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Di An, the base of the 1st Division is mentioned many times in this book. It is located 12 km southwest of Biên Hòa in the map above. Source:http://dunlapsite.com/Dunlap/VietNam/VietNam.htm


1.

PRELIMINARY CONFUSION

A handful of hippies cling together in uneasy protest on the sidewalk in front of the Portland, Oregon, inductioncenter. Despite their lack of numerical strength and thetentative nature of their actions, the small island of protestersmanage to infuse the windy fall day with a palpable tension.Their success in drawing attention to themselves is evidentby the rigorous manner in which they are ignored. No onepauses to read the clutter of small print on the placards.No one stops to argue philosophy or to question morals. Avoid is carefully maintained around the colorful band of dissenters, as if the space would effectively quarantine any unhealthy spread of this flagrant display of disloyalty to homeand to country.

Pulling my light jacket closer around me, I cross the street to join the steady flow of young men funneling into thegovernment building. As I reach the door a beaded girl takesthree defiant steps in my direction.

“Stop the draft,” she demands in a high, tense voice. “Get the U.S. out of Vietnam.”

Well-timed sentiments if ever I heard them. If those goals could be achieved sometime in the next few minutes, Iwould be particularly pleased. However, I am afraid she isaddressing the wrong person. I do not know the location ofthe lever that shuts down the military machine, or even if itshould be pulled. Isn’t there a need for an armed force toprotect our country from the hungry, the greedy, and the mad?

Not wishing to get into trouble here on the Army’s very doorstep, I retreat into the building to confront long formsand longer lines. A group of us is sent upstairs, where weare instructed to form a circle and strip. The acrid smell ofnervous sweat fills the room as our group of reluctant futuresoldiers has its private parts peered into and probed. Mymind strays to the demonstrators.


I have listened to the sounds of protest many times, and what I heard was rhetoric, slogans, and mob emotion. Howcan people hold such adamant views in the face of so muchconfusion? Is all this dissension merely a fad, or do theseprotesters see clearly where I do not? Wherever the truth, assoon as this physical is over I will be granted the privilege ofwatching the mysteries of Vietnam unravel from the safevantage of the casual civilian observer. After all those years ofstruggling to gauge the distance of fly balls, long passes, andbasketball hoops, my one-eyed vision is finally going to be ofsome advantage. Although I can see vague images out of myleft eye if I close the right one, the vision is poor enough toqualify me as legally blind in one eye.

After giving a representative sample of each of our vital fluids into the care of a host of grumpy men, we are finallyled to the eye examination machine. My right eye tests out at20/20, as expected. When I relate the unidentifiable blur ofpatterns appearing before my left eye to the man behind themachine, his only response is to speed up the scenes flashingbefore me.

When he finishes marking my chart he says, “Okay, fine. Move to the next table.”

Automatically I get up and take a step before it dawns on me that his comment was not as it should have been. Quicklymoving back in front of the machine to block the next man inline, I inquire, “What do you mean, ‘Okay, fine’? Are youtelling me I passed the eye test?”

Without taking his attention off the pile of papers before him, the private answers, “Of course you passed. Now movealong, people are waiting.”

I am frozen in place by the implications of the bored man’s words. I’m going to be drafted? Holy shit! This can’t behappening. I can’t let it happen.

Aware that I am still blocking the front of his machine, the private finally glances up to fix me with a dour gaze.

“What is your problem? Do I have to call the sergeant over here to motivate you?”


His threat loosens my tongue. “Call whoever you want. Fm not moving until you mark my chart correctly.”

He studies me for a moment before relenting with a shrug. “Okay, have it your way. But Fm telling you it won’tmake a damn bit of difference. ”

But it does make a difference. At the end of the regular physical I am sent several blocks uptown to a private optometrist. On the way back from the doctor’s office I open themanila envelope containing his report. With a rush of relief Ifind the report to be totally accurate: right eye, 20/20; lefteye, 20/600. Thus bolstered by clear evidence of what thelocal draft board assured me would disqualify me from military duty, I turn in the doctor’s report at the induction centerand catch the bus back to Eugene, confident that I will soonbe singing the I’m-not-good-enough-to-be-a-soldier jubilationblues.



Tilting back in the dining room chair with a copy of The Sun Also Rises propped against the table, I stretch my lunchhour to the limit. A change outside the window causes me toglance up in time to catch a maverick ray of sunlight slicethrough the gray drab noon. For a moment the interminablesogginess is transformed into a sparkling freshness before thefault in the perfect gray covering is mended and the errantray returned to California.

My roommate bangs through the front door with a case of beer in his arms. “Ah, good, you’re home. Our government has sent you a letter. When I found it in the box, Iheaded straight for the store to get the makings for a toast toyour freedom or the first of many drunks.”

The envelope lies unopened before me. This, I know, is one of the big moments of my life. Maybe if I never open theletter I will never get drafted, never get sent to Vietnam,never be shipped home in a box. Ridiculous. Assuring myselfof my unacceptability, I rip open the envelope. Reading thesalutation causes a rude sound to escape my throat and myhand to cast the letter into the still air of the living room.

“What’s going on? What did it say?” Ned probes for answers while I drain a beer.

“It said, Greetings from the President of the United States.’ ”

“Uh-oh. What else did it say?”


“That’s it. That’s all I read.”

“Well, shit. Read the rest of it—the suspense is killing me.”

“As far as I know, there’s only one kind of letter that starts off the way that one does.”

“You don’t know that for sure. It’s just possible that it’s not what you think it is.”

“There is little doubt that it is what I think it is, but if you’re so curious, you read it.”

“I’m not going to read it.”

“Then have a beer and we’ll just let it air awhile.”

Viewing the offending message from afar we discuss the possibilities and ramifications through two more bottles ofbeer. Ned is right, of course. This is not the kind of thing youcan just leave lying in the middle of the living room floor. Imust either accept my fate or start running, but first I needto verify the bad news. On hands and knees, I consult theform letter that speaks of my future.

“Sure as hell, I’ve been drafted. ‘Report to the San Jose, California, induction center, November twenty-seventh, 1967.’That’s only two weeks from now. They don’t believe in givingyou a lot of time to sort out your life, do they? What aboutmy job? They want a minimum of two weeks’ notice. Andwhat about Julie? It has taken me a lifetime of diligenthustling to get a girl that fine to fall in love with me. I knowdamn well she isn’t going to wait two years for my gloriousreturn. Man, this here’s a major depression.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“What can I do? I either do what they want or become the proverbial man without a country. Being an illegal alienis not what I had in mind for the rest of my life. ”

By 4:00 p.m. a plan comes through the beery haze. I will quit my job and head for sunny Mexico.

As I stroll into the office three secretaries swivel their heads from typewriters to clock, in silent admonishment ofmy late return. With a slight list to starboard and a beer-fumewake, I plow into the boss’s office.

“Hi ya, Jim,” I open, a huge grin unaccountably spreading across my face.

“What’s up?” he asks in his usual friendly, easy manner.

“I’ve been drafted.”

“Drafted?”


“Yeah, sure as hell, drafted.”

“I thought you were 4-F.”

“So did I. Buggers must’ve changed the rules. Anyway, I’ve come to tell you that I’m quitting.”

“Yes, of course. This is to be your two-week notice then, I take it?”

“I’m afraid not. I’ll be in the Army in two weeks.”

“Oh, I see. Well how much notice do you want to give then? A week and a half? A week?”

“No, sir. I had something more like a half hour in mind.”

He stares at me in silence as I grow increasingly uncomfortable. This is a good man standing before me who knows that I am drunk, but if he doesn’t say something soon he isgoing to be staring at empty space because I have got to getout of here.

“Okay, John. I’ll see if I can get your pay to you before you leave.”

“Oh? Yeah, that would be great. Thanks.” He really is a nice guy.



Mexico. Ah, yes. I will walk the white sand beaches, bodysurf the ocean waves, bask in the sunshine, ease mymind with cerveza, and dream of brown-skinned maidens. Itwould be nice if I could talk someone into going with me. Iwonder where my old college roommate, Mike Parsons, isthese days? I haven’t seen him since graduation, almost ayear ago.

Three phone calls to mutual friends produce the news that Mike is still in Corvallis working as a milkman while hewaits for his Air Force enlistment date to come up. I dial thenumber I have been given, and Mike’s voice comes over theline. I explain about being drafted, about quitting my job anhour ago, about going to Mexico in the morning. He mullsthe idea over for a few minutes before deciding that hedeserves to have some fun before he becomes the property ofthe Air Force.

With that settled, I drive the one-hundred miles to Portland to hold, love, and say good-bye to Julie. This is thehard part. I hate hurting this girl who has been so good tome. The intensity of her heartbreak is more than I canendure. She does not understand why I am going to Mexicoinstead of spending my last two weeks with her. Frankly, neither do I. Feeling the warmth of her body against mine,knowing her need and her pain, I am almost convincedto stay. But it won’t do. Things are closing in. I have tomove.




Beyond the window of the run-down San Diego hotel a torrent of water falls into the street. This is the second fullday of heavy rain. The storm sewers are backing up.

A head cold presses against my eyes and brain.

My car is in a local garage having a piston replaced.

Mike is quiet and withdrawn.

The nurse jabs the needle into my left shoulder. Late last night on the outskirts of Tucson, Arizona, I stepped on arusty nail while walking from the edge of the highway intothe desert to sleep for the night. The nail went in flush withthe sole of my shoe. I could not pull it out or take off myshoe. I had to hop back to the car on one foot to pull the nailout with a pair of pliers. I woke this morning with the risingof the sun, my foot throbbing in time with the beating of myheart.

Things had not gone well in Mexico. It rained the entire week. It rained more during that week than it usually does inan entire year. The streets were flooded. There was a greaterweight of flies in the bakeries than doughnuts. We did nothave enough money. We missed our women. We did not getdrunk or meet anyone or have any fun. We did not seem toknow how to have any fun.

The nurse picks up the empty vial to record the use of the drug in her log. “Oh,” she says, dropping the vial into thecovered garbage pail. “That’s the wrong one.”

She rummages in the refrigerator until I hear an a-ha of satisfaction. “Here it is. Tetanus.”

“What did you give me?” I ask.

“Pardon me?”

“What was in the syringe you gave me?”

“Oh, nothing important.”

“Nonetheless, I would like to know what it was.”

“Oh, very well,” she says, looking piqued, “if you must know. ” She reluctantly dips a thumb and an index finger inthe waste pail to retrieve the discarded vial. Holding it up tothe light she says, “I told you so. It’s nothing important. Just some flu vaccine.”

Perfect. A final touch of misery. I always get the flu from flu vaccine.

Broke, and out of time, we head for California where the Army awaits its 190 pounds of flesh.


2.

BASIC TRAINING


My career in the U.S. Army starts in a long line, as all service careers should. After all, it is a time-honored tradition. From the age of early man, it has been the lot of thosewho serve to wait for those who rule to finish their tea andget on with the business of deciding what to do with that mobof low life outside in the rain.

After nineteen hours on a cramped bus, fifty California lads in short-sleeved shirts are lined up on the asphalt in therain. It is 11:00 p m. The temperature is 38 degrees.

A half hour passes. Then another. Fort Lewis’s latest recruits stand shivering in the cold, their arms crossed tightlyagainst their chests, teeth chattering in the darkness. Timeslows until each second is felt, absorbed, and endured. Another half hour grates by.

As I watch the rain slant through the pool of illumination cast by the single yard light, visions of a detention campsomewhere in Europe play across my mind. I do not think Iam going to like it here.

Finally, someone decides we are sufficiently rinsed to be allowed entrance to the Quonset hut to drip-dry. From 12:30a.m. until 3:00 a.m. our soggy minds are subjected to a batteryof tests designed to help the Army determine how we canbest serve our country. The Army has no need of microbiologists, physicists, or chemical engineers. Its manpower needs,and our resulting military careers, fall into only two categories. If it takes you more than fifteen minutes to write yourname and address, you are a cook. Everyone else is an infantryman.

With the testing over and the hour late, we abandon the puddles under our chairs to be herded into an ice-cold barracks. The U.S. Army, always mindful of the health of itstroops, has decreed that every window in the barracks beopen nine inches at the top and bottom to allow for adequateventilation. Since there are windows aplenty in an armybarracks, this thoughtful policy ensures that the temperatureinside and out remains consistent.

The rain has stopped, but the temperature continues to drop until the piles of soaked clothing lying on the floorfreeze. Curled into a ball in an attempt to warm my bodyenough to stop shaking, I almost convince myself I can go tosleep to the choir of twenty-four coughing, groaning, snoringmen when 5:00 a.m. and a drill sergeant burst upon the scene.Our leader is more an embodiment of noise than of form. Heyells and berates and lectures. We cower and scurry andshiver.

Outside in ice-encrusted puddles, we wait for and then watch the sun come up, wondering if its pale gray heat willreach us before we freeze in our wet summer clothes.

The sergeant stands on the raised platform delivering his standard lecture on company and battalion parade formations.An assistant holds the three-foot by four-foot diagrams firmlyon their stand to prevent them from being carried away bythe wind. The sergeant increases the volume of his deliveryto counter the growing storm, and stabs his pointer throughthe snow to fix his chart with meaning.

His audience is not interested. This has nothing to do with staying alive. We will muddle through the formationswhen the time comes. What the sergeant’s audience doescare about is the snow. The snow that is now two inches thickon our shoulders, arms, and legs.

Back in our barracks there are neatly folded piles of woolen shirts and pants, long woolen underwear, liners forour cotton field jackets, overshoes, and lined overcoats. Iappreciate the fact that our cotton shirts, pants, and unlinedjackets have been the standard winter uniform here for manyyears, and I take appropriate comfort in knowing that ourcounterparts in California, Texas, and Georgia are wearingexactly the same winter uniform. I can even understand whatan awesome undertaking it is for the general in charge of this fort to change the rules of dress merely to accommodate awinter that is thirty percent colder than average, but with mychilly bum parked here on the frozen ground I hope theicy fingers of the devil cause a malfunction in the heater ofthe man’s limousine.

I peek from under the lip of my helmet toward the platform. The sergeant, his diagrams, and even his voice havedisappeared, swallowed by the storm. The assembled troopsare covered with a white blanket of increasing thickness,their constant shivering undetectable through the heavy flakes.With their helmets tilted into the wind, and their neckshunched into the collars of their jackets, the men are as stillas a picture of a Valley Forge winter.

I can only assume that we remain in this formation because the good sergeant is still somewhere above us, faithfully delivering his lecture, unwilling to repeat this performance merely because the task was left unfinished.

Two weeks have passed and still the snow persists. The Army has taken away all my hair and replaced it with asteel pot. These helmets allow the 17-degree morning air freeaccess to our scalps, and I have been wondering if we are indanger of having our brains freeze—I have seen plenty ofevidence to verify this concern.

We are now well practiced at standing in formation for hours to watch the sun come up. However, some of us arestill having trouble with the more complicated maneuvers.Fred, who is being recycled through basic for previous failures, can be counted upon to fuck up everything he does. Itis not that Fred is mud stupid the way he pretends, it is justthat Fred does not want to be here. Doing everything wrongis his way of trying to get released.

Whenever the platoon does a right face, Fred does a left face. When the platoon does a right shoulder arms, Fred canbe counted on to do any of a wide variety of movements,but never with the ordered results. When the companymarches off in formation, one man will always be seen marching off at a tangent in his own parade.

We have done hundreds of push-ups and sit-ups and squat thrusts because of Fred’s program for personal freedom. The Army feels punishing the rest of us for Fred’smisbehavior will make Fred want to be one of us. It is not working.

Fred is not alone in his defiance. We also have a hip black named Bobby who has been sleeping in for an extrathree hours every morning for a week now. Considering thatwe are disciplined for the flicker of an eye or the incorrectalignment of a thumb while at attention, it is a mystery to ushow Bobby can get away with such a flagrant breach of therules.

This morning Fred decided that if one man can stay snuggled in the warmth of his bed instead of freezing in thesnow, then why not two? As a result, four sergeants are nowhuddled together to discuss the two men’s absence from ourformation. Since I am the leader of Fred’s squad, I amsummoned to accompany the sergeants as they head for thebarracks. I follow in their wake with a mixture of dread forthe misery to be inflicted and curiosity over the mystery ofBobby’s charmed disobedience.

The first sergeant to reach Fred s bunk gives it a vicious kick. “Get up, you worthless maggot.”

Without waiting for a response, another sergeant grabs the mattress and rolls Fred onto the floor.

“Getting a little extra beauty sleep, are you, sweet pea? An ugly little rat like you needs all the beauty sleep he canget, doesn’t he, sweet pea?”

Fred lies tangled in his blankets with his pale limbs sticking out at odd angles, looking extremely vulnerable.

“I asked you a question, maggot.”

It isn't talking to us again today, is it, maggot?”

Two of the sergeants give one edge of the blankets a hefty yank, sending Fred’s passive form sprawling into thefeet of the two remaining NCOs.

“Get off my boots, you slimy piece of wormy shit!” screams one of the sergeants. “Jesus, it touched me. Thatfairy actually touched me. Fairy, I’m going to break yourbones for that.”

“Wait a minute. Let’s make him sweat a little first.”

“Why waste our time on this garbage? Let’s just kill him and get it over with.”

“No killing. The captain will have our asses if we kill a man before breakfast. Let’s sweat him now and then kill himafter breakfast. ”

“On your stomach, puke. Let’s start with twenty pushups.”


While Fred does his push-ups, I glance across the bay and down four bunks. Bobby is stretched out flat on hismattress, lying perfectly still, waiting.

“Get off" your belly, stockade bait,” a sergeant yells at Fred who has collapsed after six push-ups.

Faking a mighty effort, Fred raises his chest two inches off the floor before collapsing with a sigh. Fred is like that.He puts out just enough effort so they can’t claim he isdefying their orders. So far his plan for improving his lot inlife is not working too well, but he obviously feels that if hekeeps to his program long enough the Army will eventuallygive him an unadaptable or undesirable discharge.

“Okay, dung heap. You want to rest, let’s go outside.”

While two sergeants escort Fred from the barracks, the remaining sergeants approach Bobby’s bunk. I linger at thefar end of the bay to watch what happens.

The bunk and its occupant crash to the floor. Bobby rolls over once and springs to his feet, flashing anger.

“You’ve got two minutes to get dressed and haul your butt out into formation,” yells a sergeant as he heads downthe stairs.

Is that it? Is that all they are going to do for a week’s worth of defiance?

Back outside, I find Fred doing a rocking exercise on his belly in the snow. White limbs and white underwear rockingand shaking with the cold of the white morning snow.

My drill sergeant orders me to low crawl around the company area. I expected as much. It is my punishment forallowing one of my men to miss formation, a psychologicalploy to bring maximum peer pressure to focus on Fred, toforce him into the mold of a soldier. But Fred has alreadyinvested too much suffering into his program to yield withoutbreaking. I would rather low crawl than deal with Fred.



Last night the barracks sounded like a pneumonia ward. When my third and last illegally obtained cough drop shotfrom my mouth during one of my fits of coughing, I decidedthe time had come for me to join the larger half of thecompany reporting daily to sick call.

But this morning, when a call came for blood donors, I decided to volunteer, figuring that when my sickly blood wasrejected I could sneak to the infirmary for a bottle of cough syrup. Perhaps some sweet embodiment of motherhood will melt at the sight of my misery and tuck me into a warm bed with orders to stay put until I am well and the earth has thawed.

Snugly stashed in a warm room with a thermometersticking from my mouth like the handle of a lollipop, I watchthe blood drain from the bodies lying in a row on the threetables before me. An almost cute Red Cross girl plucks thethermometer from my lips and flashes me the first smile Ihave seen in weeks.	

"One hundred and one," she reads. "I'm sorry, we won't be able to accept your blood until your temperature goes down."

One hundred and one? How can I feel so rotten and only have a temperature of 101 degrees? The infirmary won't even look at me unless my temperature is at least 103 degrees. Neither a heart attack nor cancer will get you so much as an aspirin and an orderly unless you possess proof of a super¬heated 103-degree body, which is a tough accomplishment when you live in a freezer.

So far, only nine of our men have been admitted to the hospital. One of the men that has not made it is the leader of our fourth squad. Every night he coughs up half a helmetful of bloody expectorate, but his temperature never exceeds 102 degrees so he is not entitled to medical attention.

By midmorning, 120 temperatures have been taken, five men have been relieved of some of their blood, and the company is reunited and on the march. We march across fields, down roads, and through a building where two rows of men shoot jets of fluid into our arms with high-pressure squirt guns. We are advised not to flinch, as this action causes a slice rather than a puncture.

By nightfall the alien microbes introduced into our already weakened bodies begin to make their presence felt. Our future good health, if we should live so long, is now insured against smallpox, cholera, typhoid, tetanus, typhus, polio, influenza, and, of course, the plague.

For entertainment a group of us walk from bunk to bunk, trying to guess who is showing symptoms of which disease.



"Look at this dude. Red with purple blotches. A plague case if ever I've seen one."

“When have you ever seen a plague case, you dumb shit:?”


“Looks like a case of too much coughing to me.”

“I’m telling you, that’s the plague.”

“Now over here we have a desperate case. I think this is one we can all agree upon.” We stand over Fred as thepronouncement is made. “A severe case of lockjaw caused bya tetanus infection inflicted upon him by his local draft board.May he soon be delivered to his final resting place.”

Amen.


Our English auto mechanic scoots by, heading for the latrine, his body bent around his clutched midsection.

“A-ha, the cholera clutch and scoot.”

“Yes, yes. Cholera, pure and simple.”

“Probably the plague.”

Next we come across our husky Basque alien buried under six blankets and soaked in sweat, shivering in violentrhythm to his chattering teeth.

“Hmm. This is our most serious case yet.”

“Yeah. I’ll bet his temperature is over one hundred and three.”

“Looks like malaria to me,” offers one of the guys already gathered around the bed. “First he’s freezing, then he’sboiling.”

“Yep, the classic symptoms of malaria all right. There is just one thing wrong with your prognosis. We didn’t get amalaria shot.”

“Yeah, right. It’s probably the plague.”

“Could be influenza. ”

“I’ll give you two to one on typhoid fever. ”

“I’ve got five that says you’re wrong. ”

“You’re on.”

“Hey. How we gonna find out who wins?”

“Good question.”



I expected basic training to be a combination of football training camp and Boy Scouts for big kids. It is not like that.It is more like reform school for old, retarded juvenile delinquents. Here the pursuit of excellence is exchanged for atentative grasp on the lowest order of competence. Everything is geared to the slowest and the dullest. Ninety percentof the men spend ninety percent of their time and energywaiting, hoping, praying, that on this, the ninety-ninth try, everyone will remember which is his left foot.

They talk a lot about unit pride, but where is the pride when the best you can hope for is occasional mediocrity.We are training to manage the minimum and to stay outof trouble.

I am tinkering with my gear, putting it in neat rows, splashing a little Brasso on this and that, and generally gettingready for this evening’s inspection when a shout comes fromthe far end of the bay. Everyone scrambles to attention. Thedrill sergeant’s boots squeak across our highly polished vinylfloor.

“Shook,” yells the voice above the squeak, “you’ve got five minutes to get cleaned up. We’re going before the captain. Be downstairs knocking on my door at 1925.”

I must be in big trouble. I wonder what I have done that is important enough to get the captain involved? Well, thereis no sense speculating about it. It could be one of a hundreddifferent things.

The crunch of our boots on the snow is the only sound disturbing the darkness of the company compound until thesergeant speaks in a quiet, conversational voice I have neverheard before.

“I know you haven’t had much of a chance to study for this, but if the captain chooses you for soldier of the monthI’ll see to it that you get the free time you need before thefortwide competition tomorrow night. ”

“Uh . . . excuse me, Sergeant, are you sure you have the right guy?”

“What?”

“I mean, I ... I don’t know what you are talking about.”

He stops and turns to face me. “Soldier of the month. You know, like soldier of the week? The man who has scoredthe highest in all phases of training. That’s you, right?”

“It is? That’s news to ... I mean, I don’t know, Sergeant.” “You got the maximum score on the physical training test,didn’t you?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“And the other tests? Didn’t your platoon guide tell you about the soldier of the week award last week? Didn’t hetell you to be ready for tonight’s selection?”

“This is the first I have heard about it, Sergeant.”

“So you haven’t been studying? You’re not prepared for this at all?”


“No, Sergeant.”

He stares at me, then off into the night. “Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now. Come on, the captain iswaiting for us. ”

Inside the orderly room the sergeant quickly leafs through the pamphlets on the first sergeant’s desk. Laying a copy ofThe Uniform Code of Military Justice before me, he says,“Just stay cool and try not to embarrass me.”

I try to concentrate on the dry verbiage but the room is too warm, and my nose is running, and I’m nervous, and Ihaven’t been paying attention during the lectures, and whatthe hell do I care about being soldier of the week, or month—orwhatever, anyway?

Well, I guess I should try.

Over the past few weeks, I have come to appreciate how fortunate our platoon has been to draw the drill sergeant wehave. Sure, he yells at us and puts us through all manner ofunpleasant, tedious routines, but he does not keep us up allnight scrubbing the floor with our toothbrushes and he isnot petty, cruel, or malicious. He has been through a tour inVietnam that seems to have taken the gung ho out of him.When given the chance, he seeks the sanctity of his privateroom to the right of the barrack’s front door. At night, if youlisten closely, you can hear his little portable TV playing, andsometimes there is the faint whiff of marijuana.

The door to the captain’s office opens to emit a studious looking private with a bad complexion. Someone from thehollow of the office calls my name.

I come to attention in front of the captain’s desk. All the drill sergeants are here, standing or leaning against the wallsin a semicircle behind me. The first lieutenant half sits on thewindow ledge to my left front. The questions begin. Mytongue is suffering from partial paralysis. The room is claustrophobic. There is a restriction in the flow of blood to mybrain. To avoid the quagmire of confusion summoned byinfinite possibilities, I give the first answer entering my headthat seems to relate to the topic.

At last the captain settles back in his chair to ask, “Now then, Private Shook, what is your opinion of the basic training you have received so far?”

My opinion? He’s actually asking for my opinion? That’sthe one thing I was sure would never happen. There’s nothing in my index of ready things to say that goes with this question, nothing but the truth, and that won’t do at all.

“Just give us your honest opinion. You have nothing to fear. There will be no reprisals of any kind.”

“I . . . ah . . . sir, I don’t know what to tell you.”

“I don’t know what you’re going to tell me either, but you had better tell me something.”

“Yes, sir.” There is no way I can conjure polite platitudes fast enough to be believed. “Well, sir, I am getting in worse shape with each passing day. What I have learned infive weeks here I could have learned in two days. There isgreat emphasis placed on harassment and almost none onexcellence. The lectures put everyone to sleep. The troops areincredibly unhealthy and morale is nonexistent.” It all pouredfrom my mouth, with no thought of caution or tact.

The room is silent. At attention, I have no opportunity to look at the faces of the men around me.

“That will be all, Private. You are dismissed.”

I thankfully shuffle out into the night, glad for once for the purity of the cold Washington air. I don’t think I willneed to worry about being picked for soldier of the month.




Drill Corporal Gausser is a pompous ass. He comes to us straight from drill corporal school, chock-full of enthusiasm forthe job of making other people miserable. Drill CorporalGausser’s greatest pleasure is sticking the brim of his Smokey-the-Bear hat in a man’s face and unleashing a venomous rage.Getting yelled at is bad enough, but getting yelled at from adistance of two inches with such soul-shattering hate is quitesomething else. It is a rare man who can absorb one of thecorporal’s verbal lashings without experiencing a nearly overwhelming desire to strike back.

Gausser is solidly built and slightly less than six feet tall. His training technique consists of a single theme that iscarried out with fanatic vigor. He is not so much interested inhow we march, how we handle our rifles, or how accomplished we are at hand-to-hand combat as he is in our absolute acceptance of his authority. He constantly baits us,tempting us to revolt. Can he insult a man’s heritage, debasehis person, bring him to the edge of fury with spittle-fleckedscreams from two inches, grind his face in the mud, and thenchallenge him to a fight—and still have that man refuse? Therefusals to fight are coming with more and more reluctance, but so far the men are held in check by their fear of what theArmy will do to them if they strike a superior, and of course,Gausser only challenges the smallest men in the platoon.

Gausser infuriates me. He fills me with hate. I both long for an excuse to bring him down and dread that he mayprovide one. If he screams in my face with enough fury, myrifle butt will smash into his chin with all the power I canmuster. I have gone through the short butt stroke a thousandtimes in my mind—his jaw pulverized, my face behindbars.

Hitting Gausser would mean disaster for me. I know this, and I know just as clearly that if challenged I willrespond.

Is my obsessive desire to shatter another man an indication that the Army’s training is taking effect? Is the combination of displaced individuality, loss of freedom, constant debasement coupled with constant encouragement towardviolence and mindless obedience enough to change the basicpersonality of a man? Is it possible that, despite all its ineptitude, the Army is succeeding in making a soldier out of me?Or is it merely that I have never previously met a man somalicious, a man so deserving of violent alteration?

I think I am actually beginning to like marching down the road singing these corny old military songs. Walking,even running, is preferable to standing immobile. And I liketo sing, especially when the drill sergeant leads the song. Itcuts down considerably on the yelling.

Our leader has been in a good mood ever since he received his promotion to staff sergeant. Since life here dipsand crests on his humor, our lot is looking up. Even thatcretin Gausser has not been harassing us much lately. Hehas been away every morning attending some kind of class.When he returns to us in the afternoon he is seldom giventhe opportunity to have us to himself the way he likes.

The weather is also becoming cheerier. Finally, in the latter part of January, the temperature has returned to normal. The pristine whiteness of the landscape is transforminginto a lovely expanse of 40-degree mud. Rain, exceedinglycommon in these parts, has been acknowledged and providedfor by the Army. We are allowed the use of our rubberovershoes and raincoats. My feet are warm for the first timesince I arrived. Strange that we are permitted to wear more clothing now that the temperature has risen 25 degrees.

The sign coming up on my right reads “Division of Chemical, Biological and Radiological Warfare.” It doesn’tsound friendly, but it could be interesting.

Following a lecture on our country’s nuclear, chemical, and biological warfare capabilities, we are treated to a sampling of their practical application. In a dirt-floored hut weexperience the eye-burning, nose-running, coughing effectsof tear gas. With the release of more gas we practice diggingour masks out of their pouches, putting them on, and clearingthem of bad air with the bad air in our lungs—an art requiring persistence and faith.

After a bit of airing we are herded into a second hut. They tell us that the gas to be released in this hut is astronger brew called CS gas. After a practice run we areexpected to take out our masks and clear them in a roomalready full of gas. Not everyone is successful. Three or fourmen burst out the door, gagging.

From our affected comrades we learn about the effect of CS gas on the human body. Half a normal breath of the gasmakes all your mucous membranes weep, your eyes burn,your stomach contract. You also experience a panicky sensation of not being able to breathe. One normal breath addsdizziness and vomiting to the symptoms. Two breaths of thegas results in unconsciousness, followed by violent nauseaupon awakening.

For our final experience we are instructed to crawl under a heavy wire net suspended eighteen inches above the ground. We are warned that if anyone puts his mask onbefore the gas is released, the exercise will be repeated.

Smoke grenades are set off on line with my feet to disguise the release of the gas. Taking a big breath of air, Ihold it until the need for another breath approaches, then Itake a cautious sniff. If the air is clear, I quickly exhale andtake another big breath. The fourth time I repeat the procedure there is no mistaking the noxious odor. My stomachheaves. I swallow hard and loosen my mask from its pouch.Blowing every ounce of air in my lungs into the mask to expelthe gaseous air now occupying that space, I pause, dreadingthe need to inhale. No longer able to put it off, I take atentative breath.

Gas!

My stomach sends its contents into my throat and mouth. I swallow. And then again. And again.


Pandemonium breaks out in front of me. Men in utter panic break through the wire net—a feat not normally evenattempted—and fight their way blindly through the circle ofsergeants and junior officers to run stumbling and falling intothe woods. Some pass out on the way; others sprawl on theirhands and knees, vomiting.

I take a gulp of air and immediately blow it out hard into the mask. After swallowing my lunch four more times, Iattempt another breath. The air is now slightly less thannauseating. It’s going to be all right.

I crawl out the far side of the net to find that half the platoon is still in the woods. The other half mills around,yelling through their masks or bent over at the waist spittingand recovering. Our drill sergeant is furious—at the panic, atthe lack of response to his commands, at the slowness of ourreturn to formation. He orders us back under the net.

The men receive the order with yells of defiance. Other sergeants and officers are drawn to the sounds of anger. Thesergeants threaten. The men stand firm. They are not goingback under the net. There is gas and revolution in the air.

Ten minutes later we lie under the net, waiting for our second dose of gas. We are here because of a captain’s intervention. Never have I witnessed such presence of command,such confidence of power, such believable threats.

This time I have managed to position myself well away from the rear of the pack where the gas is released. When Ihear the wave of frantic movement approach up the field offifty men, I whip on my mask without waiting to smell thegas. My first intake through the mask is a marvel of fresh air.

I am in the midst of congratulating myself when a boot steps on the back of my head, quickly followed by a blow tothe face that dislodges my mask. Repositioning and clearingthe mask involves the same stomach-wrenching, vomit-swallowing, sinus-draining procedure as before, but after afew minutes the situation is under control.

The results of our second trip beneath the net is little better than the first. Thankfully, time and the sour mood ofthe men discourages any thought of a third effort. The platoon double-times from the area in disgrace.

*  *  *




After a series of inspections that spanned the better part of a day and a half, we have finally been released. With ourduffel bags near at hand, we mill about self-consciously in ournew dress-green uniforms and bald heads. From a militarypoint of view we are polished up and squared away. To acivilian eye we must look like something just emerged from a1940’s prison.

Well, we learned to take orders all right, and we learned to march, but I do not see anybody in the mood to strut. No,there is no pride here that I can detect. These people justwant to get on with it. The next stop may not be better, butat least it will be different. Few friends have been made, andthere are no foolish promises of reunion to be heard.

Alone or in small groups, the men shoulder their bags and head for the buses. Basic training is over at last.


3.

ADVANCED INFANTRY TRAINING

The second phase of my training began with another time-honored tradition—peeling potatoes. I have had mybutt parked on this overturned bucket, deskinning spudswith hands water-swollen to a puckered wrinkle for threesolid days. This is a job usually reserved for those who havecommitted some minor infraction, but my only fault wasarriving at Fort Ord, California, at an awkward time. Theleadership potential course I was scheduled to take began aweek and a half before I got here, while the men who willmake up my advanced infantry training class have not yetarrived. After some initial confusion about what to do withme, they stuck me in this potato bin.

Before leaving Fort Lewis, I was offered the choice of going to drill corporal school or officer candidate school. Afterhaving the distinct displeasure of knowing Drill CorporalGausser, I had no desire to visit the place where he wasmade. However, unless the most recent escalation of theVietnam War had resulted in a relaxation in the rules ofeligibility for OCS, my bad eye would prevent me from beingeligible. After two hours of inquiry, a lieutenant and I learnedthat the physical requirements for OCS had indeed beendowngraded. One good eye was now all that was needed tobe a leader of men, yet two good eyes were still required forcombat duty. I heralded their wisdom and signed on thedotted line.

Dropping another bald spud into the pot, I glanced atthe automatic potato peeler standing at my side. It is reportedly in need of repair, but I suspect it is merely in need of a good plugging in.

Back in the days of the Great Depression my father had joined the Army as a way of sustaining himself. After servingfor four years as a private, he went to college, married, andstarted a family. When World War II came along he wasdisappointed when his application for admittance to the officer training programs was denied because of his dependenceon glasses.

Even though I do not share his faith in our current leaders, perhaps his unfulfilled desire had something to do with my volunteering for OCS, or perhaps I felt if I had to serve Imight as well do so as an officer. In any case, I had volunteered, and my decision hung over me uneasily. From thelittle I have learned about Army life, it seems to be a profession of regimented minds frozen decades back in time whenthe standard methods of operation first jelled. And while I dofeel an obligation to help protect America’s freedoms, I wonder if the present Vietnam situation has anything to do withthat obligation. Perhaps, as the dissenters claim, this war ismoving our country further from the path of justice andfreedom. I do not know. All I know is how much I hate being aslave to the whims of other men.

I’ve peeled enough damn potatoes to feed a battalion. I’ve had enough of this shit. No one’s been around to checkon me for hours, and it’s almost quitting time, anyway. Leaving at the rear of the mess hall, I stroll off looking for thenearest haven for the bewildered and the bored.

The large beer hall I find has only a smattering of customers. Men in baggy green talk quietly to their companions, or sit alone staring into their private thoughts. Discarding theidea of having my first drink in the Army in cheery fellowship, I sit at an empty table and begin to think through thepossibilities of escape.

Getting off the base is easy enough. All I have to do is climb over the barbed wire at the top of the fence and jumpto freedom on the other side. From there I can catch one ofthe regular buses that pass the fort and be on my way toanywhere—as long as anywhere doesn’t cost too much money.I only have three hundred dollars. Maybe I could go to myfather’s house for awhile. No I couldn’t. That patriot wouldprobably turn me in. Well, finding a place to live under anassumed name is not the problem. How to make money without using my Social Security number would seem to bethe major hurdle. I could work with the other illegals in thefields. The trouble with this idea is that a six-foot three-inchwhite boy would tend to stand out in a field of short, brownMexicans. Maybe I should go to Canada, or sell drugs. Christ!This whole idea is depressing.



Being assigned to Ford Ord was a lucky draw. It is sunny and warm, with a moderate ocean breeze blowing gentlyacross the rolling hills and sand dunes. Whatever winterthere was seems to be gone. We spend most of our timeattending classes on land navigation, rocket launchers, mortars, mines, communications, and first aid. It is a vast improvement over being yelled at all day.

Nonetheless, the mainstay of Army life is still boredom. It seems strange. Now that things have improved, I thinkconstantly of escape. Yet despite the hours I have devoted tothe subject, a satisfactory plan—or sufficient courage—has sofar failed to develop.

Today, however, my yearning for long-term freedom is overshadowed by more immediate desires. Julie has come toCalifornia. Contrary to my expectations, our relationship hasnot withered with separation. Instead, a constant stream ofpassionate letters, coupled with my isolation from all thingsfemale, has strengthened our mutual interest. In the hope ofgetting a chance to see me, Julie is spending her spring breakfrom college at my folks’ place an hour north of here.

Captain Jackson, who has until now felt no compunction to grant his company any type of leave, has inadvertentlygranted my most fervent wish by releasing us for the entireweekend.

I stand with my toes hanging over the edge of the curb, balancing on the balls of my feet, waiting. I wish my hair hadhad a chance to grow a little more. I feel like a nervous kidwaiting for his first date. Before today I have always beenable to maintain enough distance in my relationship withJulie to keep it from becoming too serious. After all, she maybe the most desirable girl I have yet dated, but she is farfrom perfect. I wish she would hurry up and get here.

As if summoned by the power of my desire, a car pulls to the curb. The delicious blonde behind the wheel bounces outof the car to clap me in a bear hug. My God, she feels good.

Mv hand presses a tantalizing thigh as we drive the short distance to Moss Landing where my father’s little sloop ismoored. We sail the bay, run on the beach, and toast thesunset. Everything is perfect between us. The laughter andloving rejuvenates my faith in life. It is increasingly temptingto steal Mr. Strindberg’s daughter and Mr. Shook’s boat, andsail off into the proverbial sunset, never to be heard of again.


Sunday night I pry my mind from the western horizon to apply it to more realistic matters. Although my restless urgeshave been subdued over the past two days for me to grudgingly return my body to the Army, I am not willing to acceptthis one weekend of bliss as my total allotment for the nextseveral months.

Plans must be laid.



The Monday evening formation is dismissed for dinner. Instead of getting in line for chow I return to the barracksand slip out the side door. No one is in sight. The mightymilitary machine seems totally occupied with its refueling.Trainees are not allowed out of their company area without apass, but if I act naturally and appear as if I know where I amgoing the chances of being checked are slim. I hope.

At the parking lot I begin the difficult chore of pretending to be on an errand while walking in a circle around the scattering of parked cars. Ten minutes past the appointedhour my car hoves into view. I direct Julie to park betweentwo cars, with the trunk end pulled tight against a bush.With a quick look around, I open the trunk and crawl inside.

The car slows for the MP at the main gate, then accelerates into the world of normal people.

Julie brought steak, cold beer, homemade cheesecake, and best of all, the gift that brings intense pleasure withevery unveiling—herself.

By the time we have eaten and loved and talked and loved again, it is 0330—time to wake from our dream. Reversing the trunk-smuggling operation, I am back inside thefort at 0400, in my bunk by 0410, and startled by the sound ofreveille at 0500.

For the remainder of the week we continue our rendezvous. By week's end notions of love for this girl have escalated sharply. But love cannot stay. It takes itself back to Oregon, and I miss it all the more.

Saturday morning I discover that my squad leader hasbeen sniffing around the edges of our little escapade. He has noted me sleeping in the chow line, dozing during morningformation, and slumbering during lectures. Further, he hastwice seen me up and fully dressed at 0400, an obviousindication of deviant behavior as no soldier would rise at 0400when he could sleep until 0500. He informs me that in viewof my recent behavior he is harboring serious doubts abouthis ability to support my nomination for soldier of the week.

I don’t care any more about being soldier of the week than I did when nominated for soldier of the month. Besides,I’m too tired to deal with this gung-ho bullshit. The sun isn’teven up yet. “Listen, you’ll have to do what you think best,I offer lamely as I try to move around him.

He stands there looking at me like he is waiting for a confession. When the truth fails to come welling out of me, hedemands, “I order you to tell me what has been going on.”“Take it easy, will you? I’ve been having trouble sleeping at night, okay? What’s the big deal? All my Army stuff isup to snuff, isn’t it?”

“That’s not the point.”

“What the hell is the point?”

“It’s your attitude. You’re getting a bad attitude.”

“Oh, bullshit. My attitude has always been bad.” I would not talk this way to a real corporal, and I usually have moresense than to talk this way to my acting leader, even thoughhis stripes are merely pinned on and will be unpinned at theend of AIT. Most of all, I do not feel he has any basis for hiscomplaint—unless he knows the truth, of course.

Still he persists, and I dismiss him by saying that he is making an ocean out of vapor and that perhaps he is taking hisacting corporal stripes a bit too seriously. This last bit Ishould have left off, for he does take his pretend corporalshipseriously. Off he goes in a huff to report to his superiors.

During afternoon formation I am called before the first sergeant. He instructs me to wait outside the orderly roomuntil the captain is ready for me. Standing on the edge of apatch of grass, I begin doing what the Army has spent most ofits time training me to do. The passing minutes and theweight of drowsiness drags me closer and closer to the ground.

After something more than an hour the first sergeant leans out his window to scowl at the man sleeping in his frontyard. “Private Shook, get in here,” he growls. “Leave yourrifle where it is.”

“Out here, Sergeant?”


“I’ll look after it for you—now get in here.”

Pulling my sagging cells to attention on the visitor’s side of the captain’s desk, I report. “Private Shook reporting asordered, sir.”

“Private, where is your rifle?”

“Outside, sir.”

“No it’s not. It’s gone. You have lost your rifle, Private. A soldier without his rifle is a detriment to his company, anendangerment to the accomplishment of mission. A soldiernever lets his rifle out of his sight. Do you realize the seriousness of the offense you have just committed?”

What is this shit? I thought he wanted to see me about that tiff" with the acting corporal or something to do withOCS. Instead, he has set up a catch-22 with the first sergeant. Disobeying the sergeant would have landed me introuble. Now obeying him makes me guilty of abandoning myrifle. Well, I am not going to let him nail me this easy.

“Begging your pardon, sir, I didn’t lose my rifle. I gave it into the care of the first sergeant as ordered. If the rifle ismissing, then it is he who has lost it.”

“You presume to tell me . . . ,” and off he goes carrying on at length about all the mean, nasty miseries he can subjectme to for my crime. After several minutes he pauses in anapparent effort to judge the effect of his speech. “Is mymeaning coming through to you, Private?”

“Absolutely, sir. You’re saying that this is your game, played by your rules. You can do virtually anything you wantto me. I understand that, sir, but why me? What’s the point?”Whoa. Let’s be careful here. This guy really can crucify me.

There is another thoughtful pause while the captain rattles the papers on his desk, and I stare resolutely at the wall as is correct and proper.

“Private Shook, it has been reported to me that your attitude toward military training is not what it should be. Infact, your attitude is so bad that I don’t see how I canrecommend you for OCS, do you?”

So that’s it. The little twit of a squad leader has passed his bad-attitude theory all the way to the top. What a joke. Ifthey’re willing to go to all this trouble for a reported badattitude, I hate to think about what they’d do to someone whowent awol five nights in a row. And it all comes down tothreatening to cut me out of OCS. If he knew how little Icare about going to OCS. . . . No, that would just open up more trouble. I’d better defend myself as expected.

“Well, sir, since you haven’t told me who gave you this report, I don’t know precisely to what you refer, but if you'll check your company training records I believe you'll find myname at or near the top of every category. I therefore feel thereport you received must be somewhat inaccurate.

Apparently, he hadn’t previously bothered to check my standing in his company because when he receives the information from his first sergeant he becomes more subdued,contenting himself with several more admonishments that Iam careful to answer with the proper penitence and respect.The matter dissolves itself in a sense of duty done and dwindling interest.




The trucks sit with their engines idling, waiting for the flare that will send the troops in the back scrambling forcover. It is a dark night, cloudy, with the moon not due forhours.

I have seen the snake pits and the toy electric chair and the confinement boxes that keep a prisoner in a crumpledcrouch with no way to change position. I have seen the eagerfaces of the interrogation teams fresh from intelligence school.I have seen enough not to want to play their game.

A white flare bursts overhead. The platoon crashes into the underbrush as if sheer speed would carry them past theopposition waiting ahead. As I see no advantage in sharingtheir eagerness, I drift to the rear of the pack. When theflare burns out, I veer sharply for the left flank. With thereturn of my night vision I begin to move more cautiously. Ihave less than two minutes to find a thicket dense enough toconceal me before the troops stationed before us and thosestationed behind us are scheduled to begin their pincermovement.

In the renewed darkness, the general din is reduced to the periodic bursts of bodies through brush. Considering thatthere are some 200 men sneaking around this plot of land, itis surprisingly quiet—except for the bursters, of course, whoare too excited to creep.

Fifty yards behind me there is a sudden outburst of shouting and frantic movement. The enemy has been met.And they cheat, for surely not even one minute has passedsince the firing of the flare.

On hands and knees I crawl to the center of a clump of bushes. It isn’t the jungle I was hoping for, but it’s the bestcover I have come across. I’ll lie here until the oppositionsweeps by.

Several minutes pass with only the rare grinding of pebbles beneath boots, and once, the snap of a twig. It’s time to move. Slowly, I crawl at right angles to our objective until afaint noise freezes me in place. Silence and time expanduninterrupted. Perhaps it was not a human sound—or is hejust waiting and listening like me? The soft, slow sound ofstalking footsteps comes. He’s moving. I try to match mycrawl to his stride. I must reach the bush between us beforehe does or be caught here in the open. Unable to hear hisnoise over my own, I move on, trusting the rhythm I beganwith, tensing for the explosion of sound I imagine he willmake when he spots me. I stop at the edge of the bush tolisten. Nothing. He has stopped as well. Then the footstepsbegin again, very close. Staring through the base of the bush,

I see his pant leg come to a stop within reach of my hand. My instinct is to leap up and bash him in the head with my rifle,but I don’t suppose that would be considered fair play. Hestands suspended over me as though he has nothing better todo with his evening. When I’m almost convinced that he hasknown where I am all along, that he s amusing himself byseeing how long I’ll remain in the position of a turtle, hewalks away.

Our objective lies a mile north of our starting position. The area we are to travel through is bordered on each side bya dirt road. Crossing the road is strictly against the rules,which means the punishment for being caught will be greatlyincreased while the chances of being caught will be greatlyreduced.

Crouching at the edge of the road, I wait for a passing truck to shine its lights into the watching eyes, then spurtacross the road and roll into the ditch. Whooee! Just like inthe movies. I get up and run partway up a ravine beforeslowing to watch and to listen.

There are sounds coming from the ravine, then the silhouettes of two men as they crawl over the top. Friend or foe? I cannot ask, so I slow my progress to give the distance between us a chance to expand.

Peeking over the ridge I am dismayed at how much lighter it is up here and how much less cover there is. Theclouds are clearing to allow clusters of disgustingly bright stars to light the plateau I must move across. The onlycompensation is that I can see my enemies as well as they cansee me.

Moving from cover to cover at a crouching jog, I am three fourths of the way across the plateau when I spot asoldier coming towards me. I hit the ground and crawl rapidly from the spot where I went down. I don’t think he sawme. His walk remains casual, but if he maintains his currentcourse he’ll intersect my trail of footprints in the sandy ground.

The vegetation is low and sparse. I lift myself up from my belly crawling to relocate the soldier. He is getting closeenough to make further movement risky. I am still watchinghim long after I should have hidden my face. There is something about him. He looks familiar. Christ—it’s my platoonsergeant. What’s he doing here? He should be at the interrogation center drinking coffee and tormenting the troops. Allhe has to do is look ninety degrees to his right and I’ll be in afront-leaning rest position until Jesus’ revisitation. But hekeeps looking straight ahead and keeps walking, a man strolling through a pleasant evening, the starlight reflecting off thesand to ease his path.

The remainder of my route to the north road is clear. Still cautious, I approach the assembly point from the north.According to the rules I am safe here, but they do not play bythe rules any more than I do. I wait until the men gatheringbelow make it clear by their conversation that they havebeen interrogated before I slip out of my hiding place to jointhem.

The only other man to complete the course uncaptured also cheated. He violated the boundary on the east side, as Iviolated it on the west.

The platoon sergeant stops by to ask if we have all been interrogated. A universal groan is given in reply. Satisfied, heloads us on trucks to be sent back to our barracks and a fewhours’ sleep.

We clean and polish everything we have touched during our eight weeks of AIT. Every piece is inspected again andagain until each man’s effort is approved and the gear can bereturned to the supply room shelves. With our personalallotment of underwear, fatigues, and boots carefully rolledinto our duffel bags, we put on our dress greens for the last inspection of them all.

An hour later we are declared acceptable and more. The men gathered on the raised podium claim they are proud ofus, and they charge us with the responsibility of bringinghonor to our service, to our country, and to ourselves. Theysay we are ready now. Ready to fight, ready to lay down ourlives for our country and the principles for which it stands.

I wonder, who among us is ready? Vaulted or mud-spattered principles aside, none of us have received any training in guerrilla warfare. None of us have even seen anM-16. The only thing we are prepared for is marching, intemperate climates, back to World War II.

The speeches are few and short. Praise comes hard to these men so practiced in slander. Soon the two words wehave all been listening for sing crisply over the assembly.

“Company, dismissed!”

Within minutes men eager for cold beer, family, friends, and thirty days beyond the sight of olive drab are gone. Theirexcited voices are replaced by a silence that slips into thecompany area with the wariness of an alien.

I walk across the high gloss of the barracks’ floor, my steps echoing through the space where fifty men once slept.The men whose constant yelling filled this hollow woodenstructure, the men who stood tense and beleaguered here,are all gone now. All headed for Vietnam. All except me.

Last week when I was offered an OCS class date beginning two days after AIT, I did not know what to do. I had had two months to make up my mind and still I had not decided.Suddenly, there was the form before me with the first sergeant handing me a pen. I did not want to stay in the Armyan extra year. Then again, I would rather accept a probabletour of Vietnam later than a certain one now. Both optionsseemed as obnoxious as making any choice seemed pointless.But decide I must. Perplexed, befuddled, and pressed, Ifell back on the stale mottoes that had so far guided mymilitary career: keep a low profile, go with the flow, don’tmake waves, and sign the damn paper. I left feeling thatI had done the right thing and that I would be sorry forit.

Enveloped in the quiet of the latrine, I sit on a white table in the corner watching water leak from a crack in the bottomof the urinal, run across the concrete floor, and disappeardown a drain. I am free to go like the rest of them, but it is peaceful here, and I am not anxious to hurry thefuture. To the east lies six months of OCS; to the west—ayear of killing.


4.

OFFICER CANDIDATE SCHOOL

Swinging the heavy duffel bag off my shoulder, I wipe the sweat from my eyes, and check the number on thefour-story, concrete barracks against the slip of paper in thepocket of my woolen dress greens. This is it. Officer candidate school at Fort Benning, Georgia. Six months of thestrictest discipline the Army has to offer. Maybe I should gosomewhere to savor a last beer before taking the plunge.Maybe I should go into town for a last night of freedom. Howabout an extended tour through the taverns of Georgia?

Oh hell, I might as well get on with it.

On the landing between the first floor and the basement, a private greets me with instructions to sign the ledger on thesmall table between us. As I fill in the last line of the form,someone who has stepped up quietly behind me remarks,“So you come to us all the way from California.”

“Yes, that’s right. Fort Ord,” I reply without turning around.

The volume of the voice rises abruptly. “Is that the way they taught you to address an officer at Fort Ord?”

Oh, shit. It starts already? “No, sir,” I reply, coming to attention.

“Wrong,” shouts the crisp military voice. “What’s your name?”

“Private Shook, sir.”

“Wrong again. Your name is Candidate Shook. Therearen’t any privates or corporals or sergeants in OCS. Only candidates and officers. Is that clear, Candidate Shook?”“Yes, sir. ”

“What? What did you say?”

“Yes, sir. That is quite clear, sir.”

“Nothing is quite clear to you, Candidate. Drop and give me ten, and you will keep giving me ten until you learn howto address me properly.”

What kind of game is this? I wonder, finishing the pushups and returning to attention.

“Nobody told you to get up, Candidate. Give me ten more.”

Knocking out another ten, I lock in the up position known as the front-leaning rest, which is a misnomer becausethere is no resting involved.

“Are you ready to address me properly now, Candidate?” “Yes, sir.”

“Give me ten more.”

My arms begin to tire.

“Well, Candidate?”

“How would you like to be addressed, sir?”

“Get up, Candidate,” he says quietly. “When you address an officer you say, ‘Sir, Candidate Shook,’ and end your statement with ‘sir.’ Is that understood?”

“Yes, si . . . ah . . . sir, Candidate Shook, yes, sir.” “Louder.”

“Sir, Candidate Shook, yes, sir.”

“Good. Now follow me and I will show you to your room.”

Hoisting my duffel bag I fall in behind him. At the next landing an officer descending the stairs stops to stare at meexpectantly. I think I am about to learn another rule.

“Well?” he demands.

“Sir, Candidate Shook . . . well what, sir?”

“Get down and give me ten.”

What kind of a stupid thing was that to say? I’d better start using my head, my arms are almost worn out.

“Get up. When an officer or senior candidate approaches you in a hall you brace up against the wall and yell ‘juniorcandidates make way.’ Do it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What?”

“I mean, sir, Candidate Shook, yes, sir.”

“You’re disgusting. Give me twenty.”


Straining hard on the last two, I surprise myself by completing the exercise. Locked in the front-leaning restposition my fatigued arms begin to shake. Are they going tolet me up or wait until I fall on my face? Are they still here? Isteal a look. Neither officer is within my restricted view. Itake a chance and get to my feet. Where did they go?

The hallway above me is in chaos. The floor is littered with men doing push-ups. Other men are braced stiffly againstthe walls while officers harass them at full volume. I spot myofficer standing over a man in the middle of the pandemonium. What a gauntlet to run with tired arms. I now knowwhat to do when an officer approaches me, but what am I todo when I pass one of them?

I slip by the first officer when he turns his back, and am three steps beyond the second when: “Hold it right there.What are you trying to pull, Candidate?” The officer stepsover one of the bodies on the floor to bring his face within afoot of mine. “What are you smiling at, Candidate?”

“Sir, Candidate Shook, nothing, sir.”

He studies me for a moment. “Yes you are, you’re smiling at me. Do you find me amusing, Candidate?”

“Sir, Candidate Shook, no, sir.”

“You think this whole thing is a big joke, don’t you? You think this is real funny. Well, I assure you there’s no humorhere. I’m going to keep an eye on you, Shook. I’m going towipe that smile off your face for you. Now drop and give meten.”

While I am shakily pushing out my seventieth push-up, I try to recall if there actually was anything that could beconstrued as a smile on my face. Certainly the behavior hereis ludicrous, even perversely humorous. Most likely he isjust baiting me. Or was there a hint of a grin? I need amirror. Regaining my feet, I resolve to show a blank face, butnow I am not sure that I can.

“You’re still smiling, Candidate.”

“Sir, Candidate Shook, not intentionally, sir.”

“I promise you that before this week is out I will wipe every trace of that smile off your face. Do you believe that,Candidate?”

“Sir,Candidate Shook, absolutely sir.”

He leaves me still not knowing the proper procedure for passing an officer not approaching me—and in no shape tofind out. I scan the hall for my lieutenant. He keeps drifting ahead of me, stopping to harass the men around him when Iam stopped, moving on when I am released. At last heretrieves a man off the floor and ushers us both into anearby room.

The room is furnished with two chairs, two desks, one bunk bed, two footlockers, and two standing lockers. Thefloor is polished to a deep shine that no machine could hopeto duplicate. The lieutenant informs us that he is our TO andthat he is going to devote the next sixty seconds of his timeexplaining a few of the rules to us. There are to be nofootprints on our floor or on either side of the plastic runnerin the hall. There is to be no walking on the furniture, nositting on or touching of the bunk before taps. The bed willbe made in such a way that a dropped quarter will bounce offthe top blanket. We are to have our names stenciled on thefront of our fatigue shirts and undershirts. We are not toleave the company area unless so ordered, or accompanied bya TO. Any infraction of these rules will result in demerits thatwill be worked off by walking guard tours during our onlyfree time: Sunday afternoons. The minimum alternative punishment is low crawling the 330 meters around the building.

“You now have seven minutes to get out of your dress greens into your fatigues and join the formation at the westend of the building. ”

Removing his jacket and tie, my roommate introduces himself. “Hi, I’m Mark. Which locker would you like?”

Glasses, six foot, and slender. He looks intelligent and fit. Choosing the lockers closest to us, we hurriedly exchangeour sweat-dampened uniforms for the fatigues and boots fromour duffel bags.

“They don’t believe in easing a guy into their program, do they?” he comments. “What I want to know is how we’resupposed to get from the runner in the hall to our deskswithout stepping on the floor?”

“An officer in AIT told me he put Kotex on the bottom of the footlocker and slid them around to walk on.”

“Kotex? Where the hell are we going to get Kotex? For that matter, how are we going to get our stuff stenciled if wecan’t go to the laundry to get it done, or to the PX to get thematerial to do the job ourselves?”

“All good questions. I am sure that after a few hundred more push-ups we will begin to learn the answers.”

In the formation outside we learn that a candidate will run everywhere he goes with two exceptions: when returningfrom mess and when indoors. If a candidate intends to deviate from a straight-line course he will do so by making thatcorner a square corner. We are given a demonstration of theOCS method of eating, then we file off into a single continuous line that extends for a hundred yards to the base of themess hall steps.


A new way to pass time in the mess hall line is explained and begun. A tactical officer taps the shoulder of the first manin line to bring him from parade rest to attention. The secondman in line immediately copies the movement of the manbefore him as does the third and so on until a ripple ofmotion is traveling down the entire line. The first man istapped again to bring him, and then each man in his turn,back to parade rest. Tap. Tap. Tap. Faster and faster thechanges come. Men who disrupt the smoothness of the waveby being a fraction of a second too slow are dropped forpush-ups.

By the time the mess hall doors are thrown open, there is only a ten-man separation between successive waves ofmotion. As each man reaches the top step he requests permission to enter. A TO scrutinizes the petitioner to determine his acceptability. The rejects are returned to the walkwayfor exercise. When they have completed their push-ups andchin-ups, they proceed to the end of the line to resume thecrisp, precisely timed movement of legs and arms that produces that soothing domino effect for the observer.

The savory smell of well-prepared food permeates the mess hall. There is a choice of entrees, a variety of vegetables, and cake for dessert. Not knowing if the people on theserving side of the glass are military or civilian, or if addressing them incorrectly will land me back outside, I merely nodmy head when they ask if I would like some chicken and beefand beans and potatoes and corn and squash and bread andsalad and chocolate cake.

With laden tray in hand, I turn to face the noise blasting from the dining room. TOs prowl between the four-mantables, their voices ricocheting off the high concrete walls.Every few seconds a candidate is ejected from the room in abath of angry words that describe his infraction and lack ofmerit.

I find a vacant chair amid the din and tension. Reviewing the proper procedures in my mind, I place my rear on the front two inches of the chair, press my knees and anklesfirmly together, square my shoulders and back in a rigid set,fix my eyes on the acned forehead of the man across thetable, and place my hands in my lap. Glancing down, Isquare my tray with the table, arrange the milk carton, theglass, and the coffee cup in a row across the front of the tray,sort and align my silverware, and return my hand to my lap.Now I can glance back down at the tray, pick up the fork,secure a morsel of food, return my eyes to the foreheadacross from me, bring the food to my mouth, return the forkto its place, return my hand to my lap, and chew. They sureknow how to take all the fun out of eating.

Suddenly one of the shouting voices is directed at me. Too late I close the two-inch gap that has crept between myknees. I am sent outside to push myself from the pavementtwenty times. At the back of the line I snap from attention toparade rest in fractionally delayed mimic of the man beforeme.

Finally at the door again, I am turned away to raise myself on the chin-up bar. Working my way through the linea third time, my diminished appetite is allowed to return tomy overabundance of cold food.

Halfway through my lunch, in the middle of blaming myself for taking so much food and congratulating myself forhaving stayed seated so long, I hear my bunk mate ejectedfrom the room. Unable to resist, my eyes dart in the direction of the disturbance. The shift of my gaze is so quick that Ido not even have time to locate Mark before my eyes areback in their proper alignment. But nothing seems to escapethe watchful TOs, who send me back outside to push thepavement twenty times more. Is this why I have never seen afat OCS graduate? I am burning calories as fast as I am takingthem in.

Without further interruption I choke down the rest of my meal, including the extra pat of butter and the leftoverdollop of jam. Not a crumb of food taken can he left uneaten—itis a rule.

Returning to the barracks, I cross paths with Lieutenant White, who is black, and who does not like any number lessthan twenty-five. I give him a smart salute. He drops me forfifty. I must’ve left something out.

There’s no way I can do fifty. He doesn’t stay to listen tome count them out so I begin to double and then triple the count. I reach fifty before I do twenty, but now I’m stuck inthe front-leaning rest position with no one to release me. Asfar as I can tell from down here the company area is deserted.I can’t stay here forever. It must be time to break anotherrule. I sprint for the door.

I make it to my room with fifteen minutes to rattle around in before the next formation. Mark and I sit on ourfootlockers polishing our boots and touching up the floor. Wecalculate that at the rate we are doing push-ups our dailyaverage will be about seven hundred. This seems a staggeringnumber, yet we are probably doing less than most of themen.

Although it is only late April, the gorgeous Georgia sunshine is already pushing the temperature into the eighties. We have gone only a mile on our afternoon run when ourheaviest man’s extra thirty pounds pulls him to the ground.With a man supporting him on either side, we pick him upand trot on. Within a half mile, he does more dragging thantrotting. When a second and then a third man fall, we stop topile them against a tree in the shade.

After two miles, we reach a grassy field where we are introduced to the OCS method of calisthenics. Five moremen collapse from the strain and heat. When they revivethey are told how many and what kind of exercises theymissed while they were resting. If they pass out again—whichthey usually do—the process is repeated until they remainunconscious or complete the series of exercises.

I take a good look at the other men’s uniforms. Normally, an OCS class consists predominantly of privates fresh from AIT, but this is clearly not the case here. A quick countreveals twenty Green Berets, fifteen Rangers, five warrantofficers, twenty corporals, and eight privates, with the remaining bulk of the company made up of sergeants. It hasundoubtedly been years since many of these sergeants havedone regular physical exercise, and they are the men nowfalling on their faces in the sun.

By the time we have double-timed halfway to the barracks, we are dragging and carrying eleven men. By placing the victim’s arms over our shoulders and pulling up on hisbelt with our free hands, we are able to maintain our positionin the moving formation. As long as the man in the center cantake a stride now and then, the burden is tolerable, but if hebegins to drag his feet the load soon becomes exhausting. Without losing stride, we pass the eleven men around thecompany to share the load and to prevent adding to thenumber of casualties.

At first we resent these men, who cannot stand on their own, for adding to our burden. But when a man crumpleslike a bag of wet oatmeal, his face blotchy and clammy fromtrying too hard, too late, we just pick him up, drag him along,and feel sorry for him.

With the unconscious men placed in the shade of the barracks, the rest of the company stands at attention to receive instruction and scrutiny. It has been two hours now.Rigid little soldiers in the afternoon sun. Every fifteen minutes or so someone keels over and takes a nap on the concrete. Some topple like cut trees. Others sway until theycollapse in a heap where they stood.

The TOs show no sympathy for those men malingering in untidy piles on the warm concrete. I do not suppose TOsare noted for their sunny dispositions at the best of times, butthis lot is in a particularly foul mood. They graduated fromthis very building a couple of weeks ago. While the majorityof their fellow graduates received assignments in Germany,these men were left behind to spend another six months inthe very place they had surely hoped never to see again.

The two men not revived by their sleep in the shade are taken away in an ambulance. The rest of us start jumpingback and forth, making human ripples in the chow line.Entrance to the mess hall is more frequently denied thanbefore. Men are found guilty of allowing the grass they werecrawling on to stain their uniforms. This crime is compounded by the discovery of candidates in existence withunbloused pants and disgusting scuff- marks on the toes oftheir boots.

Forty push-ups and sixty-three wavelets later I am perched on the front two inches of a chair listening to the gut-wrenchingbellow of criticism. As dining establishments go, this hall hasa serious lack of the peaceful atmosphere recommended forgood digestion. The vigilance of the TOs is astonishing. I findit hard to believe they can detect every deviation of form, buta quick glance at a sudden outburst on my left is all that isneeded to prove their diligence and separate me from mymeal.

After dinner we again congregate at the southwest corner of our building to stand in rank and file, waiting for the earth to rotate enough to block the sun so that our flag cancome down from its pole. Having remained rigid for therequired number of hours to accomplish this feat, the company divides into groups that separate and jog into the darkness.

As we trot about the bases of the airborne school’s parachute towers, the TO literally runs circles around us delivering news and criticism. He is going to be presiding over this particular group for the next six months. He is our teacher,our leader, and our tormentor. The time we are now goingthrough is dead time. Classes will not start until the companyreceives its full complement of men.

He stops circling to take over the lead of the column. Running backward as much as forward, he picks up the pace.Despite his repeated warnings to keep it closed up, several ofthe men begin to drop back. Soon there are six and then onlytwo men keeping pace with the lieutenant. All the runningwe did in AIT had restored some of the endurance I had builtup while on the college track team. Running is one thing Ido well. When the last man fades from us, the lieutenanttells me to maintain the pace while he goes back to categorizehis people.

He calls a halt to reassemble the squad, and we walk for a short distance before starting again at a slower pace. Hefalls in beside me chatting amiably about life and forms ofpunishment at OCS. By the time he completes his discourse,half our people have fallen out. The column is strung out overhalf a mile. We slow to a walk until the stragglers are collected and recovered enough to begin the run back to thebarracks.

We reach our rooms in time to take a quick shower before falling into bed with the sound of taps echoing itsmelancholy notes off the walls of the buildings.

A riot of banging and yelling from the doorway startles me awake. I must have slept at attention, for the blanket laysas smooth as when I went to bed. With shaving kit and towelin hand, and eyes on the floor, I stumble toward the bathroom. Three steps into the hall I am dropped for twenty. Ifailed to yell “junior candidates make way,” and I failed tobrace against the wall for the TO I failed to see. Furthermore, I failed to attire myself in the proper going-to-the-bathroom-in-the-morning uniform, whatever that is. There issomething particularly annoying about achieving such failurewithin the first thirty seconds of a new day. At least no one is accusing me of smiling.

It takes me sixty push-ups to reach the relief of the urinal. As I lather up for a shave someone yells through thedoor that we have five minutes to make formation.

The routine today is much the same as the day before. Push-ups, instructions, running, calisthenics, eating, and aplethora of personal scrutiny. Every twitch, wiggle, and blinkis observed. Except for a short period after each meal, we arenot left alone long enough to stifle a yawn.

At sundown a mobile barbershop pulls onto the broad concrete walkway that runs between the buildings. The neighboring classmen, who are only one week away from graduation, join us in the ritual of the biweekly haircut. Seniorclassmen are notorious for the havoc they inflict on theirjuniors, but the harassment we expect does not materialize.There seems to be a moratorium on the transfer of misery.

The upperclassman standing next to me in line proves to be friendly and full of unsettling pity for the members ofmy class. The fourth time he starts a sentence with “You poorsuckers” I ask him why he stayed with the program fortwenty-three weeks if he dislikes it so much.

“By the time the eight-week drop date came, I had gone through so much shit that I didn’t want to throw all thateffort away by quitting. And then I kept hoping things wouldget better when I became a senior and got a day off once in awhile.”

“You mean things don’t get any better?”

“After classes start the TOs won’t have as much time to mess with you. Studying will take the place of a lot of thebullshit you are doing now. But things don’t ever really getany better. My days off usually turn into a few free hoursonce a week. All there is to do is drink a couple of beers andshoot a little pool. ”

“Tell me, if you had to do it over again, would you go to OCS?”

“Hell, no.”

“What about your classmates—do most of them feel the same way?”

“You’re damn right. Unless you intend to make the Army your career, it’s just not worth it.”

There it is again. I asked the lieutenants in basic and AIT the same question, and received the same response.







* * *

My third day of OCS. Life is not going any smoother. Every time we get a handle on the rules as we know them,we trip over a new one. But today the usual postbreakfastquiet is violated by excited candidates running around in thehalls, stopping occasionally to converse in hushed voices.

“What’s going on?” I ask a guv hustling past me in thehall.

“I’m quitting,” comes the reply as he disappears around a corner.

“What? How can you do that?” I ask the empty space.

At the door to my room I am almost bowled over as Mark blasts by under full steam.

“Hey! Wait a minute. What’s going on?”

He does not stop. He just waves a piece of paper over his head and says, “I’m turning in my resignation.”

“But—but—” I say, and hurry after him. I catch up with him in a line in front of the commanding officer’s door.

“I thought we couldn’t quit until the eight-week drop date.”

“I know, I know. But the CO is letting anyone who wants to quit, quit now. All you need to do is write a letter ofresignation explaining why you want out. ”

“And they will let us go? Just like that?”

“That’s it. Twenty or thirty guys have turned in their resignations already.”

Still not convinced this unexpected offer is legitimate, I run to my room, rip a sheet of paper from a notebook, andwrite down the words that will release me. I am eager to putmy name to the letter and be off, but I force myself to stay amoment to consider what I am about to do. I am throwingaway the chance to be an officer in the United States Army. Iam trashing a boyhood dream, albeit a dream that has fadedconsiderably over the years. I will be sent to Vietnam regardless of what I do, so that is not an issue. Still, since I mustserve, I would rather do so as a lieutenant. Is six months ofthis kind of intense masochism, plus serving the requiredextra year, worth the difference between a private and alieutenant? No. Then it all depends on whether or not I wantto interrupt my rather aimless drift through life with a fifteen-or twenty-year stint as a career officer. Ten percent of mefinds this idea appealing, the other ninety percent finds itrevolting. I hate to quit on anything, but screw it. I want out of here—badly.

I sign my name with a flourish and run to join the growing line outside the captain’s door. This may be a ruse, atrick to ferret out those less committed than deemed desirable, a discovery to be closely followed by swift and painfulretribution. Even so, the possible reward is well worth therisk.

I am so nervous by the time I am called before the captain there is a barely perceptible shiver running throughme. He scowls at my scrawled note, then asks why I havechanged my mind so soon after having volunteered to comehere. I reply with the comment given to me by lieutenantsand soon-to-be lieutenants: “I don’t believe the reward isworth the effort.”

He asks if I came here in good faith and a few other bitter questions. I confine myself to yes and no answers asappropriate. He finishes with an unflattering appraisal of mycharacter before sending me to join the formation outside.

The formation is split into two parts: the quitters and the nonquitters. The quitters’ side is larger than I expected andstill growing.

When the captain finishes reviewing the last resignation, he comes to deliver words of dismay and disappointment. Heends his short rebuke by asking us to consider what willhappen to our country if men are no longer willing to offer theirservices when their country is engaged in conflict?

Yes, what would happen if they gave a war and no one came? I ask myself in silence.

As the captain retires, the tactical officers take a turn. My TO walks slowly down the line of men until he reachesme.

“I’m disappointed in you, Shook. Real disappointed. I thought you were going to be one of the ones that made it.Look at me! Look me in the eye and tell me you want toquit.”

“Sir, Candidate Shook wishes to quit, sir.”

“That hurts me, Shook. I cry a tear for you.” And he does. That tough little fucker actually sheds a tear. Whateverremaining doubts I have about quitting vanish. This dude iscrazy, or a fanatic at the least.

Fifty-seven men enter the deserted barracks for the lasttime. Swiftly and silently they move through the halls, careful to preserve the quiet equilibrium of this delicate moment.

With unnecessary haste I cram my gear into my duffel bag. After a quick backward glance for anything forgotten, Isteal down the hall and out the door. The assembly area isdeserted. All the way across the thirty-five-foot space to theboundary of the company area I expect to be halted, to beinformed that this is merely another test.

On the far side of the sidewalk, I risk a backward glance. The barrack stands in ominous silence, exuding the tensionsof thousands of young men who struggled for that superiorlevel of achievement where all but random punishment wouldpass to others. With a shudder of relief, I turn my back onOCS and walk on in the peaceful Georgia morning.


5.

CASUAL COMPANY

The 1st Casual Company is an outfit that takes its name to heart. Here in the dustbin of Fort Benning are the rejects,the dropouts, and the lame from jump school, noncommissioned officer school, and officer candidate school. Some ofthe best and brightest quitters in the entire Army have beenswept into this little corner of America in disgrace and placidity.

Some of the men rise at the sound of reveille. Some do not. Some men salute the raising of the flag with their rightelbow resting on their neighbor’s shoulder, while others optfor the left-hand variation, and a few demonstrate a preference for the salute they learned in Cub Scouts.

Roll call is carried out with maximum efficiency. There is no dallying between names to allow for a response. The list isread straight through without pause. However, since roll callwould not be complete without the familiar cries of “here”ringing in the early morning air, the troops do their part byresponding now and again. Those who are more enthusiasticabout sounding off respond four or five times so that thosewho feel less energetic need not respond at all.

While a normal company consists of four platoons, 1st Casual is so popular that its platoons vary in number betweeneleven and thirteen. Two of these platoons consist solely ofcasualties—primarily men with broken and twisted limbs,gained by jumping from high places.

