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2 A True Story That Never Happened

Absolute occurrence is irrelevant. A thing may happen and be

a total lie; another thing may not happen and be truer than

the truth. (The Things They Carried 83)

Ask your students what The Things They Carried is about, and
chances are the words Vietnam, soldier, and war will make it into
their first few sentences. How would they react if you were to
respond to their answers by telling them that none of the stories
are about the Vietnam War, that all of the stories in the book are
about the fine balance between truth and fact and why we tell
stories? In the end, Tim O’Brien isn’t examining the politics of the
Vietnam War, the purpose of any war, or the nature of life and
death. What O’Brien is trying to divine in this novel is why we
tell stories and what purpose those stories—completely biased,
subjective reports of events—serve in our lives. Central to this
question is the idea that truth and fact might not be the same
thing.

Lying gets a bad rap, we tell our students. We lie when we
rationalize selfish behavior or pretend to be surprised when be-
ing told of a secret we’ve clandestinely known for months. What’s
more, we ask to be lied to on a regular basis. Every time we turn
on the TV to watch a drama or comedy or go to the movies to see
the latest blockbuster, or each time we open up a novel, we know
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the story is either completely or at least partially made up, and
we like that. We enter into an agreement with the storyteller: as
long as he or she doesn’t break the contract of telling believable
and entertaining lies, we will believe. This contract between cre-
ator and audience—the suspension of disbelief—is a key compo-
nent of storytelling.

Of course, we don’t want to advocate lying at any time. More
than likely, you’ve taken a moment to discuss cheating and pla-
giarism with your students. Additionally, each of us can point to
a time when we have been hurt by a deception. But at the same
time, most of us have been moved by a story that was completely
fabricated, and sometimes the fabrication moves us even more
than a historically “factual” retelling of events may have done.

Blurring the Line
An in-depth look at a key story from The Things They Carried,
“How to Tell a True War Story,” follows later in this chapter, but
one might use many sections of the novel to jump-start discus-
sions about blurring this line between truth and fiction. For in-
stance:

■ We start a general exploration of the issue by asking students to

tell a true story about themselves or their families. We ask them

for personal stories, especially those that feed the students’ or

their families’ identities:

◆ Their earliest memories of their mothers

◆ When their parents or grandparents met

◆ When their families came to this country or this city

◆ Their first days at new schools

c54663ch2 9/11/07, 12:03 PM13
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◆ Their first experiences driving

◆ A story their families tell about themselves

This assignment starts as a discussion, but we like to ask students

first to write down everything they know about the story without

anyone else’s input. They then ask others involved (such as par-

ents or grandparents) to tell the same story with as much detail as

possible. (This works better with some stories than with others.)

In instances such as the parents’ first meeting, the students ask

both of the parents—separately—for their stories. When the stu-

dents return with the stories and note the inevitable discrepan-

cies, we discuss whether one is more or less “true” than the other.

This discussion in turn leads to a discussion of subjectivity and

memory. When does the truth stop being the truth in recounting

events? If you tell a story that happened to you, but you say it

happened when you were twelve and it actually happened when

you were ten, are you lying? Is it no longer true?

■ Another good place to start the discussion about blurring the line

between fiction and nonfiction (after students have read at least

one of the stories) is inside the book’s covers but before we reach

the text. Turn to the title page and you’ll see a subtitle: A Work of

Fiction by Tim O’Brien. The dedication page reads: “This book is

lovingly dedicated to the men of Alpha Company, and in particu-

lar to Jimmy Cross, Norman Bowker, Rat Kiley, Mitchell Sanders,

Henry Dobbins, and Kiowa.” These are the names of the charac-

ters in the book. Is he dedicating this book to characters that he

himself created? Were they real people who he is lying about?

And, more to the point, how does this gray area make you as a

reader feel about the veracity of the rest of the story? (In fact, the

characters are just that—fictional characters. It’s possible to find

O’Brien’s own explanation for this choice of dedication, in which
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he suggests that, when one lives with fictional characters for so

long, they take on a sort of life. But we prefer to have students

muse about the reasons for the dedication before letting them in

on the secret.)

