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SYNOPSIS:

In the spring of 1967, Hal Patsin receives his draft notice as the Vietnam War escalates. He plans to register as a conscientious objector – until his father says, “I’ve never asked for anything, Patty, but now I ask this: Serve your country.”

Determined not to fire his weapon, Patty becomes a first line grunt and is sent to a combat zone during the Tet Offensive. Nothing has prepared him for the reality of the missions ahead with his unit or the friends he would make in the heat of battle – Mac, Italy, Doc, and Jimmy. Patty’s ideals are peeled away as he becomes a soldier intent on survival and on protecting the men of his unit.

REACHING presents the horror and absurdity of war in direct, intense prose. The characters spring to life, each with flaws. Humor and tragedy shape the transformation of all. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE CHOICE

 

The truck lurched to a stop. The driver yelled above the rattle of the motor, "Patsin, U.S. 53804721."

"Here," responded Patsin.

"Make it, buddy. You're home." A fellow recruit tapped Patsin on the shoulder. "Good luck," he said. 

Patty nodded. He grabbed his duffel bag and tossed it into the road. 

"Move, buddy," the driver called from the cab. "I still got a lot of men to deliver and I ain't got all day."

Patsin hoisted himself over the tail gate and jumped down into the road. He caught his helmet as it started to fall off and stuffed it back on his head. Someone waved as the truck jerked away. Before Patty could wave back, the dust billowed behind the truck and half-choked him. He grabbed his duffel and slung it over his shoulder, pressed his rifle tight against his other shoulder, and trudged to the edge of the road.

Home, he thought. He slid his duffel to the ground and looked carefully around. The dust settled slowly. The flat street stretched almost to the horizon where the late afternoon sun hung like a great ball on an empty beach. The sky was a deep blue with not even a hint of a cloud. Rough wood buildings lay scattered and sun blasted along the road. Low piled sand bag bunkers alternated with the buildings.

Patty wiped the sweat from his forehead and rubbed his wet palm on his pants. He was a short, thin Irishman with red hair, a few sun freckles on his pale face, and a big nose that turned red in the sun.

Patty glanced between the buildings and saw a bunch of bare chested men playing volleyball. A powerful, tanned, blond haired guy spiked the ball. It slapped a man's head and bounded away.

"That's it," yelled a dark, squat man beside him. "Make him eat it, Fearless."

"Up yours, Italy," responded Fearless.

Soldiers. Roommates, wondered Patty. The ball rolled to him. He picked it up and punched it back. Nobody said thanks. Patty turned back to his duffel. A short, black man eyed him silently.

"Hi," said Patty. "I'm new."

"I'm Jimmy Lincoln.” The man smiled. "Pleased to make your acquaintance."

"I'm Hal Patsin.” They shook hands and smiled at each other, but no words came. 

“Where do I report?" said Patty awkwardly.

"Headquarters. Right there.” Jimmy pointed to a little white sign above a screen door - H.Q.

"Thanks."

"See you," said Jimmy.

"Right," responded Patty. He picked up his duffel, went to the door, and knocked.

"Hey, Patsin," called Jimmy. "Welcome to 'Nam."

Patty waved.

"Come on in," called the clerk. "We don't answer doors around here."

Patty opened the screen and went in. The door clicked shut behind him. The typewriter clacked for a second and stopped. The clerk looked up. "What can I do you for?"

Patty pulled his orders from his pocket and handed them over. The clerk scanned them and looked up. "Welcome to the land of the living, soldier."

"Hi.” Patty smiled. "What do I do?"

"Take that load off your shoulder and relax. I have to show these to the C.O.” He went through a little curtain to the back room.

Patty slid his duffel off. It dropped to the wood floor with a low thud. The room was windowless but bright with the light from the street. A single bare bulb added no light. The old wood furniture offered no warmth. An army radio, on a table in the corner, crackled. Patty jumped. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gray and black speckled river rock. He felt its heft in his palm. His fingers closed over it. It was cool, like the trickling stream he'd pulled it from back in the world. He kissed it for protection and tasted sand grains on his lips. He slid it back into his pocket.

The clerk came out. "Okay, Patsin, the main man will see you now. You can leave your bag out here but the rifle goes with you everywhere."

Patty pushed the curtain aside and stepped into the back office. The light was dimmer. A single bulb hung low from a black wire above the captain's desk and cast dusky shadows into the corners of the room. A pipe smoldered in a glass ashtray on the desk. The room smelled acrid from stale tobacco. The captain sat at attention, his hands gripping the arms of his chair. He had a high forehead and skimpy dark hair. He wore black frame glasses and a pencil thin mustache.

Patty saluted. "Private Patsin reporting, sir."

The captain nodded a greeting. "At ease, soldier.” He spoke softly. "You don't have to salute me. You're a combat infantryman. That's salute enough for me."

"Thank you, sir," said Patty.

"Take a load off your feet."

Patty sat down on a wood folding chair. One leg was slightly shorter than the others. It clicked on the floor as Patty shifted in his chair.

The officer looked at Patty's orders. "Hal Patsin. I always like to get to know my new men. Tell me about yourself."

"Well. I don't know. My friends call me Patty, sir."

"Okay. I'll call you Patty."

"I don't really want to be here. I don't want to be a combat soldier, sir."

"Who does?” The officer smiled. "You were drafted?"

"Yes, sir.” Patty paused. The room was hot. Sweat dripped down Patty's chest. "It's hot here," he said.

"It's the tropics. You'll get used to it.” The captain leaned back in his chair. "You can get used to anything. Yep. That's the great thing about people. They can get used to anything."

"Sir.” Patty leaned forward. His chair bumped the floor. "I have something important to tell you. I can't fire my rifle."

"Sure you can," said the officer. He extended his left arm straight out. He sighted down an imaginary rifle. His right forefinger rested on the trigger. He closed one eye and aimed carefully at Patty. "Now you just squeeze the trigger nice and slow until – click – and that’s all.” He leaned back in his chair. "There's nothing to it. You'll get to like it, believe me."

"Sir, I know how to use a rifle. I got expert in basic training.” Patty leaned forward. He squeezed his hands together on the desk. "I just don't want to carry a rifle. I don't want to use a rifle. I don't want to kill anybody."

"Sounds like you should have been a conscientious objector."

"I know that, sir. My father didn't want me to be a c.o."

"What's he got to do with it?"

"He passed away. It was his last request."

"Then honor it, boy." The captain stood up.

"I'll go out but I won't shoot anybody," said Patty.

"You ever read the Bible?" 

"Yes, sir, a little when I was a boy."

"You're still a boy. Listen to this.” He went to a shelf a pulled a well-thumbed Gideon from it. Quickly he turned to the right page. He handed the book to Patty. "Read this aloud – starting here.” He pressed his thumb in the book.

Patty read. "'Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies . . . .'"

"That's enough.” He took the Bible and put it back on the shelf. "Two things, boy. Here, your rod and staff are a rifle and bullets, and the table is not going to be a picnic table. You understand?"

"Yes, sir," said Patty.

The captain sat back down. "I don't like cowards," he said matter-of-factly.

"Yes, sir."

"You'll go out, and you'll learn to fire. You'll be scared like everybody else but you'll remember your family and you'll do your duty.” He leaned across the table and touched Patty's hand. "I'm a good judge of people. You'll fight when the time comes.” He leaned back thoughtfully in his chair and drummed his fingers on the table. He smiled softly. "Son, let me tell you something. When somebody's trying to kill you, the animal takes over. He whispers in your ear that it's either you or your enemy, and you know for damn sure who you want it to be."

"Sir, I'd rather it be neither of us."

A little frown edged the captain's lips. "You're in the third squad. That's the first floor next door. The men will let you know what to expect. Just introduce yourself around and make yourself at home. We have a mission tomorrow. That's all."

Patty started to get up. The chair banged a last time.

"Oh, by the way," said the C.O., "I'm Captain Madison.” He stood up and extended his hand. They shook hands. "Welcome to Vietnam," said Madison.

"Thank you, sir," responded Patty.

Patty pushed the curtain aside and walked into the outer office.

The clerk looked up from his typing. "The old man's not so bad once you get to know him. He's gruff and a little talky at first but he's a good guy."

Patty nodded. He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder.

"Don't feel bad about not getting out of combat. The old man won't hold it against you. Plenty of guys try. After about six months, you might be able to luck out and get a clerk job. That's what I did."

Patty frowned. "I don't play games with people."

"If your rifle's not clean, it won't fire tomorrow," said the clerk sarcastically.

"You got a good ear," responded Patty.

He pushed out the door and into the company street. He stepped between the office building and the barracks. The sounds of the volleyball game echoed off the buildings.

"Come on, Baker, serve that ball to me. I'm one hungry mother," yelled Mac.

"Shut up, you ugly black bastard," said Baker.

"Black beauty to you, mother," answered Mac.

Patty squinted at the sun. He strode into the long shadow of the barracks. It was different from the other buildings, a rough two-story wood building with a high, sloping roof. It looked like a country church amid the flat buildings on the long, dusty, street. Above the door was a little hand painted black and white sign - "C. Co.” Patty pushed open the screen door and went it. The door banged shut behind him. After the harsh glare of the sun, Patty's eyes adjusted slowly to the indoor light. He focused on a narrow aisle between rows of olive foot lockers and two long rows of beds covered by mosquito nets. They looked like canopy covered pews. There were no windows and just two bare light bulbs overhead.

"Don't look awed. Come on in. This is home."

Patty looked around. "Where are you?  I can't see you."

"I'm right here on the bed, writing a letter to the wife and kids.” The man jumped up from the third bed and rustled his mosquito netting aside. He bounced over to Patty and extended his hand. "Name's Sergeant Thompson. Everybody calls me Sarge."

He was a muscular, crew-cut black man with a pale two-inch scar on his right cheek. He had a steel grip, and Patty winced as they shook hands.

"Welcome to Charlie Company." said Thompson. He rubbed sweat from the gray hair on his chest. 

"Thanks, but I can't say I'm glad to be here. I'm Hal Patsin, but my friends call me Patty."

"Glad to know you. I don't blame you for not wanting to be here. This ain't summer vacation. Put your duffel over there.” He pointed to the bed next to his. "That bed's empty now."

Patty slipped the duffel bag off his shoulder and laid it down heavily on the locker at the foot of the bed. "Who used to sleep here?" he said.

"Somebody.” Thompson wrinkled his forehead. "Some things you don't ask."

Patty gazed thoughtfully at the rolled-up mattress.

The sergeant sat down on a foot locker and Patty sat down across from him.

"The rest of the men are out playing ball or drinking, or both. Anything you want to know, I'll be glad to tell you.” There was a tired edge in his voice that contrasted with his bouncy manner. He looked away. "My wife worries about me, so I write her every chance I get. We have five children."

"What are you doing in the army?" said Patty.

The sergeant looked carefully at Patty. "I'm a lifer,” he said. "You got to make a living somehow."

"You miss your family?" asked Patty.

"Sure. My oldest had communion last month. I was here. My family now is you guys. Keeping you in one piece, that's my job."

"Listen, Sarge, I don't want to ever shoot anybody."

"Just don't fire your rifle, then."

"You're not mad?"

"Nah. Half the men are too scared to ever fire, anyway."

"It's not 'cause I'm scared," said Patty. "I just don't want to kill anybody."

"You'll be scared. It's not just the bullets. It's what combat does to you, how it changes you. It makes you an animal, with quick words, and drugs, and sex, and every life lived in a second. Be scared. It's good for you. Wait 'till you meet Frank and Doc, then you'll see what being tough does to you. You need the world right here with you, so you can remember the states and what you are. Write a lot of letters and get a lot of letters so you can remember who you are."

"My girl says she'll write me every day. And look at this.” Patty pulled the rock out of his pocket and tossed it to Sergeant Thompson. "It's a river rock. I found it the day before I left the states."

Sergeant Thompson hefted it in his hand and rubbed his fingers over it. "It's a little too heavy for skipping on water but it feels good.” He tossed it back. "I'd love to get back there someday."

"You will."

"Will I?” He looked thoughtfully at Patty. "There are some things you know before they happen. I got to get back to my letter. Make yourself comfortable.” He got up. "By the way, you ought to write home. Your family is probably worried about you." He lifted his mosquito netting and slid into his bunk.

Patty sat still on his locker. He wanted the room to sink into him, to be a part of him. He heard the squeak of Thompson's bed. He gazed into the stillness of the room. Each mosquito net was a gossamer jail that separated the soldiers and hid their loneliness and fears behind soft warm walls. 

Patty looked at the green locker he was sitting on. He ran his hand over the thin layer of dust on its surface and looked at his hand imprinted with dark gray and smelling of sweat. He wiped his hand on his pants and got up. He looked at his folded mattress, a wordless voice that spoke to his subconscious. He raised the netting and jerked the mattress straight. Dust billowed from it. He smacked it hard twice and the dust rose and settled. Patty flipped the mattress over. 

He turned to his duffel and snapped it open. Carefully he lifted his sleeping bag from the top and opened it as one would unwrap a Christmas gift. He pulled an 8" x 10" picture in a gold frame from the center of the bag. It was a picture of the girl he was going to marry if he ever made it back home. She was a plain girl with short, dark hair and sad eyes, and the bare wisp of a smile on her face. Patty tucked the picture under his mattress and spread his sleeping bag out on the bed. He unpacked the rest of the duffel quickly and stowed his clothes in piles in the foot locker.

As he was finishing, the volleyball players swaggered in the back door and up the aisle, laughing and joking as they went.

"Hey, a new guy," said Italy. He jumped up the aisle and stuck out his hand. He was big and deeply tanned with dark, curly hair and friendly brown eyes. Layers of fat rippled around his bare stomach, and sweat poured from him. "Put her there, buddy.” He and Patty shook hands.

"Don't get too near him, buddy. The smell will kill you," said the company medic, a long toothpick of a man with cheeks so bony they were almost transparent.

"Hey, Doc, that's working man's sweat. It's good for you. It'll put hair on your chest.” Italy turned back to Patty. "Where you from, pal."

A bunch of men had gathered around the bunk. Patty spoke to the circle of faces. "I'm Hal Patsin, from Philadelphia. You can call me Patty."

"Another northern boy. Just what we don't need," said Baker. He and his sidekick, Leigh, walked away.

"My name's Italy, and I'm from Boston. It's good to have another big city man around."

"What about me?" asked Mac.

"Harlem don't count," responded Italy. "That's cotton fields in disguise."

"Yeah," said Mac with a smile. "I hear that everything outside of the Big Apple ain't nothing but sticks."

"And what about me?" asked Italy.

"You, man, you're a whole tree."

Everybody laughed.

"Hey, Patty," said Italy, "You play poker?"

"Some."

"Watch him, man." said Mac. "You'll lose your shirt."

"I'm hungry," said Italy. He pushed away and made for his bed.

The other men introduced themselves and soon drifted away until only Patty and Doc remained.

"You and I are bunk mates," said Doc as he toweled the sweat from his bony body.

"Yeah," said Patty to Doc's back. "I hope we'll become good friends."

Doc turned around and flared. "Listen, Patsin, don't do me any favors. Nobody makes friends around here. That way you don't worry when somebody kisses off."

"When somebody what?"

"Kisses off." They looked at each other. "You know," said Doc, softening. "Bites the big hog. Takes the last trip."

"I know," said Patty. They grinned at each other.

"Where did you find a picture of such an ugly squirrel?" said Patty, pointing to a magazine photo of a pimple-faced, heavily made-up, chunky girl on the wall. 

"That's my baby," said Doc. "That's Janice Joplin. Life's one happy cesspool, and she's at the raunchy bottom. I like to look at her and remember how delicious things can get.” He dropped the towel in his locker and pulled out his shirt. "Let's make it to the mess hall. They don't serve any seconds and not too many firsts because food brings a good price on the black market in Saigon."

"You're kidding."

"Am I?” He walked out buttoning his shirt.

Patty's first night in his new home was a rough one. There was no familiar lump in the mattress, no warm, remembered smell in the room to help him through the black hole of night dreams. He lay in his bed and dozed lightly. Startled awake by strange snores, he peered through the gauze of night and tried to imagine the windowless room as protection against the whoosh and thump of incoming mortar fire. Sweat dried slowly on his forehead. The ache of exhaustion dipped into the dull throb of a headache, deepened into the ferocious land of nightmares.

Patty picked up the rock on the first day of the peace march. Each day he honed it on the larger rocks he found along the side of the road. He slid his hand into his pocket and felt the point. It was sharp and ready. He pressed it against his thigh until he felt warm blood sliding down his leg. 

He marched down United Nations Plaza. Police blocked the way. Patty readied his rock, but the cops were swept away as in the exhale of a short breath. Millions cheered. Pete Seeger sang and the people joined in, their voices blowing past Patty in great waves of green and white song. "Strontium, Strontium 90 will get you even underground.” 

Bob Dylan twanged a nasal guitar. "Yes, and how many times must the cannonballs fly before they're banned?” Whoosh, boom went the drums. "And how many times must a man look up before he can see the sky.” Dylan smirked. "Yes, and how many deaths will it take 'till he knows that too many people have died."

Martin Luther King flew above the city of Washington. His great black robes draped the monument as he spoke. He dripped tears on little black boys sizzling in great fires.

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a desert state sweltering with the heat of injustice and oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. 

I have a dream today.

. . . So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York . . . 

But not only that:  Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Georgia:  Let freedom ring from every hill and mole hill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.

When we let freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last!  Free at last!  Thank God Almighty, we are free at last."

Finally Martin Luther King grew silent. The fires smoldered and died. Patty gazed at dim shadows on the roof.

He dreamed of climbing to the top of the mountain of freedom on a cool, clear, autumn day. Under a blue sky with flecks of white clouds, he called to the people gathered below, "You're free, free at last." The echo of his voice came back to him and he leaped from the mountain and shattered on the rocks below.

Patty tossed his rock to a smiling policeman. "Keep it, buster.” Patty grinned without any teeth. "It goes well with your smile, copper."

Patty's father greeted him at the door. "How was the trip?"

"Great, absolutely terrific."

"We saw you on T.V."

"Yeah. How'd I look?" said Patty.

"Like you always look. Come on into the kitchen and eat, and we'll talk."

They walked into the kitchen together. The old man walked with a tired step. His battered captain's hat covered a fringe of gray hair. He spoke softly.

"There's cold chicken in the fridge."

Patty grabbed a leg in his fist, took a bite, and plopped into a chair. "I'm famished.” He took another bite. "It was great."

The old man sat down at the table. "You know I was idealistic when I was your age."

"You still are, pops."

"No. Now I try to be a realist and that's what I want to talk to you about."

Waves of Formica color floated off the table and around the room. Chomp. "Delicious chicken. Shoot. I'm listening."

"We've talked about McCarthyism."

"Yep."

"Did you know I once attended a communist meeting in the thirties?"

"I've heard stories."

"Luckily, it didn't appeal to me, and I never went back, never signed a membership or anything. I say luckily because all those youthful idealists lost jobs, lost everything twenty years later during the McCarthy era.

"Dad, what's this got to do with me?” Patty caught a jagged black rock and stuffed it into his shirt.

"You're such a babe in the woods. I don't want you to suffer twenty years from now because you were a leader, because you signed a membership card, because your picture was on T.V."

"It's a little late now, don't you think?"

"Your mother tells me you're going to be a conscientious objector if they draft you."

"That's right."

"You know the way you'll be treated, like an outcast."

"Look, I'm just not a killer."

"Who is?"

"Anybody who shoots another person.” Patty floated along the ceiling, giggling at his innocence.

"In the real world, you have to learn to compromise."

"I'm short enough already without having to walk around on my knees like some kind of moral midget."

"You're so self-righteous."

"You taught me right from wrong. You're the one who told me that integrity can't be bought at a discount store or found in a millionaire's briefcase.” Patty tore off a chunk of chicken and stuffed it into his mouth.

"Let's not argue. Ideals have a way of fading as the years pass and the days of failure mount."

"Nonsense. Right is right. Period."

"Please. Let me say just one thing. You think about it, then do what you have to do."

"I'm listening."

"My four years in the navy were among the best in my life. I'm proud that I served."

His father's voice was real and loud, and Patty tried to wake up and get away from it.

"I've heard that one before."

"Don't argue, just listen. I've worked sixty hours a week with no vacations for many years. I've tried to be as loving and giving and supportive as I could. Remember the World Series game I took you to see, and the times I've argued with teachers and principals when you were suspended for political activities."

"You've always backed my right to my principles."

"I've never asked for anything from you."

"And I appreciate it."

"Well, this is the first and last time I'm asking, and I'll never ask for anything again. Don't become a C.O. Please."

"Pops . . . ."

"That's all."

He got up from his chair and left the room.

"Wait, Pops, this isn't fair," Patty yelled after him.

"Neither is life," he called back.

I love him, but I won't do it. He's done a lot for me, but he led his life and now it's my turn. Patty walked over to the sink and threw the chicken bone in the garbage. His fingertips were sticky with grease. He turned on the cold water and washed them.

His father lay small and shriveled on the living room couch. He was gray under the cold fluorescent light. His eyes were a dull, lifeless blue. Pink ridges dented the sides of his nose where glasses used to hang. A nurse leaned over the bed and closed his eyes.

"Wait, Pops, this isn't fair," said Patty.

"He's dead," whispered the nurse.

"Daddy, come back. Come back, daddy," called Patty,

Patty bolted upright in his bed. Through the mesh, he saw gray dawn slipping into the barracks. Barracks, he thought. I'm in 'Nam. We have a mission today. He pressed his forehead into the palm of his hand and let the thought sink in.

 

There was no bantering in the helicopter. The only sound was the heavy pulse of the engine, a dull sound for men who seemed half asleep, with eyes closed on lonely worlds. Breakfast in the mess hall had been a silent affair of almost night. The men had avoided each other's eyes and mechanically wolfed their food. Now they waited, digested precious minutes, and tried to empty their minds of all thought and feeling until only the vibration of the helicopter remained.

"This is it," called the pilot as the helicopter swooped down to a flat brown field in the middle of a hundred flat brown fields, in the middle of nowhere.

"Move it," yelled Thompson into Patty's ear.

Patty jumped out the open door into the swirling dust before the helicopter touched the ground. He ran out from under the chopper blades and flattened himself against the dirt.

"Easy," said Doc as he came up.

Patty blinked up at the shadowed face framed by the sun.

"There's nothing here but cow shit," said Doc.

The helicopters were already zooming away. The whole company lay in the field. Doc was one of just a half-dozen men standing.

"Almost everybody's laying down," said Patty. "Why don't you get down?"

"I'm a hero. I don't duck unless Charlie's hanging around."

"Okay," said Patty. He stood up.

"Good man.” Doc smirked. "Maybe you'll be a hero too, someday."

"Okay, third squad," boomed Sergeant Thompson. "Everybody up. Looks like we got a nice long walk today. We're point."

"Hey, Patsin," said Doc, "you're too white. Put some of this bug juice on your face or the sun will fry you. And if you're smart, you'll roll down your sleeves."

"Thanks," said Patty. He rubbed the foul smelling oil on his face. "Man, this stuff smells terrible."

"The smell keeps the bugs away," said Doc. He walked off, and Patty fell into line.

The day drifted slowly, one step at a time, through shimmering heat waves and blaring sunlight. Hours passed as globs of sweat dripped over belly rolls of fat onto naked pants until it seemed that every soldier had peed his trousers. They rested five minutes and they walked, rested and walked some more. They walked through open rice paddies, flat empty land shimmering with the heat of the dry season, the clay dull brown, baked hard, and cracked. All day they walked in shining silence and brown emptiness, distance measured only by the broken dikes scattered over the land, those narrow foot-high peasant trails that separated one barren paddy from another. The men avoided stepping on them for fear of booby traps.

Patty followed in Sergeant Thompson's footsteps, sticking close. He was tired, and his head ached from the heat. Sweat glued his headband to his forehead. Finally a wood line, cool and shady, glimmered in the hazy distance.

"Patsin," the Sarge called out, "See the woods."

"Yeah," said Patty.

"They're there."

"How do you know?" muttered Patty.

"I been around. I know."

An inner silence settled on Patty. It squeezed in upon him, pressing his breath, leaving him alone with the heavy beat of his heart. He slid his hand into his pocket and rubbed the rock. He walked toward the trees.

"Everybody on line and spread out," ordered Thompson.

The men moved forward in a wide sweep.

"Patsin, stick with me.” Thompson looked over and smiled. "Don't be scared, boy. They'll fire too soon and miss. They always do. Just keep putting one leg in front of the other. You'll know when to duck."

The wood was still distant when the first crack came, a soft sound followed by echoing gun barks. Little dirt spouts flew into the air. The men ran forward and dived behind a dike.

Patty's helmet fell off as he hit the ground. He grabbed it and glued it back on. Thompson dived beside him.

"Clumsy, aren't you?" said the sergeant. "You think this is rough. Wait 'til we get on the boats.” He smiled. "Have a drink of water. We'll be bellying it from here."

Patty was thirsty but didn't want a drink. He pulled his rock out and squeezed it in his fist until his hand hurt and the rounded edge made a red streak in his palm. The men all around were firing. Patty looked at his rifle. A plastic toy, he thought. He didn't want to play.

"Damn. My rifle's jammed," yelled Thompson.

"Here, have mine," said Patty. "I won't use it anyway."

"Okay, kid. It's your funeral.” He flipped his rifle to Patty. Patty caught it and tossed his back.

"Let's get going," called Thompson.

They slipped over the low ridge of the dike and crawled on elbows and knees. Bullets whistled past. Gunfire crackled. Water dripped over Patty's sweatband and stung his eyes. His elbows ached.

"Everybody up. Let's get," yelled Thompson, as he ran for the trees, his rifle on automatic, spraying bullets.

Patty caught up and dived beside him just as Thompson went down. He turned to Patty and whispered, "Medic.” He held his rifle out, and his eyes were still. His eyes closed, and the rifle dropped with a soft clatter. A bullet kicked up dust.

Patty dropped his rock, picked up the rifle, and ran on, spraying automatic.





  
 



CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCTIONS

Patty sat on the light brown dirt of the dike with his head in his hands. His breathing slowed, and cool, sticky sweat slipped from behind his knees down the back of his calves. A trickle of wind sprang up and plastered his uniform to his body like a new olive skin. The breeze dried his forehead until it tingled.

Around him, the fields were flat, brown, and empty, stretching for a mile through shimmering waves of heat to the wood line, a vague shape in the distance. It was silent and haunted now by the brown echoes of firing, the crack of rifles, the whirr of the bullets. 

The chop of the cry 'medic' echoed in Patty's ears, 'medic', a dozen times, each more distant and broken like a shadow in a pair of facing mirrors.

Camp walked up to Patty and sat down on the dike beside him. "How ya doing, kid?"              

Patty nodded.

"Stop looking at the dirt," said Camp. "Look up and smile. Dig the scenery.” He kicked at the hard dirt. "You're in lovely scenic Vietnam, a member of the greatest army on earth, and you just lived through your first mission. Congratulations, sucker. We'll give you the high-priced tour when we get on the boats."

He tapped Patty on the shoulder, a soft affectionate touch.

"Guess I made it, huh, Doc?" said Patsin.

"Yeah."

"You really a doctor?" said Patty.

"Nope. Just a medic."

"Even a doctor couldn't have helped the sergeant," said Patty.

Doc looked at Patty with set jaws. "Look, man, let me give you some advice.” He tapped Patty's knee for emphasis. "When a battle's over, you drop it."

"I didn't mean nothing."

"Yeah. You're new. Well, welcome to the unit.” As quickly as he'd flared up, he calmed down. "Pretty out here, isn't it?"

"Yeah. I guess. But I'm beat," said Patty.

"You'll get used to it.” Camp reached into his pocket and pulled out a pink pill. "Here. This is a salt pill. The 'copters will be here in a couple minutes.” He got up and walked away.

Patty was nauseous. He popped the pill and sipped tepid water from his canteen. Sweat dripped into his eyes. The other soldiers spoke softly. The tinkle of their laughter drifted peacefully on the hazy air. To Patty, they seemed like green creatures from another world.

The machine rattle of a chopper awoke Patty from his reverie. Gazing into the ball of the sun, he caught the blinding reflection of the helicopter. It hovered above like a giant screaming bug, ready to pin him to the ground, and crush him as he wriggled beneath it. The shadow blotted out the sun. The whirling blades blew dust into Patty's eyes.

The chopper landed, and the men ran for it.

"Come on, Patty," yelled Frank. "You want to stay here? Let's go."

Patty ran and jumped on the edge as the bird started to rise. Frank pulled him in.

"Let's go home," somebody yelled, and they lifted off.

Camp grabbed Patty's arm. "Hang on," he said. "There's no doors, remember."

Patty gripped the white metal and felt the shudder vibration and the heat of the engine. He looked through the bubble at first, then gazed out the open door. The wind whipped past his face. The land faded to green and brown stamps but Patty could still see the leaves on the trees, the thatch roofs on the huts, a brown river, and pockmarked bombed out fields whizzing below.

"Lean back on my knees and relax, buddy. It's party time in the orient."

Patty looked around. "I'm Patty," he called over the roar of the engine.

"I know. Name's Frank. Lean back. I won't shoot you.” He was powerful, blond-haired and broad shouldered, with sleeves rolled up to show his biceps.

Patty leaned back. Fat Italy shoved him in the ribs. "Shake," he said. "You made it, Philadelphia."

They shook hands. "Hey, big city," said Italy, "Anytime you want a poker game, you just let me know. No huge stakes. Just a nickel ante and fifty cent limit. Just for fun."

"Brother, you better watch him. He'll clean you out before you blink. He's sudden death after 2 a.m. I'm Big Mac, best numbers runner Harlem ever had."

"I'll never get all the names straight," said Patty.

"It's easy," said Mac. "I'm the dark one."

"Just wait 'til I get this tan up," said Italy.

"You'll make one beautiful black dude," said Mac. He turned to Patty. "You watch him, Patty, or you won't even get a smell of your money."

"Mac, I wouldn't clean out a new man," protested Italy.

"Man, you'd wipe out your old lady," responded Mac.

"Not me."

"Sure, brother, but you'd lend her money 'til payday."

"At ten percent," added Italy with a wink. Everybody laughed.

"Welcome to Charley Company," said Italy. "We got a good bunch of guys, and it ain't so bad here."

"Yeah, it's delicious," called Camp.

"You'll get used to it," said Italy.

"Say," said Frank, "I heard a story from the C.O. that you weren't going to fire your rifle."

"I fired," answered Patty.

"Yeah, I saw," said Frank.

"It was just a story," said Patty.

Frank clapped him on the back. "It's okay, pal."

They lapsed into silence.

The helicopter banked right as if to throw Patty out the open door. He felt a twinge of fear in his chest as his soul hurtled from the chopper and smashed into little bits on the ground below. But they flew on. The engine whined. The bank of dials and the pilot in his space helmet, unknown machinery, kept them on course. And Patty flew on in the chopper, leaving something intangible behind, scattered on the ground. 

He closed his eyes and his father seemed to float above him. He could touch the fringe of his gray hair, the smooth top of his head, the four wrinkles in his forehead. The old man looked down sadly through horn-rimmed glasses. He hugged Patty, scraped his white whiskered cheek against Patty's smooth skin.

Words flashed in Patty's head. Daddy, I'm a good boy. You'll see. When I grow up, I'll always do what's right.

The old man gazed at Patty with love and tenderness and Patty wanted to explain everything to him, to hold him close forever, to be loved for his goodness, his heroism, his gentleness. Patty squeezed his father's hand and tried to pull his face close but it slipped through his fingers like a ghost in the night as the vision faded. 

Father, listen. Don't leave me. Try to understand. You would be proud of me. I won so many medals, but I never hurt anyone on purpose. I ran through the flames to protect the wounded. I never shot at anyone, not because I was afraid but because I knew it was wrong. I protected the Vietnamese, the dark skinned orphans and women and children in black pajamas. They never understood a word I said, but they followed me. They trusted the gentleness of my voice. Even the enemy could never shoot at a person like me. I stood up, and the battlefield became quiet, the gray smoke of battle hovered above me in the stillness. I explained that it was wrong to kill. A bird sang in the woods. And the V.C. understood and walked away. We let them go without harming them. The other soldiers patted me on the back. Frank put his arm around me and said he wanted to be my friend. Camp and Mac and Italy danced in a circle around me. Everybody applauded. I was always a good boy, dad. Everybody always admired me. Didn't they, dad?  Didn't they?  Didn't they?

Patty felt the deep reality of his words. There was no answer, no father. The engine hummed. Its noisy stillness cut like a burning wound.

Mac elbowed Patty in the arm. "There she is. Home, sweet home. Set this old crate down. I'm one hungry mother."

"Gonna get me some ass tonight," yelled Frank. "Want to come, Patty?"

"No thanks," said Patty. "I got a girlfriend back home."

"You mean back in the world," responded Frank. "That won't do you any good here."

Patty leaned out the door as the helicopter descended. The base stretched out like a pioneer town of wood buildings with sloping roofs and dirt streets. All that was missing was the local saloon and a Saturday night shootout.

The chopper hovered above a bull's-eye on the dirt field on the helipad. Patty felt it suck them down, machine on machine, squeezing out his existence. They landed softly. Little flecks of dirt kicked around the feet of the helicopter. The engine whined higher and the overhead blade slowed.

"Come on, Patty," yelled Camp. "Get the lead out. We're home."

Patty jumped out. His legs buckled, and then he was yelling, laughing, running with the group to the edge of the dusty helipad.

A supply man passed out drinks by a wire fence. "Hey, new guy, beer or coke."

"I'll take a coke," said Patty. "No, make it a beer."

"Make up your mind," said the supply man. He pulled a cold dripping can of Budweiser from the cooler and handed it over.

"Thanks," said Patty.

"It's my job, buster," the man snapped.

The can was cold. Patty pressed it to his cheek. Camp sat with his back against the fence. Patty sat down beside him. "Who's the supply guy?"

"Donner's his name," answered Camp.

"Not real friendly, is he," said Patty.

Donner looked around. "You talking about me, buddy?"

"I didn't mean nothing," said Patty.

"Well look, short stuff, you shut your lip before I shut it for you.” He turned away and resumed passing out the beer.

"What's with that guy," whispered Patty.

"He's alright. You just gotta know him.” Camp got up and walked off.

Patty drained his beer, squeezed the metal, and tossed the can in the trash. He picked up his gear and followed Camp home. It was evening. The sun balanced on the edge of the land and lit the dusty yellow company street. Patty took the three little steps in a jump and went into the barracks. He shoved his mosquito net aside and sat down on his bed. Men walked by, talking and flicking towels. Patty sat still and looked at Sergeant Thompson's empty bed. He looked down at his boots, felt the heavy slope of his shoulders, leaned forward, and caught the green stench of his body. He undressed slowly, luxuriating in his aches, in the softness of the cot.

Sleepily, he took his towel from his foot locker and padded off to the shower outside. The line was quiet as if the twilight deadened each soldier. The four big barrels on the roof of the shower shack hung above in silhouette like dark sentinels. When Patty's turn came, he pulled the string and icy water cascaded down, washing away the gray and brown stains of sweat and dirt, and leaving him shivering and clean.

Patty toweled off and went back to the barracks. He put on a fresh uniform and headed for the mess hall. Someone flicked on a street light. The bare bulb glowed dully. Patty's boots were dust speckled.

From outside, the mess hall beckoned with warmth and coziness, the tinkle of fork against tray, the whisper of voices. Patty opened the screen door and went in. The door slapped shut behind him. The tables were half empty, the chow line short. The servers slopped beef stew, string beans, and applesauce into his tray without looking.