We have not seen much of the sergeant in charge of our platoon. When he is not awol he spends most of his time inhis room smoking dope, listening to music on his portable stereo. He has recently returned from Vietnam where hepicked up a Bronze Star, a Purple Heart, and the stripes of astaff sergeant. But he must have picked up or lost somethingelse as well, because he is the epitome of the listless manwith the faraway gaze. Although he is a strict loner, the menof the platoon do their best to look out for him and cover forhis absences whenever possible. At first it was difficult tounderstand why the men should show any loyalty to a sergeant whose only contact with them is to read their names onthose occasions when he appears at morning formations, but Ithink I am beginning to understand.

Ever since eighty plus candidates dropped out of an OCS class a little over a month ago, Major General Timothy,the commander of school, ordered all future dropouts to besent to Vietnam. Previously, dropouts were considered undesirables to be stashed in Alaska, Greenland, and othernoncombative areas. Since the rule change, all of us here areassured of being sent to the place that made our sergeant aman who does not seem able to find a reason to get up in themorning, or concern himself with the Army’s displeasure.

I think the men look at the sergeant and wonder if they are seeing a reflection of themselves a year into the future.

The first time I saw the sergeant, he had just been demoted a grade because of a week’s absence without leave.Only six days have passed since then, and already he is in theprocess of being demoted again—this time for smoking marijuana and repeated awol charges. I do not think he cares. Thesmell of marijuana still leaks from the seams of his room atthe front of the barracks. He is only twenty-one years old, yetfor him it appears over. I hear they are going to kick him outof the service as soon as they can process the paperwork.

Despite the veil of decay maintained by this battalionsized company, the men loosely contained in its ranks are the most intelligent, individualistic, contented group I have servedwith. It appears, at least for the short term, that the rewardsfor failure are greater than those for success. We are onlyrequired to pack books, set up classrooms, move furniture,wax floors, clean garbage cans, and dig holes nine hours aday, with night guard duty coming only twice a week. No onefeels compelled to yell at us all day long, or to suggest thatwe smile too much or need an attitude adjustment. We evenhave most of the weekends off to go to the movies, swim in the outdoor pool, or go to the EM club for a beer.

On my second Saturday night as a regular soldier our platoon is given off-base passes. Eight of us head into Columbus in search of women and high times. We soon learn,however, that white soldiers and black soldiers must drink inseparate bars, and that there is no big demand for bald-headed Yankee boys among the women of the town. Having beendissuaded from starting a race riot by the two black guys whohad been with us, and having been told repeatedly to get lost bythe girls on the dance floor, we content ourselves with watchingand drinking until the boys are drunk and discouraged enoughto return to the base, leaving me to wander the streets alone.

Three miles of sidewalk later, a man lurching out of a recessed doorway, his head turned to yell an incoherent slurat the muted voices in the bar behind him, slams into me andricochets into a parking meter. With both hands clasping themeter and legs spread, he brings himself into a position ofcontrolled weaves and bobs. “Merciful mother, what did Irun into?”

With a concentrated gaze he studies the space between himself and the bar. Finding nothing, he extends his searchup the side of the building. Having viewed the structure allthe way to the fourth floor, he swings around on his supportto bring the southern portion of his world into view.

“A-ha! There he is, he proclaims when he discovers me watching him from ten feet away. “I presume I owe you anapology, sir. I hope you will forgive my clumsiness. Fact is,I’m a bit intoxicated. No, that’s a lie. What I am is drunk.You are undamaged, I trust?”

“No harm done.”

“Are you sure? Here, let me give you something for your trouble.” He takes some bills from his wallet and extendsthem toward me, dropping the wallet in the process.

While retrieving the wallet, I turn down his repeated attempts to give me money. “Can I call you a cab orsomething?”

“No cab. Live too far away. But I would be grateful if you would help me find my car. I left it around here somewhere. It’s a white Cadillac with a cracked windshield.”

“You sure you can drive?”

After a moment’s thought he says, “No, I don’t reckon so. I guess you’d better drive. You can drive, can’t you?”

“Well, sure, but I was planning on having one more drink, then I have to get back to Fort Benning.”


“Good enough. We’ll stop by my club for that drink, then take you back to your base. What do you say?”

“Why not?”

At his private club, Lewis disappears into the back room to reappear a few minutes later with a woman on each arm.The women are attractive, friendly, thirtyish, and thirsty.After several more drinks Lewis and the ladies decide tomove the party to his house. Since it is already past the hourwhen I could return to the base without awol charges, I agreeto go along.

As I weave the Cadillac along a tree-lined country road, the woman snuggled beside me provides directions whilemoans of passion issue from the darkness of the rear seat. Afew minutes later the sounds of desire are replaced by thoseof snoring. Lewis has passed out during foreplay.

By fate’s allowance we reach the little town I was aiming for. From here on only Lewis knows the way. When thewomen’s efforts fail to rouse him, I stop the car to give him amore vigorous shake. I rattle him harshly, but his floppinghead shows no signs of consciousness. Finally, I lift his walletto get his address from his driver’s license.

When we stop at an all-night gas station to ask directions, the women calmly get out of the car and start walking from the station’s pool of light.

“Wait a minute,” I cry in dismay. “Where are you going?” From the darkness beyond the light I hear their laughterand a faint, “Good-bye, good-bye. ”

With Lewis still snoring and wheezing on the backseat,

I pilot the car to Elm Street. One house light a quarter of a mile away offers the only illumination beyond the Cadillac’sheadlights. I drive to the light to read the address: 2752. Iwant 2740. Putting the car in reverse, I count back six houses,shut the beast down, and give thanks for my arrival withoutmutilation.

Another attempt to revive Lewis merely results in a reaffirmation of his total success in achieving oblivion. Tiredof trying to bring a spark of life into his alcohol-infusedsystem, I stumble to his house to find a warm place to sleep.The front door is unlocked, but despite diligent groping I amunable to locate the light switch. Oh, well, who needs lights?I’m not here to inspect the decor; what I seek is one of thosebroad flat things with blankets on top. With one hand on the wall to steady the room, I move onward three steps beforecolliding with something at knee level. Skirting the obstacle,I move down the hall to its end, then slip left around thecorner to an open door.

A-ha. A big, flat, horizontal object raised off the floor. Just what I need. Four steps to peace . . . ohhhh, shit. Quicklyplacing a hand between two elongated lumps in the covers, Istruggle to keep from pitching forward onto the recumbentforms.

“Who’s that?” comes a deep groggy voice.

Gaining control over my momentum, I straighten, then stagger back a step. What’s going on here? Why is there aman in bed with Lewis’s wife? She isn’t due back untiltomorrow night.

“Who’s there?” comes the voice with growing alarm. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here? What are you doing here?”

The voice takes on an angry edge. “I live here.”

“You do?” This is getting to be too much for my muddled mind. Lewis should have filled me in.

“Who the hell are you? And what the hell are you doing in my bedroom?”

“Your bedroom? Isn’t this Lewis’s house?”

“Who?”

“Lewis,” I answer, pointing toward the street. “Passed-out-in-the-car Lewis.”

“Lewis? You mean Lewis Crampton?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Lewis Crampton lives next door.”

“Oh, oh. Listen, I’m real sorry about all this,” I say, backing up, desperately hoping there isn’t a gun within hisreach. “This is terribly embarrassing—my mistake—I’ll closethe door behind me.”

“Wait a minute!”

“Good night.” Slamming the door, I sprint, stumble, regain balance, and walk rapidly to the car.

Having moved the car one house down, I attack the problem of Lewis’s unconsciousness. This time he’s comingwith me if I have to carry him.

The neighbor’s porch light comes on. The front door opens.

“Lewis, you fucking drunk. Wake up!” Jerking him upright, I shake him hard enough to rattle his ancestors, but the evidence of my innocence remains inert. Desperate, I grab ahandful of his shirt to line up a stinging slap. He comes to lifesputtering curses. Before his mind can short out again, I draghim out of the car onto his feet. Arm in arm we crash into hishouse, colliding with furniture and walls all the way to thebedroom. I dump him on a bed, cover him with a blanket,then find a second bedroom for myself.

Knowing that someone is looking at me, I awake into a world of pain. I venture up an eyelid. The pain increases.Lewis is propped against a doorjamb, studying me with intent.

“Goodmorning,” I croak out of a bone dry throat and around a swollen tongue that threatens to stick permanentlyto the roof of my mouth.

Standing there with his arms folded across his chest, looking rumpled and grumpy, he says, “I don’t mean toappear inhospitable, but who are you, and what the hell areyou doing in my wife’s bed?”

“Jesus, Lewis,” I groan, pulling the blanket over my head. “Don’t you remember anything?”



I received my alert for Vietnam today. I have been expecting it, yet somehow its final substantiation is moreominous than I had expected. I knew I was going, knew thatthey would not send me anywhere else, but until now therewas always that last shred of hope. With the disappearance ofall chance of reprieve, I am left with the reality of theirintentions. They really are going to ship me across the PacificOcean to that strange little country whose people they figureneed some killing so they can be brought around to our wayof thinking.

Most of the men in the group earmarked to go to Vietnam with me have never seen an M-16 rifle. Since the M-16 is to be our primary weapon in the year ahead, our leadershave decided it is time for an introduction.

A hundred men assemble in the hall to receive instruction. With the plastic contraption placed before me, I disassemble it to the cadence of the instructor. My partner then reassembles the varied parts to the reverse cadence. Hefinishes with a spring left behind on the tabletop. Not toworry, we are told. The instructor’s assistant will put thingsto rights in the armory. I ask the assistant if he is going toaccompany me to Vietnam, as I have virtually no idea how toproperly assemble my weapon and will surely require further aid. He tells me to get my butt out to the rifle range wherean M-16 in working order awaits me. In spite of his indifference, the fact that I do not know how to perform this primarytask, coupled with the suspicion that the Army is not going tobother teaching me, does nothing to alleviate the lack ofconfidence I am beginning to feel in both of us.

Somewhere there exists a rule stating that every man being sent to Vietnam must first qualify with the M-16. Thismeans shooting down a certain number of the pop-up targetson the rifle range. An official scorer, seated at a lecture-hall-type desk situated at the rear of a firing hole, directs me tostand in the hole. He explains that when the siren is sounded,

I am to pick up the M-16, insert the magazine, and begin firing at the targets that will pop into view on the brushyhillside before me.

At the sound of the siren, I begin my first experience with fitting a magazine into the rifle. Obviously, the bulletsshould point toward the barrel, with the open end of themagazine fitting into the rifle. Right. Now this pistol gripmust fit into my right hand while my left hand supports thebarrel. That feels right. Okay, now sight in the target. . . .Wait a minute. What’s this handle-looking thing on top of thebarrel where the rear sight should be? Oh, there’s the rearsight on top of the handle. That doesn’t seem right to have itway up there. Oh well, it must be right. Squeeze off a round. . . nothing. Hmmm. The safety must be on. Let’s see,where would a safety be? Ah, here’s a switch. No, that’s theselector switch to change from semiautomatic to automatic—Iknow because it says so right under the switch. Not findingany other likely looking buttons or levers or switches, I turnto my scorer in frustration. “Hey, where’s the safety on thisthing?”

“I’m not supposed to help you, just score you,’’ he says.

With this rebuke I take the time to look more closely. I find the button almost immediately. I’m ready now, just waitfor a target and . . . nothing. Now what?

“Are you sure this thing works?”

“It worked a few minutes ago.”

“Well, it doesn’t work now. How am I supposed to pass this test if I can’t even fire one round?’’

My scorer cracks a sly smile. “Don’t worry, you’ll pass,”he says, continuing the methodical movement of his pencil over my score card.

Well, hell. What do I care if I pass this stupid test without firing a shot? Plenty. The targets where I am goingshoot back. It would make me feel a lot better if I couldfire this thing just once before that happens.

“Look, since you already have my score figured out, what is it going to hurt if you tell me how to work this thing?I mean, we are on the same side, right? You could be helpingto save a life here. ”

He looked down at me in disgust. “Did you cock it?”

Ah, yes. Rifles need to be cocked. I should’ve thought of that. If they would leave me alone with this thing for fifteenminutes, I could probably figure it out for myself, but withthe clock running, and the sporadic firing up and down therange, it’s hard to concentrate. Now let me see, I haven’t hadmuch experience with guns, but I know how to cock a .45, Iknow about bolt-action, lever-action, and pump-action rifles.Unfortunately, none of that kind of stuff is on this plasticwonder.

“How the fuck do you cock it?” I yell, beginning to gethot.

Hearing the threat of continued disturbance in my voice, he chooses to reveal the answer. “You see that little T-shapedthing under the rear sight? Put a finger on either side of theT and pull it toward you. ”

I follow his instructions, sight in a target, and fire. Missed.

I fire and miss again. A target appears beside a bush on my left; I swing the rifle on line and fire. The target drops withthe bullet’s impact.

The siren sounds the end of the test. My scorer, with fabricated hit chart in hand, informs me that I have passed.The United States Army has cranked out another superblytrained marksman.



Today we are being introduced to the art of guerrilla warfare. Unfortunately, somebody’s schedule does not allowus more than an introduction. We are given an hour’s instruction on such things as heat prostration, phosphorous burns,and snakebite. We are told that when we are on patrol,exercising heavily in the tropical sun, and a man collapsesfrom heat prostration, the solution is to throw water on himand to stop exercising heavily in the tropical sun. We learnthat a piece of phosphorus burning its way through our arm cannot be extinguished by submersing the arm in water, butmud might do the trick. If one of the many varieties ofpoisonous snakes bites us, we had better be within a hospitalcompound when it happens—or not get bitten at all.

Thus enlightened and assured, we are taken on a tour where we are shown a Vietnamese hut (that’s where theylive); a man dressed in black pajamas (that’s what they looklike); and various traps, pits, and homemade bombs (that’swhat they do).

Armed with an hour and a half of guerrilla training, the proven ability to fire the M-16, four months of practice atstanding in one place for hours, the competence to march inrank and file, a smattering of information about what to doshould World War II need to be refought, we are now readyto kill those rotten little people over there in Asia—whoeverthey may be—for whatever reason our government deemsthey need to be killed.

God, I wish I had the necessary conviction to flee this insanity.



A thirty-day leave is granted to those designated for participation in America’s “holding action.” I take the longflight to Oregon and the loving arms of my girl. Our reunionis complicated by the necessity of Julie’s attention to thecompletion of her junior year in college.

I had fantasized and longed for this moment so intensely that no girl could possibly equal my dreams, but Julie comesclose, very close indeed. We treat each other with kindness,with gentleness, and with a respect unknown to us before.We are constantly thoughtful of each other’s needs, and weare frequently consumed in the satisfaction of each other’sdesires. I accompany her to some of her classes just to benear her. I even summon the willpower to leave her alone foran hour or two each evening so she can study.

Our time together is a continuum of peace and satisfaction, often punctuated by intense pleasure. It is a unique experience for both of us, a cherished feeling to be nurturedand extended to the limit. At the end of the month thesubject of marriage naturally slides into our conversationswithout complication or commitment. But I feel strongly thatmarriage, followed directly by a year of separation, is unfairto both of us. Besides, the very idea of inflicting the debilitating institution of marriage upon myself in the foreseeable future (or at least until I am thirty) has been unthinkable—until now. It will take me a while to adjust to the wholeradical idea.

But now I must catch a plane to Oakland, California, with connecting flights to Asia. Duty calls and I must go, forthis is how it has always been. With pledges of fidelity, andsilent screams of emotional agony, we part to attend to ourseparate lives and to dream of a future together in a time thatseems so distant as to be almost beyond hope.


6.

ON THE WAY TO THE JUNGLE

I stop by my father’s home in California to say good-bye. I have never been in his new house. He had it built two yearsago to go along with his new wife. It is a nice house with afireplace in the master bedroom, speakers hanging from thecathedral ceiling in the living room, and teak on the floor inthe dining room. On the west side of the house there is aswimming pool. On the north side a deck has been builtaround the oak trees, offering a grand view of the San Francisco Bay area far below. It is one of those houses that says,“Hey, look at me, I made it.” And why not? My father hasworked hard for it.

I spend the afternoon hanging around the house looking at things, feeling nervous and all jumbled up inside. I don’tknow what to do with myself. I don’t even feel like gettingdrunk.

I take myself for a walk.

There’s no question about my going now. I’ve put aside my dreams of running away. I guess I feel I have to gothrough with it—to do it their way so I can earn the right torebel. After all, they’ve lived more than twice as long as Ihave. Knowledge and experience are on their side—and wisdom too—if they aren’t lying. But someone’s sure as helllying, and it looks more and more like it’s them. Not anoccasional little white lie—but big lies, all the time. That’swhat makes it hard to believe.

Turning toward the house, I meet my father searchingfor me. We walk together, not saying anything. We have never been good at talking to each other. No animosity—justnot close—not comfortable with each other.

After a time, he says, “Well, keep your head down while you’re over there. ”

I say, “Sure, I will,” and we continue in silence. Somehow I expected something a little more profound from a man with a Ph.D. in nuclear physics—a dissertation on duty tocountry, or an attempt to explain the mess our governmenthas gotten me into. But by the time we reach the house itseems that for a father to tell his son, who is going to war, tokeep his head down is about as good a thing to say asanything else.

I walk into the house and call Julie to ask her to marry me. I can feel the love coming over the wire with her answer,“Yes, oh, yes.”



The base at Oakland is an overseas staging area, a place where uneasy strangers wait. We spend our time standing informations of one hundred to three hundred men while longlists of names are read over the PA system. Each day I standfor hours, staring at the guard towers and the chain-linkfences topped with barbed wire, wondering if they are thereto keep us in or to keep some nameless enemy out. The factthat this place so closely resembles a prison yard does nothelp my perspective.

On the morning of the second day, with the pale orange of the sunrise illuminating the guard tower, my name iscalled. I am sent to fill out forms and do some serious waitingfor a flight time.

In the middle of the night a dozen of us are hustled off to San Francisco to catch a commercial flight to Anchorage,Alaska. As the moment of our departure draws near, I cannothelp feeling that there is something missing in the quiet,detached way we are moved about. Maybe it is because ofthe movies I watched as a kid, the ones with people cheeringand women crying as their men go off to war. Then again,perhaps it is fitting that we should sneak to this war in themiddle of the night.

We fly from San Francisco to Anchorage, to Yokotaamt, to Bien Hoa in a twenty-two-hour marathon of enforcedsitting. My capacity for sitting comfortably in one place islimited to a single hour. After twenty-two hours, little spasmsof jerks and twitches betray my body’s displeasure with the Army’s scheduling.

Somewhere past patience and isometrics and reapplied endurance, somewhere well into eternity, the pilot calls ourattention to the smoky mist rising off the Mekong Delta. Lushgreen and mud brown filter through a liquid haze. The planemakes a steep dive for the north side of a large river carryinga saturated load of Vietnamese soil to the sea.

As I step from the alien atmosphere of the air-conditioned plane, I am hit with a blast of thick, hot air pungent with theodors of decomposition and lingering smoke. By the time Ireach the bottom of the ramp, every pore in my body isoff-loading water.

Well, here we are. July 3, 1968—day one of a year of free, continuous steam baths. I feel sick.

After two hours in the shade of a corrugated metal roof, we are loaded onto a bus with iron mesh over the windows.We are taken to the Long Binh Replacement Station. LongBinh is the biggest U.S. Army base in the country. It coversan expanse of gently rolling hills a few miles beyond theoutskirts of Saigon. Perched on the highest hill, looking downon the expanse of reddish brown dirt streaked with lines ofone- and two-story metal-roofed wooden buildings, are themodern, four-story, concrete, air-conditioned offices of thegenerals.

The base has been stripped of its plant life, leaving square mile after square mile of sun-baked earth that transforms into a sea of mud when the rains come, and a reservoirof heat and dust when it dries.

On my second day in-country I discover the origin of one of the ever-present odors of the base. Four of us are selectedat random for what must surely win the prize for the lowest ofArmy details. From a hatch in the back of a latrine wecarefully extract two cut-down fifty-gallon drums from theiralignment beneath the corresponding derriere holds. Thedrums are filled to the rim with a sloshing combination oftoilet paper, that which came before the toilet paper, andurine. Having dug an appropriately sized hole, we drag thefertile containers to its edge and dump the contents. Thebarrels and their contents are liberally doused with dieselfuel, sprinkled with gasoline, and ignited.

A vast plume of black smoke rises eighty feet. The smellof raw sewage is bad, but the smell of it roasting in diesel fuel is truly disgusting.

I spend the evening filling sandbags in the rain. It is not the way I would choose to celebrate Independence Day, butwe are not without the usual symbols of the holiday. A localband blasts a semblance of “Shake It Up Baby” at the nearbyNCO club, and flares illuminate the sky to our northeastand west. Artillery thunders sporadically throughout thenight.

At 2100 we are released from our labors. One of my fellow workers, Allen Gillis, and I head for the EM club tojoin the last hour of revelry before the club closes for thenight. A single bare bulb, shrouded in cigarette smoke, castsa murky light on the crowd of drunken, yelling soldiers. Allthe seats around the beer-can-cluttered tables are occupied.The concrete floor is awash with a mixture from spilled beerand muddy boots belonging to the men clogging the remaining space between the chairs. A three-piece band belts outrock and roll from a corner.

Allen and I push through the crowd by the bar to buy three beers each at the surprisingly low price of ten centsapiece. Since we are already covered with mud from ourlabor, we settle down on a small section of the floor near thewall where the dirt has not yet turned into mud. Althoughthe beers are as warm as the sweltering room, we down themquickly in the hope of joining the mood of celebration alreadyso well embraced by the other men.

By the time we have each quaffed six beers our frame of mind is somewhat improved, yet we remain spectators of thiswild pack of men. About them there is an air of recklessabandonment, a teetering on the verge of danger. Theiryelling and hunger for drunkenness seem closer in spirit to thatof an angry mob than to that of a social gathering. Allenand I stay on the floor by the wall until the bar announcesits closure to a loud chorus of boos.

In the morning Allen and I conspire to avoid the days of work parties that lie before us while waiting to be assigned toour units. We scrounge up some old, faded fatigues and bushhats to replace the shiny new fatigues and caps that give usaway as new arrivals. Then, instead of joining the hundreds ofnew men standing in formation, we hide in and around thenearby barracks to listen to the list of names being read overthe loudspeakers. Three times a day the formations are held,and after each one the men not being shipped out are mustered into work parties.

While the rest of the men are doing KP, building bunkers, and burning shit, Allen and I visit the PX, the movies, and the EM clubs. We feel a bit guilty, but we easily consoleourselves with the belief that the Army is only fulfilling itsmandate to keep the men busy, while we are accomplishingthe same task without their aid and without the monotony.

On the sixth day our names are called. Some frowns are cast our way by sergeants who hear us answer the call fromwell beyond the formation, but no action is brought againstus as they are to be rid of us immediately in any case. Allenand I are both assigned to the 1st Division.

We are loaded onto trucks to be transported to Di An (pronounced Zee On). We travel north and then east, pasthovels the like of which I have not seen since I looked uponthe hills above Tijuana. Dirty-floored huts constructed ofcardboard, tin, and palm fronds stand in clusters at the edgeof the road or lean against the ruins of older, more permanentbuildings. The original buildings of hollow brick and plasterhave been left in various stages of destruction by the Tetoffensive of five months ago, and the battles and skirmishesthat had come before. While some of these buildings stand ingood repair, most have bullet-riddled walls, and various sections of many have been reduced to rubble.

We pass through the small town of Di An with its starving dogs and gaggle of children playing in the stretch of dirt between the buildings and the road, or hawking anythingsellable to GIs who have slowed their vehicles enough to dobusiness. Beyond the town and a field of rubber trees, wecome to a wide, freshly graveled road that leads into a vastcircle of barren ground. Squatting in the center of this expansive wasteland is the base camp of the 1st Division.

We have spent the last five days doing details while waiting to begin our in-country training, which is scheduledfor tomorrow. I have been assigned to Delta Company. Allenis with Alpha. We are living in a four-barracks complexdesignated for the four field companies in the battalion whenthey have occasion to stay overnight in Di An. The area is aplane of bare earth interrupted by an outhouse, various bunkers, and the four barracks. The floors of the buildings areconcrete, the sides are wood on the bottom half with screenson the upper half. The roof is corrugated metal. When itrains it sounds like we are living on the inside of a snare drum at a rock concert.

In my barracks there are fifteen metal bed frames with springs, four mattresses, three footlockers, and six uprightlockers. Fortunately, there are only four of us in residence,so the odd assortment of furniture is more than adequate.

Without preamble, a silent string of men from a combat outfit enter the U-shaped area formed by the four barracksand settle into the dust. The new men stand quietly in theshadows to watch the quarter-mile-long double line of gruntscomplete the last steps of a long journey. These are the 118men of Delta Company. They do not look anything like therear echelon personnel we have met in the base camps.There are no sergeants yelling, no officers preening, no apparent rank or communication of any kind. Unburdeningthemselves of steel helmets, rifles, canteens, bandoliers, grenade launchers, ammunition boxes, flares, hand grenades,radios, poncho liners, and machine guns, the dirt-streakedmen in ragged, sun-faded fatigues sit nearly motionless. Thetalk is low and infrequent. They seem to be looking atsomething unseen in the distance.

A half hour later a captain drives up in a jeep towing a trailer full of beer and ice water. Apparently, this is the firstbeer the company has seen in over a month, but the stampede I expect does not occur.

“Well, come on,” the captain urges. “This is supposed to be a bon voyage party. There is enough beer in here to setthe whole company on its ass.”

The only response is a skeptical “Ha!” from one of the men stirred enough to go and have a look. After he has passedout an armload of beer, one by one others begin to do thesame.

I continue to study my future comrades from the barracks’ doorway. They do not look at all friendly. I am not even slightly tempted to walk over and say hi. It is hard tocomprehend one hundred and eighteen thirsty men who donot seem to care enough to walk thirty feet for a cold beer. Ikeep looking at them, trying to read something in their faces,but there is only fatigue and that glazed distant look in theireyes.

After three or four beers the assembly begins to move about. Men store equipment in the buildings or stroll to theneighboring compound to use their airplane wing tank shower.

The captain returns from a second jeep trip with three cases of liquor and enough chicken, steak, and beans to feed hisarmy.


With daylight waning, a barbecue is set up in one of the barracks. The first sergeant does the cooking himself, swearing that if an army cook comes within reach of his barbecuehe will butcher him and put him on the spit for the secondcourse.

By now the men have loosened up enough for me to feel safe drinking their beer and wandering among them. I learnDelta Company was shipped here as a unit just over ayear ago. This party is in honor of the last of that originalgroup.

By the time dinner is finished, the party is well under way. Energy and loud voices have returned to men determined to make the most of this rare opportunity to live andcelebrate in safety. Some of the men head for the big EMclub to listen to the band that plays on Sunday nights. Thosewho stay behind sit on the ground in circles of ten to twentymen, passing cigarettes and joints around in a continuouscycle. The idea seems to be to get as drunk and stoned as ishumanly possible.

At 0530 the next morning, the ground between the barracks looks like the aftermath of a battle. Bodies are strewneverywhere. Most are still in their circles, sleeping wherethey once sat. Others have come to rest in the most unlikely,uncomfortable positions possible. One guy lies half in andhalf out of the barracks’ doorway; another lies head down onthe stairs leading to a bunker. Several of the men are drapedover stacks of sandbags as if they fell asleep halfway to theother side. Only a few men actually made it into one of thebarracks, but once inside they seem to have lost direction,collapsing in random heaps on the floor. Excluding the four newrecruits, only one man spent the night on the bare springs ofthe available beds.

By 0600 the company is on its way back to the field with only the fifty-gallon drums full of empty beer cans and dirtypaper plates to tell of their passing. Those of us who are newtake our hangovers to a small outdoor bleacher that has beenset up for the in-country training school. Most of our instructors are recent combat veterans. Their lessons are fresh andvivid. When they talk about dung-covered pungy sticks, boobytraps, little kids and old women with hand grenades, andspider holes and tunnels, we listen, trying to glean something that might allow us a better chance of survival.

At the end of the day we are supplied with M-16s for the first time. Now that we are armed, we are charged with theadditional duty of guarding the perimeter every night.

Di An is approximately three miles wide by five miles long. It is surrounded by eighteen rows of either barbed wireor the new concertina wire with small razor blades hooked atthe ends to snag anything brushing against them. Scatteredon and between the wire there are various types of mines andtrip flares to warn us of infiltration. Inside the wire is a line ofbunkers that encircle the base. These are the bunkers we man fornight perimeter guard. We set out five claymore mines andsettle back for the night.

I can hear the chatter of small arms fire in the distance. Flares are constantly going off in a 180-degree arc around oursector. The big artillery pieces, one hundred yards to ourrear, pound out a few rounds every ten minutes. Every time thebig guns fire to send their shells whistling over our heads, theground, the bunker, and even my shirt shakes with thevibration of the launching. If I could stop being startled byeach reverberation, I might be able to enjoy the cool breezeand the clouds drifting across the moon.

In the morning, we again take up the challenge of the mysterious M-16. Outside the wire, at a makeshift range, wesight in the rifles we have been given. I remember well the safety switch and the T-handled cocking rod; it is after these steps that the trouble begins. Only two rounds are coaxed from the weapon before the dreaded happens. My M-16 jams (just the way it did in Time magazine). I dislodge the spent cartridge that has jammed in the ejection slot. Repeated efforts produce the same results—two rounds and a jam. Tomorrow I go to the field. I will not have another chance to sight in my rifle.
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I take my problem to the instructor, who advises me to see my supply sergeant, whom I am unable to find before I amput to work again.


Tonight we are due to return to the range for night firing practice. After dinner, I persuade strangers to show me howto disassemble, clean, and reassemble my faulty rifle. I cleaneverything, including the ammunition and the magazines.

Back on the range the jamming persists. The instructor excuses me from the mock ambush to follow, not wanting adefenseless man in an area where a mock ambush occasionally becomes the real thing.

The next morning eight of us wait by a truck to be taken out to Delta Company. Everybody is ready to go except me.I try to convince the supply sergeant to give me a differentrifle. He tells me to take the weapon I have out to the field tobe repaired by the weapons truck that comes by every fewweeks. This sounds like a supremely stupid idea to me. Theother seven guys are hanging off different parts of the trucklistening to the argument, in no hurry to reach their destination. The supply sergeant is a stubborn man, accustomed tohis independence. He gets more and more angry at myimpudence, but I am determined and press on.

One of the guys waiting for the resolution of this argument is an eight-month veteran of the field, just returning from R and R. He walks up close to me and says, “If you goto the field with a rifle that doesn’t work, you’ve got shit forbrains.” He points a finger at the sergeant without looking athim and says, “That son of a bitch doesn’t give a damn aboutyour life.”

The sergeant explodes. With reddening face and quivering beer belly, he launches into a tirade.

My new ally calmly locks and loads his M-16, and slowly brings the rifle and his eyes up to meet the sergeant’s. Whentheir eyes meet, the sergeant falls silent. For a moment noone moves, then the sergeant begins to back his way into the supply room.

It is deathly quiet now, but I still do not have a working rifle. Screwing up my courage, I step into the supply room,hoping I am not met by a gun barrel. The sergeant is aroundthe corner, standing very still against the wall. Quietly, Iurge him to exchange my rifle. A few steps away there is anM-16 leaning against a counter. He grabs it and thrusts ittowards me, yelling for me to get out.

I am not going to have a chance to sight this rifle in, nor assure myself that it works, but I feel a lot better having itjust the same.
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7.

DELTA COMPANY

The truck heads west on the only road from the base, then north on Highway 13. We travel over rivers, throughvillages, past old plantations, rice paddies, and jungle. A halfmile short of a small village the truck turns west onto anelevated single-track lane. A hundred yards down the lane,squatting on the edge of a swamp, is Delta Company’s NDP (Night Defensive Position).

No flag or pennant flies at the gate; instead, a bamboo pole has been rammed into the vacant cranium of a human skull tostand in that place of honor. The NDP is a 150-foot-squarepad elevated a foot above the water that surrounds it on threesides. A three-foot wall of sandbags rings the outer edge ofthe raised pad. Because of the high water table, the conventional six-foot-deep bunker has been replaced by covered positions built from the ground to the level of the outer wall. Justbehind the covered positions fronting the water are four tin huts,their walls and roofs perforated with bullet holes. In thecenter of this small peninsula of mud are six mortar pits, anammunition bunker, and the company’s water supply held in asmall trailer tank and in a dozen or more jerry cans.

We jump from the truck into mud. The four of us who are new to the company are instantly recognized as such. Aman dressed in green drawers and unlaced combat bootshurries up to me.

“How you like to carry gun?” he asks in a heavy Spanish accent.

“What?” Who is this guy and what is he talking about?

“Machine gun. How you like to carry machine gun?” Drawers elaborates.


“I wouldn’t, thank you. Why?” I may be new, but I already know about the machine gun. I was elected to carry it for two days during in-country combat school. The M-60,with one hundred rounds of ammunition in its assault pack, isheavy and awkward to carry, not to mention that the machinegunner and the radioman are prime targets for the little guysin the bush.

Disappointed, Drawers slogs off through the mud. I am standing there waiting for someone to claim me when anothershirtless, rankless, nameless guy comes to ask if I would liketo carry the machine gun. I tell him not really, and he toogoes away. Within a minute, a third man approaches me.This one looks like he has some authority.

“Welcome to Delta Company. I’m Sergeant Norris. You’re the new machine gunner for my platoon. Follow me.”

Well, what can I say? I guess I wanted to carry the gun all along. At least I won’t need to worry about the unknownqualities of this M-16 anymore. I follow the sergeant into oneof the huts. Indicating the M-60, he asks, “Do you know howto clean one of these?”
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“I’m afraid not, Sergeant,” I say, knowing what he really means is can I take apart every piece that can be taken apart,clean it, and put it back together without the slightest doubtthat it will function perfectly.


“Hey, Gomez. Fill our new man here in on the 60,” says Norris before turning his attention to me. “That gun is to becleaned every morning and evening. You are to know whereit is at all times and never be more than five seconds awayfrom it. ” His orders are emphatic; no room is left for doubt orvariation.

Gomez saunters over with a look of guilty relief. He was the first man to offer me the gun while I stood at the back ofthe truck. It is from his shoulders the weight of the M-60 islifted. With well-practiced movements he breaks the gundown, then stands aside while I put it back together. Beforeleaving me with his burden he puts a hand on my shoulder,saying, “You big man, you carry gun no problem.”

The rest of the day is spent passing time. Since it is the monsoon season it rains hard at least once a day, usuallyabout 1500. Some of the guys take advantage of the downpour by soaping up and letting the cool rain rinse them clean.Letter writing is quite popular, and books are big if you canfind one not already in use. There are card games, too, but inthe eighty to ninety percent humidity a deck of cards does notlast long. A half hour after starting a game, a new deck is soswollen you cannot get all the cards back in the package.The majority of the platoon passes the day in languid conversations, resting from yesterday’s patrol and last night’s ambush.

As the sun sets over the swamp, boredom is replaced by irritation. Hordes of mosquitoes rise from the swamp to feaston the bounty of their neighbors. There is no protection andno escape. The blood-crazed vampiress bites through the lightjungle fatigues wherever the cloth is flattened against theskin; she buzzes persistently an inch from faces and armswaiting for a droplet of sweat to clear a path through therepellent, then to softly alight, regurgitate anticoagulent, andplunge her snout in to gorge on government-issue blood.

Placing my new air mattress just outside a bunker, I lie down to sleep. Within seconds I am covered with a thin layerof mosquitoes. The bites come at average intervals of oneevery five seconds. Dressed in shirt, pants, and boots I amalready sticky with sweat, but in desperate hope of escapingthe bugs, I cover myself with a poncho liner. Within minutesmy clothes are soaked with sweat and the damned mosquitoes are still at me, buzzing hysterically inside my ears, finding access through the folds and wrinkles of my cocoon.

I persist for an hour before jumping up in a fit of irritation. I can’t stand it anymore. Pacing to cool my sweat in the hot night air, I run into two other new men suffering fromthe same plight. Together we lean against a bunker and talkaway the night. I will need to be far more desperate for restbefore I can sleep while being the main course of a bloodfeast.

By 0800 the men who have spent the night on ambush return to the NDP. I take the opportunity to watch themachine gunner. A black about my size comes down the dikewith his gun balanced across one shoulder, holding onto anextended bipod leg to steady the load. As he strips off hisgear, I go to talk to him. I am about to ask him if the towel heuses for padding is necessary when he takes off his sweat-soaked shirt to reveal a large pink patch on each shoulderwhere the top layers of pigmented skin have been wornaway. The center of each patch is scarred and bloody. Hetells me that when he first carried the gun he didn’t use atowel and that is why his shoulders are such a mess. Once ascab forms, he says, it won’t heal. The skin stays so moist thatthe scab won’t harden; it remains soft, to be wiped away thefirst time something brushes against it.

Coming back from a successful search for a towel, I find the platoon digging through three cases of C rations. When Iask what is going on, I am told to grab two meals, we aregoing out in fifteen minutes.

With my weapon in one hand, my poncho liner in the other, and two boxes of rations at my feet, I stand at the edgeof the activity wondering what to do next. I notice men tyingtheir cans of food in a sock, so I get one of the green woolsocks and do the same. My squad leader, Sandy, hands mesome web gear with two canteens on the belt. He returns aminute later with some hand grenades, flares, and a claymoremine. I am still figuring how to attach all this stuff to myperson when I look up to see the rest of the platoon standingin two lines and making their last adjustments. Someonedrops a set of shoelaces onto my pile of gear. Taking the hintI roll the food sock in my poncho liner and tie the roll to theback of the web gear. I am down to stuffing grenades into myammo pouches by the time Norris appears to lead the platoon out of the NDP.

The patrol moves through the countryside on a zigzag course to obscure our intended line of travel and to reducethe probability of ambush. We proceed in a single file with athirty-foot space between men so a mortar round or burst ofsmall arms fire will hit as few of us as possible. The land inthis area is flat and wet. Our feet are in water as often as theyare on solid land. The terrain varies from paddies, to forest,to fields of fruit trees, to bamboo thickets, to cane fields, towet grassland with scattered trees, and back to forest again.

At 1400 a halt is called in a grove of small date palms. Two-man observation posts are set up front and rear. Theremainder of the men spread out under the palms. As I liedown to rest, I wonder about the shortage of men in thisplatoon. I think all the platoons in the company are about thesame size, and they are all short of men. A standard statesideplatoon consists of fifty men. We have twenty-five men, noneof whom, except for Norris, have been in the field for morethan five months. And where the hell are all our sergeantsand our officer? We have one sergeant and two recentlypromoted corporals. What happened to . . . Ouch! Now what’seating me?

Reaching under my shirt I pull out a red ant, and then another. A quick survey of the ground brings me to my feetin a hurry. This place is alive with ants. After shaking out myshirt and pants I join the other men walking around in astoop and looking for a piece of ground less populated. Thedates must provide a powerful attraction, for the entire orchard is an ant mecca.

Following the example of my more experienced companions, I perch my behind on my helmet. With stick in hand I flick ants from my boots. The more I flick, the more determined they are to gain my pant leg. I soon find it necessaryto arm myself with a second stick. The determined onslaughtof my multilegged attackers steadily increases until the battleof the boot tops has escalated to a fevered pitch. The deadand wounded pile up around me. I am barely holding myown, with only the occasional breach into the pant line, whena sting to the rear alerts me to a flanking movement up myhelmet. The situation is desperate. Geneva, avert your eyes—this calls for chemical warfare. I squirt a line of insect repellent around the bottom of my helmet and the soles of myboots. The red army staggers back, aghast. Foul! Foul! they cry. I have them at bay. They swarm to the edge of the line,but they will not cross—not yet, at least.

An explosion of small arms fire comes from our front. The ants forgotten, we sprawl on the ground, grabbing forweapons. Two rifles of different sounds have gone off simultaneously. The one I recognize as an M-16 fires again. It comesfrom the forward observation post. Sergeant Norris motionsme forward to a position where I can lay down covering fire ifneeded. He turns to the nearest man with an M-16. “Followme. Stay well behind me, but keep me in sight at all times.”

Five minutes pass. I roll on my side to unbutton my shirt so I can deal with the mass of ants I have infuriated bysquishing their bodies beneath me. The man next to me and Isweep the angry, biting buggers from each other’s skin.

A half hour passes before Sergeant Norris and his rear guard return with an explanation of what happened. A loneVC came within thirty feet of the observation post before oneof our men and the VC simultaneously spotted each other.They were both so startled that for a second they just staredat each other, then they both swung their rifles around andfired a burst while diving for cover. Both sides missed. Norrisand his man pursued the lone guerrilla into the jungle, butcould find no trace of him.

Charlie will soon be telling his buddies where we are, so we leave the date palms to the ants and move into the trees. Forhours we wander through the jungle, avoiding open places,looking, and watching.

Shortly before the end of daylight, we move into a grove of bamboo where we are motioned to a halt. Men break outtheir ration cans; it must be dinnertime.

With the last of the light we move again. The darkness that comes so swiftly to the tropics requires us to reduce theintervals between men to ten foot for the last five minutesbefore we stop again. We crouch in silence for fifteen minutesbefore the line moves on. Just inside a tree line, at the edge ofan open field, Norris touches each man in line, pointing tothe spot where he is to lie. The spacing of each man is suchthat we can reach out and touch our neighbor to eliminatethe need to whisper.

Five boxes of machine-gun ammunition are quietly placed at my side. I open the cans and link the belts together, givingme a total of eleven hundred rounds ready to be fed into thegun. I then crawl thirty-five feet into the grass to set up my claymore.

The front of the mine is slightly convex so I can tell which way to point it in the dark. I unfold the four littlelegs on the bottom of its plastic case and stick them into theground. Next the blasting caps are inserted into their slotsand held in place with a plastic nut—this part makes menervous. I am afraid something is going to set off the blastingcaps, which will ignite the plastique explosive, and blow allthose ball bearings and the plastic casing in my face. Feedingout the wire attached to a little generator that fits into thepalm of my hand, I low crawl back to my position.

Now, the way I understand what we re doing is that we re to lie here as silent and still as death so that we canambush Charlie instead of letting him know where we are sohe can ambush us. That seems simple enough. Oh, shit! Herecome the mosquitoes. It’s a good thing I only used a fourth ofmy repellent on the ants. I liberally douse my face, neck, andhands with the potent oil and lie back to gauge the results ofmy efforts.

Except for one small problem, it is working perfectly. I am not getting a single bite on my face and hands; theproblem is that the rest of my body is getting eaten alive. Themosquitoes fly through the openings in the front of my shirt,they fly between the buttons of my fly, they bite through thehair on my head. Those that do not wish to risk the dangersof flying inside my shirt and pants content themselves withthe more laborious task of biting through the material. Thisisn’t fair. I can’t even slap back—the noise, you know. I lie intorment, running my hands over my body, quietly squishingmosquitoes by the tens, the hundreds, the thousands. They’reslowly driving me crazy. My body itches in every part, inevery inch of every part. I’m a piece of fresh meat being fedto the critters of the jungle.

I dab more repellent on my skin at the entry points of my shirt: the sleeves, the neck, the front. Maybe it helps alittle. My God, when will this night be over? I don’t believethese people can actually sleep through this. I thought I wasreasonably tough. Whatever other men can endure I canendure right along with the best of them—but I can’t take this.I’m turning into one solid bump.

I wrap myself up in the light nylon blanket they call a poncho liner. The night air is still over eighty degrees, thehumidity close to 100 percent. I would rather have my blood boil than have it all sucked up and flown away.

After half an hour in my cocoon I lie in a pool of my own sweat. This is insane. Tomorrow I’m telling the captain Iquit. I don’t care what he does to me, nothing can be worsethan this. Court-martial me. Throw me in prison. I don’tcare, as long as there aren t mosquitoes where they send me.I swear to God, my body is humming on its own—the samedamn frequency as those damn mosquitoes. Jesus!

I jump a foot at someone’s touch.

“Take it easy, man,” comes a low whisper. “What’s the matter with you?”

“These fucking mosquitoes are driving me nuts. ”

“Shh. You have repellent?”

“Yes.”

“Put more of it on. It’s three o’clock. Your watch. ”

Outside the poncho liner the night feels cool. I can see a light mist in the moonlight. It is cooler. The wrapping oftension loosens. If the twenty-four other guys here can takethis, then surely I can, too. What did that guy say? Put moreof it on? I’ve been putting more of it on. I’ll put more on themore.

I spend the next hour spreading repellent. I put it on the mosquito bites, rub it into my hair, soak it into my clothes.Wherever there is a breach in my antibug armor, I addrepellent. It makes the bites feel better, and the new onesare produced at a slower rate. Put more on my shirt. Put it allover my shirt. Rub more in my hair. It’s working. It’s arevelation. It’s the greatest discovery since sex.

The bottle is empty.

I hope somebody’s been watching for Charlie.

The gray of first light seeps through the low mist blanketing the stretch of grassland before us. The air is so cool that the sweat no longer flows. The clouds of mosquitoeshave settled down to rest from their night of frantic labor,leaving a scattering of nonconformists still intent on securingthat one blood meal that will allow their propagation. It is fartoo still and peaceful for violence. We retrieve our claymoresand saddle up.

Ten minutes after the rays of the sun reach our column, perspiration returns to soften our skin and trickle down ourrib cages. We take a straight-line path back to the NDP. Withthe zigs and zags eliminated it takes us a mere two hours to return to our home at the swamp’s edge.

The smell of frying food greets us as soon as we cross the outer wall. No can of heated C rations ever gave off a smelllike this. Something strange is afoot. Inside our platoon hutwe discover four cooks preparing breakfast on a field stove.We are told that only men coming in from ambush areentitled to a hot breakfast. The other half of the companymust get its ham and eggs out of a can, as usual.

Our special treat consists of powdered eggs, oatmeal mush with sour milk, sausage of unidentified animal, toastwith rancid butter, and clotted chocolate milk. I take anexploratory bite from each foul food group before carefullyplacing the lot of it in the garbage. I have never been one tocomplain overmuch about army chow, but this is an insult.

I give myself a shave with a helmetful of cold water and a bar of soap. There must be a better way. I finish by pouringthe water over my head and calling it a shower. There aren’tany clean clothes. What’s the point of getting carried away?

In the shade of the hut, I break down the machine gun. Men stop by to watch a moment, or to merely nod theirheads in passing. When I am done, those who did not dropby earlier ask if I have cleaned the gun. It seems to be anobsession. I think every man in the platoon has personallypaused here to assure himself that the gun has been properlycleaned. It appears I will be changing my daily greeting from“Good morning’’ to “Yes, I have.”

The weapons truck pulls into the compound at midday. Since I have been issued a .45 pistol that does not fire, I askone of the gunsmiths to look at it. He determines that thefiring pin is broken, a problem he claims he is unable toresolve with the tools in the truck. He will need to take thepistol back to the armory in Di An for repair.

One of the guys from my platoon who has been listening to the conversation from his seat against a wall of sandbagssays, “You give that guy your weapon, you’ll never see itagain.”

“He’s giving it to you straight,” says another guy who comes over to lean on the side of the two-and-half-ton truck.“These dudes have a little business going on the side. That.45 will be cash in their pockets before the week is out.”
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He talks loud enough so the three men inside the truck will be sure to hear. He stands glaring up at the faces in the dark interior, daring them to challenge him. But the gunsmiths return to their work without a word.

“What you say may be true enough, but what is the good of my hanging onto a .45 that doesn’t work?”

He shrugged as if to say it’s up to you, and walked away.

I ask the gunsmith if I can trade my pistol for one in working order, or if he can bring a firing pin with him thenext time he comes. He assures me that the only way I canpossess an operable .45 is to turn the one I have over to himand wait for its repair. An answer like this makes me verysuspicious, but I am tired of hauling a heavy .45 that is nomore use to me than a rock. I sign the necessary paper andgive him the pistol and holster, reasonably sure I will not betroubled with its return.


A light evening rain begins to fall as the winged hordes gather strength for their nightly assault. Since we are notallowed to sleep in the huts, I crawl into the damp darknessof my bunker. This rectangle—six and one half feet in length,three and one half feet wide, and three feet high—offerssome protection from rain, but not from wetness. Watertrickles between the sandbags to drip upon the floor madefrom the wood of old ammo crates. Having slept only onehour in the past two nights, I am eagerly looking forward tocrawling onto my new air mattress to float the night away onthe incoming waters. Groping in the blackness I find only wetboards where my air mattress should have been. More gropingreveals the absence of my boots and shirt as well.

I can almost understand someone taking a new guy’s air mattress. Air mattresses are doomed to a short life in thefield, anyway. A week or two at the most will pass beforethey develop a leak. When they go flat, that is the end of asomewhat decadent comfort, for there is no replacementissued.

Foolishly, I did not write my name on my mattress so I could identify it in a thief’s collection of goods. But I will findthe son of a bitch who stole my boots and shirt. Those theftsare the acts of a low and stupid man. Who would steal fromthe men who directly help preserve your life?

I cover my bare upper body with repellent, wrap myself in the poncho liner, and lie down on the wet boards. Themosquitoes are almost as bad as usual, but the rain is refreshing and cool, and the crickets and frogs are singing a lullabyto the beating of the rain that is hypnotic and vaguelyreassuring.

After a good night’s sleep my vengeful spirit has mellowed. I squish through the mud hoping my vanished belongings will miraculously reappear. But there are no pleasant surprises this morning, unless the departure of the cooks canbe taken as a good sign. After the rubbery water buffalo they served for supper, it was prudent of them to take themselvesback to Di An where they can feed their rotting goods to thegarbage dump instead of us.

In the middle of a can of breakfast, Sergeant Norris asks, “Have you cleaned the gun today?”

“Yes I have, Sergeant.”

Good. Get your stuff together. We re moving out at 0900.”

Okay, no more misguided hoping for divine deliverance. I m not going out in the bush without my boots and shirt. Iask the members of my squad if they’ve seen anything of mymissing equipment. I don’t believe any of them are guilty,but they may be able to point me in the right direction. Theirresponse is to say, Ask Jesse,” and to walk away as thoughthey don’t know anything about it, and don’t want to know anything about it, but if something’s missing Jesse is likely tohave it. Jesse’s bunker is pointed out as the one across the NDPentrance from the skull pendant, the one with the three blackguys lounging around the inside of a small ring of sandbagsshaded by two ponchos.

“Is one of you guys Jesse?” I ask, noticing that they look stoned. Nothing like getting a different perspective on yourmorning.

“Who the fuck wants to know?”

“I do. I can’t very well go on patrol without my boots, now, can I?”

“Hey, gray meat, why you come snooping ’round here for your boots? You accusin’ us of being thieves? You callme a thief, I’ll cut your guts out. ”

While he talks I look over the gear inside their circle. Boots never get polished in the field, so a new pair stands outlike a crow among gulls. There’s a new pair placed against theinside wall, not three feet away. They look like size twelves. Ifigure Jesse and his boys aren’t angry enough yet to penetrate their morning mellow. Despite their rough talk, none ofthem are even sitting up straight. I reach into their shade,grab the boots with my right hand and liberate one of theshirts on the sandbags as I straighten up. “Nice talking toyou, gents,” I say, backing up.

For a moment, it looks like they are going to come after me, but a “Hey, mother fucker,” and a forward lean by theguy who was doing the talking is as far as things go.

By pure chance the shirt I snatched is my own. As I slip on my jungle boots the platoon is assembling its gear. Ammunition clips are checked, hand grenade releases taped down,canteens filled, pack straps and belts checked for wear, flarespassed out, strobe lights and machine-gun ammo assigned,claymore mines counted, first aid kits checked, mosquitorepellent obtained (better take two), two meals’ worth of canstied up in socks, poncho liners rolled up, P-38 can openersdropped into shirt pockets, weapons checked, cleaning equipment, helmets, helmet liners, and camouflage covers secured, and we are ready.


One hundred six men walk out of the NDP, leaving behind the mortar section to guard the home base. Thecompany moves in double file, the men spaced thirty feetapart. Point, flank, and rear guards are sent out as soon as weclear the local swamp. We spend most of the first two hoursslogging through rice paddies and bogs. We could walk onthe dikes that enclose each paddy like the villagers do, but ifthe VC hear we are using the dikes it will not be long untilthese natural walkways are mined. Sloshing through the paddies makes progress more difficult, but it also makes boobytrapping impractical.

An average rice paddy consists of one foot of soft mud covered by one foot of water. Walking through a paddy is alot like wading through water with a thirty-pound weightattached to each leg. After two hours I am carrying on a silentconversation with my feet.

“All right, left foot, big pull now. Good. Okay, right foot, here we go.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” says the patch of particularly obstinate mud, nearly sucking my boot off before pulling my foot back to the bottom.

“Oh, yes I do,” says I, giving my leg a mighty jerk forward. The boot is raised almost to the top of the mudbefore losing momentum and being sucked back to its starting point. Once started in a backward direction I am unableto extradite my left foot in time to catch my balance. I landon my ass with a splash. I am up to my armpits in brownwater, but my landing site is comfortable and I have managedto keep the gun out of the muck. Someone grabbing my webgear from behind says, “What is this? Taking an unauthorizedbreak, are we?” The captain smiles down at me, pleased withhis wit.

“A break? Oh, no, sir. This here’s your basic recreational swim, sir,’’ I say, doing the side stroke with my free hand.


He chuckles and helps me to my feet.

A little further on we climb from the paddies onto higher ground. The land here is covered with knee-high grass andtrees of every description. There is still plenty of water, but itis confined to a system of grass-choked ditches. Jumping overthese ditches with the machine gun on my shoulder presentsa problem. Since I weigh more than the gun, I land first,with the weight of the gun crashing down on my shoulder asecond later. I soon find that on small jumps I can hold thegun in both hands over my shoulder, using my arms as shockabsorbers. On longer jumps I swing the gun by the fold-uphandle on top of the barrel; when it begins its forward arc Ijump with its momentum. The first time I attempted to leapa ditch with the gun still hanging at my side, my body waswell on its way to clearing the ditch when I was pulled backby the lagging gun to land sideways in the water.

With eighteen men walking before me I am not too worried about stepping on a booby trap. But then I do notreally know what to worry about. I look at the thick stands oftrees, the high bushes and the low, and the long grass.Hundreds of people could be hiding on each side of us,waiting, watching. I look at the faces of the other men. Arethey checking the bush for something out of place, a glint ofsteel, an unnatural shape? The faces I see concentrate on theground before them, the bush they are about to walk through,and the man in front of them. Their faces are wet, tired, andblank. Maybe they feel if the flankers and point men walk thecompany into an ambush there is nothing they can do until ithappens. Or maybe they are more concerned about wherethey are putting their feet than they are about looking forsomething they cannot see.

We come to a ditch running full with water that is too wide to jump. Some of the men wade in, while others searchdownstream for a crossing. A hundred feet down the bank alog of small diameter bridges the ditch. The first man toattempt the crossing loses his balance halfway across and fallsfull length into the stream. His fall wets the log, makes itmore slippery for those who follow.

The log crossing becomes a challenge only a few can master. The discipline of silence is repeatedly broken withsmall cries of alarm as men tumble into the water, thenthrash and curse their way out. I opt for the direct water route. When I reach one side of what seems to be the centerof the stream, I jump over what I hope is the deepest sectionand climb the far bank, getting wet only shirt-pocket high.

The captain, walking three men behind me, takes one look at the fiasco downstream before asking, “How deep isthe stream here?”

Holding my arm over the high water mark at the top of my shirt pockets, I reply, “Chest deep, sir. ”

The captain, just under six feet, is four inches shorter than I, and if he doesn’t jump the center section I will get thechance to see if his helmet floats. The captain is waist deepwhen he catches a faint smile on my face.

“What are you smiling about?” he asks with suspicion on the rise.

“Nothing, sir,” I say, trying to get that troublesome smile off my face.

When the water reaches his chest he stops again. “How deep did you say this is?”

“I didn’t get wet above the chest, as you can see.”

He studies my grin for a moment, then moves forward. He slides to a stop when the water laps at his chin. “Whosechest is this stream chest high on?”

“Why mine, of course. And don’t forget to jump over the deep section.”

With a laugh he disappears from view, to come bobbing up a few feet away still laughing. As I give him a hand up thebank, I admit to myself that I am impressed. I never met anofficer with a sense of humor.

A few hundred meters further, we enter a large grassy area surrounded by trees. A shot rings out from our rightflank. The company is on its belly before the second bulletleaves the sniper’s rifle. He is in the trees, two hundredmeters out. There is no chance of spotting him. No onespeaks. No one returns fire. We wait two minutes—no more—then we are on our way again.

I turn to the man behind me. “Why didn’t anyone fire back?”

“It’s an old VC trick. There’s a friendly village just beyond that tree line, directly behind the area where theshots came from,” he explains.

We go on without further harassment.

An hour later we come to the ruins of an old Frenchplantation. The buildings are burned and bullet riddled, but the fields and paddies are still worked. A grassy lane, bordered on each side by a row of majestic palms, leads to themain house. In the shadow of three coconut trees growing atthe edge of what was once a yard, the captain calls a halt forlunch.

Sitting in the shade of the veranda, I open a can of beans and franks, and wonder about the Frenchman who once livedin this grand setting. What history of terror has reduced thisplace to a charred shell with killers on the front porch eatingbeans?

It is not a fancy house built to impress; it is a practical house made to last. It has foot-thick masonry walls that staycool through the heat of the day. Its wooden roof is gone,burned years ago, and the locals probably scavenged whatgood timber remained, along with the screens that coveredthe windows and enclosed the veranda. Both the outer- andinner-wall surfaces are heavily pockmarked with bullet holes.No doubt this house was used many times as a refuge. Iwonder what draws soldiers to this place when they knowthey would be safer concealed in the jungle. Maybe it is thefeeling of permanence and security in the heavy old walls thatmakes a man without a home take shelter in such a conspicuous place, or maybe it is just a shady place free of ants.

But the value here is not in this old house, it is in the surrounding land. Here is a land that abounds in the richnessof nature, a place where a family could live and growcontentedly—if the wars would stop, if the humidity didn’trot your body, if the jungle didn’t kill your children.

The men are beginning to collect their gear. It is time to move on. In and out of the tropical forest and rice paddies,up to our knees in water and sticky mud, always on a zigzagcourse to confuse the watchers.

Four hours later we come to a small river spanned by the remains of a wooden bridge. The signal to take a breakpasses down the line. Tired men sink to the ground with amoan of relief.

From where I sit, I can see Sergeant Norris checking the underside of the bridge for booby traps. It is evident by thedamage to the bridge that this crossing has been the scene ofseveral previous engagements. The timbers are splinteredand shattered. All signs of the guardrail vanished long ago. Somany holes have been blown through the four-inch-thickplanks of the road surface that the only section now capable of supporting a man’s weight is over the main beam on the rightside of the bridge.

When Norris finishes checking the lower portion of the bridge, he starts searching the roadway for trip wires. At thecenter of the bridge he turns and signals us to follow. Reluctantly, we resume our patrol, crossing the bridge to a low,open, marshy land beyond. When the platoon is well into themarsh, I look back toward the bridge. No one follows. Itlooks like the rest of the company is staying behind.

A kilometer beyond the first river we come to a second, smaller river. I wade into the warm, sluggish water, my feetsinking deep into the mud bottom. When the water reachesmy chin, I resort to a one-armed paddle walk to reach theother side. Those men whose mouths nature placed closer tothe ground must swim, but swimming fully clothed with yourarms raised in the air to keep your weapon dry, weigheddown with all your gear and wet clothes, is a struggle foreven the most confident swimmers. Those men unlearned inswimming thrash across as best they can with the help ofextended arms and rifle barrels. Most of the men cross thedeepest section using the hippopotamus method. They take abig breath and walk across the bottom, careful not to get afoot stuck in the mud.

Reaching the crest of the steep, slippery riverbank, I am met by the sight of nine GIs with their pants around theirankles and their bare asses in the air. I walk to the nearestman with his pants on and inquire, “What is this, a groupBA?”

“Leeches,” he says with no trace of amusement. “Best pick them off quick before they get too well attached. ”

“Leeches!” I echo, my pants falling to my knees. Sure enough, leeches. With growing revulsion, I pick a half dozenof the fat, black, slimy suckers off my legs. There is something unreasonably repulsive about these sluglike parasitessecretly stealing my blood. The NVA, the VC, our owngovernment, the mosquitoes, and now leeches—our bloodseems to be a popular commodity.

After being assured by a rear observer that I am leech free, I rebutton my pants and begin slogging through theexpanse of rice paddies ahead. I wonder what the rest of thecompany’s doing? Probably sitting on their butts. Sure wish Iwas there helping them. I’m tired. Why is our platoon wandering out here by itself, anyway? I never know what’s going on. I feel like the donkey loaded up every morning to be ledaround all day, never stopping where the grass is tender orthe water cool or doing anything else that makes any sense.

Climbing from the last paddy, Norris walks a hundred meters into the bush and sits down to open a can of C rations.It must be dinnertime. I sit my weary body down to asucculent dinner of lima beans and ham, heated by the sun toexactly 91 degrees, with a side dish of peanut butter and jellyon crackers. As I eat I watch storm clouds gather overheadand resolve to avoid canned lima beans in the future.

The day darkens before its time. The rain will be coming soon to wash the sweat from my body and flood the land. Theplatoon starts back the way it came. You can hear the rainstorm approaching from the southeast, its front edge sweeping through the forest, rattling down on millions of leaves,creating a roar of steadily increasing volume. Before we reachthe bank of the smaller river, big isolated drops begin tofall. I can see the wall of rain moving toward me over theopen ground. Men hunch their shoulders in anticipation.Suddenly, the front is before me. My next step takes me intothe full force of the storm. Visibility decreases to forty feet. Ididn’t know it could rain this hard.

Having rejoined the company on the east side of the bridge, our platoon is dispersed along the edge of a singlerice paddy that has been carved out of the forest. I sit at thebase of a palm tree, leaning my back against its slightlyinward leaning trunk, seeking the slight protection it offersagainst the rain. My poncho liner is still partially dry, so I putmy steel helmet on my lap and stuff the poncho liner inside topreserve the only piece of dryness within miles. I have takencare to keep it dry through the rivers and ditches and rainstorm. I know it does not make any sense; as soon as I wrapmyself in it to lie upon the wet ground it will be as soakedas if I had dunked it in the first ditch this morning. Butkeeping it dry is something to do, something to focus on, asmall accomplishment that gives my mind a touch of peace.

Now that I am motionless and soaking wet I begin to feel the cold. My poncho liner would keep me warm, but thiswould mean giving up and I cannot bring myself to do that.Besides, I am so often hot and so seldom cold that shiveringfeels good. I concentrate on the rain falling in the paddybefore me. A raindrop impacting with the water’s surfacemakes an impression the diameter of a nickel. The rain keeps every inch of the water’s surface dancing, sending its ownwater in small leaps back into the air. I watch the rainstriking the paddy water a long time before I realize I canactually see the water level rising. A green snake swims bywith its head raised two inches out of the water, gazingabout, but not seeming to notice the soldiers a few feet away,motionless in the rain.

The vast quantity of water falling between myself and my nearest neighbor twenty feet away renders his outline fuzzy,his image vague. Just when I am convinced that this is aworld-record rainstorm, it begins to rain harder. The downpour is impressive, but this is not merely a one-act show. Asthe last of the evening’s gray light fades to black, multiplestreaks of lightning slash through the sky, six bolts hitting theearth simultaneously, momentarily flashing brilliant lightthrough the darkness. The shattering explosions of thunderare not like the explosions of man; still, the similarity inflashing light and sound is near enough to set nerves onedge.

As the company moves to its ambush site, I notice during a lightning flash that the water in the paddy is a foothigher than it was when we first arrived. The ground is undertwo inches of water or more.

The company deploys in a tight line adjacent to the path leading to the bridge. After putting out my claymore andsetting up the machine gun, I kneel in the water that is mydesignated place to rest and consider the situation. I havesucceeded in bringing a dry bedroll to my place of sleep—nowwhat? I could fold it up and use it as a thin submergedmattress—it is unfortunate that air mattresses are not allowedon ambush, I could float all the way to the South China Seaon a night like this. I could carefully place it on top of me andkeep it from getting completely soaked for another two orthree minutes in the now easing rain.

While I contemplate this weighty problem, the local coalition of mosquitoes finally zeros in on our scent. Theirtardiness is no doubt due to the wind and rain masking ourodor. One of these raindrops weighs several times more thana mosquito. I had held some faint hope that the little bastardswould stay home instead of risking the heavy bombardment.But no. Rain does not seem to hamper mosquitoes in theslightest. To make matters worse, all this rain is washing away the repellent I had soaked into my clothing. Without further consideration, I wrap myself from head to foot in myponcho liner and sink into my watery bed.

In the morning my body looks like it has aged a hundred years. I have seen my hands wrinkled from being submergedin water for an hour, but that experience was a poor representation of what more than eight hours of submersion will do tothe skin. I am a prune. My wrinkles have grown wrinkles.

Cold and stiff from my night in the water, I am eager to begin the long march back to the NDP so I can stretch themuscles and warm the body that is already anticipating thefood at the end of the trail. We are packed up and waiting forthe order of march to be given when an order to wait arrivesinstead. Ten minutes later our thoughts of food and rest areswept aside. Battalion HQ has decided to extend our patrol.It looks as if we are going to go hungry awhile.

The rain has stopped but the sky is still thick with clouds that allow the coolness of morning to linger past its time. Justbeyond a small, carefully tended banana orchard, we enter afog bank caught in a bamboo thicket. The men before medisappear into a nether world of eerie white clouds that lazilywhirl with their passage. I emerge from the fog-enshroudedbamboo at the edge of a series of neat, rectangular rice fields.Across the paddies, a small village perches on wooden postsabove a finger of land that extends into the surroundingwetlands. A dozen huts thatched with palm fronds cast theirreflection on the water’s mirrored surface. A thin mist rises toghost across the paddies and eddy at my feet before congregating in the wall of bamboo behind me. Villagers in conicalhats and rolled-up pants stoop to the water in their earlymorning labor. The sun sends thin beams of light streamingthrough the clouds to streak the mist with luminous rays, as ifto set the scene for a divine visitation.

The picturesque village before me contrasts so sharply with the line of armed men slogging through the mud andwater that I know it will be one of those rare sights that willstay imprinted on my mind forever.

A halt is called as I reach the approximate center of the series of paddies. It is a strange place to call a halt, with halfthe company knee deep in water. The point element musthave run into something in need of investigation.

Being near a dike, I climb the bank to sit on a small mound of soft dirt. I make a beautiful target of myself uphere, but violence seems distant from this place, and I’m already too tired to care about vague dangers—of course, if Iget shot ... oh, the hell with it.

A small boy comes down the dike to ask for chop chop, but I have none to give him. He is almost as disappointed atmy lack of chop chop as I am. He makes his appeal to severalother men and is finally rewarded with a single can. He takeshis prize to one of the huts where I swear I hear the sound ofone tin can clinking against others.

After a ten-minute rest we move on. Leaving my comfortable seat, I am vaguely aware of some sharp stinging bites, but I am always getting bitten so I pay them little mind. Bythe time I reach the next paddy whatever is biting me hasgained my attention. The more I move the more I am bittenuntil the sharp stings feel like a fire moving across my back,chest, and hips. I rip open my shirt with my free hand. Myupper body is crawling with red ants. Splashing through thewater to the nearest dike, I drop the machine gun on dryground, tear off my shirt, and flop full length into the water.

After considerable splashing around and brushing off, and some strange looks from passing men, I return to the softhammock I had so comfortably rested upon. Just as I feared:my posterior had been squarely placed atop the home ofseveral hundred furious fire ants.

I hurry through the paddies to resume my place in line, stopping occasionally to submerge my body in water to coolthe burning bites. Within fifteen minutes a rash has brokenout under my arms and around my waist. When I check a fewminutes later, the rash has spread over most of my chest andis beginning to move down my arms. A burning itchy sensation crawls across me from my knees to my neck. Onlyrepeated scrutiny of my clothes assures me that I am not stillbeing bitten by a horde of fire ants.

As noon comes and goes, other small mishaps occur. Four spaces up the line a guy falls off a log while crossing astream, ripping the crotch out of his pants on the stubs of abroken branch. The rip exposes the man’s right buttock andgenitals to general view. He hitches the remains of his pantsso they are reasonably comfortable and he continues unconcerned until we reach the next village. The women of thevillage seem to think our risque man is the best show they haveseen for many a week. Pointing and hooting and whistling,they yell, “You boo coo number one GI,” and giggle behind their hands.

Because Caucasian males are more generously endowed than their Vietnamese counterparts, the women react moreto the size of the exposure than to the exposure itself. Theycarry on just like a bunch of beer-swilling loggers at a stripjoint, hooting it up over a big-breasted blonde.

Meanwhile, Vareck (a strong, very bright guy who joined the company the same day I did) is learning about the hazardous side effects of mosquito repellent. Sometime during theday the screw cap on the repellent bottle he was foolishlycarrying in his front pants pocket worked loose, spreading itscontents drip by drip across the front of his pants. A drop ofrepellent not spread out on the skin will begin to dissolve theskin just the way it will dissolve plastic. By midafternoonVareck is in agony. His walk becomes more and more straddle legged as his groin becomes more and more tender, andfinally begins to bleed.

Late in the afternoon word is passed down the line that we are approaching Bravo Company’s NDP. A few minuteslater we enter a clearing covered with short grass. In thecenter of the clearing are the typical rows of concertina wire,bunkers, trenches, and sandbags of a defensive position. Afew of our men have friends here and quickly disappearunder poncho awnings or into bunkers. The rest of us, beinggreeted with blank indifference, settle on an unused patch ofground close to the wire.

Hungry and tired, Delta Company slowly inspects itself for damage. Several men have blood-filled leeches clinging totheir legs, a dozen more have a swollen rash that is apparently the consequence of spending the night in the water. Itake off my shirt to examine the result of my encounter withthe ants. My upper body has expanded by an inch. My leftarm and the little finger side of my left hand are as swollen asmy chest. My right hand is puffed up so tight I can hardlywiggle the fingers.

I locate a medic in the hope of getting an antihistamine. The medic takes a glance in my direction and diagnosesswelling due to sleeping in water. It will go away in time, heassures me, and returns to wrapping gauze around Vareck’sbloody prick. Oh, well, he doesn’t have any antihistamineanyway.

I remove my boots to look at the fish-belly white, convoluted wrinkle that are my feet after being wet for thirty-two consecutive hours. Then, following the example of the othermen, I remove the rest of my clothes and lay them beside meon the grass so that we both may dry in the newly arrivedsunshine.

My skin is well on its way from soggy to clammy when a helicopter comes roaring over the trees to hover fifty feetabove us. The downdraft from the rotor blades sends pantssailing over bunkers to roll across the ground until they find apool of mud in which to anchor themselves. Shirts are snatchedfrom the grass and hurled into the air, fluttering down at lastto snag in the concertina wire, three rows out, between amine and a trip flare. When the last sock is swept from thereach of the scrambling company of naked men, the pilotmaneuvers his craft through a short circuit of the NDP,leaving flattened awnings and ripped ponchos in his wake.His tour complete, he touches down on the landing pad twohundred feet from his starting position above our heads.

In a ten-second flurry of activity, bags and boxes are heaved and kicked out the side door before the chopper liftsoff again in a hail of flying grass and dirt and pebbles. Onehundred six naked armed men watch as the straining engineangles the Huey steeply upward into the freedom of the sky.

We continue to watch until our view of the chopper is blocked by the surrounding trees, then turn our attention tothe ejected baggage. There are cases of rations and bundles ofclean clothes. We tear into the cases of food as if afraidsomeone will try to take them away. I grab a meal and movea comfortable distance away from the mob gathered aroundthe new supplies. Scared and dirt-streaked bodies snatch foodand clothes, arguing over the choice meals. Life is gettingvery basic.

In my haste I have taken a can of scrambled eggs. I strongly suspect these eggs are powdered before they arereconstituted and canned. The results of technology’s encounter with the egg is thoroughly revolting. It is only because I am starving from not having eaten for the pasttwenty-four hours that I am able to hustle these high tech eggspast my taste buds and control my stomach’s efforts to purgeitself of the experience. I upend the meal packet to see whatelse is on the menu: caraway cheese, crackers, and a can offruit cocktail. That’s better.

Having satisfied my hunger, I select a shirt and a pair ofpants from the scattered collection. Clean, dry clothes feel so good I am already looking forward to next week’s shipment.Of course, I will need to soak them with mosquito repellent,but that can wait. For now I am just going to enjoy theirdryness while I take a nap.

I pass a half hour in the comfort of the grass before the rain begins. It is another tropical deluge. Visibility closesdown to forty feet, then thirty.

By the time Sandy drops by to announce that we are going on night patrol, the sun is already beginning to set. Atleast I think it is beginning to set—either that or it is rainingeven harder.

Ten minutes later Bravo Company is on its way out the gate, heading west. Delta Company follows, but once outsidethe gate we head southeast. Naturally, I do not know why weare going for a walk in the dark, but I do know that walkingaround at night is a good way to get shot. There is a duskcurfew in force all over South Vietnam. Any man, woman, orchild outside his village after dark is shot without question.The curfew greatly simplifies enemy identification. Unfortunately, for this night at least, the curfew rule makes us fairgame for anyone with a gun.

We must rely on battalion HQ to communicate our intentions to the ARVN forces. Every unit whose patrol areaencompasses part of our route must be notified if we are toprevent friendly forces from firing at us. Unfortunately, theman we rely on to perform this task is Major Barlow. It is thestrongly held opinion of my comrades that Barlow’s solepurpose in Vietnam is to get himself promoted to lieutenantcolonel. If the major lets the informant-riddled ARVN outposts know about movements, it is likely that the VC will havethe same intelligence shortly thereafter, causing them to altertheir plans for the night and to deprive the major of increasing his body count, thereby slowing his progress towardpromotion.

Whatever trouble the major is brewing, he has at least lucked upon a night sufficiently dark to conceal our movements. Heavy cloud cover combined with torrential rain hasreduced visibility to less than three feet. The company proceeds in single file, each man holding onto the web gear ofthe man in front of him. I cannot see the hand at the end ofmy arm, but I can distinguish the outline of the man wholeads me through the blackness. The muddy ground beneathour feet gives no hint of its dips and rises. Our human chain is constantly broken as men slip into unseen holes and tripover invisible projections. While a man scrambles to regainhis feet, the line of men before him vanishes into the darkness, leaving him and all those behind him hurrying forwardin a blind effort to reestablish contact. Men call to eachother through the roaring downpour. “Mike . . . Mike . . .where are you?”

“Here. Over here.”

Contact is broken and reestablished and broken again. Our progress is slow and far from quiet, but the rain drownsmost of our noise—most, but not all. A flare pops overhead,flooding the area with harsh white light. I am halfway to theground before the first burst of fire comes. Landing with asplash in the water and mud, I turn my head to see thetracers coming close and thick overhead. Staying as low aspossible, I push through the mud toward the protection of atree trunk silhouetted by the light of the flare. A long burstfrom a machine gun freezes me in place. When it stops, Islide behind the tree and bring my M-60 to bear on thesource of fire. Their machine-gun fire is coming in shorterbursts now. I feel secure enough behind my tree for my mindto expand to the men around me. None of our guys arereturning fire. What the hell’s going on?
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As I listen, the answer slowly dawns on me. No doubt the men with more time in-country instantly realized thesignificance of what I'm hearing. That machine-gun fire iscoming from an M-60. And there—that’s an M-16, not aRussian AK-47. And those—those are American carbines, I’llbet. The people shooting at us are our allies. And Americantroops don’t carry carbines anymore. The ARVNs do.