Before the story begins, O’Brien includes an epigraph from

John Ransom’s Andersonville Diary that seems to avow the “truth-

fulness” of the whole work. One question for students: how does

this epigraph change the way you think of the novel before read-

ing it and after?

■ The blurring of the line between fact and fiction isn’t just a con-

cern of the author and the narrator—it’s the central concern of

the characters themselves. It shows up in the first paragraph of

“The Things They Carried” as Lieutenant Cross struggles between

what he wishes to be true about Martha, the girl in a picture he

carries with him, and what he knows is true. He prefers the fic-

tion at the beginning of the story, but by the end he resigns him-

self to turning his back on the fiction. Cross isn’t trying to forget

the fiction; he’s just trying to survive. He feels that his dreaming

of the girl has led to the death of one of his men. Not all the

characters reject fiction or fantasy, though; each one comes to his

own conclusion. Consider, for instance, O’Brien’s description of

Rat Kiley at the beginning of the story “Sweetheart of the Song Tra

Bong,” in which he tells us that “It wasn’t a question of deceit”

when Rat augmented stories; rather, “he wanted to heat up the

truth, to make it burn so hot that you would feel exactly what he

felt” (89). Try giving students a list of characters after they’ve read

most of the stories and ask them to describe in a single sentence

how each feels about truth and fiction.

■ In “On the Rainy River,” a story that flashes back to O’Brien’s life

before the war, the main character finds himself just a few feet
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from the Canadian border, literally on the edge of a huge deci-

sion: should he follow his draft orders or flee the country? In his

real life, O’Brien didn’t actually try to go to Canada the summer

he graduated and was to report to active duty, nor did he go to the

river; he has said he spent the summer playing golf and worrying.

Emotionally, though, he was on that river. There is no suspense to

showing a young man on the putting green, giving himself an

ulcer. Here, we ask the students to refer back to any nonfiction

stories they’ve written and to rewrite one in a setting that height-

ens whatever meaning they think the story has. We ask them to

falsify a story to make it feel more true.

Metafiction
One of the major elements of The Things They Carried that con-
tributes to the blurring of the line between (as O’Brien writes in
the story “Good Form”) “story-truth” and “happening-truth” is
metafiction. Although many different styles can come under the
broad heading of metafiction, the term essentially refers to
storytelling about storytelling, exploring the value of experience,
the malleability of memory, and the differences between fiction
and reality.

Several times in the book, O’Brien the narrator stops to ex-
amine how and why he is telling these stories. In fact, at least
seven of the twenty-two stories in the novel contain some
metafictional approach, and some, like the chapter “Notes,” are
entirely reflections on earlier stories from the novel. The trick?
Even those essayish chapters such as “Notes” contain fictions.
Nonetheless, at the heart of O’Brien the author’s intentions (as
well as O’Brien the narrator’s necessary self-exploration) in The

Things They Carried is the idea that it is important to reflect on the
stories we tell and on how and why we tell them. Interestingly,
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O’Brien allows one of his own characters, Mitchell Sanders, to
criticize this approach, but then uses Rat Kiley to offer his de-
fense:

[A]ll that matters is the raw material, the stuff itself, and you
can’t clutter it up with your own half-baked commentary. That
just breaks the spell. It destroys the magic. What you have to
do, Sanders said, is trust your own story. Get the hell out of the
way and let it tell itself.

But Rat Kiley couldn’t help it. He wanted to bracket the full
range of meaning. (106)

We use this passage to begin a discussion of metafiction in The

Things They Carried. To what extent does O’Brien “destroy the
magic”? Does he ever get out of the way of his own stories? What
does he mean by suggesting that metafiction can “bracket the full
range of meaning,” and how does this work in the novel as a
whole?