Patty poured himself some milk and went to a table. Two other men sat there whispering. As Patty sat down, they got up and left. Patty sat alone at the table and listened to the clatter of the cleanup and the subdued buzz of the few remaining soldiers. He smelled the steam from his tray. He ate slowly and sucked on the applesauce until it tasted nutty. This is it, he thought. This is my new home. Empty yellow tables caught the light, a wooden tray sat alone on a far table.

A cook tapped Patty on the shoulder. "Buddy, you gonna leave so we can clean up?"

"Oh yeah. I'm sorry."

The cook took away the tray and glass even before Patty got up.

Outside, the company street was dark and cooler. The crickets chirped in chorus. Patty kicked a rock through the dust and walked home.

Camp, Mac, and Frank stood on the little front porch.

"Rob's not bad," said Mac. "Whitey and combat make him nervous, that's all. They scare the hell out of me too. Only he's sharp enough to get out of missions."

"You think so," said Frank. "I think the guy is chicken, but they'll make him go out on missions when we get on the boat."

"Cut the b.s.," said Camp. "You want to go to the movie or not."

"No way," said Frank. "Not with all those whores waiting for me in town.” He drained a beer and flipped the can into the street.

"Don't let the M.P.s catch your ass again," said Mac.

"No way," said Frank. He chucked Mac on the back and skipped down the steps. He took off, walking fast and singing, "A hundred bottles of beer on the wall. A hundred bottles of beer. If one of those bottles should happen to fall, ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall . . . "

"His theme song," said Camp with a laugh.

"Yeah," said Mac. "Let's make it to the flick."

"Hey, you guys, wait for me," called a little tow-haired man.

"Come on, Baby-sahn, if you're coming. I hear it's a western," said Camp.

Italy walked out. "Two to one it's John Wayne again."

"Old kick ass Wayne," said Mac. "Let's go."

They walked off, talking softly.

Patty stood in the shadows and watched them go. He felt mysterious, so alone and invisible that he couldn't even touch himself. He walked up the steps into the light and looked to see his shadow, broken by three steps and clinging to his feet. He pushed the screen door open and went in. He caught the screen and shut it silently behind him.

Jimmy Lincoln sat on a foot locker writing a letter. From the far corner of the room came the tinny twang of country music on a radio.

"Hey, new boy," someone called, "You like country music?"

"It's okay," responded Patty doubtfully.

"Come on over."

Patty walked over.

"I'm Baker, and this big guy is Leigh."

Baker and Leigh stood up and shook hands with Patty.

"Glad to meet you guys," said Patty.

"The pleasure's ours," said Baker. He pulled a picture out of his shirt pocket. "This is my wife. Ain't she a looker?"

"Yeah," said Patty. "You'd better hang onto her."

"She's a good woman. I got no problems there."

"Listen to that song," said Leigh. "You like it."

"It's okay," responded Patty. "I'm not a big country fan."

Baker turned to Leigh. "Guys from the east don't know nothing.” He chuckled. "No offense meant."

"It's alright."

"Let me give you some advice," said Baker. He spoke loudly and winked. "There's a lot of riffraff around here, niggers and gamblers, and stuff, so watch your step."

"Yeah, I will," said Patty uncomfortably. "I got to write a letter. See you later. Okay?"

"Sure," answered Baker. They turned back to the music. Leigh slapped Baker on the shoulder, "Listen to that one, boy."

Patty walked away. As he passed down the aisle, Jimmy looked up. "I see you met the Southern Bigots Club.” He smiled. He was short and very dark. His face was warm and genuine and gentle. "They're not so bad. I hope we'll become friends."

"I hope so too," said Patty. "All this is awfully confusing and scary."

"We all went through it," said Jimmy. "You'll get used to it."

"I hope so."

"Don't worry.” They gazed at each other in silence. "Excuse me," said Jimmy. "I'm writing my parents, and I want to get it done."

"I'll talk to you later," said Patty.

"Okay.” Jimmy smiled.

Patty kicked off his boots and lay down on his bed with his writing tablet. The green mosquito net hid him from the world and the world from him. In the green shadows he began to write.

'Dear Janet, I'm so alone and lonely, so far from the world. I miss you, your breath on my cheek, and the softness of your voice. I looked at your picture just now. It's so little to hold onto. Today I saw a man die. It seems like a long time ago . . . '

A mosquito buzzed by Patty's ear. Instinctively, he slapped his cheek. His palm came away with a streak of red, and thin broken legs.





  
 



CHAPTER 3: TOWN

Patty, Frank, and Camp walked through the woods. Sunlight beamed through the high trees in a dazzle of fine yellow rays. The path was wide, and the woods were bright and chipper. A bird flew overhead and squawked. A squirrel scampered behind a tree. The acrid smell of dried swamp came from the far side of the trail and mixed with the mellow, green smell of the trees.

"I love this place," said Camp.

"I like where it goes," responded Frank. "It's about time you're coming, Patty."

"Yeah, I guess," said Patty. "You know I've been here three months."

Frank winked at Camp and threw his arm around Patty. "You're not a real veteran until you get some slanted stuff."

"I told you," said Patty, "I'm engaged. I'm just going to check it out."

"Right," said Frank. "That's all we want you to do. Check it out.” He pulled a can of beer from under his shirt.

"Where did you get that?" said Camp.

"Heaven. God is on my side 'cause pretty people cannot be denied."

"A poet," said Patty.

Frank bowed. "I hate to admit it, but it comes from Mac, who unfortunately already beat us to town, and is more than likely messing with my Frenchie.” He popped open the beer, sucked up the foam, and handed the can to Camp.

Camp held it out. "To Mac the black, a poet who doesn't know it."

Frank booed. Camp drank, and passed it to Patty.

"To being a veteran," said Patty. He drank deeply and passed the can back to Frank.

Frank finished the beer in two gulps. "To nothing.” He tossed the can into the ditch and started singing. "A hundred bottles of beer on the wall, a hundred bottles of beer . . . "

Camp and Patty joined in.

The song preceded them into the village. When they arrived at the clearing, the girls were already scurrying to meet them.

Frank laughed. "That's why I sing. They know my voice."

The girls gathered around him, and he called them by name and hugged and kissed each of them.

The village was a happy place. Bright red and blue and green clothes drying on lines strung between tumble-down shacks gave the village a festive air. Little transistor radios blared tinny music from every doorway. Women squatted on the edge of a muddy stream and gossiped and giggled as they did their washing. The light sound of their voices floated above the music.

A girl squeezed Patty's hand. "Frank say you number one fine fella."

"Not him," said Camp. "He number ten. I'm number one."

She giggled and shoved Camp away. "You number ten."

Patty looked down at the girl holding his arm. She was pretty, small and dark with long wavy hair, laughing brown eyes, a tiny nose, and wide lips. The outline of her child's breasts barely peaked against her white shirt. Patty gazed at her, and his breath caught in his chest. She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. Patty blushed.

"Look," said the girl. "He red like flower.” She giggled, and the laughter spread among the girls.

"Hey, Red," said Frank, "You're a hit."

Patty looked at the girl and smiled. "My friends call me Patty."

"You Mister Red," she said, and giggled.

"Okay," said Patty. "You win. I'm Mister Red. What's your name?"

"I Tranh, from My Tho." 

Patty nodded.

"You come," she said.

She took his hand and led him into a small room crowded with people and noise, and crude tables and chairs. An old woman greeted them at the door with a curtsey.

"Patty," yelled Mac. "Come here."

They walked over. Mac stood up and extended his palms. Patty slapped them.

"Welcome to Saigon South," said Mac.

A tall, pale girl stood up beside him. "This is Frenchie," he said with a wink.

They sat back down. Camp, Frank, and three girls came in and joined them at the table.

"Hey, mama-sahn,"  called Frank. "Two cases."

The woman who had greeted them at the door went out to get the beer from the stream.

Joan Baez whined from the radio. "Five hundred miles, five hundred miles. Lord, I'm five hundred miles away from home."

Frank winked at Mac. "I see you got my sweetheart."

"Just keeping her warm for you, brother.” Mac smiled and leaned back until his chair clicked against the wall.

Mama-sahn came back in and dumped a dripping case on the table. "One enough now. Okay Fearless Frank?"

"Okay, mama-sahn," said Frank. He squeezed her hand. "You know you're still the most beautiful."

The chunky old woman laughed. "Fearless Frank, long time no see. Where you been?"

"Nowhere," answered Frank.

He pulled a half dozen chocolate bars and two packs of cigarettes out of his pockets. "Mama, see that the kids get the chocolate. You can sell the cigarettes. I couldn't get no milk."

"You good man, Fearless Frank.” She kissed him quickly on the cheek.

"Cut that," he said.

"I keep the kids away like you say. They all go when Mac say you come."

Frank nodded. He grabbed a beer, opened it savagely, and drained it. Quickly he opened another.

"You number one fine fella," said one of his girls.

"Yeah," he growled.

"Easy," said Mac. He sipped his beer slowly. "I never thought you dudes would get Patty out here."

"I'm just having a few drinks, that's all," said Patty.

"Right," said Camp. "What more could he want?"

"Enough," said Patty. "Frank, what's that about the kids?"

"Nothing," answered Frank morosely.

"They got a lot of little bastards here," said Camp. "They're always begging for shit. It can get on your nerves after a while."

"They're hungry," said Mac.

"It still gets on your nerves," said Camp.

"Screw this.” Frank grabbed a six pack and walked out. His girls and Frenchie followed him.

"Hey, French, where you going," yelled Mac.

"Big Mac, you come quick," she said.

He shrugged his shoulders and followed her.

"What's with Frank?" said Patty to Camp.

"One of these days you'll have to make a decision.” Camp sipped his beer. "You're either a killer or you're not."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You'll figure it out one day. When a hard choice comes, it'll hit you. And if you're tough and land on the wrong side, you won't like it, and you won't like yourself either."

"I don't know what you mean," said Patty.

"Forget it. Concentrate on the squirrel. The war's over for today."

Patty looked at Tranh and was drawn to her.

"You all very serious, yes?" she said.

"No," answered Camp. "Just stupid. Sitting here being stupid. Come on, Wyn," he said to his girl. "Let's dance."

He grabbed her arm and yanked her from the table. He squeezed her to him, and they were like one person, barely moving to the slow music.

"Everybody angry, yes?" said Tranh.

"Yeah.” Patty smiled. He sipped his beer.

"Why angry?"

"I don't know.” Patty shrugged.

In the background, the music was wispy and sad. " . . . Honey, I miss you, and I'm feeling blue . . . I long to be with you . . . "

Patty looked reflectively at the girl. "Been here long?"

"Yeah, Red, I been here long."

"You like it?"

"Yeah, Red, I like it just fine. You sad man. Where you come from?"

"Philadelphia."

"I get tea now, yes?"

"Sure," said Patty. He called to the mama and she brought over the tea.

"Why you no laugh?  You drink beer. We play, and I make you plenty happy."

Patty snapped open another beer and took a long pull.

"Philadelphia is nice, yes?"

"Sure. I like it fine."

"You take me there. I make good wife."

"I thought you liked it here," said Patty.

"I like it fine," said Tranh.

"I already have a girl. I'm going to marry her when I get back home."

"American girls no work."

"She'll work. She's a secretary."

"Not like Vietnam girl."

"She's okay for me.” Patty finished his beer and popped open another one.

"You got family, yes?" said Tranh.

"Sure. You want to see my pictures?” He pulled his wallet out and dropped it in a puddle on the table. "Brothers, sisters, girlfriend, everything you want to know is in there. Everything, 'cept how straight I shoot. I'm a straight shooter, that's me. Just like in the westerns."

She thumbed through the wallet as Patty drank.

"I'm a red-blooded American hero," said Patty. "I ain't messing with you. No slant stuff when I'm engaged to be married."

The girl looked at him. "I nice girl. You talk nice. Yes? Please?"

"I'm sorry. I'm getting drunk.” He lapped some more beer. "You never killed nobody, did you?"

The radio chimed three times. ". . . This is Armed Forces Radio Network. We interrupt this broadcast for a news bulletin, a speech direct from the White House. The President of the United States."

Camp stood on the dance floor and glared at Mama-sahn. "Turn that bastard off."

The tinny voice crackled from the radio. "Tonight I want to speak to you of peace in Vietnam and Southeast Asia . . . "

"Wait," said Camp. He walked over to the bar and leaned heavily on his hands, listening to the voice of hope on the radio.

"Who is it?" called Patty from the table.

"Johnson," said Camp. "He's talking about peace."

The word was magic. Soldiers, buttoning their shirts, crowded into the room and gathered around the little radio.

Johnson spoke cleanly of the failure of the Tet Offensive. 

Patty closed his eyes. In a dizzy fog, he visualized a white, bullet-pocked school building in My Tho and a little girl lying like a broken red doll.

The heavy drone of Johnson's voice broke through the vision.

“Tonight, I renew the offer I made last August: to stop the bombardment of North Vietnam. We ask that talks begin promptly, that they be serious talks on the substance of peace. We assume that during those talks, Hanoi will not take advantage of our restraint. We are prepared to move immediately toward peace through negotiations. So tonight, in the hope that this action will lead to early talks, I am taking the first step to de-escalate the conflict. We are reducing – substantially reducing – the present level of hostilities, and we are doing so unilaterally and at once.

“Tonight I have ordered our aircraft and our naval vessels to make no attacks on North Vietnam, except in the area north of the demilitarized zone where the continuing enemy build-up directly threatens allied forward positions               and where the movement of their troops and supplies are clearly related to that threat . . .”

"What's that stuff about peace?" somebody yelled.

“It's just a line to keep you listening."

"Shut up."

A fight started. Frank grabbed two men and threw them out in the street.

Patty sipped his beer and looked across the table at Tranh. "You know who Johnson is?"

"He your President."

"Do you think he'll bring peace?" said Patty.

"Maybe"

"What do you think?" said Patty.

Tranh looked down and shook her head. "No."

"I'm sorry," whispered Patty.

"It not your fault. We fight before you come. We fight my whole life.” She shook her head and didn't look up.

“. . . One day, my fellow citizens, there will be peace in Southeast Asia. It will come because the people of Southeast Asia want it – those armies are at war tonight; those who, though threatened, have thus far been spared.

“Peace will come because Asians were willing to work for it and to sacrifice for it – and to die by the thousands for it.

“But let it not be forgotten: peace will come also because America sent her sons to help secure it . . . 

Frank tapped Mac on the arm. Their eyes held for a moment. A rivulet of sweat slid down Mac's dark arm. He wiped it and looked away.

"Mac," whispered Frank, "I could take that radio and smash it into a million pieces."

Mac shook his head. "It wouldn't do no good."

“. . . I believe that a peaceful Asia is far nearer to reality because of what America has done in Vietnam. I believe that the men who endure the dangers of battle there, fighting there for us tonight, are helping the entire world avoid far greater conflicts, far wider wars, far more destruction, that this one.

“The peace that will bring them home someday will come. Tonight, I have offered the first in what I hope will be a series of mutual moves toward peace . . .”                 

The room was wavy with cigarette smoke and filled with heat and the stench of sweating bodies. Soldiers pressed in above Patty and Tranh. Patty felt trapped, suffocated. He squeezed his wet beer can until the metal bent.

Johnson droned on.

“. . . What we won with all of our people united must not now be lost in suspicion and distrust and selfishness and politics among any of our people. And believing this as I do, I have concluded that I should not permit the Presidency to become involved in the partisan divisions that are developing in this political year.

“With American sons in the fields far away, with America's future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world's hopes for peace in the balance every day, I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other that the awesome duties of this office - the Presidency of your country. 

“Accordingly, I shall not seek and I will not accept the nomination of my party for another term as your President. But let men everywhere know, however, that a strong and a confident and a vigilant America stands ready tonight to seek an honorable peace; and stands ready tonight to defend an honored cause, whatever the price, whatever the burden, whatever the sacrifice that duty may require.

“Thank you all for listening. Good night and God bless you all.”

"This has been an Armed Forces Radio Network special report live from the White House."

A disc jockey came on. "Wow, that was a heavy trip."

Soldiers grumbled and cleared out. Patty wiped sweat from his face.

Camp came over. "Looks like we're rid of that s.o.b. Johnson for good."

"I liked him," said Mac as he spun a chair around and sat down backwards. "What you know, Patty?"

"Nothing. Who cares?"

"You don't look too good, buddy," said Mac.

"I'm sick.” Patty lurched to his feet.

Tranh hooked his arm and led him away. He vomited in the doorway, and Tranh pulled him outside. The sun flashed like great shining waves. Patty stumbled forward, and Tranh held him up. Patty gagged and spit. Sour ropey saliva hung from his mouth. Tranh wiped it away with a handkerchief. 

"You come with me," she said.

He leaned on her arm and they walked together.

"I'm pretty stupid, huh?"

"You soldier. You okay."

"I like Johnson," said Patty. "He's a good man."

"Who good man?"              

"Johnson, the President. He's a good man."

"Sure. Everybody good man," said Tranh.

"No. He's special. He helped the poor people and the black people."

"He President. President help everybody.” She stopped. "I live here.” Tranh pointed to a low mud doorway. "You come in. Sleep."

"Okay," said Patty.

She helped him duck through the doorway into her little hut. It was a dark room with brown mud walls, and a little alcove of thickened mud in the back that served as a bomb shelter and a hiding place for pots and trinkets. The only adornments were a little cross hung on one wall beside a magazine picture of Jesus. The only furniture was an army folding cot. Tranh helped Patty onto it.

He lay heavily on his back and closed his eyes. "You stole this from the army," he mumbled.

"No," said Tranh. "G.I. give me."

"Sure. Santa Claus is coming . . . "  The words trailed off into heavy, open mouthed snores.

Tranh loosened Patty's belt and unbuttoned his shirt. She pulled his boots off, placed them neatly under the bed and folded Patty's green unwashed socks inside them. She went outside and walked to the stream. The sun glistened in her silky hair. She floated her handkerchief in the brown water, squeezed into the proper moistness, and returned to her hut. Gently she washed Patty's face and chest. She gazed happily at his pale skin, the vulnerable hairless chest, and little pink nipples. He was like the frail Jesus on the wall. She touched his chest with her fingers and drew back as Patty stirred. She took his socks outside and washed them in the still, dark water. A hot, late afternoon breeze played with her hair and rustled the brown grass with a sound like distant calling.

Patty slept lightly, vaguely aware of Tranh's comings and goings as flickering shadows of light and warmth, hints of the passage of time. When he opened his eyes, she was squatting by the head of the bed, polishing his boots with her hands, but never taking her eyes from his face. Patty reached out and touched her soft, dark hair. He ran his fingers along her cheek and stroked her flat nose. Up close, he saw the tired wrinkles around her eyes. She leaned forward until her head rested gently on Patty's chest. Patty pulled her to him and they held each other close, safe for an instant from the war, hidden for a moment from the cold facts of different cultures, differing worlds.

"Tranh, I'm not a good person," whispered Patty.

In answer, she kissed Patty's chest, nuzzled his neck and ear.

"I don't know who I am," said Patty, "and I'm scared to find out."

Tranh wrapped her arms around him and held him close. "Too much think, no good. You number one man, Mister Red."

Patty kissed her. Her little breasts pressed against him. His pulse throbbed hard in his neck. The backs of his thighs tightened.

"I want you," whispered Patty.

"Yes," whispered Tranh.

Patty tugged at her thin white shirt and the buttons popped. They slid quickly out of their clothes. He held Tranh's little buttocks in his palms and pulled her onto him. He slid into the warm, wet cave of her body like a drop of water falling to the bottom of an endless pit. Down. Down. Acrid smell of drowning corpses, writhing, sweating snakes, and cigarette butts. Patty burst and the room swam. Dizzily, bleary-eyed, Patty came up. He kissed her hand gratefully.

"Thank you," he whispered.

She smiled. They dropped off to sleep together.

When Patty awoke, it was early evening. Tranh slept peacefully beside him. He slid slowly from the bed, but the movement awakened her. Tranh gazed up at Patty and smiled. He smiled back self-consciously. He turned away and quickly dressed.

"Hello," she said.

"Hello," said Patty. He sat down on the edge of the bed, and laced on his boots.

Tranh ran her fingers along Patty's back. Patty trembled and leaned forward as he worked on his shoes.

"You are happy, yes?"

Patty shrugged.

"You no like Tranh?"

"No," said Patty, groping for words. "I don't like me."

"You are angry with me?” Tranh sat up.

"Johnson," said Patty, "He used to talk about the Great Society. Now all he ever talks about is Vietnam."

"I do not understand."

Patty finished tying his shoes and stood up. "No. Of course you don't.” He reached into his pocket. "How much money you want?"

"No. No money."

"You don't understand," said Patty as he looked at the bomb shelter in the corner. "I'm getting married."

"I know," she said.

Patty threw a wad of bills on the bed. "I have to go."

"No money, please," she called.

But Patty was already out the door, and the words trailed behind him. Tranh looked at the shadows in the doorway and the bright colored bills littering her bed. Her cheeks felt warm. She lay back down and the money fell against her face. "Goodbye, Mister Red. I sorry for you," she whispered to the money.

Patty walked back to the bar quickly, as though he were afraid Tranh would come running after him.

"Hello, Mister Red," said the mama-sahn at the door. "You happy, yes?"

"Sure. Why not. Where are my friends?"

"This way, stud," yelled Mac, waving from the corner table.

Patty walked over.

"Give me five, my man," said Mac. They slapped palms.

"How's the stomach?" said Camp.

"I'll live. Give me a beer.” 

Camp handed Patty a beer. 

Patty frowned. "When we getting the hell out of here?"

"What's your hurry?" said Camp. "You anxious to get back to the war?"

"Anything for a change of scenery.” Patty pulled out a chair and sat down.

"You don't look real happy, stud," said Mac.

"Yeah. Well, that's life," snarled Patty.

"That slant stuff doesn't agree with you, huh?" said Camp.

"It's okay," snapped Patty.

"You sound like you want to apologize for something," said Camp.

"She's a nice girl," said Patty.

"They all are," said Camp.

"I don't need to apologize for nothing," said Patty. "I'm a soldier."

"Then what are you apologizing for?" said Camp.

"Nothing," said Patty. "Where the hell's Frank?  I want to get out of here."

"He ain't coming," said Mac. "He always spends the night."

"Well then, let's go," said Patty. He crushed his beer can, dropped it on the table, and walked out the door.

In the twilight, the village looked ramshackle and vulnerable. The music still poured out but now it jangled. He wanted to throw a grenade, to stop the sounds. He gazed up at a sliver of the moon and pictured Janet. Anger welled over him.

Mac and Camp came out into the early evening light.

"You ready, hero?" said Mac.

"Sure," said Patty.

"We have to go through the swamp," said Camp. "So the MPs don't catch us."





  
 



CHAPTER 4: C.Q. 

The radio sputtered, and out came Jackson Taylor's voice. "Charlie, this is Charlie Three-One Oscar. Over."

Patty pressed the radio phone to his ear and spoke. "Charlie Oscar, here."

"All quiet out here. Don't drink too much beer. Over."

"There's no such thing as too much beer," said Patty. "Have a good walk."

"Enjoy the quiet. Out."

The radio fell silent. Patty kicked his feet up on the desk and leaned back, happy to be on C.Q. while the rest of his squad sweated out night patrol. Patty looked up at the bare light bulb on the ceiling. The flies dog-fought around it. The room was clean and quiet. Crickets buzzed outside. Patty stretched and laughed to himself as he thought about the men walking cautiously through the dark fields.

Jackson Taylor was a new black guy, and perimeter patrol was a lousy mission to get baptized on. They walked around all night looking for mortar fire near the base. It was lonely and scary in the dark. Each man stuck close to the shadow in front of him so he wouldn't get lost, and so he could step in familiar footsteps and not trip a booby trap. Every couple of minutes, the sergeant whispered the word back through the line. "Spread out a little bit. One big booby trap will get us all.” So they walked on, and the shadows slid further apart.

Patty stretched once more, slid his feet back down under the desk, hunched over the typewriter, and went back to work typing out tomorrow's orders, reports of fake body counts, and another medal for Frank.

Patty's mind drifted as he tapped through the ritual of the night's work. He wondered how long Jackson Taylor would last. Baker and Leigh had worked him over yesterday, but he'd handled them. Baker had called him over. "Hey, Taylor, come on over and introduce yourself."

If any blacks had been around, they might have warned him, but Patty had been the only witness. He'd just sat on his bunk and watched.

Baker and Leigh sat side by side on a foot locker. Taylor walked over and introduced himself. "Name's Jackson Taylor. Pleased to know you guys.” He extended his hand. He was a big, broad shouldered man. The three men shook hands.

"Back home," said Baker, "I'd never shake hands with a nigger, but it's different out here. We all get along so long as everybody knows their place."

"Wait a second," said Taylor as he leaned over them. "I'm not a nigger. I'm a black man."

"Same difference," said Baker deprecatingly. 

"No, it's not," shot back Taylor. "A nigger spends his time on his knees. I don't."

"Forget I ever spoke to you, buddy," said Baker.

"Listen," said Leigh. "We didn't mean no harm. We was just being friendly."

"Okay," said Taylor, and walked away.

Baker and Leigh got up and walked by Patty. Baker spoke loudly, "That's some goddamned nigger.” They walked out the door, and the screen banged shut behind them.

"Gutless," Taylor yelled after them.

Patty laughed.

Taylor turned and glared at him. "What you laughing for?" he snapped.

"You. You're nice.” Patty smiled. "They don't mean nothing."

"That's sure.” He looked evenly at Patty. "You got a pen so I could write a letter."

Patty tossed him his favorite pen. Taylor caught it neatly.

Patty stopped typing. He leaned back in his chair, looked up at the flies around the light bulb and chuckled. "Have a nice walk, buddy," said Patty to the air.

The screen door slammed shut, and Patty jumped up, startled.

Donner sauntered over to the desk. "You always tell jokes to yourself?  You look scared."

"I didn't hear the door open. Thought you were the captain. You surprised me."

"I surprise a lot of people," said Donner. "What you doing here?"

"Typing."

"Yeah. You're lying around laughing, while your buddies are getting their asses shot off."

"They needed a typist," said Patty.

"So you got off."

"I don't see you out there," said Patty.

"Shove it, Irish. You're just another one of those brainy guys. You ought to be in college with a deferment."

"I wish I was."

"Shut up, Patsin. You act like Rob."

"Donner, you drink too much."

"Shut up, I told you.” Donner yanked the paper from the typewriter and tore it to pieces. "Now, will you shut up?"

Patty stood motionless behind the desk. The two men glared at each other. A mosquito buzzed between them.

Donner leaned on the desk. "Look, Patsin. I don't like soldiers in general, and there's something I don't like about you. One of these days I'm going to beat you.” He paused. "So, be ready."

"I'm ready," snapped Patty.

Donner tipped a can of Schlitz to his lips and drained it. "Damn. No more beer.” He crushed the can and tossed it in the corner. "One of these days, man. One of these days."

The radio sputtered. "Patty, Patty, over."

Patty picked up the radio hand phone without moving his eyes from Donner. He pressed in the button and spoke. "Charlie Three Oscar here.

"Patty, they got us. Patty, they got us."

"Charlie Three Oscar here. What the hell's going on?"

"They got us."

Patty and Donner continued to eye each other.

Patty spoke into the phone. "This is Three Oscar. Listen. Stop whining and tell me what happened."

The radio crackled with static. "Patty, this is Leigh. They got us with a daisy chain. They got the whole squad. They got us bad. Get us some help."

"Where's Taylor?" said Patty.

"He left me with the radio. He's helping the wounded," cried Leigh.

Patty looked at Donner. Donner looked sick.

"What's a daisy chain?" asked Patty. 

"It's a booby trap," said Donner. "A half dozen grenades spaced out along a trail. They're hooked together with string or a vine. When you hit the trip wire, it's boom, boom - hello and goodnight."

Patty felt his palms go sweaty. "I should have been out there."

The radio crackled. "Charlie Three Oscar, this is Three One Oscar, over."

"Three Oscar here," said Patty. "That you, Taylor. You all right?"

"No, man, I'm not. We're hit bad. Send choppers to coordinates 34N, 41E. Make it fast, Patty."

"Right. Check 34N, 41E. Over.

"Check. Out," said Taylor.

Patty wound the radio. "This is Charlie Three Oscar calling 41st Med-Evac. Come in. Come in. Over."

"41st Med-Evac here. How goes the big world, Charles. You got work for me?  Over."

"Yeah," said Patty. "We been hit by a daisy chain. Send choppers to 34N, 41E quick. Over."

"This is 41st Med. Repeat coordinates. Over."

"Oscar here. 34N, 41E. Over."

"We're on our way. Out."

Donner frowned. "They didn't get you."

"Yeah. I guess I lucked out."

"I'll get the C.O.," said Donner. He walked out the door. The screen door slammed shut, and Patty was alone with the radio.

"Charlie, come in.” It was Leigh.

"Charlie, here. Over."

"Patty, don't let me die. Don't let me die."

"The choppers are coming," answered Patty.

"Patty, don't let me die."

"Take it easy, buddy."

"Where are the choppers?" said Leigh.

"They're coming."

"How long?"

"I'll ring you back," said Patty.

Patty called back the Med-Evac, then relayed word of a thirty minute wait to Leigh. As he spoke, he heard the men's cries from the darkness.

Donner slammed back in. "The C.O. said for you to handle it. He sent this over for moral support.” Donner held up a beer. "It's for you, but I'm drinking some. No objections, I hope.” He popped open the can and took a swig.

"None," said Patty.

"Take a swig," said Donner.

Patty took a sip. It chilled his spine.

"We can't do shit," said Donner.

The radio crackled. "Charley Three, this is Three One Oscar bringing you play by play on this foggy night. We're down by about ten touchdowns, but as you can hear by the moans of the fans, they're getting used to it."

"Who's that?" interrupted Patty.

"This is hamburger helper, better known as Big Mac."

"Mac, how you doing?" said Patty.

Donner grinned.

"Just great," said Mac. "Absolutely terrific. I thought you guys might like a blow by blow account of what's coming down since I ain't got nothing better to do. Italy says to tell you that any tape, rebroadcast, or other use of the pictures and accounts of this game without the express written consent of the commissioner are prohibited.” The voice stopped.

"God, he's cool," said Donner. "He's clowning to keep the guys out of shock."

Patty slapped the radio. "Mac, are you there?"

"Sure, man. I'm not going nowhere without a chopper."

"Look, the choppers will be there soon," said Patty. "You guys just take it easy."

"Man, I'm beautiful. I got a nice view. Don't worry, Patty. I got a couple scraps of shrapnel in my leg, that's all."

"Listen," said Patty. "You should keep the radio line clear."

"Forget it," said Mac. "Nobody else needs it now. Everybody's on me to keep talking to you, so let me bend your ear a bit. It's a nice night. The stars are lit up like Christmas and the moon is big, kind of nice silver, like change in my pocket back in the world. The light's soft, but we can see each other pretty good. The edge of the wood is behind me, and the paddies are stretched out in front of me."

"Hey, Mac, listen. This is Patty. You don't want to give your position on the radio or clog up the line."

"Yeah, man, I do want to, but if you got something better to do, I'll get off the line."

"No. I didn't mean nothing," said Patty. "Keep rapping, brother. You sound good."

Donner looked at Patty over the top of his beer can.

Mac continued. "Frank, lucky bastard that he is, stepped over a dike just before the daisy hit us. He didn't even get a scratch. He and Taylor are out dragging in the wounded. I think Taylor's hit pretty good, but he just laughed when I asked him. That's Leigh crying in the background. He's scared, not hurt. Now ain't this a shame.” He yelled something out into the field. "Here come Taylor with Baker hanging on his shoulder. Man, in a minute I'd leave that sucker there to grow weeds."

The screen door opened and the captain walked in. Patty jumped up.

"At ease," said Captain Madison.

Patty sat back down.

"You got a list of the dead and wounded yet?" said the C.O.

"No, sir."

"Get it, and tell that guy to stop messing with the phone."

"Yes sir," said Patty pressing the phone button. "Mac, sorry to interrupt you, but the C.O. wants a list of the K.I.A.s."

"What for?"

"For the records, I guess."

"Tell him I said to shove the records."

The captain grabbed the mike out of Patty's hand. "Charlie here. Buddy, I don't care how bad you're wounded. You're a soldier, so act like it. Now give that list to my C.Q. ASAP. You understand. Over."

"This is Three One Oscar. We can't tell in the dark, maybe nobody."

"Charlie here. Get the wounded lined up and ready for the choppers. Only put the badly wounded on the chopper. The rest of you can walk back in. Over."

"Right. Out."

The C.Q. turned to Patty. "Have a typed casualty report on my desk in the morning. I'm going to sleep now. Good night.” He hesitated. "Don't take it too hard, Patsin. Hey, Donner, that beer is Patsin's."

"Yes, sir," Donner answered. He stood up and put the can on the desk.

The C.O. walked out the door. Donner looked at Patty.

"It's okay. Take it," said Patty, motioning to the beer.

"It tastes good on a bad night," said Donner.

"Yeah, sure.” Patty pressed the mike on the radio. "Mac, how you doing?"

"Just lovely. Would you believe Taylor's patching up that bastard Baker?"

"Yeah. I'd believe it."

"Well, you better 'cause it's true. Hey, I can hear the choppers. Don't they sound nice? Frank just sent a red flare. Those flashing lights sure is pretty. Right on the money. Windy bastards. I got dust in my eye. Oh, man . . . ."

The radio went dead. Patty slapped the receiver. "Mac, come in. Come in. Over."

"Mac here. I got bad news, buddy. Taylor's full of shrapnel. He helped those other bastards on the chopper and couldn't get in himself. Frank and Doc just put him in. He's bad, Patty."

"How many wounded you got?" said Patty.

"Five," said Mac. "The choppers are away. The rest of us are walking in. See you soon, Patty. Out."

Patty looked up at Donner, and Donner passed him the beer can.

"You look down, kid," said Donner. "Just laugh. That's all you can do. You just got to laugh."

"Thanks," said Patty. He took a sip of beer. It was tasteless.

"Don't thank me," said Donner. "I still don't like you. Just remember that, buddy."

Patty picked up a piece of typing paper and patted carbon and another sheet of paper behind it. He slid the papers into the carriage and lined everything up. In the file, Patty found the Army Manual of Reports, page 361, Report of Casualties - Killed in Action, Missing in Action, Wounded in Action. He began to type. 

Donner sat on the edge of the desk and sipped his beer. The room was quiet and neat except for a crumpled piece of paper beside the trash can and a beer can in the corner. Patty heard a hum above his head and looked up. Another fly was stuck to the fly paper. Rat-a-tat, Patty typed.

The radio busted in on the typing. "Charlie Three, this is 41st Med-Evac. Over."

"Three Oscar here."

"Jackson Taylor is dead. You have four lightly wounded: Baker, Leigh, Lincoln, and a guy who says his name is Baby-sahn."

"Roger. Out."

Donner flipped his beer can into the corner. A little beer spattered the floor like spittle.

"What do I tell Mac when he gets here?" said Patty.

Donner smiled hard. "Nothing. He's used to it."

He walked out the door. It clicked shut behind him.





  
 



CHAPTER 5: THREE MEN 

Patty leaned forward in his chair. He had C.Q. again. There were no missions out, no orders to type, and nothing special going on. The flypaper had caught all the flies, and the room was as still as the sticky, night air. Patty hunched over the typewriter and thought. His brow wrinkled but the words didn't come. He looked at the paper. It read:  April 15. Dear Janet.               

And the words wouldn't come.

He knew Janet would want a tender, reassuring letter, but there was only sarcasm and bitterness inside him. Words pinged through his mind. How's the real world, baby?  You ought to be over here getting laid and getting your ass shot off like me. Jackson Taylor was an ace of spades.