Thanks, Barlow. You didn’t call them, did you, you bastard.

The ARVNs continue to fire for twenty minutes before someone convinces them to stop. Luckily, no one is hit. Themajority of the company has taken cover behind a dike; therest of us are on low ground where the ARVNs are unable tobring their small arms fire closer than a foot above our heads.

I slowly get to my feet, feeling a little shaky from the rush of adrenaline. Dripping with mud, I move to the areawhere I had last seen Sandy in the light of the flares. In a fewminutes we have our squad assembled despite the blacknessof the night. In a few more minutes the men are linked upand the company is on its way again.

I have a hard time understanding how Liem can effectively lead us through country he cannot see. Liem has been with the company for three months now. Despite his beingVietnamese, most of the men have learned to trust him. Thecaptain recruited him as an interpreter, but he does muchmore than interpret. Right now he is walking point. Heknows this part of the country well because he was born andraised in this section of Vietnam. Nevertheless, I would thinkhe would have trouble finding his way across his own backyard on a night like this.

Liem first became actively involved in the war against communism two years ago when the VC killed his father. Inthe traditional style, Liem took the place of his father. Hispersonal vendetta proved so successful that he soon earned areputation with the VC who retaliated by placing a price onhis head. As Liem persisted with his private war and thebounty continued to go uncollected, the VC were forced totake other action. One night when he was gone, the VC cameto his village and took his sister. A week later her head wassent back to the village as a warning of what would happen tothe rest of Liem’s family if he did not stop fighting against therevolution.

The death of the second member of his family onlysucceeded in making Liem more dedicated to his pursuit. After hiding his mother and remaining sister in Saigon, he setout in search of the men who had committed the disgracefulmurder of his sister. Within a month he had found and killedfour of the men involved.

By the time Captain Wilkins had heard about him, the bounty on Liem’s head was up to five thousand dollars. Afterchecking his background, the captain hired him without theapproval or financial aid of the Army, which prefers that itsfield units use captured enemy soldiers for interpreting andscouting. At the end of every month a helmet is passedamong the men of Delta Company so that each man maydonate whatever he wishes toward Liem’s salary. The collection usually amounts to about two hundred forty dollars—which is more than the Army pays us.

Liem does not live with us, he just appears on those mornings when the company is going out on patrol. Sometimes he walks with the point element, sometimes on theflank. Usually he wanders up and down the column or slipsoff to gather information from a nearby village. He does nottalk much, and he never smiles. Whatever type of man hewas two years ago, circumstance has replaced with a highlydedicated and skilled killer. Outside his family he seems tohave only one interest—killing VC.

At the head of the column of men struggling to maintain their hold on the man before them, Liem continues to leadthe company from the ARVN outpost. After an hour the rainslackens, but visibility is little improved. We are walkingalong a dike that separates two paddies when the line accordions to a stop.

We stand ten minutes before the words “sit down” pass down the line. I sit astride the dike wondering what comesnext. Where am I being led on this night, in this new life inwhich I have so little control? There is no answer. My life isin the hands of the U.S. Army. I shiver inside my wetclothes.

The noise of the rain falling into the water around us washes away all other sound. After a while each man lies backon the body of the man behind him. The warmth of thebodies I am sandwiched between stops my shivering. I laythe M-60 on my chest between my chin and the helmet ofthe man before me.

Someone whispers to me but the words are unclear. Ilisten more intently, I need to understand. The whisper comes again. “Hey, wake up. We’re moving out.”

My eyes spring open. Have I been asleep? For how long? The rain has stopped. The cloud cover is breaking up. Iwithdraw my right hand and foot from the water of the ricepaddy where they have taken rest. My left hand still clings tothe machine gun balanced on my chest. I prod the manbehind me and help him to his feet.

The starlight shining through the open patches in the drifting clouds gives off enough light to allow us to continueour mission at a reasonable pace. We walk through the paddies, the orchards, and the jungle hoping we will not stumbleinto an ambush, or another ARVN outpost. We should notneed to worry about the enemy tracking our movement. Itwould have been difficult for anyone to follow us through theblackness of tonight’s rainstorm.

In the hour before first light, the company is brought to a halt. Norris gathers the men of his platoon around him. Wesquat in an old orchard, knowing we must be close to ourobjective, expecting to be finally trusted with the particularsof our mission.

“There is a village half a kilometer to our south. We are here to put a seal on that village. Nobody leaves the villageuntil it has been thoroughly searched. Anyone who insists onleaving will be shot. Be ready for trouble. Your squad leaderswill show you where to set up. There will be no talking oncewe leave the orchard. Stay low, keep quiet, and move fast.Let’s go.”

We run in a crouch down an elevated dirt road leading to the village. Men peel off the front of the line as squadleaders tap their shoulders. When Sandy and I reach thefront, we drop behind the three-foot berm on the left sideof the road, ready to provide covering fire for the next squadtaking positions further up. We aim our weapons at the villagewe can see only with the help of our imaginations—a blackmass against the gray-black sky.

With the next squad in position, Sandy and two others jump the berm and slide down a twelve-foot bank to a narrowmuddy flat at the edge of the paddy below. While I keepwatch they scoop mud with their hands to fill the sandbagseach of us has been assigned to bring on this patrol.

We wait about an hour at the edge of the sleeping village for the night to lift. Small circles of light appear in huts as earlyrisers light their candles and oil lamps. Slowly the outline of the village emerges. There must be at least fifty hooches onthe plateau jutting at right angles from the road. Twelve feetbelow the village, rice paddies fan out for 150 meters,extending from the elevated dirt road to some distant pointon the far side that I cannot make out.

Feeling more and more vulnerable in the growing light, I look across at the village, and then down at the three menhuddled behind a stack of sandbags less than two feet high.From the height of the village a rifleman has a clear shot at allthree men. I look around for a more secure position, noticingagain the flicker of candlelight coming from a hooch set off byitself to my right rear. The berm provides good protectionfrom the direction of the village, but my back is completelyexposed. There are no better positions, not down in thepaddies nor along the dirt road. The only good cover is fiftymeters away in the jungle, and no doubt there are menalready stationed there. It is getting light. The villagers willbe trying to leave for the fields any second now. I feeltrapped and exposed. There is movement in that hooch behind me. I want to move, but where?

Shouting comes from the village gates. I can see Liem directly across the road from the gate arguing with some localmen. The entire upper half of Liem’s body is exposed to fire.That guy is going to get himself killed. More voices are addedto the confusion at the gate. Liem points his M-16 in the airand fires. His shot is answered immediately by a rapid succession of single shots from the gate. A burst of automatic firecomes from high in the branches of a large tree to the right ofthe gate. Our men in the ditch across the road from the gatefire back in short bursts. Like an electric shock, automaticrifle fire erupts from behind me, the bullets digging into theberm a meter to my right. I dive over the berm, sliding androlling down the bank, coming to a stop at the feet of mycomrades. The three of them, lying side by side on theirstomachs, take up all available room behind the pitifully smallwall of sandbags.

The automatic rifle high in the tree sprays a loose pattern of bullets down the flat at the edge of the paddies. Scared and angry at my exposure, I jump on top of the slotbetween two men, throw the gun across the wall, and unleasha sustained string of fire at the center section of the tree.Twigs and leaves fly in all directions. By the time I let up onthe trigger I figure I have at least frightened the man half to death. With the sound of my fire still ringing in my ears Irealize the rest of the shooting has stopped.

As the men beneath me wiggle out from under, I feel a twinge of guilt. Maybe I overreacted. Then again, maybe Idid just the right thing. Anyway, it seems to have put an endto the skirmish and that is the important thing.

Bravo Company advances from the far side to sweep the village. They find two dead VC at the gate. Two more arekilled in the tunnels under the village, but we have missedthe company of NVA. Apparently, they moved out sometimeduring the night.

By 1000 we are back in the bush, not heading north toward our NDP, but south and east toward God knows what.We walk all morning and into the afternoon. The sun is notblocked by clouds this day. It bakes the ground dry and sucksthe water from our bodies faster than it can evaporate.

I keep thinking about the can of scrambled eggs I ate yesterday and wondering if I will eat today. There are coconuts,bananas, grapefruit, and sugarcane in the fields we pass, butit is too early in the year for anything to be ripe. I try to thinkabout this problem the way the Army would. Feeding itsmen one can of food a day would be considered a hardshipand therefore acceptable, while not feeding the men at allwould have to be termed a failure, which would look bad onMajor Barlow’s record. Obviously, I have nothing to worryabout. Food will be forthcoming.

We emerge from the jungle into an expanse of moonscape. A holocaust has visited the land before us. Everything that lived here has been annihilated. Large craters pockmarkan area one kilometer long by half a kilometer wide. Withinthis area not even the smallest bush has survived. Yet thejungle persists. The pale green of new plant shoots are coming up here and there, and the ants have come back—and themosquitoes, too, who are now busy breeding new millions inthe water-filled craters.

The next bomb crater on my left is being used by Liem as a bathtub. Standing there with his shirt off, submerged tohis waist, splashing water over himself in the middle of thisdesolation, he looks extremely out of place. This is a deadplace; not a place most men would choose to linger.

At 1700 we are informed that our destination is Di An. This is the best possible news. Two trips to Di An in thesame month. Our spirits lift and might have actually soared if we were not so tired. Fifteen minutes later we connect withthe road leading south from the base camp. In the distance Isee the trucks waiting to take us the last half kilometer to thegate. If they are going to waste the men and gas to give us atoken ride, why must we walk this last kilometer of road forthe privilege? The sight of those trucks waiting on the side ofthe road, twice as far from us as they are from the base campgate, becomes more irritating by the step. This must be oneof Major Barlow’s stupid ideas. Only because the captainfinds the situation humorous are tempers cooled enough forus to physically restrain two of our more hot-headed members threatening to commandeer the trucks.

Just inside the gate the trucks stop to let us off. They are not going any further out of their way on our behalf than isrequired. Muttering curses at the drivers and the Army ingeneral, we walk the last half klick to our collection of deserted barracks.

Before I notice he is gone, the captain shows up with a jeep trailer full of beer and ice. I am told this is done in aneffort to keep the boys drinking free beer here instead ofgoing to the EM club and getting into trouble. However,there is no question of anyone leaving just now because ourwater buffalo cooks have arrived with fifty authentic American chickens and a large pot of beans. The two tables thathold the food and grills are quickly surrounded by hungry,silent, staring men. Growls from the mess sergeant to standclear are ignored. We watch each chicken as it is transferredto grill or plate as if to ensure that these rare birds do not getcanned, dehydrated, or replaced by rubber imitations. Despite the frayed nerves of the cooks, each of us finally receives his first meal of the day. Major Barlow’s record isclear—officially, at least.

With the excitement of dinner over, it occurs to someone that this is Saturday night. On such a night there is likely to be a band at the main EM club. This thought spreadsaround and settles in until the sun goes down; then menwander off in groups of threes and fours.

A few men have fallen asleep with half-finished beers in their hands; one or two others have decided to write lettershome while they are still sober enough to do so. Some ofthe groups stop in dark secluded areas to share a joint andsome quiet conversation. But the majority of the companyfinds its way to the EM club where a Philippine band is setting up its equipment.

By the time the band begins to play every chair in the club is occupied. Five of us sit at a table covered with beercans bought by the armful. The electrified rock and rollshatters any attempt at conversation. Smoke-filtered lightreflects off the sheen of perspiration on alcohol-flushed facesmesmerized by the thundering beat of the band and thepulsating bodies of the two women dancing on the stage.

Garbage cans fill with empties as new lukewarm beers are brought in replacement. Tonight the more moderate drinking rear echelon personnel who normally occupy theclub have been supplanted by at least fifty men from a fieldcompany of the 109th, and the seventy-odd men of DeltaCompany. Late arrivals stand between tables and againstwalls. Eyes and energies are consumed by the gyrating,sweat-slicked, bikini-clad bodies of the dancers. Men yellobscene suggestions into the roar of whoops, yahoos, andwhistles. Sex-starved men are held in hypnotic fantasy of thevoluptuous, glistening young bodies lustily making love tothe air until the spell is broken by a man bursting from hischair with a primal yell. Charging the stage, he leaps for thespace between the arms of the waiting bouncers. One flyingfoot reaches the stage before a strong hand seizes his shirtand an arm brings a club down upon his head. He crumplesin a heap on the stage. The band stops. Men freeze indisbelief. Ten more bouncers with clubs rush to the stagefront.

The burly sergeant in charge of the bouncers shakes his club at the crowd, yelling for the room to be cleared. Twomen from the 109th argue with a bouncer over the fate oftheir buddy lying unconscious on the stage. One of the menmakes a move to recover his friend. The bouncer pushes himinto a stage side table. The second man gives the bouncer ahard two-handed push in retaliation that sends him crashingagainst the stage. Down comes a club. A right fist smashesinto the side of a face. Another club comes down and thebrawl is on.

The men of the 109th might have tolerated one of their men going down under the club for his misconduct, but menwho risk their lives for each other cannot tolerate their people being clubbed for trying to retrieve a fallen friend. Withfists and chairs and hurled beer cans they swarm the menwith clubs. The bouncers are beaten back against the stage and are quickly pounded out of view. The mob spills onto thestage. A few men swept up in the excitement grab the dancers while others wade into the band equipment, flingingguitars and kicking drums. A girl screams as her bikini top isthrown to the crowd and a hand cups her breast.

Angry yells of warning are heard from the right side of the room where Delta Company sits en masse. We will nothave our Philippine beauties mistreated. While the men onthe stage turn to face this new threat, the girls wiggle free tojoin the rest of the band escaping out the exit at the rear ofthe stage. The two field companies face each other, exchanging threats. Some of the men from Delta who have been hitby stray tables and chairs are already engaged in isolatedfights. Men at the edges of the fights are sucked by ones andtwos into the melee.

One of the guys at our table leaps into the fray. Another goes to retrieve the first. The three of us remaining scoop upall the beer on the table and head for a side door. A halfdozen like-minded men reach the exit on our heels before thebrawl spreads to encompass all who remain.

In the lee of the doorway we are swilling beer, ducking flying debris, and generally enjoying the foolishness going oninside, when two dozen MPs storm through the main door.Without forewarning of whistles or commands to cease, theMPs form a line abreast and wade into the mob with nightsticks flying. They beat men to the ground, step over thefallen, club the next man regardless of his attitude of belligerence or surrender.

The MPs have only the opportunity to crack the back of a few skulls before the mob becomes conscious of their presence. There is a pause in the general calamity as the menstop punching each other to look in wonder at this latestthreat. Hesitantly drawn into the room, I, too, pause in thehope that my help will not be needed against the MPs whocontinue their bludgeoning, unaware of the men’s changingmood. A cry wells up from the mob as it speaks in oneterrifying voice. It turns on the MPs, surrounding and engulfing them in seconds, beating them to the floor. It is over sosuddenly that men are left with cocked arms and wide eyesshooting glances around the room in search of someone newto hit.

With nothing left to do except clean up the mess, themen pick the MPs off the floor and throw them out the front door to land at the feet of a stunned MP lieutenant. This isnot the way it happens in the manual. Not knowing what todo or say, he stands there with his pistol pointed in the air,watching the growing pile of MPs at his feet.

People begin to drift in all directions. It will not be healthy to be here when reinforcements arrive. My friendsand I take our beer and shuffle through the dust to the smallbattalion EM club. Not long ago it had been a barracks, andfrom the outside, it still looks like one. There is a wall in thecenter of the building now to provide a bar for the noncommissioned officers on one side and a bar for the enlisted menon the other.

The place is nearly deserted when we arrive, but before we finish the first round we are joined by six more men fromour company. Rounds are bought and downed as we talk ofwomen, the world, and future dreams. Only one topic isforbidden—the military or anything connected with it. Everyman at the table hates the war and despises the Army. Ifthose subjects have to be discussed, we can do so when soberand already depressed. This is party time. A rare opportunityto enjoy ourselves, an opportunity not due to be repeated forat least a month. We drink and talk and laugh until, one byone, the men go face down on the table. There are only threeof us left upright, spewing jokes and garbled wisdom whenthe bartender closes the bar.

Slapping backs, pounding tables, dragging unwilling bodies to their feet, we manage to get everyone moving except for the two lads passed out on the floor. With every manlending his unstable support we pick up their Jell-O bodiesand carry them from the club, struggling to contain the limplegs and arms that keep oozing from our grasp. Even whenwe manage to maintain our grip, we are all too drunk to walkmore than ten steps without falling. We carry and drag anddrop our charge, landing in a heap of uncontrollable laughter.We pick him up again to lurch forward a few more stepsbefore collapsing in another pile of hysterical merriment. Ourprogress is extremely slow until someone emerges from thedarkness with a stretcher. We pile both men on the stretcher,one atop the other. This is a much-improved method ofcarrying limp bodies, but the top man will not stay put. Hekeeps sliding off until two men pick him up and drag himalong between them, which is a fine method except that thetwo conscious men are unable to maintain a vertical attitude. The man on the stretcher does not fare any better. We constantly dump him onto the ground or roll him into a nearby ditch. It takes an hour to get all nine drunks to our final resting place in the dirt of the company area.


I awake to stare at the steel blue of an early morning sky. My body is stiff from exercise and abuse. It is 0600. I dragmyself off the ground to join the preparations to move out.We pick up C rations, give our weapons a quick cleaning, andhaul our gear to the truck pick-up point. There are many bruised, stiff bodies as a result of the fight. There are even more throbbing heads from the alcohol. But these things aresmall pains, soon to be outweighed.


The trucks take us to the helicopter port. There is the normal confusion, but I reside more comfortably now in myignorance. I sit on the ground next to my machine gun,hoping they will overlook me this time, hoping no one willcome by to tell me what to do, praying they will leave mesitting on the ground.

The Huey helicopter pilots start their engines with aquiet whir that slowly increases in volume until the rotor blades begin to revolve with a whop, whop, whop that comesat shorter and shorter intervals until all the engines togethermake a deafening roar over which the loudest shout cannotbe heard. The down wash stings our skin with dust and sand.I hang onto my helmet, turn my face from the blast, andwait.

One chopper lifts off, then another. I sit perfectly still, trying to think small. Is there hope? I feel a slap on myhelmet. Damn! I look up into the sandstorm. Sandy stands infront of me with his back to the blast of wind from the downdraft. He motions for me to follow him. Why should I followhim anywhere? Huh? Why? I tumble into the chopper behind him. What the hell, I’ve never had a ride in one of thesethings. The view should be terrific since the doors have beentaken off for quicker entry and exit. There’s nothing betweenme and all that fresh air.

As we gain altitude the view below reminds me of the coast range in Oregon. In both places the forests stretch formiles in all directions. So much lush green vegetation running to the horizon staggers the imagination. A man couldlose himself down there forever, or at least he could beforethe machines were brought in. On the coastal range the millions of acres of trees have been divided into plots. In onesection the trees are forty years old, ready to cut. In the nextsection everything is dead, with the trees lying in a jumbleon the ground like so many pick-up sticks.

Below me, the tropical forest is thick and lush up to a line that coincides with a line on somebody’s map. From thisline, extending forward for a square kilometer, everythingthat lived has been blown out of existence. The alternatingpatterns of lush growth and barren land repeat themselveslike a giant irregular checkerboard. Our government seems tobe doing its best to convert this country into one vast expanseof wasteland. I can see the State Department’s advertisementnow: land clearing done free of charge—let the U.S. government be your buddy. But I must be fair to my government. Itis doing a great deal with the starving people in this region. Ithas eliminated a few hundred thousand of them already. So itall equals out—in a way.

The helicopter accelerates as it dives to tree level. Skimming over the treetops at full speed is both thrilling and mesmerizing. The door gunner in his seat to my left is gettingfidgety. He nervously rechecks his machine gun and ammunition belt. He zips up his flak jacket, fastens his helmet strap, and adjusts his seat belt. He is making me nervous.Whatever he is afraid is going to happen to him is going tohappen to me as well. He looks right at me and gives me thethumbs-up sign. Great, what the hell does that mean? I lookat the other guys sitting on the floor with me. They arestrapping down and tightening up. This must be the end ofthe ride. Maybe I should go up and thank the pilot. Helicopter rides are so much nicer than walking.

I’m the only one here who hasn’t done this before, but it looks like I’m going to be the first one out because I’m theclosest one to the door—or the open space where the doorused to be. What do I do when we land? I try to remembermy in-country training. You hit the ground running, go aboutthirty yards, and assume a prone position ready to direct fireto your front. Then what? Oh, yes, then the sergeant blows awhistle and the exercise is over. I hope our sergeant has hiswhistle with him.

We clear the last tree at the edge of an open, grassy area. In seconds the helicopter swoops down to hover six feetabove the ground. I poise in the doorway ready to jump theinstant the ship touches down. A hand slaps my back, urgingme forward. I guess this is as close as they are going to get.The door gunner’s M-60 erupts in a long series of explosionsas I jump to the grass- and tree-stump-covered ground. I sinkinto muck up to my knees. The noise is incredible. Weaponsare being fired everywhere. The chopper is off before I canpull my right foot out of the mud. There is a tree line fiftyyards away. I lurch forward. The heads and hunched shoulders of the men appear above the long grass. The formsstagger over soft ground, fire into trees, then vanish again.Powerful engines roar behind me, sending a gale across themeadow. Automatic rifle fire screams into the trees. Amachine gun fires a long burst close overhead. I dive into thegrass. What the hell is everybody shooting at? Some of ourpeople are already into the tree line. I stay down until themachine gun behind me stops. I run for the woods in anightmare of slow motion, my back tingling in anticipation ofbeing struck by friendly fire.

I reach the protection of the woods and fling myself behind a tree. Listening intently, I still can’t distinguish anyenemy fire against the diminishing barrage of our own. Icrawl forward until I spot two of our people. I’ll watch them and move when they do. I hope they know what they’redoing. We lie in our places listening to the firing slowly fade.After a few minutes it stops.

The company sorts itself out and begins walking west. Cambodia is to the west and north, though a long way off byfoot. We flew to the northwest for about half an hour. Nowwe are walking west. I wonder how many days it would takefor us to walk to the border? It’s no use trying to figure it out,I’ve only a vague idea where we are. Someday I’d like to gethold of a map.

From what I have heard, the area northwest of us, where Cambodia’s border bulges into Vietnam, is a majorinfiltration route for the NVA. In the opinion of the men Ihave heard talking, the North Vietnamese soldiers are toughand dedicated. Well, there’s no sense worrying about it—we lleither run into them or we won’t.

It suddenly occurs to me that during all that shooting back in the clearing nobody seems to have gotten hurt. Whatwas all that about, anyway? Was that just cover fire or wasthere really somebody in those trees? Since I’ve been withthis unit, it has never fired its weapons indiscriminately. Iwas impressed by the company’s discipline two nights agowhen every man held his fire when the ARVN’s opened upon us. Why all the shooting today? I must find out. I mustlearn quickly before it’s too late. I increase my pace to closethe gap with the man in front of me.

“Hey, Dryden, what was all that shooting about back there?”

“I don’t really know, but the word I got was that the first set of choppers that sat down took some fire. I guess Charlietook off when we started giving him a lot of heat.”

How’d he find that out? He was in the same chopper as I was. How come I always seem to be the only one who doesn’tknow what is going on?

Three AKs open fire on our left flank. My knees send me to the ground in automatic reaction. A barrage of M-16rounds pours into the jungle, discouraging our attackers fromdelivering a second volley. But for one man, it is already toolate. A few more scattered bursts are fired into the bushbefore everything is still again, except for the quiet voice ofthe medic at his work.

It happened suddenly. I didn’t even fire a shot. I’m stilllying on the ground deciding whether it is safe to get up when Liem and Norris slip into the jungle.

Poles are quickly cut to make a stretcher for the wounded man. In a few minutes the company is moving again. I passthe prone form on the stretcher. It is the third platoon’sradioman. One bullet hit his radio, another went through hisupper arm. He looks numb. It is probably shock as well asthe morphine the medic pumped into him that is keepinghim so placid.

Moving on, I find myself continually looking for cover. If we get hit here, I can drop behind that log. Now I can stillmake it back to the log—no—now the boulder’s better, atleast from the left. There’s a dip in the ground up there that’llbe good when I get closer, past that is a bad stretch, exceptfor those small trees on the right. Okay, now that bank’s goodif it comes from the left and that stump’ll do if it comes fromthe right.

Twenty minutes go by before we come to an open area large enough to land a medivac chopper. We stay in thetrees along the edge of the open clearing, but Charlie hasanticipated our actions. He fires at us from the other side ofthe clearing. We hit the ground without returning fire. Liemand Norris are over there somewhere, crawling through thebush, putting their lives on the line. There is too muchchance of hitting them accidentally. Besides, if Charlie keepsfiring at us the noise will lead our people to him as well asmask the sound of their approach.

The cover here in the trees is good, but if we give Charlie long enough he is going to hit one of us. Whatamazes me is how these guys know when to fire and when tohold back. No orders were given to hold our fire; there wasn’ttime. How come at least one guy didn’t automatically returnfire?

I wish Norris and Liem would hurry. I don’t like being a decoy.

After what seems like ten minutes—but is probably only one or two—we hear two M-16s fire, answered by one AK,and then one 16. Quiet. Time is suspended as everyonestrains to hear a sound that will tell them the results of theskirmish on the other side of the field. There is no sound. Noclues.

I begin to relax and look around. Bill Dryden is curled up in a ball fifteen feet to my right. Something is wrong. Icrawl over to him, saying his name before I touch him. His arms are protectively wrapped around his helmet, his kneesdrawn to his chest. Every few seconds a tremor passes throughhis body.

“Dry, are you all right?” He doesn’t answer or move except when another tremor racks his body. I don’t see anyblood along his back. I look over the rest of him and theground. No sign of blood. “It’s okay, Dry. It’s over. You’renot hurt, are you?” He looks at me for a couple of seconds,then gives his head a shake no.

I sit by him awhile, talking to him in a low voice. After a time his body begins to unwind.

Dryden lives in the bunker next to mine back at the NDP. I don’t know too much about him except that his fatheris a general, and that story about the time the platoon got hitoutside Lai Khe. General Dryden could’ve had his son postedto noncombat duties, but he must’ve felt combat would begood for his son. Looking at Bill now, it is hard to believe hehas a father called General Bill “Bulldog” Dryden, Sr.

Bill, Jr., is so quiet and soft spoken you hardly notice him. He is nineteen, of medium height, and thin, like everyone in the field. He is still a PFC but will be promoted toSpecialist Fourth Class as soon as the paperwork sent to therear two months ago is processed. He is too withdrawn toever be a leader of men like his father, but he always doeswhat he is told and never gets into any trouble. With fivemonths in the field he is one of the old-timers in the company, and he was doing fine until Lai Khe when a guywalking in front of him got his belly ripped open by mortarfragments. The man tried to hold his insides together whileDryden dragged him to the cover of a nearby ditch, but hisintestines kept oozing out between his fingers. They weretrapped together in that ditch for over an hour. By the timehelp arrived the wounded man was dead and Bill had droppedinto a spell of silence that lasted nearly a week.

After Lai Khe the bands of sanity around Dryden’s mind began to snap. I think his nerves are shot. Shell shock orbattle fatigue is what they called it in previous wars, but theArmy has done away with the troublesome disorder. Officially, it no longer exists. Some days Dryden does not talk atall, other days he seems as sane as anybody else out here. Hemight be able to deal with this life better if he could screamor cry or even get wildly drunk. But Bill has never beendrunk, and I believe he is afraid of what will happen if he lets his emotions go. The only thing that can save his mind now ispeace, but peace is not likely to come to General Dryden’sboy.

Bill is more relaxed by the time Norris and Liem rejoin the company. They killed two of the VC, but the thirdescaped.

The helicopter arrives to pick up our casualty. I wonder if they’ll be able to save his arm? This has been just anotherday in Vietnam for the rest of us, but it’s a day the thirdplatoon’s radioman will never forget. I am glad I don’t knowhim.

It is past time for lunch and way past time for breakfast, but we move on again. It is no good having Charlie knowexactly where we are. We go deeper into the jungle. Aftertwo hours the line stops. I sit with Sandy, Dryden, andGomez facing a thick growth of bamboo. We sit withouttalking, trying to work up enough energy and enthusiasm toopen a can for breakfast or lunch or dinner or whatever mealthis first food of the day at 3:00 p.m. represents. Christ, was itjust this morning that I woke up in the dirt of Di An with ahangover?

After a few minutes Gomez begins to reminisce about the fight in the EM club. Sandy is reaching for a cigarettewhen Gomez suddenly interrupts his dialogue to whisper aharsh, “Don’t move.’’

My right hand inches toward the trigger of the machine gun as my eyes search through the bamboo for Charlie. Idon’t see anyone. Without moving anything but my eyes Ilook past Sandy and Dryden to Gomez’s eyes. He is lookingstraight into the bamboo. I search the bamboo again. Nothing. Gomez carefully slides away from us. “Snake. Do notmove.’’

With relief I scan the ground for a snake. I don’t see the snake even though it must be near, within striking distance,or there wouldn’t be urgency in Gomez’s voice. I shift myeyes to Sandy’s motionless form a foot to my left. He’s staringstraight ahead as if mesmerized. I follow his gaze to thebamboo—then I see it. Three feet above the ground, two feetfrom Sandy’s head lies the snake, half coiled among thebamboo stems. Men and snake stare into the eyes of theirdeadly enemy. The only movement is the snake’s thin tongueflicking in and out, tasting air. I hear the rubbing of plasticagainst metal as Gomez picks up his rifle, the click of the safety, and at last the explosion of gunpowder. At the sound ofthe shot we dive away from the snake, but Gomez’s aim is good.

We edge back to the bamboo to examine the kill. Though it is only slightly more than two feet long, it is proclaimed tobe a deadly bamboo viper. I study the snake so that I will notforget what it looks like. When it was alive I saw only itshead. I have much to learn.

Because of the rifle shot we move east another kilometer. When we stop I waste no time shoveling down a can of turkey loaf. We will probably stay here until dusk, but onenever knows, and last night’s chicken is only a memory—or atleast it should be only a memory. An unusually large numberof men are trotting off into the bush. I think the water buffalocooks have done it to us again.

Gomez comes over to see if I want my instant coffee. I am not enthusiastic about cold instant coffee, so I bequeath tohim all the instant coffee I now have or will ever receive. Hereturns to his place a few feet away to select a C ration can touse as a cup. As he is about to pour some of the valuablewater from his canteen into the makeshift coffee cup, the firstdrops of a rainstorm fall into the dust. After we drape ourponcho liners over our heads, he comes back to ask me forthe two empty cans in front of me. He places all five cansupright in the dirt before him to catch the rain. This is likewatching an eight-year-old kid at play on a sunny Saturdayafternoon.

Gomez fiddles with his cans for half an hour before he has enough rainwater to mix with the instant coffee. He thentakes the four-pack of cigarettes found in the same airtightplastic bag as the coffee, the cocoa, the chewing gum, and thesingle serving of toilet paper (currently at a premium), andwith great care and skill lights a cigarette despite the downpour. In an exhale of smoke he turns to me with his canraised in salute, reeling off a Spanish salutation that I cannothear through the rain. I smile and nod as we both return ourattention to the three-foot semicircle before us that comprisesour private worlds.

The rainstorm passes in an hour. From Sandy, I learn we are here to find a company of NVA reported to have movedinto this area. We exchange the hope we are unsuccessful in oursearch.

Ambush this night is tense but uneventful.

At first light the company heads out at a forced pace. Rumor has it that a large contingent of NVA has been spottedsouth of us. For three hours the rate of our march does notslacken. Men periodically break into a jog to maintain theirintervals. It feels like we are a pack of migrating lemmings,rushing mindlessly toward a cliff at the edge of the sea.


We stop on the fringe of a large clearing. Helicopters are to pick us up to speed our intercept with the elusive northernarmy.

Minutes later the thrashing of rotor blades barely precedes the sight of choppers swooping in at tree level. Three of them hover two feet off the ground as if impatient andquivering with nerves. There is a rush of movement andnoise as those of us assigned to the first flight scramble forthe doorless openings. Not wanting to push with the pack, Iam the last one aboard. All the floor space is taken up withsprawled bodies and weapons and equipment. I have oneknee on the door sill and a hand on the wall when the pilottakes us up. I am pitched forward by the increased gravity ofour vertical climb. With both knees now on the lip of thedoor and feet dangling in the air, I push myself upright at thesame time the pilot banks his ship 45 degrees to starboard.While men scratch for handholds to stop their slide in mydirection, I slam my right hand against the edge of thedoorway, my left side pivoting out into space. Below me isthree hundred feet of air. The force of the wind against themachine gun still laying across my left shoulder adds itsweight to the forces pulling me into the air.

Seeing my plight, Sandy grabs my shirttail, but he can only exert a slight pull for he is in danger of sliding out aswell. There is nothing on the floor to cling to. Half in and halfout of the helicopter, an eternity of seconds pass while I pitthe strength in my right arm against the pilot’s determinationto fly with a 45-degree list. If I dump the machine gun I maybe able to pull myself back inside the chopper, but thenCharlie would get the gun and I would be defenseless.

At last the pilot completes his sweeping right turn and brings his ship back on an even keel. I fall into the crowd ofbodies on the floor, my right arm shaking with fatigue. Damn!That was much too close. Next time I jump in a slick I will beless timid about the body parts I may bruise in the process.Being polite could be fatal. Better yet, I’ll hang onto thepilot’s neck; that way he’ll know when his passengers are less than satisfied with his flight plan.

We fly southwest for fifteen minutes before we are again skimming the treetops on our landing approach. This timethere are no fireworks at the landing site. We touch down inanother area cleared with the compliments of Uncle Sam anda few hundred thousand dollars’ worth of munitions. Thechoppers lift off, leaving us standing in the quiet and desolation.

Again we walk. The direction remains south by west. Every fifteen minutes my shoulder tires. I shift the gun andpadding to the other shoulder, making sure the towel liessmooth so that my continually moist skin will not be rubbedraw. Although both shoulders are sore by the end of the day,I have been careful not to wear a hole in my skin that will notheal.

The air is heavy with heat and humidity as I move along looking for cover, always and forever, looking for cover. Sandyworks his way down the line, walking awhile with each manin turn. When he comes to me he gives me the usual, “Howare you doing?’’

“Well enough,” I say, noticing that he looks a bit worried. But he often looks worried because he takes his job seriously, and I am glad he does.

“We are going to be hooking up with Charlie Company in an hour. They will be coming in from over there,” he says,pointing west. “Keep a lookout for them. You will be keptposted as they get closer.”

When we arrive at the preselected meeting place, Charlie Company is still half an hour out. We sit down to eat and to wait. I inspect my food supply. One can of beef stew, onecan of peaches. I decide to eat the stew and save the peachesfor a hungrier time. The news passes up and down the linethat Charlie Company’s point unit should make contact withour line in five minutes.

Gomez sits on his helmet in a small clearing forty feet up the line from me. I ask him if he wants my coffee. He says,“No, not today.” I can understand that. Water is scarce.Many of the men already have empty canteens.

Charlie Company’s point unit is in visual contact with our line. Apparently, they are intersecting our line close toits center, about two hundred feet behind me. Good navigation, boys. Actually, we sent up some green smoke, all theyhad to do was walk toward its source. I hear the next message passing up the line, “Point unit coming in.”

A burst of rifle fire comes from my right front. I see Gomez’s head snap back as he falls backward off his helmet.Shooting breaks out all along our right flank. Men on bothsides of me return fire. I hesitate. Something’s wrong. Verywrong. VC attacking two American companies in daylight?NVA attacking between two companies? A burst of fire ripsthrough the bush inches above my head. It doesn’t matterwho’s trying to kill us. We must stop them, I fire wildly intothe dense foliage, left to right and back again. Make themstop. Make them stop. I let up on the trigger. My ears ring inthe quiet. Someone shatters the silence with a yell, “Medic.”The spell is broken. The shooting starts again.

Where are the three guys who carry the boxes of machine gun ammunition? Not risking their fives in this barrage to get it here, I’ll bet. Damn! I don’t even know if they’re upor down the line. What’s that? There. Someone yelled, “GIs.”There it is again. “GIs.” Shit! That’s Charlie Company. Thosestupid mother fuckers.

My body shivers now and then as if it were cold, but I know it’s the adrenaline and anger. I walk to where Gomezsat eating his lunch. Our medic is kneeling over the body,working with practiced efficiency.

“How is he, Doc?”

“Dead,” answers the medic without looking up. He will have to answer that question twenty times more before everybody is sure. He finishes wrapping gauze around Gomez’shead and lays him back on the ground. “One little hole in hisforehead. Blew his brains out the back of his head. ”

Abruptly the moist, gray matter mixed with the blood on the sand behind Gomez comes into recognizable focus. Iquickly look away to control the rush of revulsion. What astupid, pitiful waste.

Later we piece together what happened. Someone had neglected to inform Charlie Company’s flank man that thetwo companies had made contact. Apparently, the greensmoke, and the consideration that he would soon be meetingwith a friendly force, also escaped his attention. What he didnotice was a soldier with black hair and brown skin sitting inthe jungle. In panic he fired all eighteen rounds in his magazine at the lone man. Only one bullet struck Gomez—the onethat passed through his brain.

The other men in Charlie Company assumed their flank man had run into a nest of VC and poured more fire into thearea. Believing themselves under attack, Delta returned fire.When a pause came in the shooting, Charlie Company heardthe call for a medic coming from their attack area and realizedthey were having a firefight with another American unit.Gomez was the only casualty.


Feeling sick and angry, all I can think of is strangling the idiot who killed Gomez. I set out on a halfhearted attempt tofind the man, but before I get far I learn he is being flown outwith the body. A wise decision.

Black thoughts drag my mood into a mire of resentment. Damn this stupid, useless war. Damn the people who sent ushere.

We walk on, hour after hour, the heat, the fatigue, and the sameness wearing my anger. Eventually, I cease to thinkat all. My eyes watch for cover, my feet move over theground, and my arms shift the gun from shoulder to shoulder.

When the light begins to fade the two companies take a welcome rest in a grove of large trees. Three times men comeby asking for water. I shake my head no. I only have a fewswallows left—besides, we all started with full canteens.

I watch the ants hurry on their erratic path across the jungle floor. What motivates an ant? What keeps him working so hard all his life? Is it mindless instinct? Fear? Howcome I never see a fat, lazy ant just cooling itself in theshade?

There is a spider’s web in a bush near my side. What an intricate, delicate creation the web is. There is the spider,motionless at the edge of his web, waiting. I flick an ant intothe spider’s lair. The spider runs lightly over his silvery webto see who has come to be his dinner. The ant’s struggles areto no avail; the sticky threads will not come free. The spiderwraps his prey. . . .

“Be ready to move out in five minutes.”

I’m ready. I’m ready. I roll back beside my gun. I poke around a little, looking for dirt that might cause a jam. Mygaze falls on the ammunition belt hanging out the side of thegun. I realize with a start that there must be very few roundsleft in the assault pouch. I rip the cover off. Thirteen roundsare all that remain on the belt. Terrific. You stupid shit. Isearch for a can of machine-gun ammo. Get your act together,Shook, or you’re going to leave this place wrapped in a green rubber bag.

I find a can next to a guy puffing on a cigarette. I pick up the box and walk off. I know he will not object to its loss. Iput a hundred rounds into the assault pouch and wrap theremaining hundred rounds around my shoulder like a Mexican bandito. Now I am ready.

We walk for half an hour in the deepening twilight, stopping at the edge of another large clearing created by thewar. Our combined force crouches under the trees waitingfor the darkness that will conceal our movement across thebomb-cratered land before us. Two kilometers to the southwest a battle rages. The sounds of rifles, grenades, and mortars grow and fade and grow again, the rattle of war increasingin intensity with each oscillation.

Sergeant Norris gathers his men around him. His voice is tight, his manner demanding. “In the trees across thisclearing there is a battalion of NVA. They are surrounded bytwo battalions of the 1st Division. Our job is to seal off thiscorner of the encirclement. The bulk of the NVA are nowabout one kilometer beyond the far tree line, as you can hear.However, if they don’t break through on the west side theywill be pushed into our position. From here we will proceedsouth to the edge of the trees. Delta Company will then turnwest along the tree line while Charlie Company continuessouth. We have very little time. Are there any questions?”“Yeah, Sarge, can I take my R and R now?”

“Shut up, Lansky. I want absolute quiet going across this clearing. Squad leaders, have your men jump up and down tomake sure nothing rattles.”

While we are jumping up and down and tightening each other’s gear, Norris arranges the platoon in the order hewants it to cross the clearing.

“All right. Move fast but don’t run. We must reach the far edge of this open area before the NVA. Move out.”

Not until now does it dawn on me that our platoon has been assigned to walk point. I guess we just tiptoe out hereand see if anybody shoots us. You sure you wouldn’t like toask for volunteers? This is just terrific out here in the open.Don’t shoot the tall guy with the machine gun. Why does ourplatoon leader have to be the man most relied upon by thecaptain? Where are all those eager lieutenants? How do weknow Charlie isn’t already at the edge of the tree line? Easy.

If when we get to the middle of this open area we get splattered all over Vietnam, then we’ll know the NVA reachedthe tree line first. Why does it have to be so clear tonight?Where is a good monsoon when you need one? I wonder ifanyone would notice if I sort of veered off to the east here?Why don’t we wait in our trees for them to cross the clearing?Oh, Jesus, how I wish I were anywhere but here.


We hit the ground in response to a series of explosions. It is just an air strike a kilometer in the distance. We hear thescreams of jets, the explosions of their rockets. The rattle ofgunfire is louder now. Can’t we go any faster?

We reach the corner. I am the eighth man in line as we turn the corner at the edge of the tree line heading west. Thepoint man skirts the trees at a crouch, followed by Norris,then the radioman followed by two others, then Dryden,Sandy, and myself. We hear the braaaaah of a Minigun firingsix thousand rounds a minute from a C-47. Every fifth roundfired is a tracer, creating a solid, wavy red streak through thesky. Thank God everything that flies is ours.

We make a hundred yards on our western leg before we receive scattered fire from the trees. I find myself lying onflat ground with no cover. The memory of being caught in anexposed position during the village seal makes me determined to find some kind of shelter. As the platoon launchesits first volley into the tree line I crawl forward on my bellytoward a depression I can see thirty feet up the line. As Icrawl behind Norris he yells, “Where the hell are you going?”











I can’t stop to explain. A few more meters and I slide into the protection of the shallow crater. Without exposingany body parts, I slide the gun over the lip of the crater andfire blindly into the jungle. The fire from the trees is heaviernow. I look back the way I have come. I see prone formsfiring and moving over the ground, seeking any kind of cover.Dryden moves into a hollow to my right front. I can make outanother form that must be the point man further up our linemoving toward the trees. A burst of fire comes from thetrees, not more than ten meters ahead of the point man. Theair is rent by a blood-chilling scream. I shrink into my hole.Point has been hit. His screams are horrible. I grab the gun,peek over the lip of my crater, and fire a long burst into thewoods. Don’t be stupid and fire all your rounds. Controlledfire. Controlled.

The urgent roar of battle surrounds me. The explosionsof hand grenades and M-79 grenade launchers are mixed with the rifle and machine-gun fire. But those cursed screamspierce all other sound. It is the scream of pure animal terrorthat shatters the soul. It is unbearable. Dryden is yellinghysterically, “I can’t stand it! I’m going to get him!”

“No! You stay put!” bellows Norris, now within two body lengths of me.

I risk a look over the top of my hole. I see Dryden crawling toward the screams. He must have lost his mind. Heis going to get himself killed.

“Dryden! No!” I hear the shouted words distantly reverberating in my mind together with the clatter of machine-gun fire. Stop Dryden. Stop. Come back.

My body stops vibrating. The gun is still. For a second I stare at it, not comprehending. I only vaguely rememberfiring it. Now it’s empty. I drag it down from the lip of thehole. With fumbling fingers I hurriedly engage in the eternaltask of taking the belt from around my chest and fitting it intothe gun. Oh shit, hurry. Hang on, Dryden. Get lucky, youcrazy fucker. Concentrate on what I’m doing. Do it fast—carefully. Please, don’t get shot for another second. There. Ithrow the gun back over the top of the hole, firing as it landson the lip of the crater.

Dryden has reached the foot of the point man who is still screaming in stark terror. I fire at the muzzle flashes in thewoods, but as soon as one source dies it is replaced by two orthree more. The North Vietnamese must have been waitingfor someone to try to rescue the wounded man, hoping wewere too soft to ignore his anguish. An independent firefighthas developed over the two men pinned between our opposing forces. The four or five GIs close enough to be aware ofDryden’s desperate efforts frantically try to pour enough fireinto the tree line to provide him cover.

Suddenly, the screams stop. Then the fighting nearby stops as well. For a few heartbeats we are still, listeningintently to the void that was filled with horror—the void thatis the silence of death. A shudder runs through me. Thefiring starts again, breaking the spell, walling off thought.Through the darkness I see Dryden’s motionless form, hisarm outstretched for the boot of the man whose soul-shatteringscreams he could not endure.

Slowly I slide back into my hole, my ammunition nearly gone. What now? I finger the foot-long belt that hangs fromthe side of my gun. Should I crawl down our line in search of the boxes of ammunition that never seem to be where theyare needed? Should I wait here for a hand grenade to findme, or will the tangle of jungle growth prevent their use?

Something heavy lands on my legs. I spin to find our medic with the barrel of my gun in his chest.

“Jesus, Chandler!” I explode.

“Easy with that thing,” pants our platoon medic, carefully pushing the machine gun barrel to one side. He must have crawled behind me and then flung himself into thecrater.

“Is there any chance of getting to that wounded man who was screaming up there?” He shouts at me from two feetaway to be heard above the din of the battle. “I would havebeen here sooner but I had some work to do down the line,and then with all this shit flying around I thought I was nevergoing to make it here.”

“You’re fucking crazy, crawling up here.”

Outside of Norris, who has been in the war too long to be actually sane, Chandler is the bravest man in our platoon.He will go after a wounded man anywhere unless he feels heis sure to get shot.

“There is no chance, Chandler. There is another man lying out there who just tried. Besides, I think they are bothdead.”

He slides up to have a look over the top. I am ready to grab his leg in case he gets any foolish ideas. He slides backdown. “I think you’re right.”

We settle into the hole, wondering what to do with ourselves. Everybody must be running out of ammo by now,even Charlie. I wish a man like Chandler was carrying mymachine-gun ammo, then I would have something to do. Atleast he has an M-16, that helps, and so does his presence inthe crater. Every minute or so, one of us peeks at the treeline to make sure no one is sneaking up on us. After a whilehe nods toward the silent gun and asks, “What’s the matter?You resign from the war?”

“I wish. You didn’t see anybody back there with a couple of boxes of M-60 ammo, did you?”

“I didn’t notice,” he says taking a look around. “I think the gooks have didi maued.”

We are both quiet as we listen to the dwindling gunfire. Once again I become aware of the air strike raging in thejungle. So this is how tropical forests are turned into wasteland. The might of our air power is impressive. The trouble is, I don’t think the NVA are in these woods anymore. Thesmall arms fire is scattered and distant. Only the thunderingreverberations of the big stuff continue unabated. I betMajor Barlow is flying up there loving every minute of thisU.S. Army extravaganza coming to him complete withPanavision, Technicolor, and stereophonic sound.

After a few more minutes, Chandler crawls to Dryden and the point man to see if a glimmer of life still clings there.When he drops back into my crater all he says is, “I’ve got toget back. The chopper will be coming for the wounded soon. ”

I lie in my hole and stare at the sky. I feel empty and exhausted and sickened. I try to let my mind escape intothe vision of sparkling peacefulness above me, but I know itsapparent calm is a lie, just as the stories of my youth were alie. What glory lies here among these dead and frightenedmen? Where is there found anything of honor? And howstarted the myth that the shooting of another human being isa soul-rending experience? Shooting at men is frighteninglyeasy. It is dealing with the remains that sickens the heart,regardless of who produced the corpse.

After a time, I crawl down the line to round up the remaining four cans of M-60 ammo. I set the gun in a different hole closer to the remainder of my squad. I drink my lastmouthful of water before remembering the can of peachestied up in a sock on the back of my web gear. Their thick,syrupy sweetness is a luxurious treat. I think I shall alwayslove peaches.

We maintain our positions through the night. The dead are left where they fell. In the morning we sweep the woodsfor the brass’s precious body count. The last thing in theworld I want to do this morning is to go on an Easter egghunt for dead, mangled bodies.

The Vietnamese are fanatical about carrying off their dead and wounded. It has something to do with their beliefthat a man must be buried properly if he is to reach heaven. After many a firefight the only evidence of the enemy’spresence the night before is some abandoned equipment andblood-soaked patches of earth.

But last night they left the dead behind. They had to move fast, with stealth, to escape our trap. They could not save their lives and the souls of their dead, so they left the dead and the dying where they fell, their souls unattended.

If I had my choice, I would have wandered through the woods avoiding anything that resembled a body. But some ofthem could still be alive, still harboring a desire to kill thehated American. It is because of this that I search carefullyand remain alert.

I see a foot, then a pair of legs, protruding from behind a tree. He lies on his stomach with his limbs splayed at unnatural angles. I swing to my right to approach him from the feetwhere it will be more difficult for him to roll and shoot at me.There is blood splattered across his back, an AK-47 stillclutched in his right hand. I stop ten feet short of his sandaled feet. “Sergeant, there’s another one over here.”

Norris comes straight to the body as if he could smell it. He steps on the wrist of the hand holding the gun, leansover, and jerks the gun free. He strips the body of its bandolier of ammunition, handing both the ammo and the rifle tome. He might have kept the rifle for himself, but he alreadyhas an AK-47 slung across his shoulder one way and twobandoliers tied across his chest the other. He continues torapidly search and strip the body, removing anything of interest or of military value.
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I rejoin the sweep, not wanting to look at death unnecessarily. I do not mind that the man is dead, but I have not yet hardened to the sight of mutilated bodies. I wonder if I will ever become inured to the sight and feel of violent death. ButI must adapt. I must become more callous or I will lose mygrip on sanity. Yet what will be left of tenderness and compassion when I learn to rip out a man’s guts without revulsion?

We count fourteen NVA bodies in our company’s section. Someone imaginatively estimates twice that number wounded. From our radioman we learn that the total scorefor the operation is 120 NVA dead, 263 wounded. We have agood laugh at that. No doubt the fighting was heavier on thewest side where contact was first made, but if that many NVAwere killed and wounded it would mean that virtually everyman who escaped was wounded, which presents some interesting logistics problems. As usual, each captain is trying toout-lie his competitors in the race for major. But our captaindoes not seem to be playing the game. It appears he hastaken himself out of the race. I wonder why?




The helicopters are busy all morning bringing in officers and reporters, and taking out the dead. Pale-skinned men inpristine uniforms come from their air-conditioned offices inLong Binh to explain the exciting details of last night’s actionto other men who look half asleep with boredom.

“Over there, gentlemen, is the sector where I trapped the NVA battalion. Those rows of bodies are some of the onehundred twenty enemy dead that I caught and crushed as easily as I squash a bug between my fingers. You see, gentlemen, the NVA are really no match for the U.S. Army oncethey are forced to stand and fight. ”

“Yes, yes, of course. And is that bedraggled crew of men lying over there in the shade a part of your elite fightingforce, Colonel?” asks a reporter, waving a hand in our general direction.

The colonel, clearly irritated by this interruption to the chronicle of his achievements, does a quick one-eighty in searchof the offending troops. When his gaze falls upon our company,his face contorts in disgust. I suppose we have a militarybearing that is about as far from the colonel’s sense ofthe ideal as it is humanly possible to achieve. Men aresprawled in every conceivable position of rest. A lean, sinewygroup, barely averaging twenty years of age, with the red-rimmed, vacant stare of old men. Dirt-encrusted, raggedfatigues hang loosely on sun-tanned, jungle-rotted bodies.Tired, dirty faces take in the ogling spectators with hauntingindifference.

The colonel shudders. Turning back to his gaggle of cocktail-circuit reporters he dismisses us with a wave of hisarm, “Oh, that’s just the mop-up crew. They pick up thedead, collect enemy weapons, and other such menial butnecessary tasks.” Continuing his self-elevating commentaryhe leads his sleepy entourage from the offending sight tomore pleasant surroundings.

After the VIPs are returned to the bars in Saigon and Long Binh, the helicopters return to ferry us to our patch ofdirt at the edge of the swamp. The sight of the sun-bakedearth of our NDP does not make anyone smile inwardly atmemories of the beauty and serenity of home, but at least wefeel somewhat protected here from Charlie and the pryingeyes that come to gape at the spectacle of war.

We are greeted by the quiet solemn faces of our mortar unit. They had spent part of the night exchanging mortar firewith the VC. An incoming RPG round, which is a Russian-made, portable, ground-fired rocket, landed a few feet from amortar pit, filling one man’s upper back and head with metalsplinters. The mortar men are glad for the return of ournumbers to strengthen the NDP.

Inside the platoon hut hungry men tear open cases of C rations to still their long-neglected stomachs. Eager hands ripcardboard, frantic fingers grab for prized meals. But I am in no mood to compete for dinner—besides, I am not as sick ofthe limited selection of food as most of the men whoseprimary fuel has come from these cans for several months.

I find a quiet space along the wall and begin to clean the gun. Now, I want most of all to be left alone. In time perhapsI will take events like last night’s bloody action in stride theway the rest of the platoon seems to, but for now I need somepeace to let my emotions subside. I completely disassemblethe M-60, laying the multitude of parts on a poncho. Meticulously oiling and cleaning each part keeps my hands busywhile my mind sifts and mulls its jumble of excesses. Everyone here approves of thorough maintenance of the gun, so Iam left to myself for almost an hour until Sandy drops acarton of Cs at my side, saying, “You better eat something. ”

“I will. Thanks.”

He sits on his heels for a while watching me put the last few pieces together. “The platoon lost four men last night.”

I nod: two dead, two wounded. Seven men in the company were wounded in total, but two of those were only minor and should return in a few days. It could’ve been a lotworse.

“They’re sending up two new men tomorrow.” After another pause he says, “I need an assistant squad leader toreplace Dryden. How would you like the job?”

“Not particularly.”

“Well, Sergeant Norris told me to pick a man to fill the position. When I suggested your name he agreed, so you’reit. Okay?”

“Sure, Sandy, whatever.”

“You will make Spec 4 in six weeks and before you’ve been in-country for six months you’ll be a sergeant.

I nod again as he leaves. I don’t like the idea of being responsible for other men’s lives in a cause I don’t believe isworth the inevitable sacrifice of those lives. I don’t want to beassociated with the ego-maniacal authority that won’t or can’trecognize the men in their own command. On the otherhand, assistant squad leader isn’t responsible for anythingmore than passing the word along, and by the time I am asquad leader I will have the experience to be competent atthe job. Then, maybe, I can save those lives that can besaved. On the other hand, replacing a man who was well onhis way to insanity before he got shot could be construed as abad omen—if you believe in such things—which of course I don’t.

They could award Dryden a Bronze Star for what he did. Norris wouldn’t tell anybody that he ordered Dryden not togo after the screaming point man, and nobody else is likely tosay that Dryden went after the man because his mind was onthe edge of dissolution. Considering who his father is, thereis little doubt that Bill will be awarded a Bronze Star posthumously. Driven mad and shot dead; an old man of nineteen. Iwonder if “Bulldog” Bill Dryden is proud of his son now?One thing for sure—Bill Dryden doesn’t care anymore.

Oh, the hell with this, I’m going to take a shower. I get the bucket that holds the two gallons of water each man isallotted for a shower. The water runs cool and clear from the250-gallon portable tank that is our main water supply. Thewater’s alien chill means that it was hauled all the way fromthat deep well in Di An late yesterday or early this morning.This is prime drinking water, but the best shower watercomes from a nearly empty tank, warmed by a day or two inthe sun. I could put my allotment in a jerry can and set it inthe sun. Na, I don’t want to wait the hours it would take towarm.

Inside the tin lean-to that serves as our bath, a canvas bucket with several holes in the bottom is suspended fromthe ceiling on a rope. I pour one third of the cool, preciousliquid into the canvas shower. Quickly setting the metalbucket aside I jump under the bracing spray. Immediatelythe spray dwindles to a trickle and then a drip which isdelivered into my quizzically upturned eye. A brown, muddyrivulet slides off my hair to wind its way through the dust onmy chest. I consider my water supply and the apparatusoverhead. Yep, a typical case of Army planning. I would needat least six gallons of water to bathe under this fine Armyshower bucket. Clearly, the panel that approved the contractfor these buckets didn’t give them a field trial. Well, expecting some major to take a cold shower on behalf of the troopsis really asking too much. Besides, there probably wasn’t atwo-gallon limit on water in Michigan, or wherever at thetime. I take a sponge bath with the rest of my water. Exceptfor making the towel brown, my first field shower must beconsidered a success.

Wrapping the towel around my waist I head for the bundle of clean clothes I noticed earlier in the platoon hutwhen I am brought up short by an unbelievable sight. There in the shimmering heat before me is a vision of four whiteAmerican girls in short skirts and white blouses with a lookon their faces like they just stepped off the bus in Harlem andrealized they forgot to dress this morning.

I close my eyes. It is just the heat, a weird mirage, a mild hallucination. I’m okay—really. I’ll open my eyes andthey’ll be gone. I take a peek under my lids. Damn! They’restill there. I snap my eyes shut again. Okay, Scotty, beam meup, I can’t take any more. All right, no shit now, what’s goingon here? Either my mind has time warped me back to highschool or those chicks are really here.

Yep, they’re real, all right. Just look at those sorry GIs gawking at those girls like they just dropped in from Venus.Bleak, grimy soldiers with the scent of death still on themstare in silence at bare legs, firm breasts, curls rigid with hairspray, pancake makeup faces, grease-red lips stretched intentative smiles, and fearful eyes darting under pale blue andgreen lids.

For an insane moment I believe the great white father who lives the long freedom-bird ride across the ocean hassent us a gift for our victory in the field. But an embarrassedglance by one of the girls at my staring eyes, open mouth,and towel-clad body, brings me back to reality.

As men shake their heads in disbelief and wander to the seclusion of their huts and bunkers, I hurry off to searchthrough the pile of clothes for pants and shirt that are ofapproximate fit.

“Where . . . why . . . who are those women out there?” I stammer as I successfully find pants that are only two inchesshort.

“Don’t get excited, man. Those Red Cross girls aren’t going to do you any good.”

“What the hell are they doing here?”

“They come once every couple of months to cheer us up. It’s a shitty deal all the way around. ”

I grab a shirt on my way back outside. The girls stand behind a card table that holds a big thermos of punch andseveral paper cups. The crowd of GIs, dressed in their usualgreen boxer shorts and shower shoes, has been replaced by adozen fully clothed guys sitting on the ground in front of thetable. One of the girls is pointing to a big folder resting on aneasel behind her. They are playing some kind of game involving state capitals and flowers. Only one guy is participating in the game, the rest of the men are here simply to stare athonest-to-God round-eyed girls. The small group of femalesis embarrassed by the eyes that follow their bodies everymove. The game repeatedly lapses into silence. I feel sorryfor these young women with painted faces, vainly trying tohide the pimples of their youth. Here are four girls fresh outof high school trying to engage a dozen killers in a child’sgame while silently praying that they make it out of herewithout getting raped.

These people could have been classmates a year ago, but the gap that now separates them is so vast that it may neverbe bridged. Was the brilliant mind that dreamed up RedCross girl visits from the same source that was convinced thata guerrilla war could be won using conventional World WarII tactics? Perhaps next year we ll have hovering cheerleadersfor our firefights, with death-by-death television coveragecomplete with instant replay. Sometimes I wonder if anyoneabove the rank of captain has any idea of what’s going on outhere.

After the girls safely escape in their helicopter, there is a slow, steady procession of men going over the north wall ofthe perimeter. In well-spaced groups of threes and fours,they shuffle along in olive-drab skivvies and unlaced jungleboots. In the shade of the trees of an old untended orchard,mama-san and six of her girls wait daily to service the men ofDelta Company. Straw mats are spread in the knee-highgrass, each nest separated by fifteen or twenty feet to givesome semblance of privacy. The old mama-san is very obliging. If you don’t like the girls she has brought she will send aboy to bring others who might better suit your taste. For afifty-cent additional fee she will hold an umbrella over youand your girl if you can’t wait for a drier day. A mere threedollars MPC entitles you to a short time—ten minutes on themat. Afterwards, if you want to get mellow, you get yourselfa three-dollar pack of American cigarettes that has beensteamed open, filled with marijuana, and resealed.

It is part of the benefits of living next to a Vietnamese village. Every day the village daughters are sent to give alittle pleasure to their American guardians of freedom inexchange for what amounts to five days of peasant wages atrick. At night the fathers and brothers get their vengeanceby dropping mortar rounds on us. They are never very serious with their attacks—just a few poorly aimed mortar rounds once a week or so, or maybe a clip or two of small arms fire.They do not want to kill the golden goose, but they must dosomething to appease those nasty NLF boys when they dropby the village.

The good captain does not try to keep the men from their few small pleasures, but he has made some rules. Noone can leave camp alone. One man in every group mustcarry an M-16 and stand guard while his buddies frolicunder the trees. No marijuana smoking after dark or at anytime outside the NDP.

None of my information concerning the revelry on the shaded grass is from firsthand observation because I have notvisited mama-san, although, God knows, I am tempted. Lyingwith a prostitute runs against the grain of my upbringing, andalthough my natural urges may soon enable me to overcomethe tenets of my youth and ignore the perils of venerealdisease, my sense of loyalty to the girl I intend to marrydemands that I reserve my sexual passions for her exclusiveenjoyment.

Most of my friends think my fealty is foolish. During the hot, boring days and the long, sleepless, mosquito-riddennights, our conversation frequently turns to old adventuresand the girls we knew back in the world. Since Julie is somuch on my mind, my comrades soon learn of my plans tomarry when my tour is over. My friends are skeptical of anywoman’s ability to remain loyal for an entire year. Vareck,with his 145 IQ, seems to think he has a corner on all theinformation pertaining to the behavior of the woman who wasleft behind. He began his lecture eloquently. “Don’t be ajerk, Shook. No good-looking woman is going to wait a yearfor anybody—married or not. How could you be so ignorantand naive? Granted, even she may be convinced of her futurefaithfulness as she waves her last farewell, but that convictionwill soon erode. She is accustomed to the pleasures of a man,and she will have temptations every day. The relief to all herfrustrations is perpetually only a nod away. Her memory ofyou will slowly fade while her fantasies of that 4-F jock nextdoor will grow ever more vivid. Why should she make herselfmiserable for an entire year waiting around for your shaved-headed, gook-killing, mind-fucked, jungle-rotted body? Heedmy words, my friend, and save yourself the agony.’’

The gathering’s agreement is universally, “Right on, man.

Say, you wouldn’t believe the number of dudes around here that got them ‘Dear John’ letters.”


What’s so disturbing about their remarks is that they echo my words of old. How many times have I impressedupon others the uselessness of pining over a girl when she’slikely to be married to somebody else before their two-yearhitch is up? Nevertheless, I heed their advice no more thanother men had heeded mine. This situation’s different; Julieand I are different. The old advice surely doesn’t apply to us.

I write to her every day I’m not in the bush and she answers with even greater regularity. We promise each otherlife-long love and devotion, discuss children and careers,describe the small events of our separate lives, and vent ourbuilding, pressing passions upon the indifferent pages. Shesays her greatest accomplishment in life has been getting meto love her and that she will be waiting for me when I return.I want her so desperately I get excited every time I think ofher golden hair and sensuous, shapely form.

I recently found out that it is possible to get a Hawaiian R and R if you are willing to wait well past the minimum sixmonths in-country. Julie and I could meet in paradise. Man,that would be pure heaven. Okay, I’m willing to wait. Whatchoice do I have? I want her so much I can hardly stand it,yet the months I am required to wait stretch before me intothe endless plane of eternity. The wait is many times longerthan I can endure. Even this single day goes on forever. Iwill not think about time. I will not count the days. I willthink of each day as number one; the one day I can barelytolerate. Tomorrow’s day will be barely tolerable as well, andI will be able to endure it because it will be like the day I justendured. And I shall dream without reference to time. I willconjure erotic scenes on sandy beaches—and the pressurewill grow.

I have learned to omit any mention of danger or death in my letters to Julie. Even a cursory description of the warevokes grave and unrealistic concern. In her letters she asks,“Are you in any danger?” and “Is there much shooting whereyou are?” I picture her spending a sleepless night with tear-filled eyes, and I tell her, “No, it’s quite safe where I am.”My conscience cringes at the lie, but I justify it by tellingmyself that I am saving her a lot of grief. Still, her display ofalarm over the violence here surprises me. What does shethink happens in a war?

I have not been so considerate with the letters I send to my friends and relatives. Their letters are mailed uncensored,with a little political commentary thrown in for color. Buttheir reaction surprises me even more. They are not interested in hearing about the war. They seem to have theirminds made up about what is going on over here. They willnot discuss it and they certainly do not want to hear about it.This is especially true of my parents’ generation. The way Iunderstand their feelings—though this is pure conjecturebecause I cannot pry an opinion out of them on the subject—isthat a man is honor-bound to shut up and serve his countryand never mind the comments on the wisdom of his government’s actions. It seems a very undemocratic view to me.





On Wednesday—I can tell it is Wednesday because a minister of one denomination or another usually visits ourNDP on Wednesdays—our platoon is assigned a second staffsergeant. Actually, Sergeant Jackson is rejoining us after asix-week absence. His whereabouts during this period is somewhat a mystery, but the only circumstances I can imaginethat would allow a man to be separated from his unit for thatlength of time would be an emergency leave back to theworld to take care of some kind of family trauma or a stint inthe hospital. He could have been in the stockade, but if hedid something serious enough to get court-martialed andinterned, he would also have been demoted.

At any rate, he is not telling and this makes the troops even more curious. “Come on, Sarge, where you been?”

“I’ve been dancing down the main street of life, tickling my taste buds with golden nectar, going where the nightlights shine, living on good times, and filling my soul withsweet memories.”

“Right, Sarge. Thanks for clearing that up for me.”

“No thanks is required. That s what your old sarge is here for: to guide you on your way through the booby traps oflife.”

The high-spirited hanter continues for over an hour. Jackson asks questions about everything that happened during his absence while interjecting a lot of nonsense to keepthings light and friendly. His behavior is quite unlike anysergeant I have known and diametrically opposed to Norris scool detachment.

Jackson is a tall, rangy black in his late twenties. Hewalks among his men wearing a whimsical expression as if he is the sole possessor of an amusing secret about to bubbleforth. There is so little humor here that men are drawn to thesound of it, warmed by the feel of it.

The reunion is interrupted when Norris ushers Jackson off to a meeting with the captain. I do not see them againuntil the safety of daylight is dissolving in the west. As thelast rays of sunlight glint off the company skull perched highon its shaft, I spot the two sergeants and a Vietnamese sittingcross-legged on the bunker beneath the skull, their headsbent close in conpiratorial conversation. The third man is ourelusive scout and interpreter. Why is Liem here at duskinstead of appearing as usual with the dawn? His presenceanytime is foreboding. An uneasy feeling creeps over me.



I wake to the boom, boom, boom, boom of incoming mortar rounds. Crawling to the entrance of my bunker, withmy poncho liner dragging behind me, I see the shadowyforms of men leaping into mortar pits. A voice calls outwindage and elevation in a Puerto Rican accent. Men echonumbers to the shouted commands. Furious activity in thepits.

“Crew one ready. ”

“Crew two ready.”

“Crew three ready.”

“Crew four ready.”

“Hang it in the hole.”

“Fire in the hole.”

Hollow thunks report from the tubes as 81-millimeter shells arch skyward. The jungle erupts in a rapid series ofexplosions.

An expectant hush fills the night. The creatures of the swamp are still. Bodies tense. Senses alert.

A mosquito roars to a landing inside my ear. A frog belches a trial croak. A cricket rasps and is answered by itsneighbor. The swamp resumes its cacophony of racket. I pullthe poncho liner around my shoulders and roll back into thebunker.

Sergeant Jackson doubles in agony against the outer wall of the platoon hut. He sits on his heels, clutching his stomach, rocking and groaning. I kneel down beside him. Beads ofsweat stand out on his face despite the coolness of the predawn air.

“You don’t look so good,” I offer, not knowing what else to say.

“I’ll he all right in a minute,” he replies between clenched teeth. He is dressed, ready for patrol, but the pain in his facetells me he is not going to make it.

“Anything I can do for you?”

“No, it’s just stomach cramps from that damned Vietnamese wine.” A shudder runs through him accompanied by another groan.

“How about if I get the medic?”

“No. If they find out I spent the night in the village I’ll get busted.”

The village! Christ! There is little doubt that the guys who dropped mortars on us last night live in that village.Besides, it is strictly off limits.

“Well, listen, Sarge, you’ve got to do something. You could have been poisoned in that fucking village. They mightnot have any fancy chemicals but there is plenty of excrementand poisonous plants for them to slip into a drink.”

“Yeah, I suppose you re right. Get Norris for me, will you?”

I look around for Norris, hoping he is not in the same sorry state as Jackson. He is not. He is rushing aroundpreparing the platoon for patrol in his usual brisk manner. Iquietly inform him of Jackson’s condition. He curses and tellsme to keep quiet about it.

A medivac is not called because that would result in the filing of an official report and the subsequent demotion ofboth sergeants. Instead, Jackson is sent to the rear with thesupply truck so he can produce any story that suits him. Hecertainly was not with us long.

Norris takes Jackson’s second squad to the south while Sandy leads the first squad east. Second platoon sends its twosquads north and west. The plan is to set up night ambushesaround the NDP in an effort to catch the local VC mortarcrew. Following Sandy’s lead we head northeast, then south,then east, then southeast in an attempt to lose or at leastconfuse the unseen eyes that follow us. Two hours pass. Weare far enough from the NDP. The squad looks for a dry,shady spot that is relatively free of ants and has a good viewof its approaches. We settle in for the day under the branchesof a thick grove joined on two sides by dry, abandoned rice fields.

It is a good place, and it sure beats walking around in the bush all day, but after taking in the scenery for an hour I amdeathly bored. We have no cards, no books, no radio, nowriting material. I roam, looking for something to do untilthe other guys tell me to park it somewhere: I am making atarget of myself and drawing attention. In desperation I choosethe ants to be my unwitting playmates. Although the groundbeneath me is not the usual Calcutta of the ant world, it isnot the Sahara either. There is never any fear of an antshortage.

I break off a piece from a tropical chocolate bar and place it on the ground. As the ants approach, I flick them back witha twig. Soon the ants are rushing Chocolate Hill faster than Ican repel them. Quickly I dig a moat, but I am too late.Chocolate Hill has taken flight on unseen legs. Bearing their prizealoft the red hordes are triumphantly returning to their homein the bowels of the earth when suddenly, a mighty force seizesthe succulent trove and hoists it effortlessly into the heavens.

I return Chocolate Hill to its protected place and fill the moat with half the water in my canteen. The red horde racesalong the edge of the water. I have them at bay. But no,those devils are swimming the moat. I squirt bug repellentupon the water. Yes, yes. We have them now. Ho, ho. Hee,hee. But wait. The water sinks into the earth. My moat’s dry.Still the bug juice holds them back. Oh no, a breakthroughon the right, a breach on the left. We are being overrun. Donot fear. We are not yet lost. A size-twelve boot should put acrimp in their day.

Whoa. How old did you say you were? Nanner, nanner, nanner. How many more months of this remain? Shit! Don’tthink about it. Look for Charlie or count the trees or dreamof faraway places.

“Ants, I must go now. Enjoy your feast. ”

“Hey, Boston. What time is it?”

“Nine twenty-three.”

Nine twenty-three! Oh-mv-God. Maybe I’ll have something to eat. No, then I won’t have anything to do at noon. Relax. Take it easy. I know. I’ll plan a boat trip to the SouthPacific. Yeah, that’ll be good.
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My mind wanders the vast ocean reaches, it lingers in the fresh palm-scented breeze, losing itself in the vision of grass-skirted wahines. Damn, I’m homy. I d better think of something else.

I daydream every daydream I can conjure up until I can’t stand it anymore.

“Hey, Boston. What time is it?”

“Ten forty-seven, and quit asking me.”

Holy shit. If I had a joint right now I’d smoke it. Just think. A year of this. A whole bleedin’ year. I sit at the edgeof the steaming jungle and wait for a year so that I can beginmy life again. Mv year has a long way to go, but my forbearance is all used up and I can’t figure any way to get any more.I would welcome any kind of diversion—except a firefight.

I talk to all nine men in the squad, smoke all my cigarettes (even though I don’t smoke), watch my instant coffee dissolve in a small puddle of water, shred my toilet paper,make a paper airplane out of the empty cigarette pack, chewmy gum, and spend hours trying to make my mind like aclear, still pool of water through the practice of yoga, which Idon’t know anything about. At long last daylight begins tofade. Unfortunately, the change is brought about by clouds,not nightfall. We are soon awash in a torrential rain. Well, atleast this is different.

We sit in the downpour for a long time trying to determine if what we are experiencing is twilight or just heavier cloud cover. When visibility drops to fifteen feet we decidethe cause of the dwindling light is irrelevant—it is unquestionably dark enough to conceal our movement to the ambush site. As we walk through the roaring rain, darknesscloses in. How Sandy can tell where he is going is beyondme. Perhaps he has been here before. After half an hour wecome to a piece of land a couple of inches higher than therest. This, Sandy decides, is where we will spend the night.We set the claymores in a line and lay down on the soggyjungle floor.

As soon as we arrange ourselves in our watery beds the rain stops as suddenly as if someone turned off the tap. Thedark blanket of clouds breaks into individual puffy dollopsthat slowly dissipate to leave us with a standard starry night.Bv this new light we see that our ambush is directed at aformidable stand of trees while our left flank borders on along, open section. This is hardly a textbook ambush. Grumbling to ourselves we crawl to our claymores and move themto cover the open expanse of long grass.

About 2300 a call comes over the radio reporting companysized enemy movement in our area. At the end of the transmission they request the coordinates of our position. Sandy has to confess that he does not know exactly where we are.HQ replies that they will send up some white flares which weare to correct until they pop one directly over the open areabefore us. Their first attempt is nowhere in sight, but by thefifth effort they light the landscape before us. They pop threemore flares in a scattered pattern after they have us locatedso as not to give away our position.


Intelligence reports enemy activity nearly every place we go, but the enemy is an elusive creature and rarely showsas scheduled. Tonight, however, my uneasiness keeps mescanning the waist-deep grass long after I should have gone tosleep. I keep spotting movement that further observationreveals to be nothing more than grass swaying in the breeze.Vaporous images of soldiers pass before me, only to disappearagain as my eye shifts. A company of men could stand in theopen at the edge of the jungle and I would never see themunless they moved. When I think I see something I stare atthe spot for several seconds. If nothing reveals itself I continue scanning. Every time my scan brings me back to a spotunder question, I stare at it for a few seconds, waiting forsomething to move. I might have two or three spots going atthe same time, giving up on a location only after I have runout of patience with it.

