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Dear Mom and Dad,


I guess this will be my last letter to you from the States. They’re flying us out to Saigon tomorrow by TWA. Its not a normal flight but somekinda charter thing.


Its kinda funny. You meet a lot of guys when you’re in training but really can’t keep in touch with them. Every body is always going off in different directions. There’s this one guy who I’ve managed to stick with long enough to get on first name basis. His name is Spencer Barnett, and he’s a good old boy (best soldier in the outfit). We’re flyin out together tomorrow.


All in all basic training wasn’t that bad. And you hear a lot about guys from the inner city being crooks and punks and stuff, but you know some of them are just alright guys. I guess you can’t believe everything that you hear. I hope the same is true about Vietnam…
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ONE



Maneater


The jungle was silent; even the insects sensed that a powerful, destructive force was passing their hiding places along the narrow deer path.


At over seven hundred pounds, she was very large for a Southeast Asian tiger, and would have been a perfect trophy for any big-game hunter except for the large patch of burned hide that covered her right hip. She had been hunting six months earlier and had just made a kill when the B-52 strike hit. A large, burning piece of hardwood tree hit her with the force of a truck, breaking her hipbone in eight places. The kill she had just made saved her life as she lay near it for three weeks in severe pain. For thirty meters around, the jungle was leveled from the blows of her paws and the crunching of her large teeth as she fought the pain and slowly healed. Her hip fused together with a bizarre twenty-degree bend in it that made it impossible for her to hunt deer and wild boar. She could no longer use her rear legs to leap, nor could she sprint for the necessary charge to capture wild game.


The bomb strike had lasted less than five minutes in the triple-canopied jungle that bordered the South Vietnamese valley of the A Shau and had been planned because of a reconnaissance team’s sighting of a large North Vietnamese force moving across the border toward the A Shau Valley. The F-4 pilots had executed the routine mission without reporting any ground fire or antiaircraft activity, which almost always signaled that the enemy was long gone from the area. A report of ground fire during the bombing mission would have brought at least one infantry company from the 1st Cavalry Division to sweep the area for dead enemy soldiers and a body count for headquarters. It was ironic because six of the five-hundred-pound bombs had landed dead center on a sleeping NVA Sapper Company that was assigned to harass the large American bases surrounding Da Nang to the west.


The tigress increased her pace as she drew near to the site where the explosions had occurred the night before. Her deformed hip joint and bones changed what would have been normally a beautiful, graceful gait into a pathetic hobble, but she hadn’t missed a meal in six months and knew that when the loud noises stopped, there would be something dead to eat nearby.


The five-hundred-pound bombs had torn through the crude overnight shelters the NVA soldiers had erected. Most of the Sapper Company had been sleeping in their hammocks two or three feet off the ground, and the fragments from the bombs had cut through them like a chain saw gone wild. The few survivors of the bombing were stumbling around in shell shock when the first rays of daylight filtered through the trees.


She paused in the jungle at the edge of the bomb crater and smelled the good odor of bloody flesh. A slight movement caught her eye near a pile of cut bamboo, and she hobbled through the jungle around the small clearing over to where she could have a better view. A man lay propped up against the side of the wet, earthy-smelling hole in the ground and was trying to tie a piece of cloth around his bare waist. She crouched low and growled; live meat that couldn’t run away was always better than meat that was already dead.


He looked up just in time to see the big cat hobbling across the small clearing toward him on three legs. The NVA captain reached for his pistol and almost had it out of its holster when she reached him.


The door of the TWA charter flight opened and let in the bright daylight. Private First Class David Woods remained in his seat with his seat belt still fastened as a symbolic gesture that he really didn’t want to leave the airplane. He wasn’t the only one. The jet was filled with soldiers being assigned to Vietnam, and the aircraft had just landed on the tarmac of the huge U.S. Army airfield at Saigon. A sergeant wearing a neat, short-sleeved khaki uniform and carrying a clipboard entered the civilian aircraft.


“Who’s the group leader?” The sergeant looked down the aisle at the familiar scared faces.


“Here, Sergeant!” A tall armor captain stood up and walked down the aisle. He handed the sergeant the flight manifest, with all of the soldiers’ names listed on it in alphabetical order.