Patty felt close to tears. He tried deep breathing, but nothing helped. The woman at the other end of the paper seemed a stranger from a different world, and he hated her for the normalcy and the happiness she represented, for the possibilities that he felt he'd never live to see.

He closed his eyes, and he could smell her clean soaked body with barely a hint of perfume. He pulled her close in his mind's eye. Her swelling breasts pressed against his chest. He buried his face in her silky brown hair and tasted the sweat from her armpits. They slid together, sweat on sweat, oiling the friction of their bodies.

Never again, thought Patty. A shattered skull and putrid intestines dripping in the slime swamp of the delta. That was tomorrow.

The door clicked open, and Frank popped in.

Patty looked at him. "Man, you're a mess."

Frank weaved his way over and sat down on the desk. "Just a little drunk. What you know, shmo?"

"Not a whole lot," said Patty. He shook his head. "I been daydreaming about Janet and feeling bad."

"Forget it, buddy," said Frank. "It don't count over here. And when we go to the boat, nothing counts. Here, have some medicine."

He handed Patty a half empty bottle of scotch.

Patty took a hard pull and inhaled the warmth right down to his stomach.

"God, that's good," said Patty. "Where did you get it?"

Frank frowned. "Who cares?” He grabbed the bottle back and took a swig. "Mouthwash, that's what it is.” He gargled and swallowed it. "I'm in heaven.” Frank sang and kissed the bottle. "Every time you're near, I'm in heaven."

"Thanks, man," said Patty.

Frank nodded and slid into a chair in front of the desk. "Shit," he said. "You know the last time I was drunk, I gave Frenchie and Mama-sahn all my medals."

"I thought you didn't like 'em," said Patty.

"It's not that. I just don't like 'em selling them to some rich Vietnamese twerp. And there's another thing I don't like.” He banged his bottle on the desk. "The next time those MP's touch me, I'm gonna kill those mother fuckers. They can keep all the damn medals, and they can take my stripes, but if any MP ever touches me again, so help me, I'll kill him."              

"Easy, Frank," said Patty. "We don't need any more killing."

Frank nodded.

Patty leaned back in his chair. "They're gutless. That's why they don't like grunts."

"Yeah," said Frank. "Gutless. You got to do it just like they taught you."

"Do what?" said Patty.

Frank's eyes glinted. "Squeeze the trigger slowly."

Patty frowned. "Frank, why do you always let the MPs catch you in the woods when you're coming back from town?"

"I get stupid drunk, that's all. What do you think?"

Patty looked thoughtfully at Frank. "Camp says you do it on purpose, that you want the MPs to beat you for being the kind of guy who can squeeze the trigger slowly."

Frank took a swig of scotch and smiled. "Fuck Camp. What's he know? He's a medic, not a goddamn shrink."

"He might be right," said Patty.

Frank shrugged. "Who cares? We all got problems.” Frank eyed the bottle intently. "It's the slow days that get you."

"Yeah," said Patty. "I need to write Janet something gentle and nice, but I'm so full of --- I don't know what. I could smash this typewriter."

"Yeah," said Frank.

"Well, I guess we each have to just stand in our holes and make it. Every dude alone," said Patty.

"Not me," said Frank. "I got my good buddy Johnnie Walker to keep me company.” He took a swig from the bottle. "You going to be sad all night?"

"I'll make it," said Patty.

Frank slid the bottle along the desk.

"No thanks," said Patty. "Hey, what happened on the street before?"

"Nothing," said Frank. "Donner got pissed at me for letting the MPs nail me all the time."

"What'd you do?" said Patty.

"I told him it was none of his goddamned business."

"What did he do?" said Patty.

"He bought me a beer."

"He's a real hard ass with me," said Patty. "I wish I knew why."

"Everybody hates everybody around here," said Frank. "Blood lust.” He laughed. He leaned back and closed his eyes. A little rivulet of sweat dripped off his nose onto his moustache.

"Come on," said Patty. He leaned his elbows on the desk.

Frank opened his eyes. "I seen how he bugs you. He leaned forward. "You know, it's not you, it's him. It has to do with something that happened before you even got here. When we was on the boats.” He paused and looked at Patty. "Did you ever wonder why he never goes out on missions, how he got to be a supply clerk?"

"No, I always figured he lucked out."

"You and everybody else. But, believe me, he got that job the hard way. He only went out on one mission but it was enough.” Frank took a sip of scotch. "He was new in the unit and laughed a lot. The way fat guys do when they're scared and don't know if they can do the job or if they're gonna be liked. I remember it was the end of the day. The ground was baked like rock. The air was filled with dry dust and you felt like you'd been eating clay all day. The sun looked orange because all the dust in the air filtered your view of it, but that didn't make it any less hot, maybe 120 degrees."

"I know it," said Patty.

Frank took a sip of Johnnie Walker. "Yeah. Thinking about that day sweats the alcohol right out of me. Donner, that poor, fat, son of a bitch.” He leaned back and kicked his feet up against the desk.

"It was his first mission, and we marched all day in that stinking heat. When we'd take a break, he'd just fall down with his pack on and pant for five minutes before he could even take a sip of water. In the early afternoon, one of the old-timers, a guy we used to call Blade 'cause he was so thin, started helping him because Donner looked like he just couldn't make it on his own. Thinking back, I'm glad it was Blade, good guy that he was, instead of me. He was always helping new guys, taking care of them like stray dogs. When we'd break, he'd take Donner's pack off, get him comfortable, and even give him extra water from his own canteen.” Frank paused. "It's funny I can remember it so well."

"Sure," said Patty. "There are missions like that for me, too." 

"When we were walking and there was little hills and dikes, he'd grab Donner's arm and help him up. You know. 'We'll make it together, good buddy' and all that shit."

Frank shook his head.

"It was late afternoon. Oh, maybe just an hour before sunset and the end of the day's march. It was that pretty, peaceful time when the sun has stopped blasting the ground, and the browns and greens of the villages and wood lines come out. We came to a steep dike. Old Blade and Donner were just in front of me so I saw everything. Blade stepped up, turned around, grabbed the barrel of Donner's rifle, and pulled. Donner had forgotten to flick the safety on his rifle and was holding it by the trigger. You know, the inexperience of a new guy. Anyway, it went off just like that, and the bullet chopped a little hole in Blade's chest going in and left a hole big enough for your fist coming out. You'd have thought Blade would've fallen right over but, no, looking kind of surprised and glassy eyed, he just hung on the top of the dike for a bit and then fell over on his back. It took two hours for him to die, and afterward we couldn't get his eyes to stay closed."

"What about Donner?" said Patty.

"He crawled up on the dike and stood there, just staring down at Blade and smiling the whole two hours."

"Smiling?"

"Yeah, smiling."

"What'd everybody say?" said Patty.

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"There wasn't nothing to say. It happened, that's all.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. "Why don't you get back to your letter. I'm gonna drink a bit."

The room was quiet. Patty began to type.

"You know," said Frank. "I love the sound of that typewriter. It's reassuring.” He paused and listened to the clack of the typewriter. "Anyway, Donner refused to go out on any more missions, so the C.O. made him a supply clerk."

Patty nodded. 

Frank took a long, slow drink. 

The sensual touch of the typewriter lifted Patty out of the grip of death into the thoughts of tenderness and love and home, and the tension of the talk slipped away. Tat-a-tat-tat, the typewriter muttered. Patty was comfortable when the screen door banged shut. He jumped up expecting to see the lieutenant and found himself staring at Donner.

"At ease, buster," said Donner.

"Hi ya, Donner," said Patty, sitting down and affecting ease.

"What you know, shmo," laughed Frank as he handed over the bottle.

Donner took a swig and walked behind Patty. Patty had to force himself not to move, to keep his back against the chair and not turn his head. He heard Donner breathing behind him and pictured the bottle in his hand.

Donner leaned over Patty's shoulder and read the letter in the typewriter. "Dear Janet," he mimicked. "Writing a letter on company time.” He put his hand on Patty's shoulder. "What would the main man say?"

Patty scowled in silence.

"I don't hear you. What would he say?"

"Lay off, will you," said Patty.

Frank sat there, still, observing.

"Why don't you read the letter," said Donner.

Every muscle was taut, shaking, but Patty didn't move.

"Okay. I'll read it," said Donner. He pulled it from the typewriter.

Frank smiled up at Donner. "Return the paper, man."

"I'm just playing, Frank," said Donner.

"Let him read it," said Patty.

Frank leaned back in his chair and frowned.

"Okay?" said Donner.

"Yeah, since you're only playing," said Patty.

"'Dear Janet'" Donner read. "'I'm on C.Q. with no news to report, preparing to spend just another numbered night away from everything that has meaning and beauty for me. Sometimes I think this nightmare will never end, and I'll never return to your arms, that I'll end up stretched on a dike with a bullet in my chest and a question in my eyes. Your letters, your thoughts, and visions of you have kept me alive, in contact with reality these many months. All is not ugliness here. Sometimes I look at the stars shining above me and have a vision of you bringing light into the dark, sinful ugliness that is me. And sometime I look at men here that I should love but am afraid to love, afraid to risk letting their impending deaths touch me. If only I could learn to be worthy of your love, to frown when I mean a frown, to let myself be touched, I . . '"

Donner put the letter and the bottle on the desk. "That's enough," he said. "I shouldn't be reading your letter."

In three steps he was at the door. It clicked shut behind him. The letter slid off the desk and wafted slowly to the floor. Patty picked it up. There was a dark smudge on the right side where Donner's hand had been.

Frank got up. "He didn't have the right to read it."

"Yeah," said Patty.

"You should've decked him."

"Yeah," said Patty.

Frank picked up his bottle and stalked off into the night. The door slammed behind him with a bang.

Patty spit across the room into the waste can. "Two points," he muttered.





  
 



CHAPTER 6:  WEED

The sky was a high blue vault drifted with scattered cumulus clouds. A hot morning sun lit every shadow. In the glare, Charlie Company walked out toward the bare perimeter of the base. They walked behind long morning shadows over baked, brown land stripped of every blade of grass.

Patty walked easily beside Frank. "I'm glad they defoliated this place," he said. "It makes it safe for us. Charlie's got a hell of a shot to even reach the bunkers from the woods."

Frank wiped sweat from his forehead. "It makes it hot."

"Yeah, and it's only morning," said Patty.

Mac stepped between them. "This a private talk, or can anybody join?"

"What you know?" said Frank.

"It's hot as hell," said Patty. "That's what I know."

"I know something," said Mac. "This perimeter duty is going to be sweet sugar."

"No lie," said Patty.

"Man," said Mac, pointing at the sky, "It's such a pretty day, I could float right out of this war – like a baby on clouds of cotton candy."

"Don't get carried away," said Frank.

"Not me," said Mac. He pulled a little transistor radio out of his shirt pocket and flicked it on.

Lieutenant Henders of Bravo Company came to meet them. "You're late," he snapped.

Sergeant Holt tapped his forehead in salute. "Captain Madison sends his best."

"It's about time. We thought you men were never coming," said the lieutenant.

"Always glad to be of service," said Holt sarcastically. He brushed past Henders and into the shade of the command bunker. His voice echoed in the bunker. "Bug off, Bravo. Charlie's taking over."

Holt was the new sergeant. It had taken a while to get somebody because Frank wouldn't take the job. Holt was okay. He'd been a star basketball player at Arizona State, but he’d dropped out in his second year. They said he couldn't take the pressure, but he was nice and easy with his men.

Bravo Company took off, and the men of Charlie Company spread out around the bunkers. The perimeter was a six foot high sand bagged wall with bunkers spaced every hundred yards. Each bunker was a sand-bagged room built level with the wall.

Patty, Frank, and Mac led the way in through the low, door-shaped opening. The room smelled musky with a heavy clay scent. Light filtered in from three one-foot view holes. Frank and Patty leaned their rifles into the left and right view holes. Mac moved like a shadow. He dropped his M-60 machine gun on the dirt and stretched out its forelegs so it stood by itself, with the muzzle neatly in a peek hole. Patty lay down on his back and felt the cool damp of the ground through his shirt. Frank and Mac lay down beside him. Mac flipped up his radio. As the rest of the squad came in, a disc jockey's voice whined in a high echo. "Now, as a special surprise for all you soldiers out there in Cong land, we're going to play the Beetles’ new album, the fabulous Sergeant Pepper."

"Jesus, do we have to listen to that," said Baker.

"Bet your sweet ass," said Mac. "If I got to listen to it, so do you. Either that or leave."

"Come on, Leigh," said Baker. "Let's take off our shirts and get some sun.” They unbuttoned their shirts as they ducked out the door.

". . . We're Sergeant Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. We hope you will enjoy the show. . . "

"Hey, Mac," said Camp, "Lower it. I want to write a letter."

"For you, Doc, the world," said Mac. He lowered the volume. The Beetles came through soft and distorted.

Lonely Hearts Club, thought Patty. He glanced around the shady room and closed his eyes.

"Hey, Patty, you ain't going to sleep now, are you?" said Mac.

"Like a little baby," said Patty, adjusting his arms behind his head.

The radio hummed softly, "I get high with a little help from my friends. Oh, I'm going to try with a little help from my friends."

Patty started to drift off while Mac and Frank talked.

"You guys are crazy," said Camp sharply, looking up from his letter-writing. "Anybody who makes friends here is a fool."

Lonely Hearts Club. The words revolved slowly in Patty's head. He pictured a little woman with glasses, a long gray dress, and an angularity in her movements. She took mincing steps as if to protect herself. Innocence. Patty felt sad as he fell asleep.

Hours later, Mac shook his shoulder. "Hey, Patty, you going to sleep all day?"

Patty stretched. "What's up?"

"Nothing. It's lunch-time. Come on. They just brought out chow from the mess hall.” Mac ducked through the door hole and was gone.

Who needs it, mumbled Patty to himself. He shook himself, wiped sand from his eyes, and crawled out of the bunker. The sun was blinding. A shiver of cold ran down his back from having lain so long on the dirt floor. He stretched, and in a moment, the hot midday sun warmed him. He took a tray and got in line. The cook poured hot beef stew, chunks of potatoes and meat in a light brown gravy on his plate. Steam rose. Patty sat down cross-legged and ate.

The chirp of birds carried from the woods. A couple of guys tossed a softball. Italy dealt poker cards and a steady patter. Hoskins and a couple of his cronies from the second squad sat down by Frank and Mac and started to talk.

"Hey, Patty," yelled Hoskins. "Come on over. Us Irish from the east got to stick together. No offense, Mac.” He giggled.

"I'm from the east too," drawled Mac. He turned and called Patty. "Come on. We got something for you."

Patty went over and sat down. Hoskins grinned at him. "Now isn't this the prettiest sky you ever seen."

"It's the same every day," said Patty.

"Think so?” Hoskins squinted at Patty and shook his head easily. 

Patty eyed him.               "Hey, Hoskins, what's with you?" 

"Shit.” He giggled.

"He means weed," said Mac as he uncupped his hand to reveal a joint almost as fat as a cigar. "Here, take a toke.” He handed Patty the joint.

Patty took a quick puff and handed it to Frank.

"Not like that, man," said Mac. "You got to catch up. We been at it all day.” He laughed. "It's like a song. Brother, you take it in deep, and you hold it there until you're turning blue, or, in my case, turning white. And then you let it out 'cause you don't want to turn blue, just like I don't want to turn white, although a little green's okay. Now, watch me.” Frank passed him the joint.

He took a deep pull and closed his eyes. In about a half a minute, he puffed a little smoke ring above his head. "Like that, brother."

He handed the joint back to Patty. 

Patty took a hard pull and gagged. He coughed and sputtered out the smoke. "I never smoked cigarettes," Patty apologized. "I'll learn."

"He needs a shotgun," said Hoskins.

"What's that?" said Patty.

"Tell him, my main man," said Mac.

"An instant stone," said Hoskins.

"Come on, brother, stay cool," said Mac. "It's kind of like kissing with a mouth full of smoke. Like the Army manual says, artificial resuscitation for the dude who's in shock."

He went over and leaned down to Patty. "Now Patty, you let all the air out of your lungs, then just breathe in as I blow smoke. Think of it like hanging on to a woman's tongue."

Rob walked over. "Mac, you ain't going to shotgun that white boy?"

"Yeah. What's it to you."

"That honkie . . ."

"Listen, shit. He's out on a mission with me while you're hiding in sick bay or the laundry."

Rob turned and walked away.

Mac leaned over Patty "Let it go, brother."

Patty breathed out, then breathed in deeply as Mac puffed and blew smoke down his throat.

"Do him, Mac," said Hoskins. "Get him good, boy. Come on, Patty, suck. More.” Hoskins beat the ground. "Way to go. Way to go."

Patty closed his eyes. His lungs felt full and raspy. He choked back a cough and held his breath. When he opened his eyes, the sky spun. He focused on the circle of men, on Frank's face.

"Welcome to the club, veteran," said Frank.

"Give me five," said Mac. They slapped hands, and Mac sat down.

They passed the joint around the circle a couple times. It went out, and somebody relit it with slow graceful motions. Hoskins lit up another one. The burning points moved around the circle making strange orange trails in the air. The Beatles sang in Patty's head, ". . . Lucy in disguise with diamonds . . .” Patty sang along, but nobody noticed. His secret singing was funny so he laughed, but nobody heard.

Frank spoke to Patty. His voice sounded far away in a tunnel. "Man, it's senseless, that's what it is. Crazy and senseless," said Frank.

"Will you look at that sky," interrupted Hoskins. "Look at the sun, like a big glittery diamond."

"Shut up," said Frank. "Everybody just shut up 'cause I'm explaining something to Patty. Patty, how did you get over here? You're not stupid."

"Well, I . . . ."

"Don't tell me. I don't need to know. Nobody's stupid, just stretched out stiff like an old dead tree on its side. Don't get me wrong. It's not that I'm scared of dying. Nobody even has to tell me why when the red blood and the green uniform, and the white face and the crew cut make a pretty pattern on the ground."

"Hey, man . . . ." said Hoskins.

"Shut up. You're not from this squad, and you don't know nothing. Patty and me know each other. We're both bastards.” He gazed into Patty's face. "Patty, I hate the power, the thrill of it, when everybody's shaking, to be cool with life and death in my hands. Why didn't anybody explain it?"

He smacked his fist on his knee and stared at Patty. His jaws were tight, teeth clenched.

"Patty, goddamn it, why didn't somebody warn us about when you're up and he's down, and you won and he lost. How do you fight the thrill of being God, of having life and death in your fingertips? We going to go home and kill people for fun."

Patty sat there silent, his hand tapping a rhythm on his shoe.

"Patty, I could kick shit out of you. Answer me."

"What do I know?” Patty closed his eyes and smiled. "Going to try with a little help from my friends," sang Patty softly.

"I've seen it in your eyes," said Frank. "You know it. Damn it, answer me.” Frank grabbed Patty's shoulder and shook him.

"Let go," said Patty angrily. 

Frank loosened his grip. 

"Sure," said Patty. "I know the feeling. What of it? Everybody's got it."

"No they don't. They're too busy being scared to notice when it comes up. I've watched. Only you and me, Patsin. We can taste it 'cause we're not scared of the bullets."

"I'm scared of dying."

"Not scared enough," said Frank. "I don't like to kill, man. It does something to your inside."

"Who cares," snarled Patty. "When you touch my shoulder, it does something too. Who gives a damn? I tasted it all my life. I had a buddy, Lenny, back in Philly. He saved my life once in a knife fight. They gave him the electric chair a couple years ago.” Patty looked at Frank. "He stole an apple in a grocery store when he was ten. A cop took him into the back room and took off his shirt. The cop hit him in the belly with his club and kept on hitting him. Every time the cop asked if he'd ever do it again, Lenny spit blood on him. I carried him home. My family moved out of that neighborhood, and I never went back. Don't tell me about the taste, man. All I got to do is close my eyes and picture that fat dark belly."

"And when your eyes are open?" said Frank.

"I gotta picture of Janet to look at. And I know where my bread's buttered. We're going to make babies when I go home, a whole lot of little, fucking babies, and nobody's going to touch them."

"Yeah," said Frank.

"Yeah, 'cause I'm paying the price right now in this stinking hole."

"When I touch one of the whores in town, I want to break her in two, tear something like out of her guts," said Frank.

"Don't get sentimental," snapped Patty. "I been here too long for tears."

Frank laughed. "It's just weed talking."

They sat there quietly, looking at each other. Patty closed his eyes. He felt for the boy in himself and knew that he was gone, leaked through days of bullet holes. And his head sang a song over and over again, ". . . do you need anybody?"

"Hey, Mac, should I roll another joint?" asked Hoskins.

"Not for me, brother," answered Mac. "I had enough."

He pulled his transistor out of his shirt pocket and clicked it on. A tinny voice sang, "American woman, stay away from me . . . ."

"James Brown – all right.” Mac clapped his hands and bobbed his head in time to the tune. He punched Frank. "Dig that tune. Come on, man, clap."

Frank clapped his hands to the music, then Patty and Hoskins picked it up. Mac jumped up and started to swing his hips as the tune ended.

Hoskins jumped up. "Hey, gents, I'm invincible. I'm flying, and Charlie can't touch me. I'm invincible."

"Yeah. We all are," said Frank.

"No man. I mean it. You'll see."

He ran over to the bunker and climbed on to the roof. He stood up there, his arms stretched out, silhouetted by the sun and the blue sky like a fat Jesus Christ.

"Hey, Charlie," he yelled. "You can't kill me now. I'm invincible, just like God. You can't kill me now."

A shot rang out from the wood line.

"Ha, ha," screamed Hoskins, jumping up and down. "I told you. Just like God, you dumb bastards."

Another shot rang out. Hoskins grunted with the impact and tumbled down. 

Frank reached him first. He turned over a corpse.

"Just like God," muttered Frank.

"Do you need anybody? I want somebody to love.” The song revolved in Patty's head.

Rob huddled inside the bunker, trembling.





  
 



CHAPTER 7:  SCARED OF THE DARK

Captain Madison walked into the dark barracks and flicked on the light. He didn't walk through the barracks, shaking beds like the C.Q. usually did. He stood alone and called from the doorway. 

“Okay, men. Good mission today. Now's the time, so let's move it. It's the island today. Nothing to worry about.” Madison let go of the light switch and disappeared out the door.

The men grumbled and slowly got up.

Patty shook himself awake, dressed, and gathered his gear for the mission:  clean clothes, a shiny rifle, and ammo pouches half-filled with ammo and half-stuffed with books, a camera, and a writing tablet.

It was that kind of mission. No one signed up for sick call. Everybody had waited for this mission for weeks. The old timers often told the new men about 'the island,' the wide open grassy fields, the palm trees, the side sand beach, and the rhythm of the blue water slapping the shore. Last time there, they'd smuggled in a ball and bat and played softball.

Patty was eager. He grabbed his stuff, pressed his helmet to his head, and went outside. He walked ten yards from the barracks, and the dark closed in like a wall. He hated the dark. It was peopled with specters and strange noises. Patty's ammo magazines scraped together. His canteen and rifle jiggled, but they gave him no sense of himself. In the black, even his hand was invisible. Patty stood still and listened. His chest hammered at his throat. Footsteps came toward him. Patty turned to the sound, and somebody bumped into him. He smelled the man's morning breath.

"Hey, buddy, you're blocking the road," said Camp.

"Camp?" said Patty.

"Hey, Patty, what's up?  Let's move it. I can't wait to get to that island."

"I can't see nothing," said Patty.

"Stick to me. Your eyes will adjust in a minute. It's about a quarter of a mile to Dock."

"Yeah," said Patty. "I know."

They walked off. Soon they heard the putt-putt of the landing boats and a low hum of voices. The water slapped steadily against the wooden dock. A salt smell hung on a soft breeze, and little white lights bobbed from the boats.

"That you, Camp? Patsin?" said Captain Madison, shining a flashlight in their eyes.

"Right," answered Camp.

"This boat," said Madison as he pointed his light on the rail.

Patty caught the wink of the little light on board and stepped over the rail into the bowels of the boat. He made his way to the back and found a spot beside Mac.

Mac's voice sliced through the night, warm and friendly. "Man, when I get back to the world, I'm going to sleep 'til noon every day."

"Good morning, brother," said Patty. He sat down heavily.

"Morning, hell," said Mac. "In case you ain't seen, it's night time."

In the dim light of the boat lantern, the men were so many shadows pressed together like fish in a cargo hold.

Mac leaned back against the bulkhead. "You know," he said, "Back in the world, I'll be sleeping on pink satin, and if my old lady gets me up just once in the morning, I'll knock her ass on the floor."

"How about breakfast in bed?" asked Patty.

"Lunch, if I'm up."

More men got in. The boat rocked like a cradle.

Patty leaned back and closed his eyes. The dark behind his eyes was like a shrinking black room, the walls, the floor, the ceiling pressing in upon him. Patty opened his eyes.

"Everybody here?" called Madison.

"Who cares," answered Sergeant Holt. "Let's move it."

The motor roared, and the boat took off with a lurch.

"To the island," called Camp.

A dozen men answered. They all talked at once. The boat hummed and bounced on the water. The voices droned with the motor. Slowly, the men fell silent and drifted off to sleep.

Patty dreamed of heroism. He was a strong, silent cowboy who wore a white hat and rode a white horse. In the saloon, a big black dude with a black hat smacked the piano player. Patty dropped him with a right hook. Neat, clean, antiseptic. No bruised knuckles. No black eyes. Patty went up to the bar, plopped down two bits and ordered a scotch.

The guy got up. "My brother and me will be outside waiting," he said.

Patty nodded to the mirror. His mom's worried face stared back at him. "Hal," she said. "You'll take care of yourself, won't you? You won't try to be a hero."

"Sure, mom," he answered. "I'm not stupid."

They hugged goodbye. Patty kissed Janet, turned and walked out of the terminal, on to the cement and over to the big Oakland-bound plane. 

He swigged his scotch. The saloon door swung shut behind him. They fired before he even saw them. The warm, white breath of a bullet sank into his stomach.

"I'll get you," Patty grunted. His eyes went watery.

"Who you going to get?" said Mac.

"Huh," Patty said as he rubbed sleep from his eyes.

"Wake up, hero," said Mac. "We're here, and the sun is way up."

Patty looked into Mac's face. "You believe in dreams?"

"That depends," said Mac.

"I just dreamed of a bullet in the gut."

Mac smiled. "I disbelieve that dream. When a guy’s going to pass, there's a shadow in his eyes. You seen it?"

"Yeah.” Patty hesitated. "Do I have it?"

Mac stared at him. "Man, you got nothing but sand.” He slapped Patty's leg and pointed to the silhouette of the island. "Time to make the beach, sandman."

They gathered their gear. The ship lurched against the shore, sand scraping beneath the bow. The front of the ship wound down and sun streamed in.

Mac squeezed Patty's shoulder. "Sweet Jesus," he whistled through his teeth.

"Pretty, isn't it?" said Patty.

Mac nodded.

They waded into the water and up the sand.

"Wow," said Frank. "They never give you missions like this when you're on the boat."

"I claim this island in the name of Charlie Company," yelled Camp as he dropped his gear and slipped off his shirt.

Italy plopped on the sand. "I take this spot in the name of me. Anybody who wants to lose some bread, come on over.” He pulled a deck from his shirt pocket and riffled it.

The C.O. sent Jimmy and Baby-sahn out to reconnoiter the island, but nobody took any real precautions. It was a big beach party, an in-country R and R. The men stretched out and opened up like flowers who'd finally found the sun. They ate, wrote letters, and skinny-dipped. The weary weight of death melted under the hot sun.

In the early afternoon, Frank pulled out a pink hand-sized football. They chose up sides for a game of touch. The opening throw off spun to Patty, high out of the sun. He bobbled it. Then he had it. He cut left as Frank decked Jimmy. He heard the thud and was gone for a touchdown. Patty turned. Frank was loping up field, smiling.

"Good block," called Patty.

"Good run," answered Frank.

Patty flipped him the ball. Frank nodded, turned, and whipped it toward the enemy goal.

They won by one touchdown. After the game, the men laid down in a sweaty semi-circle. Patty felt Frank's gaze, but when he turned, Frank looked out to sea. A soft breeze blew in and tickled the skin. Patty bunched his shirt behind his neck and watched the sun on the horizon. As it set, he dozed, a quiet empty sleep.

He awoke chilled, his lips chapped and salty. An evening breeze tipped goose bumps. He got up and slipped into his sandy shirt. The grains of sand were like prickly pins against his back. It was twilight, but no early stars were visible. Instead, gray clouds scudded before the wind. Little driftwood supper fires lit the beach. Patty pulled out a can of spaghetti and meatballs from his rucksack, opened it with a P-47, and slipped it into the edge of a nearby fire.

Frank looked up from his food. "Here's a couple sticks to take it out when it's done.” He flipped them on the sand.

Patty squatted down and picked them up. They were sticky. Patty stared at Frank. Frank was lying on his back, chewing slowly, swallowing with a gurgle. His face was in shadow, yet his abstraction was palpable as though his body were out floating over the sea. Patty gazed out at the dark of the ocean.

"Hey, your food is done," said Camp. "That's a hot fire. It doesn't take long."

"Yeah. Thanks."

The sauce was bubbly and red against the fire. Patty hooked the can lid with the sticks and started to pull it out. It tipped a bit and some sauce spilled and sizzled in the fire. The flames shot up and back. Patty pulled the can to safety and squatted over it. The first spoonful was too hot and burned his tongue. He took a swig from his canteen. "May your tongue cleave to the roof of your mouth.” The lines from the Bible flashed and disappeared without recognition or meaning. Patty ate. When he was done, he stood up and heaved the can into the shadows of the ocean. He opened his canteen and drank deeply.

They put out the fires. It was night time.

"Okay, men," called Captain Madison. "Listen up. It's been good fun and games, but now we have to get to work. Any boats you see or hear, remember the size, direction, and time. Report in the morning. Sergeant Holt, you take your squad up the ridge with the bushes.” He pointed to a little hill a couple hundred yards to the far side of the beach. It was barely visible in the descending gloom.

"Two men on, eight off, switch every hour.” The captain barked his orders. They hung in the air with a shrill ring as the men walked off.

The hill was nothing special, a palm tree and low scrub brush growing in sand and shadows. The men dropped their stuff at the foot of the hill. Holt divided up the watches. Leigh and Baker had first watch, Frank and Patty were second.

"Don't get lost, Frank," said Baker. "We'll be coming for you in an hour, and I don't want to have to look for you in the dark."

"Where do you think I'd go?" answered Frank.

Leigh and Baker walked off up the hill. Patty listened for their footsteps, but the sand silenced them in a few seconds.

"What do they want to guard this thing for anyway?" said Mac.

"It's Fort Knox in drag," responded Camp.

"Brother, I could use some of that gold," said Mac.

"Man, it gets dark here in a hurry, don't it?" said Italy.

The talk meandered on. Patty lay back and watched his hand disappear into the dark.

 

By the time Leigh and Baker came back, the talk had ceased. The dark was total.

"Hey, where are you, you lazy bastards?” Baker hissed in a heavy undertone.

"Cool it," answered Frank.

"Well, make it. It's time," said Baker.

"Okay," said Patty.

Patty reached out until he brushed Frank's shoulder. "You ready, buddy?"

"Yeah, I'm ready," he said. Metal scraped against metal as he picked up his ammo pouches and rifle.

Patty slid his fingers across the smooth sand until he bumped his rifle. He slid his fingers up the metal of the barrel, hooked his canteen and ammo pouch, and got up. He touched Frank's wrist and smelled dried sweat.

"You with me?" said Frank.

"Sure," said Patty.

"Just follow me," said Frank. "I'll get you a good spot."

He walked off. For a second, Patty was alone and scared of the dark.

"Come on," called Frank. His ammo pouch rattled.

Patty walked heavily up the hill. The sand slid around his boots at each step.

"You still with me?" called Frank.

Patty walked quickly toward the voice. He bumped into Frank and jumped back.

"Easy. I won't eat you," said Frank.

He grabbed Patty's arm and pressed his hand against the spiny trunk of a palm.

"You can stay by the tree," he said. "It'll be comfortable. I'll be in the bushes a few yards up. Call me if you start to fall asleep.” He walked off.

Patty leaned back against the tree and listened to his heartbeat. He let his rifle and ammo belt slip to the ground. They clattered together. Patty opened his canteen and took a sip of water. It was tepid and gritty with sand around the mouthpiece. Patty listened for Frank, but he couldn't tell if the sounds in the air were the wind in the bushes or Frank cracking twigs as he walked. He strained to hear. Nothing but the waves. The wind had died. Patty peered into the dark.

A flash and explosion shot up from the bushes like a white flame. Silence. Patty froze against the tree. He didn't know if he'd imagined it or not.

Leigh called out. "What happened?  You all okay?"

"I am," called Patty.

Frank didn't answer.

"Frank," whispered Patty.

No answer.

"Frank.” He yelled the name. The void came back in waves of dark.

"Easy, Patty," called Camp. "Frank probably hit a booby trap. Don't panic. Don't go to him. Don't move, not in the dark, not 'til we find some flares."

"Maybe there's somebody who's going to attack," Leigh spoke urgently. "They could have got on here in the dark."

Dark. The word echoed through Patty's head. He grabbed his stuff and crashed off into the brush. A dozen steps and he tripped on a wire of a stem. Thorny leaves tore at his hands as he caught himself on the sand.

"Patsin," yelled Holt. "Don't be a hero. Stay put."

Patty lay still in the bushes. A broken branch pushed into his belly. He twisted it off and pushed it away.

"Frank," Patty called softly. "Frank, where are you?  Talk to me, buddy."

He pounded his fist in the sand.

"Frank, talk to me," said Patty. "Frank, I'm scared of the dark. Don't leave me alone out here."

Patty lay his head in the sand, spent. In the stillness, he felt his breath come through the sand, a pulse of the island, breathing, breathing.

"Ungh. Ungh. Ungh.” The moans came out of sand. Patty crawled forward through the bushes. Each clinging vine seemed like a trip wire. Each movement set off a white explosion in Patty's head, a tingle of pain down his back and through his belly into the broken twigs beneath him.

"Ungh. Ungh. Ungh.” 

Patty reached out and his fingers clutched the warm round wall of Frank's thigh, the texture of warm cloth.

"I'm here, buddy," whispered Patty.

The moans continued a little louder.

Patty squeezed Frank's thigh. Frank slid his hand down over Patty's, caught and squeezed his wrist. He yanked Patty's hand from his thigh and pulled him close.

"Ungh. Ungh. Ungh," He moaned into Patty's ear.

Patty tried to pull away, but Frank gripped his wrist hard with both hands and plunged Patty's fingers into his mouth, against his tongue and a slimy puddle of saliva.

"What are you doing?  Let go?” Patty yelled.

Frank squeezed Patty's hand tighter, pulled it out of his mouth and plunged it back in.

"What are you doing?" screamed Patty.

Frank pulled Patty's hand from his mouth and released it. Patty's fingers were sticky, almost glued together. Patty tried to look at them but could see nothing. Yet he knew they were red, and the puddle he'd felt was blood. Frank was drowning in his own blood.

Patty felt dizzy and faint. He shook his head and tried to think. For a second, he pictured himself squeezing Frank's neck, choking the moans out of him. When he spoke, he was calm.

"Frank, I'm going to turn your head and drain the blood out."

Frank pressed his hand to Patty's leg and squeezed assurance.

Patty slid his hand over Frank's face, felt the bulbs of his eyes, the bulge of his nose, the wet slobber around his mouth. He gripped the head and twisted it toward the sand. Frank's muscles stiffened.