Something moves to my far right, across the open area at the edge of the trees. I concentrate on it for a while, but I amunable to distinguish anything unusual, so I go on with myscan. As my gaze moves back across the area, I see movement again in the same place. After a couple of seconds I seea form change position while I am looking directly at it. Am Iimagining things again? No, this is real. There it is again. Andanother. There is a third. I poke the guy next to me. Hecomes awake easily, quietly, without movement. I slide overand whisper, “Three VC,” in his ear and point in theirdirection. He passes the message down the line.

Now there are four moving diagonally across the open space, bent over so only their heads are visible above thegrass. Their line of travel will take them directly in front ofus. The guy on my left whispers, “Hold fire until Sandyopens up.” I pass the message.

I track their movement through the sights of the machine gun. They are fifty meters out now. Another twenty meters will put them in perfect position. Right—about—now.

. . . What the hell’s he waiting for? They’re crossing right in front of us. I can even see their rifles. He’s letting them go. Ihope they don’t spot us. I watch them disappear into thewoods, then snap my attention back to the spot where theyemerged from the brush on the other side of the opening.Maybe they''re a point unit for the company we were toldabout; that must be what Sandy’s thinking.

We watch the far side of the clearing. We listen for sounds behind us. The enemy unit in company strengthnever materializes.




Our section of Vietnam is quiet for the next couple of weeks. We go on ambush every other night as usual, butCharlie is taking a break, or regrouping, or something. Hestill snipes at us two or three times a day when we are onpatrol, just to let us know he has not forgotten us. No oneappreciates his absence more than we do, but it is not alwaysgood when things are quiet like this. People get edgy waitingin the silence. We know Charlie is going to jump us sooner orlater. The longer he waits the more certain we are thatsomething bad is going to happen soon.

One night I find a cot just inside the back door of the officer’s hooch. It is almost midnight, yet the cot sits vacantand unappreciated. There are only eight cots in the entireNDP. It would be a shame to let this one go to waste. Since Ihave guard duty at 0100, why not enjoy an hour of ease untilthen? I tell the guy I am to relieve where he can find mebefore settling onto the piece of comfortable canvas.

I lie on my stomach, staying about half awake so I can enjoy the luxury I am wallowing in, when I feel somethingland on the back of my neck. Instinctively, I brush it off, butas my hand makes contact with the thing I feel a sharp stingabout two inches below and to the back of my left ear.

Striking a match, I search the floor of the hooch for the intruder. A foot from the wall, standing perfectly still with histail curled over his back, is a shiny yellow scorpion. Notwanting to risk stepping on him with my foam-rubber showershoe, I end his life by flattening him with a sandbag.

I sit down on the edge of the cot and try to remember what I learned about scorpions as a child growing up in theMojave Desert. As I recall, scorpions are more poisonousthan tarantulas but somewhat less dangerous than rattlesnakes. I also seem to remember that it’s better to get stung in theleg than in the neck. Not very many people actually die froma rattlesnake bite, so if I am remembering correctly my lifeshould not be in any danger. Besides, I knocked the scorpionoff my neck at almost the time it stung me so maybe I didn’treceive a full dose of its poison. The one thing I do rememberfor sure is that the best thing to do in such cases is to remaincalm. I lie back on the cot to await further developments.

Soon my head begins to throb. Sitting up produces marked dizziness. I decide it is time to talk to the medic. Steadyingmyself in the doorway of the hooch, I pause to focus thesomewhat bleary scene before me. An explosion of fire eruptsbehind me. I drop to the ground. Bullets pass overhead. I tryto think. My gun is set up and manned on the southeastcorner of the NDP. That means that the man behind my gunhas a rifle he is not using. Jesus, my head hurts, and thenoise isn’t helping. Here I am with nothing in my hands tofight with. I hate feeling helpless.

I low crawl toward the east wall. People scurry on their knees in every direction. Flares burst overhead. Everybodyis yelling. I reach the outer wall, prop my back against it, andwatch the confusion inside the NDP. I can’t figure out what’sgoing on. Some people are firing and some aren’t; there’seven one guy who’s trying to convince people that the fire weare taking is from one of our own platoons.

I crawl slowly toward the southeast corner of the NDP where my gun is located. I do not know why. Just to be nearit, just to have someplace to go. The flares have developed abeautiful halo of color. The long red streaks of tracers slashthrough the air to disappear in tin huts or the jungle beyond.

Somewhere someone is yelling for a medic, then above all the other sounds I hear the viciously angry voice of Sergeant Norris. “Stop firing, you stupid son of a bitch. ” There ismore danger in that voice than in the bullets going over ourheads. The firing along the east wall stops.

I bump into the sandbag steps leading into the raised corner bunker where my machine gun is positioned. The onlything I can see in the shadowed emplacement is a boot andpant leg protruding from the darkness. I watch the boot untilits movement indicates that the man connected to it is healthy.Lying on my back I can see that the incoming is easing off.My head is a combination of numbness and throbbing pain.Unable to think of anything constructive to do, I lie still. Chandler crawls past and disappears over the wall. He stillhasn’t any sense. There are people shooting at each other inthat swamp. There is scattered fire near the other three sidesof the perimeter, but I can no longer distinguish any incoming.

A helicopter descends to hover over the swamp. While I am listening to the beat of the rotor blades, a voice startlesme.

“Are you hit?”

I pull myself up to a sitting position, slightly embarrassed. I don’t suppose it looks too good, me lying on my back like that. I try to focus on the face that has snuck up onme.

“No. I’m okay.”

“You don’t look okay.”

I can tell it is Sandy even though his face is too close to bring into focus.

“No, no, I’m okay. Oh, I got bit by a scorpion before all this shit started happening. ”

“Well, I’ll have Chandler look at you when he gets back. ”

We sit side by side, leaning against the sandbag wall and listening to the last shots fade into the noise of the helicopterthat alternately grows louder, closer, then more distant.

“Hey, Sandy, do you have any idea what just happened here?”

“Yeah. We had a firefight with our own platoon. Three Vietnamese, an old man, a woman, and a kid walked betweenthe first platoon’s ambush position and the NDP. Lassenblew his ambush without letting HQ know what was goingon. His platoon fired right into the NDP. The captain is sopissed off he says he’s going to put one of the acting sergeantsin charge of the first platoon.”

“Did anyone get hit?”

“The two guys on LP are pretty messed up. That’s where Chandler is now.”

The chopper still hovers over the swamp with its spotlight on. After a while it pulls up, the sound of its rotor blades fading into the night.

A minute or two later Chandler climbs into the NDP covered with mud and blood. Sandy tries to get his attention.

“Chandler, Chandler, I’ve got. ...”

“Don’t fuckin’ talk to me, man. I’m so goddamned mad. I’d like to kill that fuckin’ pilot.”


“Hey, take it easy. ...”

“Don’t tell me to take it easy. I could’ve saved that man’s life.”

Chandler is yelling, pacing hack and forth, waving his hands in the air. “I could’ve saved him. I know I could’ve. That arrogant bastard. I hope he and his chicken-shit crew get blownout of the sky.”

He folds his arms across his chest to keep them from shaking.

If he walks away with all that rage in him something bad is going to happen to one of our best men. In the recesses ofmy foggy mind I know if he yells some more it will help.

“What happened, Chandler?”

He does not answer. He just paces. Abruptly he stops in front of us and begins a rapid-fire commentary.

“I get out to the LP and there’s one man dead and the other one has taken a round through the neck that has collapsed his trachea, but he still has a pulse. So I’m doing atracheotomy, trying to get an airway cleared when this son ofa bitch comes in and hovers right over me. His down draft isspraying water and mud and shit in my eyes and all over mywork. I’m trying to wave him off but he just parks it forty feetover my head so I can’t see or do anything. Finally, I have tolet go of the airway I have partially inserted to grab the radioto get this idiot pilot to back off. I’m yelling into the radio forhim to back off, to take his ship up until I can stabilize mypatient, but he can’t understand me because of all the chopper noise and the down draft blasting into the microphone sofinally I scream, ‘Take-her-up-you-stupid-mother-fucker.’ Thathe hears. By this time my patient is covered with mud andmy airway tube has been blown away. I get his neck halfwaycleaned off, get a good hole cut in his trachea, which I’mholding open with my fingers, and with my free hand I’ve gotto call this medivac back on the radio, only now the assholesays he won’t come back down because of the little bit ofshooting that is still going on down there. Hell, he camedown the first time when there was four times as muchshooting going on. I keep telling him that it is all friendlyfire, that nobody is going to shoot at him, but he says hedoesn’t give a damn whose fire it is, he doesn’t have to landunder fire and he’s not going to. But after a few minutes thechicken shit comes down and hovers right over me again. I’m bent over my man trying to keep all that blowing crap fromsuffocating him and this asshole above me knows I’ve got thisguy’s throat opened up, but he just keeps hovering right ontop of me so I grab the radio again and tell that fucking pilotif he doesn’t set that ship down I’m going to blow his stupidass out of the sky, but by now my man is choking to deathand it’s another five minutes before anyone comes out of thatchopper to help me and by that time it’s too fuckin’ late.

“That man shouldn’t he dead. He shouldn’t be. And they just took those bodies and threw them on the chopper likethey were two sides of beef. I’m on my knees out there, somad I can’t even talk to these guys and I’ve got this 16 in myhands and I want to blow them away so bad I’m shaking allover—shit, I’m still shaking. That pilot killed that man just assure as if he had strangled him with his own hands—and doyou know why? Because I called him a stupid mother fucker,that’s why. He was getting even with me for calling him astupid mother fucker.

“I don’t know, man. I came over here to save lives, I didn’t want to kill anyone, but I can’t even tell who theenemy is anymore. One GI shoots another GI and a third GIlets him die.’’

A big empty space follows in the wake of the medic’s last words as his rage sinks into helpless depression. There isnothing we can do for him. The trauma and the anger mayease in the hours or days or years ahead, or. . . . We can onlyhope that he does not receive another bad jolt before he haslearned to deal with this one. I am afraid this is going to drivehim even deeper into himself. He is an intelligent, good-looking guy who is well respected. But he is always serious.He does not joke or join the bull sessions.

Chandler only begrudgingly talks to us. You get the feeling he doesn’t want to know you, and I think that’s exactlywhat he has in mind. How can he be our friend and still dealwith our shattered bodies spread over the ground? He didhave one friend— the medic from the second platoon—buthe got bit by a bamboo viper a couple of weeks ago. He wasmedivacked to the hospital and none of us has heard from himsince. Maybe he died—I don t know. But Chandler stayscompletely to himself now.

“Listen, you re a damn good medic. Just keep being a damn good medic—that’s all you can do.”

Without comment he turns and starts to walk away before Sandy remembers there is something else. “Say, would you have a look at him? He was stung by a scorpion.”


Chandler stares at me through twenty feet of darkness. “No ... I can’t . . . get somebody else.”

Sandy looks at me. “How do you feel?”

“Not too bad. Big headache. Dizzy. If whatever was going to happen hasn’t happened by now, maybe it’s notgoing to. Let’s just let it go for now.”

“Well, I’ll see if I can’t come up with something for you. And don’t worry about your watch, I’ll find a replacement.”

I lean back against the sandbag wall. This seems as good a place as any to spend the night. I close my eyes. Little starbursts flash in my mind. A hand on my shoulder.

“Here. It’s all I could find.”

“Thanks.” Two white tablets. Aspirin? Well, why not?

In the morning I feel like I have been deprived of the pleasure of drinking eighteen bottles of beer, but have beenrewarded with the hangover nonetheless. I eat a can of fruitcocktail with peanut butter and jelly on crackers and a tin ofpound cake. It does not help.

The platoon is not slated to go on patrol until noon. In the meantime there are a lot of rumors passing among themen. The source of the rumors is the meeting being heldbetween Major Barlow, who flew in this morning, and ourofficers. I have heard that we are going to be moving to a newNDP tomorrow. I do not know if that is good news or not.Certainly I will miss the mosquitoes I have come to know sowell, but there are many places in this country where thefighting is far worse, which is, no doubt, why we are moving.Our major will never become a colonel at the rate we arekilling gooks.

I understand that since we are leaving this area we will be getting a new Vietnamese interpreter. This is not welcomenews. We would rather limit the Vietnamese in our ranks tothe one man we have. Liem was carefully recruited and hasproven his loyalty and ability. This new guy was hired by theArmy, undoubtedly with their usual selective criteria; he isVietnamese and breathing. We have no precedent for trusting the Army’s judgment. Does it have the capacity or inclination to learn where this new man’s loyalty lies? Is hemotivated by a belief in a cause, or is he motivated bywhoever is threatening him at the time?

And there is worse news. It is rumored that fourteen chieu hois are to join the company in a week or two. Theseare VC and North Vietnamese soldiers who have surrenderedand then have volunteered to work as scouts for the South.“Kit Carson scouts”are what they are commonly called. Theidea is for them to show us where enemy weapons, tunnels,and trails are located. Although a few of them may actuallylead us to a weapon or two, they are just as likely to lead usinto an ambush.


The politicians love this program. They bask in righteousness when enemy soldiers shun their errant communist ways to fight for the cause of justice, truth, and freedom.What horseshit. The Kit Carsons who are not outright spiesgo along with the program because it is the only way they cankeep from being shot or put in a prison camp. It is hard forme to comprehend a VC or NVA soldier who is so sick offighting, or who is in such fear for his life, that he is willing totake the tremendous risk of being shot when he chieu hoisjust so he can fight on the other side. Or maybe he saw his village annihilated by a B-52 strike and said, “Wow, that’s the sideI want to be on.” I can imagine what will happen to his familywhen word gets back home that he has switched sides. And wordwill get back—nothing is secret in South Vietnam for long.

If a man is sick of war he runs away, he does not join the other side. The majority of American soldiers I have met hatethis war. A lot of them feel we have no business in Vietnam.There are even a few who think the North’s cause is morejust than the South’s, but 1 haven t met anyone who wants tofight for the NVA.

Granted, a man who wishes to stay out of the war may wake up one night to find himself conscripted into the northern army. He may find an opportunity to escape from thisunwanted service by surrendering to a U.S. compound. Then,if his family has already been killed by the VC or NVA hemight join the southern forces for vengeance and be a valuedscout once the men he works with have learned to trust him.

But which of these men are to be trusted? The men of the armies of the south universally hate them and itch for anexcuse to kill them. It is inevitable that some Kit Carsons willbe foisted upon us, but I pray the number fourteen is anerror of rumor. With that many possible Judases we will be inmore danger from within our NDP than from without.

My rumor analysis is interrupted by a spray of bulletsripping through the platoon hut. Norris yells for the second squad to be ready to move out in two minutes. Rolling off myside to resume my seat, I wonder if I should be doingsomething. I guess not. There is a flurry of activity as menfind pants, lace boots, sling on bandoliers, and grab weapons.In less than two minutes they are out the door.

Quiet returns as I gaze at the latest ventilation holes in the corrugated aluminum wall. Neat little holes with jaggededges curved inward by the passing of the small lead projectiles. The light of the tropical sun peeks through the westwall in sixty or seventy places. I guess the latest addition tobe those five in a line, almost seven feet above the floor. Iwonder what happened the day those holes slightly morethan three feet above the floor were made?

The two guys I was talking to are gone, but another man sits down beside me when I ask, “Why is it always Norriswho goes out after those guys?”

“Because he is damn good, that’s why.”

“Yeah, but if he keeps doing it he is eventually going to get blown away. All Charlie has to do is wait behind a treeand zap him when he shows up. Why don’t they spread theload a little?”

“He is halfway through his second tour. They haven’t killed him yet. Anyway, I heard they are sending us a secondlieutenant.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Know what else I heard?”

“What?”

“The captain has put Norris in for a field promotion to lieutenant.”

“Is that right?”

“Yep. He did it a couple of months ago and they’re expecting it to come through any day now.”

“A field promotion to officer is pretty rare nowadays, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but even the major is behind this one. Norris is the most gung-ho guy we’ve got. ”

“True, but at least he takes the risks himself. You don’t find many officers like him. They all think they’re too valuable to risk getting their asses shot.”

Norris, at twenty-five, is the old man of the platoon, the one man everybody trusts to always know what to do. He,like Chandler, though well respected, has no one he can calla friend in the platoon. I believe the distance he maintains from his men has less to do with his rank and abrupt personality than it does with knowing too many dead men.

Although two new men joined us last week, we are still incredibly short of men and rank. I’ll bet there isn’t one unitin the rear that is this short of personnel or whose promotionsare processed more slowly. It’s not that more men or morerank is important to us, it’s just that we're doing the dyingand they’re getting the consideration. It’s almost as if thereare two separate, jealous U.S. armies. One massive armywith beer and clubs and movies and showers and hot foodand safety; and a second army, less than one ninth the size,that is always short of food, water, sleep, and lives.

Second squad returns without finding the people who put the latest holes in our hooch; nobody expected theywould, but Charlie shoots less and runs sooner when heknows somebody is coming after him. The squad is given achance to eat and rest before the platoon packs up and headswest along the northern edge of the swamp. We wind ourway through the tangled jungle growth to emerge on a stretchof spongy grassland. The point swings south down the lengthof the opening, then west before we reach the relative safetyof the trees again. Never following the same route twice, weduck and weave through the trees, slog across the paddies,then back into the trees with muddy water squishing out thevents in our boots.

A dull ache throbs at the base of my skull while the top of my forehead floats six inches above its proper place. Ifantasize glistening, yellow scorpion poison exuding from mypores. My skin has sprung a multitude of leaks. I pour waterinto my mouth just to find it oozing out of my body in athousand places. I think I am slowly melting. I wish theywould stop walking so that I could keep myself together inone puddle.

These damn daylight patrols. We are merely twenty-three pieces of live bait trolling through the jungle. The high command figures there is little chance of us finding theenemy, so they have us troop around out here until theenemy finds us. After Charlie takes his best shot, they believe we can stomp him with our superior fire power. Thetrouble is that we have not had much luck getting him to staywhile we stomp.

In my lowly opinion, we should be sneaking in the bushin smaller units. We should live in the villages to offer protection to the people and their crops, to prevent theiryoung men from being conscripted by the NLF, and togather information and accumulate trust. I realize that justbecause the Vietnamese have been extremely effective basingtheir strength on the rural village for more than a thousandyears, that is no reason the mighty U.S. Army should payattention to the ways of these inferior natives.

Now, now, don’t bitch so much. What do you know about it, anyway? There must be thousands of America’sfinest working on this problem. Then why do I have thedistinct feeling their combined intellectual output equals thatof one retarded bully?

The patrol bunches up at the edge of a long series of paddies. A small hamlet hunches on the far shore. I check thejungle fringe for unfriendlies. I might as well look in my hippocket. I hate paddies. I feel vulnerable standing in the openwith both feet stuck in the mud. I look for the new man Iassigned to carry my ammo. Never again do I intend to becaught in a firefight without at least one can of ammo at myside.

“Franklin,” I say, noting the weary, pained expression on his face, “you’re doing fine. Just stick with me.”

“Yeah, I got it. I sure hope you shoot up some of this stuff pretty soon. It’s not that heavy, it’s just so damn awkward to carry.”

“I know, but don’t worry, you’ll get used to it in a couple of days. Besides, you’ll like it a lot less if I have to use thoseboxes.”

“Great. Condition miserable heading for terrible. I can’t wait.”

We follow the dozen men before us into the boot-sucking ooze. As the last man steps into the paddy a succession ofshots pops into the water. Men drop to their knees to reducethe amount of body area exposed to fire, while others desperately thrash through the muck to the protection of the dikes.We pour fire into the trees on our right flank, praying thatthese are only snipers we can scare off with a barrage ofcounterfire. Norris splashes forward toward our attackers.The rest of the platoon gains its feet and forms a scraggly lineof attack. Firing and stumbling, we move forward.

By the time I reach the edge of the paddy the shooting has stopped and Norris has disappeared into the trees. Ourattack line streams off to the left in a single file of men running to keep sight of the backs weaving in and out of thetrees before them. We run, walk, jog, and run again until Iam sure we have lost Charlie’s trail as well as contact witheach other. Sweat streams down my body, blurring visionand slickening hands; my arms burn with the strain of holding the machine gun in my arms. Franklin begins to falter. IfI keep up with the men in front I will lose him and the rest ofthe platoon. He must keep up.

It has been some time now since I have seen more than one man in front or behind me emerging and disappearingagain into the jungle. The man before me suddenly drops tothe ground. I follow suit, without knowing why. We are in asmall patch of foot-high grass at the edge of the trees. Fiftyfeet to my front I spot Norris looking back at me. He motionsme forward. I crawl to his side at the top of a rise overlookinga meadow. Across the meadow, on the opposing slope, is athatched-roof bamboo hut elevated five feet off the ground bystilts. A pool of spring water collects in a hollow at the upperend of the miniature valley. The water flows from the poolinto a grass-covered creek that runs over the low groundbetween the two slopes to disappear in the dense growthsurrounding the meadow. This is a place of calmness, a placewhere the tangled jungle will not enter, a place of simplebeauty. My few seconds of reverie are broken by the sergeant’s voice at my side, “Strafe that hooch at floor level.”

I wonder for a second who might be within those bamboo walls, then shatter the hut with a stream of fire. A man jumps out the right side of the hut. He runs twenty feet upthe hill before he staggers and drops under a barrage of lead.My fire splinters the left front support post, tilting the hutforward and to the left, catapulting a second man through thedoorway. Bullets riddle him as he arches in slow motion tothe ground.

Silence descends like a heavy fog. The smell of burnt gunpowder fills the air. Norris moves off in a crouch toinspect the bodies and the wreckage of the hut. With thesound of gunfire still ringing through my mind, I close myeyes in an attempt to regain the pristine image I had of thismeadow only a moment ago, but the image will not return. Iopen my eyes. It is, after all, only another hot, humid clearing in the jungle.
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Inside the sniper’s broken hut, we find a large clay jar full of rice. Norris spills its contents onto the floor. An American-made hand grenade rolls down the heap of spilledrice. A second grenade follows in the path of the first. Norrisfeels inside the jar. His hand emerges, clutching a claymorecovered with rice dust. “Damn. Nothing like equipping theenemy with our own stuff,” he grumbles, kicking rice out thedoor to spoil on the damp ground.

“Did you find any papers on the VC?” asks Sandy.

“No, nothing. Just a U.S. carbine and an AK. I wish Liem was here. He might recognize these two. I’d sure liketo know if they have relatives in our village. It would beinteresting to know where they got this stuff. ”

Leaving the dead to the ants, the platoon begins the long, empty walk back the way it came. After several minuteswe veer north off the snipers’ route to avoid the possibility ofwalking into an ambush laid by their friends. We claw throughthe mind-numbing heat, the clinging foliage, the bugs thatwant a piece of us, and the ocean of very thin, hot water thatpasses itself off as air.

The rain comes with the falling of the sun. We grope ourway in the blackness to the ambush site Norris picked out an hour before. By the time we have rolled ourselves in poncholiners and settled into place, the rain is easing. With nothingelse to occupy my time I slowly resoak my clothes, my hair,and my skin with repellent. The hordes have come to suckthe blood that will perpetuate their maddening species. Ihear that the monsoons will be over soon. I hope what theother guys say is true about there being fewer mosquitoes inthe dry season.

By midmorning we are back at the NDP. The ground is covered with cases of C rations, crates of mortar rounds, andlines of five-gallon jerry cans of water. Our worldly possessions are ready to be moved to our new home somewhere inthe jungle to the northwest. We will be spared the labor ofdismantling the buildings, emptying the thousands of sandbags, and rolling up the concertina wire that would normallybe necessary to keep the material out of the hands of the VC.Another company is arriving at noon to take over the position.

Two Chinook helicopters come to ferry us to our new location. The down draft from the twin rotor blades picks upeverything loose and hurls it into the air. Sand projectilessting the skin, clothes buffet against bodies, eyes are keptprotectively downcast while clutched hands keep helmetsfrom lifting into space. Lines of men hurry to load boxes ofsupplies, roasting in the blast of hot air emerging from the jetengines mounted on either side of the rear loading bay. Ourjob would be easier if they would shut this monster down,but Chinook pilots do not like sitting on the ground any morethan Huey pilots do; they both leave their engines on toreduce lift-off time in case of attack.

Once in the air, we have a good view of the passing landscape through the open cargo hatch in the floor. Thefarther we fly to the northwest the thicker the jungle becomes and the less common are the patches of bomb-clearedland. At last we come to a clearing in the trees near nomountains, villages, or landmarks of any kind. We land in aplace so nondescript, so exactly like the thousands of acressurrounding it, that I could never find it again on my own.

Our new home is a circle of barren earth bulldozed out of the jungle. In the approximate center of the circle stands aforty-foot tower offering a clear view of the surprisingly uniform eighteen-inch-thick tree trunks that surround the NDPlike a massive picket fence. Normally, when a forest stops atthe edge of a natural clearing the foliage tapers from trees to bushes to grass. But when a bulldozer creates the clearingthere is no green at the edge of the forest. There are thirtv-foot limbless trees standing stark below a canopy of leaves.We are encircled by hundreds of brown, barren poles backedby thousands and thousands of their identical brothers. Weare on a bald spot on a gigantic hairbrush.

The land here is higher and drier than the country we left behind. We are somewhere northwest of Saigon, somewhere near Cambodia. There are no bunkers, no wire, nocorrugated aluminum huts. We have the dubious pleasure ofbuilding this defensive position from the ground up, or in thiscase, from the ground down.

The second Chinook we unload contains shovels, sandbags, and metal fence posts from Di An. With these implements we begin digging in. Three men are assigned to each bunker. The bunkers are laid out around the perimeter toenable the firing slits of each position to provide cover fire forthe adjacent positions. The firing slits are directed at 45-degreeangles from the front so that you cannot fire at, nor receivefire from, men charging your bunker. You cannot protectyourself from inside a bunker, you can only protect yourneighbors and must rely on them to do the same for you.

Boston, the new guy (Franklin Wagner), and I team up to burrow a home in the earth. Before we are down a footBoston is called away on a detail. Franklin leaves soon afterward to help with the ammunition bunker. I continue to diginto the rich, red earth alone. There are few rocks, and as Igo deeper the soil becomes moist and cool. This is not likethe soil of western Oregon and Washington where only thetop foot or two is loose enough to work effectively with ashovel. There, below the loam, is a depth of clay that adheresthickly to itself and clings tenaciously to the shovel. Crumbly,decomposed bedrock is next, followed by solid rock. All inall, it is a lousy place for bunkers. The digging here is morelike it was in the Mojave Desert where you could dig foreverwithout running into anything that would stop the progress ofyour shovel.

I was a great digger of holes when I was young. I would dig into the desert soil until only my fingertip could reach thesurface. My mother was certain I was going to be buriedalive. She periodically handed my father a shovel demandinghe return the backyard to the smooth, level, tranquil placeshe was determined it should be. Years later when I was in high school I plagued my father for a swimming pool. After amonth or more of, “Look, here’s one we can afford,” hefinally lost his patience. He told me if I wanted a pool somuch I could go into the backyard and dig one. When Ipointed out that there was more to a swimming pool than justa hole, he said to let him know when the hole was ready.When he came home from work the next day there was thebeginning of a large hole in the yard, but he was not concerned since surely my energy would wane in the hot summer days ahead. As the weeks went by the level of ourbackyard, as well as the empty lot behind us, rose withexcavated dirt. Each day he would peer out the window atthe growing hole and the wheelbarrow piles of dirt expandingever outward, until at last he realized I had dug anotherdangerous pit he could no longer ignore. It would lie theregaping at him until he filled it with something.

Where would we be without our daydreams to pass the hours of menial labor? Once you are in condition there islittle difference between walking, or working at a measuredpace, and sitting still. The mind ignores the body as it wanders off to entertain itself.

Because of our extreme vulnerability here, no one is allowed to eat or sleep until his bunker is dug and is coveredwith at least two layers of sandbags. Since my social calendaris clear for the entire day, and well into the night, I decide toexpand somewhat on the standard Army bunker. When Ireach the six-foot mark I start a tunnel at the base of thesidewall, curving forward and down until I complete a ninety-degree turn. I then begin hollowing out a cavern deep enoughin the ground to maintain the five feet of earth overhead. Ihave a good start on my hidden burrow by the time Bostonreturns from stringing barbed wire around the perimeter. Itdoes not take me long to convince him of the merits of mycave. It will be cool during the day, I say, and unlike otherbunkers it might survive a direct hit by a mortar round.However, I believe his primary reason for helping me is hisvision of the cavern as a place where he can smoke his dopein peace.

I push dirt up the tunnel to Boston, who pulls it into a pile in the main bunker. We steadily expand the cave untilthere is room enough for us both. The air is cool and damp.We talk in whispers in the dim light like two kids sharing asecret. There are no sounds other than our own. It is as if we could shut out the realities of the world above. Perhaps weshould live in caves like the VC, hidden from the ogre that isthe U.S. Army.

Boston and I agree to stop all other work until we have a cover on our bunker to shield our cave from prying eyes. Weemerge from the bunker to find Franklin wandering like alost gopher trying to determine which hole in the ground ishome. He looks tired and well baked. Perhaps a touch ofheatstroke from working too many hours under the tropicalsun. We park him in a shady corner of the bunker and putsandbags in his hands to hold open while we shovel in dirt.We are soon surrounded by bulging, green plastic sandbags.We position our firing slits, span the hole with metal fenceposts, and cover the structure two bags deep.

Our day’s work complete, we climb into our new home to settle cross-legged in the dirt. Boston pulls a bar of plastique explosive from his gear, tears off a piece the size of aquarter, and ignites it with his Zippo lighter. He drops theC-4 into an old date pudding can with vent holes placedaround the bottom rim. The explosive bums with a cool blueflame. Holding our C rations by the lid we take turns warming them over the flame, stirring the contents occasionallywith plastic spoons to minimize the inevitable scorching ofthe food at the bottom. To melt the congealed fat that floatson the top of our rations, to warm a potato or a carrot halfwaythrough, to turn a gelatinous mass of brown goo into a sauceopens up a whole new world of culinary delight.

Several empty cans litter the ground as evidence of the meal just passed. The small piece of plastique explosive burnedout well before the last ration can was emptied. As withprimitive men, our light ends with the setting sun. Only ouroutlines are visible as Boston searches for his pipe and histwo-pound bag of marijuana. He left the old NDP preparedfor the future, not knowing when he would have a chance toresupply.

“I’ve got enough here to keep me stoned for a couple of months. And it only cost me twenty bucks,” he says offeringhis pipe around. “What’s the matter, you boys still not smoking? Man, oh man. You guys just don’t know where it’s ataround here.” He pauses to relight his pipe, fill his lungswith smoke, and hold it there. “Boy, I'd love to have ahundred pounds of this back in Boston, ” he says, still holdinghis breath, which makes his voice high and tight. When he exhales I am sure everyone within a hundred feet can smellthe musky, sweet odor drifting out the entrance of our bunker. I poke my head up to have a look. Nobody is paying usthe slightest attention.

“Hey, man, don’t worry about those dudes out there. Nobody gives a shit about a little grass. What we’ve got to dois find a heavy-duty container so the rats won’t eat all mydope. The damn rats love to eat this shit. They’ll eat throughheavy plastic, wood, anything to get at it. The only thing thatwill keep them out for sure is metal.”

Barely pausing for breath he switches to a new topic. “By the way, who did you guys make the beneficiaries of yourGI life insurance?”

“My parents. They spent a good deal of money raising me. I figured ten thousand dollars will be some compensation, should it come to that.”

“Mv girlfriend. Why?”

“Those were reasonable enough choices when you were back in the world, but you’re not in that world anymore.Look, we can divide people into four general categories:those who support their government and are willing to sacrifice our lives to save Vietnam from communism, those whosupport peace and hate us, those sent here with us to ensurecontinued death, and those sent here with us who help usstay alive. The way I see it, the only friends we have are themen who lend us a hand when we step into the shit. Now, Iask you, who deserves to benefit from your death more thanthe man who fights beside you, the man who is willing to riskhis life to save yours?”

“That makes a lot of sense to me.”

“You’re damn right it does. This way at least some of us will leave the Army with more than our nightmares and spitfor gratitude. What you guys should do is find a guy youtrust, a guy who won’t put a bullet in your back for themoney, and make each other the beneficiary of your lifeinsurance. I’ve already made my deal, but you guys shouldthink about it.”

“Sounds good to me. What do you say, Franklin? Do you trust me not to shoot you?”

“Shit, man, if I can’t trust you I’m already dead. Where do I sign?”

“Good. Let’s do it.”

At 0700, Captain Wilkins announces that two platoons will accompany him on a survey of our new surroundings. Wewalk through tangled brush, over, under, and around thejumble of dying, rotting trees slanting at different angles asthey slowly fall toward the molding compost of the earth thatfeeds the forest of bare tree trunks, ten feet apart, going upstraight, going on forever.


I sink to the ground at the base of a tree, tired, hot, depressed. What I have seen I do not like. There are fewermosquitoes here than in the swamp and there are as yet norice paddies to mire in, but this place is dark, damp, andeerie. The tree branches and leaves form a canopy overheadthat blocks out most sunlight, but retains heat and humidity.No breeze penetrates this jungle. The air is stagnant andheavy with rot. Our sweat does not evaporate. It runs inrivulets down our chests and legs, soaking our fatigues andcollecting in pools in our navels and the inside of our elbows.A constant film of sweat softens our skin, allowing it to beeasily cut by the brush. Everything that is not lush, vigorousgrowth is molding. I too am molding. The inevitable junglerot has begun to eat at my skin. I first noticed it a week ortwo ago. Now I notice it all the time—a constant burningitch.

But worst of all is the natural camouflage of this jungle that makes it a daytime ambusher’s paradise. A man lying onthe ground or squatting behind a bush is not likely to bedetected until we are within a few yards of him. The shadowyjungle floor, together with spots of dancing sunlight thatcome in wavering beams through the leaves above, confusethe eye and befuddle the mind. No wonder this area is one ofthe NVA’s favorite infiltration routes off the Ho Chi MinhTrail.

Leaning against my tree in the jungle I stare at lunch. I am really sick of cold spaghetti and meatballs, and it is one ofthe better meals available. Maybe if I avoid it for a week Iwill reacquire my taste for Italian cuisine. I cram half a can ofspaghetti into my mouth and swallow without chewing. Eating is necessary to maintain strength. I take a couple of biggulps of water, hoping everything will stay down.

So far the only human sign we have seen were the two footpaths we crossed this morning. Charlie must not yet befully informed of our arrival, or at least not yet prepared togive us a reception. Our new interpreter tells us there is avillage five klicks north of here. “Boo coo VC,” he says, pointing north. “Boo coo VC.” Apparently the captain doesnot want to deal with a lot of VC today because we swing tothe east. This is my kind of military exercise. Find out wherethe enemy is and go the other way. Why, if everybody didthat, we would soon have a cease-fire, and if everybody keptit up maybe the generals would get bored and go home. Notvery likely, though; there are too many people in the rearclamoring for dead bodies and they are going to kick ass untilthey get them. I must be getting jaded. . . .

Baawooom! The mind-numbing explosion reverberates inside my skull. Rain patters on my unprotected head andtightly curled body. . . . Rain? . . . No. Not rain . . . dirt. It’sraining dirt. Need my helmet. Where’s my helmet? Can’tfeel it anywhere. Open your eyes, dummy. Frig a helmet,where’s my gun? Oh, shit! No gun. It’s vanished. Calmdown. Nobody’s firing at you. That’s right. No one’s shooting.All right, look around again. You have time. Let’s see—explosion behind me there. I’m here. The gun must be in thesame line. Crawl over there. Explosion must have knockedme this way—I probably jumped pretty good, too. That must’vebeen it. Ah, my helmet! And there, a bipod leg sticking upbehind that log. Thank God. I hope it still works.

“Is anyone hurt?” The question comes to me as a whisper, faint, hollow, distant.

No answer.

The question echos in my mind. Hurt? I hurt all over. No, I can’t be hurt. I just crawled twenty-five feet. But manytimes there’s no pain at first. I check my back and legs.Everything seems normal. Forget about that, concentrate onthe jungle. What’s that? One of ours? Yeah, that’s Chandlercrawling slowly, checking the ground before him. I’ll bet thatguy has traveled more miles on his belly than anyone else inthe company. There’s Norris moving up beside him. Theyexchange some words before the sergeant goes on, walking ina crouch, stopping, looking, moving on. He passes in front ofme, to my left, disappearing behind some bushes fifty feetaway. “Chandler. Over here.”

After a minute the sergeant reappears, his eyes searching our scattered line of men. “It was a booby trap, Captain. You’d better call a medivac; that guy is still alive.”

An almost audible sigh of relief passes through the men within the sound of the sergeant’s voice. A booby trap meansno firefight, not here, not now. Again it is not me who is mutilated. Again, the luck holds. Maybe tomorrow it will bemy turn, but not here, not now.

Two men with bayonets search for trees of small diameter for stretcher poles. Three other men donate their shirts for the sling on which the wounded man will ride. Four mencarry the stretcher into the bush. The man they bring out ismissing his right leg. His left leg is wrapped in bloody gauze.I hope we get him to the medivac before he regains consciousness. On the other hand, it won’t be much of a loss ifhe never makes it to the chopper. If we gave him a choice,I’ll bet he’d opt for a bullet in the head. I think I would. Butwe aren’t going to give him a choice. We are going to hustlethis fresh cripple through the jungle to the nearest clearingwhere we can deliver him up to the sky. And if he doesn’tbleed to death or die of shock, he’ll live long enough to decidefor himself if he’s willing to go through the rest of his lifewithout the benefit of a leg or two and God knows what else.

We fast walk and jog through unfamiliar jungle, heading for a spot on a map. But there is nothing here to guide us; theview is the same in every direction. Go by the sun, thewatch, the compass, dead reckoning, and luck. Fifteen minutes into the journey our casualty begins to moan. Chandlerhits him with another shot of morphine. He is not going to letthis guy wake up.
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Another fifteen minutes pass before we see the brightreflection of light on an expanse of ground ahead. We break into a cratered clearing of the type made by a B-52 dumpingits load. Forming a perimeter around our landing zone, welie behind our weapons waiting for the chopper. A smokegrenade is on the ground. The Huey medivac beats the airover the treetops, dives into the clearing, and is away again,starting another one of us on his long journey home.

I lie in a crater staring into the jungle, listening to the silence left behind by the chopper. Slowly the sounds of thejungle return and we must go. Everything that lives in thistangle of vines and brush and trees knows where we are. Weare the intruders, the ones who do not belong. The junglestares back at me with unseen eyes that know my everymove. Maybe that medivac is the only way out of here.

It is late by the time we return to the NDP. The tour of our new surroundings took longer than anticipated. Franklin,Boston, and I come together at our bunker. We pile our gearon the hot sandbags of the bunker roof and slump in the dirt.Even for men in good shape humping the boonies is a strain.Franklin’s black face is etched with fatigue. It will take another patrol or two before he becomes accustomed to thelong walks, the heavy loads, and the heat. It is already clearthat he is going to be a good man, one we can depend onwhen things get bad.

Ten minutes later we are sitting in the same place, collecting the energy to clean and put away our equipment,when a voice breaks into our quiet space.

“You men get off your asses and start improving that bunker of yours. The first and third platoons already have thetrench between their bunkers started. You’re lagging waybehind, and you won’t get a chance to catch up tomorrowbecause you’re going out again. Let’s get with it, gentlemen. ”

The irritating, smug voice admonishing us belongs to the first platoon’s Lieutenant Lassen, an ROTC graduate withone month in-country. I am tempted to point out that ofcourse the first and third platoons are ahead of us with theirbunker work. They remained in camp while we were humping through the bush. But even he must be aware of theinequity. This is the same idiot who blew his ambush into theNDP, killing two of our own men. He seems to have recovered nicely from his embarrassment.

However, Franklin is in no mood for smug idiots. Hejumps to his feet, eyes blazing, fists clenched, neck muscles bulging, sputtering, “You . . . you ...”

This is great. Franklin is going to break this GI killer into small pieces, but no—wait—not here. “You bet, Lieutenant. We ll get right on it. First this trench over here,” Isay, pointing to a section of ground away from the still sputtering Franklin, “then that one, and I thought we’d put athree-foot wall right along here. I see your guys have donesome nice work over on the east side there.”

The lieutenant is easily led away. He did not miss the look on Franklin’s face and he is probably grateful for anexcuse to exit without confrontation. I wish this fool wouldrestrict himself to hassling the men in his own platoon andleave our platoon alone.

When I get back to our bunker Boston is still trying to stifle his laughter. “Franklin, you stupid shit. You hit thatman and you are going to be spending the next severalmonths in the Long Binh Jail, and believe me, old LBJ is nota nice place to visit. Look, don’t mess with that little prick.Just ignore him. If you want to get him don’t fuck around,just blow him away the next time the company is in a firefight.Shit, man, I’ll even help you. Killing that bastard will savethe lives of a lot of good men. ”

“What are you talking about? That’s crazy. I couldn’t kill another GI.”

“Why not? Killing GIs doesn’t seem to bother Lassen any. ”

“Maybe not, but it would bother me,” replies Franklin, sitting back down on the bunker. “Did you know the guy thatstepped on the booby trap today?”

“Yeah, I knew him. That’s what’s really bothering you, isn’t it? I saw your face when they brought Stubner out onthe stretcher. You looked like you were going to lose yourlunch.

“I did. Just thinking about that guy makes me sick. One minute he is walking along, a whole, healthy person, the nextminute he is ripped to shreds. It could happen to me just aseasily. Whole one minute, a cripple the next, with no warning and nothing I can do about it.”

“It’s not quite that simple. I mean, it can happen that way, but Stubner got it because he was lazy. He was supposed to be walking flank, right? Well, what the hell was hedoing walking thirty feet from Shook? He should have beenat least one hundred feet out. He was walking where he was because he didn’t want to go through or around the outside ofthat thicket. He chose the natural path along our sides, whichwas the easiest route. That’s why Charlie put a mine there.Why do you think we spend so much time walking throughrice paddies and stumbling through the jungle instead ofwalking on the dikes and paths?”

“Maybe you’re right, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“Hey man, this here’s a war. You’re going to see a lot of dead bodies before your tour is over. And the worst part of itis, a lot of them are going to be your friends. You just have tolearn to accept it or you’ll go crazy.” Boston leans back andlaughs. “Of course, if you stay in the field for a year you’ll gocrazy anyway.”

The next morning we leave the NDP early, heading east. This is a company-sized operation, minus the second platoon,which is staying behind to safeguard our incomplete camp.The canopied jungle is monotonously consistent during themorning, but by noon we have descended into a land containing a few rice paddies and open areas of high grass. We stopfor lunch on a piece of high ground where the battle with theants for our right to sit without being eaten will be lesssevere. During our meal a shot rings out from within ourmidst, bringing Norris on the run. Jesse walks out of thebrush holding up a bamboo viper. “Hey, look what I got.”Boston gives a little laugh. “That has got to be the firsttime that dude has fired his weapon since he got in thiscountry.”

“I wish he had picked another time to start,” I complain. “I don’t care much for the noise.”

Lieutenant Lassen, Jesse, and Sergeant Norris become involved in a quiet but intense conversation. Apparently Lassenand Norris do not care much for the noise, either.

Franklin wants to know, “Why did you say that about this being the first time Jesse has fired his weapon?”

“Because as far as I know, it’s true. Jesse and those three black dudes he hangs out with are hiders. They rely on therest of their platoon to keep Charlie off their backs. You see,they don’t believe in this war. They feel that because thewhite man back home has treated them like shit they don’thave any obligation to fight the white government’s war.

Jesse says he doesn’t want to kill a bunch of Vietnamese he hasn’t got anything against. The only people he wants to killare the rednecks back in Louisiana. If a lot of gray meat getswasted over here, so much the better as far as he’s concerned.


“Oh, that’s brilliant,” I say. “The middle of a firefight is no place for a political debate. The only way we’re going toget out of here alive is if we all look after each other. ”

“Yeah, that’s the way it is, all right, but Jesse and his buddies are as prejudiced as they make them. Besides, thosedudes are so stoned most of the time I’d just as soon theydidn’t shoot at anything. There’s no telling who they might hit.”

“Hey, man, what is this shit? I don’t know Jesse, but I haven’t noticed any discrimination out here.”

“Well, Franklin, there isn’t much of it in the field, but— well, you’re a brother—go over and talk to him sometime.You’ll get a belly full of hate in a hurry.”

Lunch is cut short due to the rifle shot. We move through an expanse of jungle, still heading east. After an hourthe company is brought to a halt on the verge of a series ofold paddies spread along the inside of a bend in the river. Adike running along our side of the river keeps most of thewater out of the abandoned fields. The exposed paddies, thenatural ford provided by the shallowness and width of theriver, and the four-foot-high bank on the opposite side combine to give me a feeling of wariness. This is the first openarea we have come across in over two hours. If I were theenemy, I would place my ambush behind that little rise onthe far bank. Maybe I am getting jumpy. We pass a multitude of good ambush sites on every patrol without incident.There is no good reason to believe this particular crossing willbe any different.

Our platoon has been walking point, so we are dispatched to reconnoiter the far side of the river. Norris leads the first squad across the old paddies at a run. When wereach the protection of the four-foot-high dike, Norris grabsmy arm. “Follow me,” he commands, leading me along thedike to a place where a paddy dike intersects with the maindike at the edge of the river.

“Set your gun up here and give us cover if we get hit.” With my helmet I dig a little hollow in the top of thedike in which to set the gun. Now only the top of my helmetwill be exposed in case something happens. I check to makesure Franklin is close by. He has moved into a position next to me. Our eyes meet. He nods and quickly looks away. Is heembarrassed by his fear, or is it something he sees in my eyesthat he is avoiding?

The second squad runs across the paddies to join us behind the dike at the river’s edge. I train the gun on the topof the opposing bank, ready to fire at the first glimpse ofmovement. Norris waves the second squad forward into thewater. They fan out into a fifty-foot line, their progress slowedto a walk in the knee-deep water.

I wonder if I should’ve linked a box of ammo to my hundred-round belt? Maybe, but if I need to move, it wouldbe in the way. Quit worrying. It’s too late, anyway.

This stinks. Those guys in the water are going to be in real trouble if we get hit. Can’t they move any faster? Halfway across. Just fifty more feet. Maybe they are going tomake . . .

There is a slight movement of the brush on the lip of the bank as shots ring out a split second before I can return theirfire. The first squad hammers the far bank with a heavybarrage. I strafe a seventy-foot section of the bank, trying tomaintain an accurate enough aim to make the VC keep theirheads down yet keep the steady stream of fire high enoughnot to hit the men in the water.

I let up on the trigger for a moment so that I can get a clear look at what is going on. The men in the river arerunning in every direction, their feet sending showers ofwater into the air. Explosions erupt behind me. I can nolonger see anyone on the far bank, but they must still bethere. I resume firing until my gun clicks empty. Jerking thegun from its notch, I roll and scramble thirty feet furtherdown the dike. Flipping open the lid of the gun, I look up toyell for Franklin when a can of ammo hits the dirt in front ofmy knee. Black hands open the box and hand me the end ofthe ammunition belt to slap down on the gun tray. I fire shortbursts at the top of the bank, even though I feel fairly certainCharlie is already fading back into the jungle.

The last of the squad scrambles out of the water up the far bank. The river is empty again, except for the solitaryfigure lazily floating facedown around the bend.

I lie back against the dike, my body shaking almost imperceptibly. Two minutes. The entire skirmish could nothave lasted more than two minutes. I fold my arms tightlyagainst my chest, trying to stop shaking. Jesus, I hate this. I glance at Franklin, who is staring at the ground between hisfeet. I slap him on the back. “Good work, Franklin. Damngood work.”

He keeps studying the ground for a minute before he speaks to his boots in a quiet, despondent voice. “I don’tthink I am going to make it through a year of this. Maybe I’mjust not as brave as you guys, I don’t know, but . . . well, Idon’t seem to know what to do and . . . Ah, shit, I wasscared, man.”

“Is that what you’re worried about? For Christ’s sake, Franklin, you’re supposed to be scared. Every time someonetries to kill you, you go right ahead and get as scared as youwant. Just don’t forget to do what you have to do to makeCharlie stop trying to kill you.”

“You don’t understand. Once the shooting started I didn’t stick my head over the top of this here dike until it wasalmost all over. I just laid cozy against this dirt pile andlobbed M-79 rounds into the jungle.

“So what? You think you would have been any more effective sticking your head up where it could get blown off?You knew the distance and direction of the target. You didthe right thing, stop worrying about it. ”

I get up and walk back to the intersection of the two dikes where I am closer to the rest of the squad. I stick myfeet in a two-foot hole at the base of the dike, waiting for theword to move on. After a while Franklin sits down besideme. Some guys have gone downstream to fish our casualtyout of the river. We will probably wait here for a chopper totake the body.

“Why did you move?” asks Franklin.

I look up at him in surprise.

“Why did you move from here down the dike when you ran out of ammo?”

“They knew where I was. I didn’t want to get shot either.”

We wade across the river to join the rest of our platoon setting up a perimeter for the medivac chopper. There isalways the chance the VC will try for the chopper. I understand that the man who shoots down a helicopter receives anautomatic promotion.

It takes the medivac twenty minutes to get here and set down in one of the dry rice paddies. We place the dead mangently on the floor. A friend turns away with tears in his eyes. The helicopter thrashes its way into the air, taking anotherone of us home. We will all get there sooner or later.

The sky darkens with rain clouds as we move through the jungle in a long single line. If we get hit here I’ll go forthat tree; now that dip on the left or that log on the right. Iwonder if I’ll ever walk anywhere again without looking forcover?

The company stops for dinner as the rain begins to fall. Its multitude of miniature bombardments obliterates all othersound, its high-speed watery lines obscure every view. Bigdrops coming close together, washing the land, turning therivers a muddy brown, carrying some small part of everythingin this jungle to the Saigon River, into the vast delta region,and eventually to its final rest in the South China Sea.

It will be an eternity before the Army sets me free. A time beyond imagining. There is no other time than now, noother place than here. The land across the sea is only a crueltrick of a fading imagination. This place, this war, is all thereis. The only thing left is to go on living and to try to help myfriends do the same.

When darkness is not yet full, we walk on in closed ranks. We move to the north at right angles to our previousline of march. Slowly, carefully, we move closer to our nightambush position. After several minutes, the line stops. Therainstorm lifts. The mosquitoes descend. Again I remindmyself not to slap the mosquitoes. They are having an orgyon my freshly rinsed, repellent-free body. Mosquitoes areeasy to hate, but the hate is only a distraction, revengefruitless.

The line moves again through the darkness. Only a few minutes’ walk this time before we are filed off into ourpositions for the night’s ambush. I set up the gun next to atree, put out my claymore, and lie on my back to begin theslow process of resoaking myself with mosquito repellent.

The ambush site is raked with machine-gun fire. I roll on my stomach to have a look, already knowing I’m not going tosee anything. The fire is coming in three feet over our heads.Maybe I’ll be able to see the muzzle flashes. Automatic riflesjoin the machine gun. Thank God I have a tree to hidebehind this time. I can’t see any flashes. On our north sidelies an open area but to our east, where the source of the firelies, there is foliage and the faint outline of trees. How couldanyone know we’re here? They sound like they’re at least two-hundred meters away. They must’ve heard us—I knowthey can’t see us.

The heavy, slow thump, thump, thump of an M-50 machine gun sends armor-piercing rounds screaming overhead. Our adversaries’ possession of this weapon tells me manythings. First of all, my tree will offer no protection from thisheavy gun. Also, I doubt that the people shooting at us areVC. An insurgence unit does not usually sneak around atnight with a gun that takes two men to carry just so they canshoot through trees. Shooting a pigeon with a cannon isstrictly the style of the United States. Nobody but Americanswould use M-50s, fighter bombers, and destroyers in a warwhere friends and foes are separated by feet. But even U.S.troops rarely carry M-50s to the field. This must be an ARVNoutpost shooting up free American ammunition to discourageCharlie from venturing too near, or to let him know wherethe outpost is so that he can avoid it.

Behind me, someone is sliding on his belly through the mud, going from man to man along the line of the ambush.My boot is tapped. I slide back to lie next to Sandy.

“You will have the third watch tonight. Every fourth man will be awake as usual.”

“Right. Who do you suppose is shooting at us, the ARVNs?”

“That’s what the CO thinks. They are trying to raise them on the radio now. Our orders are not to fire unlessNorris does, and for God’s sake make sure the man you wakeup doesn’t sit up—he’ll get his head blown off.”

“Yeah, their fire does seem to be getting a little closer to the ground, doesn’t it?”

“About two feet, I’d say. Just stay flat and you should be all right. Somebody will wake you if it gets any lower. ”

“Yeah, thanks a lot. Sweet dreams to you, too.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Does he really expect me to sleep with these bullets whistling overhead? I wrap myself in my poncholiner and lie on my back, toying with the idea of putting myhelmet on a stick to determine the true elevation of the fire.After a while I reject the idea. It would be inconsiderate tocause my helmet to be launched into the night with a disconcerting metallic clang. I could check the level of bullet holesin the tree behind me. No, I might lose a hand in thatinvestigation. Well, I guess I’ll just lie here all night and daydream about something nice, like sailing the South Pacific. Ah yes, my boat heeling to the wind as it passes throughan opening in the reef, the surf pounding on the coral as Irise to a swell and shoot through the gap into a pristinelagoon, the water so clear I can see the beautiful array oftropical fish sixty feet below my keel. . . .

I start at the touch of a hand on my shoulder. My lagoon is lost in the darkness. I freeze. There is something I mustremember. An imperative to recall before I move. Somethingfirmly planted in my subconscious. Ah, yes, to sit up is death.There are bullets flying close overhead. A hand offers me awatch with a luminous dial. Midnight. The M-50 is silent, butan M-60 and an M-16 seem to be playing a song: da, da, da,dit, dit, dit, da, da, da, dit, dit, dit. It is hard to believethose idiots are still at it. I was having such a nice dream,they have a lot of gall waking me up to listen to this shit. Asliver of moon reflects light through a layer of scatteredclouds. A dozen motionless forms are visible to my left. Twoor three should be awake, but I cannot tell which are onguard in this light. They all seem completely at peace, lyingthere in the mud with death passing at supersonic speed twofeet above their bodies.

Behind the line of men there is a small building consisting of three walls and some semblance of a roof. Even here the officers manage to find living quarters superior to ours.

Slowly my watch passes. The firing stops a few hours before dawn. We collect our gear and move out of the area onour knees. There are several offers from the troops to walkover to the ARVN outpost and thump some heads, but ouroffers go unheeded. We set off in the direction we came,careful to select a somewhat different route.

At noon we stop beside a huge area bombed clear of life. In the center of this devastation there is an island of treessome hundred meters square. While finishing my cannedlunch I ponder the vagaries of war that created this odd sightwhen my thoughts are shattered by a continuous series ofmassive explosions that makes the earth tremble. I grab mygun thinking to run somewhere away from the explosionswhich are larger than anything I have heard before. Even thetrees quake from the thundering blasts that come one uponthe other. But where is it coming from and where is itlanding?

“Boston, what the fuck is going on?”


Boston looks at my confusion and fright and laughs. “Look over there.” He points to the island of trees that arenow dancing and disintegrating. Some B-52 pilot is dumpinghis load.”

Fifty to one hundred explosions rip the forested enclave. No soldier would choose to hide in those trees where hisentry and departure could be so easily observed. If there isanyone in those woods we will see him running across thebarren land. But no one emerges and I am sure no one will.

Did someone order the completion of this perfect square of annihilation? What possibly valid reason could there be fora B-52 strike on a lonely stand of trees?




It is late afternoon by the time we trudge through the new wire around our NDP. After a night on ambush and twodays of patrol we usually shuffle off in our own directions toclean ourselves and our weapons, get something to eat, orjust rest. But today the captain calls us into a formation.There is no stateside foolishness about coming to attentionand dressing right. We merely stand in lines with our equipment, waiting for the officers to check or say whatever it isthey have in mind. Today the platoon leaders are asking eachmachine gunner how many rounds he fired during yesterday’s firefight. Next, they check what the gunners told themagainst the number of cans of machine gun ammo carriedback to the NDP. Even though I was the only one who firedmore than one hundred rounds, we now have eight less cansof ammo than when we left. The five men responsible for theshortage are quickly identified. Lieutenant Lassen unleashesa flurry of anger at the three culprits from his platoon that arecausing him embarrassment in front of the company. Two ofthe violators are Jesse’s “this ain’t my war” buddies who replyto Lassen’s accusations with quick lies and denials that seemto be putting Lassen in a state of uncertainty, even thoughtheir guilt is obvious by their empty hands. Lassen backs offfrom the force and unity of the two brothers to launch into histhird offender, a slow-witted white guy from North Carolina.

“There is nothing as low as a man who won’t carry his weight in combat, a man so lacking in respect for himself andhis country that he doesn’t even deserve to be called a man.No sir, a thing like that should be shot on the spot.”

Lassen’s degradation of the North Carolinian has its effect. His face reddens, his fists clench. He is being publicly disgraced while Jesse 's friends are skating free.

“I want to know where you dumped that ammo. I want to know why you dumped it. I want to know how much of ourammunition you have given to the Vietcong, and I want toknow right now,” screams Lassen, his face no more than afoot from the Carolinian’s.

The Carolinian responds with anger. “Why the hell should I carry ammo when those two never do? This is only thesecond time I’ve thrown it away—those two have been doingit for months, or at least as long as you have been here. Aftera while I said fuck it, if they don’t have to carry ammo,neither do I.”

Lassen must realize this confession is not helping his image. He returns to the attack. “When did you dump yourtwo cans of ammunition?”

“During the first break yesterday, same as them.” Lassen glares at his men as he passes before them.Suddenly, he walks back two rows and comes to a stop infront of Franklin. “And when did you dump yours?”

“Now wait a minute,” I break in. “He—”

“When I want to hear from you I’ll let you know,” retorts Lassen. “Now, soldier, I asked you a question.”

Franklin gives off a faint smile. “A few minutes after the firefight I buried it in a crater because it was empty.” Franklin is as cool and calm as he can be.

“You’re a liar,” screams Lassen.

That does it.

“Goddamnit, Lieutenant,” I yell, leaving my place in line to confront him. “If you didn’t have your head up yourass”—when I get next to him I keep walking slowly forwardforcing him to back away—“if you had been paying attentionto what has been going on—”

“Stop right there soldier!”

“—you would know that—”

“One more step and I’ll see you in the stockade.”

I stop. “—he is telling you the truth.”

Suddenly Norris is standing between us, his hard eves glaring at me.

“Back up,” he says with quiet force.

For an instant I consider ignoring him, then with an “Ah, shit” I return to my place.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” whispers Franklin.

“If that son of a bitch ever gets the idea he’s our platoon leader we're in big trouble. Besides, LBJ would be an improvement over this place. I hear that nobody has died therein weeks.”


Boston pokes me in the back. “If that little turd messes with you, I’ll waste him. I swear it.”

He has no need to swear by his statement, I believe him. And his attitude is far from unique. What worries me isthat his way of thinking is beginning to make sense. We arein Vietnam with orders from our nation to kill the opponentsof a blatantly corrupt, inhuman dictatorship. While there maybe no moral justification for this action, political views become irrelevant to us the moment someone starts trying tokill us. At that point, if we wish to continue living, we haveno choice but to do our best to kill them. Our justification issurvival.

People like Lassen are also killing us. Although he has not yet committed enough deadly errors to deserve beingwasted, when he does, the justification for eliminating himwill be the same as it is for protecting ourselves against ourother enemies.

After a short conference between the captain and the platoon leaders the formation is dismissed. Franklin is notamong the men sent to the CO’s tent for disciplinary measures and so far, neither am I.

We spend the rest of the day digging. We complete our bunker and enlarge our cave to hold four people in somesemblance of comfort. In the afternoon, Boston rounds uphis dope-smoking buddies for a smoke-in, in what is becoming known as “the den.” They slide down the tunnel, coverthe entrance with sandbag material, and get stoned in thecool darkness, watching the glowing red tip of the joint passfrom man to man.

Having gotten myself in enough trouble for one day, I spend the afternoon digging a trench. The work helps meendure the constant itch of jungle rot and keeps uncomfortable thoughts at bay. Maybe I should have been a farmer,spending my summers walking the fields with a shovel overmy shoulder, checking how far the water has seeped downthe furrows, changing the canvas dams. I could ride on thetractor crossing the fields, running the disks for summer fallow,spreading fertilizer or seeding, with nobody to tell me whereto go or what to do.

President Johnson’s people say they have the wisdom and the knowledge to know what is best. And the people who areolder and wiser than I gave them the power to decide whodeserves respect and who deserves to die. But it is becomingincreasingly clear that the majority of our parents, our government, and our military leaders are less capable of determining the correct path than I am, despite my inexperienceand lack of years. There is no doubt that my faith in mycountry and in all forms of authority is crumbling. This trenchdigging is not working.


Leaning on my shovel I see Norris emerge from the CO’s tent. He scans the compound until his eyes rest on me.Concentrating on the red dust at his feet he closes the distance between us with his usual quick gait. It looks as if I amabout to find out what the penalty is for demonstrating a lackof respect for an officer I do not respect.

“Shook, you are going out with first platoon on ambush. ”

“What?’ I can’t believe this.

“Get your stuff together, you’re leaving in fifteen minutes. ”

“What’s this all about?”

Norris gives me a smirk that for him passes as a smile. “It’s not what you think. Their gunner left for R and R thisafternoon. Lassen requested a replacement and you’re it.”

“Whatever you say, boss.” I’d like to ask him if this is his idea. More than that, I wonder what this crafty devil thinks Iam going to do bunked down with Lassen all night. He isgone before I decide how to approach the subject—not that Iwas likely to get an answer.

We leave the NDP at 1600. He was right. It is not what I thought. Lassen is not with us. It is a squad-sized ambush ofonly ten men. Jesse and one of his followers are with us, butwe are without the services of his other two friends who liketo leave their machine-gun ammo in the bushes. One of theguys carrying my ammo is in front of me and the other twoare behind me. Something has happened; things are notusually so well organized.

We walk for only an hour before we stop to wait for the setting of the sun. I make a point to stay away from Jesse.This is not the place for a stupid hassle. I keep to myselfthrough the bouts of bitching and bickering that pass between the men. When Jesse lights up a joint and hands it tohis buddy, the Spec 4 who is the squad leader tells him toput it out. Jesse fingers his M-16 and tells him to fuck off. I sure hope we don’t run into Charlie tonight.

At dusk we move a few hundred yards further west. When the sunlight fades completely we set up our ambush atthe edge of one of the trails the company passed on patrol afew days earlier. We are on the inside of a bend, our claymores set up along the north-south portion of the path. Jesseand friend have been placed on my left, no more than twentyfeet from the east-west section of trail that curves along theflank of our line. We are vulnerable from the left with all ourmines set to our front.

This is ridiculous. We have a squad leader who doesn’t know how to set an ambush, who doesn’t have control of hismen, and if the shit hits the fan, I’ll find out what else hedoesn’t know. I’m tempted to get up and walk to the otherend of the line so that if we get hit from the trail along theleft I’ll be shooting over the squad’s head instead of themshooting over mine. Worst of all, I’m lying next to two guyswho are stoned and will probably not stay awake for theirwatch. It’s going to be a long, sleepless night.

Sometime around midnight I hear hushed voices to our left rear. A moment later the bizarre sound of giggling driftsthrough the moonlight-speckled jungle. At first I think theaberrant sound is a result of some fantasy unreeling in Jesse’smind, but then I realize it is coming from some place deeperin the woods. The giggling is gay, almost feminine. I reachout and wake the men on either side of me.

My gun is pointed 160 degrees away from the source of the giggles. It will make too much noise to move it to train onthe people coming up the path from our left rear. I must waituntil we are ready to fire. Again the eerie sound of stifledlaughter drifts through the night. This is crazy. Are we beingmocked? Is this some kind of perverse trick? The girlishtittering is near but not closing. The hushed singsong voicesrise and fall, but do not move.

I wait, poised to swing the gun, staring through the trees and brush at the spot that is the source of the mockingsounds. I see nothing but tree trunks and leaves and shadows. There ... a glow, a faint red ember.

I hear Jesse whisper to his friend, “Grass. Shoot them in the legs so we don’t mess up their stash.”

Shut up, you idiot, they could hear you. But he is right about the marijuana, I smell it, too.

The sounds come closer. Yes, they are coming . . . there . . . two men. Two M-16s blaze in the darkness, their magazines expended before I can lift my gun and find a target.There is a metallic rattle as men yank out expended clips andslap home new ones. My night vision is destroyed by themuzzle flashes and tracers. I cannot see the two men whowent down. We wait, straining to hear. Gurgling noises comefrom the path. The rattle of death. The air is charged withtension and fear.


Jesse crawls toward the trail. He raises to his knees and fires two more bursts. “Hey, fool, I told you to shoot them inthe legs. Man, these dudes are a mess.”

“They dead?”

“They are now!”

“Get your gear. Let’s get out of here. ”

I defuse my claymore and roll up the wire. On my way back I see Jesse displaying a bag of grass for his buddy. Jesseeither has more guts than I gave him credit for or he is a lotcrazier than I thought.

We move back toward the NDP, pushing through the undergrowth, feeling our way over the ground. Someonestumbles and curses to himself. It is difficult to tell if we aregoing in the right direction. With only the moon to direct us,we put distance between ourselves and the noise and deathon the path. After a while we stop and set up in a semicirclewith our backs to what we hope is the NDP.

Lying on my back, looking up at the spots of moonlight shining through the openings in the canopy of leaves overhead, I think about the story I heard of the lions attracted tothe sound of gunfire. It is said they come to the scene of abattle to scavenge an easy meal. It sounds gruesome but Iguess it doesn’t make any difference if your body is consumedby a lion or by the birds and ants or by your own microbes.Death is an event I had never witnessed before I came here.Now it’s more commonplace than Saturday afternoon football.

I wonder how I’m going to deal with a wife who color coordinates her pot holders and salt and pepper shakers withthe vinyl on the kitchen floor.

A week passes with the same mind-numbing routine: daylight patrols, night ambushes, dirt, sweat, bugs, C rations, boredom. Lassen succeeded in getting his platoon losttwice during the week. After a day of trying to lead, cajole,and trick the lieutenant from his errant course, the one capable squad leader in the platoon was so embarrassed andfrustrated that he later burst into the CO’s tent to plead for atransfer to anywhere.

After a delay of almost three months, Sandy is now officially a sergeant. The always amazing Sergeant Norrisproduced a case of beer and a block of ice for the celebration.This is the first beer we have seen since the brawl in Di An.

Rumor has it that Norris is going to leave soon for some kind of additional training to become an officer. His replacement has not arrived yet, as threatened, but he is sure toshow up soon. Our Kit Carsons have not arrived yet either,thank God. We did get a dog, however. A nasty Germanshepherd who drags his provider around behind him on arope. As far as I can tell, the only thing the dog is good for ismaking sure his trainer is not disturbed during his many naps.No matter how many vicious snarls and lunges the dog makesat us, his trainer feigns undisturbed sleep. The dog is scheduled to take his human and depart tomorrow. This is unfortunate, as we have just learned to cohabitate with the grumpypair. When the dog or his man are needed, we approachthem with a pocket full of rocks and an M-16. We stop justbeyond the reach of the dog’s tether to lock and load the rifle.This is done for the benefit of the man, who is as surly as thedog but much easier to control. He will know there is anM-16 pointed in his direction, even with his eyes closed.With the rifle on the dog, in case he should accidentally getloose, we throw rocks at the trainer until we have his complete attention and cooperation.

A new mess sergeant and attendant crew have moved into the platoon tent. Several of us with nothing more interesting to do, collect in the back of the tent to watch the fourcooks set up their field kitchen. They work quietly with downcast eyes, talking to each other in low voices only whennecessary. They avoid looking at us as if our eyes might causethem some kind of damage. I remember the vacant, hauntingeyes of the men of this company the first time I saw themsitting in the dust in Di An. It was like looking into the eyesof a wolf without the glint of wild intensity. Those men’seyes, while still observant of their surroundings, were deadand emotionless. I, too, avoided them.

The cooks set up two tables end to end, placing their stoves in a row down the length of the tables. Two five-gallonpots are filled with water and set over a flame to heat while the cooks bring in their personal gear. Canvas cots are unfolded, duffel bags unburdened of extra clothing, paperbackbooks, cans of bug bomb, pillows, and a large civilian, battery-operated radio. The radio is placed in the far corner of thetent, the volume turned up no louder than the voice of itsquiet owner. One of the guys squatting in the dirt behind mestands up to say, “Hey, turn that sucker up.”

All four cooks stop what they are doing. They look at us and then at each other before one of them silently walksover to the radio to turn the volume up. I do not understandwhy, but those cooks are afraid of us. The silence that returnsis interrupted only by the soft beat of rock and roll comingfrom the corner of the tent. At the end of the song a voicefrom some distant base camp wants to know, “Have youtaken your malaria pill this week?” A conspiratorial grin passesbetween us. It is our belief that the malaria pills mask thesymptoms but do not prevent or cure the disease. If wereligiously take the pills we can continue fighting Johnson’swar right through several malaria attacks, then deal with thedisease when we return to the United States. If we do nottake the pills we might get to spend a couple of days a monthshivering in a comfy hospital bed attended by round-eyednurses. A few men take the pills regularly, many more nevertake them, but the majority of men take them the same waythey take their religion—and presumably with the sameresults—one every once in a while just in case.

The cooks continue the entertainment, their audience scrutinizing every move, appraising every possession. Liketrue showmen they unfold the item of greatest luxury last. Atfirst the purpose of the T-shaped metal rods being fastened toeach end of the cots is a mystery, but when fine mesh nettingis unpacked and draped over the rods, the use of the contraptions becomes clear. The area under the net is sprayed withan insecticide from an aerosol can. I knew such things existedbut this is the first time I have actually seen mosquito nettingused in Vietnam. Imagine, a whole night without givingblood in exchange for little itchy bumps.

“Go to Tokyo, the land of enchantment, for your R and R,” suggests the voice on the radio. Tokyo does not seem tome like the kind of place a soldier would want to rest andrecuperate. We had a war there within memory of its residents. I want to go someplace where the people don’t hateme, someplace where life has value and killing is a bizarre event. Someday I must search for such a place.

We stay in the tent until dusk when the cooks unwrap their piece de resistance—steaks frozen in dry ice. The sightof this magnificent feast brings an end to our quiet vigil. Mostof us openly praise our good fortune as we gather around theboxes of frozen meat, but as always there are some who claimsuch a bounty is only given before or after some planneddisaster. They warn that tomorrow we will pay dearly for thisfeast. I must admit that the sudden appearance of cooks andsteak is a bad sign, but I refuse to let my apprehension dullthe succulence of my meal.

I go to sleep with a satisfied stomach and the smell of marijuana wafting through the air.

In the morning, the company leaves the security of its circle of denuded earth. Men file through the jungle knowingno more than ever as to why or where.

By late afternoon the patrol shows no sign of turning back, and from this it is known that the night will be spentin ambush.




The night is filled with the roar of battle, the darkness shattered with brilliant flashes of light: tracers of red andgreen, explosions of blinding yellow, the harsh lazy white ofdrifting parachute flares. The barrage rages over my motionless form, my body trembling in tune with the quaking earth.I cannot control my shaking any more than I can control thefire that passes through the air or the constant explosions ofmortar shells. I am no more than an autumn leaf in anOctober storm due to return my chemicals to the earth foruse by a more reasonable form of life.

A Willie and Joe cartoon 1 read years ago runs through my mind. A ludicrous fixation. A groove stripped in therecord of my memory. The words keep repeating themselvesover and over, as if they are trying to drown out the muchlouder voice that keeps promising me eternal rest. Focus onthe words. Don’t listen to that other voice. Don’t get snaredin the slimy gore of the forbidden valley of eternal horrorfrom which there is no return.

An obscure childhood memory. A drawing of two grubby Gls hugging the war-ravaged earth, the air above their headsfilled with pencil-line streaks of lead. The caption has Joeyelling, “Get down, Willie,” and Willie yelling back, “I can’t get no lower, Joe, me buttons is in the way.

A bean field. Not a bad place to hide an ambush, but a lousy place to get ambushed. If I let all the air out of mylungs and stay real flat ... no good. These four-inch beanfurrows are enough to protect the front half of me, but whatgood is the front half without the back?

Come on, God, deliver me the fuck out of here. It’s too bad I don’t believe in you. You could make a hell of a dealwith me right now. How about when I was a kid? I went tochurch a bunch when I was a kid. Does that count? Not if hedoesn’t exist. Oh, well, sure—but how about just giving me alittle three-inch increase in this furrow? I would almost feellike I had something to hide behind. Is that too much to ask?How about a gopher to dig the ground beneath me? Wecould pile the excavated dirt along my left side. I never had apet gopher before. He could ride around in my pocket. I’d beglad to give him a ride. You never know when a gophermight come in handy. I wonder if he would eat C rations?

Gophers?!

People are going to start dying here soon. As soon as they find us. None of us will make it out of here.

I can’t take this much longer. Why haven’t they seen us yet? Rows of ten-inch-high bean plants aren’t exactly a jungle.Those damn flares. It looks like high noon out here. It’s agood thing they’re making so much noise, it almost covers thesound of my teeth chattering. I feel like a metal duck at thecounty fair, with the whole town having a grand time tryingto knock me over and win a prize.

I wish that bastard with the bullhorn would get laryngitis. He’s only trying to draw our fire, but he’s driving me nuts with that “GI, you die,” stuff. The satanic joy of his shrillvoice amplifies into a hollow, unearthly screech that piercesthrough the sounds of rifles and exploding shells to reverberate inside my head, ricocheting across my skull causing psychic damage with each pass. “GI, you die. GI, you die. GI,you die.”

I lie rigidly fixed to the ground, fighting with every ounce of will to survive by doing absolutely nothing. If Icould switch off my mind maybe this nightmare would goaway. Who is this maniac who shrieks at us like a possessedhyena, making me wish for his death above all things? Thetemptation to fire blindly at our tormentor is nearly overpowering but that’s exactly what they want. All it takes is one man a little more terrified than the rest of us, one nervousfinger.

I’ve never known an NVA unit to waste so much ammo. They’re blowing up the countryside as if they were Americans. Maybe they’ve been caught with far more munitionsstored in the nearby village than they can possibly carry andhave decided to use it on us rather than risk losing it. Whatever, they’re wallowing in an orgy of power while we cringeand pray.

The words spoken by our interpreter two weeks ago keep coming back to me: “Beaucoup VC in village, beaucoupVC.” How come no one asked him if he was talking about tenVC or twenty VC—or was it more like three hundred VC?Not that it matters now. He was talking about VC, and mostof these guys are NVA. Some civil war this is. We are on oneside and everybody else is either passive or on the other side.

I’ve got to do something. Anything. If I could just move. At least let me die trying. Lying here in fear with my face inthe dirt is such an inglorious way to end.