One of the first places O’Brien enters the world of metafiction
is in the story “Spin,” where he wishes that his stories could be
labeled “peace stories.” Then he gives us these paragraphs:

Here’s a quick peace story:
A guy goes AWOL. Shacks up in Danang with a Red Cross

nurse. It’s a great time—the nurse loves him to death—the guy
gets whatever he wants whenever he wants it. The war’s over,
he thinks. Just nookie and new angles. But then one day he
rejoins his unit in the bush. Can’t wait to get back into action.
Finally one of his buddies asks what happened with the nurse,
why so hot for combat, and the guy says, “All that peace, man,
it felt so good it hurt. I want to hurt it back.” (35)

And then we learn that Mitchell Sanders told that story to the
narrator and that he made most of it up. What follows in “Spin” is

c54663ch2 9/11/07, 12:03 PM17



TIM O’BRIEN IN THE CLASSROOM   ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■

18

a series of quick vignettes, varying between the comic, the gro-
tesque, and the mundane, some only single phrases, until O’Brien
ends the chapter:

Forty-three years old, and the war occurred half a lifetime ago,
and yet the remembering makes it now. And sometimes re-
membering will lead to a story, which makes it forever. That’s
what stories are for. Stories are for joining the past to the fu-
ture. Stories are for those late hours in the night when you
can’t remember how you got from where you were to where
you are. Stories are for eternity, when memory is erased, where
there is nothing to remember except the story. (38)

Compare this to the last paragraph of the last story, “The Lives of
the Dead,” as the writer dreams of Linda, a little girl he’s been
remembering:

And then it becomes 1990. I’m forty-three years old, and a
writer now, still dreaming Linda alive in exactly the same way.
She’s not the embodied Linda; she’s mostly made up, with a
new identity and a new name, like the man who never was.
Her real name doesn’t matter. . . . I’m skimming across the
surface of my own history, moving fast, riding the melt be-
neath the blades, doing loops and spins, and when I take a
high leap into the dark and come down thirty years later, I
realize it is as Tim trying to save Timmy’s life with a story. (245–
46)

So the framework of the entire book is one in which a writer tells
his readers stories—made-up stories—and then tells us why he’s
telling us those stories: to reveal emotional truth.

O’Brien pauses in the telling of his stories several other times
either to wonder if he is telling the stories correctly or to explain
that he is fabricating stories. In some sections, he tells a story and
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then retells it in a way that alters the original story. A good ex-
ample of this is “How to Tell a True War Story.” This story actually
contains several stories, with comments from the author/narrator
about each. Consider this brief outline of the chapter’s compo-
nents:

I. O’Brien describes Rat Kiley’s letter about his dead friend Curt

Lemon to Lemon’s sister. In this story, Rat is clearly trying to

express his raw emotions about how important Lemon was to

him, and his honesty is painful. In fact, usually at least one

student will remark that these aren’t the stories Rat should be

writing to the sister. It relates to what the narrator says later

about obscenity.

II. We hear the story of how Lemon died. There’s not much reflec-

tion here, but the narrator returns to this story a little later.

III. Mitchell Sanders tells the story about the listening patrol. In

this story, the patrol worries about how they could possibly tell

the truth about what they heard to people who weren’t there.

Ultimately they decide they can’t. It’s a story Mitchell stops in

the middle of to tell the narrator that he won’t believe it

“[b]ecause it happened. Because every word is absolutely dead-

on true” (74).

Sometimes we teach this story out of the order listed in the
course syllabus, even in the middle of studying another work
entirely, when students begin to complain that they can’t “relate”
to fiction because it isn’t “real.” Mitchell’s story calls the veracity
of any story into question. So many kids say about stories they
like: “That stuff really happens” or “I know someone who is just
like that.” We often have this discussion with classes when study-
ing The Catcher in the Rye; students claim they “relate” to Holden
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even though they’ve never been to New York City or dropped out
of school or ended up in a mental asylum. But why Holden (who,
incidentally, is also concerned about believability—note how of-
ten he implores us to believe him, that he’s telling us what “really”
happened) and not, say, Hamlet or Homer?

