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The day Chris McKenna learned she was going to war was a day like any other. No chorus of angels announced the momentous news from on high; her colleagues in the newsroom didn’t stand and applaud her courage and determination; deadlines still loomed. Rather, her editor-in-chief called her into his office one afternoon and told her to get her ass out to Vietnam by the end of the month. Deadlines were non-negotiable, but Chris thought she deserved the chorus of angels. 

Now it was the end of the month. The window of time in which to reevaluate her choices had disappeared. Chris and her photographer sat before a confused major in the press liaison office of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, the Saigon-based headquarters of U.S. forces in country.

“Ma’am, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. We have you registered with the press contingent here at MACV. I don’t see a clearance for your travel to a forward operating base.”

“Check again, please. I filled out the forms, in triplicate, as requested, and filed them with the Pentagon well in advance of our departure.”

The major failed to stifle a sigh, but he did as she requested. Chris drummed her fingers on the desk between them and raged silently against the mean-spirited, woman-hating, pencil-necked paper-pusher lost in the bowels of the epicenter of the nation’s military might who had decided to fuck her over for sport.

“Here we go. We had the forms filed under ‘Lane.’” 

Chris managed to refrain from rolling her eyes.

Paul Lane, her photographer, grinned and snapped a photo of her profile in all its indignant, self-righteous glory.

“All right, everything appears to be in order. This is a list of bases with robust facilities catering to the press.” The major slid a typewritten sheet of paper across the desk. “I personally recommend Danang, given its ideal location on the coast and the accessibility of personnel from all branches of service.”

“I’m not here for a beach vacation,” Chris said.

“Ma’am, Danang is far more than—”

“I’m not interested, Major.”

“I can also offer you Hue, which maintains a large and active combat division.”

Chris wrinkled her nose. “I’m looking for something a little more remote.”

“Remote?”

“Yes, you know, forward, as in forward operating base or forward deployed. Saigon, Danang, Hue, Pleiku, they’re all so…crowded.”

“I see.” The major rubbed his temples. “And where would you prefer to go?”

Chris had given this question considerable thought and had yet to arrive at a suitable conclusion. She wanted action and combat, of course, but mostly she wanted to be left alone to do her job. She would go just about anywhere to escape the hordes of journalists fighting over the same tired stories. It was late April 1969; the war in Vietnam had long since become just another depressing segment on the nightly news, but it still deserved thoughtful, objective coverage. Let everyone else file breathless dispatches on the Danang beach scene.

The major rested his chin in his hand. Chris stood and walked to the large map of South Vietnam on his wall, a map that identified each and every base, firebase, airstrip, and supply depot in the country. Chris’s eyes found Saigon and traveled outward in concentric circles until she reached the southern Mekong Delta. She squinted and jabbed a finger at the map. 

“Tell me about this place. FOB Jane.”

The major laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why not?”

“FOB Jane isn’t just remote. It’s basically off the grid, and ‘hostile territory’ doesn’t even begin to describe the operating environment.”

“So you don’t often send journalists there?”

“I’ve sent a few. They didn’t last long.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He shook his head. “Miss McKenna, I need to be clear: MACV cannot guarantee your safety that far forward.”

“I don’t recall asking you to.”

“May I be candid, ma’am? Off the record?”

Chris leaned a shoulder against the map and gestured for the major to continue. Off the record. 

“The base is commanded by a terminal O-6 whose brigade is getting trounced by the Viet Cong. His staff is a circus act, and not the entertaining kind. There’s no story at FOB Jane.”

Chris smiled. “Sorry, Major, but whenever the army tells me there’s no story, I know there’s a good one.”

He glowered silently for a beat. Then he clasped his hands together on his desk, lacing his fingers. “Allow me to be blunt. FOB Jane is no place for a woman.”

Chris held his gaze. It was a common refrain, this proclamation of which places and professions suited women, a proclamation often followed by a derisive laugh or a condescending shake of the head. But the major simply watched her. Waiting for her to choose. 

Chris turned back to the map. The cities beckoned, and so did the mountains and highlands where American and South Vietnamese forces engaged their northern counterparts in large-scale actions. But the Delta’s call captivated her imagination, an imagination fascinated by the intensity and intimacy of small-unit combat that raged in the villages and paddies and jungles that were the heartbeat of this broken country. She wanted the stories that didn’t make the evening news.

She caught Paul’s eye. A smiled tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“We’d like to check out FOB Jane,” she said.

The major looked at Paul, who held up his hands as if to signal defeat.

“Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you when you roll back into town after a couple of days looking for a hot shower and edible chow.” He slid a sheaf of papers across the desk. “Please fill these out. In triplicate.” He looked at Chris, daring her to make a wisecrack. “You will be restricted to the base for the duration of your stay, and MACV strongly advises that flak jackets and helmets be worn at all times outside of hardened structures. Vietnamese for ‘journalist’ is báo chí. When they’re shooting at you, give it a go.”

The major excused himself and left the two journalists alone with their thoughts and forms in triplicate. Paul looked at Chris and raised his eyebrows.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” she said.

“And yet...”

“What can I say? He had me at ‘FOB Jane is no place for a woman.’”


      ***Two days later, after countless briefings on rules, regulations, and standard operating procedures governing the activities of journalists in Vietnam, Chris and Paul waited near a fleet of UH-1 Iroquois helicopters; one of the Hueys would be their ride to the Mekong Delta. A teenaged soldier on the flight line soon approached the reporters and asked where they were headed.

“FOB Jane,” Chris replied.

His eyes widened and he glanced at Paul as if to verify that Chris was of sound mind. The photographer nodded. 

Like the MACV major, the young soldier shrugged and stepped aside so she could continue her pigheaded march toward certain death. He motioned them toward an idling Huey and told them to watch their heads. 

“Good luck,” he shouted.

Chris and Paul leaned forward into the Huey’s rotor wash and climbed aboard. They took seats on the forward-facing bench in the cabin and within minutes the helicopter lifted from the airstrip. 

As the Huey gained altitude and banked southwest on a trajectory into the Mekong Delta, a thrill of excitement vanished into doubt’s gaping maw. Did she expect to be welcomed into the boys’ club by men who would sooner relinquish a kidney than allow a woman into their circle of trust? It seemed a silly proposition at best, more likely an ignorant wish. She knew deep down that it was foolish to believe she would be anything but a distrusted outsider. Not only was she a woman, she was also press, a bad combination in a war gone awry.


      ***Saigon’s urban sprawl passed below them, the shanty ghettos and makeshift refugee camps receding into the distance. Paved roads crumbled to dirt, flanked by tall swaths of elephant grass that grew into lush, dense jungle that devoured the sun’s rays. The jungle melted into miles of flat rice paddies, the monotony broken only by crisscrossing rivers and canals. Farming villages dotted the landscape, some surrounded by high walls and fortifications, the South Vietnamese government’s ostensible defense against the pervasive Viet Cong and their northern enablers. The government had virtually imprisoned some of its own population in their villages, but the efforts had done little to deter attacks and cooption by the guerrillas.

The Mekong River Delta was the lifeblood of Vietnam, the most productive agricultural region of the country, but years of conflict had taken their toll and the rice harvests had diminished, straining both the local and national economies and driving more villagers toward Ho Chi Minh and his cause. Chris watched the villagers bent over in knee-deep water, working their endless paddies, turning to glance at the passing Huey before resuming their backbreaking labor.

Paul moved to the opposite bench and took a photo of Chris. She knew she was grinning stupidly, but she couldn’t help it. Paul was a former Marine who fought in World War II’s Pacific campaign and a twenty-five-year veteran of the news industry who had covered many of the world’s worst conflicts with a camera in hand. He looked the part of a bona fide war correspondent, sporting broken-in boots, stained green cargo pants, a loose khaki field shirt, and a well-worn photographer’s vest. She envied his calm demeanor and wealth of war experience, and wished her boots didn’t look so brand new. 

Thirty minutes into the flight, the chopper dropped several hundred feet and banked sharply. Chris crushed her bags between her feet to prevent them from tumbling out the open door. The crew chief motioned to the door gunners, and then he turned to Chris and Paul, drawing close to shout into their ears.

“Sir, ma’am, Charlie ambushed an aid convoy just east of here. We’ve been diverted to assist with casualty collection and troop transport. I need you to stay in the helicopter and keep the cabin floor clear.”

Chris nodded her understanding. The crew chief allowed Paul to take a seat on one of the side benches so he could have a clear shot of the convoy as they approached. He strapped himself in and leaned over the landing skids with his camera at the ready. Chris scooted to the edge of her bench and peered out.

The Huey descended into a surreal scene, touching down behind three flaming transport trucks and a disabled armored personnel carrier. Chris jerked when one of the door gunners engaged his machine gun against an enemy she couldn’t see. Just as she rose to join Paul closer to the door, two soldiers ran to the Huey with a limp body on a stretcher. Before Chris could jump out of the way, the soldiers shoved the stretcher into the cabin and nearly took her feet out from under her.