“When I call out your name, leave the aircraft and board one of the buses that are parked outside. We’ll be taking all of you to Camp Alpha, where you’ll be in-processed and assigned to a unit.” To Woods, the sergeant’s voice sounded bored.


There were over two hundred men on the aircraft, and since his last name started with W, Woods knew that it would be a while before he would leave the comfort and security of the seat he had been sitting in for the past twenty-two hours. He caught quick glimpses of the men as they passed his seat, and he could see that all of them, even the officers, had large, wet sweat stains under their armpits.


“Woods…” The sergeant looked up from the manifest. “Woods, David!”


He heard the voice calling his name as if from out of a tunnel a million miles away and heard himself answering, “Here, Sergeant!” As he walked toward the exit, he saw that the opening was shining brightly, as if to give him direction to Vietnam and the war that was being fought on the other side. David took a deep breath and stepped through the archway. His senses registered three things almost simultaneously: the heat smashing against his face; a strong smell of jet exhaust; and a new smell, the smell of Vietnam.


“Shag your ass, Woods!” An arm waved to him from the front seat of the first bus in line.


Woods moved quickly toward the closing bus door and squeezed in between the rubber safety guards. He gave the Air Force driver a dirty look and then slipped down on the seat Barnett had saved for him. “Thanks, Spencer.”


“Fuck it! I’d have done the same for a nigger.” Barnett looked out of the window as he spoke. Cloth tape had been put around the edges of each of the bus windows and then crossed through the center. Woods guessed that the tape was put there to keep the glass from flying through the bus in case of a mortar or bomb attack on the air base. The tape was the first real sign that he was in a war zone and not another Stateside military base.


“You should ease up on the name-calling, Spencer. We’re all in the same boat over here.”


“It ain’t no different here or back in the States—a nigger is a nigger—except here you have to watch your back more often!” Spencer Barnett kept looking out of the window at the long rows of soldiers waiting under an open-air tin-roofed building for the TWA jet to refuel so that they could load up for the trip back to the States.


Woods looked around his seat and saw that most of the blacks were sitting together near the back of the bus and out of hearing distance. “Those guys must be going home.” David pointed at the group under the tin roof.


“Yeah!” Barnett grinned. “When I go back, I’m going to have so fucking many ribbons on my chest, you’re going to have to stand next to me to help hold them!”


“You’re fucking crazy, Spencer!” Woods grinned and felt good that Barnett hadn’t changed on him. Barnett had gone through basic training and advanced infantry training with him and had been the source of constant trouble and entertainment for the whole company. Spencer Barnett came from a small South Carolina town, and he hated blacks, especially Northern blacks, with a passion. He had ended up having to fight every single black soldier in his basic company, and most of the blacks when he went through advanced training. He had won about half of the fights and had fought to a draw in another third of the one-on-one battles. Barnett was so hopelessly prejudiced that the drill sergeants had given up on him and ignored most of his snide remarks. If it hadn’t been for the Vietnam War, Barnett surely would have been discharged from the service, but even the most bitter black drill sergeant saw the fighting man in Barnett and knew that he would be put to good use in Vietnam.


“Hey! You fucking fresh meat! The Cong are going to kill you!” The voice came from out of the pack of soldiers standing behind the cyclone fence waiting to board the jet.


Barnett tried pushing out the heavy screen that covered the windows on the bus, but the bolts were well-seated. The screens had been placed over each of the windows to prevent a Sapper’s hand grenade or satchel charge from coming into the troop carrier. Barnett’s face turned red, and he slammed his hand against the screen and made an obscene gesture with his middle finger. The soldier dropped his duffel bag and started climbing the fence to get at the man in the bus. Barnett pressed his face against the heavy screen and yelled, “I fucked your girl before I left the States!”


The soldier fought against his friends to climb the fence and get at Barnett.


“And she’s pregnant!”


The bus driver started pulling away from the close proximity of the departing soldiers, knowing that if he waited there for the rest of the buses to load up, a riot would start between the two groups.


Barnett dropped back in his seat fuming; he wanted a fight so he could burn off some of the tension that was boiling inside of him.


