers, and even in the shade a single blade of sunlight 
sparkled against the buckle of his ammunition belt. The left cheek was peeled back in three ragged 
strips. The wounds at his neck had not yet clotted, which made him seem animate even in death, the 
blood still spreading out across his shirt. 

Kiowa shook his head. 
There was some silence before he said, "Stop staring." 
The young man's fingernails were clean. There was a slight tear at the lobe of one ear, a 

sprinkling of blood on the forearm. He wore a gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. His chest 
was sunken and poorly muscled—a scholar, maybe. He devoted himself to his studies. He spent his 
nights alone, wrote romantic poems in his journal, took pleasure in the grace and beauty of differential 
equations. The war, he knew, would finally take him, but for the time being he would not let himself 
think about it. He had stopped praying; instead, now, he waited. And as he waited, in his final year at 
the university, he fell in love with a classmate, a girl of seventeen, who one day told him that his wrists 
were like the wrists of a child, so small and delicate, and who admired his narrow waist and the 
cowlick that rose up like a bird's tail at the back of his head. She liked his quiet manner; she laughed at 
his freckles and bony legs. One evening, perhaps, they exchanged gold rings. 

Now one eye was a star. 
"You okay?" Kiowa said. 
The body lay almost entirely in shade. There were gnats at the mouth, little flecks of pollen 

drifting above the nose. The butterfly was gone. The bleeding had stopped except for the neck wounds. 
"I'll tell you the straight truth," he said. "The guy was dead the second he stepped on the trail. 

Understand me? We all had him zeroed. A good kill—weapon, ammunition, everything." Tiny beads 
of sweat glistened at Kiowa's forehead. His eyes moved from the sky to the dead man's body to the 
knuckles of his own hands. "So listen, you best pull your shit together. Can't just sit here all day." 

Later he said, "Understand?" 
Then he said, "Five minutes, Tim. Five more minutes and we're moving out." 
The one eye did a funny twinkling trick, red to yellow. His head was wrenched sideways, as if 

loose at the neck, and the dead young man seemed to be staring at some distant object beyond the 
bell-shaped flowers along the trail. 

The blood at the neck had gone to a deep purplish black. Clean fingernails, clean hair—he had 
been a soldier for only a single day. After his years at the university, the man I killed returned with his 
new wife to the village of My Khe, where he enlisted as a common rifleman with the 48th Vietcong 
Battalion. He knew he would die quickly. He knew he would see a flash of light. He knew he would 
fall dead and wake up in the stories of his village and people. 

Kiowa covered the body with a poncho. 
"Hey, you're looking better," he said. "No doubt about it. All you needed was time—some 

mental R&R." 
Then he said, "Man, I'm sorry." 
Then later he said, "Why not talk about it?" 
Then he said, "Come on, man, talk." 
He was a slim, dead, almost dainty young man of about twenty. He lay with one leg bent 
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beneath him, his jaw in his throat, his face neither expressive nor inexpressive. One eye was shut. The 
other was a star-shaped hole. 

"Talk," Kiowa said. 
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