Mitchell comes back after telling the fantastical story of the
listening patrol and says he had to make some of it up. We also
like to teach this short passage just after a class reads a story that
they think imparts some direct and facile lesson the writer is try-
ing to teach, such as “always tell the truth” or “never judge a book
by its cover.” The moral of Mitchell’s story is the “quiet” (77)—
which isn’t defined, perhaps harkening back to his earlier asser-
tion that there isn’t a moral at all. The narrator wavers back and
forth between moral ambiguities and admits later that true war
stories are contradictory.

IV. The narrator then retells the story about Lemon and then Rat

killing the water buffalo. We ask students if they think this was

the story the narrator was hesitating to tell originally and whether

the reason he seems to be doubling back over his stories might

be because he didn’t want to tell this one.

V. The narrator tells Lemon’s story again . . .

VI. and then he tells it again . . .

VII. and then he tells us it was all made up.

Along with these major sections, we hear O’Brien’s commen-
tary on the nature of war stories, of war, and of stories. A discus-
sion about “How to Tell a True War Story” can go in several different
directions:
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■ How does it affect our reading when the narrator stops, wonders

about how to tell a story, and then retells it, changing the details

bit by bit? We are left to feel that it is less factual, but has it be-

come less true? What used to be hard facts are now malleable

details—why?

■ When O’Brien addresses the reader directly and says, “[t]his is

true” (67), or, as in “On the Rainy River” when he says, “This is

one story I’ve never told before” (39), the intimacy serves to draw

the reader in. When we as audience feel like the author’s confi-

dant, we buy into the conceit. It’s like sharing a secret. When a

character does this, the effect is the same. But then, when the

character or narrator tells a story again and again, slightly or com-

pletely differently, at what point does it become a fabrication? Is

there a point at which we feel manipulated or betrayed by the

narrator or characters?

■ The author tells us, seven stories into the book and in the same

story that starts with “This is true,” that everything in the book is

made up, a sentiment he repeats several times throughout the

novel. In addition, the story “Good Form” returns to the concept

that everything in the book is true and fabricated at the same

time. Can an idea exist as both a truth and a fabrication? Many of

us don’t tolerate this concept in the realms of politics or religion,

nor is it acceptable in an interpretation of school rules. Why should

we tolerate it in fiction?

■ When someone is telling you a story and he or she says, “This

part is true,” how does that reflect on the reliability of the story-

teller? Are we supposed to think that all the other chapters or

stories aren’t true because no one has weighed in with that caveat?

c54663ch2 9/11/07, 12:03 PM21



TIM O’BRIEN IN THE CLASSROOM   ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■  ■

22

(One might be reminded of Gertrude’s famous observation, “The

lady protests too much, methinks”). And what does it mean that

the author is doing this in the midst of a book that has as its

subtitle “A Work of Fiction”?

■ Tim O’Brien the character plays a role in some of the chapters but

not all of them. Is that to imply that he witnesses some of what

goes on in the book but not all of it? Does it make the narrator

more or less reliable that he never tells us the answer to this ques-

tion?

One effect of metafiction is to undo everything the author
has attempted to create, because the author is admitting that he is
manipulating the reader, rearranging facts, leaving out what did
happen and adding in things that didn’t. He’s lying in order to tell
the truth, he would argue, and this idea serves as a pathway to
powerful discussions and writing exercises. We often ask students
to create a lie that tells us the truth. A few ideas:

■ Discuss and practice writing dialogue with students. O’Brien ad-

mits freely that his first work, If I Die in a Combat Zone, which is

usually billed as nonfiction, contains fabricated dialogue that is

true to his memory but perhaps not to fact—after all, what sol-

dier takes notes on everything his comrades actually say? Ask stu-

dents to remember a real event and reconstruct the dialogue as it

might have been. This might even be a good time to introduce the

concept of irony; students can try having a character mean some-

thing other than he or she says only through dialogue.

■ After students compile family histories such as those mentioned

earlier in this chapter, have them write the story of, say, how their

parents or grandparents met—a fiction based on truth.
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■ A more specific exercise to ease students into the idea of blurring

the line between fact and fiction is to have them write about an

actual event from their own lives but also require them to add

objects or aspects of your design: a pair of pink socks, a scene in

a kitchen, a crazy relative who shows up uninvited, a diary entry,

etc.