Chris backed away from the injured aid worker and found herself at the edge of the door opposite Paul. The gunner was trying to clear his jammed M-60 and paying her no attention. She looked out and a saw a small group of aid workers and Vietnamese villagers moving blindly through the smoke toward flashing muzzles in the thick underbrush flanking the road into the village. 

“No!” she shouted. “Hey! Get down! Get down!” But the roar of battle and aircraft drowned out her voice.

Glancing behind her, she saw Paul working two Nikons. The crew chief was on his knees applying pressure to the aid worker’s shoulder wound. Chris yelled again and waved her arms, but the group blundered toward enemy guns. She swore, and before her brain had a chance to participate in the decision-making process, she jumped out of the helicopter and ran toward the civilians. What did they tell her to do if attacked? Stay low behind a vehicle’s engine block or wheel wells? Seek concealment in the brush? Scream báo chí?

Chris overtook the slower villagers within seconds and shoved people off the road or behind trucks, away from the Viet Cong positions. They tumbled headfirst into sharp elephant grass, packs spilling contents, sandals flying through the air. The guerrillas intensified the attack as the mass of people dispersed, but the heavy smoke afforded some concealment. 

Chris ran for a nearby jeep, seeking protection from the machine gun fire. She was several yards away when a grenade explosion threw her sideways. She found herself wedged halfway under the jeep, the scream of the guerrilla who took the brunt of the grenade and the throb of a good smack to the head reverberating in her ears. 

She pushed herself up holding her ringing head and tried to focus her blurry vision. Two Viet Cong soldiers ran toward her, raising rifles. Chris’s head cleared instantly and she sprinted in the opposite direction as they launched a volley of AK-47 rounds. She rounded the back of a flaming transport truck at full speed and smashed into a body coming the other way. 

Her breath left in a whoosh. She bounced off the man and stumbled backwards, barely able to stay on her feet. The soldier in her path leveled his rifle at her. She stiffened in a half-crouch, poised for fight or flight, certain she would die.

But then she found clear blue eyes under the brim of a floppy bush hat, and golden hair, almost white at the sideburns. He stood a full head taller than the tallest pajama-clad combatant and wore U.S. Army insignia on his chest. 

And she knew she would not die.

He lowered the rifle a few inches and stared at her in confusion. They locked eyes for what felt to Chris like a very long time, yet it was only seconds before the soldier began struggling with ropes that bound shut the canvas flaps on the back of the truck. The truck rocked and Chris realized it was filled with Vietnamese civilians. He slashed at the ropes with his bush knife and tore open the flaps. He lifted screaming women and children to safety and pushed them away from the truck.

Chris remembered her Viet Cong pursuers and sprang forward to redirect a mother and her child who had turned into danger, unseen through the billowing smoke. The soldier reacted even faster, yanking both Chris and the woman back from the barrage of gunfire and scooping the young boy off his feet. Chris ended up sprawled on the ground and the soldier dumped the child on top of her. Then he whirled, took a knee, and, oblivious to the rounds ripping through the canvas near his head, lined up his shot at the two guerrillas materializing through smoke.

He fired twice and the AK-47s fell silent. Strange how a small amount of pressure exerted on a trigger mechanism could have such tremendous effect, Chris thought. He kept the rifle in a ready position and scanned the area. She held tight to the child and tried to catch her breath. The gunfire had stopped, and the only voices she heard belonged to Americans. Cursing, expressions of disgust, even raucous laughter as men stepped over dead bodies littering the road. 

Then she heard a cry of relief at her side. Chris placed the boy in his mother’s arms and watched her hurry toward the other villagers and aid workers, who were extricating themselves from the brush and retrieving their possessions. Chris stumbled away from the truck and the acrid smoke of the engine fire, coughing and trying to focus her vision through the cleansing tears rolling down her cheeks.

She thought now might be an excellent time to make her way back to the Huey and apologize to the crew chief and her photographer, but within seconds she was surrounded by gawking American soldiers. Two men pushed through the semi-circle of soldiers, the taller of the pair asking why in the fuck they were standing around and not mopping up or fishing refugees out of the jungle.

One of the soldiers, a gangly man with wild hazel eyes, pointed at Chris. “LT, it’s a girl!”

