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and Jane Warren
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Outside the Wire is a strange hybrid that mixes the surreal, the surprising and the exceedingly monotonous with a few heart-pounding flashes of 
drama and one brilliant chapter called Mascara that's so entertaining that it's worth the slog through almost two-thirds of the book to get to it.

Sample: When Cpl. Ryan Pagnacco wakes up in a drug-induced stupor after being severely wounded in action, he hears the sound of rocket fire 
and sees a nurse throw a blast blanket over him. He asks, "Are we being attacked?" She replies, "Yes ... go back to sleep." Or this: The Taliban 
use blocks of ice to hold down the release lever of a rocket so they can be a good distance away when it fires and the retaliatory helicopters 
become airborne. And who knew that "cold blood does not clot properly." Or that "an Afghan woman can accept three more other wives if Allah 
wills it, but if she feels another woman got a slightly better brand of mascara (or lipstick), she'll make a nasty desert sandstorm look mild 
compared to the rage that'll rise."

There are moments in this collection of chapters written by soldiers, aid workers and volunteer doctors that sizzle. But much of it ... The blogs 
and journal entries and letters home bring to mind the comments of the one-time über-editor at Saturday Night magazine, Barbara Moon. She
once told a story at the National Magazine Awards gala about a writer who complained about her unkind cut of what the author saw as the best 
paragraph in the article. "Guilty," she told the crowd. She went on to explain that the paragraph had indeed been beautifully written, descriptive 
and moving. But, she opined, it didn't fit with anything else written in the entire piece. So taking a page from "which one of these things doesn't 
belong," she cut the best and left the rest.

Some of Outside the Wire would have been better left outside this book. In an age of YouTube, blogging and Facebook, it is a fine idea to hear 
the story of this war that has preoccupied Canadians from someone other than pundits and politicians. But pages stuffed with mundane daily 
schedules: "0700: wake up; 0730: shower and shave; 0800: in the office," that sort of thing, or, "I spent some time talking to old friends and 
comrades at the compound but we didn't stay too long," begin to feel like fillers.

That said, there are chapters in this book that leap from the page. The powerfully written foreword by Roméo Dallaire is one. In fact, his treatise
about war zones should be required reading for anyone who decides to comment on or demonstrate over Canada's involvement in Afghanistan.

"In Afghanistan, experiencing the intensity of battle; being the cause of the destruction of villages, of putting peoples' homes in the target 
cross-hairs; being able to do little to address the extreme poverty and deprivation of the children; witnessing the burden and abuse of women in 
this male-dominated social order; hearing the suffering and cries of the wounded, civilian and military alike; seeing the cold and cruel face of death
on your enemy as well as your comrade: These are some of the realities veterans carry back to Canada."

He goes on to speak of the other realities that shock the returnees: "The debates and posturing of politicians wanting to grab the next headline 
without knowing much about the war."
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Editors Kevin Patterson and Jane Warren follow with an introduction that explains the goal of the texts that will follow: "Political decisions made 
so far from the battlefield must be informed by knowledge of it. Which is why these voices have to be heard."

A first-hand account from those voices is what we get in this book. Sgt. Russell Storring describes the stench of Kabul as "something that hits the 
back of your throat and stays with you like you swallowed it." And Cpl. Pagnacco begins his story with, "To my surprise, my brush with death 
came just after breakfast on September 4, 2006."

Marija Dumancic's hilariously funny and very telling tale, Mascara, is written from Kunduz, where she's teaching Afghan women to become radio 
journalists and winds up buying them mascara during her R&R leave out of the country. (Note to editors: Why do you save the best for almost 
last?) 

As she prepares to leave Calgary for her posting, Dumancic considers the message she's received about complaints from her protégées regarding
the brand of cell phones they have, and comments, "I couldn't really comprehend women in Afghanistan complaining about cell phones. Weren't 
they all starving and eating bark off trees? Or was that North Korea?" She tells a story about tripping over her shoelaces and crashing to the 
ground, thankful that her camera bag has broken her fall (as well as one of her ribs) and suffering the smirks of the men on the street who watch 
this infidel trying to get to work. She writes, "I soldiered on to work and hoped that I could find the Dari phrase for punctured lung. Possibly it's 
synonymous with bruised ego. Or growing realization."

The shortest chapter in the book - On a Chilly Evening in March, by Dr. Peter Sherk - is a stark and poignant entry that reads like a take on the 
Death of the Unknown Soldier.

Cap. Martin Anderson posts his story from the safety of his 19th-floor office in London, Ont., where he works as a financial adviser, and while 
staring at the photo of an orphan girl he helped when serving as a reservist in Kabul. "I look at that picture and think back to a time when I was 
part of something bigger. ... I am forever grateful to have had the opportunity to be part of this mission."

He closes by quoting Winston Churchill: "We will have no truce or parley with you, or the grisly gang who work your wicked will. You do your 
worst - and we will do our best."

No doubt all of these authors did their best. And some of that makes a memorable read.

Sally Armstrong is the author of the novel The Nine Lives of Charlotte Taylor, to be published in paperback next month. She is working on a 
book about the women of Afghanistan.
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