The doors opened, and the sergeant who had boarded the jet earlier hopped up the steps and nodded for the driver to depart. The ride over to Camp Alpha was short, a half-mile of the trip along the perimeter of the huge base. The sergeant looked back at the rows of young faces; all of them were looking out of the windows in the same direction, at the fighting bunkers and the rows of wooden shacks that started where the barbed wire stopped. The sergeant harbored the same thought he always had when he picked up the new arrivals: How many of them would return to the States in one piece and alive?


A gate guard stopped the bus and made a cursory check of the undercarriage, knowing that the vehicle had not left the air base but following his written directions. He nodded at the sergeant, and the bus moved slowly forward through the wood-and-barbed-wire gate.


PFC Woods stared out of his window at the plywood-and-tin barracks lining both sides of the asphalt road. He had heard about the hootches and had seen them on the evening news. The buildings seemed small now that he was close to them. The construction was very simple; a wooden frame and a plywood floor with sheets of plywood tacked around the structure four feet up, and the rest of the space covered by fine screening to keep out some of the mosquitoes.


The sergeant ordered the men to fall into two ranks and let them smoke until the trucks carrying their baggage arrived from the airport. Woods and Barnett found their gear and carried their duffel bags into the nearest empty hootch.


Barnett looked around the open squad bay and saw that there was a door leading out of the back. He set his bags down, walked over to the screen door, and pushed it open to look outside. A latrine and a shower were right outside their building. “Fuck this shit, Woods!” Barnett turned to face his friend. “I don’t want to have to spend the night smelling shit!” Barnett picked up his gear and exited through the back door. “Come on! We’ll find a place near the perimeter.”


Woods hesitated and then lifted his heavy duffel bag off the floor. Right now, he would rather have Barnett as a friend than an enemy. “Don’t you think the sergeant will get pissed if we leave?”


“What the fuck is he going to do to us? Send us to Vietnam?” Barnett chuckled at his own joke. He stopped walking when he reached the last barracks in the long line of buildings and entered this time through the back door. The building was empty. “Pick a bed!” Barnett dropped his gear on the cot nearest to the rear door, and Woods selected the bed across from him. Both soldiers could hear the sergeant calling for the men to fall out for chow. Three more soldiers rushed into the hootch and dropped their bags on the beds near the front door before rushing back outside.


Night was beginning to fall as the new replacements stood in the long line outside of the mess-hall building. Woods watched the Camp Alpha cadre enter and exit the building through the cadre exit. He noticed that all of them were relaxed and none of them carried any weapons. The line moved slowly. Barnett lit up a Kool cigarette and inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs. Woods noticed that his basic training buddy was very nervous; Barnett always hot-boxed his cigarettes when he was nervous. When they were waiting for it to get dark in basic so that they could crawl the night infiltration course, Barnett had hot-boxed his smokes.


“War getting to you?” David said, trying to start a conversation with Barnett.


A look of pure hate flashed in Barnett’s eyes. “Nothing gets to me! Nothing!”


“Just asking, Spencer… just asking!”


“Fuck this shit!” Barnett left the chow line. “I’m not going to wait all night for some shit food!”


Woods nodded and watched his hyper bunkmate stride off toward the perimeter.


The food was bland but edible, for replacement-center food. David made a thick sandwich before he left the building and stepped out into the night. He didn’t realize that it could get dark so fast. Lights were blinking on and off behind draped doors and window flaps, giving off enough light to see by on his way back to his hootch. He was stopped by another one of the replacements, whom he recognized from the airplane, and was asked directions back to their hootches. The man had failed to orient himself before entering the mess hall.


Woods found his hootch and walked down the dark aisle between the bunks until he found his duffel bag. He saw that Barnett wasn’t on his cot and went to the back door and peered out.


“You back already?” The voice came from a sandbag bunker twenty feet behind the hootch.


“Yeah, I brought you a sandwich.”


“What kind?”


“Pork chop.” David handed Barnett the sandwich.


“Smells good. Maybe I should have eaten.” Barnett unwrapped the thick sandwich and took a bite. “Fuck!”


“What’s wrong?”


“The bones are still in there!”


“Oh, yeah… forgot about that.”


Barnett started laughing, and Woods joined him. It was funny how sometimes a small thing could cut right through the tension.


“Hop up and have a seat… it’s the best view in town!” Barnett patted the sandbags with his free hand.