"Easy. We'll check for wounds in a bit."

"Ungh. Ungh."

Patty gripped Frank's chin and pulled his mouth wide. He sank two fingers into the hollow inside Frank's cheek and scraped the gooey slime from his mouth. As quickly as he could empty it, it refilled. Little pieces of hard material, loose skin and metal, stuck to Patty's fingers.

"Listen, Frank. I'm going to slide my other hand over your body. Guide me if you can to any other wounds you got."

"Hey. What's going on," yelled Camp.

Patty didn't answer.

He moved his hand down Frank's side. Frank slid his hand gently over Patty's and together they explored Frank's body. He was unhurt except for the well of blood that filled his mouth. Patty slid his hand back up toward Frank's head. He pressed down at Frank’s throat, and his palm pressed into sticky, flaccid skin.

"Ungh. Ungh."

"Frank, I can't bandage that," said Patty. "I'd just choke you to death and you don't want that, do you?"

A rumble of laughter shook Frank's body. He trembled, and a deep moan served as a laugh.

Patty giggled. "No time for jokes, buddy."

Patty scraped out a new pool of blood.

"Hey, you bastards," yelled Patty. "What's taking so long?"

"Patty, that you?" answered Camp.

"Hell, yes."

"You alright?"

"I'm with Frank. He made a booby trap and he's hurt plenty. Where the fuck are the flares."

"We can't find them," said Italy. "Somebody forgot 'em."

"Call a chopper. I'm bringing him in," said Patty.

"There's a boat on the way," yelled Holt. "Anything we can do from back here?"

"Just stay where you are. Keep talking. Sing a song or something so I can tell where you are. Make it cheerful."

"Ah, come on," said Baker.

"Lucy in the sky with diamonds," sang Camp. Italy joined in and then the rest of them

Patty sang too. He hummed it under his breath and sang the words softly. He listened to the whispered sound of his voice and was glad to be alive, to be still nervous in the dark.

Frank squeezed Patty's elbow.

"It's alright, brother," said Patty. "We're going home."

Patty slid his arm around Frank's chest and crawled forward slowly with the heavy weight. After a minute, Patty stopped. He lay still, panting. When he caught his breath again, he reached into Frank's mouth and emptied the puddle of blood. Frank gurgled, kicked his heels into the sand and pushed himself forward. Patty squeezed him, and they continued together, pushing through the darkness to the ragged refrain of 'Lucy in the sky with diamonds.'  At each break, Patty cleaned blood from Frank's mouth.

As they slid closer, Patty heard Mac's voice, a lone pipe singing a different song against the chorus of other voices. "American woman, stay away from me."

"Lucy in the sky with diamonds."

Patty smiled to himself.

Patty and Frank tipped over the embankment and slid down the sand. The men gathered around, hands and babbling voices and hustling movement.

"Could you hear my song?" said Mac.

"Yeah," answered Patty.

"Good ear, man. I don't sing that white shit."

Camp crouched down. He clapped his hand on Patty's shoulder. "How is he, buddy?"

"Doc, he's been drinking blood. I been emptying his mouth out. What else can I do?"

"I'll take over," he said. "Easy, Frank, I'll take care of you."

Frank pushed Camp's hand away, reached for Patty's hand and squeezed it.

"It's okay, Frank. I understand," said Camp. "Patty, you take care of him. I'm here if you need me."

Time stretched out. Everybody grew quiet and waited. Slowly the putt, putt of a motor grew louder. The little light of the boat came closer.

Leigh spoke into his crackling radio. "You all come on over a little left."

The boat slid onto the sand and unwound. Half the squad grabbed Frank and lifted him. Patty cradled his head.

"Easy," called Patty. Frank gripped Patty's arm.

The boat cast gray shadows. Frank was caked brown, his eyes wide open but unafraid. Dark bubbles seeped from his lips and neck. The men held Frank high and stepped into the water. A chill splash soaked through Patty's pants and boots.

"Easy, men," said Holt.

They sloshed up the metal incline and on board into the harsh glare of a single white light. They lay Frank down on a stretcher. Patty knelt beside him.

Camp bent down and touched Patty's shoulder. "Go with him," he said. Patty nodded.

Everybody clanked off and disappeared into the dark. The boat wound shut and shook off the sand with a jolt.

A fat sailor called out from the front of the boat, "Welcome to the 'Maidenhead.'  Don't worry about a thing, armies. We'll have you home in no time. I got a couple beers here if you need them."

"No thanks," answered Patty. "Make it snappy, will you?"

"As fast as this little boat will chug.” He popped a beer and took a swig.

The motor whined, the boat tilted back, and they shot forward.

Patty cleaned Frank's mouth. Their eyes caught and held. There was no fear in Frank.

His eyes seemed to say, "Don't cry, Patty. It's okay."

"Hey, G.I. You guys sure you couldn't use a little beer?"

"Nothing. Just get us there," snapped Patty.

"Relax. I'm just being sociable. It's a cold world when you ain't got nobody to talk to."

"You want to talk?" said Patty angrily. "Great. How's the weather?"

"Lovely, just lovely. There's even a couple stars out now. I think the sky's going to clear. You want to come look?"

The boat bounced on the water and Frank moaned.

"Easy, buddy," said Patty.

Frank nodded and coughed blood.

The sailor jabbered. "You ever think what a strange coincidence it is that here we are, three strangers together on a boat in the middle of the ocean, kind of peaceful in the middle of a war."

Patty's neck throbbed to the movement of the boat. He lost the thread of the sailor's words and felt that he was floating up in a spotlight with Frank hanging from him. He worked mechanically, emptying Frank's mouth without seeing him or hearing his labored breathing. The motor slowed and jarred Patty back.

"We're home, boys," said the sailor. "I'm just parking her. The medics are waiting, and they'll take good care of you."

The boat bumped softly against its mooring. The bulk of a huge barracks ship towered above in silhouette like some giant monster asleep in the night, peaceful for the moment, with little lights winking and stars overhead. They came to a stop and the motor shut down.

Four men jumped aboard.

"Easy, soldier, you're home now," said one of them.

They picked up the stretcher and slid it over the edge of the boat and onto Dock. One man turned. His uniform was shiny and neat. "Hey, you. You his friend?  If you want to come, come on."

Patty stepped over the rail and followed them.

They walked up flights of clanking gray steps, polished clean in the night. As they walked up the stairs, the stretcher bounced and tilted at precarious angles. A barked word and the stretcher straightened for a few steps, then tilted again until the next bark.

The fat sailor ran up the stairs after them. He tapped Patty on the shoulder. Patty turned.

"Your rifles," he panted. "You'll get in trouble if you leave them behind."

"Thanks," Patty took them and trudged after the stretcher.

They pushed through a double door and walked down a long hallway and into a large, brightly lit room.

Two white frocked men spoke loudly, their backs to the stretcher. "My wife had twins yesterday. It's a good thing I didn't celebrate like I wanted to."

"Oh, I don't know. It's a pretty quiet night. I could have handled this by myself."

They turned around. The medics slid Frank onto a table covered with gray paper. The room smelled of ether and disinfectant.

Doctors walked up to the table and looked Frank over. One turned to Patty. "Don't worry, son. We'll take care of him now. Why don't you go get cleaned up."

"Wait," said the other Doctor. "We need him. His friend needs a tracheotomy, so we can't put him under. You. What's your name?” He didn't look up.

"Patsin, sir."

"We're going to put a tube in your friend's throat to help him breathe. Squeeze his hand and tell him to breathe deep when I tell you. Don't let him fall asleep."

Doctor rubbed Frank's shoulder. "Soldier, just relax. You're going to be fine. Breathing through your neck is a little different, but it'll seem like nothing after your first breath. After we get you fixed up, we'll put you back to normal. This won't hurt much."

Blood dripped slowly from the top of Frank's neck. Little pieces of shrapnel stuck out from the ooze. His breath was a shallow groan. Patty took his hand, and they gripped each other. Frank's eyes were closed; his mouth half open, gurgling.

Doctors slid clean plastic gloves over their hands. The younger one went over to a cabinet. He came back with a foot long plastic tube. The older one picked up a long silver knife. They stationed themselves facing each other across Frank's chest.

"Okay. Hold him, Jerry," said the older man.

Jerry pressed Frank's shoulders. Patty gripped his hand. Frank squeezed back.

The doctor pressed the knife into the base of Frank's throat. "You got tough skin."

The knife slid through. It was stained red when he pulled it out.

Beads of sweat dripped down Frank's face.

They slid the tube in and taped it in place, a little pipe sticking out of Frank's throat.

"Okay, son, breathe."

Nothing came.

"Come on. You can do it," said Doc. "It's just different."

Frank's body rattled on the table. He turned blue. His chest rose from the table in a shudder, and he breathed, a heavy gasp that filled the tube with mucous. He breathed heavily twice and then normally. The tube cleared. The vise grip on Patty's hand relaxed. Frank opened his eyes and gazed at Patty.

"You can go now," said the older doctor.

Patty walked out and down the stairs until he saw a john. He laid his gear, the rifles, canteens and knapsacks in a pile on the floor. Patty walked over to the mirror. His face was streaked with dirt, his hair slotted with dried blood. His hands were filthy, stretched with old fingers. The long, gray, face in the mirror was a stranger's. He closed his eyes, and darkness blotted him away. His old friend darkness blotted him away.

A metallic voice echoed on the P.A. "Patsin, report to the deck. Repeat. Private Patsin, report to the deck. A boat is waiting to take you home."

Patsin didn't hear a word.

 





  
 



CHAPTER 8:  DEAD WEIGHT 

In the last light of day, Patty walked up the long, low hill on the west side of the base. He wanted to watch the sunset and be alone, to be healed by the stillness. As he walked, he watched his shoes and the little bits of yellow dust that settled on them with each step. When he looked up, he saw a man on the top of the hill, his straight back silhouetted against the sun, his uniform as neat as a figure on a parade ground. Patty wished he could press a button and make the man disappear, but as he walked closer, the man grew until Patty recognized Captain Madison.

Patty reached the top of the hill and stopped a few feet from Madison. He hoped he wouldn't have to talk. The sun hung on the edge of the land, a large yellow disc with long, thin veins of pink and gold. As Patty looked, he felt cold and isolated. A sense of loss settled on him as the sun slipped inch by inch below the horizon, and the light tilted down.

The captain's presence disturbed the stillness and left Patty uneasy. As the sun disappeared, a breath of air like a last pant from the sun, rippled Patty's shirt.

The captain still gazed out into the empty place where the sun had been. "Pretty," he said, without turning. "Like that, Patsin?"

"It was okay."

"You come here often?” He turned to Patty.

"Often enough.” Patty looked away.

"I like it," said Madison. "I don't have time to come here often, but I like it. It's pretty and peaceful. God made a beautiful world."

"Yeah. It's okay," said Patty.

"You going down," said the captain.

"Not yet," said Patty.

The captain hesitated. "I guess you heard. Frank's okay."

"Yeah, I heard," said Patty.

"He'll be back with the unit next week, thanks to you. I heard about how you went out and got him. You've got guts, and I like that."

"It was just an accident, sir."

"Relax, son. I'm not an officer right now. Remember how you wanted to be a conscientious objector? You're a fighter and that's okay."

Patty looked at his boots.

"You know, you're lucky," said Madison. "All my life I've wanted a chance like that, to test myself and find out what I've got.” He shook his head. “They offered me a desk in Saigon, but I chose combat here, and I'm not sorry. This is the great test. Every man needs to know for sure that he can muster it, to get rid of that little taste of self-doubt. You agree?"

"I don't know, sir."

"See you later, Patsin.” The captain started down the hill.

"Sir.” Patsin called after him. "My dad used to say macho trips are for boys."

The captain stopped for a second and looked back. "If you say so.” He turned and walked quickly away.

 

In the open field, bullet fire echoed like late afternoon thunder. Camp and Patty lay side by side, their heads low against a dike.

Sweat beaded Camp's upper lip. He licked his lip and looked at Patty. "This stinks.” He leaned over and yelled in Patty's ear. "It's just not the same without Frank. I'm scared."

"Who isn't," Patty yelled back above the din of rifle fire. "Frank will be out on the next mission."

"That won't do us any good today."

"No lie," said Patty. "But we got things under control now."

Holt crawled up behind them. "Isn't this a picnic?" he yelled.

"Just keep your head down," said Patty. "When are the baby Hueys coming to take care of them?"

"Madison already called in two gunships, but we got a problem. The second squad got trapped in the woods. Madison wants us to go back in and show them the way out."

Patty looked back at Holt. "What is he, nuts?  We just got out of there."

"He doesn't want the whole unit, just some volunteers," said Holt.

"Don't look at me," said Patty. "I'm not that stupid."

Holt put his hand on Patty's back. "He sort of volunteered you, me and him."

"Well, let him un-volunteer me," said Patty. 

"He said you'd want to go," said Holt.

"The man is crazy," said Patty.

"The second squad is trapped. The Huey's are coming, and we can't raise them on the radio. I'm going with him. Frank would do it."

Patty turned around. "Jesus H. Christ."

"You guys want to split a chocolate bar?" said Camp. He broke off two pieces and handed them over.

Patty took a bite. "Okay, Holt. Let's find the captain."

"Good luck," said Camp.

They crawled over to Madison, who lay on his back, giving orders on the radio. He signed off and looked at Patsin. A slow smile spread his face. "Glad to see you, Patsin."

"Sir, they'll get through on their own if they're coming."

"I knew you wouldn't let me down, Patty. You're a good soldier. Let's go before the gunships get here. They're going to blast the woods as soon as they arrive."

"How long we got?" said Holt.

"Twenty minutes," said Madison, “Follow me.” He crawled toward a creek that led into the woods.

Cheap thrills, thought Patty, as he crawled after him.

They quickly reached the bank. Holt nodded to Patty and the three of them slid over the edge into the red cracked mud and puddles of green stagnant water at the bottom of the almost dry creek.

"God, I hate mud," said Patty.

Holt smirked. "Wait 'til we're on the boat."

"Don't laugh, buddy," said Patty.

Holt shook his head. "There you are, worried about being dirty, and the gun ships will be on us in fifteen minutes."

Patty smiled. "Anyway, I like the shade."

"Keep it down," hissed Madison.

"Sir, don't take it too serious," said Patty. "They can't hear us over the gun fire."

They scrambled forward, keeping their backs low until they reached the woods. The captain slowed down as the twilight of the forest descended over them, and Patty stepped past him into the lead. The underbrush grew heavily along the banks. Parrots squawked above the rifle fire and crisscrossed the stream like tracers. Ashes and smoke from the battle hung in the air. The trickling water smelled acrid. Mosquitoes buzzed above it. 

Patty moved quickly until Holt tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the flattened muddy bushes on the right. A couple hours ago, that had been an exit. Now it was a trail and an entrance.

Holt jumped over a puddle and pressed flat against the bushes. He stood up and peered into the woods. He nodded and pulled himself on to the bank. Patty and Madison followed him up. Holt was already walking ten yards down the trail by the time they were up. They caught up to him, and Holt pointed out the scenery as they went, a patch of large pink and white flowers just off the trail, a dead Charlie hanging by one foot in a tree, a long vine that might have been a trip wire, and a clumsily made bamboo trap.

They branched off the trail where the second squad was last seen. Holt heard a crackle and hit the dirt. He crawled forward, stopped and listened for the low crackle, and crawled forward again. He stopped. The second squad leered at him. They lay in a still row. The radio man had a death grip on the hand phone, and static crackled from the box.

Patty crawled up and clicked the radio off. "We found them," he whispered to Holt.

Holt nodded.

"Eight men," muttered Patty.

"Let's go," said Holt. He got up and started to leave, but Madison stood still.

Patty grabbed him by the arm. "Come on," he whispered. "You've seen dead men before."

"I have to say a prayer."

"The choppers aren't going to wait for Easter," said Patty.

"You go on. I'll catch up. 'Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil . . .'"

Patty dropped Madison's arm, and he and Holt walked quickly back the way they'd come.

"That guy should have been a priest," Patty whispered to Holt.

Holt nodded and put his finger to his lips for silence. His face was intent but gray with a haunted feeling about the eyes. Patty recognized the look. He slowed down and let Holt get a couple yards in front of him. Holt walked with his right hand gripping his ammo belt to keep it from jiggling. He moved quickly, but his shoulders were hunched and cautious.

Suddenly, he dived to the ground. Patty instinctively hit the dirt behind him. Holt looked back, held up two fingers, and pointed into the woods. 

Two V.C. on the prowl, thought Patty. He knew one shot would bring twenty more. He lay flat on the ground, crossed his fingers, and waited. A little breeze rustling the trees peopled the woods with an army. Leaves crackled not ten yards from where Patty lay. He listened for steps. He could taste their sweat on his tongue, feel the weight of their bodies in his rifle. They moved past, and the sound of their steps faded. Patty wasn't sure whether they were real or imagined. He looked up the trail at Holt. His shirt was dark with sweat. Holt made the sign of the cross. Patty looked back, but Madison hadn't arrived.

Holt crawled slowly forward, and Patty followed. A parrot squawked at them. A little breeze dried sweat on their foreheads. The echo of rifle fire had seemed distant. Now it hung close in the air, and rifle smoke rolled around them. Each new sound carried fear on the early evening breeze. Patty pressed his ear to the damp dirt, but he heard no footsteps, only the beat of his own heart. He crawled forward, listening to the air, listening for the whirr of helicopter blades, but he heard only the wind in the trees and the crack of twigs beneath his body. He looked ahead, and Holt motioned him forward. They'd reached the creek.

Patty had started to smile when he heard the captain scream.

"Help. Help," yelped the captain again and again.

"He'll bring everybody down on us," hissed Patty. "Let's get out of here."

"I'll get him," said Holt. He jumped up and ran back down the trail.

"Shit," muttered Patty. "They're all crazy.” He got up and ran back after Holt.

In a minute, they reached Madison. He lay on the ground, his right leg caught in a bamboo trap and yelling.

Patty dropped to his knees, grabbed the captain by the hair, and clapped his hand over his mouth. He wrenched Madison's head around so they were eye to eye. "Shut up, or you'll bring Charlie."

The captain closed his eyes and turned red. When he opened them, he was calm. 

Patty released his grip.

"Sorry," said Madison. Tears welled in his eyes. "I don't know how I could have missed it.” Madison grimaced with pain. His leg was twisted beneath him, hung in a hole full of sharp thin stakes.

"Looks like a little picket fence," said Holt.

"Right," said Madison. He gritted his teeth.

"Cut the talk and move it," said Patty.

"I got to dig out the hole," said Holt. "If the Cong come this way, they'll find us. That's all.”

Holt and Patty clawed at the walls of the hole. At each awkward movement, the captain winced.

"Easy," said Holt.

"I'll bet you're sorry you left that desk in Saigon," said Patty vindictively.

"It's like quitting basketball," said Holt. "There's things you got to do."

The captain nodded.

"Okay," said Holt. He brushed sweat from his forehead. "Bend your knee and raise your leg up nice and slow. I'll guide."

The captain slid his foot out of the hole and fell over on his back. "God, it hurts," he moaned.

The stakes hung from his boot and ankle at all angles. Dark blood stained his pants all the way up to his knee.

"Easy," said Holt. "We'll carry you."

"Pull them all out," said Madison.

"Not here, sir," said Holt. "Wait for the hospital."

Madison bent over and yanked out a handful of stakes. 

Patty shuddered.

Blood dripped from the captain's lip as he bit it and pulled out more. "I got to be able to crawl." He pulled the rest out one by one and made a neat pile of jagged sticks stained red and brown. Sweat dripped off his face. 

"We got to go," said Patty.

"Yeah," said Madison, his eyes unfocused with pain.

"Can you get up?" said Holt. The captain nodded. Holt handed him his helmet and started to help him up.

"Wait," said Madison. He reached up into his pocket, pulled out a handful of dull metal dog tags, and handed them to Holt. "Second squad."

Holt stuffed them in his pocket. "We'll get you back, sir."

Patty slid Madison's rifle over his shoulder, and he and Holt lifted him to his good leg.

"The choppers are late," said Madison.

"They'll be here," Patty answered gruffly.

Madison put his arms around the two men and hopped between them.

Holt pulled a handkerchief out of his pocked and wiped sweat from Madison's face as they moved down the trail.

"It hurts," panted Madison.

"No V.C. in sight," said Holt. But he felt their presence as little chills crawling up and down his spine, as zombies sliding behind his eyes. "It's my time," he muttered to himself. For a moment he was afraid, but then he accepted it and felt okay. "We're almost at the river, Captain.” He wiped Madison's face again.

"Thanks," said Madison.

Holt glanced back over his shoulder. "Charlie," he yelled. Instinctively, he knocked Madison and Patty to the ground. As he did, a bullet chopped over his head. He swung his rifle and dropped the man with one motion. For a moment, the forest sank into silence.

"Crawl out with him, Patty," said Holt. "I'll cover the trail."

A dozen aimless shots winged through the trees. Patty grabbed Madison by the shirt.

"I can make it," said Madison.

"Come on. We'll all make it together," said Patty.

"Get moving," said Holt. "Just hustle. I'll be right behind you."

Patty and Madison crawled down the trail.

A hundred yards to the river, thought Patty. A hundred goddamn yards. He gripped Madison with one arm and closed his eyes as they crawled forward together and bullets pinged in the trees around them. He pictured Janet's face, and tears welled up inside him. He fought them back and opened his eyes. The river was a long way away. He helped Madison over a root that bulged out of the ground.

"Easy, buddy," said Patty.

"I can make it," panted Madison. It's my fault, he thought. The phrase echoed over and over. 

 

Holt saw glittering lights on a movie marquee, right side up, then sideways, then upside down. Pain stabbed up his leg and he felt himself spinning, hurtling away.

Holt lay quietly against a bush on the edge of the trail. He remembered the comic books he'd read as a child. The marines screamed and assaulted. It was funny, and he laughed aloud. Once he'd started laughing, he couldn't stop. The bullets hitting around him were real, but it all seemed like a big joke from a comic book. He laughed and squeezed his rifle. A bullet fired off. He flicked the switch to automatic and squeezed again. A half dozen shots banged out. A bullet pinged the dirt in front of him and sizzled loudly past his ear. His laughter ceased as suddenly as it had come. He looked back for Patty and Madison. They were gone.

He turned to crawl after them but his legs wouldn't move. He was tired and dizzy. 

"Throw the ball, Holt," said the coach. "Come on. Don't just stand there like this is some kind of goddamn picnic. If you're going to play, play. If not, get off the court.” 

Holt dragged himself up the trail. His ear buzzed. He pressed it against his arm to stop the pulsing drum beat. Blotches of bright red stained his sleeve. He looked at his blood and licked it. 

"Don't pick your nose,” said his mother. “You'll only make it bleed.” He smiled.

He reached for the bushes on the bank, pulled himself up, and tumbled over the edge. He rolled down the incline and splashed face down into a puddle of muddy water. "Cool," he thought as he inhaled it through his nose. Gagging, he pushed himself to his knees.

Patty grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him against the overhang of the bank.

"I made it," said Holt.

"Yeah," said Patty.

"Where's the captain?" said Holt.

"He's right here," said Patty. "He's out."

"They'll be here," said Holt. He blacked out.

"Hey, Holt, I can't carry two men," said Patty.

Holt lay still and pale. Patty grabbed his wrists and felt for a pulse. Nothing. He pressed his ear to his chest. Nothing.

Bullets thudded into the far bank. The rifles firing them were close. 

Not long now, thought Patty. He looked at the captain. His leg was one big dark stain. His chest moved regularly.

He looked to be asleep, pale and vulnerable. Patty lay back against the overhand of the bank and closed his eyes.

"The Bible is a good book," said the Captain.

"Yeah. A fine book," said Patty without opening his eyes.

"There are things you have to do, Patsin. That's all."

Patty glanced at him. "Yeah, Captain. What do we have to do?"

"Wait for Holt."

"He's here. Can you crawl, sir? They'll be on us in a minute."

Madison turned over and crawled a couple yards up the creek.

"Keep going," said Patty. "You too, Holt."

He grabbed Holt by the wrist and dragged his heavy body forward. "Come on, Charlie. Get it over with," he muttered to himself.

He listened for the sound of the rifles, but the firing had ceased. For thirty seconds, the whirr of the choppers had grown louder. Now it pierced his consciousness, and his heart fluttered.

"The choppers are here, sir," said Patty.

"They'll get us too," answered the captain.

"No they won't.” 

A hail of fire from the gunships drowned his words.

He grabbed the captain by the leg and pulled himself even with him. "Holt's dead, sir. He'll make a shield."

"Not for me," said Madison.

Patty pulled himself on top of Madison and against the overhang of the bank.

"My leg," screamed Madison.

"Shut up," said Patty. "Your leg's under the overhang. If it hurts, that's tough.” He grabbed Holt by the shirt and pulled his heavy body over them. "Now you can pray.” Patty shut his eyes. Holt seemed to breathe coldly in his ear.

Chopper bullets like rain drops filled the woods and flowed up the stream. A half dozen thudded into Holt. Blood seeped onto Patty's shoulder and neck. He longed to scratch it off, but he lay still.

He counted out the seconds - 100, 200, 500, 1,000. 

The din of the helicopters ceased, and the woods went silent in smoky stillness. Patty released his grip on Holt's shirt and shifted his weight. The heavy body slid off. Patty crawled a few feet away and rested his head on the bullet-flawed dirt.

"Patsin, get Holt's dog tag," said Madison.

Patty lay still, his cheek pressed against the cool, damp dirt.

"Come on, Patsin. We have to go."

Patty looked back at the Captain. "Why, sir? Why do we have to go?"

"Get his dog tags."

Patty got up and went to Holt's body. He knelt down and gazed at the empty face. It was so still and quiet. Evening was coming on, but the sky was still lit with long pink and yellow folds. Patty yanked the chain from Holt's neck. It broke, and he took the little metal tag.

"Second squad's in his pocket," said Madison.

"Yes, sir," Patty reached into Holt's pocket and pulled out a handful of dog tags.

"Help me up, Patsin," said the Captain.

Patty lifted him to his feet, and they limped back to the unit together.

"Easy, sir," said Patty.

"It's okay," said Madison. "I'm sorry."

"Just take it one step at a time, sir."

"I got a million dollar wound. When I get better, I guess I'll take that desk job in Saigon."

"Sure. Why not?" said Patty.

"I'm going to make you the new sergeant before I go."

"Take it easy, sir."

"Frank would be better, but you're the man."

"What about Italy or Baker?"

They came out from under the trees, and the cloudless, starless, early evening sky spread out before them.

"It probably means a longer tour of combat," said the captain. "That's why nobody wants the job. But you'll do it, Patsin, won't you?"

"Yeah. I'll do it," said Patty.

They leaned against the bank and rested. 

Little C-4 supper fires pointed the way home.





  
 



CHAPTER 9: THE GREAT M.P. RAID

Frank shuffled stiffly into the barracks. The screen door banged shut behind him.

"Man, what happened to you," said Camp. He put his cards on the bed and jumped up. "Welcome back home. I thought they were supposed to cure you, not kill you."

"Hey, balloon face," called Italy from the bed. "Looks like they beat you half to death."

"I'm alive," Frank mumbled through swollen lips. He sat down carefully on a footlocker beside his bed. Dark lumps discolored his forehead and cheek. His left eye was almost shut. "You guys still playing poker?"

"Yeah," said Camp. "What took you so long?"

Frank tried to smile. "I been here since yesterday. I dropped by to see my woman. Frenchy is looking fine."

"What happened?" said Camp.

"The M.P.s got me."

The door clicked open and the Colonel strode into the room. "He took four stitches in his lip."

"Atten-hut," Italy yelled as he jumped up.

"At ease, men," said the Colonel. He pushed some mosquito netting out of his way and sat down on Frank's bunk. "Everyone over here. I want to have a little off-the-record discussion."

The men gathered around him.

"Frank, the M.P.s really worked you over, didn't they?"

"Yes, sir. They did."

"You deserved it, and you know it. You were off limits, so I'm making you a private again."

"Yes, sir. I expected it."

"Speak up. Don't mumble."

"My lips are swollen."

"You mean my lips are swollen, sir."

"Yes, sir."

"You're a pretty popular man in this unit, I understand?"

"Yes, sir. I hope so, sir."

"Your friends don't take very good care of you, do they?” He scanned the circle of soldiers.

Frank managed a little smile. "No, sir."

"I don't like to see the M.P.s beating up my men.” He turned to Italy. "What do you think about that, soldier?"

"Well, sir. . . uh, that's fine," said Italy.

Camp barely suppressed a laugh.

"Don't laugh, soldier," the Colonel snapped. "You guys know combat tactics pretty well by now, don't you?  Stuff like how to ambush an enemy patrol. If I had that kind of knowledge, and I do, I'd use it to protect my friends.” He looked at Camp.

He stood up. "Atten-hut."

The men snapped to it.

"We're glad to have you back to the unit. Frank, you get some rest."

"Yes, sir."

"Men, I'm not in the habit of visiting the barracks. Remember that.” He turned and strode from the room.

"I'll be damned," said Camp. "Frank, you got friends in high places."

"I'm still a private," Frank muttered. He turned to Patty. "I hear they made you squad leader."

Patty nodded.

"You were a fool to take it," said Frank. "They'll keep you out in the field now 'til you turn green."

"I know," answered Patty.

Frank shook his head. He lifted his mosquito net and flopped on to his bunk. In a minute, he was asleep on his stomach, snoring, his boots dangling over the side of the bed.

"So, we're gonna ambush the M.P.s," said Camp.

"Looks that way," Italy smiled.

"A street fight. Alright," said Mac, making a fist.

"I don't know," said Baker.

"Frank's your friend, too," said Camp. "If you don't want to come, don't."

"I didn't say nothing," answered Baker. "Count me and Leigh in."

"Me too," said Patty.

"I think that'll do fine," said Camp.

 

Two weeks later, Frank was ready. He gunned the jeep up the dark street to the barracks. The excitement of it beat tightly in his chest. He slammed to a halt and killed the engine. Sitting still at the wheel for a moment, he fingered the jagged, pink scar at his throat, a souvenir of the booby trap that had almost killed him six weeks ago. It pulsed with his heartbeat. He shook himself, grabbed a case of beer from the pile beside him and vaulted out of the jeep. He jumped the two steps to the barracks door and slammed it open.

"Okay, you bastards. Night time is the right time. Ambush squad, over here. I brought some ammo."

He threw the case of beer on a footlocker and tore it open.

Mac walked up to Frank and shook a fist. "Tonight, brother."

Frank nodded and flipped him a cold, dripping beer.

Camp came up and squeezed Frank's shoulder.

"We'll kill them," said Frank as he handed Camp a beer.

Patty lay on his bunk. Frank grinned and flipped him a beer. "You ready, Sarge?"

"I'm ready.” Patty grinned back.

"They got small M.P.s who don't carry clubs?" said Italy.

"I'll take good care of you," answered Frank as he handed him a beer. Their knuckles touched and Italy nodded.

Leigh and Baker sauntered over last.

"You guys set?" said Frank as he handed them each a beer.

"Sure," Leigh answered.

Frank popped open a can and drank deeply. He held the can up. "One beautiful mission."

"Right on," Mac responded.

Everybody drank.

"How we getting there?" said Leigh.

"I got the Colonel's jeep," said Frank.

"How'd you do that?" said Baker.

"I sort of requisitioned it.” He drained his beer and tossed the can out the door. The empty clanged as it landed on the dark company street.

"Let's go," he said.

They pounded outside and piled into the jeep. Frank, Camp and Patty squeezed into the front seat. Mac, Italy, Baker, and Leigh took the back.

"Jesus Christ, this thing's a sardine can," said Italy.

"Let's move it," Mac yelled.

Frank gunned the motor and they took off up the dark, dusty street with a jolt.

"Hey, turn on the lights," Leigh yelled.

"Not 'til we're off the base," answered Frank.

"You all can't see a thing," said Leigh.

"Frank flies by radar," said Camp.

Frank spoke up in a deep, happy voice. "Feel that the wind in your face. It tells you all you need to know. Fly free. Fly free.” He punched the dash.

"I talk to the trees," Italy sang out. 

"Fortunately, they don't answer back," said Camp.

"Frank, did you let the M.P.s know we're back?" Mac called into the wind.

"Yeah, man," Frank leaned over the wheel. "I dropped by their barracks and told that fat sergeant I'd kick his ass if I ever saw him alone. He said he'd see me in the swamp tonight. Boy, am I gonna kick ass.” He pounded the wheel. "Pass me another beer."

He swung around the gate just as the guards noticed him. He flicked on the lights, and floored the gas pedal. The jeep shot forward.

"Go, brother," yelled Mac.

Everybody cheered as they jolted down the dirt road through the swamp.

In the yellow glow of the headlights, green trees and heavy foliage zipped by. Frogs jumped for cover.

The night jungle smelled heavy. When they pulled into the bushes, everyone quieted down. Frank clicked off the motor and killed the lights. The familiar jungle closed over them. Crickets chirped in the dark.

Frank spoke. "From here, I'll foot it into town. I'll take the woods trail back at two. You'll hear when they jump me. Don't get so drunk that you forget."

"Good luck, Frank," said Patty.

"Have fun," Camp said.

"Give my best to Frenchy," said Mac.

"You bet your sweet ass I will.” Frank grabbed a beer, snapped it open, and jumped out of the jeep. He walked off and started singing into the dark. "A hundred bottles of beer on the wall, a hundred bottles of beer. If one of those bottles should happen to fall, ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall.” His voice trailed off in the distance.

"That's a good man," said Mac.

"Yeah," responded Camp.

"So what are we gonna do for the next couple hours," said Baker.

"I know what I'm doing.” Mac pulled himself out of the jeep. "Man, that's tight for four dudes.” He picked up a Bud, sat down on the ground, and leaned back against the jeep. Everybody but Italy got out and took a beer.

"That's the way, men," said Italy. "Take your positions.” He stretched out in the back seat. "Me, I like a soft seat. Toss me a beer, Patty."

Patty pitched him one.

"One case is for now," said Camp. "The rest is for after the fight."

"Mac leaned back and closed his eyes. The jungle smelled good to him. "I go with the dark," he said softly.

"What?" said Patty.

"This is my place," said Mac. "I can hide in the dark, and it feels fine. I can smell everything growing, and it's not concrete and garbage. Listen."

A low wind rustled the palms. Crickets whistled. Strange animals cried. The jungle encircled them. Patty snapped open a beer, but it had no effect.

"I wish I was home," said Baker.

Nobody answered.

Patty pictured Frank's bashed face again. "Mac?"

"Yeah, Patty. What?"

"You ever get scared in a fight?"

"Yeah. The trick is not to show it."

Patty closed his eyes. He remembered his last fight in high school. They went down and fought in the black sand below a trestle. The guy was big and slow, but no matter how many times Patty hit him, he kept getting up and coming on with that black coal dust caked on his face. In twenty minutes, he didn't take one backward step. Everybody stood around them and cheered for blood. Patty's arms felt like lead. He struggled to his knees and tried to swing, but his strength was gone. The bull threw a long, loping right. Patty saw it coming, but his arms wouldn't move. The fist landed high on his forehead. He heard the thud, and the circle of people spun. Another punch split Patty's nose as he fell. He awoke on the ground. Everyone but Janet was gone. She held his head on her lap and cried, tears streaking black smudges on her face. The sky spun. Patty rubbed dry, dark blood from his cheek. His head ached.

Patty opened his eyes. The moon was up. "Hey, Mac, you like fighting with your fist or a rifle?"

"Man, I can take a punch, but one shitty little bullet, and you can hang it up."