“Nightingale to Fire Fox One. Nightingale to Fire Fox One. What the hell is going on down there?”

Jesus . . . what’s that? Talking! There should be no talking. No talking, no moving.

“Nightingale, this is Fire Fox One. We are pinned down in a bean field. NVA. Estimate battalion strength.” The calmvoice of Captain Wilkins comes from three feet behind me.He is talking to Major Barlow on the radio. I suppose beingquiet is not very important anymore, considering all the noiseCharlie is making.

“I am in the air now, One. Will arrive at your coordinates in five. Are you returning fire? Over.”

“Negative. Enemy in cover on north flank. Our position exposed. No chance of surviving engagement. I repeat, nochance of surviving engagement. Immediate air supportimperative.”

“I don’t want to hear that shit, Captain. You have a company of infantry at your disposal—use them. Engageenemy at once.”

“Negative, Nightingale. Engagement is suicide. Our position is untenable.”

“Then launch an attack. Blow your claymores and attack behind the barrage. I want an all-out effort here. Under nocircumstances are you to allow those gooks to escape. Under no circumstance! Do you read me, Captain?”

“Loud and clear. Fire Fox One, out.”

Engage? He can’t be serious. Of course he’s serious. I’ll bet he wouldn’t say that if he were down here. He doesn’teven know our situation. Doesn’t know, doesn’t care. Whydon’t you land that chopper just once, you prick, and takeyour chances with the rest of us?

“Body count crazed bastard,” Wilkins snarls to his RTO. “Get battalion HQ on the phone. Find out when that airsupport is going to get here.”

If the NVA and our position were reversed ... If we could fire from the protection of the woods down into thebean fields . . . Shit, we will be firing into the backs of ourown men if we charge from here. Even our claymores arepointing the wrong way. They are lined up along the pathleading from the woods in anticipation of the enemy leavingthe village by that trail.

If, if, if. If we all get up and run full speed, firing everything we have, we ll all be dead before we get halfwayto the trees. We can’t do it. It’s crazy. The only reason we arealive is that they think we're still in the field to our right rearwhere we set up at dusk. The nearest cover is some twohundred feet to our left. If we slide on our bellies, some of us might get out that way, if they haven’t circled to the west yet. But we can’t try the left unless everyone does. If one man’smovement were detected it would bring death to the wholecompany. Those jets had better get here soon.
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“Captain, Captain!”

“Go.”

“The air base says Barlow has put a hold on the air strike until he can evaluate the situation.”

“Damn! Give me that thing. This is Fire Fox One. I need air support and I need it now or you’re going to haveone hundred and two dead GIs on your hands.”

“Fire Fox One, this is Bravo Hotel Two Three. Roger your request. Scrambling now. Out.

We ll never last until they get here. Never. How long does it take a Phantom jet pilot to get from his seat in thestandby hut to the end of the runway in his supersonic rocketship? How long will it take him to get from Bien Hoa AirForce Base to our location and then find the speck on theground that is us?

“Fire Fox One, this is Nightingale. Come in Fire Fox One.”

“Captain, it’s the major again,” reports Wilkins’s RTO.

After a short pause the reply comes. “Respond, but when he asks for me tell him you can’t reach me at themoment.”

“Nightingale, this is Fire Fox One, over.”

“Wilkins, you countermanded my orders. I’ll have your butt for this. You are going to have those jets flying up yourbackside. I’m nearing your position now and I want to seeyour assault within thirty seconds or there’s going to be acourt-martial. Acknowledge. Over.”

“Roger, Nightingale.”

“Good work, Chaffey. Now call the platoons and make sure those vertical strobe lights are at the forward corners ofour position.

I am glad that the CO set up so close behind me. The radio is a welcome distraction. For the first time I will knowwhat is going on. It gives my mind something to focus on,something to cling to.

“Fire Fox One, where the hell’s my frontal assault? You cream puffs, get off your bellies down there and kick someNVA ass. You copy me, Wilkins? Wilkins!”

“Nightingale, this is Fire Fox One, over.”

“Shit. Put Wilkins on.”


“Sorry, sir. I haven’t been able to find him since before your last transmission. ”

“Bullshit, soldier. You put your captain on this radio right now, and that’s an order.”

“Wilco, Nightingale.”

“Sorry about the heat, Chaffey,” apologizes the captain. “You just keep stalling him and maybe we’ll all get out of thisyet.”

“No sweat, sir. Getting yelled at is better than getting dead.”

“Come in, Fire Fox One. Put Wilkins on. Now!”

“Fire Fox One, you had better answer this goddamned call right goddamned now!”

“Go ahead, Nightingale.”

“Damn it, what’s your name, soldier?”

“Spec 4 Chaffey, sir.”

“You stay on this line, Chaffey. Is that clear? Now, why haven’t you attacked yet? Over.”

“I don’t know, sir. I think the captain is coordinating with the third and fourth platoons now, sir.”

“It is vital that we take full advantage of this opportunity. A chance like this isn’t likely to come our way again. A wholebattalion of NVA. Just think of it. I want those men on line,Chaffey. Let’s show those gook bastards what we're made of.Come on, men. Pour it to them. Attack! Attack! Attack!”Chaffey doesn’t answer right away; when he does hisvoice sounds small and lonely. “I don’t think anyone willfollow me, sir.”

“Jesus H. Christ, boy. Where the hell is Wilkins?”

“He should be back any second now, sir.”

“Well, you can tell that man that his military career is . . .

The radio is drowned out by a series of explosions within one hundred feet of our besieged ambush. The NVA haveswitched targets. They finally have the right bean field.

The volume and size of the concussions that rattle the earth increase substantially. My body and mind are consumed by the continuous thunder. Brilliant flashes of lightstrike through my closed eyelids. Squeezing the handgrip ofthe machine gun with my right hand to keep my arm fromshaking, I pull the gun closer to me while checking the ammobelt with my left hand. There is no point in hiding much longer. This is it.

The beautiful, terrifying scream of a jet pulling out of a dive reaches through the mass of noise to lift my spirit inexhilaration. I realize that the latest bombardments are theexplosions of rockets fired from the Phantoms, as one afteranother streak overhead, firing their load of terror into thetrees. If the pilots continue to hit their target instead of us,we may yet be saved. But it is only a reprieve. What willhappen in a minute or two when the last rocket is fired?

The jets are gone as suddenly as they arrived. Alien technology streaking over primitive jungle. Silence rushes into fill the void. What now? Do we attack? Do we retreat, or dowe lie here forever?

Tension mounts in the stillness as hundreds of men lie on their bellies, waiting. Waiting for whatever will happento them next.

In the distance the faint drone of a propeller-driven plane works its way into my consciousness. It is not the soundof a single-engine spotter plane, nor is it the sound of ahelicopter—which reminds me, where is our mighty majornow? Did the jets frighten him away? Did his martini pitcherrun dry? Maybe he went back to Di An for a pee and a quicksnack. A man of his rank and exalted ambition is entitled tohis creature comforts. After all, he may be our next Westmoreland or Johnson, and deserves the same respect.

The drone of propellers draws nearer. I hear voices in the tree line, the moans and complaints of wounded anddying men. Still we do not move but lie in dread, as ourenemies now do. We fear their position and numbers. Theyfear the power we command in the skies.

Slowly turning my head to look for the approaching aircraft, I see a glowing scarlet line materialize in the blacksky behind me. The streak of red light descends from theheavens, pointing a wavy flaming finger to the source ofturmoil at the jungle’s edge. The deadly line flashes overheadand splatters into the jungle before we hear the familiar deepbelch of the Minigun. It’s Puff, the magic dragon. Sixty thousand rounds a minute rip into the trees, creating terror andchaos in the jungle. Gone is their orgy of power, gone thebullhorn’s promise of death. They cannot fight these machines that live in the sky. Faint noises drift in from ournormally silent enemy. Surely now they will break off this engagement to live and fight another day.

But we remain like rocks in the field. The radio is gone or is silent. No orders pass along the line. No flares are firedto penetrate the dark. No noises are heard except those thatcannot be separated from imagination.

The hours of the night pass, as they always must. My eyes grow heavy, my limbs relaxed. Lying here has beenmore tiring than I thought. As sleep creeps in, I rememberwhat they said about the steaks. I hope I never see the daywhen the Army offers me another.

At dawn Delta Company lifts its collective belly off the ground. We cautiously cross the 150 yards of open field to thetree line occupied by the enemy the night before. With theentire company on line we sweep the woods clear up to theedge of the village. To my delight and Barlow’s horror thereis not one body to be found. True, gallons of blood, rippedclothing, expended cartridges, field dressings, and militaryparaphernalia of all kinds litter the ground. We even compilea considerable stack of munitions no doubt lost or discardedin the darkness during the panic caused by the air strikes.But of the many men who died here and the many more nowlying somewhere in agony and despair, there is a conspicuousabsence.

Discounting the damage to our egos and Captain Wilkins’s military career, the operation was an outstanding success—perhaps not by some military standards, but certainly by my own—for we passed this night of motionlessdesperation without the loss of a single man.

One hundred two pairs of red-rimmed, bloodshot eyes stare indifferently at the very old and the very young who areall that remain of the population of the village. The ancient,bandy-legged men and the bent old women move slowlybetween the thatched huts doing the same early morningchores in the same way they have been done for hundreds ofyears. Here, there are no hot corrugated metal roofs or walls,no tin-can cups or pots. The industrial junk of advancedcivilization has not yet reached this remote hamlet.

Wide-eyed children peek at us from the edges of huts and the shadows of doorways. Their eyes betray the fear theyhold for the huge, brutal foreigners who are the subject of somany horror stories. We, the mongers of death, the napalmers,the burners of villages, the indiscriminate destroyers of allforms of life were not exterminated in the night—as reason would dictate—but instead appear before them with the rising of the sun.

In the faces of the old there is defiance and resignation. No words pass between us as we brush by them to poke inthe ashes of cooking fires, look beneath woven floor mats andempty containers, sift through rice, and search the animalpens. Nothing is found until one old woman's refusal to movefrom her fire is overcome by a solid push from a booted foot.Beneath the glowing embers and six inches of dirt and ash wefind the entrance to their tunnels. The woman is sent downfirst in case of booby traps, but the tunnels are empty.

Without words of warning or threats of vengeance we leave the old Vietnamese with hate in their eyes and walkback into the jungle. This time we killed their sons, next timeit could be anyone. In a few days, the young men will returnto their village, and in the weeks and months to come we willagain try to kill each other. It is the way things are, and theway things will remain until the Americans leave this regionor all the people in the village are dead.




Back at the NDP I look into the mess tent vaguely hoping for something warm or fresh to eat. The cooks lie ontheir cots. The stoves are cold and empty. I pick up a box ofC rations on my way to my bunker only to decide that theeffort of opening a can is greater than my desire for itscontents. I crawl into the bunker and slide down the short,curved tunnel leading to the cool dampness of the cave. If Istay here for the next four or five hours I should miss thesandbag-filling detail that is as omnipresent as the mosquito.

I lie on my back staring up at the convoluted ceiling. Some of the light reflecting off the shadowed bunker wallsfinds its way into the tunnel and rebounds around the bendto cast a faint light across the cavern. My view of the invertedvalleys and peaks above me is hazy but my imagination hasno trouble filling the blanks. The coolness of the earth seepsthrough my sweat-soaked shirt, sending a pleasant shiverdown my back. The sound of slow breathing fills the silence.

The diaphragm expands, the chest rises, the air flows in, the diaphragm contracts, the chest falls, the warm, oxygen-depleted air flows out between the lips in a cone-shapedstream, creating eddies at the edge of its flow as it pushesthrough the molecules floating above my head. With thebreath expelled there comes a pause, a waiting, a time of no breathing before the buoyant molecules are again suckedtoward the openings in my face, thus producing a pull on theother gas molecules in the cave, setting them in motion,drawing them toward me, streaming down from above, arching from the sides, swirling in confusion in the corners. Youcan get hung up over breathing used molecules and adjustyour intake trying to capture the fresh, sweet-tasting oxygen-rich air, but after a few breaths the air is so stirred up thateverything is mixed. You might as well lie back down and becontent with used air.

At first you hardly notice it, but soon it is so dominant you wonder how you could have concentrated on anythingelse. Your head expands with its beating, your body throbs toits pulse. It oozes through its tubes, coursing at a rush to easeand slow to a trickle before the next rush pushes through.Eight beats a breath, ten beats a breath. A doctor countingfifty-eight beats a minute said it was odd, a bit low, but asdoctors like to keep their mystery close, he declined to saymore. Was it good, was it bad, did it mean I could fly?

Questions, questions, always questions, but rarely an answer. When I first came to this country there was a certainty in my mind that no matter what they said or whathappened I would live through my year and return to myhome and my girl. Now that has changed. Now I am home,and I shall be here forever until they kill me. My old self,along with my old life, is buried. There is a different me nowthat has not been here long enough for me to know. I lookthe same, maybe thinner, tanner, but I am not the same. Ionly pretend to be.

There is another change, at least I think it is a change. I do not dream about familiar things anymore. The people inmy dreams are strangers, all the places unknown. I do notmean that I have no friends in my dreams; I mean that theseare people I have never met, as the places are places I havenever been to.

I do not know what this means—if anything—but I believe it has to do with my mind trying to control what is happening around it. It creates a new environment of itsown making in which it controls every contingency. Thisenables it to ensure nothing traumatic or unexpected willtake place. It is the mind’s reaction to the reality it cannotcontrol. Or can it? I find the convoluted dips and rises aboveme become tropical islands or forested mountains as easily with my eyes open as with them closed.

The breath goes in and out, the heart beats its steady rhythm. My mind is captured inside a dwindling 190-poundmass of panting, throbbing cells that carry on their normalfunctions with or without this part that thinks and loves andhates and wonders.

“Hey, Shook, are you down there?”

Franklin’s voice penetrates my dreams and brings me back to the other reality.

“Yeah. What is it?”

“You have guard duty in ten minutes.”

I look up the tunnel at the darkness. Another day has passed. I must have slept for several hours. “Thanks, Franklin. I’ll be right up.”

The NDP is quiet. Exhausted men asleep in barren bunkers. The great escape. Peace without pleasure. A hollowemptiness—the aftermath of battle. I pull an extra hour ofguard for the pleasure of being alone.

Walking from my post I run into Boston squatting on his heels and pulling on a pipe load of grass. He is gazing intothe east in deep contemplation or stoned oblivion, I cannottell which in the dark. I sit on my heels at his side. It is agood night, quiet and peaceful with just enough breeze tokeep the mosquitoes from congregating.

“You know, John, if you stare into the night jungle long enough you can see everything your mind can imagine.”

“I know. And a couple of hits of dope doesn t dampen the effect any, either.”

He chuckles softly and contemplates the east again, absorbed in his private fantasies.

“Do you really think they ever send anybody home?” heasks.

“What?”

“Have you ever seen anyone get on a freedom bird heading back to the world? I’ve been here for seven monthsnow and I’ve known a lot of guys who have put in their yearand left the company, but I have never heard from anyonewho actually made it to the States, have you?”

“No, I can’t say that I have.”

“If you think about it, it doesn’t make any sense for the Army to let us go. Why should they? They own us body andsoul. They can extend our tour for the duration of the waranytime they are in the mood. Why should they go through the expense and hassle of drafting and training new guys toreplace the experienced men already here? Sure, they needto replace the wounded and dead, but why should theyreplace us while we are still healthy?”

“Oh, man. Don’t say things like that.”

“I’m serious. What has the Army ever done for you? Why should they let us go before our usefulness has expired?They don’t drive a tank for a year and then return it to themanufacturer to have a new one shipped out in pieces. Well,maybe that’s a bad example. The Army might do somethinglike that. There are a lot of people making a pile of moneyselling equipment to the military, but there’s not much profitin sending over new bodies, so what’s the point?

“The whole establishment has sunk into the slime, or maybe it was always there and I just now noticed.”

Boston sticks his head behind a pile of sandbags to cover the relighting of his pipe. We are quiet for a while as Bostonholds a big hit of smoke in his lungs and I settle cross-leggedin the dirt. I still cannot squat on my haunches like the localsfor very long before my knees hurt and my legs go to sleep.

He lets the smoke-laden air out in a rush. “Why do you think we are fighting this war, anyway?”

“Oh hell, I don’t know. Money, I guess. All the power in the U.S. is based on money with the government in therebacking the interests of the big money boys and placating thepopulace. How much money has been spent on this war, fiftybillion? One hundred billion? Something like that. Fortunesare being made and spent blowing up this jungle.

“Then there are the goodies over here: the cinnamon and the rice and the marijuana and the opium and the big oilreserve that is supposed to be off the south coast. There isenough potential wealth in this country to keep a lot ofgreedy men sending other people’s sons out to fight forthem.”

“Why, you cynic. And here I thought we were fighting to keep the commies off the California beaches.”

He lies back on his elbows, sucking on his empty pipe. “Did you dig the way the South Vietnamese celebrated HoChi Minh’s birthday last May? That fucker is a national heroon both sides of the DMZ. Most of these people don’t knowshit about communism or democracy. They just want to beleft alone.”

“Yeah, and if the South Vietnamese supported their government at all we would know the location of every VCand NVA soldier in the country. As it is, most of the peoplein the villages are more sympathetic toward the VC than theyare toward the bunch of crooks that run this country. Howcan Diem keep screwing over the people on his side and stillexpect them to fight for him?”


“That’s an easy one. Have you ever seen the ARVNs fight?”

“No.”

“That’s because they don’t. The only time they get off their butts is to get out of the way when the enemy is comingthrough. What the hell. Why should they fight? This here’sthe most fucked-up program I ever hope to be associatedwith. We are flunkies to the corrupt and the greedy. This iscertainly not the kind of war I can get enthusiastic aboutdying in.”

“Right on. It’s too bad it’s such a long walk home.”

I stretch out on my back, taking in the panorama of stars. “You know, I never thought I’d wind up over here. I’mlegally blind in one eye, and was exempt until they went andchanged the rules when I wasn’t looking. ”

Boston lifts himself up on one elbow. “Really? Which eye can’t you see out of?”

“The left one. But I can see out of it a little if I close my right eye. It’s just that everything is so blurry and far awaythat my brain rejects the signal coming in from the left eyewhen I use my right one. It’s a good thing, too, or I wouldhave real spaced-out double vision.”

“I can’t believe you’re in the field with only one good eye. ”

“Listen, the Army’s getting so desperate for replacements they’re sending guys to the field who are blind without their glasses. As long as one eye is correctable to twenty-twenty you’re legitimate cannon fodder.”

“Fuck that. I'll bet if you played it right you could get transferred the hell out of here—and with your education . . .what the hell was it?”

“Medical microbiology.”

“Right. I’ll bet you could get a job in a hospital. Really. Have you put in for a transfer yet?”

“Jesus, Boston. That dope has addled your brain. I know of a guy who is a nuclear physicist. They made him a sniper.

You know as well as I do that nobody gets transferred out of the field.”


“True, except for physical defects, and you have a physical defect. Jesus Christ, Shook, you could get out of this death trap. I’m serious, man. This is great. Tomorrow morning you tell Phillips you want a request for transfer, form1049.”

He’s really excited about this. Slipping a friend into a rear echelon job must be the next best thing to getting therehimself. But the whole idea’s ridiculous. I know I don’tqualify for a transfer. “Ah hell, man, I know you mean wellbut it’s a waste of time.”

“No. No it isn’t. This is the best thing that has happened in months. You have to do it. Tell me you’ll do it.”

“Okay, Okay. I’ll do it. What can I lose?”

“Great! You have made my night.”

“Glad to have been of service. ”

We lay on our backs pondering the infinite space above us. Do I dare allow myself to hope? No. He is living in adream world. He has found hope in a fantasy. Well, I’llapply, anyway. I told him I would. It’ll take months for thebig green paper machine to crank out a rejection. By then,well, anything could happen.

“That glowing globule of gas will be along to recook our brains in a couple of hours. I’m going to grab some Zs. ” Withthat he rolls on his side and says no more.

I consider going back to our bunker where it will be cool for an extra hour in the morning, but I would probablydisturb Franklin. After all, the dirt there is much the same asthe dirt here, and this dirt is a lot closer.

In those first minutes after sunrise when the temperature rapidly rises through the seventies and eighties, I discover a disadvantage to sleeping in the middle of the NDP that I did not consider the night before. It comes in the formof lieutenants whose military sensitivities are offended by thesight of soldiers sleeping in plain view without even a semblance of an effort to sleep in tidy rows. I should have knownbetter. Not at all proper. There comes a tapping, a rapping, athumping upon my boot.

“Get up, you lazy oaf. There is work to be done and you’ve fallen way behind.”

Well, he is right of course. How could I disagree? I’ve been lying on my backside ever since I got back from lyingaround in that bean field. “Yes, sir,” I say. “Right away,” says I, promptly rolling onto my other side.

“You too. Up and at ’em, scum bag.” Lassen kicks Boston’s feet, but no life shows there. “Get up, you lazy turd.”

“Get fucked, you faggot,” yells Boston, popping up to a sitting position.

Oh, shit. I don’t want to hear the rest of this. Propping one eye open to secure my bearings, I crawl from Lassen’srising flood of abusive verbiage. A torrent of threats, combined with a well-polished stock of standard military insults,rises and blossoms in the early morning air. His voice elevates in its pitch with each increase in volume until the high,hysterical voice becomes the focal point of dozens of sleep-filled eyes sunken beneath brows furrowed by offended ears.The signs are clear. No more sleep for me this day.

“Come on, mule, let’s dig us some dirt.”

Boston’s voice. Boston’s boots. Then who is Lassen yelling at? I look back over the path I have crawled. Fifty yards away Lassen is standing alone, gesturing wildly, screaming atthe void.

“Ain’t that a sight?”

“Somebody ought to put that sorry son of a bitch out of his misery.”

Slowly it dawns on the lieutenant what a ridiculous spectacle he is making of himself. The ranting fades in volume and pitch until it is reduced to a low, incoherent mumbling. Ilook up at Boston’s shit-eating grin. “Aren’t you a little worried he is going to hang your ass for telling him to get fucked,not to mention the part about being a faggot?”

“Hell, no. There’s a rule in this man’s army that says you can’t be held responsible for your actions when you first wakeup. I like to take advantage of that rule whenever the opportunity arises.” Boston is thoroughly pleased with himself.“Well, my friend, we’d better fill some sandbags.”




I stop. Suddenly alert. Catapulted from a cranial quagmire. Listen. . . . Ah, it’s just a bird scratching through dry leaves. Where have I been? Look at that sun. It’s almostnoon. I’ve been in dreamland all morning. Hum, I don’tremember any dreams, or thoughts. Just . . . nothing.

We have been walking through this jungle every day for the past six days. Today is number seven. Eight if you include the bean field. It all runs together. These days are verymuch the same. The nights alike. The jungle doesn’t change. The bugs, the heat, the weariness—all the same.

It has been a hard, but quiet week. The usual sniper fire. Nothing serious. The same old drudgery. Oh, yeah.There was one bright spot. Four or five days ago.

The company was patrolling the area east of the village. We were lying in some long grass taking a break. A chopperpassed overhead, banked, turned, and began a return run.Our pompous, homicidal overlord was making another courageous sojourn over his domain. This was his first gala appearance since the bean field. The troops resent the man. He wastoo blatant in his fervored efforts to trade our lives for thesilver leaves of a lieutenant colonel.

One of Jesse’s boys expressed his feelings by taking a shot at the major as his chopper made the return pass.Unfortunately, he missed the major but not the chopper.Getting shot at pissed Barlow off so much he had the chopperset down right there in the grass, giving us all our first viewof his royal ass in the bush. No matter how much I hate theman I have to admit it took balls to walk among us like that.Then again, it would fit in better with what I know about himto chalk his actions up to blatant stupidity. He walked downthe line asking each one of us who shot at his helicopter.Naturally, no one had the faintest idea. Well, he was determined to get to the bottom of this, but once he started askingquestions and getting mostly stony glares in reply, I think hebegan to get the notion that taking a shot at him was a verypopular idea. Anyway, after a few minutes he stomped backto his chopper and flew away. I half-expected a raspberrycheer, but such frivolity was out of place. Instead, a silentlook, a finger salute, and a resolve to make a better effort thenext time.

In the meantime, the major extracts his revenge. He sends us on patrol every day, ambush every night. At first Ifelt tough, mean, resentful. Now I’m just tired. Lately theonly reason we go back to our NDP is to pick up supplies.Sometimes when they extend our patrol a day or two theydrop supplies from a chopper. Sometimes we just get thin. Idon’t like the drops. Charlie can see that parachute frommiles away.

All four platoons are looking for those three companies of NVA. Whichever platoon finds them is going to get squashed.Trolling the jungle. Twenty-two pieces of bait. Negative vibes. Don’t think about it.

So many trees. No need to look for cover. And Charlie. If he’s hidden here, we won’t see him until he’s ready. Ifwe're very quiet we might hear him. There’s that chance. Wemust rely on another sense. The sense of presence. It lingers,to some degree, in all of us.

What is this? Everyone is down. Point has something. Norris edges forward. Checks it out. Slow minutes pass. Asignal forward. Cautiously we enter a small clearing.

“Relax. These dudes have already been processed.”

What?

The men cross the open space to climb an ancient four-foot dike. They stand in groups, looking down; some turn and walk away. I join a group. Seven or eight fighting holes arestrung out along the top of the dike. Each position holds abody or two. Dead gooks. Perhaps a dozen. The one belowme stares up at me with empty sockets. His eyes are gone, aswell as his lips, his ears, and his nose. But most of his skinremains. Leathery stuff, parchment dry, stretched taut overan empty skull. A pith helmet still rests on his head. A bullethole through the helmet halfway down from the crown. Anammunition belt slung across his boney shoulders. Blackpajamas. Sandals. A rifle leans against the far side of the hole,rusting. Unbelievable. How long has he been here? Two,three weeks? A month? I cannot judge these things. No onehas visited these dead men since their executioner. An airstrike? Couldn’t find this spot again, or didn’t try?

Where the hell are we, anyway?

Norris gently lifts the helmet from the dead man’s head. He wipes the band. Tries it on. Too small. He adjusts theheadband. Tries again. A satisfied rap with the fingers. Goodfit. He takes the sandals, the ammunition, the rifle, too. Hechecks the other holes. Everybody ready? Good, let’s go.Time for lunch.

A can of pork and beans, a small tin of caraway cheese, and crackers. Off we go. West, then north, then west again.Two days out from the NDP. When are we turning back?Don’t ask. Don’t think about it. It’s all the same.

Twenty-two men walk up the shallow ravine. We fill our canteens in the small stream, then walk to its source: aswampy pocket between hills. We push our way through athicket of bamboo, moving in an open loop that brings us out,heading in the same direction we came. Up to a grassy knoll on top of one of the small hills. A clear view of our pathbelow. Norris is a clever man. Not only are we overlookingthe shallow ravine, we can see our entrance and exit throughthe bamboo as well. We will hold up here until dark. Eatsome chow. Get some rest.

If there were normal decent evenings in Vietnam, they would come now. That remembered time when the daywanes and cools. Here, there is only hot light and hot dark,with a slow cooling of the dark. Some clouds drift by, castingshadows.

Someone is staring at me. I turn to meet the eyes. Boston. A beckoning hand. Insistent. Damn. I cradle the gunin my arms and low crawl to the edge of the hill. He points afinger down the ravine. One gook, head bent to the ground.No hat, black pajamas, no gun. Following our track. Hereaches the edge of the marshy thicket, stalls, looks back. Wefollow his gaze. A second gook starts up the ravine. Then athird. No weapons. The first man waits until his comrades areclose, then disappears into the thicket. Two and three follow.Their progress is easily traced by the swaying of the bamboo.We check back down the ravine. Empty. The ripples of thebamboo have stopped at the top of the loop.

“I’ll take the left. You take the right,” whispers Boston.

“Check. ”

“Hold it. I didn’t see any weapons, did you?” It’s Norris. I thought he was still back studying his map.

Boston looks up in disbelief. “So fucking what? They were dogging us.”

“Cool it. I’ll decide.” Norris addresses the thicket in Vietnamese. The wavering bushes and voices below us gostill. Norris stands, fires a burst into the air. The bushes andvoices come alive with a clatter. Chattering nervously, thethree men emerge from the thicket with arms raised. Norrisvolleys questions down the hill. A multitude of answers return. The interview ends with a curt “Didi mau.” The sergeant offers no explanation.

“I’m telling you, man, we re going to regret that. We should’ve wasted those suckers,” says Boston.

Seems like he’s right to me, but then I can’t see how it matters much. One way or the other, the enemy will soonknow we are here.

It’ll be dark in an hour or two. We can’t stay here. Slipback into the web gear. Descend the far side of the hill. Jump over a long-neglected ditch. A sign of existence long ago insome hamlet down below. Into the thickest jungle we canfind. Deep into its hidden folds. A deadly game of hide andseek. We stop to wait, to hide. There is the feel of othermen, but weak, not near. Norris goes alone to look around.

The sky turns gray, the light diffused. We must choose an ambush site before dark. The men’s restlessness growseach minute the sergeant fails to return. He is late, but wemust wait or lose each other in the dark.

A sound. Men with guns stare hard to recognize the man who holds the knowledge and the map.

Closely following the back before us, we work through the tangled growth, struggling to maintain a silence on aground we cannot see. Abruptly, we are in the open, the air alighter shade of black. In time we stop. No word is spoken. Ifeel a tap and follow the form turning away. The hand pointsat the ground then swings up to make a wiping motion fromside to side: my field of fire. I settle in.

Men come to set cans of ammo at my feet, as if they are gifts of homage to the gun. I stack them three on the bottom,two on top, bullets pointing out. A small wall. Prop thehelmet against the wall. Head behind the helmet. Bodyaligned. Same old stuff. Familiar routine. Small comfort there.

We set the watches: one hour on, two off. The ground is dry, not many bugs. The sweat stops. Weariness leads mequickly to sleep.

No dreams remembered, but the explosion felt. The mind knows. Too far away. No concern. Comes another.Closer. The blast of sound. The trembling earth. Throughclosed eyes the mind perceives the coming of first light. Thebody wakes but does not move. Senses alert. How far? Howsoon? How serious? The first mortar landed about one and ahalf football fields away. The second, on a line to our ambush,was about one football field out. The next one should landfifty yards in front of me.

Listen to the silence of the troops. They lie in frozen discipline. Some on either side of me. A line of men behind.Somewhere to the front are eyes that search for us. Up thereon the left, perhaps. Looking for the movement that willbetray us. Or maybe they have us already and are merelyadjusting fire.

The third arrives with a shattering roar. I turn my headto see. The plume of dirt filling the air looks fifty yards away to me. An inward smile of satisfaction. The calculation right.The next one should land here in our midst. Well centered.Dead.

Men fidget. Legs crouch. Fingers tense. Eyes scan. Minds race. Feet twitch. Three feet behind my boots is an ancientditch two feet in width and full to the top with slime-encrustedwater. I ooze to the lip of the ditch. Right toe in. Rightfingers touch slick green. Why do I wait? The sound will betoo late a warning. Yet I wait. Wait my death on the lip ofsafety. The repugnance of slime, the revulsion to snakesgreater than the fear of death? I don’t believe it will comewhen reason dictates it must? Yet I linger. The secondsexpand into the stretch of time that makes up eternity. I amcommitted. I shall not go in. The proper time is passed. Itworries me, this nonchalance with death. The less I care thecloser draws eternal rest. I must find a change or drown inapathy.

Although we wait, it does not come. We leave the place in wonder. We slip into the jungle, avoiding open ground.We do not seek the mortar tube nor request an aerial view. Ido not understand, but it was never required that I do.

We slip through the jungle for several hours before we stop to eat. The food supply is low. We share what remains.In the middle of a can of turkey loaf, a wild thought descends. What if the men we didn’t shoot returned the favor inkind? Could they have walked the mortars in, then stoppedto let us know: didi mau, GI; we can kill you anytime.




Late the next morning the platoon breaks out of the jungle into the circular clearing surrounding the NDP. Theragged clothes, the rivulets of sweat through the dirt ofexpressionless faces, the steady stride: the look of men whocould walk another hundred miles or fall in a heap of exhaustion in another hundred feet. We drop our gear as we passour separate bunkers, drawn like vultures to the mess tentwhere a savory smell rises from a steaming cauldron. Hungrystomachs rumble with desire. Eyes peer greedily into the potonly to be turned away. Apparently word of our platoon’sarrival reached the cooks too late in their preparations. Beingrefused the ready food seems a cruel blow despite its beingdealt without malice. Maybe I could beg for leftovers or lickthe sauce from discarded paper plates. No, no, no. Runningone’s tongue over coarse, dry paper ranks with scraping fingernails across blackboards. I will gather my dignity about me—there is plenty of discarded dignity around—sit up hereon a sandbag, smoke a cigarette, and be very cool and stoic.Damn cigarettes make me want to puke. I think I will crawlinto the cave and transport my mind to someplace where thenights are cool, the women horny, and the beer runs free. Aplace where colors other than green and brown exist.

I awake in darkness to the smells of mold and rot, the feel of clamminess, the itch of crotch and chest. My clothesand body are in an advanced state of decay. With severalhelmetfuls of water and a towel used only once, I clean awaythe week’s grime. Since the supply of clean clothes came andwent two days ago, I rinse out the clothes I just took off.There are fourteen holes in my pants alone. I put them ondripping wet. They will dry in time.

Since the hour is not late a few members of the platoon are still awake. I roam, looking for some way to amusemyself. I find Boston in the mess tent, playing a game ofcards. He certainly has a lot of energy considering where wehave been.

“Hey, Shook. Come over here. Have you put in for that transfer yet?”

“Transfer? Oh yeah, that transfer. No.”

“Shit, man.” He throws down his cards in disgust. “You said you would. In fact, you promised. I thought your wordwas good.”

“It is, it is. Take it easy. I haven’t had a chance. I’ll do it the first thing tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow. What’s the matter with right now?”

“What’s this transfer shit?” chimes in another card player. “You think you’re going someplace?”

“I doubt it, but it’s worth a try.”

“You’re crazy. Nobody gets transferred out of the field. I know. I tried.”

“Shut up, Spoons,” Boston says, getting up and walking toward me. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

“What’s the rush? Norris is probably asleep.”

“Like hell he is. He was just here a minute ago. You stay put. I’ll go find him.” Boston strides from the tent—motivated.Is he trying to prove a point or is he trying to save a friend?Before I can come to any conclusion, Boston is back withNorris in tow. Norris and I sit down together on the dirt floorout of hearing range of the others. I make my pitch to the sergeant. To my surprise, he listens with interest. I finish myspiel with, “I would be more useful as a medical microbiologist than I am as a one-eyed machine gunner.”

“Makes sense to me. I’ll take it up with the captain in the morning. ”

“Thanks a lot, Sarge.” Things have gone haywire. This isn’t the way the Army works. The sergeant is supposed tosay, “Tough shit, scum bag,” and stomp off. Do I dare hope?Dumb question. Of course I hope. Cautious exultation ismore like it, but don’t get too excited yet. So far all I haveis the absence of a no. My new lease on life still requires ayes from the captain and someone at battalion HQ willing toignore the no-transfers-out-of-the-field-unless-you-are-phys-ically-disabled rule.

The next morning, I am absentmindedly running a cleaning patch through the machine gun barrel when an uneasiness descends. I turn to find the captain gazing over my shoulder.

“Good morning,” he says with a smile.

“Morning, Captain,” I reply, getting to my feet.

“Sergeant Norris and I have been talking over your situation.”

Judgment day is at hand. My voice betrays my nervousness. “Yes, sir?”

“I have decided to find a position for you in the rear where your education can be put to good use. Until we canfind out what positions are available, and get hold of yourmedical records, I want you to stay in the NDP.”

“Yes, sir!” Fantastic.

“We will keep you informed of any developments.”

“Thank you, sir. ” Stupendous! No more patrols. No more ambushes. I’ve been saved. Hallelujah! Shhh. Do not make ascene. Do not attract any attention. Do not do anything tomess this up.

By midmorning the platoon is ready to return to the jungle. A surge of guilt washes over me as I watch Franklinhoist my machine gun to his shoulder. Although they havetold me how glad they are that I am getting out of the field, Istill feel like I am betraying them. I will no longer be there tohelp out, to share the danger, to increase the odds. I wouldgladly go with them one more time, if I knew it were just onemore time, or one more week. Yes, I would gladly go, but I will not. By arbitrary decision, I may be the one to make itout of here, the one to be spared.

I stand alone in the wake of their going like a new but useless third shoe. I roam the bunkers of the third platooneager for a friendly face to dispel loneliness. I end up sittingcross-legged in the shade of a poncho shelter playing cardswith three other despondent souls. We play poker and heartsfor MPC. They say the military script has value, but it isworthless here. These paper dimes and quarters with the feelof Monopoly money about them will not make a womanmaterialize or bring a beer to this alcohol-free plot of jungle.We have no use for this odd money except to trade it backand forth over cards. Still, when I walk away with twentydollars of their money I feel guilty. It took someone threedays of pulling ambushes, walking patrols, and filling sandbags to earn this money. I promise myself not to win again. Ihave enough good fortune without taking more.

The next day I spend working on the bunker. I enlarge the cavern, put another layer of sandbags overhead, improvethe entrvway, and dig a sump hole to kick grenades into.

Shortly after noon the platoon returns. They tell me of swimming three streams over their heads, of leeches, and oflosing helmets. They seem glad that one of us is getting out ofthe field, if a little envious that it is not he. Already thereis a change between us. I cease to be one of them. I hover onthe edges. I am becoming one of the host of other people notreally on their side. We who have been willing to risk ourlives for one another feel awkward now. My life may havebeen spared but how many of them will make it through theiryear without mutilation to body and mind?

At 0900 orders come over the radio from battalion HQ. I am to report to the aid station in Di An. I say my farewells asI jam letters and writing material into a side pocket, roll myshaving kit in my poncho liner, grab my AK-47, throw abandolier of ammunition over my shoulder, put on my helmet, and hustle to the chopper pad. By 0920 the circle ofbarren earth cut from the jungle fades from view. Miniaturepeople shuffle through the dust of their island sanctuary amidan ocean of quiet hostility.

When we touch down in the 1st Division’s base camp I head straight for the aid station. No fooling around. A boredclerk tells me to come back at 1300. I wander for three hoursfighting off the urge to drown my nervousness in a gallon of frothy brew. At exactly 1300 I return to the aid station where I am assigned a chair in the corner. At 1340 a buck sergeant saunters in to confer with the clerk. On his way back out he tells me to get in his jeep. We hurtle down powdery roads with a rooster tail of dust billowing behind. We come to a halt at the guardhouse protecting the main gate where I had entered so long ago. Sober MPs glance at our pass and wave us through.
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Outside the post the road is wide and graveled. The air streaming past the open jeep cools the body to the presweatlevel, producing a feeling of clean freedom. As we reach theoutskirts of the town of Di An where the road becomesasphalt, we pass an old mama-san squatting in her front yardattending to a small child. I shove a round into the chamberof the AK. The sergeant looks at his passenger for the firsttime.

“Where did you get the Russian rifle?”

That’s a stupid question, but there’s no point in riling him. “The usual place.”

“It looks like it’s in good condition.”

Three young women work a garden plot with hoes. Children play on the dirt strip between the houses and the road. An old woman does a fast shuffle in rhythm to the oscillatingwicker baskets hanging from the ends of the pole balanced onher shoulder. People pass on bicycles and lounge in doorways. I cannot keep track of them all. “Yeah, the action issmooth. No rust pits.” I will concentrate on the ones to ourfront and ignore those to our sides and back, although itmakes me uneasy not knowing what is going on behind me.“I’ll give you a hundred bucks for it.”

What is this shit? A soldier doesn’t sell his weapon. A lot of good a hundred dollars will do me in a firefight. Stay cool.“Maybe. When I get a 16 to replace it.”

We manage to streak through town without hitting a single chicken, dog, child, or wobbly bicycle. We roar pastrice paddies, orchards of every kind, patches of virgin jungle,and the inevitable collection of thatch and tin huts.

“Where are we going?”

“Long Binh.” He says the name the same way people say L.A. or New York, as if the name itself carries a meaning.“Why?”

“Why? To get your eyes checked.’ There is a silent “you dumb hick” on the end of the sentence.


The jeep comes to a stop in front of a long, white, wooden building. Inside the building a guy dressed in whiteinforms us that the doctor we came to see will be out for therest of the day. I apply some gentle pressure that results in areferral to another doctor in another building. We pull to astop beside a second long, white building exactly like thefirst.

“You wait in the jeep,” the sergeant orders as he starts up the steps.

“I’d better come ...”

“You just stay put, Private.” He is irritated.

In five minutes he bounds back down the stairs with a piece of paper clutched in his hand. “There, ” he says, foldingthe paper and placing it in his shirt pocket. “That’s all takencare of. ”

“What’s all taken care of?”

“Your eye examination. All done.”

“Pretty neat trick examining my eyes without me.” “Well the doc couldn’t examine you, anyway. You see, Iforgot to bring your medical records.”

“Oh sure, that makes sense.” This sergeant is much too pleased with himself. “Well? How did I do?”

“Oh, just fine. The doc certified you as combat qualified. ” What went on in that building? Did a doctor really falsifymy eye examination, or was it some clerk or aide not adverseto forgery?

Whether the sergeant coerced someone else’s aide or did the deed himself, I ought to shoot the bastard somewhereoutside of town and tell the MPs an old mama-san did itbecause he refused to pay after he screwed her daughter.

During the return trip to the aid station I brood over my escort’s effort to speed my return to the field. Is he carryingout this fraud merely to expedite his day, or is there a baserreason? His smug satisfaction suggests a vengeance fulfilled.Have I become the brunt of the animosity between the rearechelon personnel and the field troops? The effects of thatquiet rivalry are everywhere. A field unit making one of itsinfrequent overnight visits to base camp has much the sameeffect on the camp personnel as the Hell’s Angels have on thelocals at a neighborhood tavern. In retaliation for the real andimplied physical threats, some of the people posted in therear make sure items sent to the field are the worst available. The rancid milk and butter that always accompanies our fewprepared meals did not get that way on their short trip fromthe base camp. They were rancid when they were selectedfor our consumption, along with the moldy bread and therubbery meat. Supply sergeants can sell material slated for afield unit on the black market, then send reject materialrecorded as destroyed in its place. The weapons wagon playsits part by selling the weapons we give them for repair. Inever did get my .45 back. The clerks chip in by delaying orputting the lowest priority on field promotions and skimmingextra R and Rs for themselves and their friends. I am sure thatmost rear echelon personnel are not corrupt or vindictive,but orders and supplies go through enough hands that theygenerally get slighted somewhere along the line before theyreach the field.

I do not understand the rules and intricacy of this new game. If I gave the sergeant my AK maybe he would changethe falsified eye examination records in my favor. My rifle inexchange for a release from the field would be a mightybargain, but my foolish pride disallows this tack. I’ll be damnedif I’ll barter for my life with this treacherous bastard.

The clerk at the aid station tells me to return to the field in the morning. In the meantime, I am to report to mybattalion area for night duty. I ask to see the paper thatreturned with us from Long Binh. He wants to know why.

“Because my eyes were never examined, that’s why. Because that paper is a phony.”

“How do you know it’s a phony if you haven’t seen it?” “That’s easily settled. Let’s have a look, then we’ll bothknow.”

“Sorry, can’t do that. These records are confidential.” “Do you think it’s really necessary to keep the results ofmy own nonexistent eye examination from me?”

“Nonexistent? What do you mean nonexistent? The results are right here.”

“But nobody looked at my eyes. They didn’t even look at my records because the sergeant forgot them.” I am trying tokeep my voice low and calm so as not to attract the bucksergeant’s attention, but my volume is beginning to increasein proportion to my frustration.

“Look,” retorts the clerk, “you were brought in to haveyour medical records updated. They have been updated. Now you go back to the field. ”

“What’s the problem here?” demands the buck sergeant, joining the clerk behind his desk.


“I want to see what phony bullshit you wrote on that paper and I am not leaving until I do.”

The sergeant explodes into a long series of threats and verbal abuses. A staff sergeant is drawn from the rear of theoffice by the angry voice of his underling. He demands toknow the reason for this outburst. I explain my case as clearlyas I can between interruptions by the buck sergeant. Thestaff sergeant does not like my attitude. How dare I questionthe integrity of my superiors? I try to placate him withrespectful words and reason. No, I am not trying to causetrouble. Yes, I am aware of the rules of military courtesy, butthey do not alter the fact that his sergeant submitted a falsedocument. The staff sergeant works himself into a rage, hisverbal abuses more polished, his threats more believable. Idemand justice. They demand a respect that requires that Iadmit that no injustice has been done. The yelling, the frustration, the absurdity of the argument raises a rare anger inme.

“Obedience is given. Respect is earned. He deserves no one’s respect,” I charge. That did it. They are both yelling atme. There is no hope of reasoning with them now, but I willnot back down. I am in the right. I demand to see their CO. Iam pushing the limit, but what can they do? They havealready assigned me to the worst possible fate.

“You want to see the CO?” leers the staff sergeant. “Okay, I’ll get the CO. You’re making a big mistake, troop.”He knocks and enters a room at the back of the office.

“You’re going to get yours now, smart ass,” jeers the buck sergeant. I should have shot him. It would have been alot easier.

A first lieutenant winds his way through the disorganized array of desks and filing cabinets. He stops to glower at me,clearly irritated by this trivial interruption. He makes hisposition clear from the start. He does not want to hear a wordfrom me. He is not interested in my case, only in my grossinsubordination. He promises a court-martial, the stockade,and an extended tour in the field. I listen in silence. I believehe is serious. Military justice at work. My last hope is destroyed, only my anger remains. I must do something beforehe finishes his tirade and gets to the “take him away” part. At the end of a sentence, while he is sucking in air for the nextvolley, I snap up my rifle, do an about face, and march outthe door, not sure what I will do if they try to stop me.Perhaps they notice that the clip is inserted in the rifle. I amsure they are convinced that all grunts are crazy. Maybe theywill leave me alone. I take the shortest route out of the area,resisting the urge to run. Avoiding the roads, I walk towardthe center of the base camp, changing directions now andthen to lose any eyes that might be following me.

After half a mile of ducking between buildings, tents, and outhouses, I pass a small, nearly deserted EM club. Idouble back. This looks like a good place to get out of theopen for awhile. Two men sit at a table playing cards. Thebartender perches on a stool trying to read a paperback in thedim light. Behind him the wall is completely covered withPlayboy centerfolds. A feast of desire to the eyes of thestarving. How the hell can a randy lad drink his beer with allthat sumptuous temptation staring him in the face? I order abeer and sit facing away from the montage. I cannot stand tolook at what I cannot have.

The beer is a cool stream of delicious bubbles running down my throat. The urge to have several more is undeniable, but midway through the second a deeper need winsout. I am too keyed up to sit here any longer. I have to move.If the MPs are looking for me the EM club will be one of thefirst places they look. Back in the glaring sun, I drift aimlesslyuntil I calm down enough to realize that there is not muchpoint in hiding. The aid station has my name. If the MPs arelooking for me they will eventually find me. As soon as Ireport to my battalion area or rejoin my company they willknow where to pick me up.

I drift down one unfamiliar road after another unable to decide on any course, my anger slowly dissolving into afeeling of helpless depression.

A jeep pulls to a stop beside me. “Do you want a lift?”

I stare dumbly at the three men in the jeep. Grunts by the looks of their boots and gear.

“You’re heading out the gate, aren’t you?” they ask, confused by my silence.

I pull my mind from its wallow and glance down the road. Sure enough, I am on the road to the main gate. “Why,yes. Thanks.” I answer on impulse, eager to be with my own kind, among friends for a time.

As I settle into the back of the jeep they ask another disturbing question. “Where are you headed?”

“Long Binh,” I answer immediately, not knowing any other destination that would sound legitimate at this late hourof the afternoon.

“You barely have enough time to make it before they close the gate,” the driver says, checking his watch. “We’reheading north out of Di An. We’ll let you off on the outskirtsof town so the MPs won’t pick you up. You won’t have anytrouble hitching a ride to Long Binh from there.”

“Great. That’ll be fine. ” That’s right, the town of Di An is off-limits, and the bases close their gates at dusk. Wherethe hell am I going, anyway? There’s no answer to that. Idon’t know any place to go. I can always sleep in the bush.Wish I hadn’t left my poncho liner at the aid station. I wish Ihad eaten today. Oh, well, it doesn’t matter. Nothing mattersexcept this sweat-drying blast of air and this feeling of release.

When the jeep stops, I jump out, looking forward to whatever lies ahead. I feel alive for the first time in weeks.Looking up and down the road, trying to decide which direction to take, I resolve to go with the first ride offered.

The sweat has scarcely resumed its course down the sides of my chest before a deuce and a half comes roaringdown the asphalt. I stick out my arm, thumb pointing to thesky. With a double-clutched downshift, a squeal of brakes,and a belch of smoke, the truck lumbers by, shuddering to astop fifty feet beyond. A curly blond head pokes out of thepassenger’s side window. “Jump in the back. We gotta roll.The truck is moving again before I reach the tailgate. A handgrabs a hold under my arm, helping me in. I roll over thegate to the floor. The hand is there again, asking to beshaken.

“Welcome aboard. My name’s Roy.”

“Howdy, Roy. I’m John.” Shaking the hand I notice the worn, faded, recently cleaned fatigues, the dusty boots withonly the faintest trace of the original black dye lingering—adistinguishing point of pride among field troops. His dirt isfresh and thin without the repellent oil and old sweat base.Like me, he has been near a bucket of water sometime in thelast twenty-four hours. Glancing at his face I notice thedistracting flaws on either side of his smiling mustache. Pinned to his collar like warning signs are two black metal chevrons.

"Sergeant Roy, I see.” Grunts below the rank of staff sergeant rarely wear their rank in the field.

“Yeah. Tacky, huh? This is the third time I’ve worn them. They help, you know, when you’re in the rear.”

Two new guys made conspicuous by their shiny black boots, their dark olive fatigues, and their pale faces sit closebehind the cab as if seeking its protection. They just nodwhen I say hi, not willing to be distracted from the importantbusiness of staying alive. They probably heard about the VCambushing supply trucks, about the road mines. They looklike they are going to be ready when it happens—ready to doGod knows what.

“Where you headed?” Roy is feeling good, about as good as I am.

“Oh hell, I don’t know. Where’s this truck bound for?”

“Long Binh. They’re in a hustle to get there before curfew. Me, I’m not in such a hurry. I figure to have mesome fun before I check in. Say, why don’t you come withme?”

Just like that. I’ve known you for two minutes; come with me and be my friend. He certainly is loose and friendlyfor a sergeant. He can’t be a lifer. He’s probably just anotherdraftee who has survived the field long enough to become asergeant. Well, I’m already in trouble. I can’t see how a littlemore trouble can make much difference. “What do you havein mind?”

“First of all, we’ve got to get ourselves some beer. I’ve got a powerful thirst.”

“I’m for that.”

“Then we re going to get ourselves some women. I haven’t been properly laid in months. If I don’t get some soon I’mgoing to explode into a million shimmering pieces of frustrated desire.”

“I hear ya.”

“Great. You’ll come then?”

“Why not? I sure as hell don’t have anything better todo.”

“All right. When this mother slows down for the turn into Long Binh we ll just ease over the back and step off. Andkeep that AK where they can’t see it from the gate. The MPswill nab you if they see you carrying it. ”

“I’ve already been through that gate twice today. They never said anything. ”


“Yeah? Well, you never know, but it’s illegal to carry one of those in the rear. Anyway, they will nab us for curfewviolation if we don’t get a ride right away.”

There’s a lot I don’t know about life in the rear. Roy seems to know his way around. Perhaps I can learn from him,although this plan of his doesn’t appear to be very wellthought out. Oh well, I’m in it now.

We have turned onto a four-lane highway running parallel to the fence protecting the east side of Long Binh. Ugly concrete and sandbag bunkers protrude from the low, barren,dirt hills facing the rush hour traffic. Military trucks andjeeps, ancient Citroens and dilapidated Renaults vie for spacewith Vespa scooters, Honda motorbikes, and three-wheeledLambrettas with their motor scooter engines and their canopied, miniature, pickup beds suspended between the rearwheels.

“Get ready. Hey, you guys, tell the driver thanks. We’ve got some business to attend to down the road. ”

We perch on the tailgate, ready to jump, but the truck does not slow down enough. The driver waits until the lastsecond to jam on the brakes, taking the corner hard. Wejump as the truck swings for its turn, raising our arms for aride as soon as we regain our balance. I look over my shoulder at the gate. We are directly in front of the damn guardstation, in clear view of the MPs.

Roy taps my arm, “Come on.”

We jog up the road to a Lambretta that has pulled onto the shoulder. There are four Vietnamese and five chickens inthe back of the strange little vehicle. There is not enoughroom for the bodies of two cumbersome Americans. Thedriver yells something in his high, rapid-fire, singsong language that seems to mean “Hurry up . . . get in” and whoknows what else.

Undaunted by the crowd, Roy squeezes onto a side bench, creating a list to port. Through the flurry of flappingchicken wings he smiles at his neighbors. The old motorscooter engine whines and rattles in increasing rhythm to itspings. The gears struggle to mesh into first. Not wanting tobe left behind I sit on the last few inches of floor, my legsdangling over the back, slightly lifted to keep them off thepavement. The grinding gears finally mesh, sending theLambretta lurching in the first of a series of forward and aft rocking motions. Our weight nearly brings the front wheel offthe ground during the backward oscillations. The driver yellsover the engine noise, slapping the front of the carriage. Royand I slide forward between boney knees and excited chickens. The adjusted weight returns traction to the front wheeland steering ability to the driver. Roy wedges himself next tothe cab, his knees drawn tight to his chest, a big smile on hisface. He pulls a pack of Winstons from his shirt, offeringthem around. The Vietnamese take one each and stash themcarefully beneath their clothes.

We do not go far before Roy lets the driver know that the crossroads up ahead is where he wants to stop. We offerto pay for the ride. The driver refuses, “GI number one. Nomoney. GIs number one, okay?” He displays his bad teethwith a smile and waves as he pulls away.

What is this? Goodwill between Americans and Vietnamese? I didn’t know such a thing existed. We shout good words after the departing Lambretta that are drowned in thestraining rattle of the underpowered engine.

We jog down a road heading east off the highway until we are well out of view of the thoroughfare. Roy digs into theback of his cigarette pack, carefully extracting a smoke withboth ends twisted closed. He runs it under his nose, inhalingits fragrance like a connoisseur of fine cigars. “My last one.We had better smoke it in case the MPs come by before wereach the village.”

Standing in the open on the edge of the gravel road we pass the joint back and forth, sucking up the evidence. Myfirst dope in Vietnam. Not at all the safe, close gathering offriends I had envisioned this time would bring. The potentsmoke begins to lighten my head before the joint has dwindled to a roach. Roy is working on the last remains when anempty Lambretta rattles to a stop before us.

“You go village?”

“Right on. Ah, yes, we go village.”

“Village number ten. Two GIs die in village. Boo coo MP.”

Yes, but he will take us there. For two dollars he will take us. That is too much for so short a trip. Not too much.The danger to him. The price of gas. They barter in pigeonEnglish and Vietnamese with words that sound French sprinkled here and there. I do not understand most of the wordsbut the meaning comes through, and I understand that if we do not get under cover soon we will spend the next severalnights in the stockade. I give Roy a push. “Fuck the money,let’s go.”

Clattering down the road in the beat-up three-wheel machine, I begin to doubt that the possible pleasures of thisvillage could be worth the risks. I suggest to Roy that we goto the post he described on the far side of the village so that Ican fill my empty stomach, get plenty of beer to drink, andhave a safe place to sleep.

“No way. If we go on that post we won’t be able to get off again until morning. I’m not going to waste a night in therear with a bunch of sorry GIs. We can get something to eatin the village, and anything else we need as well. Don’t sweatit, man; we re going to have a good time. ”

“Okay, if you say so.” What have I got to lose? All we have to worry about is MPs who want to put us in cages, VCthat want to put us in our graves, parasites in our food, andvenereal disease if we get lucky.

“By the way, this village is strictly off-limits. When we hit the street don’t hang around in the open.”

At the entrance of the village the road wishbones around an island of two-story, brick buildings with white plasterfacing. Across the roads from this island of permanent structures are two solid walls of peasant hooches. Thatch andtin-sheet roofs intermesh to form a canopy over a maze ofwalls.

Our driver veers sharply to the left, urging us to didi mau even before we come to a stop. For a moment, as theLambretta speeds away, we are left in peace to gaze at thevillage through the shimmering, fuzzy-edged haze of ourmarijuana high. Fifteen feet off the clean line of the dustyroad curving out of view is a continuous wall of bamboo, tin,wooden planks, thatch, cardboard, and cloth. Individual dwellings can be loosely distinguished by a general consistency ofbuilding material over a ten- to twenty-foot section. Everyfew feet the wall is breached with openings for windows anddoorways covered with bamboo or cloth to keep out dust,heat, and curious eyes.

Then the quiet chaos of the street alters as awareness of our presence radiates into the village. Children abandon theirgames in the dirt and materialize from behind the ragged wallto race to our sides. We are surrounded by shrill, urgingvoices and hands that beckon, pull, and push. Disagreements between factions flare and die as we are swept along thecurrent. The main force of the adolescent stream deposits mebefore a sheath of coarse, brown cloth covering the doorwayin a dusty bamboo wall. Here, I resist the current still buffeting my backside. I do not wish to pass beyond the browncurtain. I do not trust what lies within. A hand of many yearsgrasps the drape, pulling it aside to reveal the peering eyesand weathered face of a mama-san of indeterminate age. Thehead bows slightly, an arm beckons me forward into herdusky lair. Not a chance, baby. Uh-uh, not me. Roy swirls bygrabbing my arm as he passes. “Get off the damn street.”

In the dim light of the hooch mama-san directs quiet, meaningless words at my face while the bedlam outside fadesand dissipates. The composed, miniature woman before mecould not be more than four foot eight or weigh more thaneighty pounds. Her skin is leathery and deeply lined, butbecause most Vietnamese women begin to show the signs ofage when they reach their late twenties and are old at thirty-five, I can only bracket this woman’s age at somewherebetween forty and sixty. Despite her venerable age and smallframe, her manner indicates that here she holds the power.

I nod to her unintelligible words in agreement. Surely she must be right. The corners of her mouth stretch into thebeginning of a smile. She turns and walks away, padding thehard earth floor with her sandaled feet. She leaves the roomthrough another curtained door opening onto what appears tobe a courtyard.

I stand in embarrassed stillness not knowing what to expect or do with my awkward largeness in this small, fragilespace. As my eyes adjust to the dull light, the details of theroom come into view. There are bamboo stringers an inchabove my head. Free-standing cloth screens separate the boxframe bed before me from a small living area with wovengrass mats on the floor. A second bed is situated in an alcoveon my left. A curtain is pulled across the alcove, revealingonly the head of the bed and the shy, curious eyes of a smallgirl. I smile at her. She giggles and lowers her eyes, understanding far more than I.

It is not long before mama-san returns with two girls in her wake. The girls’ eyes flit curiously between me and Roy,chattering their appraisal of fate’s draw, teasing and laughingwith one another, excited but reserved, like high-school girlsat a dance. While the lady of the house confers with Roy on the relationship between pleasure and money, one of thegirls tries a few phrases of broken English on me. She introduces herself as Kim and offers me a seat on the bed. Withher hands resting gently on my leg, she manages to makepleasant small talk in a unique form of English. The nearnessof this fragile, attractive young woman, and the imminentthreat of intimacy, are unsettlingly alien to my life of dealingin death. Her people and my people are killing each other.Here I am contemplating cohabitation with the enemy, or atleast coupling with the enemy. I must be paranoid. She doesnot look like the enemy. She does not even wear the usualprops of her profession. She wears no makeup, no perfume,no plunging neckline or skirt split to midthigh, yet her femininity and sexuality could not be more apparent. Her smile,her small, delicate, even features, her clear, smooth skin, herpert breasts under the simple white blouse combine to permeate me with an urgent thrill of desire. Her smile deepensand her eyes shine with a devilish gleam as she observes mygrowing interest.

“How does fifteen dollars for the night sound?” Roy’s voice retrieves me from the edge of my sexual mire.

The night? Fifteen dollars? Wait a minute. I never really agreed to this. What I agreed to was drinking some beer.This just sort of happened. The result of curiosity. After all, Iwas literally pushed into this place.

“I’m going to get a couple of packs of dope and some beer. Should I tell mama-san to get you the same?”

“Uh—sure, might as well.” I’m not ready for this. I would like to take some time, think it over, settle it in mymind. What about my promise to my girl back home? Yeah,home—that distant unreal place on the edge of memory. Ilook into the young Oriental face before me and try to picturethat other face with its Swedish features. I know it is in theresomewhere with its blurred edges and unfocused face, but Iam unable to conjure it into view just now. Neither can Imake any connection between the two worlds. How couldthat girl from my old life have any relevance to this girl withher hand on my thigh asking me if I like her?

“Sorry. What did you say?” I have never been with a prostitute. What is happening to my resolve?

“Where you go, GI? You no like me?”

“Oh . . . yes, I like you boo coo.” What the hell am Iprocrastinating for? There is no way I am going to let this opportunity slip through my sweaty paws.

“Okay, you give money now.”

“Money, right. Fifteen dollar.”

“You take off, okay?” she asks, tapping my boot with her foot on her way to the back door.

I have extracted my fragrant feet from my jungle boots and am almost out of my shirt when mama-san, Kim, and oneof the street urchins run into the room.

“MPs. MPs. Come quick.”

I grab my helmet and rifle while the girl scoops up my boots and socks. Roy and his girl tumble from their bed, amass of flailing bare limbs clutching for clothes to add to thebundles in their arms. In their panicked nakedness they lookso unlike the composed couple that retired behind the alcovecurtain a minute ago that I burst out laughing. Roy’s girl, herbare behind parked on the dirt floor, a wad of clothes pressedto her bare chest, stares at me icily, then begins to laugh aswell. Roy, who is trying to cover his erection, is not amused.He throws his clothes to the floor, then calmly plucks hispants from the pile. With an effort at dignity, he stuffs hislegs and then his manhood into his pants. Kim hustles us outthe back door muttering to herself about the dinky dau GIs.

We cross a communal courtyard created by the unbroken mass of surrounding hooches. The girls lead us through a gate that opens with a hidden latch. We crouch inside asmall, fenced enclosure with wooden pallets on the floor, anda faucet at the end of a five-foot-high section of galvanizedpipe. We are in an open-air shower. At the far end of theshower enclosure the girls are feverishly working a piece ofwire between two boards. A release is tripped. A two foot bytwo foot hatch door falls from what appeared to be a solidwall. Behind the opening is a space seven feet long, four feethigh, and just wide enough for the two single mattresses onthe floor. All four of us pile into the little room, replacing thedoor behind us.

When the MP alarm was first given, directly after Roy and I parted with our money, I half suspected that this was aphony raid to cover mama-san’s get away. Now with the girlsat our sides I feel more secure, my innate mistrust of thesepeople temporarily at rest.

Although the sun is setting, the crowded little room is stifling hot. Our bodies are soon slick with sweat. Roy’s girlhas climbed into the hideaway wearing only a blouse. She now exchanges the blouse for bra and panties while Kimstrips down to the same level to keep her outer clothes frombecoming soiled with sweat. Having two lithesome, shapelyfemale bodies wiggle around beside me is more temptationthan I can endure. I suggest screwing while we wait. Roy isgame but the girls beg off, claiming we would make noisesthe MPs might hear. I promise not to utter a pleasurableword, but my pleadings are interrupted by the sound ofwater splashing on the wooden pallet of the shower floor. Thegirls put a finger to their lips in the universal sign, “shhh.”

We listen through the splashing water for the sound of heavy boots on hard-packed earth. All, that is, except Roy.His full attention is focused on the crack where the wire fitsthrough the wall to trip the release on the trap door. Iassume he is acting as our lookout until a quiet series of oohsand aahs betrays his real interest. His girl forces him fromogling the form beneath the spray of water to take over thelookout spot herself.

No sooner do I hear the heavy steps I have been listening for when my ears are assaulted by a fiery torrent of Vietnamese from the girl in the shower. A few muffled,apologetic English words are offered in reply, but the blast ofVietnamese spews forth unabated.

The angry ruse continues for some time after it would seem to be necessary or useful. I think she is enjoying thisexcuse to vent her pent-up anger toward the meddling,intimidating military police. When at last her store of insultsare all hurtled into the air, she turns off the stream of splashing water, dries herself, and departs with a slam of the gate.

We wait another ten minutes in the increasing darkness until the all-clear signal is rapped upon our door. Darkness, ifnothing else, has brought a halt to the MPs’ search. The girlwho delivered the all-clear signal tells us through Kim’stranslation that one of the boys from a rival house informedthe MPs of our presence. The dauntless, bantam-weight headof this house has gone to negotiate with her troublesomeneighbor. The girls feel confident that she will put this treacherous act to rights.

Roy and his girl crawl from the saunalike atmosphere of our hidden room, their mass replaced by a rush of fresh nightair. I lie on my back breathing the cooling breeze, feeling itspleasant tingle on my bare, sweat-covered chest. Kim asksme something in her tongue; I pull her gently toward me in reply. There is no reason to further delay indulging in thepleasures of this delectable girl who has proven to be my ally.For an instant her face hovers over mine, a distant, questioning look in her eyes. I cup her face in my hands, guiding herlips to mine. We exchange a long kiss that tastes of saltymoisture. Slowly the body that I crave melts to the contoursof mine. My hands glide down the length of her back, lingering on the firm roundness of her buttocks, savoring thecreamy texture of her thighs. The feel of her courses throughmy fingertips, filling me with a desperate hunger. She pullsaway to release beautifully formed breasts from their halter.In the dim light I can still see the question in the large browneyes, but there is an intensity now, the distance gone. Sherolls on her back to slide silk panties down shapely legs,revealing vaginal lips naturally void of hair. Our bodies joinin the steamy room, sliding smoothly over each other, lubricated by the increasing slick of wetness between us. I revel inthe intercourse—no ecstasy is finer.

From the stories I have heard from other men I expect her to lie perfectly still, urging me to hurry. To my intensepleasure and amazement, she acts more like a lover than awhore. She seems to enjoy herself almost as much as I—eitherthat or she has great skill and enthusiasm for her trade.

Afterward, she sits me on a stool in the starlit shower enclosure, dousing me with water from a bucket warmed bythe day’s sun. She rubs me with soap-lathered hands, thoroughly washing every inch of my body. A loving mothernever washed her child with more attention. I rinse myselfunder the spray of cold water from the stand pipe while sheattends to the cleanliness of her own body.

After drying ourselves and dressing, she leads me by the hand back to the hooch. She serves my bowl of rice and fishsauce, and attends to my other needs, with quiet dignity, notat all the silly teenager I first met. She knows she performsher functions well and the pride she takes from her ability togive pleasure is clearly displayed.

With my second bowl of rice and my second, surprisingly good Vietnamese beer, I relax. I am confident this girl and all the people connected with this house will concernthemselves with my safety, at least for this one night. Still, itfeels odd hiding from Americans, being protected by Vietnamese. It is getting hard to tell who is on which side.

The girls retire to eat their dinner in another part of this maze of hooches. Roy relights the last half of one of his jointsand gives me a rambling account of his ten months in thefield. Like most grunts his stories concentrate on the amusing, on the capers of his friends. He avoids any mention ofthe Army and talks of firefights only as time references; justbefore the bridge ambush, three days after the big attack onthe NDP. Between anecdotes he keeps saying, “if I have tostay in the field one more month I’m going to go out of mymind. I just can’t do it anymore. I mean it. I’m going crazy.”


I do not doubt him. After about nine months in the field, when the jungle rot and ringworm have turned patches onyour skin black with decay, when almost everyone you metwhen you first joined your company is gone, when you haveexperienced enough death that you think you can take evenyour latest, best friend’s death in stride—then you begin torealize that all your bases for stability are gone, and if youreceive one more shock when your guard is down you aregoing to start screaming and you will never be able to stop.

During a moody pause we have carelessly let slip into depression, Roy’s girl walks into the room. Roy jerks himselfloose from his black mood, lets off a “hey hey hey, she hasreturned, swoops the girl off the floor, throws her on thebed, and slaps the curtain closed.

I lay back on my bed wondering what my future holds, but the sounds coming from behind Roy’s curtain make serious thought impossible. I hear Kim enter from the back ofthe hooch. I am surprised at how pleased I am to see her.She stands silently at the foot of the bed looking at me. Icannot read the meaning held in her clear, expressionlessface. After several seconds she arranges the screens for privacy. Without a word passing between us, she takes off herclothes and lies down beside me.

We caress each other in the shadowy lights of the bedside candle, savoring each curve, dip, and swell of the other’s form. Our coupling quickly builds to a peak of excitementwhere it is carefully sustained, floating in a state of ecstasy,each movement sucking out a gasp of unsurpassable pleasure.She feels so good I’d give my soul to go on like this forever.

Afterward she washes me in a pan of warm water, then retires to attend to her own needs. I struggle up to procureanother beer, and again become aware of my travelingcompanion.

“I needn’t ask if you are glad we came.” He sits on the edge of the bed, leaning back against the wall, the picture ofrelaxed contentment.


“No, you needn’t ask.”

He lights a joint. We pass it back and forth without conversation, taking in big hits of smoke, gazing at the darkwalls with unfocused eyes.

Soon sitting up is just too much effort. Lying back on the bed, I make sure the Kalashnikov rifle is securely wedgedbetween the head of the bed and the wall. With this act avague sense of uneasiness creeps into my mind. I am lyingten feet from the cloth-covered door leading to the street.Anyone could walk in and do what they wished once Roy andI go to sleep. I ponder possible solutions to this problem asmy heavy eyelids close. We could take turns standing watch,or tie a trip wire across the door with two cans attached sothey would rattle together if disturbed, or tie our rifles to ourwrists with a shoestring, or . . .

I wake to feel Kim’s hand pressed against my cheek, my mind lifting gently from a pleasant dream. I have not sleptthis soundly in a long, long time.

“Sun come. You go now. Maybe MP come?”

I prop myself up, looking for Roy. He is sitting on the edge of his bed lacing his boot top over a marijuana-filledpack of Marlboros. I follow his example, making sure mypants are bloused to hang down over my boot tops to coverthe bulges. When we have made the asked-for promises toreturn, a boy is sent outside to signal the driver mama-sanhas arranged to pick us up.




Roy passes the joint to me for the sixth time. In the distance a gigantic, glowing, red ball floats slowly up frombehind the jungle. My body vibrates to the rhythm of theLambretta’s tires. Cars blur as they whiz past in the oppositelane. The air we are rushing past is deliciously cool. Lastnight’s memories cling to me in happiness. I haven’t felt thisgood at the beginning of a day since I was a small boy, andeven that is probably a trick of time.

The Lambretta stops at a crossroad to let us off. Within minutes we are climbing into the back of an ARVN truck tojoin the three Vietnamese enlisted men already seated there.After polite nods all around, we are told that this truck isheading to their base camp on the outskirts of Saigon. Royinquires about the availability of beer at their camp at this early hour of the morning.

“No beer until 1100, except in teahouse,” they tell us, “Teahouse always open, but beer expensive. Teahouseexpensive.”

“This place is right on the post,” I ask, “with girls and everything?”

“Yes, on the post.”

“What a great setup. Nothing like some ladies of the evening to keep the troops content. I must suggest a similararrangement on U.S. posts the next time I see Westmoreland,” I quip.

“Westmoreland?” retorts Roy in disbelief. “Westmoreland isn’t the commander in Vietnam anymore.”

“He’s not?” I ask, feeling that I’ve missed something important. “What happened to him?”

“He was replaced by Creighton Abrams a couple of months ago.”

“No shit? Nobody told me.” I can’t imagine why it matters, but I like to know which group of fools has my life inits feckless hands.

“Hey, fuck this army stuff.”

“Oh, right. Sorry.”

We tell the ARVNs that we will buy the beer if they will show us where this teahouse is. They giggle and exchangeknowing looks—dinky dau GIs want to get drunk beforebreakfast—but, okay, they will show us. A few hours in theteahouse would cost them a week’s wages. How can they sayno?

The thatch-roofed bar we walk into is deserted except for a middle-aged Vietnamese woman lavishing her attention ona teenaged stud perched on a stool behind the bar. Theyreluctantly divert their mutual attention to the less-interestingtask of attending to these customers with the bad taste to callat this ridiculous hour. We order two rounds of beer to fillthe time while mama-san shuffles off to wake some of thegirls.

Our laughter echoes through the empty bar in answer to Roy’s string of dirty jokes. Our beer supply is drained andreplaced again before two sleepy girls plop down beside Royand me with a disturbing lack of enthusiasm. By the time athird and fourth girl have been pried from their beds andprodded to our table, three more rounds have passed, leavingour guides on the edge of serious drunkenness. The tea the girls are drinking, at fifty cents a shot, is doing nothing toimprove their gloomy countenances. The two latest additionsto our table are further miffed by the demeaning assignmentof attending to peasant enlisted men whose lack of fundsusually excludes them from this place. The battle of egosbetween the drunken men and the offended women comes toa head when the most handsome of the Vietnamese mendeclines to buy his girl a second tea, suggesting a reductionin the twelve-dollar fee for sex instead. The insulted girl fliesinto a rage. The target of her anger is too proud and drunk toshy away. He stands his ground, countering her rage withdemeaning retorts. The anger spreads until all the Vietnameseare yelling at one another with growing vehemence.

“Well, Roy, I’d have to be drunker or hornier to go to bed with any of these women. What do you think?”

“I think I just lost whatever interest I was working up. Let’s get out of here. ”

We ease through the angry fog of words, retrieve our rifles from behind the bar, and sail out the door.

We catch a ride with the first truck heading out the gate. With the back of the truck to ourselves, we each light up aMarlboro joint to quell any suspicions that might be raised bypassing one joint back and forth. My head begins to reel fromthe effects of the potent grass added to the alcohol high thathas yet to reach its full impact. To calm my spinning mind Iconcentrate on the travelogue of picturesque tropical countryside flicking by on its 360-degree screen. The announcer’svoice is muffled, drowned in the roar of the wind against myeardrums. At first I struggle to comprehend the theme of thefilm, but I am soon content to sit back and enjoy thecinematography.

The whirling in my head leaves without notice. My face smiles. Part of me knows this is ridiculous; the rest of meagrees and thinks it’s funny as hell. Roy interrupts my travelogue by launching into a weird story that only occasionallymakes sense. The more I listen and pretend to understand,the more confused I become. The trouble is, he always startslaughing at the beginning of the funny parts and is in uncontrollable stitches, barely able to gasp incoherent words, before he gets to the punchline. He makes such a hystericalfool of himself and enjoys it so completely that I can’t helpjoining the contagious laughter.

We are clutching the laugh pains in our sides when Roy interrupts a guffaw to make an astute observation. “Man, thisis great stuff’—which is closely followed by a brilliantsuggestion—“let’s have another one.”


After careful deliberation I deliver my concurring opinion, “Yep, great stuff”—and agree with his projection for future action—“ah, okay.”