The officer wrinkled his nose as if he had just stepped in a pile of fresh water buffalo dung. He glanced at his older counterpart, who looked less appalled but just as surprised. The second man shrugged and smirked, prompting an eye roll from his superior. 

The lieutenant turned again to Chris. “And you are?”

“I’m a reporter.”

“Were you in that convoy?”

Chris turned to point to the Huey, but there was no longer a Huey hovering nearby. Her stomach seized. How would she get to FOB Jane? For all she knew, this lieutenant might make her walk.

“Is that your ride?” the older man asked, pointing to the Huey touching down a second time.

Chris felt her legs tremble in relief when she saw Paul waving frantically from the door. She waved back.

“Idiot journos,” the lieutenant muttered. “You trying to look good for the cameras or are you just insane?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

The blue-eyed soldier interrupted. “It’s cool, LT.”

“Spare me, Rawlins. Just because she’s cute doesn’t mean she gets to play soldier.”

Everyone laughed; everyone but Rawlins. His jaw muscles twitched. He cocked his head and glanced at her thoughtfully.

“You see that group of civilians, sweetie? That’s where you need to be. The rest of you, do something useful. Medevacs and transports inbound.”  

Chris met Rawlins’s eyes briefly, gave the rest a cursory glance, then turned and walked toward the Huey and her anxious photographer. Of course she was expecting this, she had spent weeks trying to prepare herself for the stares and the disdain and…

“Holy hell! What have we here?” An enormous soldier with an M-60 machine gun at his hip ogled her from waist-deep in the brush as she passed. The man—the boy—by his side bounced up and down, jabbering incoherently and pointing at her. 

…And that. She ignored it. 

And then she stopped short. Two dead Viet Cong soldiers lay sprawled in the road. Her pursuers. They each had a chest wound, a palm-sized wet patch soaking through their black tops. Lifeless eyes stared at the hazy sky. 

“Chris!”

Chris walked around the bodies and tried to smile at Paul. He ran forward and crushed her in a hug. Chris held onto him, feeling herself tremble. It was adrenaline, she told herself. Paul spoke to her in a low voice, but a roar had formed between her ears. 

“Excuse me.”

She turned. It was the blue-eyed soldier, Rawlins. His bush hat was off, hanging by its cord around his neck. His face was streaked with dirt and soot from the vehicle fires. He stepped forward and reached a hand toward her face. Reflexively she leaned back, and his hand stopped in midair.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

“What? Oh…” She touched her head and searched for pain.

He tipped her chin and examined her face. She kept her eyes on his extended arm between them, focusing on the rumpled green fabric stained with sweat and mud and paddy water. 

“I think there was a grenade or something,” she murmured.

His hand dropped from her chin to her left arm. He held her by the wrist and examined the bloody scratches down the outside of her forearm. “You’re lucky you weren’t badly injured.” He stepped back and waved to a man walking toward them, another youthful soldier. “This is Doc Kearney. He’ll patch you up.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Ignore her,” Paul said. 

“Ma’am,” said Kearney as he dropped his pack on the hood of the jeep and rooted through it for some gauze. “Please, it’s no problem.”

Rawlins nodded to her and Paul and rejoined his platoon. Kearney pressed a piece of gauze to her forehead to stanch the bleeding and asked her to hold it in place before he secured it with a strip of tape. 

“We got Hueys, LT!” the radioman shouted. “Three minutes!”

Kearney taped a bandage over her arm, smiled, and touched his temple in a casual, two-fingered salute. “Enjoy the flight.”

The thump of the rotors grew louder and a grouping of helicopters appeared over the tree line, their movements mirroring the curve of the road. Chris shaded her eyes to watch the spectacle. After Paul took a few photos of the incoming helos, they made their way back to their Huey. Several soldiers were busy loading additional bodies onto the helicopter, mostly Vietnamese. The crew chief glared at Chris and tossed the reporters’ luggage out of the Huey. The duffel bags and rucksacks landed at their feet. Chris and Paul stared at the baggage. The Huey lifted off.

“Excuse me, ma’am!”

Chris barely heard the shout above the roar. She turned to face a young soldier with sergeant’s stripes on his collar. 

“Ma’am, where are you headed? My Tho?”

“No, farther into the Delta.”

“Where?”

“FOB Jane. It’s south of—”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m familiar with it. Please follow me.” 

The sergeant brought them to the lieutenant. “LT, these two need a ride to FOB Jane.”

“Conlon, if this is a joke…”

“No joke.”

The lieutenant scratched the dark stubble on his chin. “I need to see your credentials and travel authorization.” 

