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“Making sad faces”: Veteran trauma and the opioid crisis in Nico Walker’s Cherry 
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Narratives of the heroic veteran have long occupied a central space in the American collective 

consciousness: they appear in films from The Deerhunter to Saving Private Ryan; inform media 

representations of soldiers such as Jessica Lynch and Chris Kyle; and underpin the “support-the-troops” 

rhetoric displayed on car bumpers and at football games. However, recent scholarship has seen a number 

of critics question the function of this particular cultural construction of the veteran. Roy Scranton 

criticises what he calls the “myth of the trauma hero” which shapes American political, cultural and 

historical discourse. The trauma hero, harbouring an unspeakable truth of war, functions to absolve 

collective guilt for American violence abroad by centring the psychological turmoil of the soldier, 

“substituting the victim of trauma, the soldier, for the victim of violence, the enemy” (Scranton sec. 1). 

The redemptive arc of the trauma hero  in narratives such as Kevin Powers’ The Yellow Birds and Phil 

Klay’s Redeployment permits rehabilitation from the horrors of war to a mythologised position within 

the institutions of American society.  

 

 Despite the apparent ubiquity of the trauma hero, narratives are beginning to emerge which 

question this sanctified role of the veteran in the American collective consciousness. Among them is 

Nico Walker’s Cherry (2018). Walker’s debut novel sees an unnamed veteran protagonist (henceforth 

referred to as the eponymous ‘Cherry’ – military slang for a new recruit) return from the Iraq War 

severely traumatised, eventually getting addicted to heroin and robbing banks to fund his addiction. As 

such the text locates its protagonist at the nexus of some of the defining crises of contemporary America: 

the ‘war on terror’, the financial crash and a devastating opioid epidemic. This paper argues that 

Cherry’s location at the intersection of these crises permits a renewed discussion on the role of the 

veteran in contemporary American culture. The text articulates an enmeshment of trauma and addiction 

that shapes Cherry’s subjectivity in a way which rejects any notion of heroism or victimhood, throwing 

the cultural status of the trauma hero into crisis itself. Confronted with a “scumbag” veteran protagonist 

(270), readers are urged to reconsider what we hope to gain from constructions of the veteran in 

contemporary war narratives.  

 

For all the raw, abject body horror that pervades Cherry’s time as a combat medic in Iraq, much 

of his prose is unsettlingly detached:  

Grace and Carranza hit an IED. Carranza was wounded. He was in the driver’s hatch and his face was 

fucked and he was blind and the Bradley was on fire (163). 

The simplicity with which this horrific image is constructed creates a troubling tension between a sense 

of urgency and distance. The gradual reveal of the traumatic image delays its impact, and the repetition 
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of “and” layers the image in a flat, detached tone. Characteristic of Walker’s style, this language of 

detachment creates dissonance between the horrific reality of the traumatic event and its representation, 

suggesting a psychic detachment which renders his trauma inaccessible to the reader. This sense of 

detachment recurs in the facial imagery employed throughout the text and which becomes symbolic of 

trauma. Carranza’s face is “fucked”, and in a later attack “Caves and Rodgers have no faces. All faces 

burned off. No faces anymore” (138). Combining parataxis and meiosis, or understatement, this 

traumatic image is constructed as at once strikingly urgent – the repetition of “faces” forcing us to 

constantly contend with their graphic absence – and also unfeelingly elsewhere. The severing of faces 

in this image suggests a severing of the intersubjective ties between Cherry, his comrades and the reader. 

Conveyed through a language of detachment, this suggests a trauma experienced inwardly; the Iraq War 

as international, geopolitical crisis is compressed in Cherry and lived through a narrow and distant 

perspective. 

 

  While its war was inflicting deep wounds on Iraqi society, the United States contended with 

its own domestic crises. The fallout from Hurricane Katrina, the 2008 financial crash and the opioid 

crisis can be seen as the result of years of ruthless neoliberal economic policy which had empowered 

corporations, gutted communities of jobs and services and amplified wealth and race inequalities. 

Interspersed among scenes of chaos and violence, the text nods to the intersection of the war and the 

opioid crisis in its scenes of boredom: with nothing to do but get high, the soldiers smuggle ‘Percs’ and 

‘Oxys’,  two highly addictive prescription drugs at the forefront of the opioid epidemic (155). Upon 

return from Iraq, a severely traumatised Cherry struggles to adjust to civilian life in Cleveland, Ohio – 

one of the worst-hit states of the opioid epidemic – and an occasional habit soon becomes an all-

consuming heroin addiction (Ingraham 2016).  The early days of his addiction are anchored in the 

political moment: 

  

I was into heroin. I had sold my TV and injected it. […] Things were good. It was fall. I liked fall. I was 

completely fucking broke and the world’s economy was in crisis. It looked like maybe the world would stop and 

then we’d be okay. (200) 

  

Characteristically deadpan, Walker’s paratactic style compresses the financial crash and Cherry’s own 

poverty into a few casual lines. Rather than plead for sympathy, Cherry reflects on these as happy days; 

strung out and enjoying the small pleasures of a change in season, he views the interlocking crises in 

which he is entrenched with a distant, cheerful nihilism. These happy days are short-lived as his 

addiction worsens, exacerbated by severe combat trauma, but the text’s distant and nihilistic tone does 

not change. Walker paints Cherry’s doubly burdensome addiction and PTSD in the same language of 

detachment. He mentions a suicide attempt in a jarringly off-hand way:  “When I was gonna kill myself 

I went to the VA hospital” (201). Occupying the subordinate clause of this sentence, Cherry’s addicted, 
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suicidal self is deferred and the medical institution to which he is admitted predominates. This 

syntactically enlarges the distance between Cherry, the reader and the society which he so precariously 

inhabits. This distance only widens as Cherry retreats further and further away from the conventions 

and institutions of civic society: he spends a lot of time alone watching porn, commits petty crimes, 

gets teenage girls hooked on heroin, and eventually begins robbing banks to fund his addiction. “How 

do you get to be a scumbag?” he wonders, showing no desire to be anything but (270).  