In the following excerpt from one student’s short story, for
instance, the narrator recalls the death of a younger sibling many
years earlier. This story, while based on a real event from the
author’s life, is recounted here through the lens of memory and
style; the author also makes a conscious decision to set the scene
in a fictional encounter between the narrator and her psychia-
trist:

The painful pulling-of-teeth feeling is coming back, my stom-
ach is rising up to the top of my throat, but I know I have to get
it out: I have to tell someone. I have to get rid of the secret
insecurities that haunt me at every playground, swimming pool,
and front yard.

“I wanted to play with him, so I walked into his room to
wake him up from his afternoon nap. When I didn’t see him, I
ran and told my parents who were sitting in their room. They
ran past me, my mom searching under blankets in his crib,
and then out the door they went. I asked myself, should I go
help? Why was the door unlocked? Why did he go outside?”
My sentences short, immature and my voice unstable. “I sat,
screaming, alone in the house, knowing deep down something
was terribly wrong. My neighbor came inside and pulled me
by the arm to the dock, and I saw him. I saw two people who
used to be my parents standing over a boy who use to be my
brother. What I left on that dock was my childhood and every
reason to ever think life was going to be the same. Time stopped
for him: eighteen-months old, never a day older.”
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“No wonder you are such a mother-figure—very control-
ling.” The stoic woman now looks up from her yellow pad.
“You feel like you have to protect everything and everyone.”

—Mary Beth Epps

What struck us about this story was that by framing the subject
as a fiction, Mary Beth not only managed to explore a painful
topic in her writing, but she also managed to reflect on her own
character and reactions. Fabricated dialogue allowed her to see
the true consequences of the events she writes about.

Literary and Cultural Examples of Blurring the Line
That Can Lead to Discussion
There never seems to be a shortage of people in our culture who
play with their own stories. Look at Eminem. He’s born Marshall
Mathers, renames himself Eminem, raps stories from the perspec-
tive of his alter ego Slim Shady about things he has done or imag-
ines doing in his own life, then makes the semiautobiographical
movie 8 Mile. He often talks about violence in terms of how he
feels rather than what he has done. Stephen King has published
under a pseudonym, Andy Kaufman played characters without
ever revealing to the audience that they were characters, Paul
Auster writes stories in which there are characters named Paul
Auster—examples like these can be great starting points for fur-
ther discussion of The Things They Carried.

As part of that discussion, we often bring up cultural examples
of “liars” in order to discuss how we should deal with them. It
might start with a little homework. Give each student one or two
names to look up; here are just a few we have read about in the
last year: James Frey, JT LeRoy, Nasdijj, Helen Darville, Kaavya
Viswanathan, Leon Carmen, Augusten Burroughs, Jayson Blair,
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Stephen Glass, Rigoberta Menchu. In the age of Google and
Wikipedia, it is quite simple to look these things up. (In fact,
Wikipedia itself offers an interesting discussion point about how
we tell history. Usually we rely on scholars, but anyone can make
an entry on Wikipedia. There are even a few cases in which en-
tries have been made that were purposely incorrect in order to
attack someone.)

People on the previous list have plagiarized fiction, fabricated
works of journalism, or lied about their pasts. When the students
bring back their research and share it with the group, ask how we
should judge such figures. Do we judge them all by the same
standards? Do we then apply those standards to an author like
O’Brien? Can we come to an agreement about which kinds of
fictionalization are acceptable and which aren’t?

In addition to all the writers who seem to have blurred the
line between fact and fiction or who have lied to tap in to our
need to hear true stories, there are other aspects of our popular
culture that deal with gray areas between reality and fantasy:

■ Movies that have the tagline “based on a true story” (also, “based

on real events”)

■ Reenactments on “true crime” shows

■ Reality television

Each of these examples takes something that is factual and alters
it for our entertainment (or, in the case of reality television, uses
untrained amateurs to perform in an ostensibly unscripted scene).
How far away is such entertainment from reality? What defini-
tion of reality do we apply to the stories with which we surround
ourselves? How does that definition affect the way we read?
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