"Yeah, I guess.” Patty picked up a blade of grass, sucked on it and thought. In combat, you never touched the enemy. He never touched you. You never saw his eyes widen, his throat bob. A bullet or a piece of shrapnel whistled through the air, caught the surprised flesh unaware, and carried away a fistful of meat. You only got tired of walking. And the recoil of the rifle felt clean and good.

Headlights flashed up the road and disappeared. Patty sat up and looked around. Mac took a long swig of beer.

"Don't worry, Patty. You get used to fighting, like anything else."

"I'm used to it. Is it time?"

"Hey, Camp," Mac called out. "Is it time?"

Camp looked at his watch. "Yeah, it's time. Italy, you think you can get your fat ass in gear."

"I'm ready," said Italy. He got out of the jeep.

"Let's go, men," said Camp. "Me, Mac and Patty will take the far side of the trail. You guys take this side. Keep it buttoned. The M.P.s will be here soon, and we want this to be a surprise party."

Camp walked off into the woods. Mac and Patty followed behind him. They came to the trail in a couple minutes, crossed to the far side, and sat down in the brush. Mac pushed a cobweb off his face. Patty slapped a mosquito. Baker, Leigh and Italy waited on the other side.

The silver moon lit the trail like a streetlight. For a moment it slid behind a cloud, then reappeared. Patty's thoughts drifted, but his mind was empty, unfocused. Time slipped with a slow beat.

The voices of the M.P.s broke the stillness.

"Think that stupid grunt will ever learn?"

"Nah. If he had a brain in his head, he wouldn't be an infantry man."

Crackling leaves and crickets drowned out some words.

". . . old lady all right now?"

"Yeah . . . okay, thank God."

The footsteps stopped. "Cut the gab," said the sergeant. "I think I hear him.” They waited.

The thin reed of a distant voice sang above the chirping. The voice grew louder and fuller. "Eighty-one bottles of beer on the wall, eighty-one bottles of beer. . ."

Camp gripped Patty's shoulder. Mac shook his fist and grinned, a bright, toothy grin.

"If one of those bottle should happen to fall . . .”

"Grunt, you're off limits."

"Why Sergeant Kowalski. Fancy meeting you here."

"I thought you don't talk to M.P.s, grunt."

The ambush squad crawled forward. In the moonlight, seven M.P.s stood in a semicircle around Frank.

"Why, sergeant, it's always a pleasure to talk to you. After all, everybody knows fat men have a good sense of humor.” Frank smiled.

"Listen, smart ass. We're gonna kick shit out of you before we take you in. You got me?"

"Yeah, Sarge, I got you.” Frank’s voice dropped menacingly. "I'm not drunk this time. So, are you coming first, Kowalski?  'Cause you been putting it to me for a long time, and now it's my turn."

"Yeah. I'm coming first.” Kowalski smacked his club on his palm and started forward. His men pulled out their clubs and moved forward.

"Hey, grunts, get 'em," yelled Camp.

The M.P.s froze. In that instant, the trap snapped shut. 

"Welcome to grunt territory, Sarge," yelled Frank as his fist thudded into Kowalski's jaw.

Patty hooked an M.P. from behind, took three quick running steps, and smashed his head into a tree. The man dropped and was out. Mac yanked an M.P.'s arm upward and behind his back. The arm cracked with a snap. Mac spun around, pulled a man off Leigh, and kneed him in the balls. The man doubled up, and Mac's other knee smashed his face. Frank picked up the Sergeant and knocked him down again. Baker, panting, sat on an M.P. Every few seconds, he slapped him with his open left hand, then thudded his right fist into the man's face.

Wiping his hands on his pants, Camp stood quietly above a prone M.P.

Italy squatted beside Patty and spit. He rubbed his shoulder. "That crud hit me with his club."

Patty nodded.

"Enough," called Camp.

Frank left the Sergeant on the ground and spat out, "Next time, Kowalski, you remember I got friends."

Mac and Leigh pulled Baker off his M.P. 

Baker screamed at Mac. "Leave me alone, you black mother fucker. I'm gonna kill that son of a bitch."

Mac held him in a bear hug. "Cool it, man," said Mac. "He didn't do nothing to you. What you want to kill him for?"

"I'll kill him. I'll kill him."

"Easy," said Leigh. "It's all over."

Baker quieted down, and Mac released him.

"Let's get to the jeep," said Frank. His voice had an edge of ice and panting.

"We'll get you," Kowalski called out weakly.

"Fuck you," said Frank. He turned and walked off. The rest of the men followed him.

They got into the jeep and grabbed beers.              

"Good fight, men," said Italy.

Nobody answered. Frank gunned the motor and flipped the lights on. They powered out of the bushes with a jolt and zoomed forward. The wind whipped past their faces.

Italy swigged his beer. "Frank, I got an objection."

"Yeah?"

"That's no way to talk about fat men."

Frank was silent for a minute. Then he spoke. "Italy, what do you mean?  I said fat men have a good sense of humor. Anyway, you're not fat, you're cute."

His words broke the tension, and everybody laughed.

"Bunch of pushovers," said Leigh.

"Hey," said Baker. "This isn't the way to the base."

"So what," answered Frank. "Have another beer."

"Where we headed?" said Camp.

"To the port.” Frank pulled a key out of his pocket and waved it over his head. "I requisitioned the Colonel's motor boat."

Everybody talked at once, kidded around, and popped beers as they zipped up the dark road. They drank two cases during the thirty minute ride to the port.

Mac leaned heavily against Baker as they swung up the port road. "Hey, Baker, just once I want to hear you say black mother fucker, sir."

Baker was silent.

Frank slammed the car to a stop beside the colonel's sleek little motor boat. Its windshield glinted in the moonlight. The boat was a red and white eighteen footer with a black steering wheel, eight seats and an outboard motor.

"Gentlemen," said Frank. "Would you care for the island tour or the harbor sights specialty?” He finished another Bud and tossed it in the water. "Come on. Out of this truck, you drunken bums."

"Anybody got a deck of cards?" said Italy.

"In the boat," said Frank. "I'll take you on the harbor tour."

They got out of the jeep. Baker jumped into the boat, and Frank tossed him the two remaining cases of beer. Italy strolled over to the boat, stepped off the dock, and splashed into the water. He came up sputtering and stood chest deep.

"Goddamn it. Get me out of here. I'll drown."

Leigh and Patty dragged him out.

He shook himself like a wet dog. "Okay. Which one of you bastards moved the boat?” He stood there, glaring with his hands on his hips.

"What boat," Frank smirked.

"That one over there."

"Oh. That one."

"Yeah. That one."

Frank shook his head. "Italy, I'm afraid you're drunk."

"Not me."

"Listen, good buddy. Either that or you're blind."

"My aim's always been bad."

"Yeah. Then don't ever take a piss when you're standing next to me."

"Hey. Where's the cards?" said Italy.

"C'mon," called Baker. "I'm waiting."

Frank gripped Italy's arm and helped him into the boat. Everybody piled in behind them. Frank turned the ignition. The motor roared. The boat lifted a little in the air and slapped hard into the water.

"Jesus. You forgot to untie the rope," said Camp.

"It's untied now," answered Frank. "Open up some beers and pass 'em this way.” He slapped the side of the boat, and the sound echoed above the roar of the motor.

They zoomed out to the middle, the boat smacking up and down on the water. At every sharp turn, somebody fell out of his seat.

"Easy," said Camp.

Frank cut the motor to half throttle.

Patty sat in the rear corner of the boat, trailing his hand in the cool water, and sipping beer. The wind sprayed water on his face. He looked at Baker moodily drinking a beer and thought about him sitting on that M.P., slapping and punching him, ready to kill him. The cool wind tickled Patty's hair. The water chilled his fingers. He sipped the last of the tepid beer and dropped the can overboard. It bobbed on the water and disappeared in the dark. Patty nodded off to sleep.

Baker shook his shoulder. "Patty."

"Mnn. Hmnh," Patty forced his eyes open.

Baker squeezed his arm. "I don't want to die."

Patty smiled and closed his eyes.

Up front, Frank, Mac, and Camp sang "Roll me over in the clover again."  The sound of their voices came from a distance, and Patty fell asleep.

"Atten-hut," called Lieutenant Bryan, the crew cut, baby-faced kid who'd replaced Captain Madison. 

The company snapped to attention. Sun poured down out of the blue cloudless sky, and wind kicked up dust on the company street.

The Colonel strode up, snapped a salute to Lieutenant Bryan, and turned to the formation. "At ease, men."

Grimly, he looked over the unit. "I've called this formation because a very serious matter has come to my attention. I understand that some men from this company willfully attacked and beat the living hell out of a squad of M.P.s. That kind of behavior cannot and will not be tolerated in the U.S. Army. Now, who did it?"

Nobody moved.

"Come on. Step forward like men."

Frank walked to the front of the formation. The rest of the attack squad followed him and formed a row in front of the Colonel.

"How do, Colonel, sir.” Frank smiled.

"None of your lip, soldier.” The Colonel glared at him. "Frank, I've come to expect this kind of stuff from you, but the rest of you men should be ashamed of yourselves. I want you to see what you've done.” He turned. "Sergeant Kowalski, bring your men out."

The M.P.s came out of a little shed and walked slowly over to the formation.

The Colonel stood silent and waited for a moment. "Sergeant," he snapped. "Don't you salute when you greet a Colonel?"

The Sergeant saluted.

"Men, you'll notice," said the colonel, "That the Sergeant didn't answer me. That's because one of you bastards broke his jaw and his mouth is wired shut. And look at this man's face.” He put his arm around a second M.P. "And not one, but two men with broken arms. And this man is on crutches. And another in the hospital with a concussion. You men aren't soldiers; you're animals, regular front line grunts. Stop smiling, Frank."

He went to the last soldier and squeezed his shoulder until the man winced. "And this man got off without a scratch. You men are confined to barracks for the rest of the day. Get your weapons clean. We have a mission at the crossroads tomorrow."

One of the M.P.s stared at the colonel. "But, sir, what kind of punishment is that?  They're always confined to barracks on the day before a mission."

"Stop being a crybaby, soldier. These are combat soldiers, and I need them."

"Yes, sir."

"M.P.s dismissed."

The Sergeant saluted. They shuffled and limped stiffly away.

"One more thing, men. If anybody ever again touches my boat or my jeep, I will personally beat the living crap out of him.” He turned to Lieutenant Bryan. "Welcome to Charlie Company, Lieutenant.” He saluted and strode away.

"Atten-hut.” Bryan yelled smartly as he clicked his heel. "Troop dismissed." 





  
 





CHAPTER 10:  NUMBER ONE, NUMBER TEN
Baby-sahn. Baby. In a slitted dress that hinted of delicate skin and warm legs, a Saigon beauty peeked out from under dark hair. Softly she gazed at a stranger. "Hello, baby. Want to buy me a Saigon tea, baby?” Out came rock music.

Baby-sahn. Sahn. The word was soft like a southern drawl. "Sahn, you all come on over heah. Sahn, set down, and we talk.” The word slid like a lullaby, like a drink of tea.

Baby-sahn was a soldier who didn't quite fit, a squad member who was almost a stranger. He was 5' 4", and 110 pounds, built more like a Vietnamese peasant than an American soldier, except for his color. He had fair skin, blond crew-cut hair, innocent blue eyes, and a child's face. He shaved every morning, but once a year would have been enough. Chicago was his home town and he walked with a swagger like a gangster from the thirties.

"What you say, bud?" he said to the mirror as he took a swipe with his razor.

"Hey, Baby-sahn," yelled Italy. "Put a little milk on your face and have a cat lick it off."

"Your ass," snapped Baby-sahn.

"No bad words for Baby-sahn," said Camp.

Baby-sahn gave them the finger. "I'll walk your asses off on the next mission."

The day of the mission was hot and dry. The sky was an empty, endless bright blue. The earth shimmered in waves of heat. It stretched out flat and almost treeless to the horizon.

Baby-sahn took point and set a fast pace. After a couple hours, everyone was dragging.

"Come on, you pansies," yelled Baby-sahn. "Move it. If you're soft, get a desk job.” He stepped up the pace.

Patsin told him to slow down, but Baby-sahn stayed on point and kept moving. There were no V.C. and the day sped by.

In the twilight, they set up camp near a small village, just a couple dozen huts on the edge of a smelly, almost dry stream. The men sipped tepid water from their canteens and broke open their Crations.

Vietnamese children slowly materialized out of the twilight, and came timidly to the tired soldiers. They didn't speak. They rubbed their little bellies, opened their mouths, and pointed inside. The soldiers tried to ignore them and the children drifted closer. A little eight-year-old with a swollen belly uttered "American . . . food" and a few of the others started to cry.

The soldiers tensed their shoulders and looked away as they cooked their rations. After a few missions, they'd learned not to give food away, because each dole brought more and more of those sad little beggars until the food was gone, and the soldier sat there hungry and empty, surrounded by little, staring faces.

Baby-sahn was crazy. He loved the kids. "Come on over here, you little brats," he yelled. He sat down with his legs crossed like a Buddha. "Okay, you monkeys, move it."

They must have understood his tone because they gathered around him. He pointed to himself. "Me Baby-sahn.” He pointed to the semi-circle. "You baby-sahn. I got food for everybody, so just you line up. I had to steal to get it, so you better be grateful.”

He opened a few cans while he talked. "Anybody who wants anything has to eat here. I ain't about to supply the black market. I got pork and beans, meat and potatoes, spaghetti, eggs, and chocolate for you. The chocolate's great, but the eggs are terrible. That's life in the big city."

He beckoned the littlest kid over and sat him on his lap. "Baby-sahn, you say America number one."

The little kid blurted, "Number one."

An older kid yelled, "America, number ten."

Baby-sahn called his heckler up. "Hey, wise guy, say Baby-sahn, number one."

The kid laughed. "Baby-sahn, number one."

Baby-sahn grinned. He broke off a piece of chocolate and gave it to the joker. "You big guys have to wait.” He tousled the hair of the tyke on his lap. "Bet you never ate with a spoon before.” He fed him a plastic spoonful of pork and beans. Everybody laughed. "It ain't nice, but it's not bad," said Baby-sahn.

Night settled down, and the kids went home. In the moonlight, under a blanket of stars, the little huts of the village looked warm and inviting. They spoke hauntingly of a simpler, more innocent life. The smell of ashes, clay, and greenery drifted on the night breeze. The wind carried intermittent snores.

"Patty, you awake," said Baby-sahn.

"Yeah," answered Patty. "I can't sleep."

Baby-sahn crawled over and leaned on his elbows. "I'm short, Patsin," he said softly.

"Nothing wrong with that."

"No," he said. "I didn't mean that. I mean not many days left in the old army. This is my last mission 'cause I'm leaving when you guys go on the boat."

"You could always re-up.” Patty smiled in the dark.

"Stop kidding around. I want to talk.” He spoke angrily. "Just 'cause I'm a little guy and young, you guys never take me seriously. Hell. I got thoughts in my head just like everybody else. And I got feelings too. That's something you never noticed, did you?"

Patty felt put upon. "Go ahead. Talk. We got the whole night."

Baby-sahn put his hand on Patty's wrist. "You'll listen, won't you?"

Patty nodded in silence. Baby-sahn's gentle grip on his wrist made him nervous.

"I joined the Army," Baby-sahn began. "I know you smart guys, you draftees laugh at us three year heroes, but I wanted to do it. You see, I thought it would make me a man. Oh, not in the stupid way the slogans say, but it would do it somehow. Give me a chance to test myself, to have my first real job, money on my own, maybe a girlfriend. I wanted to know if I was a coward or a hero. I never ran under fire, but somehow I don't feel like I was ever really tested. You know what I mean. Eyeball to eyeball. And now I'm going home in a couple weeks, and I guess I won't never know. I always wanted to know. I really did.” His hand slipped off Patty's wrist.

In the silence, the stars seemed immense and close, almost palpable and wet with the dew of the earth.

"What do you want out of life?" said Baby-sahn. His voice rose faceless out of the earth.

Patty shrugged. "The usual stuff. An old lady, a couple kids, a house, a job. Sounds a little drab, even to me."

"Well, I don't want any of it. I want something to believe in, something great to die for, to show I love my country. I want to fight Hitler like my dad did, not some little, hungry, yellow-skinned bastard."

"Pipe down," said Patty. "People are sleeping."

"Patsin, you know what I mean?"

"Yeah, I know.” Patty paused and closed his eyes. After a minute, he spoke. "When I was in high school, I had this dream. Again and again, I died in the arms of a helpless lover after I'd saved her life. And only in my death did she know and appreciate what a fine idealistic guy I am. Only then did she realize that she loved me."

"Ideals, that's it."

Patty shook his head and laughed bitterly. "No, it's not. That's bullshit. They knock that stuff out of you when you grow up. You hear too many lies and read about dead babies in trash cans. They teach you to cheat and lie when you become a man 'cause you got to get yours, or nobody respects you. Well, I'll get mine. I'm getting wheels and a home when I get back to the world, and the hell with fancy dreams."

"You're not like that," said Baby-sahn. He put his hand back on Patty's wrist. "I can tell. You care too much about people. You won't change."

"Yeah, buster. You watch me. I got a motto. Just two words for when I get back in the world - 'Get it'. That's my theme song. And when I get back in the world, you better believe I'll eat people alive to get what's coming to me. I earned it."

"No, you won't," said Baby-sahn. "You're not the type."

"What do you know?” Patty shook him off. "And keep your creepy hand off my arm."

Patty lay back, cradled his head on his hands, and closed his eyes. But somehow he couldn't keep the light of the stars out. They were like a neon sign that flashed a warning. That stupid Baby-sahn. Tears started in Patty's eyes, and he fought them back as he remembered the days when he walked in peace marches and the long night in a tent with a black man when he'd shared hopes and dreams with an intensity that felt like prayer. He looked over at Baby-sahn but no words came. The cold clay of night chilled the back of his hand. He shivered. Night settled over him, deep and quiet, dreamless and empty.

Frank shook Patty awake as the sky began to shed light. "You're on, buddy."

"Okay. I'm awake," said Patty.

"It's five thirty," said Frank. He handed Patty a watch and crawled off to sleep.

The last shift before dawn was the nicest time for watch. The stars disappeared, and morning filtered out of a little box in yawns of gray. It was a good time for Patty. The earth, the trees, the river, the smell of water buffalos. All things seemed new and fresh. He gazed out at the land and wondered at all he'd never touched or felt. The fog rose, slowly revealing new and sparkling detail each minute until, like magic, the world bathed in bright morning.

Patty looked at the watch. It was six thirty. He stood up and stretched. "Okay, men. It's time," he called. "Time for breakfast. Even you, Baby-sahn.” He walked over and kicked him on the rear.

"Enough," Baby-sahn growled. Patty smiled down at him, turned, and walked away.

The short business of eating breakfast and getting ready for the day ended like faded chatter, cigarette butts of words stamped out on the hot ground. The men started the day's march and swung into the patient step that would last until the zing of a bullet or an officer's rest order. 

Two little boys trailed Baby-sahn. He tossed them bits of chocolate, shared his canteen, and talked to them as he walked, until the heat silenced even him, and the little boys walked sadly behind.

The men passed through parched, empty rice fields of baked dirt and cracked stream beds with puddles of putrid brown water guarded by hordes of humming mosquitoes. A small clump of trees, and more dry rice beds, spider-cracked. The land, the trees, the river beds repeated themselves in a slow rhythm of dry circles.

The V.C. opened fire at noon. They weren't much of a unit, just a half dozen guns popping off. They'd opened up too soon and hadn't hit anybody, hadn't really shot to hit. Fear had fired their rifles, fear of all the olive uniforms closing in on their little squad. The area was easy, an easy mission, and the V.C. had time to flee. They should have. Their guns popped off and hit only air and dust while Charlie Company slipped deftly behind the dikes. Italy radioed for choppers, and the firing ceased. In the afternoon stillness, the soldiers stretched out and rested from the day's march. Some ate lunch and some dozed.

An occasional bullet, meaningless and empty, chopped the air. Then, the silence returned.

One of Baby-sahn's little orphans whined at him. The little child cried and tugged at his sleeve.

"Those hungry brats have bottomless stomachs," complained Baker.

"The kids are my problem," answered Baby-sahn.

The child pulled at Baby-sahn's shirt. He pounded Baby-sahn's chest with his little fist.

"Smack him and send him packing," drawled Baker.

Tears slid down the child's cheeks. Baby-sahn grabbed him and pulled him onto his lap. He hugged his to his chest. "Don't you worry, little one. Baby-sahn will take care of you."

"Those orphans will cry your heart out and shoot you in the back first chance they get," said Baker. "You better watch out, a lot of them are V.C. agents."

The child squirmed on Baby-sahn's lap and pointed out into the open field toward the woods. He broke free and started to run. Baby-sahn left the safety of the dike and ran after him. He tackled him and crawled back with the child in tow. He brought the child over to Patty.

"Watch him, Patty, will you?" he said. He turned to the child and spoke gruffly. "You stay put, you hear.” He pointed at the ground and made a stern face.

"What you doing?" said Patty.

"Nothing," Baby-sahn answered. He turned and slid back over the dike.

"What's up?" called Patty.

"His brother's out there," answered Baby-sahn.

"Man, you're crazy," said Baker. "Leave him be. He's probably just faking."

Baby-sahn bellied out into the field, ten, twenty, fifty yards, snaking slowly over the hot clay. Patty wiped sweat from his forehead and watched Baby-sahn's slow crawl over the open field. The dark-eyed child peered over the dike just as Patty was doing. He looked up at Patty and squeezed his hand in his two little fists.

Patty patted him on the head, "Don't cry, little one. We'll get him."

Baby-sahn poured sweat as he crawled forward. His knees and elbows stung. He was halfway to the enemy line. Surely they could see him, but they didn't fire. He reached the child who lay on his back, whimpering in a puddle of dried blood."

"Shh. Baby-sahn will take care of you.” He stroked the child's forehead, picked him up in his arms and stood up. For a long minute, he stood still facing the V.C., the child cradled in his arms. Finally, he turned and walked slowly back. Camp crawled over and met him at the dike. Baby-sahn laid the child back on the ground and wiped blood from his fingers on to the dike.

"You'll fix him up, Doc, won't you?" said Baby-sahn.

"Sure," said Camp.

"You did a brave thing," said Patty.

"Nothing," answered Baby-sahn. "Can you help him, Doc?"

"Sure. It's only a leg wound."

Baby-sahn took the other child on his lap. The child threw his arms around Baby-sahn's neck and clung tightly to him.

"You might get a medal now," said Patty.

"They don't give medals for helping Charlie," yelled Baker.

A gunship hummed overhead.

"41st Med-Evac, come in," said Italy. "41st Med-Evac, this is Charlie Three One Oscar, over."

The gunship opened fire. It rained bullets down on the enemy.





  
 





CHAPTER 11:  ON THE BOAT
At first sight, the ship seemed a little gray dot on the dark ocean. Soon, it grew into a giant tower. Alone on the water with the sun setting, the ship gleamed silver gray and red. As the chopper closed in, the ship loomed up like a big mother hen, with ten helicopters floating on a side platform and a dozen attack ships tethered to its belly. A white sheet hung like a flag on the sundeck. 

The double white circle bulls-eye landing target came into focus, and Patty felt a tightening in his chest. Home. Alive and safe after the first boat mission. They landed on the bulls-eye, and Patty jumped out, ducking under the spinning helicopter blades and ran through the wind onto the main deck. The turning blades and the plastic dome of the helicopter caught the evening sun, reflected it clear and red.

"Patsin, here's your beer. Wipe that stupid grin off your face."

Patty laughed. "Thanks, Donner."

He plopped down on the deck and leaned back against a bulkhead. Mac took his one beer reward and sat down beside him.

"One lousy beer after a three day mission," said Mac.

Patty nodded. "Man, you smell."

"Three days of sweat," said Mac. "You ain't exactly a rose neither."

Rob walked past them.

"Hey, Rob," said Mac. "Take a load off your feet and drink your beer with us."

"Don't bug me, man.” Rob scowled.

"That mission wasn't bad, huh?" said Mac.

"I ain't doing whitey's shit never again.” Rob stalked off.

"Man," Patty called after him. "You can't hide in the laundry forever."

"Fuck you," Rob yelled. A metal door banged shut behind him.

"Patty, you shouldn't have said nothing," said Mac.

"I'm sorry, but he gets to me."

They sat on the deck and drank as twilight fell. Patty was tired, and the can was icy in his hand. The beer felt good, cold going down.

"I guess there's no hot water in the shower," said Patty idly.

"Maybe.” Mac tossed his empty can into the water. "Man, let me steal a swig of your beer."

"Finish it.” Patty handed him the can. 

Mac drained the last gulp and sailed the can out over the ocean. "Thanks, Patty."

"No big thing."

Dark fell quickly, and the ocean breeze turned chilly. They got up weary-legged from three days of marches and clanked down the steps into the belly of the ship.

"Home," muttered Mac. He hesitated as he gazed out over the packed gray room with bunks piled three high, cramped amid protruding pipes. Chuckling softly, he dove into the crowd, pushing his way through the narrow aisles to the back wall. He turned to Patty and grinned. "We made it, Sarge."

Patty nodded. They had the special privacy of the back wall and the corner with the loudspeaker. Under the loudspeaker hung 'Playmate of the Month.'  She wore a beard and moustache. Mac advocated braces for her teeth.

They stood in the aisles, leaned against the bunks, and stripped off their clothes. Caked mud cracked from their pants and boots. The room was wall-to-wall naked men, smelling from three days of sweat and fear. Patty's legs itched. Mud flecked off when he scratched.

Mac tapped him on the shoulder, and they headed for the showers. The shower room was big, and the fifty showers filled it with steam. When they were hot, they were wonderful. They had a hard spray that massaged all the aches. Warmed by the steam, the men stood around waiting their turns, laughing and slapping naked rear ends.

Mac slid under the spray and moaned. "Somebody shoot me. I want to die right here."

"Mac, you're supposed to be taking a shower, not moving in for the night," said Patty. "Hurry up, I'm waiting."

"Just bring me a pillow, that's all I want," answered Mac.

Rob elbowed his way out of the shower without a word or a smile. Patty took his place under the shower. The hot spray hit him, and he trembled. He imagined that the dirt was holding him together and that when it washed off, he would sink to the floor and bubble down the drain. But the shower felt good. When he came out, the aches were gone.

He dressed quickly and hustled to the mess hall. As usual, the meal was skimpy. Rob threw his tray of half-eaten food on the floor, jumped up and screamed, "I just risked my life, and you honky bastards out selling my food on the black market.” He glanced quickly around. Tears started in his eyes. He broke into a sweat and ran from the room.

Patty looked at Mac out of the corner of his eye. Mac sat still with his head bowed, gazing at his tray. He got up without looking at anyone and left the room.

Patty grabbed an uneaten piece of bread from Mac's tray. Rob was right, thought Patty, but there was nothing to do.

Chairs scraped, and the men drifted back to the bunks for a free evening. They stripped off unnecessary clothes and got comfortable, black and white bodies stretching out on the bunks and on the floor.

In the intersection of two aisles, Italy gathered the poker players. "Come on," he called. "Anybody with money can take on the king pin.” Patty had tried once. It cost him fifty dollars. Italy raked in a pot. He winked at Camp and smiled. "You got a good mind, but you need a quick eye.” He looked around the circle of players. "This is a game of skill, gentlemen. If you need loans to get through the month, I'll speak to you after the game, ten percent 'til payday. Okay, gentlemen, shut up and let's deal."

In the far corner, the hillbillies gathered around the loudspeaker and read snatches of the Bible between country and western songs. Baker read, "'A woman of worth, who can find, for her value is far above rubies.'"  He smiled and patted his shirt pocket where he carried a picture of his dark-eyed wife.

"Can it," yelled Italy. "We got an important meeting going on here."

"You'll burn in hell for playing cards," rejoined Leigh.

"Leigh, even you don't believe that crap," said Italy.

"Up yours," snapped Leigh.

"Okay, but just let me live long enough to win some money. Roll 'em, gentlemen."

Baker continued, "' . . . the heart of her husband doth safely trust. . . '"

"Fifty cents on the one-eyed bastard," chanted Italy.

'The Green, Green Grass of Home' came on the loudspeaker and silenced everybody. Italy stopped dealing, the southerners stopped praying, and the blacks, and the letter-writers, and the rifle-polishers were silenced.

When the singer sang, "How I long to touch the green, green grass of home," Leigh, a grown man who had killed other men, cried. Nobody thought him a fool. Nobody tried to comfort him. Each man shared his grief and was grateful for his tears.

Mac, big clown that he was, ended the reverie. "Goddamn it, Patty. I'm gonna buy that record from Camp."

"I thought you didn't like country music," said Patty.

"No, not that shit. I mean 'American Woman.'"  He shuffled down the aisle doing what he called the Harlem Boogaloo. "And that's with a capital 'H' and a capital 'B', brother.” He slapped his hands and sang, "'American Woman, stay away from me. American woman, can't you see. . .'  Camp, you greedy mother, get out of that poker game. I got fifty cool smackers here, and I want that record now, ASAP, meaning as soon as possible for all you square dudes."

"Mac, you're ruining my concentration," said Italy. "One dollar on the black aces."

"You sure that ain't black asses," said Mac.

"I'm out," said Camp.

"My pleasure.” Italy smiled as he raked in the money. "Skill, gentlemen, just skill. Fifty bucks is a lot of bread for just one record. You hurry back, Camp."

They went over to Camp's locker to get the record.

As "Green River' ended, Baker called out, "You black boys just don't know about the value of money."

"You gonna spend it in heaven after the Cong shoots your ass?” Mac laughed and broke into his 'H.B.' shuffle. "'American woman, stay away from me. American woman, can't you see . . .'"

Camp smiled. "Here's the record, Mac. Maybe now you'll learn the words."

"I am the word, and the words, right, Baker? Ain't that what the good book says, Baker?"

"Bug off," answered Baker.

Mac turned to Camp. "Here's your bread, brother. Don't give it all to Italy 'cause I got a smooth crap game in mind for later.” He boogalooed back to his bunk. "'American woman, stay away from me.'" Keeping up a steady patter, he set up his record player. "Gimme a sip of that bad whiskey, brother," he said to Rob. "Aah, good snort, good snort. Wish I had me some Thunderbird. Here, Patsin, brother, have some medicine."

Rob grabbed the bottle away before Patty could get it to his lips.

"I don't give none of my whiskey to no honkey."

"You a mean mother fucker.” Mac laughed.

"No whiskey for no honkey," barked Rob.

"No big thing," said Patty, feeling a little hurt.

"Keep cool, whitey, or I'll kick your ass," said Rob.

"You'll what?” Patty took a step forward. Mac caught his arm.

"Easy, Patty. I'll be right back," said Mac.

Patty looked Rob over. "Man, you know we're all in this together. I never did nothing to you." 

Rob ignored him.

Mac returned and flipped Patty a cold, dripping can of beer. "Have a Bud, Patty."

"Where'd you get that?"

"Man, in Harlem you never asks 'where,' you asks 'how.'"

"Okay," said Patty. "How?"

"And then when the man asks you 'how,' you don't tell him nothing.” Mac laughed.

"Mac, why you always tommin' for that white boy," Rob burst out.

Mac turned quickly, and the smile left his face. "Rob, don't you never call me no Tom. That ain't no joke."

"You always tommin'. Like you scared o’ the man."

Mac grabbed Rob's wrist. "Now, we know 'bout scared, don't we? I seen you out in the woods. Like Charlie's in every tree. Lookin' 'round this way and that. Jumping at everything. You scared, brother."

"Well. . ."

"Wait, nigger, I ain't finished. Whitey's my buddy here. And I play the clown here 'cause it helps. We all scared together, man, but nobody sweat like you. Nobody hide 'fore a mission like you. You make us all look bad. You act like Charlie's under every bunk on this ship. You scared, nigger. And Leigh and Baker get on your case. They laughin' up their sleeve at you, saying there's a real nigger. He scared. Yeah, he scared and he gone pass scared. Scared like we like 'em down south. Man, I'm from Harlem, and I walk with my end hanging loose. You got me?  So don't you never call me no Tom again, or I'll kick your ass."

He let Rob's hand drop and took a long swig of beer. He smiled. "Love that Bud."

"Man, I'm from Watts," said Rob. He took a quick pull from his whiskey.

"B. F. D." said Mac, shaking his head.

"Well, honkey, mess with us, and we burn the whole town down. I was there. Best thing I ever done. Burning the white stores all night. Red and orange in the dark.” He shook his head at the memory.

Jimmy looked up from the letter he was writing. "You don't help anybody by burning and destroying."

"It made me feel good going into whitey and saying, honkey, you been taking from me and now I'm taking from you. I'm taking that TV. You got no objections, does you?” He smacked his fist against the bunk. "He just hides in the corner and shakes his head up and down real quick. He scared. He scared 'o blackie. You see it, man, see it." 

Jimmy sat up in his bunk. "You like people scared, just like you, huh?" said Jimmy. "You never did anything constructive in your whole life, did you?"

"Look, man. I had a tryout with the St. Louis Cardinals, and that's more'n you did.” He took a pull on his whiskey bottle. "I made the team too, 'cepting I got drunk and busted up the clubhouse, an' ole honkey never gimme a chance.” Tears were in his eyes and he took another pull of whiskey. "He just say nigger, git. Patsin, I'll get honkey someday, you see. Even you gonna pass."

"I ought to kick your ass," Patty started forward.

Mac stepped quickly in front of him. "Patty, don't do nothing stupid."

Rob turned and staggered away, mumbling, "Honkey mother, always bugging me."

"Why don't you go kill yourself. You're always thinking you're dying anyway," Patty yelled after him.

Rob clanked up the stairs and was gone.

Patty and Mac eyed each other. Patty shrugged. "I didn't mean nothing, Mac."

Mac nodded. "He don't mean nothing, neither. He scared, and every nigger gotta dream."

"Not you, Mac."

"Yeah, man.” He smiled. "I got a dream just like old Martin Luther. You know, I used to be a numbers runner, a good one too."

"Yeah, I remember."

"Well, I'm going back to Harlem. They gonna gimme my own shop, and the chief of police gonna walk in one day. I'll be in cool. A jive shirt with a long collar and diamond cufflinks and a tight jacket, flare pants and two-tone high heel shoes.” He leaned his elbows back on a bunk. "You got me, brother?"

"Right on," Patty smiled.

"And I'm gonna say, welcome, chief, welcome to Harlem. And I'll give him a bottle o' Jack Daniels, for you and the boys on the beat, chief. And here's ten g's to send your baby to school. Thanks, Mac, he says. Thanks a lot. We share a snort, and he leaves, and I go to the back room, and all the jive dudes slip me five and slap me on the back. And the woman's feeling my duds, and I drink 'til I'm pissed."

Patty held up his beer. "Here's one to that.” He took a swig, and the bubbles slid down his chin.

"Slip me five, brother," said Mac.

They slapped hands.

"I'm sorry, Mac," said Patty.

Mac winked and sang, "'American woman, stay away from me.'"  

Patty joined him. "'American woman, can't you see. . .'"

"I'm a dancing fool," said Mac. "Gonna hear those jive sounds of that fifty dollar record."

He downed his beer and tossed the can on to the top bunk, put the record on the record player, flipped the volume on high, leaned his head forward for the sound and started moving.

"Yeah, man. Harlem Boogaloo. All you cool cats. Here comes the top dog. Boo-ga-loo baby," he yelled. 

"Shut it," said Italy.

"Send him back to Africa," Baker yelled.

"I'm coming for you, Mac.” Patty laughed. He grabbed a mop, took the head off and put it on. "I'm your sweet sugar, daddy."

"Go, sugar baby, go.” Mac grinned.