Toward the end of a series of smoke-filled breaths Roy catapults from his seat, looking hard at the sun then down atthe countryside and back at the sun.

“Where the hell are we?”

“Don’t ask me. Somewhere in sunny, fun-filled Vietnam.”

“Well, shit! We re going the wrong way.”

“You’re absolutely right. The world is that way,” I say, pointing down the road stretching behind us.

He ignores me, intent on pounding on the canvas-coveredcab.

“Dung lai. Dung lai.”

The driver brings his truck to a halt. We pile over the tailgate to land in a heap of uncontrollable laughter at theedge of the road.

“Shhh. Shhh. Come on, man, we’ve got to get our act together. Nobody is going to pick up a couple of lunaticslying on the side of the road,” I manage to squeeze outbetween bursts of laughter, not moving from the comfortableposition on my back.

“They’ll stop for us. They’ll think we re wounded,” chuckles Roy, staggering to his feet only to fall into a ditch a few feet away.

I prop myself up on an elbow to try to locate my errant friend. Hollow snickers issue from beneath a pair of legslapping over the edge of the ditch.

“Man, you’re a wreck.”

“Wrecked, wasted. Call a medic,” he yells.

I struggle to my feet to help extricate him from the ditch. Standing over him, I offer my hand. He latches onto itand gives a mighty tug that sends me into the ditch on top ofhim, resulting in another bout of uncontrollable laughterreverberating down the ditch.

“Quiet. I hear a jeep.”

We scramble out of the ditch, raising our arms to the approaching ride, desperately trying to stifle our giggles.

“Oh, shit. There’s an officer in that jeep. Act straight.”

“Straight it is, Sarge.”


The jeep stops before us.

“Fine day, isn’t it, sir?” I greet the captain in the passenger’s seat, grinning like an idiot.

“What the hell are you guys doing out here?”

“Lost, sir.” I answer, climbing into the back of the jeep despite the lack of invitation. If he looks at my uncontrollablybeaming face for another second he will know that I amstoned.

“We thought this was the road to Due Phen, sir,” adds Roy, giving me a look of exasperation.

“Due Phen? Where the hell is that?” asks the sergeant behind the wheel, eyeing me suspiciously.

“Twenty-five miles northwest of Saigon,” I answer immediately, relieved that he does not know where Due Phen is, because neither do I. “Where are you headed?”

“Bien Hoa.”

“Well, I think we had better go back to Long Binh and try again,” I say, noticing that Roy is clutching the spare tire,his body jerking in spasms of silent mirth. I think he knowswhere Due Phen is, if it’s anywhere at all.

I am thankful the noise from the jeep and the roar of passing air discourages further conversation.

A series of rides delivers us to a second teahouse near a metropolis that is probably Saigon. The cavernous main roomwith its fifteen-foot ceiling and long-screened, glassless windows bathe a checkered tile floor with harsh daylight, drivingout any vestige of the intimate security found in the darkclose spaces of a comfortable bar. Roy and I cross an expanseof floor large enough for forty couples to swap sweat simultaneously, and slide into one of the paint- and vinyl-coveredplywood booths that line the walls. Like a stadium before agame, the room is stripped bare for action, void of decor.What drab, mercenary mind would dare make a cathousethis cold and barren? There are places to sit, booze from thebar, and women who appear and disappear at random. Thenecessities. Two ARVN NCOs and a young Vietnamese dressedin civilian clothes huddle close to their women, conversing inhushed tones as if to preserve the tomblike atmosphere.

Roy and I work restlessly at our beer while the two pros at our sides sip their tea and chat indifferently betweenthemselves. The girls are pleasant enough to look at, but theyare hard and bored and uninviting. This mortuary of debauchery drags our rarefied high into the mind-numbing pit of reality. When the girls start clamoring for another tea wedrain our beers and head for the door.

Back in the glaring sun, people and machines bustle across the blurry-edged tunnel of my vision. Anesthetized bythe energy flowing around me I stand immobile, waiting forsome of the cast-off power to seep into my pores. Instead, thelow modulations of a listless voice casually vibrates its message: “I have to be in Long Binh before twelve.”

The words crumble the last remains of my party mood. I had pushed all thoughts of the aid station from my mind.Now I must face reality. We make our way north in silence,trying to focus muddled minds on the immediate future. If Ireturn to Di An now, whatever disciplinary action the brassmight take should be minimal. On the other hand, whyshould I sacrifice my sanity and my body to this meaninglessdisplay of military bravado? Desertion seems the most reasonable course of action, but try as I might, I cannot think ofany viable way for a nearly broke acting corporal to flee thecountry. The idea of walking away from this war and thisarmy does not trouble my sense of honor. They are bothamoral, corrupt, foul institutions deserving no respect ordedication. But the desertion of my company and my countrywould haunt me. I would be a fugitive in my own home,wondering if one of those stark faces I see when I close myeyes would go on living, if one less leg would be severed, ifone mind would be preserved to return home to heal, if I hadremained where I was supposed to be.

Across from the gate to Long Binh, the truck stops to make the left-hand turn across the flow of traffic. I say a quickfarewell to Roy as I slip over the tailgate, eager to putdistance between myself and the MPs in the guardhouse onthe opposite side. In less than a minute I am in the back ofanother truck, heading north. I challenge my drugged mindto make a decision about my destination, but by the time wepass the Di An cutoff that decision remains unmade. I havethe truck stop, feeling that I should decide something beforegoing on.

I stumble into the brush to escape the highway traffic, automatically checking the ground before me for booby traps.I could go to Saigon and engage in black marketeering. Withcare I should be able to avoid being picked up for the monthsit would take to accumulate the necessary money to hire aplane to Cambodia or Thailand—if there are any nonmilitary aircraft in this bloody country, and if there is a place wherewe could land without getting arrested. And then what?

I reach the road to Di An and follow it toward the town. I could just wander around Vietnam for a while. It feels goodto be free. Of course, I would start going hungry tomorrowwhen my money ran out. In fact, I have no need to wait untiltomorrow; I am hungry now. One meal yesterday, nonetoday. I wish I had the five hundred dollars I sent to the bankin California. With that kind of money I could set myself upin some kind of lucrative, shady business.

My train of thought is broken by a jeep stopping beside me. A Vietnamese major addresses me in his language. Hiswords are meaningless to me. He tries again. I assume he isoffering me a ride. I thank him but decline. Looking offendedhe issues some sharper words that include bac bac and VC.No, I say, no ride, thanks anyway. He assumes that pissed offsuperior-officer look. For a moment there is an awkwardsilence, then he jams his finger toward the northeast, “DiAn?”

“Yes,” I agree, that is the direction of Di An. He nods, points at me, then at the back of the jeep. I give up andclimb to my appointed spot. I have again made a decision bydefault. Facing it, I suppose it is the only decision I can livewith—at least for now. Maybe when I get crazier and knowmore I will take a shot at freedom, but not yet.

I trudge through the powdery, roadside dust of the base camp, dreading reporting to battalion, dreading even morethe prospect of running into the personnel at the aid stationwhere I am heading to pick up my poncho liner and shavingkit. The shaving kit I can do without, but the poncho liner isthe one luxury item I own and I would like to hang onto it. Ifit is still outside the aid station door I will attempt to retrieveit. After all, one man in jungle fatigues and helmet looksmuch the same as any other from a distance.

From the corner of an adjacent building I can see my goods propped against the outside wall just the way I leftthem. I adjust the strap of the AK over my shoulder, obscuring the stock as much as possible with my back and arm.Walking as casually as my altered equilibrium will allow, Ihead for the left side of the aid station door where I cannot beseen from within. Scooping my belongings off the ground, Iskirt the side of the building, cross an open patch of ground,and shield myself from view between two barracks. That was easy, now all I have to do is deal with whoever is waiting forme at battalion.

The battalion is spread over three separate areas. The first cluster of four buildings is designated for the occasionalovernight use of the four field companies. Moving east alongthe southern perimeter of the base camp is a larger area fornew personnel and field troops pausing in transit. Furthereast is a much larger area containing the offices, the messhall, and the barracks where the rear echelon personnel arestationed.

As I walk into the field company’s rear area I realize I don’t know where I’m supposed to report. I’ll act dumb andplay it by ear. I won’t have to fake the dumb part. My brainfeels like a useless lump of mush. This is the first time in mylife that I’ve produced a hangover before lunch. I glancethrough all four of the bleak buildings. The place is as deserted as a ghost town. I’m tempted to stay here, out of harm’sway, a lone form haunting the shadows of the Army. However, the longer I delay the more trouble I bring down onmyself. I cross the road to the east.

My anxiety is somewhat relieved when I see a loose formation of new men gathered outside the orderly room. I’lljust blend into the back of the formation and pretend that Ibelong there. Five steps short of the last row of men, a voicebooms from the front of the formation, “Name?”

I look over the rows of new camouflaged helmet covers to meet the eyes of the well-muscled, surprisingly young E-7in charge.

“Shook,” I answer, hoping the name elicits no special response.

“Where the hell have you been?”

Uh-oh. Half the heads in the formation swivel to get a look at this deviant soldier. Very unmilitary of them. I seemto be blending poorly. Let me see, where have I been? Thatquestion covers a lot of territory.

“I’ve been to the aid station.” That’s a nice safe answer until I can determine how much he knows.

“That was yesterday. Where have you been since then?” He’s getting testy, I’d better come up with somethingbelievable.

“After the people at the aid station finished not doing what they were supposed to do, I returned to my company’srear area. But nobody was there so I, ah, went to the EM club and got drunk and, ah, woke up a little while ago in oneof those bunkers and came looking for somebody to report to.Is this the right place?” I think that hits the correct balance ofignorance and stupidity.

The sergeant grumbles at his clipboard. Even if he does believe my story he can still get me for not reporting for dutylast night and this morning.

“Shook, you see that truck over there?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“It is leaving for the heliport in two minutes. Get on it and return to your company.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” I answer, trotting away. Thank heavens the easiest thing to do with a malcontent is to let someoneelse worry about him. It is a good thing I did not get heretwo minutes later. If I had missed this truck the sergeantwould have done something to me for sure. What am Isaying? Whatever he would have done would have beenbetter than returning to the field.

Jogging to the truck makes me aware of the two packs of marijuana in my boots. Maybe things worked out for the bestafter all.

Back at Delta’s NDP I am disappointed to learn my platoon is on patrol. I was looking forward to a reunion, eventhough I have only been away for thirty hours. Well, I guessit doesn’t matter. The guys and I will be seeing plenty of eachother over the next several months.

I find the XO talking to a sergeant in front of the HQ bunker. I explain what did and did not happen with my eyeexamination. He listens with apparent interest, then tells mehe will get back to me.

I am engrossed in the effort of reading a moldy western by the fading light of day when the XO stops by to tell me Iwill be accompanying him to the rear in the morning. Heoffers no further information and I resist asking, not wantingin any way to disrupt a good thing.

The next day the first available flight does not reach Di An until the early afternoon. I have not learned any morefrom the XO except that he is still working on a reassignmentfor me and he wants me to stay in the rear until my reassignment orders come through. Perhaps there is hope.

I consider it unwise to face the E-7 at battalion alone after ruffling him yesterday. I decide it will be best to announce my return at evening formation where he will not have as much time to concentrate on my case. I head for theEM club to celebrate what I hope will be my permanentretirement from the field.

Handing the bartender a paper dime in exchange for a cool beer, I look over the scattering of drinkers in the nearlyempty bar. Against the far wall, with his back to me, I spot avaguely familiar head of thinning hair bent over a pad ofpaper. As I get closer he looks more and more like AllenGillis without glasses. I walk over and say hi. He looks up atme from far away until recognition lights up his face with abig smile.

“Shook, you sorry son of a bitch. How are you? Still in one piece, I see. Sit down.

“You look different without your glasses. Did you find a miracle cure for myopia out there in the dark reaches of thejungle?”

“Hell, no. I found a cure for being in the field when the shit is getting heavy.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you’re in here shirking your duty to God, country, and Graves Registration?”

“That about covers it. Things are getting hairy out there. We got a lot of guys hurt. I had to get out of there for a whileso I put the boot to my glasses.”

We were on the outer edge of a different world when we last met. I have not seen Allen since we spent our first twoweeks in-country together. He is an unlikely combat soldierwith eyes that cannot see anything beyond twenty feet without glasses. Back in the world he was an art teacher with awell-developed sensitivity toward all living things. He wasdrafted from a cozy job at a college on the edge of the RockyMountains. He loved it there with the coeds and the cabinsin the forest. Some people do not make good killers. Allen isone of those people.

He is going to be in the rear for a few days while his new glasses are being made, so we both have something to celebrate. The beer comes around and goes down, lubricating thekind of intense conversation neither one of us has had forweeks. Eighteen empty cans litter the table before we sloshto the battalion in time to make the evening formation.

Sergeant Schultz, the E-7 in charge of the new men and the transient field troops, recognizes me immediately.

“Shook, I told you to rejoin your company. What the hell are you doing back here?”

“Just following orders, Sergeant. I went back to the field. My XO told me to come back her and stay here until Iam reassigned.”

“That doesn’t cut shit with me. I haven’t got any orders on you.”

“The lieutenant flew in with me this afternoon. He is still around here somewhere, you can check with him.”

“We ll see about that. In the meantime report to the communications bunker. There is a prisoner there they wanta field troop to guard.”

I have to ask directions twice before locating the building referred to as the communications bunker. The actual bunker turns out to be located deep beneath the building, aconcrete haven restricted for the use of the important peopleand their radiotelephones in the event of a serious attack.

“Somebody here send for a guard?”

“Over here,” answers a lieutenant turning his attention from the panel of electronics before him. He looks me over,his eyes settling on my rifle. “What the hell are you doingwith an AK?”

“I didn’t think it would be appropriate to bring my M-60, sir.”

“I hope you have the ammunition to go with it.”

“Certainly . . . sir.”

“Good. That little jerk over there is your prisoner. If he tries to escape, shoot him. I’m tired of sending people to lookfor him.”

The man in custody is not a Vietnamese as I had assumed; instead, I am faced with a very gloomy GI. Pulling up a chair across from the nineteen-year-old criminal, I try toengage him in conversation to keep the excess of alcohol andmy lack of food from putting me to sleep. He is not communicative but eventually I learn he has been awol for most of hisfirst four months in-country. He is facing three Article 15s, acourt-martial, and an extended tour of one year and eightmonths in Vietnam—not counting whatever time he draws inLBJ. It is a sobering revelation considering my own plans.

At 0200 I escort the prisoner to the outhouse at his request. Standing outside the latrine door, smelling the sweetfragrance of marijuana drifting through the fly screen, I realize what a mistake they made picking me for this duty. Thereis no way I am going to shoot this guy. I can easily outrun him, but if he took off I am not sure I would give chase.There he is standing in the doorway offering me a toke—thisguy is never going to make it. I take him back inside wherehe promptly asks the lieutenant if he can lie down. Thelieutenant obligingly handcuffs him to a metal cot.

I sit in a chair at the foot of the bed waiting for the great escape to arrive. Macabre newsreels flash through closedeyes, depriving the mind of its rest. Battle scenes filled withfear and frustration alternate with scenes of rioters screamingat their rulers. The rulers stand staunchly erect under animpressive weight of rare jewels, elevated before the mob inimpregnable glass cases, sparkling eyes focused upon somedistant point, smiling lips pulled back to reveal sharpened,blood-drenched fangs.

I awake at dawn thankful to find my prisoner asleep. A quiet half hour passes before my relief arrives. I head for themess hall to placate a disgruntled stomach. The food at thebattalion mess isn’t actually good, but the milk isn’t curdled,the butter isn’t rancid, and the bread hasn’t begun to mold.The eggs even come out of shells. The meal is a hungrygrunt’s delight.

Looking forward to a new life in the security and comfort of a large base camp, I join the morning formation ready tohappily perform whatever rotten detail Sergeant Schultz hasdredged up. He doesn’t keep me in suspense. I am the firstitem on his morning’s agenda.

“Shook, get on that truck. You’re going back to the field. ’’ “What?” I wasn’t prepared for this.

“You hard of hearing this morning, Private?”

“But Sergeant, I was told to stay here.”

“Now I’m telling you, until I get orders to the contrary, you’re going back to the field. ”

“But Sergeant ...”

“Get on that truck. ”

His tone makes it clear that further argument would be counterproductive. There must be something I can do. Thiscan’t be happening again. I feel like a piece of misaddressedmail.

The big Chinook eases down into the jungle clearing with nothing on board except me and the crew. Something isgoing on. The entire company is milling around piles of gear.

I make my way through the confusion until I find Sandy.

“What’s going on?”


“The company is moving to a new NDP. What are you doing back here?”

“That’s what I would like to know. Where’s Norris?”

“He was over by the ammo bunker a minute ago. ” “Thanks.”

Norris is in the bunker giving instructions concerning which crates will accompany the platoon to the new NDP.When he is finished he turns to face me.

“Shook, what the hell are you doing here?”

Jesus. The question of the week. “Sergeant Schultz ordered me back to the field. He said he didn’t have any orders for me to stay in the rear.”

“Orders? Well, shit. Stay put, I’ll be right back.”

I stand around for ten minutes feeling completely out of place waiting for my future to be decided while my buddiesare busy packing their gear. Captain Wilkins approaches at afast gait, his face radiating irritation. He is the last man onearth I want to aggravate. I go to meet him.

“I thought I left orders for you to stay in the rear until you were reassigned.”

The realization that this is exactly the problem flashes through my mind. Out here orders are verbal and no onequestions them. In the rear orders are delivered on pieces ofpaper. “Yes sir, you did. I informed the sergeant in chargethat the XO told me to stay in the rear until I was reassigned,but he said he didn’t have any such orders and demanded Ireturn to the field. I am sorry to cause you a problem, sir,but the sergeant was most adamant.”

Wilkins focuses his attention on the ground. I can almost see my life being chased around inside his skull. I stand verystill. He looks up and smiles. There is hope in that smile.

“You tell that sergeant that I am a captain and he is a sergeant and I have ordered you to stay in the rear until youare reassigned. Now I know you won’t disobey an order fromyour captain. ”

“No, sir, I certainly won’t.”

“You stay here tonight and fly into Di An with my XO in the morning. I don’t want to see you out here again.”

“You won’t, sir—and thank you.”

He grins and walks away. The relief I feel is mixed with sorrow. There goes a man who may have saved my life, and Iwill probably never see him again. God knows I am grateful,but he has no legitimate reason I know of to send me to the rear. I respect the captain for his determination to maintainhis honor and integrity, while many of those around him seekonly personal glory, but I fear his action on my behalf is theaftermath of the destruction of his career. Major Barlow doesnot need to bring Wilkins’s disobedience in the bean field upfor disciplinary action to permanently damage the captain’scareer. Bad fitness reports will do the job without exposingthe criminally reckless nature of the major’s orders.

I find Boston and Franklin in time to help carry their gear to the waiting chopper. We yell good-byes over the roarof the Chinook’s twin jet engines. As they jog up the ramp tothe cargo bay I cannot help wondering if this is the last time Iwill see them. If I knew they were going to be all right itwould not bother me to be left behind. But their chances offinishing their tours unscathed are poor, and if I stay withthem our chances would still be poor. I will have to settle forfeeling sorry for them and for being grateful that unexplainable fortune is allowing me to escape. Besides, if Bostonthought I purposely screwed up my chance to get out of thefield he would never forgive me.

Four hours later the first load of men from the replacement company descends upon our jungle clearing. Delta’s remaining platoon takes their place on board the big Chinook.Twin props blast the ground with gale-force winds as thecumbersome machine makes its way into the sky. I turn towatch the chopper fade into the distance, feeling an undefined significance in its parting; an altering in the course oflives.




The next day I fly in from our old NDP to stand once more in Sergeant Schultz’s noon formation.

“Private Shook, I see you have returned to us again,” says the sergeant. “Well, you’re in luck. There is a supplytruck leaving for Delta’s new NDP this very afternoon. Geton it.”

“Sorry, Sergeant, not this time,” I answer in a calm voice, hoping to stir his curiosity rather than his wrath.

“Listen, Private, I don’t want to hear no shit from you. You get your butt on that truck right fuckin’ now.”

“Can’t do it, Sergeant. My captain told me to tell you that he is a captain and you are a sergeant, and he orderedme to stay in the rear until I was reassigned. I must obey my commanding officer regardless of what you say. ”

Schultz is speechless. He knows he should not bring himself into direct conflict with an officer, yet how can heendure this defiance of his authority in front of more thanforty witnesses? He stands behind his podium, glaring inimpotent fury. After a couple of minutes of awkward silencehe regains control of himself and carries on with the otherbusiness at hand.

When he dismisses the formation he curtly orders me to come with him. I follow him around the side of the orderlyroom to the edge of a shallow hole.

“I want this hole six feet deep, six feet wide, and twenty feet long. Start digging.”

Taking the shovel from his outstretched hand. I start to scoop dirt from what I presume is going to be a bunkersimilar to those adjacent to each of the barracks. Schultzstands above me with his arms folded across his chest, morethan ready for me to show some sign of insolence. When Ioffer none, he returns to his office in the orderly room.

I dig into the soft ground at a measured pace I can easily maintain until dinnertime. Periodically I feel Schultz’s eyespeering at me from the dim quiet of the orderly room. After Ihave exposed my back to the tanning effects of sun and soilfor five hours, my overlord comes to inspect my work. Hecontemplates the hole, then me, then the hole again, notseeming to gain satisfaction from either view.

“Go to chow” is his only comment.

I spend the night on guard with two new guys. This is their first time on perimeter guard and their nervousnessshows. While I demonstrate how to set out the claymores,they constantly glance up to scan the half-mile strip of barrenland separating the base from the surrounding jungle, as ifthey expect a hoard of enemy soldiers to come slitheringtoward us at any moment. I do my best to assure them of thesecurity of our position. I explain about the artillery, themortars, and the armored vehicles behind us. I point out thefifty-foot towers with their radar and starlight scopes placedalong the perimeter line between every seventh bunker. Itell them about the rows of wire before us, the mines, thetrip flares, the fifty-gallon drums of foo gas. They are reasonably impressed, but not overly assured.

Sitting under the sloped tin roof of our sleeping shelterwe watch a sudden rainstorm pelt water into growing puddles and overflow into the bunker before us. The roof, thunderingunder the heavy drops, is just high enough in front to accommodate a man sitting upright. A slightly raised wooden floorprotects us from the flood spreading across the ground. Sandbag walls, four rows high, offer some protection from thesides and rear, but in the event of an attack we must plungeinto the water rapidly filling our bunker.

We arrange the watches into segments of one hour and twenty minutes each, so that each man is responsible for tworelatively short turns at guard. I draw the first watch. For anhour the rain prevents me from seeing or hearing anything ata distance of more than twenty feet. Then it suddenly stops.A quiet lull ensues, as if all creation is straining to hear thevanished sound. A frog belches into the void. It sounds asgood as ever so it lets loose a second croak, which is answered by a neighbor. Rubbing together its forewings a cricketchirps the all-clear signal to its kind, and they rejoice, fillingthe air with a brash symphony. I wake the next man, and rollinto my poncho liner.

Perhaps I should not have assured my companions that they are as safe in Di An as they will ever be in Vietnam, orperhaps I should have mentioned that one can be shot forsleeping on guard in a combat zone. In the dawn’s gray light Imarvel at the peacefully sleeping forms beside me. Going tosleep on guard is not all right, not even to a fuck off like me.But perhaps I am overreacting. This is not the field. Nonetheless, I point out that while the protection in front of uswill slow down an assault, it is no guarantee against a fewmen slipping through the wire and cutting our throats. Although they are respectfully quiet during my discourse, I donot believe their stateside mentalities have yet accepted thathere the continuation of their lives cannot be taken for granted.

At the morning formation Sergeant Schultz radiates a vengeful glee as he informs me that I am henceforth permanently assigned to the shit-burning detail. Of all the rearechelon tasks the Army has yet devised, shit burning, as Ilearned in my early days at Long Binh, is at the top of theirlong list of rotten things to do. The latrines of Di An areessentially your basic, time-honored, two- to four-hole outhouses. The one major deviation from the standard is the lackof a hole beneath the structure. In the hole’s stead squats afifty-gallon oil drum cut down to a height of twenty inches. My duty lies with these drums.

Every morning after breakfast I lift the screened hatch in the back of an outhouse, drag the brim-full containers fromtheir resting place, ease them down the six-inch lip of theconcrete foundation with a splash of the nauseous contents,drag the weighty, oscillating wastes twenty feet, pour a liberal dose of diesel over the mess, add a dash of gasoline, andstand back to flip matches into the barrels. I then retreat asfar as possible as odoriferous black columns of smoke billow topollute the air.




Once a week the barrels require emptying. The most difficult part of this task is finding a previously unused patchof earth within a reasonable distance of the outhouse. Eachtime I plunge my shovel into the ground, slimy evidence ofprevious burials appear. When I finally locate a plot of unfertilized earth, I dig a pit and dump the barrels, careful toprevent any upward thrusts of globular matter from touchingmy person. Flooding the area with diesel, I purify the wholedisgusting mess in an inferno befitting a godly man’s righteous wrath.

My first experience with this task at the placement center in Long Binh nearly brought up my lunch, but subsequent dealings with the lifeless forms from which this matter comes has steeled my sense of revulsion. If Sergeant Schultzis counting on this unpleasant chore to make me clamor fora return to the field he is woefully out of touch with reality. Icannot even manage to work up a healthy dislike for the man.As long as he concentrates his energies on an attempt tomake my life miserable instead of procuring orders for myreturn to the field, I am content.

Besides, there is a good side to the fecal detail. No person of authority ventures anywhere near my work. Theyare content to supervise from afar. The pillars of smoke risingfrom the east, south, and west peripheries of the compound areample proof of my diligence. Except for the once a weekburial detail, my morning work is done by ten, leaving meample time to wash up and disappear.

I head for the dilapidated movie house across the street from the main EM club. I climb into the projectionist’splatform where I cannot be seen from below. Secure in myhideaway, I smoke a little grass and write despondent lettersor watch birds scratch the dirt floor for scraps of food left bythe men who come to watch the weekly movie. Shafts of sunlight stream through the multitude of cracks in the weathered wooden walls, illuminating vertical slabs of dust-filledair, splashing bright streaks across the wooden benches andup the torn bed sheet movie screen hanging from the farwall.

Here in the quiet of this rickety shell of a building there is peace and solitude and space to wonder. Somehow thissafe, meaningless existence is more depressing than being inthe field—not that I would trade depression for horror andmisery and fear.

At 1100 the EM club opens. I wander over to tilt a beer or two, and by lunchtime I am blessing the luck that broughtme here.

Life in the rear soon settles into a stagnant routine. I return from breakfast to join the line of men policing thefour-acre compound. The sun emerges over the horizon tothe crunch of paper and the clink of empty cans dropping intoplastic sandbag receptacles. After the morning formation thenew guys are sent to brigade school while I send odoriferoussmoke signals to heaven. After lunch and noon formation Iwork on the orderly room bunker until dinner. Every night Iguard the perimeter and sleep five hours on the shelter floor.Twenty-six cents an hour, twenty-four hours a day, sevendays a week.

After two weeks it is clear that my routine differs from that of the other men. The difference is in little things, likethe hour or two they get off every afternoon, or a freeevening every second or third night, or no duty on Sundaymorning. But I cannot complain. I know a hundred men whowould gladly take my place.

My complacency seems to mystify Sergeant Schultz. Is it curiosity that brings him daily to the excavation site to workat my side, or is it for the exercise, as he claims? For half anhour he sweats in the sun and engages me in conversationsthat can almost be termed congenial. He has also begunsending me assistants. One day I got an ancient, shriveledup, betel nut-stained, four-foot four-inch mama-san. Her jobwas to hold sandbags while I filled them with dirt, but shedid far more than prop up sandbags. For five hours shelectured me on many and varied subjects in rapid, exuberantVietnamese. Unfortunately, I could not understand more thantwenty words of the entire monologue. I tried to talk her outof some of the betel nuts that I figured were the main contributing factor to her good humor, but she just laughedand told me I was a dinky dau GI.

Another day a matched pair of invalids was assigned to help me with the weekly shit memorial and cremation service. My helpers were from Bravo Company; they both hadbroken forearms and both injuries occurred on the samenight. Neither wanted to talk about it. I suspected theirbroken arms had a lot in common with Allen’s shatteredglasses. The mere fact that they were assigned to help meindicated that somebody believed their injuries were notkosher. Then again, maybe the joke was on me; a man withone arm is not too swift with a shovel.

Although there is no indication that Sergeant Schultz intends to slacken my schedule, he now provides drinkingwater in the afternoon, and even pokes his head out of hisoffice once in a while to tell me to take a break. His anger hascooled, but there is something else, something that motivateshim to keep pushing me.

I soon learn that virtually all new men sleep on guard. The few times a buck sergeant was sent to inspect the perimeter he found only one or two men awake, and once, everyman in our seven-bunker area was asleep. The sergeant reported the situation to his superiors, but to my surprise anddisgust the local hierarchy decreed this was not an issue ofimportance. Well, if they didn’t give a damn about the conduct of the men on guard I figure I might as well go alongwith the wisdom from above.

This is my eighteenth consecutive night on guard. I’m so bored I could scream. One of the new guys is bitching aboutbeing put on guard for the third night in a row. I can’t standit. I’m going for a beer.

The sergeant of the guard has already been by to make sure our positions are manned. If he sticks to his previousschedule he won’t be back until after midnight, if at all. Itell the guys that I must return to the company area for anhour or two. Promising to bring them some goodies upon myreturn, I skirt the company area and head for the main EMclub.

To my delight I find a familiar face at the crowded bar. One of the medics from Delta Company is in the rear for thenight en route to Hawaii to meet his wife for R and R.Together we fantasize endless sexual encounters and tall drinkswith ice and bikini-clad bodies on white sand beaches and showers and rolling in clean sheets and snorkeling amongtropical fish and walking hand in hand with our ladies until Ibeg him to stop before he drives me crazy with impossibledreams.

To change the subject I ask him for news of the company, half afraid of what I might hear. Thankfully, there has only been one casualty since I left. A guy I knew only by sightwas shot through the neck by ARVNs. He subsequently diedbecause the medivac was forty-five minutes late reaching thepatrol.

There is a moment of silence as the medic stares at his hands, remembering again, as he will always remember, thedeath he tried so hard to prevent.

“How’s the captain doing?” I ask, trying to change the topic to a lighter subject.

“He’s gone.”

“Gone? Where?”

“I don t know. We came in from ambush one morning and were greeted by a first lieutenant who told us he was ournew CO.”

“What happened to Wilkins?”

“No one’s saying. If his tour was up, we would know. I mean, there’s no reason to keep that secret. Some of the guysthink Barlow got him. ”

“That bastard.”

“Yeah, there are a lot of folks that would like to put an end to that maniac’s life. Unfortunately, I think we missedour chance. He only has about a month left on his six-monthtour. That chicken shit hasn’t come near us since one of theboys put a hole in his chopper.”

“Don’t you have any good news?”

“Nope. The battalion has pulled back to take up a position four miles north of here. VC activity is picking up in the area. We haven’t gotten much of it yet, but Alpha and Bravohave been getting mortared pretty heavily.”

“Sounds like something is building up.”

“That’s the word, all right. Oh yeah, the XO is getting so short he won t go out to the field anymore, either. Two moreweeks and he will be on the freedom bird to the world. ”

“Well, now that you’ve gotten me depressed and half drunk, I think I’ll go back to the perimeter and see if anyonehas missed me.”

Wishing him a satisfying reunion with his wife, I head for the battalion EM club where for a small tip the bartenderwill violate regulations and give me unopened beer I cancarry back to the guys on guard.


At the sleeping shelter I unload six beers and a can of shoestring potatoes from my pockets. The guys are delighted.We sit in the dark drinking and swapping stateside stories. A105 artillery shell streaks overhead, seemingly so close youfeel like you can almost jump up and touch it. After a shortpause a dozen more shells scream overhead on their way tosupport some poor bastards lying on their bellies somewhereout there in the bush.

My first watch ends shortly after the last beer is drained.

I roll into the back of the shelter, confident that I shall not be disturbed until morning.




Three days later, while washing real and imaginary traces of fecal material from my body, Sergeant Schultz unexpectedly walks into the outdoor shower. He demands to knowwhat I am doing here, as if this mixture of soap and coolwater has no right to be mingling on my person. I reply thatif he had been burning shit all morning he would be takingthis shower instead of me. I do not think it would have madeany difference what I said. From now on I will have no morefree time in the morning. My movie house sanctuary days aregone.

With a broom obtained from the supply room I begin sweeping the first of three barracks, as ordered. Pushingchunks of dried mud and cigarette butts across the floor, I amabruptly confronted with an abnormally clean area surrounding a lone bunk. I pause, wondering what kind of cleanlinessnut belongs to this space when I suddenly realize I am staringat my own bed. This is not a case of cleanliness—it is theresult of total disuse.

“Twenty-one fucking days and I haven’t slept on it yet.”

The four guys at the other end of the barracks look up from their card game to observe some nut with a broomtalking to his bunk. I go back to my sweeping, feeling abused,bitter, and generally sorry for myself. Suspecting that this isexactly the reaction Schultz has been patiently striving foronly makes me more bitter. I’ve got to get out of this place.With Captain Wilkins gone, I am going to be in a bind unlessI get transferred before the XO ships out. Without the support of at least one of those two men my request is sure to be scuttled.

Shouldering open the back door, I give my collection of mud balls a hearty sweep into the sidewall of a tent. Nowwhere the hell did that come from? It wasn’t here yesterday.I walk around the side of the tent and stop short. At leastthirty Vietnamese soldiers are busily erecting a second ten-man tent behind the first. I go back to the barracks to findout what the card players know about this miniature invasion.“What are all those gooks doing in our backyard?”

One of the players looks at me with a knowing smile. “Those are our friendly allies. Last week they were shootingat us. This week they are learning how to point their rifles inthe other direction.”

“Chieu hois?”

“That’s it. Each company is going to be blessed with eight of the little traitors.”

“Boy, they are going to be relieved to hear that.” “Relieved? I wouldn’t trust one of those—”

“They heard they were getting sixteen of them,” I interrupt. “They will be pleased that things are only half as bad as they thought they were going to be.”

After lunch I head for the battalion HQ area to check on my overdue reassignment orders. I begin asking questions.The answers are all the same. No one has ever heard of me orof my request. The clerks resent my intrusion into theirworld. Persistence eventually rewards me with a series ofreferrals that lead back to the desk of the clerk where Ibegan. In exasperation the first clerk refers me to a Specialist5th class who refers me to the CO who is out. The specialistinforms me that his captain was due back forty-five minutesago and is sure to show soon. Would I care to wait? Nice guy,this specialist. Reminds me of some executive’s secretary.Smooth. Deceptive. His boss is probably in Bangkok. Well,this is the end of the line. I’ll wait.

Half an hour passes. Schultz’s noon formation has come and gone. The longer I sit here the more grief will greet meupon my return. I am going to find this truant captain.

I return to the mess hall. The dining area is empty, so I head for the next most logical place—the local officer’s club.I stand outside the barracks that has been converted into abar, staring at the officers only sign, wondering what kind oftrouble I’m going to get into by entering this sanctuary. Whatthe hell—many field officers don’t wear any insignia. I’ll just walk in and act like I belong. Inside, the place looks for allthe world like a standard hick bar in Anyplace, U.S.A. Considering it is 1400, the club is surprisingly full. Men sit incaptain’s chairs huddled around cocktail tables or lean againstthe well-stocked bar. I ask one of the men watching the playon the pool table if he has seen the captain in charge ofpersonnel. He points out the man I seek among a group ofthree in conversation along the bar. With some trepidation Iintroduce myself and give a brief account of my situation. Helistens attentively while carefully steering me out of hearingof the major with whom he was drinking. Yes, he seems torecall such a request coming across his desk. He ordersanother drink. After some polite chitchat he admits shelvingthe request in favor of more important matters. I can appreciate that drinking takes precedence over paperwork, but suggest that after three weeks my request is properly aged andthat perhaps we might now get together and hash somethingout. To my surprise, he is agreeable and instructs me to waitfor him outside his office.

I wait. An hour passes before he drags himself away from the bar. At first he tries to convince me that my best move isto rejoin my company, as that is the only course of action thatdoesn’t require any paperwork. I tell him my CO ordered menot to show up out there again. The captain mumbles andscratches and paints a bleak picture of the jobs that might beavailable to me. Finally, he concedes. If I can come backtomorrow he will have something definite for me.











8.

ECHO COMPANY

Through high-powered binoculars I scan the vast barren strip between the base camp wire and the distant tree line forthe twentieth time today. Only the cast of the shadows haschanged. A scattering of half-dead bushes struggle for survival in a sea of parallel bulldozer ruts that radiate from theperimeter wire like waves upon an earthen sea.

The entire base has been put on alert, and for what? The most threatening force facing us is the legions of rats thatthrive and multiply in the garbage dump to my far right. NoVC is foolish enough to appear on this open swath of groundby day. The only reason I am going through this routine againis that by the time I return the field glasses to their placewe will be five minutes closer to the end of another day.

My partner sits slumped in the observation chair, engrossed in an old copy of Saga Magazine. As I look at the downward-tilted head of carefully combed, oily black hair, Imarvel again at his patience. Don and I have been in thiseight-foot-square box on stilts since yesterday morning, yethe shows no signs of restlessness, no indication that thisconfinement is any less natural than breathing. I, on theother hand, am going crazy. To someone who had difficultysitting in one spot for a single hour, it is staggering to consider that I have endured sitting and standing in this elevatedbox for thirty-six hours, with the frightening certainty thattwelve more hours of the same looms before me.
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With a sigh I resume my seat on the four-inch-thick floor planks, knowing I will not regain interest in the paperback I have been reading, but determined to give it another try.

Ever since the captain in charge of personnel at battalion HQ reassigned me to Echo Company, I have spent most ofmy time in this tower guarding the perimeter. Overall, I amhappy with the change. We are frequently given four hoursoff after an eighteen-hour shift and receive every third nightoff as well—except when there is an alert. This one startedlate last night with a mortar attack. The base receives a fewincoming mortar rounds every week, but last night therewere more than usual—at least this is what I was told. I havebecome so accustomed to the thundering roar of our ownartillery that I slept through the mortar barrage, wakingfinally to the all-clear siren at 0200, just before my turn atwatch. We were to be relieved this morning, but becausesome fool decided to call an alert we are stuck here untiltomorrow.

Turning the page, I realize I have not comprehended a single word in the last several paragraphs. I drop the book,throw back the hatch door in the tower floor, and descendthe fifty-foot ladder as fast as my legs will move. Jumping thelast six feet to the ground, I sprint around the four telephone-post legs of the tower. Around and around I go, leaning hardto the inside to counter the centrifugal force. The edge of myboots dig into the ground, pushing up a bank around mycircular course, improving the footing, enabling me to pushharder, faster. Blood pulses through stagnant tissue, rejuvenating listless cells, washing away the dragging sense of uselessness permeating an otherwise healthy structure. I am stillalive, you bastards—despite your best efforts to bore me todeath—I am still alive. I make a running leap at the stairs,hands clutching the two-by-four steps, arms pulling, legspumping, grab, release, grab, the steps blur by. At the toptoo soon, back down, the toes of boots touching steps, slidingto the next, faster, faster, hit the ground, and run free.

In time a welcome fatigue develops and I slow to a jog that disintegrates into a walk. Breathing heavily to repay thedebt of oxygen owed to my muscle tissue, I contemplate thereaction of a chance observer to my spontaneous, maniacalexercise program. Checking the surrounding area en route afinal circuit of the track, I am heartened that no one isrushing a straight-jacket to my location. Then I rememberDon. He must think he has a Section 8 case for a partner. Ilook up to see him casually leaning against the four-foot tower house wall. After six months in the field with Bravo Companyand three months of tower guard duty, he is as placid as ifevery idle hour of every idle day were that first relaxing hourafter he comes home from work to settle into his easy chairwith a cold brew at his side to relax and read a bit while thesmells of cooking drift in from the kitchen.

“Are you finished now?” he hollers down.

I nod.

“You don’t have any other peculiarities that I should know about, do you?”

I do not know what to say, so I just grin. When I catch my breath, I climb the ladder on shaky legs.

“How about giving me a little warning the next time you decide to go berserk? I thought the world was coming to anend for a minute there.”

I apologize for startling him. He studies my face a minute, trying to gain insight from the cover.

“Do you partake of the local weed?”

“I have been known to partake occasionally. ”

“I recommend that you get into it with great regularity. It will save a lot of wear on my nerves and it might preventyou from breaking your fool neck. There is only so muchsitting a person can stand. Without a bit of weed to ease theboredom, there is no way I could keep a sane mind to enjoythis cushy duty.”

“So that’s the secret to your calm outlook on life. Do all the guys on the towers smoke?”

“Only about half of them. We try to keep the two groups separated.”

“You worried about getting turned in?”

“That’s only part of it. The major reason is that we can’t stand to work with them. After about twelve hours of dutythey start getting on each other’s nerves. Then they get toarguing like a couple primed for divorce. It makes me nervous to have armed men angry at me. Besides, none of thestraight guys have been out in the field. They get their bloodpressure up over nothing and ignore some of the importantthings. It’s peaceful here. I don’t need a bunch of scared,crazy kids screwing things up for me. I’m getting too short forthat kind of shit.

“Look, I figure I can trust you, so I’m going to show youwhere our stash is located. Just be careful who you open it in front of, and replace what you use when you get the chance. ”

He slips a fingernail under the head of one of the nails in the back wall and pulls it halfway out. Using the nail as ahandle, he pivots a two-by-six into the room. Reaching into aspace hollowed out of the sandbags that surround the outerwall, he extracts an M-16 ammo can. Inside the can is a pipe,some kitchen matches, two packs of cigarette papers, andabout six ounces of marijuana. He rolls two joints and replaces the can. I count the number of boards from the top ofthe wall to the hole before swinging the two-by-six back inplace. They have done a good job. It is an expertly craftedstash hole.

When you are confined to an eight-by-eight-foot space for long periods of time, something akin to a prisoner’s maniafor hiding places emerges. The radio that softly beats thelatest rock and roll into our elevated room is a good example.The receiver is buried in the sandbags against the front wall.A concealed wire runs from our six-foot field radio antenna tothe AM radio. Another wire goes through the wallboards intoa speaker mounted inside a flashlight where the bulb andreflector are normally located. The radio is turned on bypushing a nail into a hole under the front counter.

Another, less secretive cache is located in the platform that elevates the observation chair to a height adequate toallow the occupant to see over the front wall. The top of theplatform lifts off, providing a handy receptacle for books,magazines, writing materials, playing cards, and the checkergame in case these need to be swept quickly from view.

The need for all this subterfuge is due to the harsh penalty extracted from those found in possession of any of theabove items while on tower duty. The penalty for even thesmallest violation is a court-martial. We have been repeatedlyassured by our bevy of questionably superior officers thatthey will prosecute any violation of their rules to the fullestpossible extent.

We of Tower 15 consider it essential to the maintenance of our sanity as well as our duty as common soldiers to shunthese rules at every opportunity. This obligation must beupheld even if it means the occasional neglect of our objectives as lookouts. After all, we have never been seriouslyharassed by a VC ground attack, but we are constantly harassed by officers.
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I pass the remains of a finger-burning joint back to Don, who places it on his wetted tongue and swallows.

“Never leave a roach lying around. This isn’t the field. There is all manner of low life skatin’ around in the rear thatwould just love to turn us in.”

“Right. You roll ’em and I’ll eat ’em.”

I am beginning to enjoy the benefits of my mentor’s wisdom. I drift into a world of calm that abounds with fascinating objects: the soft summer grain of the gray, weatheredplanks has been worn by rain and wind, receding below theharder, thinner grains of winter growth; the frayed, coloredthreads in the plastic webbing of the folding aluminum chairsparkle in sunlight; the slow-motion drift of puffy cumulusclouds. I settle in the observation chair that is our lone pieceof furniture, watching the changing forms within the clouds: awinged horse distorts and fades, to emerge as an airplane thatevolves into a dragon, and then slips into the image of awhale. For an hour I am entranced by the interplay of cloudforms and imagination until nature’s back lighting dwindlesand fades, turning the world into hazy shades of gray.

A third man joins us for the night shift. We arrange the watches into three-hour stints that will allow two of us sixhours of uninterrupted sleep. One man will sleep behind the50-caliber machine gun on a platform halfway down the tower,a second man will sleep on the planks of the tower housefloor, while the third man operates the radar and starlightscope.


Leaning against the sandbags that protect the M-50 position, I fire up the last half of a joint in the hopes that it will make dreamland more interesting or my board bed softer.Behind me, the base is dark, the clubs and movie screenssilent, in deference to the attack that will never come.

Morning arrives without a whisper of threat to the post. The yellow alert is canceled. We are relieved from our perchto engage in the Army’s eternal hobby of burrowing into theground. After forty-eight hours of enforced idleness, even thedirty, sweaty job of building bunkers is a welcome change.

The work continues into the afternoon when the sergeant of the guard comes to read off the names of the men assigned to the towers for the night. To my amazement, myname is not called. Foolishly I recheck the list with thesergeant; surely the omission of my name is an error. Butthere is no error. For the first time in twenty-seven days I amgiven an entire night off to wallow in the luxury of mypreviously unused bunk.

The next morning Don and I are back in the tower. Don wastes no time delving into his hidden stash of grass. Idecline the offered joint, feeling it is somewhat decadent tobe stoned so early in the day.

A dozen checker games, two letters, the last third of a novel, and ten stints with the binoculars pass the day. In thedarkness I help Don convert his fourth joint into smoke, ash,and an altered sense of reality. Properly primed, I entertainmyself with the big starlight scope secured to the top of asurveyor’s tripod. Its power to gather the available lightamazes me. When the moon is up the view through the scopeis equal to that of binoculars in daylight. By the light of thestars alone I can detect an erect man at a distance of half amile. The image that reaches the eye is an eerie green thatvaries in shade with the amount of reflected light.

Next I turn my attention to the mysteries of radar. Inside a blunt-nosed cylinder with a diameter of approximately eighteen inches and a length of twenty-four inches,huddles a clairvoyant collection of electronics that stimulate the needles in the panel dials to sway and jump in responseto invisible elements in the air that are only of interest to,and perhaps the imagination of, the classified machine itself.As if this were not enough to capture the attention of theoperator, there is, in addition, a set of headphones thattransmit a jumble of static that ebbs and flows with thebreeze. Using the two instruments in tandem produces another-world atmosphere of ghostly green forms in a rutted,surrealistic landscape accompanied by the sound of spatialstatic and galactic winds. The radar is more often used for itsunearthly utterances than it is for its questionable ability todetect enemy movement.

The four majors in charge of this section of the perimeter have the utmost faith in our technological toys. Although theyhave little understanding of the workings of these machinesand less comprehension of their limitations, their ignorancein no way dampens their confidence. It is because of thisconfidence that the rest of the defensive line is allowed toslumber at their posts. The security of three thousand toseven thousand men is placed solely in the care of the men inthe towers, men like Don and myself . . . pass the joint.

Either our captain or one of the majors assures himself of our alertness and capabilities at least once every other night. The captain walks the line once a week. Hispurpose is to make sure we are ready for the more frequentvisits of his superiors. He checks our performance on theradar, our knowledge of the passwords, and our ability to callin accurate fire coordinates. He checks the landline telephone and the field phone. His attitude is friendly and businesslike. He does not come to gig us for some minor flaw inappearance but to make sure everything functions properly.

The majors, on the other hand, have an entirely different approach. They are spirited out to the perimeter in chauffeured jeeps. Once on the perimeter road they douse theirheadlights and command their drivers to sneak the jeeptoward one of the towers. When they are within a hundredfeet, they disembark (one major rolled from a moving jeepinto the ditch to mask his approach) to cover the remainingground in a commando-style rush. Through the binoculars wewatch them hurry along the roadside ditch in a cautiouscrouch. They do not seem to realize that the ditch offers novisual screen from the fifty-foot tower or that crouching only makes them more visible from above.

After pausing a moment beneath the tower to collect their dignity or catch their breath, they begin stealing up thetower ladder. The game is for us to catch them before theyreach the halfway point. Failing to do so is a court-martialoffense. Waiting until the last moment before shattering theirhopes of catching us napping, we throw back the hatch with abang, jam an M-16 down the hole, and command them tohalt. Once we startled a major so much that he slid all theway back to the ground. He must have been scratched andbruised, but being made of good stern Army stuff he regainedhis poise and reclimbed the ladder, never mentioning themishap. After exchanging passwords, the major mounts theremaining stairs, tugs his shirt smooth over his torso, erectshis military bearing, and barks out a crisp verbal inspection.

To be fair, there was one major who came around for a while who was not loud or brash or too proud to seek information. But for the rest, their ignorance of the functioning ofDi An’s primary line of defense is appalling. They convey thebelief that as long as we are vigilant we can pick up anyenemy’s approach. Yet their test questions about the instruments make it clear that they know little about their operation. I doubt that they are aware that the radar is brokendown fifty percent of the time, or that both the starlightscope and the radar are useless on the kind of rainy night theVC always choose to attack. This, coupled with the menbeing allowed to sleep through their late watches in thebunkers below, leaves the base without any effective guard onevery stormy night.

Sometimes the majors are so puffed up, so removed from reality that it takes supreme effort to keep from laughing attheir foolishness. Only by reminding ourselves of the absolute power they hold over us is it possible for us to put on therequired facade of respect that keeps them satisfied. Naturally, these men never ask advice or leave an opening forcomments. Nor do they give the impression that they wouldbe in any way receptive to even carefully phrased criticism ofthe way they run their section of the base’s security.

Ah, well, at least our majors and their defenses look formidable, and so far that has been enough.

I try again to concentrate my wandering thoughts on the static coming over the headphones. The sound I am strivingto hear has been described as a slushy, crunchy noise, like the footsteps of men walking on wet gravel. I have beenassured that on a windless, rainless night, it is possible topick up this combination of sounds that is the radar’s reactionto men on the move, but I have not been able to confirm thisassurance. In the hope of becoming familiar with the sound asan aid in future identifications, I aim the radar at a manwalking along a road on the base. What I hear is the throb ofengines, ascending in pitch with acceleration, dropping intone with gear changes to climb the scale again like anaudible tachometer. The clear, unmistakable sounds of jeepsand generators overwhelm all other signals. Well, if the VCever steal enough vehicles to launch an armored assault wewill have no difficulty detecting their advance.

Giving the effort up, I swing the unit back to the front. Clouds move in, blocking the light from the stars. The windpushing the clouds fills the headset with blasts of static. I amabout to put an end to the assault on my eardrums when Ihear a faint undercurrent of noise that was not there before.Focusing the radar on an area five hundred meters to ourfront, I detect a slushy, crunchy quality in the pervasivestatic, but I cannot identify anything that even vaguely resembles footsteps. I ask Don to have a listen. Tolerant of mycuriosity he fits the earphones to his head. While he listens, Iscan the area with binoculars and starlight scope, but there isnot enough light for either to be effective.

After a minute, Don lifts the headset off. “I don’t believe it, but it sounds like a couple of dozen men out there. We’dbetter call it in and get permission to fire a flare. ”

HQ informs us that our sighting is a brigade school practice ambush. We are commended for our alertness, beingthe only post so far to report the movement.

“Alertness, is it?” I say. “More like blind luck. A platoon is walking around just outside the last string of wire and it’s amiracle we picked them up. It’s such an inspiration being apart of a crack outfit like the U.S. Army. ”

It is now 2200. Our third man has not shown for the night shift. We should report him absent, but we wouldrather lose a little sleep than get whoever it is in trouble.Besides, we have all those new men protecting our front. Theears of a nervous man are far better than our instruments on anight like this.

Suddenly, a series of explosions shatter the night. Itumble from the observation chair to join Don on the floor. M-16s fire on full automatic. The brigade school has blown itsambush. They don’t do that for practice. Don grabs thebinoculars while I use the starlight scope to try to locate theenemy.

“That won’t do any good,” says Don. “Call HQ. Give them a report.”

He is right. The light given off by the tracers overloads the scope. My view is blank. I pick up the phone.

“Don, you spot anything?”

“No. Too dark. I don’t even see any incoming.”

“Do you think the brigade school just spoo—”

“Look out!”

We hit the floor again as a spray of bullets whine over, under, and around the tower.

“Incoming,” Don announces with an uplifted finger.

“Is this place bulletproof?”

“So far.”

“Excuse me, I have a call,” I say, noticing I still have the phone in my hand. I give HQ a report and then risk a handover the top of the wall to replace the handset. We sit side byside with our backs to the front wall, listening to the passingbullets, hoping one will not penetrate the combination ofwood and sandbags, wondering if there is something weshould be doing. We seem to be attracting most of theenemy’s attention. Charlie must have been given the sameindoctrination speech on our technological toys as our officers. It appears that Charlie is trying to convince us to keepour heads down while he makes his escape. I am convinced.No point in losing your head trying to halt the enemy’sadvance to the rear.

Don has laid the radar and starlight scope on the floor to prevent damage. The number of rounds passing through thespace between the wall and the roof is not diminishing.Perhaps the enemy’s advance is not too near the rear.

“If they don’t stop this pretty soon I’m going to start getting nervous.”

“Me too,” answers Don as he pulls open the floor hatch to check for infiltrators. Abruptly he jerks his head back fromthe hole, letting the hatch close with a bang. “Damn! Thatwas close.”

“Well, don’t be sticking your head out there for those nasty people to shoot at. ”

“I just wanted to make sure Charlie or one of our officers isn’t sneaking up on us.”


None of our mighty majors are going to come here with this going on. And none of the guys in the bunkers are firing,so an invasion must not be imminent.

“Why don’t you stick your head up there for a look? You’re supposed to be a lookout, you know.”

“I can see just as well from here, thank you. I’ll look again when they get either closer or further away. And whatthe hell are you doing to aid the cause?”

“Preserving troops and equipment—and rolling a joint. ” “Aw, shit. This is no time to get stupid.”

“Idle hands, you know. Just keeping busy. Strictly for later, you understand.”

“Hey. Listen.”

“They’ve stopped. ”

“You got a match?”




A day later Don and I sit in a jeep in the center of the town of Di An threatening a two-story brick building with a106 artillery piece. Stick ’em up, building. There is no particular significance attached to this building. It just happens to be at the end of the street on which we are parked.


.
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On our left, an open-air market is enjoying a brisk midmorning business. Hundreds of voices intermingle in heated barter for the goods displayed under cloth awnings. Livechickens and butchered pigs, rice and vegetables of allkinds compete with black market PX goods such as laundrydetergent, Coca-Cola, watches, and transistor radios exhibitedat full volume.


Across the street on our right is the medical entourage we have been assigned to protect. An army doctor and twomedics are giving free medical attention to a long line ofVietnamese peasants while a dozen ARVNs stroll back andforth in their capacity as interpreters and guards.

The 106 recoilless rifle is mounted in the back of our jeep, its ten-foot barrel aimed over the hood at chest level.While we threaten to blow a hole through the west side oftown, Echo Company’s other jeep-mounted 106 is casuallytrained on a small hooch to the east.

Don and I manage to slide a beehive round containing thousands of darts into the gun’s chamber, and locate theelevation and traverse cranks. Don claims he can fire thepiece, but he has had no previous experience and does notseem overly confident. I am unconcerned, however. If we areattacked, we will be killed long before we can bring the pieceto bear on the target.

When an officer points at a jeep with an artillery piece on it and tells me to drive it to Di An, I do it. But now that Iam here I cannot stop wondering what we are doing withartillery in the middle of a town. An artillery piece is notusually the weapon of choice for a street fight in close quarters. I guess I will have to chalk it up as another case oftypical Army brilliance. Perhaps the crystallized brains of ourleaders gave birth to the idea that if no one were here topractice our medical goodwill upon, the 106s could whip upsome business in a hurry, thus teaching these ignorant peasants to accept a good thing when it is offered.

I just hope 106s are not on the VC shopping list this week. Parked here at the edge of the market they couldeasily get close enough to waste the entire medivac teambefore we knew what was happening.

Don distracts me from the uneasiness I always feel when in close proximity of hundreds of potential GI killers by fillingme in on the latest news from the field. When the battalion assumed its new position four miles north of here it wasgreeted with three nights of mortar attacks. A buildup ofenemy activity was predicted to follow but, in fact, the opposite occurred. For the next three weeks the entire sector wasquiet. Then, as frequently happens when the tension of waiting for the unexpected to shatter the silence has built upenough to make the men edgy, the battalion begins shootingat its own people. Bravo Company shot one of its LP fivetimes thinking he was a VC. Then Charlie Company had afirefight with themselves, wounding eight. Shortly afterwards,two more men were killed by friendly fire. The details of thislast action are not available.

The battalion has now moved thirty miles further north, somewhere in the vicinity of my last stay in the field. Enemycontact has been heavy. As of yesterday, Charlie Companyhad suffered fifty casualties. Two days ago Alpha Companyhad four men killed and thirty wounded. He has not heardfrom Delta Company.

“Thanks, Don.” Now I am depressed instead of uneasy.

For three hours the local population studiously ignores our presence while drugs are administered to the sick, anddisinfectant and sutures repair a small part of the civiliandamage inevitable when large amounts of explosive are usedon small elusive targets in populated areas. Our mission iscompleted without a single disturbance. This peace is undoubtedly due to both pro- and antigovernment factions benefiting from our medical services. Each patient’s identificationcard is checked, but an enterprising Vietcong can easily obtain an ID card from the corrupt officials he seeks to overthrow.

Having dispensed our allotment of goodwill for the day, we clamp the barrel of the 106 into its forward support andfollow the medivac unit back to the base.




Because of an increase in the number of our men being sent to the field to operate starlight scopes and radar equipment in various companies’ NDPs, our tower guard and 106squad has been reduced to eight. More and more of my timeis spent in this little room in the sky. This platform with itshidden treasures is my home, its plank floor my bed. It isquiet here and peaceful. The war seems far removed. I amlucky to be here, but I must find a way to deal with theboredom, the sameness of the days, before my impatience drives me to perform a foolish act I will later regret.

Last night six VC attempting to sneak through the wire on the west side of the base added a touch of excitement toour lives. One of the tower guards spotted them and sent outthe alarm. Despite a heavy barrage laid down by the noncombatants manning the western perimeter, five of the VC escaped across the half mile of open ground to the shelter of thejungle. How all those clerks could have missed five opentargets is a mystery, but with the help of the entangling coilsof concertina wire they did manage to capture the helplesssixth man without injury to anyone involved.

As the predawn light eased into the base’s POW camp, a routine head count revealed that the camp was one headshort. Every tower guard on duty was dispatched to searchhis sector of the perimeter for signs of the escapee’s route.Except for the area of last night’s section, no clues wereuncovered. It appears that the thwarted attempt by six VC togain unauthorized entrance to the base was instead the exposure of the last leg of a successful prisoner rescue mission.

I wonder if all this passing of the enemy through our primary defenses suggests anything to the people in charge ofthose defenses? If it does, we will probably suffer an increasein boot polishing, not overlooking the unlikely possibility thatthey will consider this a serious problem, calling not only forgleaming boots, but for the addition of starch to the laundryas well.

Ah, but I need not worry about starched shorts, even if I wore them, for at least a week. It will take a few days for thebase commander to assign blame, and another few days forthe person of assigned blame to instruct the squadron ofmajors in charge of the various sections of the perimeter toenact corrective measures. And of course, it will take a fewmore days for the majors to settle the local share of blameamong themselves and come up with an improved securityplan to pass on to their captains to pass on to their lieutenantsto pass on to their sergeants for final disposition by the men.So why worry? We could be overrun before then. Besides,after five consecutive nights in the tower, it is my turn towalk upon the earth, to pursue the pleasures of drink, andthe company of someone with at least one new story to tell.

Gathered around one of the tables in the EM club are five men with various sections of their anatomy wrapped infresh, white gauze. At the end of the beer can-littered table sits a sixth man with no obvious sign of a recent wound. Iapproach the table to inquire after his health.

“How are you, my friend?”

“Who is that?” he asks, squinting up in my direction.

“It’s John. I see that you have lost your glasses again.”

“So I have. Those slippery devils once again sought refuge beneath my boots in a time of stress. ”

“Well, good for them. But isn’t your CO getting a bit suspicious?”

“He is indeed. My number is up. I shall have to develop a fresh ploy. And there is no time to waste. Look at myfriends. They are a mess, and this is the best of the lot. Thereare little yellow people out there in the jungle trying to killus. If they don’t hurry up and put a hole in my body, mymind will crumble under the stress of false anticipation. Ihave got to get out of the field. I’m serious. We must think ofsomething right away.”

“He has been talking like that all afternoon,” the guy with the bandaged head informs me.

“Don’t worry about Allen,” says the guy leaning against the wall because of a bullet crease in his right rear cheek anda wrap on his right calf. “It’s far too late to save his mind.”

“How about slamming a door on my trigger hand or breaking my arm?” suggests Allen.

“Shit man, that’s dumb,” says the guy with matching bandages on his forearms. “How you going to paint withoutyour hands?”

“Good point. I need my hands. How about a leg then?”

“Yeah, a leg would be good,” offers Scalp Wound Two. “We could get a baseball bat or a four-by-four, wrap it in atowel to protect the skin, lay your leg over a log or something,and smash that sucker good.”

“This calls for more anesthetic,” I say, heading for thebar.

By the time I return, the removal of toes and fingers by rifle fire has been suggested, and the art of dropping anammo box on a bare foot draped over a doorsill is underdiscussion. The proper method of self-inflicted flesh woundsis brought up but soon discarded as too temporary a measure.

The course of the conversation takes a slight turn when the black guy with his left hand encased in gauze points outthat there is no sense in breaking any of poor old Allen’sbones until the end of the week, as it will take at least that long for him to be fitted with new eyeglasses and proddedback to the field. There is unanimous agreement on thispoint, but Allen is still not content. He says that he is afraidall this well-intentioned talk will evaporate tomorrow wheneverybody sobers up. This comment perpetrates an outburstof rude noises from the gathering. They swear they have nointention of sobering up tomorrow, or of forgetting Allen’splight either, for that matter. Nevertheless, Allen says hismind would rest easier if someone would promise now tobreak his leg later.

After thorough consideration of the request, and another trip to the bar, a decision is handed down by Scalp WoundOne.

“In five days we will check the level of enemy activity around our NDP. If at that time the fighting is still heavy wewill draw straws to determine which one of us will inflictAllen with the injury of his choice. ”

The announcement is met with a chorus of “here, here,” with an occasional “right on” thrown in for balance. Thisshow of good fellowship seems to satisfy Allen, who is toodrunk to remember that his buddies are scheduled to returnto the field before him.

With Allen’s trepidation temporarily relived, Scalp Wound Two cries, “More beer for me aching head.”

“More anesthetic for me aching ass,” adds the man slumped against the wall.

Without a word, the black deftly rips the beer can from the grasp of matching forearms and pours the contents ontothe cigarette-ignited fire smoldering in the gauze wrapping ofhis left hand.

And so we launch into some serious drinking, interrupted only by an occasional yelp of pain as one of the boys is reminded in which part of his body the stitches lie.

Last night as I lay in my bunk in alcoholic slumber, a major was creeping up a tower ladder. He passed the motionless form asleep upon the halfway platform. With care, he sethis foot silently upon the next rung, and then the next, slowlyrising toward the hatch in the tower house floor. Neverbefore had he achieved this height without a challenge. Neverbefore had his goal been so near.

Over the past weeks he had learned that it was not somuch the noise of his tread as it was the vibration sent up the ladder by his shifting weight that alerted the guards andthwarted his efforts. But he had learned, and now victory laybefore him. With an upward thrust of his arm, he flung backthe hatch in jubilation. After almost two months of effort hehad succeeded in reaching the top unchallenged.

The man on watch, who had been leaning over the sidewall in search of the source of uneasiness that had comeupon him, swung around to face the major as he emergedtriumphantly through the floor. The man whose watch hadended the hour before pulled himself off the planks to makeroom for the major to walk around.

“Do you boys know what it’s like to be an inmate in Long Binh Jail?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, the three of you are going to find out all about it. You can count on it.”

“But, sir—”

“No buts, soldier. I don’t want to hear any of your sorry excuses. Save them for your court-martial.”

The major did not care that the two men who were sleeping were supposed to be sleeping, nor did he care thatthe man on watch had the radar headphones on when thisassault began. The major had clearly defined the rules andhad pursued his game in earnest. He had not only passed thehalfway point without being halted for the required password, he had gained the tower house itself. He had won fairand square; these men were going to fry.

As a result of the major’s triumph over his men, I spent an hour this morning making a gate for the ladder. Using arock as a hammer, I rearranged the structure of a discardedwooden pallet so that it fit over the face of the ladder,blocking access to the rungs. A rope attached to the gateenables us to raise and lower it from above. Although thegate can be circumvented, this can be accomplished onlywith a good deal of noise and effort. My handiwork is crude,but it will prevent visitors from arriving unannounced.

Shortly after the completion of the gate, Sanchez comes by to relieve us for lunch. We are surprised to see the likablelittle Puerto Rican, as he is one of the men arrested lastnight. He tells us that he and his partners were under guardall morning before our captain could convince the major thatwithout the prisoners one of our two towers would not havethe required number of personnel. Sanchez could hear the two officers arguing in the major’s office. The major wasconfused and angered by the captain’s attitude. The majorexpected expressions of awe and congratulation from his subordinate; what he got were expressions of disgust. The shouting ended with our captain proclaiming his intention to be awitness for the defense and departing the area in the ensuingsilence.

“All this trouble—it is my fault,” says Sanchez. “I on watch when major come. I know I break rule, not challengemajor, but why my amigos in trouble? They do no wrong.This I do not understand. Also, I not understand how I canlisten for enemy on radar and listen for major at same time. Ihave only two ear. What they want me to do?”

“Your problem,” I say, “is confused priorities. You spent too much time looking for the enemy to your front, who is yetto bother you guys on Tower 14, and too little time lookingfor the enemy to your rear, who threatens you almost everynight. That major hates our guts. I figure the only reason heis having you court-martialed instead of shot is that shooting his own troops would draw too much bad press.”

“But the radar—it is my job.”

“Your job is to protect yourself from your enemies. For now, at least, your greatest enemy is the U.S. Army.”

“I am confused. This does not make sense.”

“Sanchez, this is the Army, it is not supposed to make sense.”

After lunch Sanchez walks despondently back to his tower, rigs a trip flare to the ladder, and sits in the open hatchwaywith an M-16 across his knees.

Nine days later, the eight men who stand watch in Towers 14 and 15 are summoned to the office of the senior ofour four majors. As we are ushered into the presence of astiffly erect figure standing inside a carefully ironed set ofstarched fatigues, it strikes me that the only authority representing our group is Buck Sergeant Harris. Since we areprimarily a rear echelon company, we have more than ourfull complement of officers and NCOs, but none of the eightmen below the rank of senior major and above the rank ofSergeant Harris are present. What happened to the chain ofcommand? Majors should talk to captains—sergeants talk tothe enlisted men. But not today. Today we are privileged tolisten to an original rendering of military wisdom from its source.

The major begins his talk with a general appraisal of our performance, starting with words like incompetent and progressing to gutter descriptions of the low order of life arranged before him. The barrage of insults and degradingdescriptions of us as individuals and as a unit becomes morevivid with the passing minutes: our personal behavior iscriminal, our attitude is irreverent, our appearance atrocious;we are scum, fit only to wallow in the excrement of thestockade latrine.

The viperous tone of the speech is not what I expected. I wonder what we did to merit this scathing hail of abuse. Iremember this man inspecting the tower a few times, but Ido not recall anything unusual about the visits. After failing tocome upon us undetected, he asked the usual curt questionsand left.

What is the purpose of this meeting? I wish he would get to the point, if there is one. Thus far he has confined himselfto demeaning generalities without making a single referenceto a specific incident.

The major’s oration rises in pitch with heightened emotion, bringing a fine rosy glow to his untanned cheeks. Just as he works himself up to an admirable fervor that any evangelist would be proud to emulate, he sputters and stalls, unableto vent a single fresh abuse. Mumbling used insults he wanders to his desk to shuffle absently through the neat stacks ofpaper on its surface as if he expects to find a complete andupdated list of insults among the other forms. A stunnedsilence falls upon the room.

After a few moments he looks up from his desk, a calm, confident expression on the moist, white face. “From this dayforward, two men will be awake in the towers at all times.From 2200 hours until 0700, the third man on duty will bepermitted to sleep on the platform behind the M-50 machinegun. There will be no more slack time. When you are not onduty in the towers you will be put to work improving ourdefenses. We are going to tighten up this sissy outfit, gentlemen. We shall create an exemplary unit in which men will beproud to serve. Are there any questions?”

So that is what this is all about. This has been a shorter, more intense form of the old basic training ploy. First themen’s egos are torn apart, then they are rebuilt on a base of new values.

But what is this bullshit about questions? He can’t mean it. He must’ve gotten carried away. Officers only ask forquestions in the movies. In the real Army they take it forgranted that everyone is confused. At any rate, I can’t pass upthis rare opportunity.

“Sir, are you aware that with the schedule you have laid out, we will get only three hours of sleep a night? I doubt wecan stay alert with so little sleep.”

“How the hell do you come up with that?”

“Two men up and one down over nine hours, sir. That is a maximum of three hours of sleep per man.”

For a moment the major glares at me in silence. “How would you like to go back to the field, smart ass?”

“I see your point, sir.” I answer in my most respectful tone of voice. There are several other items I want to bringup, but it is clear that the one question has exhausted themajor’s patience.

“Do any of the rest of you want to return to the field?” He knows he has stumbled upon a real crowd quieter withthis question. He surveys the gathering defiantly. We carefully study the floor.

“No one? I thought not. Well then, gentlemen, I trust we understand one another. You are dismissed.”

Released from the oppressive presence of our leader, we waste no time gaining the building’s exit. At the door, I askSergeant Harris, “What do you think of our commander’sanswer to the base’s security problems?”

“Is that what you think that crazy asshole was talking about?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“He could have fooled me.”

Five days after our new schedule had been instituted, one of the majors found two of the tower guards in a bona fidestate of slumber. The names of these men were added to thelist of those awaiting court-martial.

The next morning Sergeant Harris informs me that he has seen my name on a roster of personnel due to be sent tothe field. On good terms with the sergeant, I am grantedpermission to visit HQ to attempt to stay this potential disaster.Through a clerk I know in personnel, I verify the sergeant’s information. I have to act fast. I am scheduled to leave for the field in the morning. This gives me less thantwenty-two hours to come up with a plan that will again delaythat morning helicopter ride into the jungle.

Paperwork and incompetence are the Army’s greatest weaknesses. Somewhere in the mountainous volumes of paper lies the solution to my problem. The correct form, properly signed, is needed to begin every action, but inactionshould be easier to achieve. If I cannot remove my namefrom the field roster, perhaps I can submit a form that indicates my disposition is in another direction. What I need areorders sending me to a new location. It is not necessary forthe papers to be complete, but they will need at least onelegitimate signature.

Ever since we were put on a twenty-one-hour workday our captain has been in poorly concealed conflict with hisconglomeration of superiors. Now that five of his eight guardsare up for court-martial, his frustration and discontent areobvious.

When I arrive at the captain’s office I am told that he just left for a 1030 meeting and is not expected back untilnoon. It is now 1015. In the hope of catching him before themeeting, I run back to HQ. I check the communicationsbunker and the paymaster’s office. On my way to records Isee him leaving the personnel office.

After supplying him with a cursory account of my situation, I ask if he knows of any units that would accept my application for transfer.

“No problem,” he answers with a smile. “I can have you transferred to my reconnaissance unit today if you like. I wasjust in the personnel office putting out a request for volunteers. I am surprised you haven’t been contacted about joining us before. I’m sure I saw your name on the recommendationlist a couple of weeks ago. ”

Oh, shit. This conversation is going in completely the wrong direction. I heard a rumor that I was to be reassignedto reconnaissance, but I thought it was only a rumor. I’m notsurprised that his unit needs replacements; they keep goinginto the jungle in small groups and coming back in smallergroups. Does he think I’m crazy?

“Your offer is tempting, sir, but before I do anything . . . ah . . . like that, I would like to make an attempt at finding ajob as a medical microbiologist where I could use my training and education.”

“Oh, yes, I see. Well, in that case you should get over to the Long Binh Medical Center right away and find out ifthere is an opening in your field. If there is, I will takeyour name off the field roster and hold you here until atransfer can be worked out. ”

Just like that? Unbelievable. May the good fairy leave a pound of gold under your pillow tonight. I thank the captainat least once more than necessary and head for the west gateto hitch a ride to Long Binh.

I made the trip to Long Binh and back in just over three hours. I talked to a captain at one hospital and a major atanother. Both facilities are in desperate need of lab technicians. Both officers said they would assist in every way theycould to get me transferred. The trip had gone so smoothly itwas a little hard to believe.

I return to my friendly personnel clerk and convince him to type up the forms. Going through my records he discoversthat I am still assigned to Delta Company, which explainswhy I was almost returned there. I have already informedEcho Company’s captain that there is a job waiting for me atLong Binh Medical Center, so I have no need to worry aboutbeing sent to the field tomorrow, but I am beginning to getthe feeling that this transfer is not going to go as smoothly asI had hoped. When my friend the clerk tells me my requestmust clear my company, then the battalion, then the division, and then be accepted by Long Binh Medical Center, Ibecome even less optimistic. The battalion and the divisionare notorious for hanging onto their personnel.

Whatever happens, it will take a few weeks for the paperwork to make the rounds. In the meantime I will stay inEcho Company. My plan has succeeded far better than Ithought possible this morning. I may not end up at themedical center, but I will be in a nice, dry, bug-free towertomorrow.

It has been a drab day, more typical of Oregon than Vietnam. The drizzle began last night and has persisted. It isnot a heavy mist or a light rain—it is authentic drizzle. I haveseen enough of them to know.

Back home, the drizzles arrive in the fall and stay until spring with dismally few interruptions by sun or snow. Whenthe gray drabs penetrated my resolve to ignore them, I went for long walks in the woods, gaining solace from those whothrive there: the Douglas fir, the Noble fir, the spruce, andthe hemlock. Or I played football in the mud, or visited mygirl and made love under the blankets where the gloom couldnot reach.



But I am not back home; I am alone in a tower. The drizzle, the boredom, the lack of sleep, and six days ofcontinuous duty have finally dented Don’s calm countenance.Twenty minutes ago he stood up, announced he needed abeer more than he needed to stay out of jail, and left.

Night has come again. In the distance there is a lightning storm. I have been watching it come closer and closer, thejagged streaks of electricity ripping through the black curtainof night, revealing for an instant the blinding power beyond.

In a convulsive flash I hurdle from the observation chair, collide with the far wall, and sink to the floor.

Stunned, I look along the wooden planks, over the toppled chair, and up the wall. What the hell happened? My entire body tingles the way an arm does when it is revivingfrom being asleep.

A flash of brilliant light fills the room. Lightning? But I would be dead if I was struck by lightning. I crawl shakily tothe aluminum-frame chair. In the dim light I examine thetubing for burn marks. I find none.