“Might as well. There’s nothing else going on tonight in this shithole place.” Woods took a seat on the sandbag personnel bunker that was used only as overhead protection in case of a rocket or mortar attack. A series of mortar pops echoed back to the two men from the perimeter, followed shortly by four flares lighting up the night sky. An M-60 light machine gun broke through the quasi-silence of the base. Woods watched the red tracers arch over the flat terrain and bounce off the ground before losing their light. It was a pretty sight in a macabre sort of way.


“I don’t think I remember where you said you were from.” Barnett adjusted the sandbag he was sitting on. “Michigan?”


“Naw, I’m from Lincoln, Nebraska… the state capital.”


“No shit!” Barnett exaggerated the words, trying to be sarcastic.


Woods stacked up a small pile of the sandbags from the roof of the bunker and made a backrest out of them. He leaned back and crossed his legs. It was a couple of minutes before he spoke again to Barnett. “Why do you try so damn hard to make people hate you?”


Barnett threw the pork-chop bones into the dark, as far away as he could from the bunker. He scooted over to the edge of the sandbag covered roof and dropped down to the ground, leaving Woods alone without answering his question.


The perimeter guards popped hand flares and fired an occasional round at suspicious shadows. Woods noticed that there were sections of the perimeter where the Vietnamese civilians had built their shacks so close that some of the small buildings actually touched the barbed wire. David thought that if he were a Vietcong, he would use the shacks as a cover to get close to the base before exposing himself. Soft footsteps coming from behind him caused Woods to lean over on his side and look around. Barnett had returned carrying two of the blankets from the hootch cots.


“It’s getting a little cold out here.” Barnett threw one of the blankets to Woods.


“You’re right. I didn’t think it would get chilly in Vietnam, but when the sun goes down, the temperature must drop fifteen degrees.”


“I wonder when we’re going to get our weapons.” Barnett wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and sat Indian-style on the bunker next to Woods.


“I was thinking the same thing. I sure wouldn’t want to be caught in an attack without a weapon.”


Barnett’s next comment caught David off-guard. He thought that Barnett had left the bunker because he didn’t want to talk about himself. “Do you think that I try to make people hate me?”


“You sure make it seem that way. I mean, look at the way you talk about blacks.” Woods pulled the blanket together near his throat and shivered. “Spencer, you fought just about every black in basic and AIT… even the drill instructors wanted to kick your ass. In fact, I heard that they were planning an NCO blanket party for you in the showers one night and you lucked out and drew guard duty. Yeah, it seems like you go out of your way to make people hate you.”


“Fuck people.” Barnett’s words carried a force that precluded the need for an exclamation mark.


David sat quietly in the dark on the bunker with Barnett; neither of them spoke for a long while. Woods wasn’t taken in by Barnett’s exterior hatred; he had seen too many acts of kindness from the man that had always been covered over by gruff talk and hostile acts. He remembered one time in basic when they were on their qualifying twenty-mile hike and one of their classmates twisted his ankle and couldn’t carry his pack and march at the same time. Barnett took the man’s pack and carried it the remainder of the hike, but only after he called the man a wimp and a pussy. The point was, though, that he had carried the other man’s heavy pack in addition to his own when no one else would.


“You rich?” Barnett spit out the word.


“No, we’re sort of middle-class. My dad’s an insurance broker and my mother works…”


“Where?”


“She’s a secretary at the post office.” David’s voice mellowed, and good thoughts of home filled his mind. “She decided to work so that she could pay for my brother and me to go to college on a first-class ticket. My brother’s in med school now.”


“Why didn’t you go to college?”


“I went for part of my freshman year, but…” Woods adjusted himself on the sandbags that still retained most of the heat from the day. “I don’t know… there was a big antiwar movement at Lincoln Community College, and I didn’t think that it was right…”


“What was right?”


“For me to be protected because we had enough money to send me to college, and guys whose parents weren’t rich enough to hide their kids in colleges had to watch them go to war and at the same time put up with all of the protesting from the college kids who were protected from serving. It just didn’t seem right.”


“So you decided on doing your part… a middle-class hero!” Barnett tried chuckling but failed. It took a lot of guts for Woods to drop out of college to serve in the Army and take all of the harassment from his friends and family.


“And you? Why did you join the United States Army Infantry, asshole?”