Patty swayed his hips and oozed up close to Mac, two inches from his face. Patty licked his lips. A string of the mop hung down over his eye and he swayed and bobbed to the music, smiling up at Mac seductively, looking like he was going to rape him. Patty rolled his hips forward, just touching Mac's pants and stepped back.

"Hey, look at Patty with a wig," Jimmy called.

Mac danced close. "Okay, sister. I'm with you."

"Do it," yelled Leigh.

"Play him, Patty," called Italy. He dropped the cards and clapped his hands. Everybody joined in, clapping in time to the music.

"Man, I thought you white dudes ain't got no rhythm.” Mac grinned.

"I ain't white. I'm Irish."

"Yeah, brother," Mac licked his lips. "Yeah, brother."

Patty stepped in close, rocking his hips back and forth an inch from Mac. He tilted his head back seductively. "'American woman,' yeah," he moaned.

"Take it off," yelled Camp. "Take it off."

"Take 'em all off," yelled Jimmy.

"And don't forget the wig," yelled Camp. "I want the wig."

Patty unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and pulled it back to show his neck.

"Do it, baby, do it," yelled Mac. He gyrated forward and ran his dark arm along Patty's neck. Mac flipped off his undershirt and threw it at Italy,

Patty unbuttoned the next button and the next and slid the shirt off. He swung it in a circle around and around, let go and hit Jimmy with it.

"'American woman, stay away from me. American woman, can't you see. . .'" sang Mac, dancing close.

Patty pulled off his socks and hit Baker and Leigh with them. Just his shorts remained.

"Take it off. Take it off," everybody chanted.

As Patty vibrated to the music, he slipped them down slowly, showing just a little pubic hair, then part of his groin, finally his penis. He shook the shorts down to his feet and gyrated with them dangling from one foot. He kicked his foot high, and the pants sailed through the air.

Italy caught them with one hand. "Lady, I love you," he said, and kissed them.

Patty swung around and flipped his wig to Camp.

"I got the bouquet," yelled Camp. "That means I'm getting married, right?"

"Bouquet, nothing. What do you think this is, a rose?" said Italy, holding up the shorts.

"You gettin' in Patty's pants," said Mac.

Everybody laughed.

"Somebody steal us some beer," said Mac.

Italy took off and came back with six cold Buds. He passed them out. "To a long sex life, Patty."

"Right on," said Mac.

"To Mac," said Patty.

Mac raised his beer, "To American Woman," and they all drank to that.

Patty sat on the lower bunk, leaning forward and holding the beer in both hands. It was cold with icy droplets on the can. He gazed at it and panted. Guys came up and patted him on the back. He looked up and smiled.

The country music on the loudspeaker was interrupted by the ring, ring, ring of the emergency gong. The speaker crackled at high volume. "Now hear this. Now hear this. Man overboard. Man overboard."

Donner, carrying his shoes and dripping, came running in. "I saw him fall. I jumped in, but I couldn't find him in the dark. You guys gotta help me."

A bunch of men ran for the steps.

"Who fell in?" said Camp.

"Rob," said Donner. "C'mon."

"Forget it," said Mac.

"We gotta get him out," said Donner.

"Forget it," Mac said. "What happened?"

"Look . . ."

"Answer me, damn it."

"He was drunk and staggering on the top deck. He just fell off the edge."

"Did he fall?" said Patty.

"What do you mean?"

"Fall or jump?"

"I don't know. I gotta go help.” He ran off.

"We better go too, Mac," said Patty.

"Forget it."

"Maybe he's swimming around out there."

"What you think, man. You think they teach swimming in Watts. They don't teach that shit in Watts."

Patty drained his beer. It felt cold going down.

Mac took the empty can from him and squeezed it until metal touched metal. 





  
 





CHAPTER 12:  JOHN
“I told you these boat missions are a killer," said Frank to the men sitting around in the crowded bunk area. "Two three-day missions a week. And they'll get a lot worse before they get better."

"You bragging or complaining?" grumbled Camp.

"It's not so bad," Frank responded.

"Listen," said Camp. "I only gotta live through it. I don't have to think about it."

Italy chuckled and started to speak but stopped to gaze at a new man struggling down the aisle under the weight of a duffel bag.

"Excuse me, please," the man said as he stepped over Italy's feet. He dropped his duffel on the floor, leaning it against the one empty bunk in the corner. Everyone watched him in silence. He was a slight, dark New York Puerto Rican, loose-wristed and graceful. His hair hung forward in a sloping curve over his forehead. A gold cross dangled outside his shirt. It would make a good target for Charlie, thought Patty.

The new man spoke softly, his cross gleaming like a gold tooth. "Hello. My name is John. I'm pleased to meet all of you."

He went around and shook everyone's hand, asking each man his name and particulars of his family in the states. If anyone else had done that, the men would've laughed and told him to get off the horse. But when he shook hands, it was serious. No one laughed.

John looked around. "This seems to be the only bed available," he said. "May I take it?"

Frank laughed and answered, "Sure. But if you wait 'til the next mission, you'll have a choice."

"I certainly hope not," responded John as he unlocked his duffel. He pulled a picture of his mother from the top, held it up for everyone to see and put it under his pillow. Next he pulled out a picture of Jesus. "Our Lord," he said and put it under the pillow beside his mother. He quickly put the rest of his things in his locker under the bed. "I hope you'll excuse me," he said. "I want to write a letter to my mother. I'm sure she's worried."

"We're starting a poker game," said Italy. "You want in?"

"No, thank you," John responded. "I'm not a gambler, but I'd like to get to know each of you personally when I have the time.” He continued to look at Italy.

"Oh, yeah. Sure," said Italy.

John sat on the floor, his head bowed like an innocent girl, and began to write.

When he first went into combat, John was nervous like all the newcomers. He was fastidious and didn't like to lie down in the dirt, but under enemy fire, he learned to do it. In the lulls of battle, he'd sit up and brush the dirt off his shirt and pants. He was hesitant to fire his rifle. When he did, he aimed high so his bullets ricocheted in the treetops. Patty saw him doing it on his third mission, and when they got back to the boat, he took him aside and asked about it.

John gazed carefully into Patty's eyes. "Let's go out on deck where we can talk."

They went to a quiet corner of the flat deck, sat down together, both of them cross-legged, and leaned back against a gray rail. They looked out over the ocean for a bit, and then John began.

"I like this time of evening best. Just after twilight. It's dark, but not pitch dark, and you can make out the daylight world, but now it's mysterious. Look at the ocean, alive and dark, full of danger. And our ship is just a shadow."

"I like the dark sometimes, but I don't like it here," said Patty.

"I understand. Go on."

"Wait a minute. This time you were gonna talk to me. I want to know why you're aiming at treetops."

"It's simple enough. The Bible says 'Thou shalt not kill.'"  He looked at Patty and his face took on a hard glint in the shadows. "I know right from wrong.” The look faded, and Patty wasn't sure he'd even seen it.

Patty looked away and spoke. "I was in the peace movement before I was drafted. I would've been a conscientious objector, but my father made me go. You get used to killing. You'll see. After all, it's either you or them."

John smiled. "I suppose I'll get used to it eventually."

"I wasn't gonna kill people either, but I did it, and I got used to it. It's not bad once you get used to it."

"I guess I'll get used to it eventually.” Sarcasm slipped into the last word and made Patty nervous.

"Of course, you're different," said Patty. "Maybe you won't."

"How am I different?" said John. The gentleness returned.

"I don't know, just different. You're not afraid to be different. And you listen, but everybody else talks. And you don't complain when guys curse, but you never curse. You know what I mean?"

"Uh huh," said John.

"I can't figure you out. I talk to you like nobody else. I tell you stuff that I'd never say to Mac, or Camp, or Frank."

"Like I'm a kind of father confessor?"

"Yeah, that's right."

He looked serious. "Well, let me tell you about myself, and maybe you'll understand."

Patty nodded.

"I was studying to be a priest last year when my father and brother were killed in a car crash. You saw the picture of my mom. She's too sick to work, so I dropped out of school and got a job in a bookstore. I didn't mind. I liked the job. Everybody was kind and nice."

"Then you got drafted."

"Yes, that's right. I don't mind that either. We enjoy the blessings of our country, so it's fair that we should serve when duty calls."

"Who knows?" said Patty. "I used to think I knew things, but I don't know anything anymore."

"You don't have to know. You just have to do what comes naturally. The army has turned out to be a blessing.” John smiled softly. "When I get out, I'll have enough saved to go back to school and support my mother."

"I used to think about college, but I just don't know what I want to do anymore."

"When the time comes, you'll do the right thing."

"I wish I had direction like you do."

John spoke of the boat floating on the dark, mysterious waters of life. He said the stars bathe the deck in silver quiet and gentleness, and that as we look at the stars, we feel the infinity, the love, the tenderness, and mystery of God, and know that our lives have direction and meaning.

John lapsed into silence. Both men leaned back against the rail. The stars floated overhead. Occasional clouds grayed the moon, but each time the clouds drifted away, and the moon shone like bright silver. A cool wind came up and the sky darkened, the moon disappeared. Waves slapped the edge of the boat.

"It's getting cold," Patty said.

"Yes. It feels like rain," answered John.

"Let's go in."

"Go ahead. I'll be in in a minute," said John.

Patty got up, stretched his stiff legs, walked around the deck and clanked down the inside steps to the noise and light and heat of his corner of the boat. Record players, radios and the loudspeaker blared.

Italy called over the din, "Hey, Patty, how about joining a poker game."

"No, thanks.” But Patty sat on the floor beside him. Italy had two kings showing.

Frank came up. "I saw you and John talking outside."

"Yeah?"

"When we get off this boat, I'm taking John to the whorehouse in the village."

John walked in just then and answered, "I'm afraid I'm not ready for that yet."

"You will be," said Frank. "You gotta lose your virginity some time."

"Perhaps," said John. He took off his clothes, pulling his undershirt over his head. It hung there for a second like a white flag above his thin chest. Then it was over his head and off. He folded his clothes and put them neatly in his locker. Dressed just in his undershorts, he bent down, his knees on the gray cement floor, his hands folded in front of him, and his head bowed. Naked, vulnerable, surrounded by warriors, he prayed.

Patty gazed at him. He seemed so differed from the rest of the men. They were noisy and desperate and full of the jerky movements of death. He was quiet and graceful. They ran in lonely circles. He strolled on a straight path with an old friend. At that moment, Patty wanted to touch him, to hold him, to be him. John got up and slipped into bed. In a moment, he was still.

"Italy," said Patty. "Give me five dollars’ worth of those goddamn chips. God, I'm thirsty. I wish I had a goddamn beer."

"Attaway, Patty," said Italy as he counted out a stack of red and blue chips.

Frank stroked a bed post. "God, could I use a woman."              

"Ante up," called Italy as he dealt another round.

 

The helicopter had dropped the men in the middle of nowhere. All morning and most of the afternoon, they'd walked through dry rice paddies without a trace of shade or life. In the late afternoon a wood line, shady and inviting, haunted the distance. First it was just a thin blur on the horizon. As they walked, it grew until huge trees loomed up in shades of green and brown, and a new breeze wafted the musky smell of life and decay from the woods.

"John, you're on point," Bryan called out.

Those were the only words spoken. Each man moved to his proper position. Patty flicked his rifle to automatic, holding it waist high with both hands ready, his finger an inch from the trigger. He slipped in behind John.

John stepped into the cool shade of the woods. The ground was dark and damp. A soft breeze carried the cool clean smell of flowers and dark earth. John breathed deeply and felt the day's sweat on his forehead, cooling and congealing. He listened for the forest sounds, but there were none. The birds and the squirrels were gone like the peasants who fled before battles. The soft breeze didn't even carry the swaying of the bushes. John felt tight and alone.

He held his rifle with one hand. With the other hand, he rubbed his cross as he walked. It doesn't shine in this shade, he thought. His hand slipped from his throat back to his rifle barrel.

John had been walking slowly, and his steps became even more cautious. The loud beat of his heart rang in his ears like a drum. He stopped and bent forward to peer into the shadows.

Patty signaled a halt to the men behind him and moved forward to see what was up. After hours in the bright sun, he still saw spots in front of his eyes, and the shade of the dense jungle looked like deep twilight. 

As Patty got close to John, he could see over his shoulder. Framed in dark green a few yards away was a V.C. soldier facing John, staring at him as if hypnotized. Patty jumped sideways into the bush. A twig crackled. The Cong spun his rifle and fired. Another shot followed immediately.

Charlie fell down on his stomach. John stood still with his rifle in the air. A trace of smoke hung above him.

"Get down," Patty yelled. John dived into the bushes.

Patty crawled forward and touched his shoulder. "John, it's all right."

"He would've killed me."

"I know. I saw."

Incredulously, he looked at Patty. "He would've killed me."

"John, it's a war."

He stared at the dead body. "You, you, you . . . bastard. You would've killed me, wouldn't you?  But you're dead now, and I killed you."

"John, stop it."

A smile lit his face. "I killed him."

Frank crawled up. "What's up? Italy's making book on the action."

"John just wiped out a V.C."

"Good news, man.” He patted John on the back. "Italy owes me a ten spot. I knew you could do it."

"We better get going," Patty said gruffly. "I'll take over the lead."

"I'm on point today," answered John.

"You got baptized today, huh?" said Frank.

"Yes," he said, slipping his cross inside his shirt. "Let's get going."

"I'll be right behind you," said Patty to his retreating back.

"Don't worry. I have things under control.” He walked stiffly away.

John set a fast pace, and they walked rapidly through the tree shadowed woods. The noise of the bullets seemed to have awakened the animals. Squirrels scampered in the trees. Birds screeched at the intrusion, and others sang freely and gaily, oblivious to the presence of outsiders. Small pink and white flowers grew along the edge of the trail. White light from the end of the wood line began to filter into the dark tunnel of the woods. Soon a little white spot shadowed by John's silhouette became visible and grew. Then the men were out into the open field, under the white, hot glare of the sun.

Bryan called out, "Take a break. The helicopters will pick us up right here."

Patty sat down next to John and lay back, cushioning his head on a dike. The sky was a deep beautiful blue. He looked at John. John sat cross-legged and thoughtful. He looked awkward.

"These fields look like they stretch on forever," Patty said.

"Yes. Just think of it, I killed a man today, and it felt wonderful.” He ran his fingers over his rifle. "Wonderful." He smiled happily. "I'm looking forward to the next mission."

Frank sauntered up. "Johnny, you know what I'm gonna do when we get back to the company area?"

"No. What are you going to do?"

"I'm taking you to the whorehouse in the village and you're gonna lose your virginity with the ten spot I just won from Italy. What do you say to that?"

"Okay.” He smiled.





  
 





CHAPTER 13:  REACHING
Patty moaned softly and squeezed the pillow.

She descended the stairs, and the tap, tap of high heels faded. His fists pounded against the back of the crib. The summer sun was a yellow, black ball. The window was gray with dirt. Blue paint cracked, peeled from all the walls. In the middle of the room, a heater with a wavy orange glow radiated heat. He threw the cover from his crib, and the glow disappeared. It was replaced by a lick of orange flame crawling toward him, a little orange infant looking for its mother. Reaching, reaching out for the orange arms, he screamed for the arms, the open arms.

"Wake up," Jimmy whispered. "Wake up.” He shook Patty's shoulder. Patty kept his eyes closed and muzzled into the silk V.C. flag on his pillow.

"Come on. Wake up. Were you having a nightmare?"

"Don't remember," Patty mumbled.

"We gotta go. Something's up."

Patty's eyes blinked open, full of sand. He rubbed them. Jimmy bent over him, a gentle smile on his dark face. "You sure like that flag."

"Yeah," said Patty. "Thanks."

They had been out on a mission when Jimmy found two V.C. flags lying in the dirt. Patty was sure they were booby-trapped and warned Jimmy not to touch them. But Jimmy wanted them to send home to his mother and sister, so he just walked over and picked them up, and everything was fine. They were beautiful silk war trophies, and he didn't have to kill anyone to get them. Patty used to go over to Jimmy's bunk to feel how soft they were. They reminded him of the scarf his mother had given him one winter when he was a little boy.

"You didn't have to give it to me," said Patty. "You can still take it back if you want it."

Jimmy shook his head. "I only need one. And I like to see you rub it against your cheek."

Patty closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the flag.

"Come on, get up. Bryan says it's important."

"What time is it?" said Patty.

"Early."

Patty slipped out of bed. "What's going on?"

"I don't know. Bryan wants you. He's in the mess hall."

Patty slid on his crumpled, smelly greens and padded barefoot through the long room and up to the mess hall.

Lieutenant Bryan sat at the first table drumming his fingers. He greeted Patty in his usual manner. "Where the hell you been?  People are dying, and you're sleeping."

Patty frowned. "People are still dying, and I'm awake now."

"Cut the sarcasm."

"Yes, sir.” Patty gazed evenly down at him.

"Look," said Bryan. "Bravo Company got hit bad. There may be nobody left. We gotta go out and get them. Get everybody moving. We want to be on the helicopters in half an hour."

Patty turned and left without a word.

 

The lift of ten helicopters hovered a few inches off the ground in an open rice paddy, while a gunship circled overhead. In the lead chopper, Patty checked his gear, gave Camp thumbs up, and jumped into the windy field. Camp jumped behind him. They got up, raced to the nearest dike, and dived behind it. Patty looked up as the lead helicopter dipped a salute and flew away.

Camp frowned at Patty. "Just once I'm gonna get off that helicopter without skinning my knees.” He pulled up his pants leg. "Look at this."              

Patty nodded without looking. He scanned the open field. It was bright, sunny, and empty. The land stretched a quarter mile to a large wood line. Patty remembered the faces of some of the guys in Bravo Company, and a chill slid down his spine as he gazed at the trees.

"Not a cloud in the sky," said Camp. "And they got us out here so the V.C. can have target practice. I don't even get to shoot back."

Patty shrugged. "I thought you liked being a medic."

Bryan yelled out, "Shut up, you're in combat."

"Somebody ought to waste that dude," whispered Camp. "No experience and he's always giving dumb orders."

"Could happen," said Patty as he gazed out over the field.

"Okay, men," Bryan yelled. "We're moving to the wood line, and the Cong's in there for sure. So, on line and be ready for action. They probably wiped out all of Bravo. We'll rescue what we can find."

"That's what I like about Bryan," said Camp as he stood up. "Tells us to shut up, then yells out the obvious so everybody in five square miles knows we're here."

"Cozy," mumbled Patty. He got up and started walking over the stubble field. "Camp," said Patty. "Something feels wrong."

Camp smiled and looked up. "As long as we got that gunship overhead, I'm not worrying. By the way, how did you get that flag from Jimmy?"

"He gave it to me," Patty answered absently.

"He what?” Camp looked over at Jimmy. "Hey, you bastard, I offered you fifty dollars for that V.C. flag, and I hear you gave it to Patsin for nothing. Just don't yell medic today."

"I don't need you," said Jimmy. "I got my flag with me, and if they start shooting, I'll just hold it up."

"Cut the B.S.," said Patty. "Something's wrong. I can feel it."

His words were hardly out when the woods exploded. Fire came from everywhere, and in the first few seconds, the chopper overhead was hit. It nosedived to the ground and exploded. A fire ball leaped fifty feet into the air, and a wave of heat blew past Patty's face.

"Move it," he screamed. 

The men surged toward the woods. As they reached the first trees, incoming mortar whistled around them and exploded. Men hit the ground at each whistle and jumped up again to run after each impact. Tree branches were falling everywhere.

Patty dropped to his knees when he reached the bank of a small brown stream. Camp dropped beside him.

"Guess you were right, buddy," Camp panted. "Something was wrong."

"Yeah," said Patty. His hand hurt and he looked down and saw a piece of shrapnel imbedded in his palm. He pulled his bayonet off his belt and held his hand to his face, looking at it from all angles, trying to recognize it. He took the knife, dug a deep hole in his hand, and scraped out the charred metal. The palm looked like hamburger, like somebody else's wound. He looked at it blankly. It didn't even hurt.

"Let's go," he yelled. He jumped up and ran knee deep through the brown water. It stank, and Patty wondered if his pants would retain the stench. He crossed to the other side and came to the front of the wood line.

Just as he dived in a ditch, mortars hit his position and he bounced a couple times on the ground. He looked up to see some men crying and confused, some wounded, and some dead. In his head, he pictured orange flames reaching out to hold him. He looked around and stared at the trees, looked at a blade of seared grass, listened for the wind of the bullets. He heard his voice from a deep tunnel. "'Yeah though I walk. . .'  Don't let me die. ". . .Through the valley of the shadow. . .'  Don't let me die. I'll do anything. '. . The shadow of death I will fear. . .'  Anything. ". .No evil. . .'"

Camp yelled over. "You alright, Patty?"

Patty shook himself. The thunder of the mortar still rang in his ears, but his head cleared. "Yeah."

"Help me with Mac, will you? He's got a sucking chest wound."

Patty pulled himself back to the now and crawled over to Mac.

Mac smiled weakly. "I hear you're getting religious.” Laughter gurgled in his chest.

"Keep him quiet," Camp said.

"Shut up, Mac," Patty hissed.

Tears started from Mac's eyes. "Patty, don't do me that way."

"Mac, I'm sorry. You got to keep quiet.” Patty pulled the plastic cover off his first aid kit. He smoothed it over Mac's chest and held it tight while Camp wrapped the bandage around.

"You'll be alright," said Camp. "When the helicopters come in, we'll get you and the rest of the guys out. Just rest now, buddy."

"You have a million dollar wound," said Patty.

"I'll be back," mumbled Mac. Saliva slid down his chin.

They lay down and waited while the scattered remnants of the platoon caught up. The radio crackled casualty reports, and the wounded cried as they heard. One man kept moaning over and over again, "They got us trapped and they'll get us tonight after dark. They got us trapped and they'll get us tonight after dark.” Patty wanted to bust him in the mouth.

Jimmy crawled up. "I'm scared, Patty. What are we gonna do?  How we gonna get out of it?"

Patty smiled at him. "Beats hell out of me. Anyway, we got branches overhead."

"And Doc is right beside you," said Camp.

"If you can't take care of us, nobody can. Right, Doc?” Patty said.

"Right," said Camp.

They lay in the dense underbrush of the river bank, protected from the thunder of the mortars and the tattoo of the bullets. A stillness amid the rattle of action settled over them. 

Patty thought of the poor bastards in Bravo Company. Bryan had told the story on the way in. It was something to think about, mused Patty, as he waited for orders. They'd come down in an open field and had been hit immediately by fire on three sides. Eight helicopters had blown up practically on the ground. The ninth had been wiped out as it tried to make it to the treetops, and the last had blown up as it landed at home base, just after they radioed the story.

"Only a small mistake in the selection of a landing site," Patty mumbled to himself. It was a hot afternoon, but Patty felt damp and chilled. He shook himself, and his teeth chattered. 

Bryan crawled up.

"Welcome home, lieutenant," said Camp. "Glad you could join us. Care for some tea and crumpets?"

"Shut up," said Bryan. "This is no time for jokes."

"Are you kidding? This little mission is one of the best jokes of the year."

"Cut it, Camp.” Bryan turned to Jimmy and motioned him forward. "Jimmy, listen up. I want you to crawl up to the front of the wood line. Take your grenade launcher and lob a couple grenades as probing fire across that open field."

"What?" said Camp. "You trying to kill him?"

Patty grabbed Bryan's arm. "Bryan, you're crazy. Soon as he shows his head, they'll blow it off. You know they will."

Bryan pulled his arm free. "I'm giving the orders around here."

"Look," said Patty. "You don't need any probing fire. We know they're there. They've been firing at us for hours."

"Don't tell me my business. I'm an officer."

Patty grabbed Bryan's shirt and pulled him close. "Look, officer, you stupid, twenty-year-old son of a bitch. You're gonna get Jimmy killed."

Bryan pulled free and turned to Jimmy. "Jimmy, I'm giving you a direct order. You don't do it, you'll be court-martialed when we get back."

"Jimmy, I'm your squad leader," said Patty. "You don't have to go. I'll take the responsibility."

"That'll just get you both court-martialed," yelled Bryan.

Patty grabbed Jimmy's wrist. "He's bluffing, Jimmy. Don't you do it."

Jimmy looked confused and sad. Then a quiet determination settled on his gentle face. He pictured his mother dressed in black, sobs wracking her small frame. "Look, Patty. I got to do it. Tell Mac I hope he gets better soon."

Patty squeezed Jimmy's wrist. "Don't do it. It's suicide."

"Shut up, Patsin," said Bryan. "Jimmy, get out there. I want probing fire now."

Jimmy shook off Patty's hand and crawled away.

Camp looked at Bryan. "You know, I think I'm gonna start carrying a rifle, lieutenant, because I'm beginning to think I got a use for one."

"What's that supposed to mean, Camp?"

"You figure it out, lieutenant."

Patty leaned over and spoke in a low, husky voice. "If Jimmy gets killed, Bryan, you're one dead son of a bitch."

Jimmy crawled the few yards to the front of the wood line. He cracked his grenade launcher and loaded it. He got up to his knees so he could get the angle to fire above the bushes, to lob the grenades to the other side of the field. Slowly he took aim, and then he fell, and didn't move.

Camp and Patty crawled out of the ditch and up to him. He lay still on the ground. A gust of wind blew, and light brown dust speckled his dark face. His right fist gripped his crumpled Cong flag. His grenade launcher lay beside him in the dust.

Patty felt cold. He wanted to kiss Jimmy's thick lips, to hold him warm in his arms.

Camp rested his head on Jimmy's chest. Then he looked up sadly at Patty. "He's just barely breathing."

"Do something, Doc."

"I can't. I'm just a medic.” He pulled the flag out of Jimmy's fist and slid it under his head.

Bryan called from the ditch. "Is he all right?"

Patty tasted nausea, and his tears dropped on Jimmy's face, on the hollow, still smile at the corners of his mouth, on his warm, beautiful lips. Patty reached, and he came up empty. There was a little hole on the left, just where the fuzz of Jimmy's hair began. Patty wanted to thank him for the flag, to tell him that Bryan was twenty and stupid, to scream and make him hold on. They watched him for two hours, and Jimmy died.

Patty saw the haunt of the orange flames and heard the static electricity and the wind of the bullets. They call and some listen, and some don't, and some heed and some don't, and some reach for the orange arms, and some lie still, frightened, dead, still.





  
 





CHAPTER 14: THE LETDOWN
Patty lay still in the ditch and listened to the echoes of firing. With bitter pleasure, he imagined that the whine of the bullets controlled his heartbeat, and that when the last shot died out, his heart would stop. The radio crackled. Patty ignored it. He concentrated and tried to force tears into his eyes. Nothing  came. Bryan crawled up and shook Patty's arm. Patty gazed blankly at him, and Bryan looked away.

"Say, Patsin, uh, I just got a message over the radio. We have to move out."

"Move out where?” Patty spoke listlessly. "Aren't you tired of killing your men?"

Bryan ignored the remark. His fingers scraped circles in the dirt. "They said we gotta take this open field and move to the dikes on the other side. The orders came over the radio. Your squad is first."

Patty furrowed his forehead and shook himself. When he spoke, he was suddenly alert. "We're not crossing that field in daylight, and you can tell the captain, the major and anybody else you want. You got me, Bryan."

"Patsin, that's an order," flared Bryan without looking up.

"Bryan, you're done giving orders around here. Jimmy's dead. You killed him, and you're done giving orders."

"I didn't kill him."

Patty leaned close to Bryan. "Look at me when you speak to me, Lieutenant.” Bryan looked up. "Tell them to take the orders and shove 'em. We're not moving 'til dark."

"Look, I didn't make the orders," said Bryan softly.

"Shut up and bug off," said Patty. He glanced at Bryan's eyes and rolled over away from him.

Camp smiled at Patty. "Nice to hear you talking again, buddy."

Patty frowned. "It's over, and I'm done thinking about it. I ought to shoot Bryan."

"Jimmy . . . " said Camp.

Patty reached out and put his fingers over Camp's mouth. "Don't mention his name, huh."

"Okay, buddy," said Camp. "Let's try to rest 'til dark."

"Yeah, Doc. 'Til dark.” Patty crooked his arms behind his head and closed his eyes.

 

At twilight, the firing ceased, and a smoke-filled stillness settled over the battle field. Patty whispered to Camp to pass the word for everybody to come over. The men crawled up, and a little circle gathered around Patty in the ditch, everybody low to the ground and nervous. Jimmy lay on the high ground above like a sentinel.

Patty looked into the shadows of faces and spoke. "The moon's full, but we gotta move anyway. We'll stop at the first dike. Any questions?"

Italy tapped Patty's knee. "There hasn't been any rifle fire for a half-hour. You think maybe they left?"

Patty shook his head. "C'mon, Italy. Even you don't believe that."

"Well, maybe."

"Right," said Camp. "Our twenty walking wounded scared off their battalion."

Italy shrugged. "Nothing wrong with hoping."

"Okay," said Patty. "Let's go.” He turned and crawled out of the ditch. Everybody followed. They spread out in a line and bellied out past the last row of trees into the open field.

Patty saw Camp and Frank moving beside him like wriggling silverfish under the spotlight of the moon. No shots came. They'll spot us any minute, thought Patty, then we'll get it. He rested and listened to the jagged sound of his panting. When his breathing allowed, he started forward again. In the distance, the low mound of the dike seemed to rise and fall as he moved. The ground was hard, and his body dug in at each crawl. His rifle clattered each time he pushed his right hand forward. The magazine on his ammo belt rattled. The noise seemed like a signal. Shoot me. Me first. Still, nothing happened. Patty's helmet made his head sweat. His scalp itched. His arms ached.

"No sign of 'em yet," called Italy.

"Shut up," Patty hissed.

Maybe they won't fire, Patty thought. Maybe they're waiting for us to crawl up to the dike, and they'll jump us in the dark. All those Asians know judo. He felt along his belt for his bayonet. He rubbed the hilt, sliding it a little out of the scabbard to make sure it moved easily. His mind raced. God, I never thought I'd get into hand to hand combat. They'll probably come at us five to one with knives in their teeth and little 'ah so' grins. We don't have a chance. I wish they'd get it over with. They better get me quick. I don't want to be tortured. This lousy ground feels like cement. My elbows and knees will be bruised for a week. Poor Jimmy.

Patty looked up. The dike loomed a few yards ahead. Patty crawled up to it and waited, panting, for everybody to catch up. His breathing slowly subsided. He took a deep breath of air and held it, listening for the sound of a breath, or a whisper, or the jiggle of a rifle from the other side. Nothing. He blew his breath out and stuck his head over the top. Nothing.

"I told you," panted Italy. He grinned and turned over on his back. "The stars are sure beautiful. I wonder how many there are."

Patty turned over, using his helmet for a headrest. "They sure are beautiful. I'll be damned.” Patty laughed. "Nothing, not a goddamned thing."

"Yeah," said Camp. "Here we been waiting for hours, scared to death, and they just up and flaked off. Ain't that a shame."

"Yeah," said Patty. "All that worrying for nothing. Those bastards. Those lousy bastards."

Patty's side ached, and he was weak from laughter. He snagged his helmet back on and gazed at the stars. It was a warm night with a gentle breeze. The stars were lovely, and Patty felt peaceful. He closed his eyes and almost dozed.

"Ouch," said Italy. "Ow. Ouch." 

Sleepily, Patty looked over at him. "What's up?"

"I don't know. Something's biting me. Ow. Ouch."

Patty smiled. "It's just nerves. Doc, what do they call it, psycho something or other."

"Psychosomatic illness," answered Camp without looking up. "Look Italy," he added. "Don't bother me. I'm dreaming about getting laid."

"Well," responded Italy. "Whatever the screw it is, it itches and it hurts. Ouch."

"Hey, Camp," said Patty. "I never knew Italy had such a vivid imagination."

"Did you know he has nightmares about losing money in poker games?" said Camp.

"No fooling," said Patty. "That's serious."

"Ouch," yelled Italy. "Something bit me in the crotch. Ow. Ow.” He jumped up, did a little jig, and started taking off his clothes.

Camp and Patty chuckled. "Keep your shirt on, brother," said Patty. "There's no showers out here."

"Ow," said Camp. "Ouch.” He jumped up and started stripping.

"What are you guys doing?” Patty sat up with alarm. "You fooling with me or something?"

They ignored him and continued undressing.

"What's going on with you guys," said Patty. "Stop messing around.” Suddenly he understood. "Ow!  Ooh wee! That hurts. Ouch. Ow. Ouch!” 

He jumped up and started stripping his clothes off as fast as he could, dancing around like a madman. His ammo belt was stuck, and in his hurry, he couldn't get it off. When it came free and fell to the ground, he grabbed the two sides of his shirt and pulled. The buttons popped off. He threw the shirt on the ground and slapped his chest and stomach, and sides, slapped his pants legs and rear end with one hand while he tried to unbutton his military fly with the other. Finally the pants were loose, but he couldn't get them over his combat boots, and he fell down in a tangle.              

"Ow. Ow. Damn.” He crawled out into the field, unlaced his boots and whipped off the rest of his clothes, slapping himself as he did.

"Patty, you sure have a vivid imagination," called Italy.

"Naked as a jaybird," said Camp.

"Lousy red ants," said Patty as he pulled one out of his pubic hair. "Ooh."

"Patty, you sure have shiny skin in the moonlight," said Italy. "Five to two, you're whiter than Camp."

"Up yours. Why didn't you warn me?"

"Well, brother, to tell you the truth, I was a little occupied.” Italy laughed.

"You look great, Patty," said Camp. "One helluva target."

Italy slipped his shirt back on. "Say, Patty, did I hear you rip your buttons?  It sure sounded like it."

"Well, I was in a hurry," said Patty.

"Yeah, sounded like it," said Camp.

Patty pounded his pants with his shoe, then got back into them. He sat down on the dike to lace up his boots. He itched all over, but the ants were gone.

Camp picked up Patty's shirt by a corner. "You want this, Patty?"

"Nah. Leave it for the peasants."

Italy picked up his helmet and stuffed it back on his head. "Charlie will probably get it. He digs American made."

"So what," Patty said.

"You better take it," said Camp. "You're one hell of a target in the moonlight."

"Nah, it's all full of ants.” 

Camp dropped the shirt back among the ants.

Bryan called out, "Patsin, I just got orders. We're to move down the field."

"Okay," said Patty. He grabbed his rifle and stood up. "Let's go, men."

The men gathered their gear and moved back into the field, walking through the dry rice paddies at a right angle to their original line of attack. The field stretched out, and the men walked along, well spread out in an easy line, crossing the dikes that separated one paddy from another. The paddies were mowed and dry. Only occasional broken yellowed stalks stuck out of the silver and brown.

The light was soft and romantic. Patty pictured a picnic blanket spread on the ground. He felt the soft warmth of Janet's breasts as he held her tenderly in his arms, and the blood of violence ebbed from him. He walked along, emptied and unseeing. The cool night breeze pleasantly tickled the hair on his belly.

Bryan's voice carried formlessly through the dark. "This is it."

"What's this?" said Camp.

"We're setting a perimeter defense here for the night," responded Bryan.

"What was the object of the stroll?" said Camp. "We could've made a nice perimeter right where we were and protected the ants from Charlie all night long."

"I think we were looking for Bravo," said Italy.

"Cut it," answered Bryan. "Men, make a circle. Every fifth man stays awake. Shifts are two hours."

Patty lay down right where he stood. He was too tired to cook any Crations, so he curled up, trying to keep warm without his shirt. 