Crouching on the floor, I stare blankly at the four-foot sidewall, waiting for an answer to reveal itself. A cracklingroar behind me strobes the wall into relief, leaving behind aclear image of the field radio imprinted upon my mind. Ofcourse. When I sit in the observation chair, that phone isonly an inch or two from my left shoulder. The lightningmust have hit the antenna on the roof, traveled down thewires to the phone, and arched through the air to my shoulder. I pick up the phone. Dead. A quick examination revealsthat the wires leading to the antenna are burned through.The wires acted as a fuse, greatly reducing the electricalcharge transferred from the lightning bolt to me—thank God.

In the wake of the electrical storm, a steadily rising wind gathers force from its source in the South China Sea. By thetime Don returns from his unauthorized jaunt to the EM clubwith our night guard in tow, the tower is humming like atuning fork, plucked by the friction of the passing air. Theright front corner of the roof begins to clatter and bang as nails loosen their hold in the wooden rafter.

With the carrying strap from an ammo can, we resecure the rafter to its beam. The strap should hold for several hoursbefore the constantly chattering timbers chafe it through, butthe roof is already working loose in several other places. Theprospect of losing our cover is not a major concern. It is thevibration and sway of the tower itself that worries me.

With flashlight in hand I climb a short distance down the ladder to inspect the underpinnings of the tower house. Thefloor is spiked to four four-by-ten beams that are in turn boltedto the four telephone-post legs of the tower. So far, the bigspikes and bolts are holding up well against the batteringwind and the strain from the swaying legs. Switching off theflashlight, I cling to the ladder, feeling the exhilaration of thestorm.

Then I hear it.

Far beneath the sounds of the groaning tower, the howling wind, and the clattering metal roof, is the muted roar of a stormy sea. But it is not the continuous intermingling ofthundering waves that produces this sound, it is a wall of rainsweeping through the jungle. Captivated by the ominoussound I linger on my perch, listening. At the last moment Ipush through the hatch door to be struck by a torrent ofwater slashing through the open sides of the tower house. Inseconds, we and everything around us is streaming withwater.

The roar overhead is deafening. The sound of thousands of marble-sized water bombs impacting on a sheet of corrugated tin suspended over a partially enclosed space producesa considerable racket. The air beneath the tin is thick withenergy, sound waves, and water. I envision the rain beatingthe roof nails back into place and the wind ripping them outagain in a fast, shuddering rhythm. Like cattle in a field, westand with our backs to the storm, waiting.

After an hour or more I feel the hatch door bump against the back of my legs. A camouflaged helmet emerges throughthe hole followed closely by a billowing poncho, slick, shiny,and streaming with water. The face of Sergeant Harris tiltstoward the disintegrating roof. He shouts soundless words.For a moment he stares at the huddled forms around him,then he moves to the field radio and picks up the handset. Itap his shoulder to draw his attention to the frayed wire endsin my hand. He nods and tries the landline phone. His lips move to words yelled into the mouthpiece. After a while heshrugs and replaces the handset.

In pantomime he points to an ammo box, a rifle, a poncho liner, then at the three of us and at the ground. The message is clear. We grab our gear and follow him down theladder.

On the ground, where a shouted voice can again be heard, the sergeant instructs us to stand the rest of our watchin the bunker dug into the earth a few meters to the east ofthe tower. The bunker does not have the usual sleepingshelter attached, so we are obliged to pass the night in theblack confines of the four-by-six-foot bunker.

We dam and divert a rivulet of water trickling down the entrance to add its volume to the foot-deep pool of watercovering the bunker floor. There is nothing we can do to stopthe water seeping through the sidewalls of the hole. With ourgear cradled in our arms we stand in the quiet of this wet,lightless hole contemplating the unseen water covering ourboots. The sound of an ammo box splashing into the water isfollowed by a sigh and “Well, lads, I think we best findsomething to keep our collective asses out of this lake. ”

A half hour of scrounging through old bunkers and empty barracks rewards us with a four-foot board and two crates.Hauling our booty back to the bunker, we erect a bench withthe hope that the rain will stop before the slowly rising poolreaches our perch. Wrapping wet poncho liners over oursodden clothes, we light up a joint and prepare our minds fora long, damp, sleepless night.

By morning the storm has passed. The sun breaks through the dissipating clouds to bake the water-covered earth, sending wavering mists of steam into the vapor-laden air. At lunchI collar Sergeant Harris and talk him into giving me the nightoff. It is my twenty-fourth birthday.

To celebrate the passing of another milestone on my long journey toward becoming a very old man, some friendsand I suck up a couple of joints and slip into the fantasyunfolding on the torn bed sheet hanging against the dilapidated movie house wall.

After the show my companions head for their bunks to rest from the sleepless, stormy night and the other nights oflittle sleep that had come before. I cross the road to the EMclub alone, determined to place a memorable event in thispassing slot of time. Digging in the bottom of my pockets for damp little wads of military currency, I place my currentfortune upon the bar. Two dollars and thirty cents. Morethan enough. I order six beers, load them on a tray, andwander between the tables looking for a familiar face.

“Hey, man, you lost?” comes a voice at my elbow.

I recognize the speaker as one of Allen’s friends from Alpha Company whom I had met briefly a week or two ago.

“I’m not lost, I just don’t know where I am going. Here,” I say, unloading my tray, “special table-side service,today only. ”

“Ah, manna from heaven.” He introduces me to his two friends. “So, what have you been up to since we last met?”“Not much. Too little beer and too much boredom. Buttonight’s my birthday, and I’m not in the mood to let it passwith a mere whimper.”

“A birthday. All right.”

“What are you doing buying us beer on your birthday, John? It is John, isn’t it? Yes, well, you’ll not be buying anymore beer this night, I can tell you.”

“Right on. It’s party time. Let’s do it up right. A good celebration is just what we need. ”

As the night progresses the festive atmosphere increases, as does the number of people at our table. By the time theclub closes I have poured more free booze into my stomachthan I had previously considered possible for that sadly abusedorgan to hold or retain. As we stagger through the dirt insearch of our beds, boisterously slaughtering some sweettune, our brotherhood dwindles until I find myself being bidgood night outside a vaguely familiar door. If this is mybarracks, then my bunk is the first one on the left, fifteen feetbeyond this door. I open the door, take aim on my target,and launch myself forward. Rebounding off a wall, I collidewith the upper half of a double bunk and collapse in a sprawlon the lower bed. The bunk immediately begins to spin in acounterclockwise direction. I press a foot to the floor and slapa hand against the wall in an effort to hold it steady. Thevortex slows, but will not stop. A sea of nausea engulfs me. Irecoil from the bed, and lurch through the vortex to the door,passing cleanly through on the first rebound off some unidentified object.

Outside, on my knees, I try to eject the evil within me. It wallows in renewed contentment, sloshing and gurglingfrom the security of its inner cavern. Determined, I shove a sandy finger down my throat, then two and three withoutsuccess. I never did have any luck with self-induced vomiting. My stomach is its own master, delivering up its hoardonly when unsolicited.

I cannot go to bed and I cannot throw up; there is only one solution to this dilemma. I must walk until I am soberenough to lie down in peace. With a good many detouredsteps left and right to maintain balance, I begin the difficultjourney along the quiet dirt road running past the barrackstoward the perimeter. By the fourth or fifth return trip I amable to proceed with no more than the normal stagger, despite the alcohol still working its way through my system.

After an hour I long for sleep and return to my bunk for a second try. The moment I am horizontal the whirlingbegins and no amount of determination or utterances of heartfelt oaths can stay its course.

Wearily, I return to the road. Back and forth, back and forth, I travel the dark road to sobriety. Watching moonlightsparkle off the mud puddles along my route, I think of othertimes and old friends and opportunities let pass. Alone andtired I begin to sing “Happy Birthday” to myself in a slow,melancholy rhythm.

Time hobbles by. I grow impatient with my progress. I try to jog but stumble and fall and try again and fall again andrise again in anger. Slowly I start, with a shuffling walk,shoving the boots hard into earth, working the arms, pickingup the rhythm. By the tenth passing of the barracks I amjogging; by the twentieth, with concentration, I jog withoutswaying. The jog works into the long, even strides of a run. Abarrier is reached and broken, the blood courses freely, theair flows in and out without effort. Around and around thecinder track I go, getting in shape, preparing for the meet,pushing until the legs burn, and keep pushing until theythreaten to buckle with exhaustion and then push more untilI am sure the next stride will put me on my face; then walk,careful of wobbly knees, back to the bed to collapse in asweat-soaked heap and to let blackness suck me into its foldsof oblivion.




One week after submitting my request for transfer to Long Binh Medical Center, I arrl summoned to the battalionpersonnel office. The news awaiting me is likely to be unwelcome. There is no way a low-priority item like my transfer could have received the attention of four august officers andtheir bevy of attendants in the brief span of a week. Myrequest must have been ambushed somewhere along its treacherous route.

Sitting in the chair at the side of his desk, I glance over the Form 1049 my friend the clerk has given me to sign. Theform is identical to the one we sent to the field a week ago.

“Why are we doing this again?” I ask. “What happened to last week’s 1049?”

He reaches two fingers into the waste basket and gingerly retrieves a wrinkled, mud-covered piece of paper.

“I am sorry. I sent it out to Delta Company without your signature. It sat there until your executive officer noticed itlying in the mud and brought it back here.”

“So we start again.”

“I’m afraid so.”

I sign the paper and watch as it is placed in a pile with its fellow forms to again begin its grand adventure throughthe maze of Army bureaucracy. Alone, this thin plane ofreformed tree fibers must overcome staggering incompetence,rise above rampant apathy, and skirt potential nays fromofficers unwilling to see their empire dwindle by even asingle man.

As I leave, I silently wish my slim emissary luck, but we both know the odds are heavily weighed against us.


9.

THE POPULAR FORCES

Shortly after noon the following day a jeep pulls up to the bottom of the tower. From the driver’s seat SergeantHarris hollers, “Shook, grab your gear and get down here.”

With my helmet, my poncho liner, an M-16, and a bandolier of ammunition clutched in my arms I pile into thepassenger’s seat. The jeep bumps and jolts back onto the dirtroad, heading for the perimeter gate.

“What’s up? Where are we going?”

“To the ARVN compound,” Harris answers as he breaks for the MPs at the gate. “It’s not bad duty,” he offers, “noArmy bullshit out there. ”

He is quiet while we pass through a throng of kids and chickens on the outskirts of the town of Di An, then turnnorth onto Highway 13. He drives fast on the theory that thefaster he goes the harder it is for the guy trying to shoot him.The theory has some merit if the advantage is not canceled bygetting into a wreck.

Slowing for the congestion at Lai Khe, Harris addresses me again. “I guess I’d better fill you in. Up until a few weeksago this place we re going to got overrun once a month . . .every month. Each time the VC hit the compound the ARVNsstationed there ran for their lives and got their butts shot upin the process. The VC walked into the abandoned compound, picked up whatever weapons, ammunition, and foodthey could find, blew the bridge, and walked back into thejungle. In the morning the ARVNs would return to thecompound, the Army Corps of Engineers would rebuild the bridge, and life would go on as usual until the next monthwhen it all happened over again. ”

Somewhere between Lai Khe and An Loc we turn left onto a single-lane road heading northwest. On both sides ofthe lane large tracts of waist-high grass extend undisturbed totheir palm-forest borders. No animals graze in the long grass,no crops grow in the abandoned fields. The untended landstands in testimony to the Saigon government’s ability tocollect farm products for taxes and farmers for soldiers, and tothe VC’s ability to collect what remained.

“A few miles up the road from the bridge, at the end of the road, is an ARVN compound. The colonel up there ispissed off because half the time he can’t get his men andsupplies across the river, and our brass is pissed off becausethey have to keep rebuilding the same damn bridge. So theysent us up here as forward observers to try to put a stop tothe recurring cycle. The three guys from our unit are supposed to locate Charlie with the starlight scope and radar,and the three guys from the other battalion are supposed tocall their company, which has a fire support base one and ahalf miles to the southwest, and blow him away. By the way,these guys at the compound aren’t actually ARVNs.”

“No?”

“No. They are the hamlet’s militia. You ever heard of the Popular Forces?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Well, that’s who we’ll be working with—twenty-four of them. And listen, if we do get hit don’t expect much helpfrom the PFs.”

We enter a quiet hamlet of some thirty traditional bamboo and thatch huts clustered in the shade of a grove of palm trees on the inside bend of the river. On the far side of thehamlet a single-lane steel truss bridge spans a fifty-foot-widesection of the river. Harris brings the jeep to a stop in front ofthe bunker guarding the northern end of the bridge. At thefoot of the bridge, huddled on the edge of the river, is acompound so small and compact that a thrown beer can couldeasily traverse its length. Two twenty-foot planks span asix-foot dry moat that separates the bunker from the compound. The compound is enclosed by a three-foot-high wall ofsandbags. Eleven above-ground bunkers extend inward offthe wall. A mortar pit and ammunition bunker have beenplaced in the center of the remaining space, leaving enough room between the various sandbag structures for about fortypeople to stand or squat on the hard-packed earth.

After a few hours of getting acquainted with my new post and its people, it is apparent that someone has overlookedthe possibility that the Americans and Vietnamese in thisoutpost might have a need to talk to one another. Not one ofthe six GIs speaks more than a few words of Vietnamese, andonly one of the PFs, Le, is even slightly more proficient inEnglish.

In the middle of an afternoon poker game, the buck sergeant in charge of the compound appears at the door ofour hooch with his corporal in tow. We respectfully interruptthe game to give him our attention. His speech is short andcrisp—loud enough to be easily heard at four times thedistance separating us. When he leaves I ask Harris, “Whatwas that all about?”

Harris shrugs. “How the hell should I know? Deal the cards.”

At the northwest corner of the compound is a bunker higher than the others. Its flat top provides a view of thesurrounding grass and brush for a quarter mile or more untilinterrupted by either hills or trees. In the center of thebunker roof a low sandbag wall has been built for a lookoutposition. A four-foot-square sheet of corrugated metal supported on two-by-four legs provides protection from the sunand rain. It is also a good place to catch the faint, lateafternoon breeze and watch the evening procession of wivesand children being brought into the protection of the compound for the night.

Le, who occupies the adjacent bunker, is the only PF whose wife lives full time in this outpost. A year ago Le wastransferred here from his home in a nearby village becausethere were no longer enough men in this hamlet to make upthe two squads of PFs guarding the bridge. Six months ago hemet a girl whose husband and family had been killed. Hewanted a woman and the extra allotment he would receive forhaving a wife. She wanted food and a place to live.

Lan is a pretty girl of eighteen with clear skin and intelligent, smiling eyes. But best of all, she can carry on aconversation in halting English. Lan had the rare opportunityto spend two years in the Vietnamese equivalent of highschool. Her haughty education is a sore point with Le, butunlike the PF sergeant, apparently too proud to seek the aid of a woman to interpret his words, Le does not hesitate tomake use of her talent.

Over the past four days the lookout bunker has become an evening gathering spot. Some of the GIs come for thebreeze, some for the view, some come to learn about thepeople and their language, and we all come to be close toLan. Although our individual time in-country ranges fromthree to nine months, this is the first opportunity any ofus has had to talk with a Vietnamese.

Eager for information, we pepper Lan with questions. She defers some of our questions to Le, answers othersherself, or directs them to one of the PFs who occasionallystop by. The Vietnamese are very careful what they sayabout the Saigon government, but they are much more candid about the war. They do not understand what is going onany better than we do, and they have almost no feeling forthe ideological differences between communism and democracy. In fact, they do not seem to deal with the problem onthis level at all. Their concerns are for their family, theirland, their hamlet. Forms of government do not seem toconcern them. It is as if they are merely waiting for life toreturn to its proper order.

From Le we learn that a PF’s salary is about half the pittance the ARVNs receive. He was drafted into the PFsthree years ago. He was a private then, as now, and is likelyto remain one until the end of the war when his serviceobligation is over. Despite his acquisition of an attractive,educated woman, Le is still a dissatisfied man. He wantsmore from life than to be an impoverished soldier waiting inthis pile of sandbags for an early death.

Our transcultural communication requires a good deal of patient persistence, charades, sound effects, interpretations,and the drawing of pictures on the ground. But the commoneffort and the exchange of information has drawn us all closertogether.

I look down at Lan squatting beside a small cooking fire, stirring a pot of rice that will soon be dinner for eight. Phil ison one knee beside her, adding a can of beef to the pot. Theyare chatting and joking with each other, trying to decidewhich of the other ration cans scattered about them will bestenhance their culinary effort. I glance over at Le, wonderingif Phil’s interest in Lan is as obvious to him as it is to me. He is watching the preoccupied couple at their task by the fire,but his stoic face reveals nothing.

We finish dinner, watch the sun go down, and then retire to our hooch to smoke an evening joint and play somecards by candlelight. Two hours into the game Phil slips intothe hooch glistening with sweat and excitement.

“Man, that was great. You wouldn’t believe where I’ve just been.”

“Okay, so where have you been to get yourself worked up into such a lather?”

“You guys have to promise not to tell anyone. She said if any of the Vietnamese found out she wouldn’t do it anymore,so you got to promise.”

“If it’s such a big secret why are you telling us?”

“She said it was okay to tell you guys, but not anybody else.”

“So we won’t tell anybody else. Now, what the hell are you talking about?”

“I just screwed Lan. Man, is she fantastic. I think she liked it as much as I did. ”

“You’re shitting me. You screwed Lan, Le’s—”

“Shhh. Keep your voice down, for Christ’s sake.”

“All that blood running into your prick must have short-circuited your brain. Le is going to cancel your number when he finds out.”

“No, he isn’t. Le is the one who suggested it in the first place.”

“You mean Le is pimping his own wife?”

“Well, I’ve been talking to them and I’m not sure they are married, but yeah, he is.”

“I don’t believe it. I flatass don’t believe it, and I don’t like it, either. It sounds like trouble to me.”

“If you don’t believe me, go over there with six bucks or a case of C rations and find out for yourself. ”

“You mean Lan will screw for a case of Cs?”

“Why not? Six dollars is twice the going rate for a ‘short time’ and a case of Cs is worth more than that on the blackmarket. ”

“All right! That’s like getting it for free. We must have almost thirty cases of Cs and more coming in every day.”“Wait a minute, you guys. I think we should cool thisthing, at least for tonight. You sure you understood Le right? His English ain’t so good, ya know.”

“I’m sure. They were both right there. There wasn’t any doubt about it.”

“Well, I still think we should cool it.”

“Yeah, me too. This could get out of hand in a hurry. ”

“That’s okay by me, but I’m telling you she is waiting over there for one of you guys to show up right now. ”

Phil’s excitement infects us all with a mixture of curiosity and lust, but eventually we all agree to suppress our desiresuntil we can appraise the situation in the harsh light of day.

At least I thought we had all agreed. As I settle in for the night on a sandbag roof, I see Art wander over to Le’s bunkerand disappear in the shadows. A little later I notice himleaving our hooch with a case of C rations in his hands. As Artand his gift reenter the darkness of Lan’s doorway, Le emergesfrom the same darkness to sit in solitary vigil atop the lookoutbunker.

So Phil’s story is true, I muse, shifting my position, trying to find a more comfortable alignment of bumps andvalleys on the gently sloping roof. Getting it on with Lan is atantalizing idea, but to do it with her man fifteen feet awayjust doesn’t fit with human nature. It’s too much like achaperoned love-in with the neighbor’s daughter.




It has been a week now since the stockpile of C-ration cases began shifting from our hooch to Le’s bunker. Lan’sdesire to veil her prostitution from the other Vietnamese inthe camp has restricted her time of business to the one to twohours between the camp’s bedtime and the time when Le’sdesire for sleep exceeds his desire for money—long enough fortwo customers.

Lan’s second night in business brought her the same two eager lads as the night before. The third night brought herSergeant Harris, and with him came change. Nightly heentered the dark folds of Lan’s bunker and immersed himselfin an orgy of physical delight that showed no signs of lettingup. He dominated her time, and our food supply dwindled atan ever-increasing rate.

When Phil attempted to arrange for Lan’s favors he found her willing, if she could find the time, and if he wouldmeet the new price of fifteen dollars or two cases of C rations.Fifteen dollars was outrageous. He would not pay it andneither would the rest of us, but Lan stood her ground. She had all the customers she needed in the good sergeant. Sheand Le were making more than twice Le’s monthly salaryevery night.

In a community where a man is separated from his neighbor by the width of a sandbag, it is impossible to keepanything secret long. Everyone knew what Lan was doing,who she was doing it with, and the current fee for getting itdone. The Vietnamese were suffering, not so much frommoral indignation, as from an acute sense of “they are gettingrich and we are getting nothing.”

We were grumbling because Harris was monopolizing the only woman available to us, as well as rapidly and recklessly spending our mutually held resources.

Even Le was becoming disenchanted with his business bonanza. With each passing day he seemed to become morewithdrawn. He spoke to his countrymen only when necessary, treated his woman with disdain, and talked to us grudgingly. I think the pressure from his fellow PFs and a gooddose of jealousy were the major contributing factors to hisdour mood.

Another situation arose at this time that made the consequences of fooling around with Lan pale by comparison. A woman from the hamlet who took refuge in the compound atnight began watching me. When I looked back at her, shesmiled and turned away. She is an attractive girl about myage, tall by local standards, with the slightly darker skin of aCambodian.

The watching and smiling continued for two days before I attempted to speak to her. An errand took her past my seaton the edge of the mortar pit. I greeted her in my bestgarbled Vietnamese. She stifled a giggle, produced yet another smile, stared at me a moment, said something incomprehensible, and walked on, leaving me mystified, frustrated,and intrigued.

I practiced my Vietnamese, worked up a few phrases, strung them together, and tried them out on her at the nextopportunity. She seemed delighted by my efforts and delivered in return a somewhat lengthy address of her own. Shemust have assumed I knew much more of her language than Idid, for although I caught a word here and there, the overallmeaning of what she said completely escaped me. Again sheleft me in a state of confusion.

While sitting there trying to force some meaning from the echo of her words, I glanced up to meet the penetratingeyes of the PF corporal. He stood across the compound, armsfolded across his chest, an undeniable scowl etched upon hisweathered face. Before that moment I had not bothered toconnect the girl with anyone else. There had only been meand her and my imagination. Now the corporal was in thepicture—the corporal and the girl together—and I was outside the frame looking on.


The next evening the corporal came up to me and without preamble asked if I liked his woman. Neither his face nor his voice revealed any emotion. His question was so unexpected that my mind was still fumbling for an answer whenhe spoke again. Pointing at his wife he said, “Number onemama-san, yes?”

She glanced up at the gesture, then turned away. Was he baiting me or proposing a business deal? I rememberedthe look on his face the preceding night, visualized a manwith a knife in the dark, and told him he had a good woman,all his, not for me. That night and for the next two nights heasked his question again and always I answered the same.The more he asked the more sure I was of the correctness ofmy answer. I avoided all further contact with his wife. Afterthree days he asked no more and I began to hope the issuewas forgotten.

I warned the other guys to stay away from the corporal’s woman because, if I was reading him correctly, he was anunreasonably jealous man. To the best of my knowledge theyheeded my advice and avoided the girl, so it came as a shockwhen a week later the corporal burst into our hooch with ahand grenade in each outstretched arm.

There were five of us in the hooch at the time. We took one glance at him and froze. He began to speak with theforce of commitment, his voice a low-threatening menacerising slowly into an emotional fever that sent quiveringspasms through his body. One of the tense forms beside mewhispered, “What the fuck is he doing?”

There was no answer.

My mind focused on the danger in his voice, my eyes on the greater danger in his hands. “There aren’t any pins inthose grenades,” I said in a slow, soft voice, not sure that theothers heard me amid the torrent of Vietnamese. To mysurprise his aggression was not directed solely at me—but at all of us.

While my ears struggled to understand the foreign words, my eyes scrutinized the hands, and my body tensed to movethe instant the hands released the firing levers. Would therebe time to remove the corporal from the doorway and findcover before the grenades exploded? I saw three choices. Icould try to grab the hands enfolding the grenades to preventthe spoons from being released, then overpower the corporaland hope that if I missed and he released one of the grenadessomeone would be able to retrieve it and throw it clear in theinevitable rush for the door. Or I could knock him unconscious with a right to the jaw, run like hell, and pray theother guys could get out and behind cover in time. Or I couldsit very still and hope he did not open his hands.

Suddenly I realized I could understand parts of his speech, not so much by recognition of the words as by a combinationof what I knew of him and the overall meaning of his speech—itwas not hard to guess his meaning. I interpreted, “He says ifwe take her away from him . . . touch her . . . he will killus.”

At the sound of my voice he stopped talking and stared at me, waiting. What could I say except that none of us wouldtouch his woman? Over and over I repeated the promise,backed up by four other voices with uniform sincerity. Hishands dropped to his sides. Silence smothered the tiny room.The corporal looked at each of us, then turned and walkedaway. A moment later two explosions reverberated from theriver behind our hooch.

Phil snatched a rifle and slammed home a magazine. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.”

We blocked his exit. A heated discussion erupted. In the end Sergeant Harris and Phil, loaded weapons in hand, setout to find the sergeant in charge of the PFs.




The ARVN lieutenant slows the jeep as we approach the entrance to Long Binh. An MP steps out of the guardhouse towave us through without question. With the confidence bornof familiarity, the lieutenant threads his way through thetanks, trucks, jeeps, and soldiers in constant motion over themiles of roads on the big sprawling base camp. At the mainPX, I purchase three cases of beer for the boys back at thecompound while Greg (who was sent out last week to replaceSergeant Harris) gets a tape deck for the lieutenant with the money the lieutenant has given him.

Our next stop is a battalion mess where our escort chats amiably with four mess sergeants in the rear of the kitchen.Our ARVN supply officer gives one of the cooks a smallparcel containing a white satin negligee for his girlfriend. Asecond cook is assured that his Montagnard crossbow will bedelivered on our next visit. Greg and I look on in silence asthe customary social pleasantries are satisfied before the E-7in charge here announces he has been saving a special gift forhis ARVN friends. Three cases of frozen steaks are broughtfrom the freezer and proudly displayed before the lieutenant.The lieutenant is appropriately appreciative, assuring the sergeants that his colonel will be very pleased with the gift. Iwonder if the Vietnamese, accustomed to a diet of rice flavored with small pieces of fish, chicken, or the occasionalstrip of pork, have any taste for the blatant hunk of flesh thatis a steak? No matter, three cases of meat is a valuable giftregardless of taste.

The mess sergeants enthusiastically load the steaks, and various other crates and tins of food, into the trailer we arehauling behind our jeep. Securing a tarp over his bounty, thelieutenant thanks the sergeants for their generosity and drivesto the next battalion mess to top off the load.

When I first encountered this exchange of trinkets for substantial quantities of food, I was concerned that the lieutenant might be involving me in a black market operation.However, I soon learned that if there was something shadyabout these food-gathering trips there was nothing secretiveor conspiratorial about the way they were carried out. TheARVN first lieutenant was openly received by the messsergeants and the officers of every battalion mess we visited.Furthermore, the food in the trailer was indeed deliveredto the ARVN encampment down the road from our PF compound. I have no way of knowing what happened to thefood after it reached the colonel, except for a six-manserving of tasty fried rice mixed with shrimp, ham, eggs, andgreens brought to us after each trip.

I stopped worrying about my tacit complicity in corruption on the morning the lieutenant introduced me to an army captain who drove us to an officer’s club to be introduced tohis major. The major greeted us enthusiastically and orderedhis captain to keep Greg and me supplied with beer while we waited outside the club for our adopted lieutenant.

After an hour we were returned to the mess where the last of the crates of food, tables, chairs, and other unidentifiable objects were being loaded into our trailer and a two-and-a-half-ton truck the lieutenant had brought along for thisspecial trip. As we were preparing to leave, a five-gallon tubof ice cream, packed in dry ice, was handed to the lieutenantwith the wish that his colonel have a pleasant birthday party.

Whatever the reason for the eagerness with which the colonel was bestowed with gifts, the openness of the givingand the major’s involvement were enough of an official sanction for me. Maybe this giveaway was all done in the name ofgoodwill between allies, or maybe it was another drop in theocean of corruption. I really did not care.

On our way out of the Long Binh gate I ask, “Lieutenant, why do you take us along on these trips? I mean, we don’t do anything. We don't load the trailer or really talk toanyone. Occasionally I do a little interpreting when someonedoesn’t understand your brand of English, but mostly we justseem to be along for the ride.”

“I find it most helpful to have American soldiers in jeep when I go onto American post,” he answers. “Besides, younumber one liaison man for me. I like you come with meevery time.” He looks at me with a faint smile. “Next time Ihave surprise for you. We go Saigon. I have very special girlfor you. You like, yes?”

“Uh . . . sure. Sounds great. I’ll look forward to it.” That is another thing I do not understand. As a first lieutenant hemakes less than thirty dollars a month, yet three times aweek he takes two GIs from the PF compound on thesesupply trips and buys them beer, lunch, and women. Thisfood must be making money for someone, and some of thismoney must be filtering its way back to the lieutenant, whoin turn gives it to beer peddlers, shopkeepers, and cleanwhores. Why, we are a microeconomic system stimulatingfree enterprise through food grants from Uncle Sam. But thatis all conjecture. I do not understand most of what goes on inthis country, nor am I meant to. I am merely along for theride, and right now this ride is heading for that sweet littlewhorehouse on the outskirts of Lai Khe.

I do not volunteer for these trips because of the free beer or the free food. I volunteer because of the jeep ridethrough the country, the sweat-drying wind, the view—and the free women. Yes, mostly for the free women.

The lieutenant turns off the side street and stops in front of a large iron gate set in a thick, twelve-foot-high concretewall surrounding the forecourt of what was once a substantialbuilding. A boy materializes to open the gate. The shell ofthe building and its brick courtyard now serve as a lowlyparking lot secure from vandals and the vigilance of the MPs.

On the opposite side of the street a young girl admits us into a ten-bv-fifty-foot concrete hallway. It is barren except for atable and four chairs standing against a wall. A middle-agedmama-san hurries from the far end of the hall to greet thelieutenant like an old and revered friend. Three bottles ofice-cold Vietnamese beer are automatically brought to thetable as we are seated. In the corner an elderly woman sits ona bamboo mat with a baby at her side. Her hands and eyesare occupied with the sewing in her lap, her quiet voicedrifting across the room in a constant flow of words directedat no one.

Two women enter the hall and squeal with delight as they recognize their visitors. They rush to sit in our laps,hugging and tickling us amid bursts of giggles and sultrycrooning. At twenty-three and twenty-four these women arealready developing the more matronly figures of older women,but their friendliness and enthusiasm compensate for theirsomewhat softer, fuller figures.

Unlike many of their professional sisters, these women are in no hurry to complete the business at hand. We sit atthe table enjoying each other’s company and the taste of thelocal beer. Although the women are equally attractive, Gregand I always end up with the same partner. It is not that Ihave any complaints with the lady on my lap, but it doesseem as if they have chosen us rather than the other wayaround.

After a second beer the girls lead us out of the hall into an expansive walled garden gone half wild with inattention.We enter a bamboo hut built in a shady corner of the enclosure. The small room contains two double beds separated bysix feet of floor space. Draperies hang across the side of eachbed to provide visual privacy.

“You stay long time, make boo coo love,” implores my partner as she unlaces my boots. While I work free of the restof my clothes, she sheds her blouse and pants to reveal aslightly plump form with a skin like cream. “We love long, long time. Make fine baby for me,” she continues, sliding herbody over mine.

I find this desire by a near stranger to have my child a bit unsettling, yet it is difficult to deny any request made by awoman who is in the process of giving me such exquisitepleasure. Still, I cannot resist asking, “Why do you want mybaby? You know I won’t be here to help you take care of it.”

“Baby not for you. Baby for me. I want you for papa-san.”

I can’t deny the possibility that she may become pregnant by one of our encounters. The idea both disturbs and intrigues me. I don’t like the thought of leaving offspringscattered around without my knowledge and attention. Onthe other hand, if I stay in this country, having six or sevenchildren and their mothers to visit periodically has a certainappeal . . . oh, that feels good. Perhaps this baby routine isjust a standard come on and . . . oh my, I can’t think about itnow.

Our lovemaking ends far short of a long, long time, but my partner isn’t annoyed. She informs me that we’ll try againas soon as I have rested. Perhaps, perhaps not. I’ll let thethought percolate awhile. I lie on my back in a languid hazewhile a cool, damp cloth bathes my skin from head to toe.Ah, this is the life.

The women’s conversation floats with laughter across the room. They are comparing the sexuality of the bodies beneath their washcloths. They seem to be getting a great dealof enjoyment out of the exchange.

Greg’s partner steps from behind their curtain to join her friend rinsing off in a pail of water. She catches mewatching her and pirouettes her sweat-sheened body. “Youlike?” she asks with a taunting smile.

“Very nice,” I answer, returning my guilty gaze back to the ceiling before jealousy is aroused.

My lady lays her freshly cleaned body next to mine, talking idly to me in a lazy, contented voice. She is a niceperson, I decide: comfortable to be with, lighthearted, andfull of fun. Her fingers make little circles on my thigh, hertouch gentle and undemanding. Soon the feel of her and thesoft voice rejuvenate my interest. Abruptly the voice stops,then laughs in satisfaction. She chats to her friend across theroom as she titillates and gives pleasure. They are comparingnotes again. Airy, singsong conversation and laughter accompany us through three changes of position. Returning to her original place on top of me, she suddenly kisses me, disengages herself, and bounds through the curtain. A second laterthe curtain parts again as Greg’s girl jumps on my bed in abubble of girlish giggles. I am joined with this new delight offeminine curves and soft, delectable nakedness with hardly apause in motion.

So this is what the girls were brewing with all that chitchat. Judging by the mischievous grin beaming from theface of my new partner it would appear that I am not alone infinding pleasure in the change.

At the height of my excitement the women change partners once again, and swiftly bring the extravaganza to a climax. She is ecstatic—not, I fear, from orgasm but fromtriumph. “Ahheee!” she exclaims. “Make boo coo love. Makenumber one baby-san. Very happy.”

I lie spent, smiling faintly back at her. There is no pretended love here, just recreational sex at its jolliest, asharing of wholehearted lust. I have a tender feeling for thiswoman, and with it comes a feeling of sadness for I do not seemuch happiness in the future of these professional givers ofpleasure. I pray she has no child of mine; I doubt that it willever know me. Then again, which of us can wring a guaranteeof satisfaction from the future?

Freshly cleaned and flowing in an aura of contentment, Greg and I reenter the hall to be met by the knowing smile ofthe patient lieutenant.

We head the jeep north on Highway 13. With a relaxed hold on the loaded M-16 leaning against my left knee, I settleback in the passenger’s seat to enjoy the verdant countryscenes rolling by. The spindly trunks of coconut palms precariously support their crown of fronds high above the lushtangle of lesser trees. Waist-high grass grows undisturbedfrom one tree line to the next; the big shiny leaves of bananatrees cast their shade on village huts or around the border ofthe occasional family crop waiting in rows for the sun andwater to bring them life. Men escape the afternoon heat inshadowy shops, relaxing over cups of tea or bowls of steamingvegetables.

It is peaceful, as if nothing here has ever felt the ravages of war. It is hard to believe part of this route is known as“thunder road” because of the frequency with which convoysare ambushed. Although it always makes me edgy to travelthrough country that is home to so many VC, we are relatively safe; our enemies are not likely to waste their precious mines and men on a single jeep. It is the certainty that theycan destroy us whenever they choose that sustains my uneasiness.

We stop for a late lunch at a village cafe. A thatched-roof veranda shades a brick, wood-burning stove with a largesteaming pot built into its top. Chopped greens are placed ina wire-mesh basket and lowered into the pot of hot brothwhere slices of pork are already brewing. The proprietorhurries to greet us with a polite bow. The dozen-odd customers lower their voices and look away from the three armedsoldiers walking past them to a table where two of us can sitwith our backs to the wall. The lieutenant orders beer andsoup for three.

While we wait for our soup I ask the lieutenant if he was involved in the ARVN action that took place six hundredyards west of the PF compound yesterday afternoon. A firefighthad taken place in our backyard and I was hoping thelieutenant could tell us what happened.

The ARVNs were from his unit, he answers, but he was not with them. These days he goes out in the field only when hiscolonel takes the entire unit on patrol. It was not always thisway, he explains. He had fought with the Koreans and theAmericans when he was an NCO. For two years he wasattached to the U.S. forces fighting here and received a silverand two bronze stars for his efforts.

I had often wondered how an officer of apparent quality could reach his late forties without advancing beyond lieutenant. It appears that he made something of a hero of himself asa sergeant and has been rewarded with a commission and acushy job. I suspected there was a proud core beneath hisovert politeness and passivity.

“Yesterday,” he continues, “we catch VC that mortar your compound. We kill two, wound three to take captive.Find many mortars and rifles.”

“That is good news,” I say. “Tell your men that we appreciate their work. ”

We had taken mortar fire from that location a week ago, but the fire was so poorly aimed that the only thing thatreally worried us was the reaction of the PFs. With thenotable exception of Mouc, their machine gunner, the firstwhistle of an incoming round sent every PF scurrying forhis bunker where he stayed long after the last explosion erupted one hundred feet north of our enclosure. At first Mouc ran for his bunker with the rest, leaving six GIs looking at deserted positions in disgust. Not even their bellicose sergeant had the courage to show his face. We were trying to figure out how we were going to bring fire to bear on a mortar position beyond the range of our M-79 grenade launcher when Mouc returned with his gun. Unfortunately, rifle fire was no help to us either as the enemy mortar crew was firing from a hole.

What we needed was a mortar tube of our own.
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Mouc does not understand a word of English, but when I pointed to the mortar pit in the center of the compound andthen simulated a round arcing skyward from the pit, hequickly grasped my meaning. He ran to his corporal’s bunkerto retrieve an old 60-millimeter mortar and a crate of shells.Art, who is a member of his company’s mortar section, tookcharge of the mortar while Mouc went back to look for thestand that holds the tube and contains the adjustment forwindage and elevation. Art examined the inside of the tubeby the feeble light of his Zippo. After peering down the bore for some time he stood up and threw the tube in the dirt.

“That thing hasn’t been cleaned or oiled for months, maybe years. It’s so damn rusty it’s more likely to explodethan launch a round.”

A shell exploded two hundred feet short of our position. Mouc returned with the base plate, indicating that he wasunable to find the other missing parts. For a moment hestood there while Art raved about the PF’s cowardice andincompetence, then Mouc picked up the mortar tube, knockedthe dirt out on the base plate, fitted the tube to the plate,and indicated he would support and aim the tube with hishands while one of us dropped in a round. Art would nothave it. He stuck his finger down the mouth of the tube anddisplayed his dirty finger for Mouc while pantomiming anexploding tube. Mouc was unconvinced, but the rest of usdecided that since it was extremely unlikely that we could hitour target, there was not much point in risking death in anattempt to launch a round.

All this time Murphy was trying to raise his company on the radio. It was vital that we launch some kind of retaliation,otherwise Charlie could take all the time he needed to zeroin on our position. A single round landing inside our cracker-box compound would do considerable damage.

A shell exploded, closer this time, but still short and a little to the south.

Murphy’s company RTO kept telling us to “wait one.” Maybe he thought we were just calling in our nightly statusreport, or maybe he was occupied with more urgent calls.We switched over to the frequency used by one of theirpatrols on ambush. Turning up the gain we heard a whispering voice say that a VC patrol was entering their ambushzone. We waited a few seconds, then switched back to ourfrequency and demanded that someone from the mortar unitget on the line. There had to be more than one person in theHQ bunker.

“Roger, wait one,” came the reply.

If we did not receive assurances of mortar support within the next minute we would have no option but to go after theenemy ourselves. Murphy and Art would stay behind tooperate the radio and direct the company’s fire—if and whenit came.

This left the four of us hurriedly putting on boots andcollecting the necessary gear in preparation for the crawl through the grass outside the wire. We had to get closeenough to be sure of a total kill. I did not want any VCcoming after me out there. They knew this ground—its holesand tunnels and trails—we did not.

Our minute had passed.

The second man in our patrol was crossing the plank spanning the moat when an explosion erupted 100 feet northof the compound. They had our range, now all they needed todo was adjust 120 feet to the right. I was glad I was leaving.As I pushed myself off my belly to move on, I glanced back tosee Mouc standing alone behind his machine gun—one braveman out of twenty-four.

We had decided to swim the river rather than expose ourselves while crossing the bridge. The four of us were goodenough swimmers to make the crossing despite the weight ofour arms. What worried us were the PF bunkers on eitherside of the bridge. The men in those bunkers did not knowour plans and would probably fire on us if they saw or heardany movement below. We could not go further upstreambecause it was mined, and detouring around the bend downstream would take too long.

I quietly slipped into the river, trusting that the PFs were too scared to venture looking through their firing slits.As the water reached my chest a mortar round explodedseveral hundred meters away, too far away for even theineffective VC mortar crew. I stopped where I was, feelingsome safety in the protective waters. If the last mortar wasone of ours, a closely grouped volley would soon follow.

Greg was frozen in a crouch at the river’s edge. The head of our third man was just visible at the top of the bunk,with the fourth man still out of sight in the grass. We waitedfor the explosions that would relieve us of the dreaded task ofgoing after Charlie in the dark.

Finally they came—five explosions followed by five more, followed by a silence that stretched on and on. With a cautious eye on the bridge bunkers, we returned to our hooch towork out which half-empty beer belonged to whom.




Three bowls of soup are placed on the table before us. As I pick the porcelain spoon up, the Army’s vivid description of the long list of pains we would endure if we ate the localfood passes through my mind. Carefully stirring the steamybrew I wonder what bacterial mayhem waits in these greens, what amoebas lurk in the yonder broth, what slender nematodes lie in wait among the cells of previous pig.

The lieutenant notices my hesitation. “Good soup here,” he assures me.

What the hell, I’ll probably get shot long before these microbeasties bring me down. I dip up a portion of broth.Could it have been poisoned? I glance over at Greg, but he sstill gazing into his soup as if expecting a revelation—or aworm. I swallow.

“Mmm, very tasty,” I offer encouragingly. No point in dying alone.

Greg gives off a rude sigh before digging in with the enthusiasm of a man going to visit his girl’s parents for thefirst time.

“Not bad,” he admits.

Once past the first spoonful, I finish the meal with relish on the theory that one swallow is enough to do me in so therest is superfluous. I accept a second bowl under the protection of the same theory.

After lunch the lieutenant drives us and our three cases of beer back to the compound. There are still three hours ofdaylight to fritter away before the drinking, smoking, cardplaying evening can begin.

I’m restless. I feel like going for a walk, but of course that’s out of the question. The road isn’t safe. The hamletisn’t safe. We don’t venture beyond our island of sandbagsexcept to go for a swim. That’s what I’ll do, go for a dip in theriver. Swimming is our only form of exercise and I enjoy thefeel of the cool, flowing water. Unlike the warm, murky,leech-ridden water of lower elevations, the river here is clearand the current is strong enough to keep the water free ofleeches.

Greg and I stash our shorts in the iron framework of the bridge and dive into the river. The water wraps me in acocoon of silence as I slide through its weightless world. Themomentum of the dive gradually erodes until my speed overthe bottom matches that of the river. Slowly rising throughthe sun-filtered water, I bob to the surface to begin a hard,steady crawl against the current.

I swim on and on, keeping pace with the mainstream. The bush with the broken limb continues to appear directlyopposite me on the bank. When I begin to tire I will swim back to the bridge in the calmer water along the shore.

After a while I notice Greg drifting close to the bank, doing a relaxed breaststroke to slow his downstream movement. We never swim above the bridge because of the barbedwire and mines implanted there to protect the compound,and we never allow ourselves to be swept around the bendone hundred meters below the bridge where we would bebeyond the sight of help. It would be interesting, though, tosee what is around the corner. I roll on my back to study thesharp southernly curve in the river below. There might be anice little beach on the inside of that curve. . . .

A bullet spits into the water behind me at the same moment the crack of a carbine retorts from the southernriverbank upstream. I dive for the bottom, not daring to lookback at the gunman. Nine feet down, the water presses inlike a premature grave. Twenty feet ahead, Greg’s shadowyform expands and contracts in slow motion as he frog-kicks forthe protection of the bend.

Two bullets enter the water three feet to my left front. I veer to the right, hoping the feeble breath I took beforegoing under will last until I round the sweeping curve somewhere ahead.

Damn! I’m not going to make it. I need air! Pushing out the last strokes, I allow myself to float toward the surface, theback of my neck tingling at the thought of taking a bullet atthe base of my skull.

A thin ray of bubbles streaks through the water directly before me. I freeze in midstroke, mesmerized by the streamof bubbles rapidly decelerating in speed until I can see themovement of their leading edge. The delicate, shimmeringbubbles rise in wavering lines to the surface where I cannotgo.

Lungs screaming for air penetrate my clotted mind. A gravel bar passes beneath me. Praying I am around the bend,I expel all the air in my lungs while taking three desperatestrokes up and toward the shore.

I burst to the surface, mouth gasping for air, eyes straining to see through the water streaming down my face. A quick 360-degree scan tells me I am fifteen feet beyond thebend. No one waits for us on the shore with a gun in hishands. Greg lies in the shallows ten feet away, his head erect,gulping air while his saucer eyes dart over the grass and bushupstream—a mirror image of myself. I start laughing, uncontrollably.

Startled by the sound, his head snaps towards me, his attention riveted. Slowly the tension melts from his face,then a smile appears. A second later he, too, is laughing.Seeing his reaction makes me laugh all the harder because heis laughing at the same joke I am—only there’s no joke.

“What the hell are you laughing at?” he asks in a strained whisper. “Someone’s trying to kill us.”

“I know, I know,” I croak, desperately trying to get the ridiculous laughter under control.

“Have you lost your fucking mind? We’ve got to get out of here. That guy could be coming down this bank anysecond.”

“I know. Calm down.” My mind is perfectly clear despite the aberrant sounds issuing from my chest.

Rising from the water we run in a crouch across the pebbled beach to the shelter of a palm tree. The physicalaction combines with a massive dose of willpower to reducemy laughter to a silent chuckle.

In exasperation Greg whispers, “Will you straighten up?” “I’m trying, I’m trying.”

To our front, a stand of palm trees extends for a hundred meters before being interrupted by the first of the irregularlyspaced huts of the hamlet. The ground beneath the trees hasbeen pecked clean of vegetation by the local chickens. There isnot a soul in sight; no one to be seen in the foliage along theriver, no one in the hamlet.

“This is getting to be a recurring nightmare, you know what I mean? No, of course you don’t. People keep shootingat me when I don’t have any way to defend myself. ”

“Can we talk about this later?”

“Talk about defenseless. Look at us. Stark-ass naked, hiding behind a damn tree trunk that’s skinnier than we are,waiting for some stranger to put a bullet in us. It’s crazy,man. This whole fucking thing is crazy.”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s crazy, all right. Now would you please shut up before you get us killed?”

“Okay, sure. You’re right. But listen, how are we going to get back to the compound? We’re going to have to go rightby the spot where that dude was shooting from.”

“I don’t know, but I know we have to move. Let’s go.” “Great plan, Greg. Just great.” But he’s already behindthe next palm. I realize I can’t rely on him for a plan. He is moving because that’s what his instinct is telling him to do.I’m the planner. I can always dream up a plan or two. Whycan’t I think of one now? Maybe it’s because I never imagined I’d be running around naked in a combat area. It’s justnot the kind of thing that ever came up before.

With nerves jangling we slip silently through the palm grove. Easing through a scattering of chickens, we reach theback wall of a hut without raising a squawk of alarm. I scanour surroundings again for signs of the enemy or a hint ofwhat to do next. Nothing is revealed. I arch my eyebrows atGreg—now what? He shrugs his shoulders in reply.

Without really thinking about it, I decide to go through the hut instead of around it—some vague feeling about beingless visible. I step through the doorway.

An old man works with strips of bamboo in his lap. An old woman bends over an infant on the bed. A young womanwith her back to me attends to some chore on the hard-packed dirt floor while talking to a child of three or four ather side.

Greg and I are well inside the hut before our presence is detected by the child. Staring fixedly at me, he reaches outblindly with his left hand to tug at his mother’s clothing. Thethree adult Vietnamese turn in unison to gape at the nudeAmericans who have inexplicably appeared in their home.For two long seconds the silence and immobility is complete.Cautiously moving my left index finger to my lips, I signal forcontinued silence, hoping to waylay any latent urges to laughor scream. They remain transfixed.

I cross the room to scrutinize the area to the front of the hut, confident our hosts will remain motionless. Few civilianshave had more experience with nervous soldiers. They knowthat their best interests will be served by doing nothing untilwe are gone. There is no one to be seen outside. It seemsunnatural, but then I have never been here before. Maybethey are keeping a low profile because of the rifle shots.

I signal for Greg to follow and run for the sidewall of the next hut. Silently agreeing to avoid making any further obscene house calls, we race for the next hut at the edge of theroad. Breaking the silence for the first time, I ask, “So whatdo we do now? Streak down the road for the bridge?”

“What else?”

“I don’t like it.”

“We have a choice?”


“Several, but they would take hours with no guarantee of being any safer. ”

“Well, this is it then. You ready?”

Hunched over, we run for the road, turn north on the oiled surface, and straighten into a full sprint. With armspumping, privates swinging, and white bums flashing in thesun, I am fully aware of the spectacle we are presenting tothe locals—hardly the image of the cool, sophisticated warrior. I would laugh myself, if I could spare the air, if the mantrying to kill us would evaporate.

The bridge appears in my jarring vision. We break from our straight-line course into a zigzag, cross the bridge, flyover the moat, and land panting in the sanctuary of oursandbag home.

Now in possession of boots, pants, rifles, and a hate born of fear, Greg and I begin to question everyone we can lay ourhands on. Who fired those shots? Why didn’t anyone come toour aid, or at least investigate the reason for a rifle being firedwithin a hundred yards of the compound?

Now that I have time to think, I begin to piece the incident together. The rifle was a carbine, a weapon of lastchoice to the guerrilla, but one common to the PFs. Theshots were fired from an area near the bridge, an area between the compound and the hamlet. It would be the mostrisky position possible for a VC to choose. The only escaperoutes were to sneak through the hamlet, swim the river, orcross the road next to the compound. I think it unlikely thatour assailant was a VC. Why would Charlie risk coming intoour midst in broad daylight to shoot haphazardly at twoswimmers?

Incredibly, all the people we questioned either did not hear the gunfire or did not think anything about it. No onehas the slightest idea who the shooter might have been, andsince the only damage was to our nerves, no one but Gregand I is more than mildly concerned over such a commonsituation as a near miss.

Still, I have a hunch. I believe that the man we are looking for is none other than our own PF corporal. A manwho previously threatened us with hand grenades, a manwho could quickly take refuge in his hut in the hamlet, a manwho, along with his rifle, is not now in the compound.

Nevertheless, it could have been a VC with friends inthe hamlet to hide him. That possibility will keep the corporal alive—at least for the time being.

Today we are picking up a load of food from a battalion mess in Di An. The ARVN lieutenant presents the messsergeant with a flimsy stone-bladed hatchet. The sergeant inhis turn places four hundred pounds of food in our trailer.The exchange strikes me as an appropriate reversal of thepowerful, sophisticated invaders bartering the socks off theignorant natives. The transaction is smooth and simple; everyone is satisfied.

At my request we make our next stop at my battalion headquarters. My friend, the clerk, tells me my request fortransfer has been approved by the company and the battalionand is currently on hold at division. I ask for his estimation ofthe chances of the Form 1049 passing division. The answercomes back: fair to poor. The ugly prospect of returning toDelta Company looms before me once again.

All this past week the lieutenant has been encouraging me to let him talk to my first sergeant about extending mytour with the PFs. The lieutenant knows in a few days I willhave been at the compound a month and am therefore duefor reassignment. Up until now I have been putting him off,hoping my transfer would come through. Now I give him myconsent, even though I do not believe a mere ARVN firstlieutenant will have much influence with the demigod who isEcho Company’s first sergeant. Still, I have underestimatedthe unassuming lieutenant before. Since I feel certain mycurrent duty is the high point of my army life, I would gladlywelcome an indefinite extension of same.

While the lieutenant dispatches his self-imposed diplomatic duty in the orderly room, I go in search of a clean set of clothes and my first shower in over three weeks. The waterfrom the wing tank splashes cold on my head and shoulders,offering temporary relief from life in a tropical steam bath.Toweling off, I study the shadow of my former self. Few ofthe thirty-five pounds I lost humping the bush with DeltaCompany have been regained. If the part of me that vanishedsomewhere in the jungle was fat I would not mind its absence. But I have never been fat, and to lose all that hard-gained muscle and revert to the skinny kid of middle high-school years is disheartening.

I wonder if Julie would recognize me? Oh, I am sure shewould recognize the thinner version of my outward form, but what about the rest of me? My God! She still thinks the guyshe said good-bye to is going to come back and marry her. Icannot marry anyone. It is out of the question. How can Ideal with the emotional quagmire of a woman, the easy tearsover little things, the constant need to be reassured of thedepth of my love? How can I share her concern for style, theshape and tint of her hair, the pains taken with makeup? Howcan I participate in the frantic drive for acceptance and success that will be expected of me?

Something has happened here to love, to tender emotions. They have been disallowed, invalidated by violent death. I still cherish kindness, and I can risk my life to try to savesomeone else’s, but because I must always be prepared fortheir screams of terror when they see their own shreddedflesh, I cannot love or even care beyond the commitment tocasual friendship. Although I know an emotional block isessential to the maintenance of my sanity, I did not ask for it,or bring it on myself willingly. It came on its own and I donot know when or if it will go away.

No, there will be no wedding, for I cannot take care of another’s emotions or offer them mine. Poor Julie, patientlywaiting for me to come back and take her to the altar. It isnot going to happen. I must tell her to stop waiting. Yes, Imust tell her, and soon.

The first sergeant and the lieutenant sit on folding chairs outside the NCO barracks talking quietly. Their conversationappears amiable. I did not know the first sergeant had anyamiability in him. He looks different, too. Ah, yes. It isbecause I have never seen him outside before.

As I approach the sergeant looks up, squinting against the sun. “Are you Shook?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“First sergeant,” he snaps.

“Yes, First Sergeant.” Let’s not piss the man off.

“The lieutenant here has been telling me good things about you. He has asked me to extend your stay with thePopular Forces so that you can continue to work with him. Isthis agreeable with you?”

“I would be glad to be of whatever service I can to the lieutenant, First Sergeant.

“Good, then it’s settled. ” The sergeant studies the creases on the back of his black hands for a moment before continuing. “We are going to be pulling out of that location soon, anyway.” Then to the lieutenant, “You have probably heardabout the NVA buildup along the major infiltration routes inCambodia.”

The lieutenant nods his head in affirmation.

“Our company has been asked to send three FO units up there, so I can’t promise your man here will be with youmuch longer.”

Cambodia! Shit! I don’t want to go to Cambodia. I’m stationed too damn close to that place already and don’t wantto get an inch closer.

Instead of pleading with the first sergeant that I am far too valuable a person to use as a border spook the way Iwould like him to, my buddy the lieutenant takes the newsgracefully, thanking the sergeant for his cooperation andunderstanding.

Well, shit! Bad news always seems to dribble out of someone’s mouth just in time to cancel the good news.

Forty-five minutes later we are in Saigon looking up at the lieutenant’s three-story concrete house with its smallshuttered windows facing the street. Inside there are highceilings, white walls, tiled floors, and sparse furnishings. I amseated at the end of a long table in the dining room while thelieutenant gathers his family together for lunch. I wait quietlyin the cleanliness and perfect order of the lieutenant’s home,thinking how much more at ease I would be if we could havethis meal served to us outside in the dirt.

Descending from above, a procession of children come to sit and stare at the foreigner in their home. I am introduced to six boys, three girls, and one wife. For a moment Iwonder why the majority of this troop is not in school, beingof that age, until I realize today must be a Saturday orSunday. Lunch is quiet, reserved, and uncomfortable. Afterward, the family vanishes as quickly as they appeared.

Ten minutes later the lieutenant and I are drinking beer in the neighborhood whorehouse, waiting for my special treatto arrive. The lieutenant seems to be looking forward to herappearance as much as I am. I hope his taste in women issimilar to mine.

A beer and a half pass before a spry girl dressed in a traditional ao-dais hurries through the double-doored entranceand sets an unwavering course for the rear of the building.The lieutenant nudges me, nodding his head at the recedingfigure. “That’s her,” he says with excitement in his eyes. I failed to get a good enough look at her to get excited myself, butI make the expected sounds of appreciation nonetheless.

A young boy leads me down a long hall with evenly spaced louvered doors along its left side. He ushers me into asmall room containing the inevitable bed and a wicker chair.The screened and shuttered windows in the far wall openonto a narrow courtyard that extends the length of the row ofbedrooms. Everything is clean and bright. I sit on the edge ofthe bed to wait.

The door is flung open to admit my gift, now wrapped in a robe of silk.

“Why you not undressed?” she demands, walking past me to drop her robe on the chair and flop naked on the bed.

Because sitting alone in a strange place without my clothes on makes me feel uncomfortably vulnerable, is myunspoken answer.

She lies on her back, legs together, arms at her sides, eyes on the ceiling—ignoring me. She is young, about sixteen, which is considered the prime age for women in thiscountry. And she is prime. Her face and body are the perfection of dreams.

With yet a button to be loosened, I study the frozen form on the bed, so like a stunning painting in which theartist has fumbled his attempt to create the warmth of life.But there is more here than stoic detachment. Hate, or deepresentment, exudes from this classic oriental nude.

Hoping to break through the icy chill I ask, “Well, my distant beauty, how are you today?”

She shifts her gaze from the ceiling to my face and then back to the ceiling. “Hurry up, Joe, you wasting time.”

Enough. Aloof loathing is not the tune of titillation. I stand to leave, then pause for a last look at the resplendentform below me. What a pity the mind and the body do notmatch. Her head turns on the pillow to look at me.

“What’s the matter, Joe? You no like me? You want another girl?”

“No,” I answer.

Addressing the ceiling she says, “Make up your mind.”

She must hate being a whore, or perhaps she hates GIs, or perhaps she is so well insulated in her beauty that she hasnever been prompted to consider that there is more to beinga prostitute than lying on her back. Should I offer her somekind of explanation, or just walk out? Oh, damn. What am I going to tell my friend out there with the gleam of anticipation in his eyes? What about the time, money, and effort hehas put into this meeting? Walking out will be an insult to hissense of taste—a loss of face. Maybe I could persuade this girlto continue her imitation of a fresh corpse for fifteen ortwenty minutes longer. That is a reasonable solution for everyone involved, but it will not work. As soon as I tell thisteen queen that I no longer wish to rent her luscious body,her pride will require her to flounce out of the room in ahuff—again a matter of face. Besides, Vietnamese women arenotorious gossips. If I am right in suspecting that this is oneof the lieutenant’s regular haunts, then he will eventuallydiscover the subterfuge.

Is there no easy way out of this? With sarcasm instead of hope, I ask, “I don’t suppose there is any chance you couldfake a little enthusiasm?’’

“What you say?”

“Enthusiasm. Never mind. Something you know nothing about. ” What the hell. You go to a whore, you can’t expect tobe loved. I undress with serious doubts about my ability toproperly conclude this transaction. Even if I am so blessed, Iam willing to bet a month in Nam that she doesn’t move amuscle in response.

Afterward a flush of embarrassment comes over me as I walk back to the table where the lieutenant and a girl aretalking. I feel like I just masturbated in public. Although Ifinally did manage to fantasize my way into a whimper of aclimax, she not only lay motionless but turned her head tothe side and stared at the wall. Made me feel like a matingslug. It was awful. Probably put me off sex for at least a week,not to mention the possible permanent psychological damagedone to my libido.




A single concrete beam begins to span the river in a graceful arch before abruptly ending in midair twenty feetbeyond its foundation on the riverbank. The fractured beamis all that remains of the bridge the French erected hereyears before. The severed arch gives you the feeling that it isa not-so-ancient ruin, hinting at a millennium of strife. Certainly hundreds, if not thousands, of men have died here intheir struggle to defend or capture this crossing. Perhaps if Iknew its history back to the Chinese invasions of the third century A.D., I could glean a sense of honor from its defense— or perhaps of the futility of wasted lives.

Propping a helmet full of river water against the base of the arch I lather my whiskers in the reflection of a new metalhand mirror. I was in the PX buying some stationery toreplace the C-ration box tops I had been using as makeshiftpostcards when I came across the durable mirror. Having noneed to look at my face to locate it for shaving, the onlyexcuse I had for making the purchase was a bit of vanityregarding my first-ever mustache.

An appraisal of the upper lip hair leaves me undecided as to whether the new growth is an improvement or not. Ofcourse, it is difficult to make a clear comparison since thebefore-mustache view is not available. But there is a simplesolution to this problem—-I’ll shave half of it off.

Hum, I still can’t decide. Looks like a toss-up to me. I’ll leave it half and half awhile, maybe get a second opinion. Irinse out my helmet and walk up the bank to the compound.Holy shit—a major. What the hell is he doing way out here?Up until this moment the Army has left us blissfully alone. AsI approach the group of men gathered outside our hooch, thesound of years of military wisdom whiffs through the vaporous air.

“. . . and clean up this mess.” A pointing finger condemns a dozen empty cans in our trash box. “I won’t have flies and rats spreading disease because you men are too lazyto bury your garbage.”

“We bury it every evening, sir.”

“What’s that?”

“We ll take care of it right away, sir. ”

“You bet your ass you will.”

If he finds the beer and dope stashed away none too carefully in our hooch we are all going to get busted. Considering my olive-drab, boxer-shorts uniform, and my half-and-half mustache, I feel this is definitely the time for a tacticalretreat. I think I’ll just ease back down the bank and jump inthe river. Drat, too late. His lieutenant has spotted me.

With a final visual sweep of the area, the two officers start back toward their jeep and driver waiting at the side ofthe road. I square up perpendicular to their line of travel,hairy side outermost.

“Morning, sirs.” I give them a smart salute even thoughsuch an act is frowned upon by field officers—might get them shot by an observant VC.

The major glowers at my tan skin and green skivvies. “Why in blazes are all you men out of uniform? Being in theboondocks doesn’t excuse this kind of sloppiness. You’re stillin the United States Army and I expect you to look likesoldiers.’’

“Yes, sir,” I say as he moves around to my nonmustacheside.

“Those men couldn’t even tell me who was in charge here. Perhaps you can enlighten me?”

He’s got me there. We have never bothered to figure out who has the most time in grade. We have been running ademocracy here, but I can’t tell him that. “That would be thesenior specialist fourth class, sir.”

“Since you men are functioning without the benefit of an NCO, your statement is blatantly obvious. What I want toknow is the name of the man in charge.”

Benefit of an NCO? Not likely. But I’d better steer clear of that topic. “Frankly, sir, I don’t know who is in charge, butI don’t think it’s me.”

“You don’t think so? What is your rank?”

“Probably a PFC, sir.”

“Probably? Are you trying to tell me you don’t know your own rank? What company are you from?”

“You’re not going to like this, sir, but I’m not sure of that either.”

“This is outrageous. Explain yourself.”

“Well, sir, I was in Delta Company—not your Delta Company, sir, the other battalion’s Delta Company—then Iwas transferred to Echo Company, but it turns out that I maystill be assigned to Delta Company, unless that has beenchanged, and of course by now I could have been reassignedto the Long Binh Medical Center, but the last I heard division HQ hasn’t decided on that one yet.” Why am I doingthis? Well, no sense stopping hallway. “So you see, sir, if Iam with Delta Company I am an acting corporal, if I am withEcho Company I am a PFC, but if I am with the LBHC I amautomatically a Spec 4. Honest, sir, it’s not my fault.”

Silence fills the space between us. Maybe he thinks I’m crazy. That would help. I wonder why he hasn’t mentionedmy mustache. Surely he’s noticed it. I’m still standing atattention with my eyes straight ahead so I can’t see his face,thank heavens. Nothing’s happening. There, he’s moving. His lieutenant passes in front of me. They’re leaving.

When I ask the guys how much trouble we are in, they assure me the only items that concerned the major were theration cans and our lack of military attire. They had spottedthe officers soon enough to put our hooch in respectableorder.

“Did he say anything about the local VC population or the PF’s refusal to fight?” I ask.

“Ah, he didn’t say anything about that stuff.”

“No, and he didn’t want to hear nothing from us, either.”

“Maybe we’d better make another report on that squad of VC that passes by here every evening before some rankfinds out about them and begins to wonder what we havebeen doing out here,” I suggest.

“No way, man. You want to start a war, go someplace else and start it. If we hit those VC, they’ll get their buddiesand come back here and wipe us off the map. The only reasonthey haven’t turned us into a greasy spot so far is that wehaven’t hassled them. We have our own little island of peacehere, let’s keep it that way.”

“I agree, but things have changed. If I read your major correctly, he is going to send us a sergeant to make sure wekeep our shirts on. If the guy they send is even half awake heis going to wonder why we have VC walking by here in plainview. We can report them tonight after they have disappeared into the brush on the outskirts of the hamlet. Thatway it will be too late for your company to blast the neighborhood into a pile of rubble and we will have covered ourselves. What do you think?”

“Makes sense to me.”

“Okay, as long as we keep Sergeant Bolinski from lofting any mortars in our direction. That fool doesn’t know a windage from an elevation.”

At dusk our local contingent of VC appear right on schedule, as they have every night for the past two weeks.They come from the northwest, pass six hundred yards southof us, and vanish in the darkness as they approach the area atthe far end of our hamlet. At first they were cautious; nowthey make no attempt to conceal their movements. For a halfmile of their track they are in plain view, walking single filedown the same path they always take.

Tonight there are nine of them. Sometimes there areone or two less, sometimes a few more. We report their movement to Bravo Company’s NDP as we did once before,and as before, since there is no immediately available target,the matter is dropped.

Having done our duty, we tune in the armed forces FM station on our civilian radio and lay back to enjoy a quietevening with the Bee Gees singing, “I just got to get amessage to you,” in the background.

At 2200 we call in our status report and prepare to turn in when one of the guys from Bravo Company picks up atransmission between his captain and a lieutenant who hasjust blown his ambush at a half dozen passing VC.

Captain: “Tiger Delta, this is Papa Tiger. What is your estimated enemy kill? Over.”

Lieutenant: “Enemy kill—zero. I told you, they were too far away.”

Captain: “You missed all of them?”

Lieutenant: “We have probably hit on one, possibly two. All escaped into the tree line.”

Captain: “Damn it, Lieutenant. I want those Victor Charlies. Go after them. And don’t come back empty-handed.” Lieutenant: “Go after them, sir? Now? In the dark?”Captain: “Affirmative, Tiger Delta. Right now. Dispatcha squad and make it clear that you want results.”

Lieutenant: “Sir, if we go crashing through the jungle after Charlie the only bodies we are going to find will be ourown.”

Captain: “I am not interested in your opinion, Lieutenant. You will do as you are told. Pursue and eliminate the enemy, immediately. Those are your orders.”

“Will you listen to that shit?” I say. “Nobody in his right mind goes trudging after Charlie in the dark. The onlyway that squad is going to find Charlie now is by walking intohis fire.”

“That’s our captain for you. No duty is too perilous for his men, no duty safe enough for himself. You know that manhasn’t been seen outside his bunker in more than threeweeks. He’s been hiding out ever since one of the boys took ashot at him during our last company-sized operation. Thedamn fool got so excited at the sight of our exalted leader outin the bush that he blew the only good shot any of us arelikely to get for a while.”

“You see, Old Captain Fearless can’t decide if he is morefrightened of the VC, his own men, or being passed over again for advancement. If he could just get promoted it wouldsolve all his problems. He would never have to go into thefield again except to fly high overhead in his helicopter. Thenhe could concentrate on killing off his other two enemies insafety.”

“It sounds like your captain is going to grow up to be just like a major I know.”

“I’d like to think that our brand of leader is unique, but I have heard enough stories from other units to know better.”Turner pauses to shake his head and contemplate the mess.“You know, Old Fearless has been with us four months nowand as long as I’ve known him he has walked at the very endof the company, surrounded by four of his most trustedcadre, pushing us into one dangerously stupid situation afteranother. ”

“It was a good company before Fearless got his greedy mitts on it. The sad fact is that, despite all his gung-hochasing after Charlie, we are now killing fewer Cong whileour own causalities have almost doubled. That is why some ofthe guys are determined to frag the bastard before it’s toolate. Most of the company, including myself, are too chicken-shit to actually kill the turd, but we’d swear on a stack ofbibles that Charlie Cong committed the act once the deedwas done.”

“Still, it’s not all bad. We have a couple of officers who know their stuff. Like Lieutenant Carlson, who you justheard on the radio. I’m willing to bet he doesn’t send anyoneafter those gooks.”

“How can he do that?” I ask. “He has been given a direct order to pursue.”

“Easy. He can send some men out to sit behind a tree for an hour, then tell Fearless their search was unsuccessful. Orbetter yet, report that they found two bodies for the CO toadd to his tally. That will keep everyone happy as long asFearless is smart enough not to demand proof.”

Ten minutes after their last transmission the captain calls the lieutenant for a report. The lieutenant replies that hismen are just about ready to set out. The captain is furious atthe delay, aware that now he has lost all hope of catching theVC. Nevertheless, he orders the men to set out at once andstay out until they have found what they were sent to find.

We decide not to stay up to listen for further developments.


In the morning, orders come over the radio to prepare to abandon the compound. Transportation is scheduled to pickus up in the early afternoon. The Army has apparently advanced its timetable for our redeployment.

The news is disappointing. We were hoping to enjoy another week or two one step removed from the mutilatinggrasp of our superiors. While packing our gear we start a listof the goods stolen from us during the past three weeks.When we are finished the total comes to 280 dollars plusthirteen miscellaneous items of varying worth. No wonderthe PFs are always smiling at us. Despite their thievery, theirapparent sympathies with the VC, and their unwillingness toaid in their defense, we hold very little animosity toward thePFs. Most of them are pacifists doing their best to livethrough yet another struggle for power in their country.Everything considered, I can find little fault in their behavior.

We give Mouc a case of C rations and split two of the remaining three cases among the rest of the Vietnameseenlisted men. We have been well supplied with M-16 ammo,and with nothing else to fill the day, we decide to reduce theweight of one of the boxes.

With two beer cans thrown in the river eighty meters upstream, we begin a contest to see who can keep their canin the air the greatest proportion of time. I am surprised atthe accuracy displayed by five out of the six of us. Putting around through a can in the water sends it leaping into the air.The instant it lands back in the river another round pushesthe can into the water, which reacts to propel it skywardagain.

The gunfire disturbs the locals, but it makes us feel a little better, even though we know this display of marksmanship is of little merit in a conflict where we rarely see ourenemy.

Shortly after lunch Sergeant Harris brings his jeep to a stop at the edge of the road. He shakes his head knowingly atthe group of men laden with boxes coming to greet him.

“Belay that, gentlemen. You’re not going anywhere.” Ignoring our questions he languidly unbends his large framefrom around the steering wheel and leans into the back of thejeep to retrieve a case of Budweiser. “Grab that block of ice,will you?” he asks the man nearest him. “The rest of you might as well cart them C rations in.”

Settled on a canvas cot outside our hooch, we wait for Harris to work himself around to telling us the news. Hemethodically rolls a can of beer on the ice, which melts adepression into the block and supplies a film of ice water thatclings to the outer surface of the spinning can.

“Looks like you boys are going to be here awhile yet.” “How long do you figure a while is going to be?”

“There is little profit in trying to outguess the Army. Even if you chance upon the correct date today, you will bewrong again by tomorrow. However, if you want my currentestimate, I’d place your remaining time here at a minimum ofone week, a maximum of two.” He slowly cracks the tab onthe cold beer to relieve the built-up pressure, losing only afraction of the contents to the parched earth. “At any rate, Ithought I’d better replace some of the supplies I had so muchfun spending when I was last here. Unfortunately, I see thatJohn is the only one left out of our original group that I canpay my debt to. Well, no matter.”

He looks over the piles of sandbags baking in the sun. “Is Lan still around?”

“Still around, but not here at the moment,” I answer, suspecting he has just revealed the main reason for his visit.“She has been spending more of her days away from thecompound lately. I think you spoiled her for normal menoffering normal prices.”

My words cause a shadow of disappointment to cross his light brown, freckled face. He cools and drinks a second beer.Apparently the thought of tumbling a local lass has not lost itsappeal. Before he leaves, he asks me for directions to a houseof pleasure along his route.

An hour and a half before sunset a helicopter swoops out of the sky to squat on the piece of road opposite the compound. A stout staff sergeant emerges from the blind side ofthe chopper, jogging awkwardly with his head bent beneaththe blades. Once clear of the universal fear of decapitation,he slows his muscled and fatty frame to a fast walk.

“There is a man who has been successfully avoiding the remarkable trimming effects of viewing the splendor of thiscountry on foot,” I comment to Turner. “One of yours?”

“That, my friend, is trouble,” replies Spec 4 Turner. “I am afraid we are about to experience the benefits of operatingunder an NCO. Before you walks the mighty destroyer of all things outside the target area—our own beloved Mortar Sergeant Bolinski.”

Bolinski is all bristle and business. He asks for a rundown on the enemy activity we have observed. We begin reluctantly, but his enthusiasm soon induces us to release acomplete and accurate account of the VC that pass everyevening to our south as well as the sightings we have madenow and then on the hill to our north. He is pleased with ourreport, accepting of our nearly complete uniforms, unconcerned with our neatly repacked hooch, and delighted at theoffer of a cold beer.

He checks our communications with his company and gives his mortar crews the coordinates for preselected targetsalong the VC trail we have marked on his map board.

I am confused by the sergeant’s apparent competence. He is doing his job correctly instead of ignoring it in favor ofharanguing us about haircuts and dust on our helmets. Isuppose my expectations have been jaded lately by too muchcontact with rear echelon officers. Still, his own men do nottrust him and that is not at all the same as a run-of-the-milldislike for a reasonably competent superior who also happensto be a jerk. It is the difference between deadly incompetence and gleeful harassment.

The day drops into moonless night. The VC have failed to make their customary appearance on the trail at dusk.

Disquietude prowls the compound. Men shift their rifles from shoulder to hand and peer into the blackness.

Sergeant Bolinski’s disappointment leads to doubts and sharp questions concerning the accuracy of our report. He isbecoming irritating, but there is another reason for our uneasiness. The failure of the VC to follow their establishedpattern lends strong support to our suspicion of complicitybetween the VC and at least one of our PFs. Someone in thecompound had an hour and a half to learn of the sergeant’sintentions and warn the VC.

Our sanctuary now contains one man determined to start a battle before he leaves, and at least one other man capableof killing us in our sleep.

Bolinski is getting into the beer a bit more than is good for him. Normally I would not mind if he drank himself intooblivion, but not tonight, not while he is giving me orders.Turner, Greg, and I conspire to remove the temptation.