 

As Cherry retreats to the margins of society, so too does he exclude the reader from active 

participation in his trauma. Jeff Sychterz suggests that the role of the traumatised veteran in Brian 

Turner’s poetry is to exist outwardly:  

Turner’s poetry asks us to open ourselves to the consequences of war, to recognize that war is not bound 

by geographic, temporal or even experiential boundaries. The Iraqis or America’s soldiers are not the 

only ones who have lived through war; we all have, and we harm ourselves by not opening ourselves to 

war’s victims—inviting them into our homes, physically and imaginatively (Sychterz 9). 

If the civilian reader seeks to overcome their collective guilt by creating openings between themselves 

and the trauma hero, Cherry rejects any such invitation. Walker’s text suggests the impossibility of 

Sychterz’s notion of a boundless trauma, exposing it as something which can only exist to us 

conceptually. Cherry instead lives an interiority which concentrates his trauma within the borders of his 

own embodied self. His addiction and trauma require a constant negotiation of these borders; he often 

experiences his body as both present and alien, echoing what Drew Leder calls the “dys-appearing 

body” where the body in pain affirms its presence to the consciousness by the semblance of being 

“something foreign to the self” (Leder 76). Owing to the cyclical nature of addiction, Cherry’s constant 

contention with his “present-absent” body leaves little space for him to consider anything else. Like the 

traumatic images he takes with him from Iraq, his addiction is articulated through a fixation on facial 

imagery, recurrent in the meiotic refrain “making sad faces” (250): withdrawal leaves him “making sad 

faces”; his dealer is “making sad faces” when he loses his stash; even his untrained dog is left “making 

sad faces” when forced to exist in a soiled diaper. In the dual act of making and perceiving “sad faces”, 

Cherry manipulates his face as an object and experiences it as an alien presence, all the while alienating 

the faces of those around him, again implying a severing of the intersubjective ties that connect him to 

others and the reader. Witnessing a dissonance between his subjective reality and the corporeal modes 

of connecting with the world outside, Cherry lives an interiority which is perceptible yet inaccessible 

to the reader, and denies us the ability to purge our collective guilt through his trauma.  

Far from completing the redemptive arc of the trauma hero, Cherry ends abruptly and precludes 

any sense of an ending to Cherry’s cyclical, interior existence. The novel’s concluding lines read:  
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“I put the needle in my arm. The needle was dull so it pushed the vein away when it was going in. But 

the vein couldn’t run forever. I felt a little pop and my blood flashed in the rig. I sent it home.” (313).  

Cherry experiences his body here as a conflict of self and otherness, as both an integral part of the 

embodied self’s experience of addiction (“I put the needle in my arm”) while also taking on agency of 

its own that must be overpowered (it “couldn’t run forever”). Sychterz emphasises the significance of 

“homecoming” in trauma hero narratives as a spiritual and emotional rehabilitation within society 

(Sychterz 13). Yet Cherry’s conceptualisation of his precarious body as “home” does away with the 

notion of home as a wholesome, spiritual reawakening and instead centres it ineluctably within the 

borders of his addiction. Far from fulfilling the outward, accessible myth of the trauma hero, Cherry 

folds inward, exposing his trauma to the reader while stopping short of inviting us in, prompting us to 

consider the veteran through a fresh lens of distance and apathy. 

Alexandra Alter’s review of Cherry in the New York Times places Walker’s work in the “ranks” 

of contemporary war writers, adding: 

“But “Cherry” adds a dark new chapter to the canon, revealing a young soldier’s transformation from 

hero to antihero, with no sliver of redemption.”  

Seemingly unable to conceive of a soldier outside of the terms of heroism, the review attempts to 

channel Cherry into the trauma hero myth and appears to ignore that from beginning to end, this “hero” 

is a lowlife, indifferent to his actions at war or at home. We must ask ourselves, then, why we so 

doggedly read narratives of heroism and victimhood into veteran stories. The trauma hero myth to which 

we are accustomed occupies such a central position in the American collective consciousness precisely 

because of the outward nature of his existence and the mutual relationship implied between him and the 

civilian. This mythologised hero lives a redemptive arc of trauma and recovery that enables us to purge 

our own feelings of collective guilt for political violence enacted in our name. Cherry’s addicted, 

traumatised body is physically and discursively located at the intersection of some of the defining crises 

of twenty-first century America, shifting from the senseless brutality of the Iraq War to deprivation and 

addiction at the hands of the worst drug epidemic in American history. By articulating this positionality 

in a language of detachment, the text oscillates between nihilism and apathy and precludes any 

satisfying ending through which we readers can welcome the tragic trauma hero back into the 

institutions of society. Cherry’s location at the heart of these crises, then, throws the trauma hero trope 

into crisis itself, opening up space for representations of veterans that diverge from this rhetorical 

construction. In so doing, Cherry discards the notion of the veteran as synecdoche for American moral 

authority and places the onus back on us civilians to interrogate what we hope to gain when we read 

contemporary war narratives. 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/10/books/cherry-nico-walker.html
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