Quickly he slipped into a nightmare of light sleep. He was low crawling on the sidewalk. On the left, his parent's white stone house loomed about him, part of a row of gigantic houses with pointed roofs and one-eyed attics. The porch roof had fallen and the chaise was broken. The oak tree that protected the house stood on the sidewalk in front of him, its roots cracking the cement. In the street, big ants had his father and mother and brother down on the tar and were eating them. "Shoot," Bryan yelled. Patty didn't know whether to kill the ants or his parents, but Jimmy said not to worry, just to do it. So he pulled the trigger. And the curb ran full with the blood of his family. The ants, with cold, yellow teeth, swam on the curb. The blood overflowed onto the sidewalk and knocked down the oak tree. The red tide came at Patty in a rush and engulfed him, ants swimming over his head.

Patty awoke chilled. Italy was shaking him. "Wake up, Patty. It's your watch," he whispered.

"Thanks," Patty mumbled.

"Patty, you feel cold. You'd better take my shirt. I got a T-shirt and plenty of fat to keep me warm."

"Okay," Patty answered. His teeth chattered.

"Goodnight," said Italy. He tapped Patty on the shoulder.

"'Night."

Patty sat up, pulled on Italy's big shirt, and buttoned it. The moon had slid behind clouds. It cast a pale light on the clouds but left the field dark. Patty peered into the night and made out the vague shapes of trees and bushes and dikes. They seemed to drift toward him as ghosts left over from his dream. He gazed at them, and they materialized. They slipped up to him as Jimmy, and Thompson, and Rob, and Mac, and Frank. They came closer, and Patty felt the night chill. He imagined they were Charlie creeping up on him.

"Don't fire," he muttered to himself. "You'll wake everyone for nothing, you dumb coward.” He slapped his face twice, hard, and the phantoms disappeared. Soon the waning moon came out from behind the clouds and brightened the field, bathed it in gentle silver. The time drifted away, and the watch ended.

Patty shook Camp. "Come on, Doc, your turn."

"Huh," Camp mumbled without moving.

"You're on watch."

Camp's eyes blinked open. "Jesus, can't a guy get some sleep around here."

"It's your watch."

"Oh, yeah. Okay."

"C'mon, get up before I go to sleep."

"Okay, I'm up.” Camp sat up.

"Goodnight, Doc."

"'Night," said Camp.              

Patty had just fallen back asleep when Camp shook him. Patty looked up. "What?"

"I'm sorry, Patty, but I just can't stay awake. You mind sitting up with me?"

Patty frowned and sat up.

"I'm really beat, Patty. Thanks."

Patty stretched. "No big thing. Yesterday was a long day."

"Yeah, and maybe today will be another," said Camp.

"I hope not."

"I'm really sorry, Patty."

"Forget it.” Patty squeezed his shoulder. "We'll get there together, huh?"

Camp nodded.

They sat in silence, feeling close. Slowly the dawn slipped up, spreading gray light across the sky. The clouds began to shine, pink and orange and red from the east.

Camp broke the silence of an hour. "It's beautiful."

"Yeah, it is," Patty answered.

They sat on, Patty's hands hooked around his legs, his chin resting on his knees; Camp, flat on his stomach, his elbows stretched forward with his hands supporting his head. The sun rose and warmed the land, replaced the soft lines of moonlight with the stark contrasts and harsh lines of daylight in the tropics.

The men began to stir. Patty pulled out some Crations, meat and potatoes, and heated them over C-4 plastic explosive.

Italy crawled up. "Good morning, America.” He grinned as he smelled the potatoes. "Patty, you wouldn't want to trade those old green potatoes, would you?  They smell half rotted."

"I don't know," said Patty. "What you got?"

Italy beamed. "I got scrambled eggs, the perfect breakfast."

Patty laughed. "Who you kidding?"

"Nothing wrong with trying.” Italy winked. "I thought maybe you'd like 'em."

"Nobody likes them."

"Okay," said Italy. He stood up, stretched, and threw the can as far as he could. He looked down at Camp. "No use poisoning myself, is there, Doc?"

"None at all," answered Camp.

Patty scarfed down his meat and potatoes and a couple gulps of tepid water. He rubbed his belly and smacked his lips. "Italy, you'll never know how good that was."

Italy grinned. "Give me my shirt, you bastard."

"Sure.” He pulled it off and handed it over. "Thanks, buddy."

Italy spoke as he slipped into it. "Anybody want to make a little bet. I say we scared the pants of Charlie, and he won't show today."

"You're on for five dollars," answered Frank.

"I don't know about Charlie, but he sure as hell scared me," said Camp.

"Got you covered," said Italy. "Doc, you want to bet?"

"I'm not about to bet against myself. I'd be rooting for you to win."

Bryan called out, "We got safe, simple orders today. We re-sweep the areas we covered yesterday and pick up our dead and pile 'em in the middle of the field for the helicopters. Any questions?"

There weren't any.

Italy leaned over to Frank. "Want to double the bet?"

"Fuck you," answered Frank.

Frank, Camp, and Patty walked back up the field to get Jimmy. Nobody said a word. Patty kept his eyes on the ground so he wouldn't see the men walking on either side of him. 

A few months before, the paddies had been filled with water and rice. Now the rice had been picked. Only dried bits of straw remained. The dry season had evaporated the water, and the land had turned from wet dark mud to cracked light dirt. The drying had turned each few inches into an island separated by little cracks from other islands. Patty walked silently over the dirt and felt its hardness.

They entered the woods, walked a few steps into the shade, and found Jimmy, brown and lifelike, lying on his back. His head rested on his flag. There was no wind, and the only sound was the slow trickle of dark water in the ditch. Here the water kept the land. The dirt was black, and the trees a deep, sheltering green.

Patty grabbed Jimmy's legs, and Frank and Doc each took a hand. They carried the heavy dead weight out to the middle of the field. They walked in time, and Jimmy's sagging body swayed between them as if he were in a hammock. The little hole in his forehead had a thin line of dried blood around it. They put Jimmy down carefully, last in a row of dead in the middle of the field. Bryan gave Patty a green sleeping bag cover and he wrapped Jimmy in it.

Patty heard the soft whine of the helicopter from afar, coming to carry them home. Patty looked up. The sky was a deep blue with scattered cumulus clouds.





  
 





CHAPTER 15: BRYAN
Patty knocked on Bryan's door.

"Who's there?" said Bryan.

"It's Patsin. You wanted to see me."

Bryan opened the door and invited Patty into the room. "Make yourself at home.” He motioned Patty to an arm chair.

Patty walked over and sat down.

"Pretty plush, huh?" said Bryan.

Patty glanced at the dark wood paneling and the headboards on the twin beds. The room smelled of leather. He nodded. "What do you want?"

Bryan pulled a bottle out of a cabinet and held it up. "You want some scotch?"

Patty frowned. "I got some letters to write."

"Come on, Patsin. Relax. A couple fingers of scotch won't hurt you.” He poured the brown liquid into two glasses. His hand shook as he poured, and a little scotch splashed on the carpet.

"Officers have it pretty good," said Patty as he accepted a glass.

Bryan nodded and sat down. "They ought to improve your barracks. They're too crowded."

Patty looked at the lamp on the end table beside him. "I'm not complaining."

"To the world," said Bryan softly. Patty took a sip, and Bryan eyed him. "What are you thinking about, Patsin?"

Patty looked down. "I'm thinking about Jimmy. He'll never see it again."

Bryan put his half-empty glass down on the end table. "Listen, Patsin. I don't want any trouble from you."

Patty looked up, surprised.

Bryan leaned forward in his chair. He'd turned pale and his jaws were set. "This was a tough mission. You and I have different ideas of what happened, but it's over now, so let's forget it."

Patty sank back in his chair and crossed his legs. He felt bitter. "Bryan, I didn't come up here to argue. Just what do you want to forget?"

Bryan stood up angrily. "Patsin, I'm an officer, and I don't have to take any crap from you. Just remember I can make it a hell of a lot rougher on you than you can make it on me."

Patty stood up and stepped close to the lieutenant. "Bryan, I got letters to write, and I'm not in the mood for small talk. If you got something to tell me, say it."

Bryan hesitated.

Patty looked carefully at him. "My time's valuable. In the future, don't waste it unless you got an order for me."

Bryan bit his lip. "Alright, Patsin. I've got an order for you. I'll be down to inspect the squad in two hours. You better get everything squared away."

"Listen, Bryan."

"Lieutenant Bryan to you."

"Listen, Lieutenant Bryan. We just got in a couple hours ago, and the men are tired. If you want to punish somebody, try me."

"You wanted an order, now you got one.” Bryan smiled grimly. "Now, get the hell out of here."

"Thanks for the drink," said Patty. He turned on his heel and slammed out the door. He walked quickly back to his squad's hole below deck. After seeing Bryan's quarters, everything looked worse than usual. Even the playmate of the month looked raggedy. Country music squawked from the radio speaker. A dirty undershirt hung half off a bed like a flag. Newspapers and letter envelopes littered the floor. Mac's stereo blared 'American Woman' for the millionth time. Italy sat cross-legged on the floor. "Deuces never loses," he chanted.

"Okay. Everybody shut up and turn off the music," Patty called.

Nobody moved.

Patty smashed his fist against the side of a bunk. "Now."

Mac turned off his record player. The cards slapped the floor as Italy continued dealing.

"Italy, you deal another card, and I'll tear up the goddamned deck."

Italy looked up. "Hold up, Patty. What you being such a hard ass for?"

"Listen up, everybody. We got an inspection in two hours. Bryan's orders."

"Screw that s.o.b.," said Frank. "Just who the hell does he think he is?"

"I guess he's scared," answered Patty. "We gave him too much lip, so he's putting us back in our place."

"Yeah. Like he put Jimmy in his place," said Camp.

"We just got back a few hours ago," said Baker. "I ain't doing nothing."

"Hey, Patty," called Mac from his bunk. "You better talk to him, or that dude ain't long for this world."

"What do you think I been doing?" Patty answered. "He just gave me some scotch."

"Sounds like he's running scared," said Mac.

"Fuck him," said Frank. "Somebody ought to waste that mofo, and I think maybe I'm the man."

"Cool it, Frank," said Patty. "We have to clean our weapons for the next mission anyway, so just clean them now, and spend fifteen minutes picking up the trash and squaring away the floor. That'll do it. Come on. It's been tough enough. We don't need any more shit."

Patty walked over to Mac's bunk and cuffed his cheek. "It's beautiful to see you, buddy, but what are you doing down here?"

Mac smiled. "This million dollar wound ain't worth a quarter. The hospital's full, so they said I could stay down here with you guys."

"How you feeling?"

"I'll be out in a mission or two."

Patty tapped Mac's shoulder affectionately. "You take it easy and get some sleep, brother. You're out of this inspection."

"Got you, brother," said Mac. He turned his record player up and lay back. "Work hard, gents," he called to the ceiling.

Country music squawked again from the wall. The men grumbled, but they worked. In short order, the aisle was clean and neat. The men sat down on the floor side by side and cleaned their rifles.

Patty ran the brush up and down the inside of the barrel, then the soft white rag. It came out black, covered with bits of powder grit. He wondered idly where the spent bullet shells lay, if any rested warm inside a twitching Charlie. He rubbed oil onto the rifle until the black plastic gleamed like a new Christmas toy.

Inside an hour, each weapon glistened in shining black on tightly tucked olive blankets. The men returned to letter writing, talk and cards.

Patty knew he should write to his mom, but he'd run out of ways to talk to her, so he sat with the pen in his hand and the words "Dear Mom" on the paper. He tried to remember what life back in the world was like but it was too long ago, too distant. Affectionately, the close on his mom's last letter; it seemed an ugly word from the days when life was a vine full of green leaves. Now existence seemed like a dark unraveling thread, unworthy of the effort it took to hold the ends together.

"Atten-hut."

Patty jumped to his feet.

Bryan stood at the end of the aisle. "At ease, men," he called. The men slouched back against their bunks. "Listen up. I want to have a little talk before this inspection. Too many of you have been getting out of line, and that's why I'm having this inspection. You're soldiers, and you damn well better start acting and looking like it. I'm the lieutenant around here, and when I give orders, I don't want any second guesses. You just do what you're told, and I'll handle the consequences. I hope you all understand what I'm saying."

"Yes, sir," answered Frank. "Sir?” He raised his hand. "If you don't mind, I got a question, sir?"

"What is it?" snapped Bryan.

"What did you write Jimmy's parents in Chicago?"

Bryan's face turned red. His fists balled at his sides. "I think you need a lesson."

Frank stepped forward. He smiled coldly. "Sir, would you care to give it to me?"

"You're lucky I'm an officer."

"Yes, sir," Frank sneered.

"Soldier, let me see your rifle."

Frank pulled it off the bed and flipped it to him.

Bryan turned it over, glanced at it, and flipped it back. "It's not perfect, but it'll do. Remember, men, a rifle's your best friend in combat.” Bryan turned to Mac. "Soldier, what are you doing in bed? Get up and get me your rifle."

"I'm wounded, sir."

"You're not that badly wounded."

"Stay there, Mac," said Patty. He walked deliberately up to Bryan. "The man is wounded."

"Patsin, what do you think you're doing now?"

"I told him he didn't have to clean his weapon because he's wounded, and he's not going out on the next mission."

"I gave orders for everybody to clean their weapons."

Patty glared at Bryan. "I said the man is wounded."

"I could have you busted, you know that?"

"Yeah. Who you going to make sergeant?  You think anybody wants the job?"

"Let me see your rifle."

Patty pulled it off his bunk without taking his eyes off Bryan.

Bryan took it and ran his hand over the outside. "This rifle's full of oil. You better clean it again. It's probably filthy inside."

"Look, lieutenant," yelled Patty. "If you think it's filthy inside, look inside."

"I don't need to look," answered Bryan.

"Yeah. Ten dollars says it's goddamn cleaner than yours," said Patty. He pulled the money out of his pocket and threw it on the floor.

"I'm not here to prove myself to you, Patsin."

Italy threw two twenty dollar bills on the floor. "Make it fifty."

"That's fifty dollars, Bryan," said Patty. "It spends, even for you."

Mac reached into his pillow and pulled out a hundred dollar bill. "I been saving this. There it is, lieutenant.” He wafted it over Patty's shoulder. The bill landed right in front of Bryan's polished boot.

Bryan looked down at the money at his feet and turned pale. Sweat beaded his forehead. He gazed down at the money like a man seeing his face on a wanted poster for the first time. He recalled all the threats and trembled inside, but he steeled himself and looked past Patty's shoulder to Mac. He spoke quickly. "Mac, you'd better get that weapon clean.” He turned on his heel and stalked off.

Nobody moved or said anything. It was as if Bryan's ghost hovered in the air above the hundred dollar bill.

Camp broke the silence. "Lend me twenty, Italy, will you?"

Italy handed him the money. "Ten percent 'til payday."

Camp nodded. He dropped the money at Patty's feet, turned, and started to walk away.

"Hey, Camp," asked John. "What are you doing?"

"Explain it to him, Patty," called Camp as he walked out of the room.

"Leigh, Baker," Patty called. "The rest of you guys, you going to add some money?"

More money dropped on the clean floor, littered it like old letters.

"What's going on?" repeated John.

"Think," said Patty, "Maybe you'll figure it out for yourself."

John frowned. "I don't understand."

"We're collecting a reward," answered Patty. "For the man who killed Jimmy."

Surprise and recognition dawned on John's face. "It's a sin to kill."

"Tell that to Charlie," said Patty.

"That's different. That's war."

Frank intervened. "You going to let Bryan get you and everybody else in this squad killed?  Bryan doesn't have to be killed, just taken out of action for his own protection, and for ours."

"But he's one of us."

"So was Jimmy," said Patty.

"I see," said John. He spoke diffidently, almost girlishly. "If it has to be done, I better do it."

"It's not like shooting somebody you don't know," said Frank.

"You don't want to do it, do you?" said John. 

Frank shrugged.

"Well," said John. "I've thought about it. It's the right thing to do."

"Yeah," answered Frank. "It's the right thing to do.” His voice was tired. He turned and walked away.

"Patty, I hope you'll excuse me," said John. "I have to finish writing a letter home.” He went over to his bunk and picked up some writing paper.

Patty bent down and gathered up the money. Everybody was busy looking away. Patty counted it slowly, twice. His eyes glazed with tears as he looked at the funny colored scrip.

Italy dealt some cards. "A quarter on the lady," he called.

"Two hundred and twenty-five dollars," said Patty.

Nobody responded.

"Buddy, come on," said Italy to one of the card players. "You're either in or you're out."

"Okay, okay," said the man as he tossed in a quarter.

 

As the landing ship chugged slowly down the river, the thick green overhang of the jungle floated by. Occasionally the jungle gave way to villages of mud huts and thatched roofs. A naked child waved. An old woman ran out and disappeared. The musky jungle closed in again. Parrots squawked and flew above the wide, slow moving, brown water. The putt, putt of the engine was like the beat of a heart, strained with motion.

The ship came around a brown bend in the river. A rotting hulk, an old burned-out landing craft, lay tilted in the mud at the point where the tributary joined the main river.

As Patty gazed at the ship, he wondered how many men had died with it. It seemed so still, one could almost hear ghosts groaning amid the slow stir of the water against the boat.

The landing craft turned and slid into the bank beside the derelict. Twigs scraped against the boat and broke off. The men in the bowels of the boat stood up, their rifles ready. The front of the boat cranked down, and the men rushed for the land. 

Patty scrambled out, and his foot sank in the mud. He pulled it out, pushed a bush aside, and made it up onto dry land. He pushed a couple yards through the woods to a large clearing, a V.C. crossroads village of a dozen empty thatch huts.

"Home, sweet home," said Camp.

"Torch it," called Bryan as he entered the clearing. "And let's get moving."

The men broke into groups of three, checked each hut, and then set it afire. Bullets left beneath the floor mats crackled amid the whoosh of the flames. 

The soldiers piled their finds in the square. Shue, their Vietnamese scout, examined the little pile for information – an old sandal, a torn blouse, a little rice. Shue sifted the rice through his fingers, got up, and walked sadly away. He couldn't understand the burning of rice. Leigh torched it.

An old man crawled out of the woods. He scrambled up to Patty and grabbed his knees. "Choc-a-leet, choc-a-leet, choc-a-leet.”

"Watch him," said Baker. "He's Cong."

"Yeah," Patty muttered.

Patty pushed him away with the butt of his rifle, but the man grabbed on again. Patty hit him harder with his rifle, and this time, the old man let go for good. They moved out of the village, sweeping along the river. The old man lay on the ground in the little cleared square and sang in a high pitched whine. "American, American, hah. American, American, hah.” Over and over, he whined like a broken record.

"I ought to put a bullet in him," said Baker.

"Save your ammo," answered Patty.

They went on in silence, save for the fading howl of the old man. The woods, thick grass, and towering trees closed in. The men jumped little, smelly, half-dry ditches every few yards. Every twig that cracked under foot sounded like a booby trap or a bullet.

The first shots came from the right. Everybody dived behind bushes and opened up. A cloud of smoke rose overhead. There was a momentary silence, then the heavy rattle of fifty millimeter machine guns rang out, their bullets slicing through the bushes. A man in the second squad took a bullet in his shoulder. As he began to moan, Camp raced to his side. The bullet rattle became mixed with a slap sound of mud flying overhead and hitting the ground. The woods burst into flames.

"That's napalm," yelled Frank. "Our boats are shooting at us. Call them off, on the radio quick. Call the bastards off."

More flew overhead. A glob of the thick gel landed on Italy's shoulder. He screamed and grabbed his shoulder with his hand. His fingers balled into a fist. "Help. Help me," he yelled.

"Into the ditch," screamed Frank.

Bryan yelled into the radio, "Navy, this is Charlie. Call it off. Call it off."

Italy started to run. Patty jumped up, ran through a blaze of bullets, and tackled him. They rolled into a little ditch together. In a second, Frank was with them. He held Italy down in a couple inches of slimy water and pressed mud on to his scorched skin. The firing ceased as quickly as it had begun. The hot flames hissed and faded. The rag of Italy's shirt fell off. His shoulder was tatters of brown, and red, and mud. His right hand was half-balled into a fist and with no little finger. The finger lay in the mud, stuck upright like a plant.

"Thanks," said Italy to no one in particular. He got up and picked up his finger with his good hand. He shook it at Patty. "Hey, Patty, what's the odds that this is a million dollar wound that gets me out of combat?” Tears trickled down his cheeks, and he laughed. "Huh, Patty, what do you think?” He laughed harder. "What do you think, Patty?"

"Shut up, Italy," said Frank.

Italy sat down abruptly on the bank. He tossed his finger into the bushes. He rocked back and forth. His head bounced on his chest, and he cried.

The woods quieted again. Only the gray smoke remained.

Camp pushed his way through the bushes. "Italy, you okay?"

"Doc," said Patty. "You take him back to the ship. Thank the Navy for me."

Frank patted Patty's shoulder and sat down on the edge of the ditch beside him. "Buddy, I thought you don't like to be dirty," he said.

Patty was completely covered with mud, even his hands were caked. He pulled globs off his uniform and brushed his hands in the grass. Italy sobbed as he and Camp walked away. The sound seemed to mix with the old man's howl and echoed in the trees.

In his mind's eye, Patty saw the finger planted in the mud. "Jesus, God, why did they do it?"

"Cool it, Patty," said Frank. "That was one cute trick, a couple shots at us and a couple shots at the Navy, and we open up on each other while they split."

"Let's go, men," called Bryan.

"Party time," said Frank. He got up and gave Patty a hand up.

They moved out with Bryan up front. His broad back and thick legs made an inviting target. Patty pictured him lying on the ground, groaning with pain, sweat beading his forehead, blood trickling out his shirt. Patty shuddered and tried to dismiss the vision, but it lingered. The high tangled grass tugged at him. Trees blocked out most of the sky. A sunbeam fell on Patty's face. Overhead he caught a glimpse of blue and a little piece of white cloud. Patty tried to picture Janet in his arms. For an instant, he saw her. Patty glanced back and saw Frank. The corners of his lips turned up in a little, bitter smile.

They came into a clearing of slanting sunlight, just a few bushes and high open palm trees. The V.C. jumped up from a ditch and came at them yelling in Vietnamese. They had their rifles, but they didn't fire. Patty and his fellow soldiers opened up and hit them, but they kept coming. Three, four, five bullets they took until they fell, wide eyed and open mouthed. Opium. A dozen dead men.

Patty closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The heat was choking. He felt that he was part of a ritual, a religious rite of passage. He opened his eyes, and the V.C. opened fire from the trees.

The men raced for the woods as the bullets sliced around them. Patty dived, panting, into the high grass. Frank lay on his left, John on his right. Up front a little, and further to the right, Bryan pressed up against a tree.

Patty saw a puff of smoke from the top of a palm. He fired and a V.C. fell out. He fell about ten feet and jerked to a stop. He swung away from the tree and bounced back into the bark. He swung partly around the tree and back, dangling from a chain like a crazy pendulum. A half-dozen Cong swung from other trees. Patty could almost hear the creaking of the chains above the din of the firing as others fell out of the trees.

"John," yelled Frank. "Now's the time."

John looked over at Frank and nodded. He swung his rifle toward Bryan and sighted in. His had tensed on the trigger and froze. He closed his eyes and his lips moved.

Patty looked back at Frank and shook his head.

Frank aimed quickly and fired. Bryan fell, and Patty ran through the bullets to his side.

"Patty, they got me in the leg," moaned Bryan.

"It's alright," said Patty. "Keep still."

Frank ran up. "Here's my first aid bandage," he said.

Frank's face was rigid, gray. He stood away from the trees, out in the open. The bullets hit the ground all around him, but never touched him. Patty yelled at him to take cover, but he just stood there, and the bullets never touched him.

John crawled up. "I'm sorry," he yelled to Frank.

Frank nodded.

Patty leaned Bryan back against the tree and wrapped his thigh. There wasn't much blood, but the bone was broken.

"They got me," said Bryan.

"Yeah," Patty answered.

Bryan smiled. "I get a purple heart, huh?"

"Yeah," said Patty. "You get a purple heart."

"I'm sorry," John yelled again.

Frank looked down at him. "It's alright," he said. 





  
 



CHAPTER 16:  DIVORCED

The men gathered around Donner in the sunshine of the top deck. 

Donner scowled and looked at them half-stripped and eager. "Hey, not so close, you guys. You ought to get two showers before coming up here for mail call 'cause one shower don't get rid of all that combat juice."

"You're just jealous," said Camp.

"Camp, why don't you try some cologne? You don't have to get rid of the smell, just hide it."

"Come on," said Baker.

"Baker, you stink too," said Donner.

"Pass out the letters, and stop fucking around," said Frank.

"Okay, men.” Donner looked down at the pile of letters in his hands. "Here goes. Camp, Baker, Patsin, Thompson."

"Deceased."

The men pressed together, reaching for the mail. John smelled of too much soap. Baker's armpits were caked with old stick deodorant.

"Gambescia."

"Italy's back in the world."

Patty missed Italy and the mildew smell of his torn good-luck T-shirt.

"Leigh."

He pushed forward. "You all watch my feet, will you?” Leigh's feet were swollen with blotches of jungle rot.

"Can you walk, old man?" said Patty.

"I'm making it," answered Leigh. "Your feet ain't beauties, neither."

Patty nodded and looked down at the return address on his letter. Janet. His heart skipped a beat and he closed his eyes. When mail call ended, he slipped from the group and walked to a little alcove on the deck, a shady place, not so hot from the sun. He sat down, leaned back against the warm metal, and gazed at the envelope, at her handwriting. Sealed with a kiss. So childish. He felt sad and frightened. Nervously he opened the letter.

Dear Patty, I have lots of good news to cheer you up because your letters sound so sad, but first a joke. Dad says he's going to call you hamburger from now on, 'cause Patty is short for hamburger patty.

Patty frowned. That's right. And I'm in a real meat grinder. He continued reading.

I guess you've changed. You say you've changed but I hope you're still the same. You're always talking about how different things will be when you get back, but I don't believe it. I read an article in the paper that said you'll be completely back to normal after a few weeks. 

Normal, Patty thought. What's normal for me?  He tried to remember a time when he was normal. Pictures flashed through his head. Janet naked on the bed, her blue dress folded on the chair. She'd cupped his head in her hands. ‘Yes, we'll get married,’ she'd said. ‘And have lots of babies.’  They'd made love and lay back, side by side in a warm mist of perspiration. He'd fallen asleep with the thought, but he'd dreamed of a child monster with a black eye and a bloody nose. It struggled to fight, but his father pounded it into the sand.

Patty pictured his father sitting at the kitchen table across from him. In the afternoon light, his face was tired, almost yellow from years of work. He put his horn-rimmed glasses down on the table and closed his eyes. He didn't want to look at his son's swollen face, the white handkerchief pressed against a bloody nose. He didn't want to listen. ‘Of course, you have to respect yourself,’ he'd said. ‘But there's nothing wrong with losing a fight.’

What was the use of explaining?  For twenty minutes, Larry had hit him and danced away. Larry's mother stood in the circle with the boys and laughed. ‘He can't touch Larry. That's why we gave him boxing lessons,’ she'd said.

When Larry's arms and legs were too tired to move anymore, Patty had pinned him against the garage. At that moment, Dad arrived and broke up the fight. Patty had cried in front of his friends as he was led home. Patty shook himself, but nothing eased the pain of the memory.

Always before, Janet's letters had pulled him from Vietnam and made him happy. Now, even thoughts of home felt bitter. He gazed up at the blue sky and tried to catch the sense of a warm off day, the metal warm and calming against his back. He felt the vibration of a couple soldiers running and heard a soft tinkle of laughter. A man in olive drab walked by. None of it had any part of him. He was unrelated, alone. He looked at the ocean and felt deserted, left alone by people who didn't care. He looked back down at the letter.

I can't wait 'til you're home. I feel like we're almost married already. You know why?  Because I finally found us an apartment. It's not expensive, only $95 a month, and it's nice. It'll be even nicer when I fix it up. Dad and my sister said they'll help me repaint it. What do you think about light blue? That's a cheerful color, and you said you wanted it to be open and airy. I haven't even described it. I'm so excited. It's a one bedroom garden apt. with lots of windows. You can see two azalea bushes from the living room. Dad's going to buy us a queen bed, and I'll be going to garage sales the next couple months to furnish it. You'll love the style. It's early borrowed. President Johnson said on the radio that Tet was their last shot, and since we took it so well, we should be able to get the war over quickly. I hope so. I miss you. Take care and God bless. Love, Janet

P.S. Eileen and I went to the movies last night. We saw               "Yellow Submarine.” It was very good.

P.P.S. Did you get the cookies I sent?

Patty closed his eyes and pressed the letter to his face. It carried the musky smell of stationary. He inhaled, but there was no breath of Janet on the letter, no smell of the sweat between her fingers, no taste of her perfume. He tried to picture her sitting and writing at the kitchen table, but he couldn't see her, nor even remember the color of her hair.

"Hey, Patty," said Camp. "Why you hiding?"

"Just reading a letter."

"It looked like they don't feed you enough. I thought you were eating that letter."

"Right. It tastes just like powdered eggs."

"Hey, you coming to the mess hall. They're showing 'Bonnie and Clyde.'"

"Great," said Patty. "Just what I need. Faye Dunaway to keep me awake nights. Give me a hand up."

Camp pulled him up. "I hear there's a great ending, with lots of blood and gore in slow motion."

"Marvelous," said Patty. "Let's get good seats."

The mess hall was already crowded by the time they got there. Every seat was taken, the tables packed. Men crouched in the aisles and leaned against the walls. Patty and Camp found a place against the back wall beside Leigh and Baker. Through the haze of smoke and heat, the naked upper bodies of black and white men seemed to meet in a stagnant pool of sweat.

A lieutenant up front blew a whistle and yelled above the din. "Hey, everybody, let me have your attention. Can everyone hear me?"

No one answered, but the noise ebbed.

"I'm from Army special services. We've arranged this special air conditioned theatre for your maximum comfort."

"Cut the jokes and start the flick," somebody yelled over the hum.

"Easy, fellows," said the lieutenant. "The movie is 'Bonnie and Clyde.'  The Army hopes you enjoy it."

"Yeah," someone yelled. "The Army don't give a damn one way or the other."

"How much did they cut?"

The lights went out and a picture flickered on a small screen in the front of the room.

"Focus it, will you."

The picture came into focus.

"Wow. Look at the set on that broad."

"It's the quality, not the quantity."

"Shut up," yelled Baker. He turned to Patty. "They're all bitches anyway."

Patty ignored him. He watched the movie and lost himself in it.

After a while, Baker tapped Patty on the shoulder. "They're all bitches anyway, aren't they?" he said.

"What do I know?" said Patty.

"You got a broad back home. Who's she giving it to?"

"Nobody."

"That's what you think," said Baker.

"That's what I know," Patty answered.

"You'll see."

"Shut up and watch the movie," somebody hissed.

They lapsed into silence. The little images flashing on the screen caught and held Patty, carried him away from the heat and the ugliness. He identified with Bonnie as she gave the system the finger. Of course, she got it in the end, but that didn't bother him. After all, there were no pictures about people who really beat the system. Patty smiled at the thought.

He leaned over to Camp. "Hey, buddy. Can you imagine a flick about a draft dodger who robs banks and becomes president?"

"Nope.” Camp shook his head. "They don't want to teach bad habits to children."

The end. It flashed on the screen. And the lights flicked on.

"The bastards. They cut the ending," said Camp.

"That's the government," said Baker. "They're always doing you."

Somebody threw a beer can. It hit the screen and left a spittle stain of beer in the top right hand corner. 

"Why did they cut the ending?" someone yelled.

The lieutenant's voice rang out, "Easy, fellows."

"Why did they cut the ending?” Several voices yelled out the question.

The lieutenant called over the noise. "I'm not even going to ask who threw the beer can. You men can go."

The question rang out louder with an undercurrent of rhythmic applause. "Why did they cut the ending?  Why did they cut the ending?"

The lieutenant raised his hand for quiet. A few guys called out to let him speak, but the chant rose.

"Listen, fellows," yelled the lieutenant. "I know this won't satisfy you, but the reason is that they don't want to expose you guys to too much violence. They figure you've seen enough action already."

"Then, send us home," somebody yelled.

Another beer can popped against the screen. All the men up front were yelling and cursing. Patty laughed to himself and spoke out loud. "Isn't this beautiful? A riot in the movie theatre.” He felt detached, a spectator hoping for blood, hoping the next can would hit the lieutenant, muss his hair, split open his smooth face. His anger rose as he looked at that smooth, helpless man in front of the mob. He wanted to hit him, but there was nothing to throw.

The loudspeaker sang out three notes. A deep, authoritative voice came from the box overhead, "Now hear this. Now hear this. The mess hall will be cleared in sixty seconds. Anyone still there after that time will be court-martialed.” The metallic box went off with a click.

A deep breath of air seemed to go out of the room, to deflate and flatten it. A few voices called out, but the men got up and shuffled for the exits.

Camp tapped Patty on the shoulder. "It's time, buddy. The back door."

They made it out and sidestepped the crowd by going through a door marked 'No Admittance.'  Patty led the way, and Camp followed. The door swung shut behind them and the clamor of voices ceased. They were in a green carpeted hallway, with comfortable brown leather chairs and sofas along the side. The overhead fluorescent lights were bright after the darkness of the theatre, the dinginess of the mess hall.

"Why did you bring us here?" said Camp.

"Why not?" said Patty. He sat down on the nearest sofa, sunk into its comfortable leather.

"This is the officer's quarters," said Camp. "We'll get in trouble."

"Sit down," Patty said. "Feel how the other half lives."

Camp hesitated for a second and sat down.

"Nice, huh?" said Patty.

"Yeah.” Camp smiled. "Hey, Patty, you're pouring sweat. What's up?"

"Nothing. The crowd, I guess."

"This place is nice. It's air conditioned here. Why are you sweating so much?"

Patty smiled. "Nothing much. I've had it. I'm flip-ping out, going over the edge."

"I could get you out of combat for a week or so."

"Don't do me any favors, Doc."

"You dizzy?"

"Yeah, with a ringing in my ears. And I keep seeing something."

"You hallucinating?"

"No," said Patty. "It's something I saw when I was a little boy."

"I'm listening."

"Don't tell anybody."

"Sure," said Camp. "Talk."

"It was a Saturday night and I was walking along the street, holding my daddy's hand. We were walking through a poor, black neighborhood. There were broken windows and boarded up store fronts, and trash and grime in the streets and on the sidewalk. It must have been twilight 'cause I heard one kid tell another, 'Nah, man, it's too late for stickball.'"

"What were you doing?"

"I don't know. Just walking with my dad. He knew the neighborhood. He greeted everybody and they all greeted him. He'd come on, 'Howdy do, Mizz Thomas, Mizz Jones. Is that you, Teeny Tiny Tina?  You're all grown up.'  The old women made a fuss over me, but there was no place to hide, so I just held on to my father as he walked along.

"'See that sign,' said my father. It was a big sign with red letters and yellow and white flashing bulbs. 'That's Curly's, the nicest bar in town.'

"Just as we got to the entrance, somebody came flying out the door and landed on his back on the sidewalk. A burly man filled the doorway. He looked down at the man lying on the street.

"The other man got up. He was tall and thin, and spoke in a high pitched voice. 'That's my woman. Nobody gone mess with my woman.'  He started forward.

"The heavy guy swung a quart bottle of beer against the doorway. The bottle shattered and beer drained down the dark wood on to the ground. He held the jagged upper half of the bottle out in front of him and stepped forward grinning. 'Okay, man. You want her, fight for her.'

"The other man pulled out a knife and snapped it open with a flick of his wrist.

