Playing War

“Too hot for basketball,” Luke said. “Let’s do something else.”

They moved to the shade under the willow tree while they decided what to do next.

“Do you have any more water balloons?” Danny asked.

“Nope,” Luke said. “I wish we did.”

“We could play video games,” Sameer suggested with a quick smile.

“No. My mom said we have to play outside”

“I know!” said Jeff. “Let’s play war!”

Luke stood up. “Good idea!”

“What about riding bikes?” asked Jen.

“No,” Jeff replied. “War’s the best! We haven’t played it for a while.”

“Yeah,” Luke added. “We can hide and ambush. Jen, you know you’re good at throwing those
grenades!”

Jen smiled.

Luke grabbed a stick and scraped a long line in the dirt. On one side of the line he made a big
S. On the other side he drew an E.

“First we have to divide into teams—Soldiers and Enemies.”

He took off his baseball cap and carefully put it on the middle of the line. The other kids

watched.



Jen leaned over and explained the rules to Sameer. “Everybody finds something to put in the
hat. Then we dump it all out on the line and see who plays on the Soldier side and who plays on
the Enemy side. It’s how we start the game. Watch—Luke will put his dog tag in the hat. He
always does that!”

“What’s a dog tag?” Sameer asked. He had come from another country to live with his aunt
and uncle. Sameer had learned basketball quickly, but he didn’t seem to know how to play war.

Luke lifted a shiny metal tag from around his neck and held it out for Sameer to see. “This is a
dog tag. It was my uncle’s. He was in a real war once, and when he got back he gave it to me.
Soldiers wear them all the time. They’re really important.”

Sameer rubbed the shiny tag with his fingers. “I don’t have one of these,” he said.

“It doesn’t matter” Luke explained. “No one else does. You can put anything you want in the
hat. See, Jen’s using a rock and Danny is using a baseball card.”

Sameer reached into his pocket and pulled out a wooden top. “Can I use this?” he asked.

“What is it?” asked Danny. “It’s a top.” Sameer grinned. “Maybe you don’t have these here?”




He reached into his pocket for a string. “We had them at home.” In an instant the top was
whirling at their feet. Sameer popped it up into the air, caught it still spinning, and dropped it into
Luke’s hat.

“Nice!” said Luke.

Luke turned the hat over with a flick of his wrist and announced, “The Soldiers are Danny,
Jen, and Jeff, and the Enemies are me and Sameer.”

Before the others had even moved, Luke was running down the hill. He shouted, “Enemies to
the pine grove. Soldiers stay here.”

“Come on, Sameer. You're with me.”

Jen yelled back, “No fair starting the war until we’re ready!”

“How do we get ready for a war?” Sameer asked when they reached the trees.

“Pick up sticks for guns, and pine cones to use for grenades and bombs. And we have to make
a plan of attack,” Luke answered.

Within a few minutes Luke’s hat was full of pine cones. Sameer had just one in his hand.

“Only one?” Luke questioned.

“That’s enough,” Sameer said.

“For you, maybe. Not me! I'm going to blow their heads off!”

Sameer handed his pine cone to Luke.

“I just remembered I have to go home early today,” he said. And he left Luke standing in the
woods.

“Hey, wait up,” Luke called after him. “I can’t be the only Enemy. That’s too many against

»

one.




But Sameer was gone.

When the kids gathered the next morning, Luke’s plan was ready. He had collected pine
cones in the woods behind his house. They were hidden in piles around the yard.

Luke couldn’t wait to get started. “I wish they had a war for kids,” he said. “A real one. We’d
beat anybody—big time.”

“They do,” Sameer said softly.

“What!” Luke challenged. “Where?”

“At home,” Sameer answered. He picked up the basketball and dribbled it to the basket. His
shot went in.

“Do you mean where you used to live?” Luke asked.

“Yes, my real home, before I came to live with Uncle Mustafa.” He made another basket.

“I was in it,” Sameer added. This time the ball bounced off the rim.

“You were in what?” Jeff asked.

“A war.”

“No way! You haven’t told us anything about that!” Luke said. “A real war? Did they let kids
be soldiers? Did you have an M-16?"

Sameer dropped the ball and sat down next to Jen. Even though the kids had played together
often this summer, they didn’t know much about Sameer’s life before he came to live in their
neighborhood.

“I don’t like to talk about it,” he said, taking a breath. “I wasn’t a soldier. Nobody in my family
was. But we got in the war anyway, when they blew up our house.”

“Who blew up your house?” Jeff asked.

“We don’t know. Both sides were doing so much shooting.” Sameer reached into his pocket,
but it didn’t seem like he was thinking about the top he pulled out. He started winding a string

around it.



“My father, my mother, and my little brother were in the house and they all died. I was at
school when it happened. That’s why I'm alive and came to live with Uncle Mustafa.”

“But why did they hurt your family, Sameer?” Jen whispered.

“It was a mistake. They didn’t mean to blow us up. Uncle Mustafa said the shells were
supposed to hit somewhere else.”

Everybody watched Sameer with big eyes. No one knew what to say. Sameer was talking
about something his friends could hardly imagine.

“That’s an awful mistake,” said Luke, finally.

Sameer nodded. “I wish it never happened.”

Hearing Sameer’s story made Luke feel like crying. For a moment he just stared at the top in
Sameer’s hand and thought. Then he stood up and walked over to the line in the dirt, and with his
foot carefully erased the letter S and the letter E.

“Aren’t we going to play, Luke?” Danny asked.

“Yeah,” he answered as he put his arm around Sameer. “Basketball.”




Then he looked at his friends and said, “Too hot for war.”
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