“I didn’t have much of a choice. Fucking jail or the Army. The judge gave me those two options.” Barnett chuckled. “He even told me that I would have a chance to kill people if I hurried up and joined before the war was over!”


“It sounds like the judge you had was a nice guy!”


“Fuck them! They were all nice guys.” Barnett talked as he made himself a sandbag backrest like David’s. “I spent most of my life in foster homes and the juvenile center. Have you ever been to a juve in South Carolina?”


“No, I can’t say that I have.”


“They’re ninety-nine percent niggers!” Barnett spit out a stream of tobacco. “I was a little shit then, and they kicked my ass every fucking day… but I fought back! Them fuckers would pound my ass until I couldn’t stand up, and I’d reach out and trip one of them when they were leaving! I fought back!”


Woods was beginning to understand what motivated Barnett to fight blacks.


“Niggers yell prejudice, especially niggers from the North, but you ain’t seen prejudice until you’ve been the only white kid in a juve filled with blacks! I hate them motherfuckers!”


“Didn’t the staff stop them from beating up on you?” Woods lit up a Salem.


“The fucking staff was mostly niggers. You know, equal-opportunity shit!”


“Well, if most of the kids in the juve were black, it would make sense that the staff should be black.”


Woods couldn’t see the glare coming from Barnett in the dark. “Then they should have a juve for whites only!”


“That’s segregation, Spencer.”


“So fucking what!”


Woods realized that he wasn’t going to make any progress with Barnett on the topic of race and changed the subject slightly. “What about your foster home?”


“What about it?”


“Didn’t you like it there?”


A long pause filled the next ten minutes before Barnett answered. “Yeah, I liked it there… I loved it there.”


“So why did you leave?”


“The social worker thought that I was becoming too close to my foster family, and she was supposed to work things out so that I would go back to my mother and step-asshole!” Barnett lit up a cigarette along with his chew. “She had me pulled from the foster home. It was a farm… I loved it there, man! I was free and could fish. We would go hunting for rabbits and coon. My dad—you know, my foster dad—and his son and I… I loved it there so damn much! That fucking bitch!”


A hand flare popped above the distant bunker line, and Woods could see the tears running down Barnett’s cheeks.


“I ain’t never going to let people hurt me like that again…never!” Barnett took a long pull from his cigarette. “I showed her ass a thing or two! I fucked her up, and two of her wimpy-assed queer social-worker friends!”


“You fucked her up?”


“When they took me from my foster home and were holding me at the social services center until I could be taken to the new foster home, I punched the bitch in the mouth! Two of her coworkers tried holding me down on the floor, and I kneed one of them in the nuts and bit the other cocksucker on his chest. I mean, I bit that dicksucker and spit out the piece of skin on the floor!”


David swallowed so that he wouldn’t throw up. “How old were you then?”


“Twelve.” Barnett’s voice had lowered considerably. “That’s when they decided to throw my ass in the juve.”


“Hey, you guys mind if we join you up there?” The voice came from the bottom of the bunker.


“Sure, we don’t give a fuck… it’s government property.” Barnett wiped his face with the back of his hand.


“Thanks.” Three new replacements climbed up to the top of the bunker. The same one spoke again. “We couldn’t sleep. I guess it’s the time change.”


One of the quiet ones rolled and lit up a joint. “Want some blow?”


“Naw, I don’t do that shit!” Barnett answered for himself and Woods.


“You guys are going to have it tough over here if you don’t do dope. They say the time goes by faster if you use blow.” The same skinny soldier spoke to Barnett.


“I came over here to kill fucking gooks. If I wanted to smoke that shit, I would have gone to California!” Barnett’s tone of voice was enough warning to the trio, and they quietly moved over to the far side of the bunker to smoke.


“Well I don’t give a fuck what they say about you, Barnett… I like your raunchy Southern ass.” Woods pulled his blanket tightly around his shoulders and scooted down so that he could use his backrest as a pillow. “I think I’ll spend the rest of the night out here.”


Barnett didn’t answer Woods but rolled over onto his side and feigned sleep. He hated making friends because he feared being hurt again, and that was something he had sworn would never happen again. He had loved his foster family unconditionally, and they hadn’t even tried seeing him in the five years he had spent in the South Carolina juvenile system. What Spencer Barnett didn’t know was that his foster father had spent thirty days in jail for contempt of court when he swore at the female social worker in front of the judge and her two male coworkers. Spencer Barnett had been put on the social welfare system’s most-hated list by the three representatives of the State of South Carolina, and for five years they had plotted behind the boy’s back, even to the extent of insuring that when the judge allowed for his release at seventeen years old to join the Army, he was shipped out so that his foster father was prevented from knowing what had happened to the teenager.