One at a time we wander over to the beer supply, pick up one of the nineteen remaining cans in the second case,and drift into the darkness to plant the brew beneath one ofthe thousands of sandbags around us. As long as we arecareful not to. be seen too frequently near the vanishingsupply we should be able to convince him that the beer isbeing consumed in a normal, if somewhat rapid, manner.


We allow Bolinski to finish his beer and have one more before he returns to find an empty carton. Our problem nowis that we will never relocate all our beer and we have aninebriated sergeant on our hands who thinks we are thegreedy drunks.

Bolinski’s grumblings are cut off by a call from Greg, who is standing watch with the starlight scope. “Sergeant,there are four or five men on the hill, just to the west of thatold abandoned house.”

Bolinski climbs on the bunker roof to have a look for himself. Taking hold of the eyepiece to steady himself, heinadvertently swivels the scope up and to the right on itstripod base. He curses in frustration at the sight of theunfocused hilltop. “Where is the focus on this damn thing?”

“You shouldn’t need to focus it. Just bring it down to the middle of the hill and you will have it,” advised Greg.

“Jesus, don’t you think I can tell when something is out of focus? I know how to use this thing. Just answer myquestion.”

Greg steps back, clearly hoping to disengage from any further contact with this man.

“It’s right here, Sarge,” I interject, not caring how long it takes him to relocate the target.

As Bolinski repeatedly goes through the full range of focus while radically changing the position of the scope, Ibegin to understand why his men have skeptical opinions ofhis competence. A starlight scope is hardly more difficult touse than binoculars.

After a few minutes Bolinski decides the scope is defective and orders me to attempt repairs. Vaguely hoping our neighborhood opponents have had the good sense to disperseby now, I point the scope at the abandoned house and bringit into focus. A short distance to the left of the building, agroup of men are gathered around a faint light not visible tothe naked eye.

“There you are, Sergeant. If you don’t mind my sayingso, I think Mouc’s machine gun and a couple of M-16s would be more effective on that target than mortars.”

“I do mind. Go tell Turner to call up the company. And tell him to get that radio out here.”

Turner’s soft voice comes out of the darkness behind us. “Mortar crews standing by, Sergeant.”

“Tell them to give me one round two hundred fifty meters due north of our position,” orders Bolinski.

Turner hesitates, then places the radio on the bunker and slowly slumps to his knees to study the map under thelight of a red-lensed flashlight. Watching him for a moment itbecomes clear that he is merely stalling to give himself timeto figure a way to circumvent his sergeant’s latest folly.

We have had ample opportunity to study the house on the hill over the past weeks and know its distance to be closeto five hundred meters. Furthermore, a single badly placedshot will cause the target to scatter. The VC are not likely tooblige us by sitting still while the mortar crews adjust theirtubes and fire for effect. If the target was much closer, or ourposition uncertain, a shot for location would make sense. Butin this situation, if we do not hit the target with the firstvolley, we might as well give up the effort.

Irritated by the delay, Bolinski jumps down from the bunker roof. “What the hell is the holdup here?”

“Calling in the coordinates now, Sergeant,” answers Turner, apparently coming to a decision.

“Give them to me,” demands Bolinski suspiciously. Turner recites the numbers as he picks up the radio’s handset. “Holdit a minute,” says Bolinski. “Let me see that map.”

“I know my business, Sergeant. The numbers are correct,” insists Turner, withholding the map.

Bolinski snatches the map from his man’s hand. After a moment of silent figuring he looks up to sneer at his underling. “So, you know your business, do you, you impudentfool. You have figured two hundred fifty meters wide.”

“Sergeant, that house is five hundred meters from here, not two hundred and fifty. Your shot will land exactly halfwaybetween us and the target,” answers Turner.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Specialist,” growls the sergeant. “You call in exactly what I tell you and nothingelse.”

Turner makes the call. Standing next to the three-footperimeter wall, the sergeant looks down with contempt at the six enlisted men cautiously taking cover.

A round whistles in from the southwest to explode on the flat, hallway between our position and the target.

“Right, two hundred fifty. Fire for effect,” calls out Bolinski.

“What?” cries Turner in disbelief. “Sergeant, you mean left two hundred fifty.”

“You insolent son of a bitch. You question my orders one more time and I’ll see you court-martialed.”

“You’re going to blow us all to hell, you stupid bastard,” explodes Turner. “Right two hundred fifty will put six roundsdown our throats.”

“Shut up. I’m warning you for the last time. Call in my shot right now or I’ll do it myself and hang your ass fordisobeying orders under fire.”

“You goddamned fool. You want to commit suicide—go right ahead and welcome to it.” Turner throws the handset tothe ground and turns away.

In the ensuing moment of stunned silence I attempt to interject some quiet reason. “It really should be left twohundred fifty, Sergeant. If you think of yourself back withyour mortars, that hill would be to your left and—”

“Shut up,” snaps Bolinski. “You’ll stay the fuck out of this if you know what’s good for you.” He retrieves thehandset from the ground, then looks up to glare at the menslipping back into the darkness. “I’ll deal with all of you whenthis is over,” he rails.

We take refuge in the near-side bridge bunker. The two Vietnamese guards there are in a state of agitation because ofthe angry words that have passed between the Americans. Iattempt to explain to them what is about to happen, urgingthem to warn their comrades cowering in their bunkers. Thetwo PFs understand my words all too well. They adamantlyrefuse to venture outside.

Because we are still only about eighty feet from ground zero, Turner, Greg, one of the PFs, and I decide to move tothe bunker on the far side of the bridge. Once there, we sitdown to wait for Bolinski’s bombs to arrive.

Perhaps he has had a chance to cool off and realize his mistake. Maybe our exodus has convinced him to interject ameasure of conservatism into the plan he has clung to sotenaciously. For some reason, I cannot believe that Bolinski is actually going to blow himself up.

A chorus of shrill whistles, descending in pitch, sends the Vietnamese to the floor in terror. A series of explosionsrock the earth, closely followed by three secondary explosionsas mines on the perimeter explode from the force of theimpact.

Either the mortar unit had the good sense to look up our coordinates and refrain from dropping shells on us, or Bolinskihad reduced his request somewhat, because the nearest mortar crater is thirty feet north of the compound wall. No onecares to ask the sergeant, who has withdrawn from our company, why he is not dead.

In the morning a chopper arrives to relieve us of the benefits of operating under an NCO.

Two days pass without any word or indication of Bolinski’s much-promised retribution. It is still too early to discount histhreats, but our hope that he will be too embarrassed by hisown bungling to bring the incident before his superiors appears to be well founded.

Since our mortar attack upon ourselves in no way threatened the Vietcong, there has been no counteraction on their part. The gaping holes in the inner two rows of perimeterwire have been repaired and the shredded sandbags in theencircling wall replaced. The uneasy coexistence betweenenemies has returned to the verdant flat at the base of thefoothills.

In the afternoon an ARVN Ranger sergeant leads his five-man reconnaissance team into the PF compound for anovernight rest from their four-day patrol. These same menhave been stopping here every third or fourth evening for thepast two and a half weeks. They are quiet, capable, proudmen. Men who can be counted upon not to cringe in a holeto await providence. Their calm confidence and physicalstrength stand in stark contrast to the cowed demeanor of thePFs. It did not take us long to recognize that in these Rangerswe had allies that we could depend on, and an easy friendship soon grew between us.

One of their members, a short, pleasant corporal by the name of Kum, had some command of English. Using twolanguages and pantomime we struck up a conversation inwhich I learned that he had been fighting in this war for fouryears, an occupation that threatened to continue basicallyunchanged for untold years into the future. I quailed at the thought of it. Yet his years of dealing with death had left nomark upon his boyish face, nor had they dampened his readyhumor. This inconsistency led me straight to distrust until Inoticed that when he thought he was alone and unobservedhis face went blank and his eyes took on that familiar haunting, unfocused glaze of the weary veteran. The instant someone made contact with him, the dour mask would vanish, tobe replaced by the boyish eager look that begged you to pokefun or tell a joke so that it could smile and laugh again.

Kum loves to gamble. Lacking the necessary Vietnamese cards to play the games he knew, I taught him blackjack withmy Hoyle deck. We played for pennies until his losses reachedthe dollar mark, then he began to double and redouble hisbets in an effort to gain the upper hand. Somehow the finerpoints of the game elude him, and although he is just assurprised and amused when he loses as when he wins, thereis no denying that he is a rotten gambler.

At the current time he is thirty-five dollars down, twenty of which is yet unpaid. Now, thirty-five dollars is a considerable sum for a Vietnamese corporal to squander and I havebeen doing my best to encourage him to forego payment, buthe is a man of pride who cannot ignore a debt.

As soon as he dumps his gear, Kum searches me out to slap two thousand piasters in my hand with a smile. Myprotests are to no avail, but my will is not to be denied soeasily. I shall return his money in the only way he willaccept. A bond has grown between us over the past weeks,and I shall make use of that and anything else that comes tohand to lead him down my path of friendly deception.

“Now that I have all your money, what shall we play for? Maybe you have nice sister, yes?”

“Sister married, you no like. I play, but not for money. Kum empty.”

“Oh no. We play for big money. Fifty pia. Your credit is good with me.”

“Fifty pia! No can do. Credit didi mau.”

“Listen, my friend. I have been in touch with the card fairy. She tells me that today Kum very lucky, win bigmoney.”

He eyes me with a suspicious smile. “Smoke in head make GI dinky dau, have fairies in eyeballs.”

Eventually I cajole him into playing for money. Withhim dealing, it should be easy for me to lose nearly every hand. Not wanting to be too obvious about throwing thegame, I plan to stand pat on the occasional twelve or thirteenand hit everything else until I have gone bust or reached theinfrequent twenty or twenty-one.

I am a reasonably competent gambler, and although I have always suspected fate of being a tad stingy when dealingout my share of the luck, and despite my habit of soaking mygame in beer, I generally manage to struggle to the up side ofeven by the game’s end. Before this game began it had neveroccurred to me that losing at poker could be a challenge.

As Kum deals the cards with increasing reluctance, lady luck continues to unleash a maddening display of bad timingby squandering my next five years’ allowance of superb cardson this single game. I have not been able to lose more thanone or two hands with each passing of the deck. Finally Kumlays down the cards, unwilling to go on. Despite my bestefforts, I have plunged him seventeen dollars further intodebt.

In desperation I suggest we go for double or nothing on a cut of the cards. He declines. “What we gamble for? Youwant my boots, too?”

“No, not your boots,” I say looking down his five-foot two-inch frame to his extra small jungle boots. “Not even mybaby brother could fit into those. Let’s play for your shirt—Iam in need of a handkerchief. ”

It takes maximum effort on my part to tease, insult, and cajole him into wagering his debt of seventeen dollars on asingle card. To assure that he wins, I plot to eliminate luck’sfickle nature from the game. Distracting him with talk of hiscomrades, I slip a deuce to the bottom of the deck when heturns to identify one of his mates for me. I shuffle withoutdisturbing the bottom card, then cut the deck. Picking up thebottom portion of the deck I squeeze their width in the palmof my hand so that when they are placed on top of theunaltered cards, the two and all the cards above it have aslight upward curve down their center. With the deck neatlystacked I can easily feel the separation with my fingertips. Itis a shabby trick no true cardsharp would consider using, butif your opponent is not expecting devious behavior, it can beeffective.

Kum turns over a five to beat my two of spades. The win encourages him to play again for the same stakes. I cut thedeck twice, leaving my two near the bottom. This time Kum tries his luck first. He shows an eight. Tickling the ends ofthe deck, I locate the hint of a gap. With a silent sigh of reliefI expose the two of spades once again. Kum’s delight atwinning thirty-four dollars outweighs his suspicions of thereappearing two.

Picking the same card three times in a row would be too much for anyone to accept, so I mix the cards until a fourappears on the bottom of the deck. Repeating the maneuverwith the four, I succeed in losing again. With all but onedollar of Kum’s money returned, I retire. From now on I willstick to playing for pennies.

The stimulation of the game over, I begin to slide into lassitude, my overheated brain beyond original thought. Wavesof liquid heat shimmer off the glaring white and faded greensandbags. Those few men who are active move through thethick air at a pace carefully measured to produce minimumexertion.

A series of angry, staccato shouts rip through the languid atmosphere, jolting men into activity. Twenty-four PFs scramble to don helmets, boots, rifles, and bandoliers.

Alarmed, I scan the surrounding bush, but the only threat I can find is the fired-up PF sergeant whose voice setthis activity into motion. For the first time in the five weeks Ihave been here the PFs are putting on the airs of an armedforce, if an extremely uneasy and uncertain one. Their quick,nervous conversations and agitated movements are checkedby the intimidating bark of orders from the sergeant as helines the men into two files.

This unprecedented call to arms seems to be as much a surprise to the PFs as it is to me. Since Vietnamese spoken atits normal rapid rate is still just a blur of sound in my ear, Iam unable to gather any meaning from the sergeant’s speechto his assembled troops. I turn to Kum for an interpretation.

“They go to bac bac VC,” he explains.

“Them? Kill VC? No way,” I counter.

“ Yes. Ambush VC on trail. Orders from their captain.”

When I ask if the Rangers are going as well, he says no. They do not work with the PFs. They cannot trust them tofight, and if they did fight, whose side would they be on?

Our curiosity piqued, we move to the bunker roofs to watch the drama to our south unfold. Leaving six men behindto guard the bridge, the platoon dips out of sight behind theberm on the far side of the river. A few minutes later we pick them up again in the binoculars. They are making good use ofthe available cover; if we did not know where to look forthem they would be extremely difficult to spot. Approximately seven hundred meters to our south-southwest theeighteen men set up their ambush at the edge of the trail. Icheck my watch. The squad of VC is due in forty minutes.

To pass the time we exchange opinions and wagers on whether or not the local enemy intelligence will be able toreact fast enough to save their squad from the deadly trapwaiting for them. Except for the night that Bolinski was here,the VC have rigidly maintained their routine, as if flauntingtheir confidence in their organization. We, too, have confidence in their organization and its network of supporters—our bets are running heavily against the VC putting in anappearance tonight.

Ten minutes past their accustomed time, with the last light of day quickly fading, eleven men materialize on the path tothe northwest, moving in a steady single file toward theambush site. Four hundred meters separate the two groups,then three hundred, two hundred, one hundred. The columnof VC comes to a stop. A minute later they begin movingagain—only now they are heading southwest, away from thetrail. We follow their movement for one hundred metersbefore they turn east again and disappear into the brush anddarkness. We have been betrayed again.

With the starlight scope and radar we stand vigil for half an hour more but are unable to detect movement from eithergroup. With no way to contact the men lying in ambush, theonlookers disperse in dejected silence, leaving me with theinstruments and two Rangers to stand the first hour’s watch.

An hour later there is nothing new to report to the relief watch. The dim light spilling through the doorway of ourhooch, the muffled voices of two cultures, and the laughterthat needs no translation draws me forward. But at the edgeof the light, the contrast between my dour mood and thefestive atmosphere within makes me hesitate.

Not ready to put aside my bleak feelings, I stand on the edge waiting for something to nudge me one way or theother. It has long been clear that most of the people who livearound here are not on the same side as the U.S. military. Infact, no two identifiable groups seem to be on the same side.Even the underlings and overlords within each group are ateach other’s throats. Add to this tonight’s further evidence of traitors in our midst to fuel our already well-developed feelings of futility and waste—why are these men acting like it’sparty time?

The air at the entrance to the hooch is heavily laden with the smell of marijuana. A few yards beyond, the nearly emptycompound is masked in darkness, and whisper quiet. Whatprofit is there in sitting in some solitary corner to brood? Theroad of moody dejection and despair is a dead end. Perhaps itis better to follow Kum’s example—start smiling and soon arecent friend will feel obliged to justify that smile.

I step into the candle glow, check that my rifle hanging from its nail beside the doorway is ready for instant use, andtake a seat on an upended crate. Slanted eyes and roundsquint in turn against acrid smoke rising from the ember glowof local weed. Smoky tendrils and lightened minds buoyed ondreams drift and disperse to places as far away as they arevaried, places where the scope of imagination is theonly limitation.

A continuum of stories and ribald jokes interrupts the card game until it dissolves unnoticed on the ammo-cratetable. Kum’s two-way translations stall midline in fits of giggles. The laughter echoing through our tiny shack keeps timewith the dancing human shadows the single candle casts uponthe walls and bends in copied animation across the ceiling.

From here we can go anywhere; don’t you see my dream? I will paint my picture in your mind of freedom and friendship and wide ocean beaches and beautiful, willing women.

Changing with the hours, stoned men stand with private dreams, peering at pale green, ghostly scenes through theeyepiece of the starlight scope. Their senses and their instruments tell them all is quiet—an observation of little meaning.Men slump in corners to ease the fantasy flow, or wander offto lose themselves in the changing patterns of passing clouds.Kum and two of his mates sit shoulder to shoulder on thelower half of a cot, bubbling with childlike amusement at myincomprehensible wit and foolishness.

My throat is dry from smoke and talk, my belly tight from laughter. A mud slide of woven dreams oozes across myskull to cause my weighty head to seek the gentle rhythm of ahammock. Stretching out below the changing patterns in mymind, I tune in the oscillating song that is the native’s tongue.

Within the song there is a story about an old man whocould not get his water buffalo to work the fields. Although the old man coaxed, and threatened, and finally beat thebuffalo’s thick hide with a stick, the water buffalo would notpull the plow. For seven days the buffalo stayed in the shade,ate the tender spring grass, and ignored the farmer’s urgings.The old man became very worried. How could he plant thecrops to feed his family without the help of his buffalo?

Finally the farmer asked his young grandson if he would try to get the stubborn old bull to plow. The old man knewthe boy was friendly with the buffalo. Sometimes the biganimal would even let the boy ride down to the river on hisbroad back. Perhaps the boy knew of some way to cure thebuffalo of its laziness, thought the farmer. It would not hurtto try.

The boy approached the buffalo cheerfully, stroking the strong neck as he talked softly into the animal’s ear. Suddenlythe buffalo reared his head and trotted to the plow idle in thefield, stamping his feet to let it be known how impatient hewas to begin turning the soil.

The old man, watching from his hut, was amazed at what he had seen. He hurried to his grandson’s side to ask what hehad said to make the buffalo so eager to go to work.

“I told him that he need not worry about working anymore, that he should stay in the shade and eat grass all day long so that he would become soft and very fat,” explainedthe boy.

“I don’t understand,” said the grandfather. “How could telling him that make him want to go to work?”

“Because then I told him that, as everyone knows, the season for planting is quickly passing,” the boy went on, “sothis year we will all relax in the shade and eat buffalo meat.”

I join the three Vietnamese in their enjoyment of the simple tale. As the laughter dies out I notice that Kum isgiving me an inquisitive look.

“What you laugh at, GI?” he asks. “You no understand what we say?”

“Sure I do,” I counter, retelling part of the story to prove my claim. In the retelling, the incongruity of what justtranspired dawns on me. I cannot understand Vietnamese,no more than a few dozen words. And yet I had grasped themeaning of the tale without fully comprehending most of thewords. How is that possible?

A burst of automatic rifle fire rips through the hoochinches above my elevated perch. I tumble from the hammock to the floor as the room plunges into darkness. The manhurling himself from the adjacent cot lands on top of me,crawling and kicking for the door. Although the three-footwall of sandbags encircling the hooch offers us some protection, there is a claustrophobic scramble to grab weapons andget out. Buffeted by passing feet and legs, I struggle to myhands and knees only to have a boot tread on my right handin the last of the blind congestion at the door.

Knowing exactly where my rifle hangs I reach out for it but grasp only air and wooden wall, then hit the floor again asmore small arms fire pours into the compound. The M-16sreturn the fire as the first of our men reach the perimeterwall.

Cold dread runs down my spine as I expose my back to the now continuous incoming to grope along the wall untilmy fingers loop over the empty nail. It’s gone. Some assholehas taken my rifle. This can’t be happening, not again.

With an edge of panic seeping into my self-control I hurriedly run a hand across the east wall, finding nothing butbare wood where moments ago a bevy of weapons hung. Amixture of fear and hate boils through my nervous system.Damn it, I won’t go through another firefight defenseless. I’llfind the guilty bastard and strangle him with my bare hands.

I crawl to the nearest bunker and peek over the top. The firing in both directions is heavier now. There is yelling onthe bridge, hysterical Vietnamese yelling. The sound of utterpanic sifts thinly among the heavier roars of weaponry. It is ablack night, a void of vision punctuated by muzzle flashes andthe crisscrossing streaks of tracers. The little deadly lights areenough to tell me that the VC are on the far side of thebridge between us and the hamlet. The PFs must have beenambushed crossing the bridge and are now pinned down inthe cross fire.

The end is not imminent. There is yet time. The fear of things unknown ebbs with this new shred of knowledge,clearing the mind. Perhaps the man who has my rifle didleave his weapon in the hooch. I’m useless out here empty-handed, I should go back and look more carefully.

The cigarette lighter casts a flickering, shadowy glow upon the walls. The bare wood punctured with rusting nailssupports a single helmet and nothing more. I don the helmetfor its psychological support and lie on the ground where I can think for a second without worrying about getting shot.

Scouring the compound for the missing weapon is out of the question until things quiet down. I could stay here untilthe firing stops or we get overrun. No I couldn’t. I can’tendure doing nothing. I’m no fatalist. There must be something in here I can use as a weapon. What about a machete?No, I can’t remember seeing one in here. Hand grenades.That’s it. Somewhere among the crates at the back of thehooch there’s a box of them. With the aid of the lighter Iquickly locate the grenades and a box of M-16 shells as well.Stuffing my numerous pockets with both kinds of ordnancemakes me feel slightly more at ease. At least I can fill emptymagazines or throw grenades if Charlie has rounded up enoughfolks to have a run at us.

I crawl across the compound on my belly until I come up against the east wall, then work my way south along the lineof sandbags. The first person I come upon is a GI firingcarefully aimed single shots at the spots of light one hundredmeters away.

I touch his shoulder. He spins to face the unexpected presence, bringing his rifle around with him. My positioninside the arc of his swinging rifle prevents him from completing the arc. Turner curses me royally as he slumps backin recognition. Scared him some, I reckon.

“Is that your 16?” I yell.

“What?” he yells back. It is difficult to hear over the nerve-jangling noise, or maybe he is having trouble believinghe heard my question correctly.

“That 16. Is it yours?”

“What the fuck—who cares? I just grabbed one.”

“I care. Someone took mine and left me with nothing. ”

He looks at me hard as if he is trying to decide if it is safe to ignore me.

“Where was your rifle when this shit started?” I press.

“Hanging in the hooch.”

“Well, it’s not there now.” Turner’s reaction makes me realize that whoever took my rifle probably has not evenconsidered the jeopardy he has placed me in. When I findthe culprit and he is forced to face the choice of beingdefenseless or exposing himself to fire to retrieve his ownweapon, he will understand the jeopardy well enough.

I stuff a handful of M-16 shells into Turner’s pocketbefore crawling on toward the river and the next man. A huddled form against the protecting line of sandbags turns toexchange magazines as I approach. The Ranger glances in mydirection before returning his attention to the muzzle flashesacross the river. This man was not in the hooch when the firstshots were fired. I move on.

After a few yards I come to the gap in the perimeter wall that is the entrance to the compound. I pause, straining topenetrate the darkness beyond or to distinguish a humansound below the staccato roar of fire. A whiff of muted noise,as uncertain as imagination, reaches my ears. I take a handgrenade from my side pocket, finger the pin, and crouch towait.

People are firing from the bridge. Stupid PFs, that’s no place to make a stand—no cover.

I wonder if anyone has informed Bravo Company of this action, as per our standing orders? Christ, I hope not, notwith Bolinski. . . .

A body dives through the entrance, landing in a hard sprawl six feet away. He lies motionless, the details of hisform engulfed in darkness. Is he ours or theirs? Should Ibreak his neck or leave him alone? He is wearing jungleboots, that much I can tell. If he is a VC he would probablyhave come in firing, and not alone. The boots move in alow-crawl shuffle and disappear.

I move quickly across the exposed entrance, then pause again to listen. I’m not sure, but there seem to be people inthe moat. Two grenades dropped into that ditch would wastethem all. No, I’d better not. If there are people down therethey are hiding, not fighting, a phenomenon peculiar to thePFs. I crawl on, resuming my search.

The lump on the side of the wall is so still I am not sure the form is human until I am almost close enough to touch it.The bottom of the GI’s helmet is held level with the lip of thewall, a stubby M-79 clutched firmly to his chest. There is nomovement in the kneeling outline of the figure frozen beneath the shattering noise and deadly little lights.

Remembering Turner’s startled greeting, I prudently decide not to disrupt this man’s fixation on whatever devils are tormenting him. I begin to skirt around the man when suddenly some sixth sense alerts him to my presence. He swingsaround in a blur. I catch a glimpse of the butt of his grenadelauncher coming at my face as I duck. The stock of hisweapon slams into the side of my helmet. My outflung hand catches his upper arm as the momentum of his attack carrieshim toward me. I wrench the arm downward, pulling himwith me as I roll to the ground, yelling for him to stop. Hetrips his knee against my back, losing balance as he topplesover me, providing the time I need to pin his arms to hissides. He lies without struggle beside me, trembling in myhold.

“Sorry,” he says in an unsteady voice.

Yeah, I know, nervous instinct. I release him and crawl back to the protection of the wall. When I am sure of mybalance again, I grope for the helmet and grenade dislodgedduring the brief tumble. After making sure the pin is stillsecure in the grenade, I lean against the sandbags and allowmyself to feel the dejection that has come to replace theanger and fear. My friends are more of a danger to me thanmy enemies. I think I’ll abandon the search for my rifle untilthis is over.

The sound of incoming begins to fade. A few seconds later the streaks of red tracers are heading south. It takes fiveminutes more for the PFs in the far-side bridge bunker tobring their fear of the menacing shadows around them undercontrol and allow the night to regain its silence.

When I return to the hooch I find my rifle hanging from its nail with only its hot barrel to testify to its absence. Noone will admit taking it, so I vent my feelings on the subjectto my barely tolerant fellows and let the matter drop.

A head count reveals there are six men missing from the ambush party. It is believed that two of the men have beenshot and left on the bridge, while one or two more haveprobably taken refuge in the bunker on the other side of theriver; the remainder are either in the river or have slippedoff somewhere in the confusion. The PF sergeant makesthe incredible decision to delay any rescue mission untilmorning.

How is it that these men have become so demoralized, so cowardly, that they will not even risk a confrontation withdarkness to prevent their closest comrades from bleeding todeath alone in the dark while their neighbors and brothersfighting for the NLF are consistently willing to subject themselves to great risk to recover their own dead and wounded?

* * *

In the morning the six Rangers leave the compound to resume their jungle patrol. As always, I am sorry to see themgo. Their company and their rifles will be missed.


Four of the six missing PFs sheepishly return to the compound in time to help carry the two dead men on thebridge to the burial ground at the edge of the hamlet. Because the tropical climate makes prompt disposal of bodies anecessity, preparations are hurriedly made for the ceremonyto take place in the early afternoon. With all but three of thePFs at the funeral, the compound takes on the hushed,forlorn atmosphere of the house of the departed.

I had hoped that the ARVN lieutenant would stop by today to remove me from this air of gloom, but his jeep doesnot haul into view until late evening when his personal driverarrives with a plastic bag of fried rice and vegetables. Thedriver asks if it would be convenient for me to accompany hislieutenant to Di An and Long Binh in the morning. I assure himthat I will be ready and waiting.

As the rice is portioned into the six empty C-ration cans we use for plates, the PFs file quietly back into camp. Theypresent a sorrowful scene with their listless gait and theirhung heads. The absence of their usual chatter and noisy cardgames, the lack of children playing in the dirt and womenserving the day’s last bowl of rice adds to the air of despondency. Another blow has registered on a broken people,broken except for one.

Moue marches to his bunker in silence like all the others. But unlike the others he reappears with a machine gun in one hand and a can of ammo in the other. He places thegun on the south wall, hooks up the belt of ammunition, anddraws a bead on the VC trail. He seems to be intent onlaunching a one-man reprisal.

Mouc’s actions draw three of us to his side simultaneously. When questioned he shrugs us off with anger, resentful of any intrusion upon his unsupported vendetta. It takes us a few minutes to calm him enough to convince himthat our intention is not to stop him, but merely to find outwhat he plans to do and why.

“These men sit and wait to be butchered like the village chickens. Mouc is no chicken. Mouc kill many VC before hedie and no chicken-man stop me. No one stop me,” heproclaims, glaring at each of us in turn.

Amply convinced that Mouc will not be swayed from hisplan, we call the Americans together for a council. The opinions of the men are equally divided. One group claims our purpose here is to observe enemy activity and assist in thedefense of the compound by calling in supporting fire. Theysay it is not our function to instigate offensive action. Buttheir main concern is that if we do succeed in killing some ofthe local VC, the result will surely be a subsequent attack bya much larger force than the seven of us can hope to repel.

The second group counters that while these points are well founded, they are now irrelevant. Whatever unofficialtruce existed between the VC and the compound dissolvedwith last night’s action. Since the VC already have provocation to eliminate us, and since Mouc is going to start a fightregardless of what we do. it would be better to help himcripple the local squad of VC than to let him make a weak,one-man strike that will allow the VC to launch anothercounterattack tonight, or add their numbers to a larger assault at a later time. Besides, Mouc has supported us; there isa matter of loyalty here that we cannot ignore.

The exchange of views helps clear the air but changes only one man’s stand. Greg, recognizing that he will beinvolved with or without his permission, volunteers to act asspotter. We spread out along the south wall, taking up supported prone positions on the bunker roofs.

As we wait through the appointed time and beyond, with Greg switching to the starlight scope as the darkness becomesfull, it becomes apparent that our time and our argumentshave been wasted. Half an hour later with still no sign of theelusive VC, we call off the vigil, retiring with relief to thehooch.

The two men who declined to join us in Mouc’s aborted attack are waiting to corrupt us upon our return. Six joints lieready upon the table. Two mischievous grins crease the facesof those I suspect of conspiring to divert us from further plansof violence. A minimum of effort is required for our corruption. All the grass is soon ignited and the smoke not absorbedby lungs swirls in a haze in the closed-off room.

Not satisfied in achieving the blithering babbles, some fool rolls two more of the potent cigarettes, and to prove thatthere are no fools bigger than ourselves, we smoke them.

Mouc bursts upon our bended minds with some prattle about VC on the hill. We receive the commonplace newswith indifference. Who wants to shoot at VC when we canhave a good time instead? In the midst of explaining to Mouc that we are too fucked up and otherwise disinclined to messwith any VC tonight, it comes to my attention that he is notanywhere in sight. I lift the corner of the poncho covering thedoorway to see where the lad has gone. One look makes itblatantly clear to me that there is nothing but dark out there.I drop the flap before the image of a stocky little dudecarrying a big gun reaches my mind. Confused, I stumbleoutside for another look. Yep, he is at it again. Give ’em hell,Mouc. I blunder my way back through the poncho flap togive the boys the news.

“Guess what? Mouc is about to break up the gook’s evening hillside social hour.”

“Let’s hear it for Mouc the Gook Killer.”

“Get some, Mouc.”

“You dummy. Mouc is a gook.”

“Don’t bother me with semantics, my man, it all fits with the rhythm of the times. ”

“Tell Mouc to waste all them gooks with the first burst, will you? We got enough holes in the roof already. ”

“Hey, wait a minute. Any second now Mouc is going to blast that hill. Mr. Cong up there, he going to shoot back.This hooch ain’t got no protection from fire coming off thathill.”

“Oh, shit.”

The collective realization of the vulnerability of our position causes the mass transport of six GIs from the smoke-clouded room to Mouc’s side. Mouc is crouched behind his machine gun, peering through the sights at some unseendistant object. The only reason he has not already commenced firing is that he is having difficulty relocating thetarget when he moves from the starlight scope back to hisgun.

We try to talk him out of stirring up trouble by pleading diminished capacity, sensitive ears, and a predilection forpeaceful evenings. Mouc is decidedly uninterested in ourcase, but does consent to hold his fire while we prepare forthe consequences. Since we have already been over the prosand cons of this situation, we are spared the need to make anattempt at logic now. We take up arms: four for the attack,two for the defense.

Turner calls Bravo Company to inform them of our intended action and to make sure they have the coordinates ofthe target in case someone there gets an itch for destruction. While Turner is busy with the radio, I peek through thepreset scope for a look at the opposition. If it was not for thefaint, steady light in the middle of the circle of five squattingmen it would be difficult to distinguish them from the brushand small trees on this moonless night. The scene is the sameas it was a week ago. The same men in the same place withthe same light. Maybe it is an illusion, a cardboard imitationof reality.

Checking the rest of the area like a good scout, I scan to the west, then back to the east. Starlight reflects off theconcrete walls of the old, abandoned house—a glowing shrinestanding against a shadowy background alive with the play ofdemons. . . . Try to keep your mind on what—what was that?A flicker of movement to the east of the house. Inside thatclump of bushes. Probably just a bird. A bird in the bush isbetter than a bird in the hand. No, that’s not right, unlessyou’re an environmentalist instead of—there it is again. Anarm extended in gesture—now gone—but there—a head,perhaps. Suddenly, as if my eyes just came into focus, I seethe silhouette of the heads and shoulders of four men amongthe twigs.

“Hey, Shook. This isn’t the drive-in movie, you know.” The men are waiting, impatient to begin, to get on with it, tobe done, to sleep. “Are you going to direct our fire or what?”

“Right. Fire the M-79 at maximum range. When the grenade explodes, one M-16 and the machine gun open upon the target fifty meters west of the house. The second M-16will fire independently at the target east of the house. Mouc,remember to fire in ten-round bursts so the scope will have achance to clear from the overload of the light from the muzzleflashes. Okay? Fire the 79 when ready.” Boy, that soundedpretty official to me, almost like I knew what I was doing, likethis was the real thing.

A hollow pop emits from the grenade launcher. A flash of light appears on the hill one hundred feet short of the target.The scope glares at the burst of fire, blank white, then clearsto the sight of gracefully arching tracers distorted into slowmotion by the powerful lens.

Standing on the bunker roof behind the starlight’s tripod, I yell corrections to the men below me.

“79, up thirty meters. Machine gun, left ten, up twenty. Rifle, up fifteen. ”

The circle of men take our second burst hugging the ground, their light extinguished.


“79, they are beyond your range. Rifle and gun, up five.”

The VC are on their feet, scrambling for cover.

“Go right, they are heading for the back of the house.”

Streaks of light blaze down the hill toward the compound, but they are wild shots fired on the run. I am hit with a feeling of exhilaration and relief. The incoming fire verifiesthat our targets are indeed VC and not some venturesomeinnocents risking their lives by violating the sundown curfew.

As Mouc swings his fire to the right, the flashes from his weapon interfere far less with my view of the action. Thepaths of our tracers are now crossed by more accurate fireoriginating from the three glassless windows and the openwooden door along the front wall of the house.

The light show coming to me through the eyepiece has a fascinating surrealistic quality, as if I had suddenly beenplucked from my armchair and inserted into a TV episode ofCombat. I am bestowed with the power of wizards. My visioncan pierce the veil of night, my eyes perceive speedingspheres of lead. Even my voice has the power to command ahail of fury. Yeah, tho’ I walk through the valley of death, Ishall fear no evil, for I am the evilest mother fucker in thevalley. The dudes who thought up that line must have beenstoned, too.

I’m definitely beginning to enjoy the excitement as I guide our fire closer and closer to the windows, my bodyswaying to the right or left with the passing streaks of tracers.

“Up one, Mouc. Ring the bell. Rifle Two, you’re on the roof.” A round I didn’t see whines overhead. “Rifle One,you’re on target. Down one, Mouc. That’s it. On target. Ontarget.”

Bullets spray through the windows, splinters fly from the old wooden door. Five hundred meters in the dark and righton target. Yes, sir, that’s impressive, impressive indeed. Wehave them pinned down, there isn’t an incoming tracer insight. Of course, only every third to ninth round is a tracer. . . .

My God! What am I doing?

I jump from the roof to huddle in the lee of the bunker, consumed by thoughts of what might have been. You fool.Damned idiot. Standing up there like a lunatic, daring Charlie to shoot you. Thought you could duck bullets, didn’t you?
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Lord, save me from any more drug-induced heroics. Heroics nothing. Blatant stupidity, clear and simple.

Four heavy shells erupt in quick succession against the base of the hill.

“What the hell was that?” asks a voice in the dark. “That damned Bolinski isn’t after us again, is he?”

The men have broken off their small arms fire in deference to this new development. Four more shells slam into the hill. One of the men abstaining from this action has beenmonitoring the radio. “It’s coming from a First Cavalry vehicle,” he reports. “They want us to direct their fire.”

“Who asked for their help? Tell them this is a private party.”

“I don’t think they are going to take orders from me. As long as they are going to blow things up, we might as wellhave them put a scare into Charlie.”

With a few minor adjustments, the 1st Cavalry is soon decimating the trees and brush around the old house with ahigh rate of efficiency. On the sixth volley the flashes of lightspewing from twin cannons become visible as the dark hulkof their machine lumbers up a rise a mile to our southwest.With a deep-throated diesel rumble the duster vomits fire anddestruction like the roaring dragons of legend, licking thenight with their flames.


No matter that the bombardment left the old house, its target, untouched. No matter that the VC most likely left thearea with the first of the forty explosions. No matter that thelocal folks were probably shaken right down to their sandaledfeet. It was an impressive demonstration of raw power. Personally, I thought it was a wonderful fireworks display, andalmost in time for Christmas too.




The rays from the oversized orange ball creeping up the horizon signal the end of four hours of deep sleep. Shiftingmy hips to a more comfortable position on the bunker roof, Iprop myself on an elbow to search the countryside for the feelof eyes looking back at me.

A woman crawls out the entrance of her sandbag cave, then stands and stretches out the stiffness caused by sleepingwith just a bamboo mat between her body and the hard-packed earth. She moves through her morning chores withquiet practice, leaving the morning’s silence undisturbed.She does not venture outside the five-foot circle that is herallotted space, or lift her eyes to check the weather, or scanthe horizon for danger, or notice me watching her. Her life,for now at least, is contained in the comfortably familiarroutine of preparing the morning rice.

I shift my attention to the house standing in solitary vigil upon the hill, expecting it to reflect some of the violence thatwas focused there a few hours before. From this distance,only the eye familiar with the view can detect the latestshallow pits ripped from the earth, attesting that the nightdid not pass in quiet dreams. The house itself reveals no hintof change.

I wonder if we will be sent there to search for fly-swarmed bodies bloating in the sun? Seeking escape from that unpleasant thought, I head for the river to preparemyself for the trip to Di An.

I am ready and waiting to be gone from this place twohours before the lieutenant and his quiet assistant arrive. As we pass through the peaceful morning air, I inform the lieutenant of my desire to stop by battalion HQ sometime duringthe day. He responds by making the cluster of barrackslikeoffices our first stop.

I enter the personnel office with little hope or concern for the disposition of my transfer request, convinced thatwhatever the news, my life will continue basically unchanged.Five minutes later I am back outside, fully aware of the follyof my convictions. In a bit of a daze, I walk around to thedriver’s side of the jeep to say good-bye to my Vietnamesefriend.

“Lieutenant, I want to thank you for everything you have done for me. All the—ah—gifts and tours of your country. I really appreciate them.”

“It ends now?” he asks. “What happened?”

“All the Americans have been recalled from the Popular Forces compound. We are being reassigned.”

“You go to Cambodian border now as we hear before, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“John, it is my pleasure to work with you. I know you will do well wherever you go. Come and see me if you can. Itell wife you always welcome. ”

“Thank you. And good luck to you, sir.”

Wishing I could find more fitting words to express my feelings, we shake hands in silent farewell. Watching themdrive out of my life as so many others have done before, Iconsider his parting comment about doing well wherever Igo. Others have said it before and it never fails to bother me.I get by, I muddle through, but I never do well. Why dopeople say that to me? I can never decide if I should beashamed of my lack of achievement or galled at their presumptuousness. What the hell, it is probably offered as ageneral parting remark, like wishing someone luck.

Being told to prepare for transfer to the border tonight was not the only news I received in the personnel office. Mytransfer request has been turned down with an addendumreconfirming my combat status. To cap off the round of illtidings, personnel informed me that I have not been reassigned to Echo Company as I was led to believe. Instead, Ihave been ordered to report to Delta Company’s XO whenhe returns from the field in the morning.

Naturally, the order to meet with the XO early tomorrow does not jive with the order to leave here tonight, but I am beyond worrying about such inconsistencies. In a way,the conflicting directives give me a choice. I can refuse to gothe Cambodian border tonight, because doing so would notallow me to comply with my XO’s orders. Or, I can makesure I am sent out tonight so that I will not be available to goback to the field with Delta.


Ah, but what is the point? Whatever action I take will only delay Delta’s disposition of my case for a day or two.Besides, how can I—being of reasonably sound mind—activelychoose either of these totally unattractive fates?

As I wade through the reddish brown dust on my way to Echo Company’s area, I admit to myself that the real problem is that I don’t have the energy to try to outfox the Armyagain. I must be getting worn down. I just don’t care aboutmuch of anything anymore. Sure, it’s nice to get high in goodcompany, and it’s nice to get laid now and then, but everything else is just passing time.

Opening the door to the barracks I am stopped by the sight beyond. Where bunks once stood on an expanse ofconcrete, there is now a hallway running the length of thebuilding. The used lumber walls are broken at regular intervals with doors that open into partitioned rooms. After aquick glance back outside to make sure I have the correctbuilding, I push open the first door on the left to see if I stillbelong here.

The eight-by-ten cubicle with a white silk cargo parachute ceiling contains the familiar, if seldom used, bunk bed in the corner. A stranger is bent over my old bed sortingthrough a mess of gear spread out on the mattress.

“Hello.” I greet his back. “It looks like I’ve been moved. I don’t have any use for a bed, but perhaps you could tell mewhere I could leave my gear for a while?”

“Hey, you must be John,” says the stranger with a friendly smile, “my mysterious roommate for the past fewmonths. It’s nice to finally meet you in the flesh. You just getin?”

“Yes, for the day, anyway.”

“Oh? You must be part of one of the three-man teams they were sending out tonight.”

“Were?”

“That’s right. When we got off the chopper this morningand reported to the orderly room . . . did you know we had a new CO? He just got in yesterday. Anyway, he said theoperation has been delayed again. We won’t be going out fora few days at least. ”

His smile fades at some shift in thought as he turns to pass his hand aimlessly over the little piles of personal possessions. “Still your bunk. I’ll move this ...” His voice trails off.

“No need,” I assure him.

He swiftly dips into his locker to come up with a bottle of Johnny Walker Red. Holding the unopened bottle beforehim, he asks no one in particular, “Didn’t this used to be abottle of Ballantine?”

“I confess. I drank your Ballantine and replaced it with that. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he says, turning back to me. He seems relieved. “That’s what it’s for. Lord knows I don’t have much,but feel free to use whatever there is. The only reason I askis that . . . well, I’m not too sure about things these days.I’m glad I remembered that, anyway.”

Shaking his head slowly he places the bottle back in his locker, then takes it out again. “Here, better have some. Allthree of us are perishable.”

I am about to break the seal on the cap when Sergeant Harris’s head appears around the edge of the door.

“Ah, Shook. You made it back. And into the booze before lunch, I see. Don’t you guys get too fucked up, anddon’t go wandering off. The first team is going out at 1800. ”

“Wait a minute. The CO just told me we were cancelled,” objects my roommate.

“What? When was this?”

“A little over an hour ago.”

“Oh, well then, I’ve got the latest update. You’re going. ”

“Damn. Come back when you have some good news, will you?”

Harris leaves without comment. I pour warm scotch down my throat.

After lunch the three teams that have been brought in from the field are called into formation and told that theoperation is officially off. However, we are cautioned to standby in case there are further developments. To ensure that westay sober and together we are relegated to the sandbagfilling detail for the rest of the afternoon.

Four hours later Harris arrives to call a halt to the workand to inform us that the operation is on again. We are scheduled for departure at 1900.

In the mess hall for dinner I am hailed by my old friend Allen Gillis. He attracts the attention of half the mess byyelling slanderous quips at me while I wait in line to fill mytray. It amazes me that Allen does not get thrown out for hisraucous behavior long before I get the chance to join him andconfirm that he is even more drunk and desperate than thelast time I saw him. Trying to get him to simmer down is asuseless as pissing on a pyromaniac. He is purposely invitingtrouble—any kind of trouble that will delay his return to thefield in the morning.

Allen is not a fighter. It is hard for me to imagine him hitting anyone, even in anger. But he is asking for a fight nowwith each snide remark, almost begging for it, not so that hecan vent his frustration with his fists, but for the hope of abroken arm or skull that will put his body where no one willshoot at it and that will give his mind a chance to deal with alifetime’s accumulation of treasured values that have beentrashed like the bodies that rotate through his life.

Gone are love and honor and decency and respect. Gone are faith in country and God and the inherent goodness ofmankind. Come to fill the void is the single new high tenet:kill or be killed. Yet one value remains. The value of friendship and he clings to it tenaciously, gripping it physically withhands and arms.

Allen Gillis is in serious trouble. The kind of trouble that evolves when all the visions of flowered meadows are replaced with scenes of torn flesh. Allen’s struggle to maintain aworking level of sanity breeds in his friends both a revulsionat his display of the weakness and the fear that they havesucceeded in repressing in themselves and an empathy thatmanifests itself in a desire to protect the emotional morassthat, with one more shock, could be theirs.

Allen is at the stage where screaming and breaking things is desired, but he must know that once control is lost he maynot be able to get it back. Instead, he talks incessantly, hisbody jerking with nervous energy. He giggles and yells,dumps a shaker of salt on my dinner, turns over plates of foodto squish the contents into the table and makes rivers of milkand coffee through the goo, spreading and patting it all with aspoon. When he starts using his spoon to launch the gruel atpassing diners, I grab him by the back of the shirt and hustlehim outside. He may think that getting thrown into one of the metal crates they use for jail cells here will protect hisbody and mind, but I am not so sure.

At Allen’s insistence we head for the half-barracks that contains the battalion EM club. The presence of beer seemsto have a calming influence on my old friend. His behaviorbecomes less erratic, his disjointed speech more rational.Despite the taboo on mentioning anything connected withthe military, the names of the recent dead and wounded menof Alpha Company manage to slip into his conversation.

After half an hour it is clear that Allen’s company has taken a beating. A portion of his company is in the rear toregroup and collect discharged patients. Allen does his best toavoid talking about the fighting he has seen, so I cannot askhim about it, and I am out of time for listening. I must getback to Echo Company. Putting down his pleas to stay wherewe are until we are dragged away, I help him stagger back tothe barracks behind mine where his unit took up residencethis afternoon.

After leaving Allen in the care of his comrades, I spend some time making sure my equipment is in order. As darkness approaches, I begin to wish I knew more about theimpending mission. Trucks do not usually travel the roadsafter dark, so we must be flying to our destination, althoughmaking a helicopter drop in the dark is unusual as well.

It is time to go, yet we have not been issued rations or ammo or given any instructions. The Army sure has a penchant for keeping its men as ignorant as possible for as long aspossible. This waiting is making me nervous. It is alreadypast 1900. I tell one of the staff sergeants where I can befound, then head for Alpha’s barracks.

Two small pools of candlelight radiate through smokeladen air to cast a murky sundown haze upon the thirty men sitting or lying on half as many cots. The white of freshlybandaged heads and hands and arms and chests casts a ghoulish reflection on the high-energy revelry taking place in thenear end of the room. Beyond the partiers the cots are filledwith men trying to sleep off their exhaustion or pain, whileothers sprawl dead drunk on the concrete floor.

The dozen or more men still in the mood to celebrate their fleeting safety are making the most of this rare opportunity to have a party. The talk is rapid, filled with energy andforced lightness. I have been here before. In a way the wholething is a put on, keeping the talk fast and light, acting like you’re loving it even if you have to fake it. You can’t letyourself get mean drunk with bitterness. You need to keep apositive thrust in the atmosphere and stay close together soyou can keep an eye on each other. You need to stay awayfrom people that don’t know the field, people that might getyou thinking about the real enemy, because when you aredrunk and emotionally charged there’s only a short distancebetween thinking about the real enemy and wanting to dosomething about them. But the real enemy is hard to findand you can’t just walk up and kill them, you need clear andrecent provocation. For once you have attacked the realenemy there is no road back; you have brought your life to adead end.

So you keep it light and you don’t let anyone slip into a sullen silence. You keep everything going full speed until oneby one you all go numb with alcohol and dope.

I find Allen maintaining a nearly upright position in the midst of the group so immersed in conversation that everything beyond it has ceased to exist. When I make my presence known, Allen grabs my shirt to haul me down besidehim. There is a suspension in the cascade of words around usas Allen abuses my good name and person with friendly jibes.Then sweat-glistened faces loom from the indistinct distanceto offer hands with names attached before fading back intothe haze. Some of these people I have met before, but thelight is poor, and their bandages are not where I rememberthem, so I have difficulty attaching any history to the faces.

The conversations resume as beer and dope are pressed upon me, heedless of my proclaimed intention to stay fairlystraight for the coming night. The shirtless man across fromme with the white foot powder spread over the big patch ofblackened jungle rot on his chest describes our last drunktogether with great detail and amusement while at the sametime another man asks me to remember a second but equallyamusing caper we shared while a third man with his armdraped around my shoulder tells me in confidence about amillion-dollar wound apparently connected with his bandagedleft hand. My attention is so fractured that it is no attention atall. I resort to smiling and nodding in agreement to I don’tknow what.

Shortly, Allen’s head comes to rest on my shoulder, thenslips down onto the cot. He is immediately resurrected and prodded into a conversation to keep him awake.

On my left Chicago continues his dialogue in hushed conspiratorial tones. His need to share his elation over getting out of the field through the miraculous good fortune ofhaving his little finger carried away by a bullet is strong, butthere also seems to be a need to keep some part of the eventsecret. This conflict, coupled with an advanced state of inebriation, is being further confused by the guy on the otherside of Allen who is telling me about his R and R.

“What is a pinky compared with a life?”

“I never dreamed a girl like that would want to have anything to do with a sorry dogface like me.”

“Eight months of humping, busting my balls for nothing, you know?”

“I thought I was in heaven, man.”

“You reach a point . . . too much crazy stuff . . . you have to save what you can. ”

“I mean, the very first night in Sidney, I’m sitting there having a cold one, grooving on civilization, and this girlcomes over and asks me to dance.”

“Nobody is going to do it for you. We owe it to ourselves, right? The time comes, you have to step in and direct your own fate.”

“I take one look at all that beautiful blonde hair and that pair of gorgeous legs sticking out the bottom of a miniskirt soshort it barely covers her panties—well, I don’t need to beasked twice, you know?”

“You have to take responsibility for your own life.”

“No sooner do we get back to her place and she wants it right there on the kitchen table.”

“These people got us doing this stuff we would never normally do. ”

“I don’t know what that girl has against beds . . . I mean, we got it on against the wall, in the chair, in theshower, on the floor . . . every damn place except the bed.”“They say it’s right, but after a while you know they’refull of shit. It’s all a con. They are just using you . . . you’re atool to their end . . . they don’t give a shit . . . you’re justdog meat.”

“That girl had a hunger, I can tell you.”

“I’m sorry. I have to apologize for this.”

“She screwed this poor boy’s ass ragged.”


“Forgive me. I shouldn’t be laying out this heavy shit, but you know what I’m talking about.”

“I’ll tell you, when I got back I had one big pain in my primary member that wouldn’t go away.”

“God, I don’t know why they are doing it . . . power . . . a thousand different personal greeds, and they won’t stop ontheir own. ”

“After about a week I got myself choppered in to see the doc. ”

“They’ll keep this shit going until someone forces them to stop. They don’t care about death as long as it’s not theirown.”

“Well, it wasn’t the clap like I feared. The doc said it was just a case of gross overindulgence. ”

“A pile of bodies over here. A pile of money over there. Well, I took this body out of the pile. ”

I light a fresh cigarette off the butt of the last. Allen struggles to his feet, stands swaying for a moment, then tiltsoff toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“Fuck you. I got to pee . . . or puke . . . or something. ” “Somebody go with him.”

Allen and his guide veer unsteadily around the man sitting cross-legged on the floor in the aisle between the cots.The man on the floor continues to rock, singing and muttering to himself quietly as he has been doing since before Icame in. He is a pendulum of constant motion with a voicefor his own entertainment.

“Is that guy all right?” I ask Chicago.

“Who, Hap? He and I are the only all-right people in this room. We don’t have to go back to the field in themorning.”

Chicago beams with pleasure at the thought.

“Hap is a great guy but he is a little out of it tonight. Too many drugs, huh, Hap?” Chicago says in a voice loud enoughfor the rocking form to hear.

Hap interrupts his swaying and humming to look up into the air as if expecting to find the source of the voice suspended from the rafters.

“No way. Need more drugs. Who’s got a Darvon?” “Sorry, my friend. You ate them all,” comes a sobervoice from just outside the conversation circle.

“Come on, guys. My head . . . it’s going to explode . . . brains leak onto floor . . . crawl away like worms,” slurs Hap.“All you wounded dudes . . . must be one pain pill to spare.”


“You took them all, Hap. Don’t you remember?” placates the sober voice as it moves closer to Hap s side. “You already took a week’s worth, remember? Your bottle is empty,see?”

“Scrambled eggs. Can’t remember, Lieutenant,” answers

Hap.

“I’m not surprised,” comments the lieutenant.

“I’ve had this fucking headache for a week, I remember that. Pills don’t work. Give me something to make it stop:dope, booze—anything,” pleads Hap.

“Give this man a joint,” orders the lieutenant.

Chicago places a joint between Hap’s unsteady fingers. But Hap s general shakiness and his inclination to exhalewhen he should inhale combine with Chicago’s slowly weaving match-hand to make ignition of the joint a difficult feat.With determination, a dozen matches, and endless admonishments for the other guy to hold still, the joint finally begins toglow near the tip.

When Chicago returns to his place in the circle he explains, “We have to keep an eye on our bro, there. He willtake anything he can get his hands on. He must have swallowed twenty Darvons before we could stop him. I’m amazedthat he hasn’t passed out yet.”

I look at the bandage covering the back of the head that has resumed its rocking motion, the joint burning forgottenbetween his fingers. “What happened to him?”

“Fragments at the base of the skull. He just got out of the hospital today. They took out most of the metal in his head,but decided to leave three of the pieces in because they aretoo close to the spinal column. The doctors were afraid theywould paralyze him or something, so they just left them threepieces alone. I think that is why he gets headaches all thetime.”

“Well, shit, they aren’t just going to leave him like that? They’re going to send him home for further treatment, aren’tthey?” I ask, picturing Hap getting paralyzed by an accidentaljolt to the back of the head.

Chicago lets loose a roar of sardonic laughter. “Oh, man, that’s rich. Just because the medicine men don’t want to messwith him anymore doesn’t mean the Army is through withhim. ” He pauses to wipe the sweat off his forehead with the back of his bandaged hand. “Get real, man! You know theonly way any of us grunts are leaving this place is crippled ordead, ” he says in a flash of bitterness.

“Hey! You flipped out? You know better than anybody not to bring that kind of downer talk in here,” interjects theman with his chest wrapped in gauze. “Come on, lighten up.It’s party time.”

Embarrassed by the depth of his transgression, Chicago jumps to his feet to apologize to his friends, berating himselffor spreading bad vibes among the only people who matteranymore, his people, who deserve better from him. He busies himself by passing out a fresh round of beer with smilesand back slaps as the conversations again begin to pick up.

But I cannot shake Chicago’s comment from my mind: the only way any of us grunts are leaving this place is crippled or dead. After a few months in the bush I began tosuspect that no one still able to fight would be allowed toleave. After a few more months, the suspicion took on theform of reality. We had been dropped into an alien world thatquickly changed us from what we had been into what weneeded to be to survive. The primitive jungle life and thekilling have become a permanent part of us—the whole of us.There is nothing else left except old, distorted memories. Wewho have been made here shall never leave.

I have begun to have dreams about the future, and the future is always the same. No matter what I do, no matterwhere I run, I am always and forever in Nam saying, “But Ihave already done this, my tour is over,” and the Armyalways says, “Just one more year . . . just one more year . . .just one more year.”

My thoughts are interrupted by someone calling my name. Greg is standing in the doorway trying to distinguishfaces in the smokey candlelight.

“Over here, Greg. ”

“Where the hell have you been? We’ve been looking all over for you. ”

“Don’t sweat it. I told the staff sergeant where I was going. Come over here and meet the guys.”

“I can’t. I’ve got to get back. Jesus, we were supposed to be the first ones to leave, but when we couldn’t find you theysent out one of the other teams. Since then, the second teamhas been sent out as well. We’re the only ones left.” Hepauses, his eyes passing over the silent faces around him. “Maybe you’d better stay here awhile longer. Harris is reallypissed. I’ll go talk to him.”

“Thank you, my man. I’ll wait right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Where could I go?


EPILOGUE

I did not go to the Cambodian border that night, nor did I return to my field company in the morning. Instead, my XOsent me to Delta’s awards and decoration section, where Iwas to remain until that elusive transfer could be arranged.

With two other men, I began work on a long list of overdue citations. Since most of the men due awards hadfinished their tour of duty months ago, we were concernedthat if their medals were not sent out soon they would not besent out at all.

It became immediately apparent that my rate of production was going to be less than copious. My fingers kept getting stuck in the spaces between the keys and straying toletters not intended. Although I spoke the truth when I toldthe lieutenant that I knew how to type, I did not say that Icould do so with either speed or accuracy, and there therequirement for accuracy was absolute. We were allowed noerrors, no corrections, no blots upon the paper of any kind.There was also the problem of my sustained ignorance regarding the proper combining of letters that make up recognizable words. I could not spell or recognize a misspelledword when it lay before me.

When at last I produced a perfect page (the first one took ten hours) it was shipped to a major who inevitably felt it hisduty to change a word or two. After a marathon struggle toretype the no longer perfect page, it was returned to themajor, who usually decided there was another word thatneeded changing after all. A third typing brought the paper back to the major. If he felt no further impulse for change, hepassed the citation on to his colonel, who seemed to justifyhis existence by changing the major’s changes. Retyped yetagain, the paper returned to the major, who on spiteful dayswould alter the colonel’s alterations, and around it went.

One day a lieutenant hurried into the office declaring, “My major has decided it is time he got himself a Silver Star.Who is going to write it up for me?”

Following the pointing fingers of my senior partners, the major’s aide pushed the neat stack of papers on the corner ofmy desk into a bent cornered pile to make a clearing for hisrump. “There is a posthaste, top priority demand on this.The major is going home next week and he means to have hismedal in hand before he leaves the country. It is now 1800.All the administration offices are shut down for the day, so Ican give you until 0900 tomorrow to get this citation ready togo”

“Yes, sir. Just let me look through my lists here to see what information I have on him, and make sure the properauthorizations are in order.”

“Belay that shit. You won’t find his name on any of your lists. This is a major, not one of your enlisted men. You newat this, or just stupid?”

“Been here almost a week now, sir.”

“Another grunt evading his field duty, eh?”

“That’s about the size of it, sir.”

“Well, I haven’t got time to educate you. You just worry about writing it up. The major will take care of the authorizations. I am going to be carrying it through channels myself sothere won’t be any delays. Now let’s see. . . . I guess ourbest bet would be that action that took place outside of thatlittle village southwest of An Loc. There was a good bodycount on that one, and he did fly in close to the fighting.

“You know the routine: with flagrant disregard for his personal safety he led the attack against an enemy of overwhelming strength, displaying the crucial leadership necessary to rally his men to snatch victory from the dark abyss ofdefeat. No, that last bit won’t do.”

“Under extremely difficult circumstances he provided the decisive decisions crucial in turning the tide of battle,” Ioffered. “In keeping with the highest standards of militaryconduct, his exemplary display of excellence reflects the utmost honor on his service, his country, and himself. ”

“Yeah, that’s the kind of thing we want. I need two pages, single spaced. I have to go. . . .”

“Wait a minute, sir. You’re not giving me much to go on here. Haven’t you got anything more concrete? A few detailsI can hang this stuff on?”

“The man flew out to watch an air strike and flew home again. What do you want from me?”




A few days later I was sent to Long Binh to guard the colonels and generals stationed at the U.S. Army Headquarters for Vietnam. They wanted men with a minimum of sixmonths’ combat experience and clean records to guard thesidewalks outside their offices by day and the bunkers outsidetheir mobile homes by night.

Marching back and forth over a sunny section of concrete in starch-stiffened fatigues and spit-polished boots for sixuninterrupted hours at a stretch was a vast improvement inmy life, but boring as hell. After a few weeks on the job,many of the men started taking drugs to stretch their patience. The worst offenders were a batch of airborne troopswho had spent nine to eleven months chasing NVA unitsaround the jungle before volunteering to extend their tour inVietnam in exchange for an early discharge and reassignmentto the rear.

One airborne trooper I hung out with was sent to the rear after a bullet missed his upper lip by half an inch,smashed through the center section of his radiotelephonehandset, and passed through the palm of his hand, thusending his attempt to call an air strike on the U-shapedambush killing his unit. When I knew him, he had developeda liking for going into a connex with four to six guys, closing thedoor, and smoking grass until the oxygen had been replacedwith a thick cloud of marijuana smoke. He also had a habit ofkeeping a club at the head of his bed for the purpose of takinga sudden swing at anyone who woke him to go on a detailwhen he had the legitimate right to be sleeping after anall-night guard tour. It was not the only way to get somesleep after night duty, but except for taking the morning busto Saigon to sleep with the whores, it was one of the few.

Then there was the night he got drunk and jumped off the roof of a two-story barracks to demonstrate his landingtechnique. He must have been good because he did not kill himself.

Another man I became acquainted with lost the entire month of February as a result of an extended “black-widow”high (a local drug that came in a big black pill—exact contentsunknown). He was out there guarding the generals every daywith the rest of us, but he claimed not to remember anythingfrom the end of January until he woke up in March. Thememory gap scared him back to the semistraight world ofmarijuana and beer, but after a few weeks he decided therewas nothing worth remembering and went back to the pills.

One night he was assigned the duty of guarding the first-floor main entrance to the four-story Army HQ building.His post was in a foyer in the middle of a darkened hallwaythat gave access to rows of deserted offices. He took a blackwidow to ease the monotony, then took another to ease themonotony of taking one. Two hours later his tedium vanished. Steam rose from the cracks between the tiles on thehighly polished floor. Jungle creepers sprouted from the ceiling and burst into growth like a time-lapse horror movie,steadily expanding and intertwining. Bright red and orangespiders spun their webs in the corners. Deadly snakes slitheredalong overhead vines and dropped to the floor, their eyesfixed on their terrified prey, their tongues flicking out to tastehis fear. The snakes backed him against a wall, hissing andstaring and oozing ever closer until he was forced to takerefuge on a six-by-twelve-inch ledge bolted into the wall tohold the telephone.

The phone in his lap reminded him of the help he could summon from the sergeant of the guard. But that would bringwith it trouble far more real than the hallucinations. In afrantic search for sanctuary in another direction, his wandering eyes settled on the double glass doors of the entry.Waiting until a tenuous path cleared on the snake-litteredfloor, he made a rush for the doors. Bursting into the heavynight air he came to a shuddering stop. A body length beforehim reared a terrible beast. A hot, angry roar blasted overhuge fangs as it slashed at him with razor claws. Heedless ofthe snakes at his feet he sprinted back to his narrow perchand screamed his terror into the telephone.

He waited and trembled and clutched himself until at last he saw the guard’s jeep appear outside the entrance.With a flood of relief he ran for the street, but as soon as hepassed through the doors the jeep disappeared. In confusion his eyes darted to left and right and then up just in time tothrow himself to the concrete as a giant eagle dove at himwith claws extended.

Ten minutes later the sergeant of the guard brought his jeep to a stop outside the building and honked his horn. Thehysterical call he received had been a blur of gibberish. Thecaller had not identified himself or his post, but the sergeantknew his men and had no trouble conjecturing its source. Hehonked again impatiently, but still there was no response.Finally he walked up the steps and through the door to findhis man perched three feet above the floor with his kneesclenched tight to his chest, his large round eyes staring indisbelief at this latest apparition.




After three months with the generals, a half dozen of us were shipped to Zian to add some combat experience to aschool for NCOs who were being trained to work with theARVNs. Life at the ARVN school was quiet and easy, almostlike a stateside unit. All we had to put up with was analcoholic sergeant and a bit of discrimination against fieldtroops.

During my last month in-country I finally got my seven-day leave and my R and R. I took the latter in Australia where I was enchanted by a beautiful girl named Anna.

Even when my year of duty finally dwindled to a day and a wake up, I did not believe, or dare hope, that they wouldreally set me free. On the morning of my final day, I woke upnervous. I treaded lightly through the morning, avoidingencounters and noise. I felt a fragile sense of good fortunehovering around me, and I feared it might dissolve at theslightest disturbance.

When at last I was sent to out-processing with all my gear, I began to allow a leery touch of hope. Still, it was notuntil the plane lifted from the ground with a rousing cheerfrom its passengers that I began to believe there could be lifeafter Vietnam.

When we landed in Oakland, half the personnel there were on Independence Day leave. It took our group threedays to be processed out of the Army. We were fed twiceduring those days, and if we slept at all it was on a bench orthe concrete floor, but there were no complaints.

At 2400 on July 4 I left the Army with American moneyin the pockets of new dress greens. I took a taxi to the San Francisco airport, stuffed my new uniform into the rest roomgarbage can, and changed into the clothes I wore when theArmy and I first met. I could not get a flight to Portland tosee Julie until morning, so I called my folks to see if theywould make the hour’s drive to fetch me. I let the phone ringuntil someone answered. It was my new stepbrother. He toldme that the folks were out sailing somewhere off SantaCruz and that he no longer had a driver’s license, but whatthe hell, he would come anyway.

One of the guys I met during out-processing could not get a flight home for many hours yet, so I invited him alongto my folks’ house. Together we paced the airport, for thefirst time giving thought to what we might do with the rest ofour lives. We came up with things like walking on the beach,drinking beer, listening to the stereo, looking up old friends,and in a month or two, when our money ran out, we wouldneed to find a job.

My stepbrother arrived.

When we got to the house, my new friend pulled out some marijuana he had smuggled out of Vietnam in his Zippocigarette lighter. I was amazed that anyone would risk extending their stay in the Army for such a small amount ofgrass, but I was glad enough to help him smoke it. After wehad reacquainted ourselves with the miracles of the refrigerator, the electric range, and the flush toilet, we settled intosoft chairs for beer, music, and conversation. Although it was3:00 a m. we were still too excited to sleep. It was like alifetime of Christmas mornings when everything you haddreamed of lay before you.

Sometime before dawn, the yard light illuminated a girl in a flowing white gown dancing past the window. I boltedfrom the chair and flung open the door, sure that my eyeshad betrayed me. There, across a patch of lawn, runninglightly beneath a grove of oak trees, was the girl in white.She was looking up into the boughs, her arms extended, herrunning slowed to quick little steps from side to side. As Idrew closer I could see that her gown was made for sleeping,her feet were bare, and her smooth face had not seen morethan sixteen years.

When I asked her what she was doing, she replied, “I have lost my nets. Will you help me find them?”

“Your nets?”


“Yes. I cast them on the wind and they floated into the trees. Can you see them?”

Yes, I was home at last. Back in the real world.

The next day my father and his new wife came home after an extended search for a man who had gone missing in his catamaran in bad weather. We had a polite but somewhat distant relationship and I think we were both relieved when I got on a plane to Portland Oregon, and the long-awaited reunion with Julie. As I came through the gate, she came at me at full speed and nearly knocked me over. When I could get the space to look at her, she looked even better than I remembered.

On the way to her house, she filled me in on what she had been doing during our two years of separation. She had a love of pretty things: clothes, the way colors augmented each other, the way the salt shaker matched the napkins. Her boss agreed and put her in charge of the young woman’s department for the entire chain. Except for my shift in weight from fit to thin, the change in me was all on the inside. What I wanted was to see two friends who got out within two weeks of myself, to be alone with Julie, and to enjoy some peace and quiet. 

I stayed at Julie’s for three days before she suspected that something was wrong. Every evening when she came home, I was sitting in the same place with the curtains closed, and me as silent and still as a body could be. Julie wanted me to get up, to get going, to get a job. She had waited a long time and wanted to get on with our future together.

I tried to tell her once again that I was not the person that she had known. But she was not interested in any changes that may have occurred in me. She couldn't see why I couldn't be who I was two years ago. 

The next day I called the health department and got my old job back, which was 100 miles away. If it had not been for Julie showing up one day, it might have been the end of us as a couple. But slowly we found reasons to want to be together. By July 4th, exactly one year after I got out of the Army, she was back to being fully in love.

We were spending every weekend together from Friday evening to Sunday night. I had told her several months ago that I would marry her when she was ready. So it was on that 4th of July when we were splashing in the waters of the Columbia River that for the first time since that double ambush with the North Vietnamese that I once again felt some hope for the future. 

The holiday traffic was heavy with cars running along the edge of the river. I noticed one of the old cars begin to drift beyond the center line. Somebody dropped a match or a cigarette, I thought as I moved a little closer to the river. The gap between us shrunk quickly as the old car came straight at us. I was as far off the road as I could get without going into the mighty Columbia, and still he held to a straight collision line. At the last moment I swung the steering wheel hard to the left in a desperate attempt to avoid him. But with alarming quickness he swerved back to the center of the road.

When I woke up every part of me was in pain. I pried myself off the steering wheel and slowly pushed my way out of the car. Julie was unconscious and scrunched up in the corner of the window. I checked her pulse. Still strong.  I checked the other car. Two passengers, both out. No pulse on the passenger side. I couldn't bring myself to touch the driver for fear of what I might do. It seemed like every other car had a lit cigarette in it. Was that gas all over the road, or water, or both?

No one had stopped to help and it did not look like anyone was going to. I tried to get someone's attention but they were going too fast and were too engrossed in the awkward shapes of bodies on the other side of the glass. I ran back half a mile to where the traffic was slow enough to ask a young couple to go to one of the houses behind them to phone an ambulance. But some time later, I spotted their car a little closer down the line. They had not gone for help. I took to standing in the roadway until three people had offered their help.  Still, it was almost an hour before I heard the sirens wail. 

Later, when I was called in to the Sherriff’s office for a second statement, I was told that this was the third time the driver in the other car had tried to commit suicide by front end collision. He was successful in killing someone each time, but never himself.  His passenger was dead. Julie had a broken leg and a blood clot in her brain. She was in a coma at the ICU for seven days. When she finally woke up her brain had been reduced to that of a six-year-old.

We had been together for another year when I got a call from Julie that she was in Denver. She and a friend who lived in the same apartment had moved to Denver, Colorado. She talked for an hour. She was excited and did not want me to come and get her, but she would call me tomorrow. And she did, every night for more than seven months. Then spaces between calls began to lengthen, until finally they came no more. 

Throughout it all, my psyche maintained a protective nature of emptiness except when I thought about Vietnam, or got involved in marches against the war, or gave a talk in a school, or on the Canadian Broadcasting Company—in which case I would be an emotional wreak for an hour or more. As the years passed it became clear that the post traumatic stress had become deeper and far longer lasting. But I was slowly learning to ignore what I could not change.

When I was 60, and working on a former monk’s house on Cortes Island, he would try to educate me about the significance of Buddhism. I tried to assure him that he was wasting his time, but on his second day, I gave in, more to allow me to get back to my work than anything else. Three years later at a 7-day Buddhist retreat I found myself deeply submerged in the emotions of the Vietnam war. I thought I would be alright if I stayed away from the past. But something deep inside me was following its own course of sorrows, of which I had no control. On the morning of the second day a repeating loop began to play. The tons upon tons of bombs we had dropped on the North Vietnamese. The one million three hundred thousand of them we had killed. Over and over again without a stop. All these people killed because we did not like the form of their government. Day and night without stop. I could not slow the water coming from my eyes. The lay teachers did not know how to stop it.

On the third day I was starting to come apart, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that before I sat again, I had to stop this unrelenting record of pain. I committed myself to focussing on my breath and nothing else. The pressure on my right temple was strong and getting stronger. I was holding it back but not winning. I conjured up a deep, dark well and focussed on it and the breath with all the power I had. The pressure on the right temple held, and so did I. The well and the breath. Then, at last, a small leak on the right. When it finally lay flat in my mind, I was utterly spent.

A great weight had been lifted, but it was not finished yet. Several months later it happened again. I was trying things that I was not ready for, and for which there was no wise guidance. But at least this time there was little danger and the sorrow I felt was only for others.

I came away from the culmination of these two experiences with about eighty percent of the post traumatic stress disorder purged, which is just about as good as it will get. Beyond that, I try to focus on happiness, make the effort to make friends, do a kindness to another, help the animals, and try not to think, speak or write about my experiences in war.

	





GLOSSARY


AIT: advanced infantry training

AK-47: Russian-made Kalashnikov automatic rifle

ao-dais: type of female dress 

 ARVN: Army of the Republic of Vietnam

bac bac: to shoot

 boo coo: very much (perversion of French beaucoup)


chieu hois: open arms (a U.S. program to encourage enemysurrender)

choi oi: exclamation of exasperation 

chop chop: food

CO: commanding officer

connex: large metal shipping crate 

didi mau: shortened form of the Vietnamese “didi mau lieu”: to run quickly

dinky dau: to be crazy

DMZ: demilitarized zone

dung lai: stop

EM: enlisted men

E-7: Sergeant First Class

FO: forward observer

foo gas: mixture of explosives and napalm, usually set in a fifty-gallon drum

4-F: classification given those deemed unfit for military service

GI: government issue (usually in reference to American soldier)

HQ: headquarters

klick: kilometer

KP: kitchen police (usually in reference to a 1 detail)

LBJ: Long Binh Jail

LP: listening post

mama-san: respectful term for an older Vietnamese woman

medivac: medical evacuation helicopter

MP: military police 

MPC: military payment currency

NCO: noncommissioned officer 

NDP: night defensive position

NLF: National Liberation Front

NVA: North Vietnamese Army

OCS: officer candidate school

OP: observation post

PF: Popular Forces

PFC: Private First Class

POW: prisoner of war

PX: post exchange (Army post store)

R and R: rest and relaxation

RPG: Russian-made, portable ground fire rocket

ROTC: Reserve Officers’ Training Corps

RTO: radio telephone operator

slick: helicopter used for transporting troops 

Spec 4: Specialist Fourth Class

TO: tactical officer

VC: Vietcong

XO: executive officer






ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Eleven months after receiving his degree in microbiology the author was drafted into the Army to serve as an infantryman inVietnam. At the end of his tour of duty he returned to his job withthe health department where he stayed for eight years beforebuying a sloop in San Francisco to sail to Hawaii. After cruisingthe islands for nine months, he flew to Alaska to visit his partneron their homestead, and then to Oregon to start a business designingand building homes.

An injury to his hand provided a year of free time to begin his first book, One Soldier. During the next two years his summerswere spent working construction in Alaska, his winters writing inNova Scotia. Having spent the summer of 1985 backpacking throughthe mountains of British Columbia and Yukon Territory, Mr.Shook is currently living with his wife on Cortes Island, B.C.where he is working on his second book.
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