"As they stepped forward, the flashing neon sign caught them in a yellow spotlight. The on and off beam made each move of the crouching, circling men awkward and disjointed. In a flash, they were together as one person, panting, sweating like lovers. Light and dark, light and dark. And then the thin man went down, his knife glinting on the pavement beside him. His white shirt was yellow in the light with a spreading brown cancer crawling up his right arm.

"The burly man laughed and spoke to no one in particular: 'See, man, I does what I wants.'  He threw the bottle down, turned, and walked back into Curly's.

"My father let go of my hand and bent down beside the fallen man.

"'You know him, dad?' I said.

"'I know them both,' he answered.

"He picked up the knife and sliced off the shirt sleeve. Blood spurted from the guy's wrist like a fountain. My father made a bandage with the wet, bloody sleeve and wrapped the guy’s upper arm. Dad closed the knife and twisted and twisted it in the knotted bandage until the stream of blood ceased.

"And still the lights flashed - on and off, on and off. My father, with his hands and face smirched with blood, sat on his knees in a pool of blood beside the fallen man. I watched him in that yellow, on again, off again spotlight. I was detached, alone, in a foreign place. My own hand was yellow in the light. It no longer held the warmth of my father's hand, the sweat of his palm, the smell of his closeness."

Patty lapsed into silence. Sweat poured from his face. He felt the hall closing in on him.

Camp forced a laugh. "You see all that?"

"Yeah. All of it. Only the timing seems wrong, like a 33 r.p.m. record going at 78."

Camp leaned back on the sofa. "Did the guy die?"

"Nope. An ambulance came and took him. You know, sirens and red flashing lights."

"You're big on flashing, huh?"

"Yeah."

Camp touched Patty's hand. "You need to get out of combat, Patty."

"Don't we all."

"You need a break."

Patty shook his head no.

"Look. Just a short one, or you won't make it."

"No.” He said it softly. "You won't say anything to anyone, will you?"

"Not if you don't want me to."

Patty felt chilled. He shook himself. "Look, Doc. This hallway's giving me claustrophobia. I'm going on deck for a walk."

"I'll go with you."

"No," Patty said. "I want to be alone."

Camp touched Patty's shoulder. "You're a good man, Patty. You got a good life coming. Don't throw it away."

Camp's hand felt so good that Patty wanted to cry or say something. He got up quickly and walked away. He pushed through the door, and it swung shut.

Patty made his way up the stairs. His footsteps echoed hollowly on the metal steps. They ran through the narrow stairwell and vibrated in his head.

He broke onto the deck, and the ringing stopped. It was already night time, clean and full of stars. A cool breeze dried the sweat on Patty's forehead. He found himself pacing along the back of the boat, letting the chain rail slide between his fingers as he walked. He leaned out and tried to see the water. He heard its slow slap against the side of the boat but saw nothing. Was it here, he thought, at this exact point that Rob jumped off?  What was the last thing he saw before he slipped under, his final thought as water gurgled down his throat?

"Jump," said Baker. He pressed his finger against Patty's back. "One move, and I shoot."

Patty tensed. His every muscle went rigid. Yet he controlled it and spoke in his natural voice. "You wouldn't shoot an unarmed man, would you?"

"Hell, yes, I would," said Baker.

Patty turned around and eyed Baker. "Where's Leigh?"

"How do I know? He's not my bodyguard.” He spoke angrily. "I left him below."

"You been drinking?" Patty said.

"No lie, buster," Baker answered.

He pulled out a whiskey flask. "Have a drink on me, Patty. I'm celebrating."

"What you celebrating?"

"That's for me to know and you to find out. Now, just drink."

"Okay," said Patty. He took a deep swig, washed his teeth with it, and swallowed it down. It was hot and good.

Baker grabbed the flask away. "You pig, don't finish it."

"I wasn't going to," answered Patty.

"Don't give me that.” Baker took a deep swig.

"You know what we just drank to?"

"No. What?"

"Your old lady getting laid by some young, black stud in the states right at this moment. How's that grab you?"

"That's funny," said Patty noncommit-tally.

"The truth ain't never funny, but it's true all the same."

"Baker, you don't know nothing," said Patty.

"I know enough to know that. I can just look at you and see that you're the type whose woman says 'out of sight, out of mind.'"

"Bug off, Baker. I'm not in the mood for games."

"Yeah. What do you want to do about it?” He shoved Patty back against the chain.

"Baker, I'll bust your teeth," said Patty, pushing him off.

"Come on."

"You're just drunk."

"Come on," said Baker. He pushed Patty hard against the chain again.

"You shouldn't have done that," said Patty angrily.

He swung and hit Baker flush on the jaw with a sucker punch. Baker stumbled three steps and crashed on his back.

"Get up if you want to fight," yelled Patty. He stood over him, fists up and ready.

"You suckered me, Patty," said Baker. "You shouldn't have done that."

"That's not all I'm going to do," said Patty. "Now get up."

Baker got slowly to his knees, then dived at Patty's legs. Patty fell backward and hit the back of his head on the metal deck. He felt dizzy and didn't want to open his eyes. When he did, Baker was on him, pummeling his face, panting and screaming, "You lousy pimp, you lousy pimp.” 

Patty swung his arm sideways and caught Baker in the throat. He gagged on 'pimp,' and Patty threw him off. Patty jumped on him and brought his knee down hard into Baker's groin. Baker swung and caught Patty with a punch on the ear. Patty fell off him, and they both scrambled to their feet. They faced off, panting and sweating. Baker swung and missed. Patty grabbed him in a bear hug, and they fell backward against a bulkhead. 

A bunch of soldiers ran up and pulled them apart. Three men held Baker, and two held Patty. Patty lunged forward, but they grabbed him and pulled him back.

"Come on. Come on," Patty screamed.

Baker's body sagged tiredly.

Frank held Patty tight. "Easy buddy.” He spoke softly into Patty's ear. "Can I let you go now?"

Patty's body relaxed. "I'm okay," he said.

Frank released his grip. "Use a gun next time, good buddy. It's faster."

Patty looked at him. A flash of Thompson lying stilled in a rice paddy hit him, and he felt stupid and ashamed. He walked away, up to the front of the boat and sat down on the deck. It was still warm. He listened to the sound of his breath and smelled his sweat. He scratched a patch of jungle rot on his ankle. The night had become still. The sky was luminous with stars.

"Hey, Patty," called Frank from the rail. He was a dark silhouette leaning out over the water.

"Yeah," said Patty.

"Baker got a 'Dear John' letter today."

"So what."

"His wife's divorcing him to marry another guy. I just thought you'd want to know."

"Who cares," said Patty. He closed his eyes and gave himself up to the itch of his jungle rot.





  
 





CHAPTER 17:  THE HELMET
The river was a good thirty feet wide, with a fast mud-filled current. Lush greenery grew thickly on the banks, and tree branches hung above the water, casting early afternoon shadows into the river. Parrots, bright arrows of green and orange and yellow, squawked as they crisscrossed the water. White clouds drifted overhead, mixed with an occasional gray, the year's first hint that the rainy season was near.

Chardi, Bryan's replacement, called Baker over. "I hear you're the best swimmer," he said. "You going to take the rope across?"

"You volunteering me?"

"You already volunteered. You just didn't know it," answered Chardi.

Baker nodded, took off his clothes, and piled them neatly on the bank. He tied a rope around his waist, while Frank rolled out coils and circled the end around a tree. Baker waved to Frank and stepped into the water. One step, and it was to his knee. At the second step, it flowed past his chest, and then he was swimming against the fast current. The current carried him downstream, but he swam steadily for the other bank, easily carrying the rope against the heavy flow of the river.

Patty lay on his back in the grass. He wiped the drying sweat from his forehead and tried to think of a way to assuage the nervousness that had been building in him for days. He thought aimlessly for a few minutes, but his head ached, so he gave it up and pulled an old letter from Janet out of his shirt pocket. The sheet was folded over twice, and the paper was torn at the creases from having been opened many times. The ink was water smeared and barely legible, but Patty knew the words and they always helped. He scanned past the beginning to the section he liked and reread it slowly, half forming the words with his lips so he heard them in his head.

Your last letter sounded distant and lost, as if you no longer know who you are nor what you are to me. It seemed almost a plea for reassurance and not like the man I've always known. Your words remind me of a song, 'If I were a carpenter and you were a lady, would you marry me anyhow, would you have my baby.'  The answer is yes. Know that whatever it is that you would wish to receive from me, I will always give because I love you for what you are, no matter what you do. That may not be right. I know I should judge you at times, but the only judgment I know is love.

The letter went on, but Patty stopped reading. Instead, he listened to the song singing in his head. The letter was a part of the song, and the song was a part of the letter.

"Okay. I'm tying the rope," yelled Baker.

Patty folded the letter and put it back in his pocket.

Frank pulled the rope tight, and it rose from the water. The bridge was ready.

Patty picked up his helmet and rifle and got up. Always another stream to cross, another enemy in the way, he thought. He would have liked to stay on the safe side for once.

"Okay. Let's go, men," said Chardi.

The soldiers started across, one man close behind the next. The rope sagged under the weight of the men and their equipment. John grabbed the rope. He took two steps down the muddy incline and entered the water, pulling himself forward hand over hand. His pants billowed in the brown current, and he hung from the rope at a downstream angle.

Patty followed, with Frank right behind him. He grabbed the rope and slid down the incline into the chilly brown water. The water rose to his waist, his chest, his armpits. He jiggled forward, hand over hand, pulling against the heavy current. The rope cut and numbed his fingers, and he felt cold deep in his back. As he dragged forward, his helmet slipped sideways. He tilted his head to keep it on, but as he reached for the next handful of rope, the helmet fell with a slap into the water. Patty grabbed for it and came up with water. The helmet thudded against his canteen and he caught it, a bucket full of water. Pain suddenly cramped his wrist, and his fingers came away from the rope one by one, as in slow motion. He saw a flash of blue and white sky, then everything went dark and watery, brown and green. He swallowed cold water and vomit rose in his stomach. He gripped his helmet and sank, without a fight or a thought. Frank grabbed him from behind, pulled him backward and up. Patty's head broke water and he glimpsed watery bright trees and sky.

"Grab the rope," yelled Frank.

Patty reached. His fingers scraped the hard braid, and he went under. He swallowed and gagged. Again he was raised. He grabbed for the rope and caught it. His fingers stung. His arm ached.

"I got you," yelled Frank. "Put on your helmet, and get both hands back on the rope."

Quickly Patty tipped over his helmet, slid it onto his head, and grabbed the rope. Cold water trickled down his head and neck.

Frank released him. "Move it."

Patty heaved, and dark vomit ran down his chin.

"Move," yelled Frank.

Patty pulled hand over hand. The land jiggled closer, and he rose on the rope. The drag of the current eased. Two men grabbed him and pulled him to the bank.

Patty lay in the grass next to a tree and retched, until there was nothing left but the smell. He lay still in his vomit and felt emptied. He dry heaved, and sobs shook him.

John knelt down and rubbed his back. "It's alright now."

Frank sat down and leaned back against a tree trunk. He pulled a blade of grass and sucked on it. "Man, cut the crying. You almost wiped out, but you didn't."

Patty calmed down and looked at Frank through bleary eyes. "Thanks," he mumbled.

Frank reached in his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and threw it to Patty. "Wipe your face. Throw the hanky away when you're done.” He got up and walked away.

Patty blew his nose and wiped the green from his chin and shirt. He balled up the hanky and tossed it into the water. It floated downstream and disappeared.

The last of the men crossed. Chardi gave the word, and the men marched off. They walked through sparse woods. Sun rays jabbed holes of light between the tall trees. The forest floor was a soft mat of brown needles with yellow flowers growing close to the ground.

At each step, water squished from Patty's boots, and his wet clothes chafed his body. As he began to dry, he itched, and he rolled up his sleeves. A swollen reddish brown lump hung to the skin of his forearm. He stopped and tried to pull it off, but it wouldn't come.

"God, what is this?" Patty asked Frank as he came up. "It's growing. Ugh."

Frank glanced at it. "A leech. Where did you get that?  That river was too fast for leeches."

"I don't know. Get it off me."

Frank grinned. "He's really fat. Got a lot of your blood."

Patty had a flash of Humphrey Bogart in "The African Queen," and the revulsion on Bogart's face grabbed him. His heart beat fast as he pulled at the leech, but it slid through his fingers and clung to his arm.

"Hey, don't do that," said Frank.

Patty rubbed his arm against a tree. "The goddamned bugger won't come off me. He's drinking my blood. Get him off me."

Frank grabbed Patty in a bear hug. "Patty, stop it. Stop it."

"Get him off. Get him off me."

"I will. Just calm down a sec. You can't pull him off."

He let Patty go. Patty held his arm out and stared at it. "Frank, get it off."

Frank pulled a plastic bottle of bug juice from his pocket and gave the leech a quick squirt. It jumped and pressed itself more tightly to Patty's skin. Frank squirted again, and the leech rolled off Patty's arm and fell to the ground.

The two men squatted down. "He's a fat one, isn't he," said Frank. "Look at the blood drain out."

"That's my blood," said Patty.

"It won't kill you," Frank answered.

"Hey, I'm still bleeding."

"Yeah," answered Frank. "They got something that keeps your blood from coagulating. You'll probably drip a little for the next twenty four hours, but it's slow, and it won't hurt you none. Let's make it."

They hurried back to their places in the line. As he marched, Patty's mind drifted. He pictured the dark water, and the leech, and Janet's quiet smile. A tune played in his head and he sang it over and over again inside himself. "If I were a carpenter and you were a lady, would you marry me anyhow, would you have my baby?"

Gradually, the trees became sparser, the land dryer and more open. Lifeless rice paddies pocked with bomb craters stretched to the horizon. The land was dead, prostrate, waiting for the first rains of the new season. Only one small mound marred the flat continuity. They angled toward it. 

As they came closer, Patty made out several small bushes. But somehow the hill seemed strange, oddly shaped, and Patty felt a tension, a presence in the air that he'd known too many times to mistrust. He looked back at Frank, and Frank held up his palm in silent warning. Patty nodded to him and waved his arm. The men made an arc and came on line. Patty took a sip of tepid water from his canteen and started forward.

He watched the hilltop through the haze of midday heat waves and dust. Nothing. No movement. If there were anyone there, they'd be scared, and they'd fire prematurely. Still, no one fired, and yet the danger seemed palpable.

Patty's heart beat fast. This is a stupid place for them to wait, he thought, this little hill in the middle of nothing. There was no big woods, no place to run and hide. Whoever was there would be surrounded and killed. Still, Patty felt tight, and he had to will his legs forward. Fire, you bastards, he thought. Stop being brave. Stop waiting.

They started up the darker dirt of the hill. Still nothing. No movement. As they came close to the hilltop, it still didn't look right. It was flattened like a roof, with misplaced bushes.

The bastard's got guts, thought Patty. He was waiting. He didn't want to miss when he fired.

"Damn you, fire," said Patty, without realizing he'd spoken.

A shot rang out, and a dust ball kicked up in front of Frank. He hit the dirt, and another dust ball kicked up between John and Frank. Everybody hit the ground and opened fire.

"Come on, Patty," yelled Frank. "There's no cover here. Let's go get 'em."

He jumped up and started running. John and Patty were up in a second, running a few yards away, almost even with Frank, zig zagging up the hill, firing on automatic at the slit in the top of the hill where the bullets had come from. That's right, Charlie, thought Patty. Keep your head down so you don't get hit and can't fire.

The tactics were instinctive. Frank, firing on automatic, ran for the front of the bunker. John and Patty held fire and circled for an opening on the side. Patty circled a gnarled tree. Its branches clawed at his shirt. He spun free and came upon the open side of the bunker. The bastard was crouched on his knees, aiming at Frank. Patty fired. Again. Again.

The first shot was the only one necessary. The bullet smacked his head, spun his surprised, glassy-eyed gaze toward Patty and knocked him over on his back against the far wall. The good luck shots blew away his chest.

Panting, Frank ran up. "Atta way, man."

"No big thing," said Patty.

John grinned and grabbed Patty's hand. "Good shooting, Patty."

"Talent, that's all," answered Patty.

He pulled a few loose bushes away and crawled into the bunker. It was comfortable, like a small room. Somebody had worked hard to make it nice. Patty could almost stand up inside. There were two view slits about two feet wide and a foot high on every side. The roof was thick, hard mud. The dude had an easy life, thought Patty. His hammock hung in the corner with a stack of books and a water jug on a mud shelf beside it. On a shelf in another corner sat a burlap sack of rice with a pot on it and an opium pipe beside it. The floor below the shelf was littered with medical supplies, bandages, opium, syringes, iodine. Next to where the man had been crouching was a packet of letters, a brown notebook, and a helmet made of plastic, pointed like a peasant farmer's hat. It had a soft green cloth camouflage cover. 

Outside, the men were laughing, sitting around and smoking. "Get that bastard Shue in here," called Patty.

Shue had spent four years as a V.C. captain. He'd been thoroughly indoctrinated after his capture and was now a volunteer. Patty didn't doubt that he was well-paid. Whether or not he was really to be trusted was another question. One thing for sure, he knew his business. He could always tell exactly where an incoming mortar round was coming from and where it would land. He could follow trails that no one else could even see. And he was a gentle interrogator who somehow usually managed to get any information that was needed. He never used unnecessary words or showed emotion. Patty would have liked him better if just once he'd frowned or removed his steady obsequious grin. Patty had no use for him and avoided him on missions, figuring he'd put a bullet in some poor G.I.'s back during a battle one day.

Shue slid into the bunker. "Sergeant Patsin, you wanted me?"

"Yeah. Search that guy's pockets and bring his stuff over here."

While Shue searched, Patty glanced through a kind of diary, pages and pages of Vietnamese writing with two line breaks before each date. The handwriting was neat and beautiful except for the last week when it had become shaky and blotched. 

Shue brought over a handful of stuff and set it on the shelf. Sifting through it, he said, "This letter was in his shirt pocket. The wallet was in his pants. The rest of this is nothing."

Patty nodded. "Go through this notebook and see what it says."

Patty opened the wallet and found a little money and two faded black and white photos. He looked at them and felt strange, like he had seen them before, almost like he had posed for them. One was a group picture, a mother, father, grandmother, and eight children. They all smiled into the camera. Patty turned the picture over.

"Shue, what does this say?"

Shue glanced at it and smiled up at Patty sitting on the low shelf. "Come back soon. It's probably signed by his father."

The other photo showed a serious self-absorbed teen-age couple gazing at each other. "What's this say?"

"'Love, Liang,' Sergeant."

 Patty gazed at the pictures and started to reach for his wallet, but stopped. He didn't have to pull it out. He knew the pictures it contained and didn't want to look at them in this profane place. He slid the picture back into the wallet and placed it on the shelf. Closing his eyes, he rested his forehead on his hands, his elbows on his knees. "Shue, tell me what the notebook says."

"This is a diary. It says what he did each day. He was wounded by shrapnel from a bomb two weeks ago. His fellow soldiers made this hut for him and left him here with food and medicine last week because he could not walk and was very weak. The writing is very bad at the end. I cannot read it."              

Patty nodded.

"We were lucky he was so weak and could not aim well," said Shue.

"Yes.” Patty felt sick.

"Do you wish to hear his letters?" said Shue. "They are from his, how do you call it, fiancée."

"No," said Patty, weakly.

"And the one he had in his pocket?"

"Okay, if you wish, you can read it to me."              

“As you wish, Sergeant," said Shue.

"Okay, damn it. Read it," answered Patty.

The paper crinkled as Shue pulled it from its envelope. Shue read slowly in a low, sing song voice:

My Dear Liang, I have thought so long of our future that it seems that I have almost lived it, almost given you children, almost had a home, but I have not. And fear clutches my heart, for I know now that I will not. I am very sick and will soon die. I bless you. I pray for the happiness and safety of your grandmother, father and mother, and aunts and uncles. If I am not too tired, I will write more.

Patty closed his eyes and trembled. He heard the crinkle of the letter as Shue slid it back into its envelope. Then all was silent.

Outside, Baker called, "Any good souvenirs in there?"

"I bet there's plenty," said Leigh. "Or else he wouldn't be in there so long."

"Say, Johnny, I told you there's nothing like yellow ass," said Frank.

"Your ass," responded Baker.

Patty opened his eyes. Everything was watery bright, and Shue's grin floated in front of his face. Patty turned away from Shue's ever present smile and saw the body pressed sideways against the wall. The right leg was thickly wrapped in a dirty white bandage from the foot to the knee. The upper body was shattered, with green and yellow and red spattered about it.

After a minute, Patty got up to go.

Shue touched his arm. "Wait, please."

Shue picked up the helmet and smiled at Patty. "You take this, please. It is a good souvenir."

"I don't want it," said Patty.

Shue looked cautiously into Patty's eyes, and his smile flickered for an instant. "Take it. It will help you remember."





  
 



CHAPTER 18: AWARD CEREMONY

All Patty wanted to do was sit down on the floor in his underwear and listen to music, but the whole battalion was due on the top deck in ten minutes. Patty kicked on his trousers, laced up his boots, and headed for the steps.

"Hey, Patty. Do you know what's happening?" called John.

"Nah, and I don't care."

"I think it's an award ceremony," said Frank.

"Do you think we'll get something?" asked John.

"Yeah," responded Patty. "A pin from God. It's just what you need. You can stick it on your cross."

"That's not funny," said John.

"Patty, you're up tight," said Frank. "Cool it."

"Frank, I can't. I've had it."

"Ah, it's just a lousy ceremony. Who knows, maybe they'll say nice things about us.” He smiled and clapped Patty on the shoulder. "Let's go, buddy."

They clanked up the steps and on to the top deck together. The sky which had been blue for so many months was different. Thick rolls of gray clouds were moving in rapidly, carried by a cool breeze.

"Atten-hut," called the C.O. Five hundred heels clicked on metal.

The men waited. The sun was hot and bright and draining. Patty caught the clouds out of the corner of his eye and hoped they would arrive quickly.

The colonel came on carrying a bull horn. The officers saluted, and he returned their salute smartly. He turned to the battalion, raised the gun of the horn, and bellowed, "At ease, men.” His voice sounded metallic, and the men moved in response to the metal command like tin soldiers on a tin boat.

The colonel spoke of the gratitude of the people back home and the military tradition of the American people who served their country when called. The ship's flag rippled in the wind. The men's legs ached. The sun beat down on bare heads.

A special pride came into the colonel's voice as he called out the names of heroic men in the battalion. ". . . and to Timothy Lincoln is posthumously awarded the Purple Heart.” 

Patty felt a slap like coming awake. The colonel called Hal Patsin a second time, and Patty stepped forward. Frank and John were beside him.

The colonel stood in front of Patty, beaming as he read the citation. ". . . For valor above and beyond the call of duty. In that you did risk your life in an exposed position to protect your comrades in arms. In that you, along with two other men, assaulted a hill and took an enemy bunker under heavy fire at the risk of your own life, you are hereby awarded the bronze start with 'V' for valor.” He pinned the ribbon to Patty's shirt. He smiled with pleasure, and Patty smiled back. They shook hands.

"Congratulations, son. You're a fine young man. You're a credit to the army. We could use more like you."

"You think so, sir?" said Patty.

"Yes, I do."

"Thank you, sir."

The colonel went on.

Frank tapped Patty in the ribs. "You're a fine young man. You're a credit to the army. We could use more like you, Patty."

"You think so?"

"Notice he didn't say that to me."

"That's 'cause you're a slob."

They chuckled.

"Be quiet," hissed John under his breath.

"Yes, sir, Johnny," chuckled Frank. "What's that Bible of yours say? ‘Be not puffed up with pride.'"

Patty and Frank laughed. "Shut up," said John. "This is serious business.

Frank winked at Patty, and they both smiled.

The colonel went on, beaming, pinning medals, and making appropriate comments. The sky darkened, and the wind picked up. Patty's collar flapped; his pants billowed against his leg. The colonel finished pinning on medals and returned to position. A big drop of rain hit Patty's cheek.

"Gentlemen," said the colonel. "It looks like the rainy season is upon us. You're a fine bunch of men. My congratulations to all of you."

He gave the signal, and fourteen riflemen presented arms and fired. Patty had expected it, but before he realized what had happened, he was on his knees cringing, his arms covering his head and ears. He shook all over.

"Easy, buddy," said Frank. He pulled Patty back to his feet.

The colonel, ignored them, saluted, and marched off.

The wind blew dust. Big rain drops pelted down.

"Troop dismissed," yelled Chardi.

Everybody ran for the steps.

In the crush at the steps, Camp hugged Patty from behind. "That was a hell of a good move out there, hero."

"No big thing," Patty responded.

"Listen, Patty," said Camp. "Are you sure you're alright?"

"Yeah, I'm lovely. Just wet."

"Let's talk, huh," said Camp.

Patty shrugged. "Maybe later.” He clanked down the steps. 

His shirt clung to his back. He unbuttoned it and threw it on his bunk.

John came over smiling. "Wasn't that wonderful?"

"Yeah, great," said Patty.

"Say, what happened to you out there?"

"Nothing. Absolutely goddamn nothing."

"Okay," said John. "I'm sorry I mentioned it. I just thought maybe I could be of help."

"It's alright. I'm fine," said Patty.

"These medals are really beautiful, aren't they?"

"Yeah, sure."

"I already wrote my mother about what we did. We earned them together, you know."

"Yeah, I know."

"Could I see yours?"

"Sure," said Patty. "It's up on the bed."

John pulled the shirt off the bed and unpinned the medal. He held his in one hand and Patty's in the other. "They're just alike, and that's the way it should be."

"Yep," said Patty. "That's the way it should be."

John handed Patty's medal back to him. "You better put it away, or you'll lose it," said John.

Patty nodded.

He shoved the bottom bunk up and opened his locker lid. A V.C. camouflage covered helmet stared up at him. Kneeling, Patty grabbed the helmet and squeezed it as if he could somehow crush the life from it. He dropped it back in the locker, slammed the locker shut, and raced up the steps.

Outside the sky was gray, the ocean black, rough, and filled with whitecaps. The rain poured down almost horizontally. Wind-whipped drops stung Patty's face and dust blew into his eyes. He gripped the wet rail. His pants and undershirt clung to his body, and water ran down his face.

Patty heard a sound behind him, and Frank came to the rail. They looked silently at each other. Water ran from Frank's light hair down his face. He had no expression, no sympathy, no pain, no hatred, no anger, just pursed lips and cold bright eyes.

Patty heaved the medal as far as he could throw it. He gripped the rail, his knuckles white, rivulets of water running from his hand. 





  
 



CHAPTER 19:  BATTLE FATIGUE

One good storm, that was all, one hint of the monsoons to come, then nothing. The dry season held sway with an unrelenting harshness. Days passed, and the hot blue of the sky never changed.

Patty walked over the land and felt himself become a part of it, cracked burnt brown and hard as concrete. The withered remains of once green plants hung on as broken bits of straw. Dried water buffalo dung didn't even draw flies. There was no subtlety and no shelter in the flat delta.

As Patty walked the dikes through the dead rice paddies, he felt that he would walk forever with his legs melting and the sweat dripping down his forehead, burning his eyes. Western minutes and hours had no place in the eternity of the day's flat march.

Patty looked at his boots, at the powdery dirt in front of him, half searching for a booby trap that would end the monotony. Occasionally, he looked up, eyes stinging, to find the shimmering horizon, hoping for a wood line, a dried up stream, an empty village, an enemy's ambush.

"Break time," yelled Chardi. "You have five minutes, then we have to move. Charlie's still an hour away."

Patty lay down right on the dike. He unplugged his canteen and sucked the hot water.

Camp sat down beside Patty. Neither man spoke for a minute as they gasped for breath in the heat. Finally, Camp touched Patty's boot. "Christ, it's so hot I could die."

Patty nodded. "A hundred twenty degrees."

"You got a little extra water," said Camp. "I'm out."

Patty sat up and handed over the canteen. "Easy, will you. It's got to last."

Camp took a couple sips and gave the canteen back. "I thought the rainy season was due."

Patty spoke hoarsely. "Frank says that's worse, with mud up to your ass."

Camp closed his eyes.

"Okay," called Chardi.

Camp handed Patty a piece of melted chocolate as they got up.

Patty bit into it and shoved his rifle tight against his shoulder. Mac touched Patty's arm.

"Yeah?" said Patty as he turned and looked into Mac's tired, bloodshot eyes.

Mac looked at the ground and whispered, "Martin Luther King was shot three months ago today."

"So what," said Patty.

Mac shrugged. "Nothing."

Patty walked off.

It was late afternoon before a wood line came into view. As the men closed in, they made out a small village and a stand of old trees. The village had an empty look, a feeling of people having fled. That meant the V.C. were in the woods. The knowledge brought no special ripple of excitement. The men moved on line, but nobody slowed down or speeded up. 

Frank came up beside Patty. Patty smiled to himself. As he plodded on, he looked forward to the whine of the bullets, to the chance to lay down in the dirt and rest. He felt no fear, only an aching tiredness, a sullen knowledge that the V.C. were scared, and that their fear would make them fire too soon, and then the planes would come to answer their bullets and kill them all. And he was too tired to care whether the planes came or didn't come, or whether he was killed or Charlie was killed. 

Patty walked slowly to the edge of the village. The hooches seemed to wink at him with obscene, empty leers. Patty winked back as he walked through the quiet village suburbia, waiting for the noisy, whorish greeting of the downtown neighbors. It came with a single crack, followed by the chatter of many guns from the wood line. The bullets whined past, seeking and occasionally finding their target, and the men dove for cover. Patty lay still behind a dike, glad to put his head down, to rest the numbness of his body on the cool dirt. 

He rested, oblivious to the sound and the people around him, waiting for the numbness to leave and for his body to pull itself back together. Slowly sweat congealed on his forehead. Sweat dripped in little rivulets off his back, out of his armpits, onto sides and stomach. He imagined the sympathy he'd get if only it were nice, bright, red blood. He pressed his nose into the dirt, hoping it would bleed but it didn't. The world slid back to him gradually. As the waves of nausea receded, he smelled the heavy green stench of his body and clothes. The rhythmic crack of the guns ebbed to sporadic shots. The radio spluttered noisily. From busted voices, Patty pieced together that the planes would be delayed. The men beside him came into focus.

Frank looked at Patty and spoke slowly, loudly above the slow spat of bullets. "I said Camp's dead."

Patty looked at Frank, and he seemed a stranger. "What did you say?" said Patty.

"You heard me," said Frank.

"You're kidding," said Patty.

Frank looked at Patty and didn't say anything.

Patty stared at the dirt. "What happened?"

"How the hell do I know," Frank flared. "Nobody told you to make friends."

"Get fucked, Frank," Patty said softly.

Frank shook his head. "He's dead, that's all."

Patty tried to picture Camp, but he couldn't remember what he looked like. He closed his eyes and he heard Camp's voice inside his head - a snatch of conversation back in the barracks. 'What do you think. My wife had a baby girl.'  Camp winked at Patty. 'I hope she turns out to be a sarcastic son of a bitch.'

Quiet settled over the battlefield, and the smoke of gunfire drifted away. The sun painted the land in gaudy colors, burning away the somberness of just another death, just a bit more stench on the ground. The woods were a dark, cool green. The half-dried stream that separated the village from the woods was a smelly mud puddle with light green algae along its banks. The village baked in the sun, and yellow reflected brightly off the thatched roofs and hard dirt.

Baker crawled over to Patty and touched his arm. Patty looked at him.

"Patty, there's a hooch right over there.” Baker pointed a few yards up the dike. "We can get inside, and it'll be nice. It's hot, and there's no shade out here."

"Go ahead," said Patty softly.

Baker and Leigh crawled off to the hut. Patty, Frank and Mac followed them into a small room with dirt sides and a thatch roof. It was cool inside with a musty, damp clay smell. The men lay back and tried to get comfortable in the cool twilight.

Patty should have had somebody check the mud hole of a bomb shelter in the back, but he was too tired to bother.

Baker yawned loudly. "Nothing like a roof over my head, even in one of these doll houses," he said. He pulled out some Crations and C-4 plastic explosive. One cube and thirty seconds, and he had hot potatoes and meat.

Patty put his helmet under his neck and stretched out. He closed his eyes and fell right asleep.

He awoke with a start. Baker was laughing and dragging a little girl out of the bomb shelter.

"Baby," he chuckled. "Hey, little baby, look at me. You know what you are. You're the spoils of war, so stop fighting and enjoy it.” He bent over and slapped the girl. She was maybe nine or ten, dressed in a white shirt and black pants that looked like pajamas. Baker grabbed her ankle and pulled her on her back into the middle of the room.

"Don't fight, little one," said Baker. "You just ain't big enough."

She turned her head away and her eyes caught Patty. There was no expression, no words, just a wide-eyed stare from her dark child's eyes. Baker dropped her leg and her eyes shut tight like a door slamming. Baker jumped on her. Patty lay still, unable to bring himself to move. His legs seemed asleep, his body fragile and immobile. He heard her white blouse rip and forced himself to sit up. He saw Baker stretch the black pajamas and tear them open. Patty gazed at the straight line of her leg, her uncurved hips, flat belly, and unformed breasts. He too wanted her. Baker mounted her as Patty struggled to his knees.

"Don't," whispered Patty.

The little girl opened her eyes and stared at Patty. Her head slid slightly back and forth to the rhythm of Baker's movement.

"Don't. Stop," Patty screamed.

Leigh, Frank and Mac sat still, watching silently.

As he reached for his rifle, Patty heard Baker's breath accelerate. He gripped the rifle tightly and pressed the barrel against Baker's neck just below his ear.

"Stop," said Patty softly. He felt the movement coming through the weapon, swaying his hands.

"Stop, you bastard, or I'll shoot," said Patty, his rage mounting with the movement.

The hair on the back of Patty's neck tingled to the gentle touch of metal. Leigh's southern accent caressed him. "Put down the rifle, good buddy."

"No. I won't," said Patty.

"Okay," said Leigh. "But you all better remember we're connected. If you fire, you're dead."

Patty felt sleepy. His body swayed slowly to Baker's movement, and he had to struggle to keep his eyes open. He gazed at the girl. Her eyes were shut. Her lips were downturned ever so softly. Patty wanted to cradle her in his arms. He felt, heard Baker's breath explode, shudders, shudders like malaria tremors. Patty wanted to cover them, to kill the chill of disease. He smelled Baker's sweat, his seed. There was a milk gray stain on the little girl's thigh and just a little bit of blood, dark red sympathy blood. It was on Baker, not her. Patty gazed at Baker's face, and Baker smiled up at him. Slowly, like he'd learned in basic training, Patty squeezed the trigger.

Baker came apart in slow motion. The left side of his face slipped away and floated into the air, spattering the girl and the room like broken eggs. Baker gazed up at Patty with half a smile and half a head that looked like a bowl full of cereal. His body shuddered, malaria again.

Mac lay sprawled comfortably on the floor, his rifle aimed carelessly. "Leigh," Mac smiled as he spoke. "You be a good ole boy, or your ass is out."

Patty turned to go, and Leigh's gun slid on to his shoulder. Patty smiled at Leigh and removed the rifle. As he walked outside, Patty heard the planes buzz overhead, looked up and saw their dip wing salute. The sun was setting, and it was getting cool.

Patty walked over to the stream and sat down. He wanted to cry, but nothing came. Mac came out and sat down beside him. The ground shook as bombs exploded in the woods.

Mac touched Patty's shoulder, and Patty looked at him. 

Mac scraped up a handful of pebbles and tossed them into the water. Most of the pebbles sank immediately, but a few drifted on the smelly, almost stagnant current.

"Mac, I never did anything like that before. I never did one thing on my own, not one thing."

"It was time," said Mac. He squeezed Patty's shoulder softly. "It was time."
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