The replacement-center barracks sergeant took roll call again to make sure that the five missing men hadn’t joined the predawn formation while he had been talking to the company commander. The same five names brought no response from the formation.


“Where in the hell could they have gone?” The senior company sergeant rubbed his chin. It was the first time since he had been assigned to the replacement depot that soldiers had gone AWOL.


“Are you asking me?” The barracks sergeant tapped his clipboard with his pen. “How the fuck would I know?”


“Sergeant?” One of the replacements stepped forward from his position in the first rank. “I remember seeing three guys heading back to the perimeter bunkers right after we ate. It was just getting dark out.”


“Back toward the perimeter?” The whole statement was a question. “What in the fuck were they going back there for?”


The soldier shrugged his shoulders like he didn’t know the answer; helping find missing guys was one thing, but ratting on people would get his ass kicked. “You got me, Sergeant.”


“Go back there and check the personnel bunkers for them.” The senior sergeant nodded at his NCO.


The barracks sergeant cursed under his breath and left the formation. Streaks of light were breaking over the top of the buildings to the east, giving off enough light to see by and making the flashlight he carried ineffective.


Woods heard the sergeant approaching the bunker and raised his head off the sandbag pillow. Barnett was also awake and sat up.


“Well! So you fucking heads decided on having a first-night party!” The sergeant slapped his clipboard against the side of the sandbag bunker and reached up with his free hand to remove the hash pipe from where the three replacements had left it. “God damn you! Now get your asses moving!”


“He thinks we did dope,” David whispered to Barnett.


“Shut up.” Barnett hopped down from the bunker. “Sorry about being late, Sergeant. We didn’t know the formation would be so early.”


“We’ll see how you motherfuckers like smelling shit!” The sergeant shook one of the soldiers who was still sleeping. “You like smoking this shit, huh, boy?” The man woke up in a haze.


“Yes, Sergeant!” He hadn’t realized what he was saying.


“Oh, you’re a smartass too!” The sergeant pulled him off the bunker. Woods noticed that two of the men who had joined them the night before were black, and the third man, the one the sergeant pulled off the bunker, was white. “Well, I’ll let you all smell what burning shit is really like! All of you are on the shit-burning detail this morning!”


Barnett shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t know what the sergeant was talking about, and neither did the rest of the replacements.


The barracks sergeant had marched the five of them to the mess hall for breakfast and then back to the barracks, where he showed them the seven latrines. Sewage pipes didn’t exist in the large American bases, and the engineers had designed latrines like the old outhouses from the American past, with a few modernizations. The old-fashioned pit or hole under the outhouse seat had been replaced by half of a fifty-five-gallon drum with large steel handles welded on it. The barracks latrines had eight seats with two-foot-high partitions nailed between each seat so that a soldier could wipe his ass with a little privacy. Those were the better-built ones; the latrines for enlisted men usually didn’t have the seat dividers. The idea behind the fifty-five-gallon drums to collect the feces and urine was to be able to burn the feces rather than having to dig new holes and move the latrines. The idea was a good one and reduced the chance of flies feeding on the latrine by-products for lunch and then having their supper in the mess halls.


“I can’t believe this shit!” The white soldier from the trio of heads held the long steel rod with the hooked end in his hands. The back flap of the latrine was up, and eight full tubs of feces waited to be pulled out in the clearing and set on fire with diesel fuel. “That fucking sergeant wants me to drag that shit out here?”


“Move your ass, motherfucker! You’re the fucking reason Woods and I are out here!” Barnett said, ready to fight.


David looked over at the two blacks who were already setting the first four half-barrels on fire. They glanced up at Barnett but didn’t interfere; they knew he was right and was being punished for something he hadn’t done.


Barnett looked at the skinny white soldier with disgust, walked over to the back of the latrine, and pulled the barrel out with his bare hand. He removed the remaining three barrels, and Woods poured diesel fuel over the piles of feces before igniting them.
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