Paul pulled his credentials from his breast pocket. Chris had to drop her bags and rummage through her rucksack to find her press card and the requisite paperwork. As she dug through her clothing, she watched the lieutenant tap the toe of his black leather jungle boot on the ground, a not-so-subtle hint that his time was valuable and she was wasting it. Finally, she pulled out the credentials and a folded authorization letter, signed by the major at MACV, allowing her and Paul passage to FOB Jane. 

The lieutenant made a show of examining the documents, like a jack-booted thug at a Soviet border crossing. Chris kept her mouth shut; her newly heightened sense of self-preservation understood how badly she and Paul needed a ride.

“Miss McKenna, Mr. Lane, FOB Jane is situated in a very dangerous area of the Mekong Delta. I would ask that you reconsider this decision, as it may have an adverse impact on your life expectancy. The facilities at My Tho are better equipped to handle press and, more importantly, it is considerably safer.”

“I appreciate your concern, but we’ll continue on to FOB Jane as planned.”

He handed the paperwork back to her. “Follow Sergeant Conlon.”


      ***It didn’t take long for Chris to figure out that she and the lieutenant’s platoon were headed to the same place. She spent most of the helicopter ride muttering profanity under her breath and ignoring the wide-eyed stares from Sergeant Conlon’s squad. She was already on the lieutenant’s bad side and she didn’t even know his name. This was not the start she was hoping for at FOB Jane.

Upon landing, Conlon ushered Chris and Paul out of the helicopter toward the sandbagging that ringed the helipad. Another Huey disgorged the lieutenant and the second half of his platoon. He strode toward them and with a flick of the wrist motioned her to follow.

Chris hurried to keep pace with his long strides. Movement caught her attention; her gaze settled on a group of men ambling toward tents and barracks in the distance. The tall soldier in the back stood apart from the rest, whether by design or circumstance Chris couldn’t tell. The burst of laughter from the group put a grin on his face. Then he looked her way and for a second their eyes met. His smile faded.

“Staff sergeant,” the lieutenant snapped at a soldier talking with two men in a jeep outside a low, heavily fortified building. “Where’s Lieutenant Wheaton?”

“Danang, sir. Can I be of assistance?”

“These two are press and they need to be someone else’s problem.”

“Understood, sir. I’ll get them settled.” 

“First, please escort Miss McKenna to the hospital so her injuries can be treated.”

“That’s not—”

“Roger, sir.”

“Thank you.” The lieutenant stalked into camp without a backwards glance.

The staff sergeant turned to address Chris. “Ma’am, FOB Jane has no dedicated accommodations for journalists, as we rarely see press this far south, but we do have a large hooch that can house you both temporarily, until we find you a more suitable arrangement.”

“Thank you, Sergeant, that’s fine.”

“Follow me.” 

The staff sergeant led them through camp toward the center of the base, where a sprawling village of thatch huts lent a little local flair to the military’s soulless array of tents, barracks, and bunkers, built around the remnants of an abandoned hamlet. He stopped in front of a large hooch that stood slightly askew on its mud and clay foundation and opened the door.  

The temperature inside was stifling, but Chris saw two small windows that might provide a cross breeze and clear out the stale air. Two cots against the left wall stretched into the middle of the room, sheets and wool blankets folded at the foot of each. A rickety field table stood in one corner. Chris put a hand to the bandage on her head and stared at the field table, already envisioning reams of insightful, prize-worthy reporting. All she needed was a typewriter and a chair.

“Lieutenant Wheaton, our public affairs officer, will return from Danang later this week. Showers and latrines are located just down the path, sir. Ma’am, female-only facilities are near the nurses’ quarters behind the hospital. Now, if you’ll please accompany me, we’ll get you checked out.”

Chris sighed but dumped her bags at the foot of the far cot and left Paul to unpack his equipment. The young staff sergeant led her to the hospital and greeted the nurse manning the triage station.

“Is Captain Nichols available?”

The nurse, who stared at Chris the way one might gawk at a highway car wreck, finally nodded. “I think so.”

She directed them toward an exam room and went in search of Captain Nichols. Chris felt a surge of irritation toward that insufferable lieutenant; she did not need medical attention, and she most certainly did not need to waste the captain’s time. No doubt he had real casualties to which to attend. That was assuming he was even competent, given the MACV major’s assessment of the quality of officers at FOB Jane. Chris was prepared to bolt at the first sign of ineptitude, but her injuries were so minor that if the triage nurse could have picked her jaw up off the floor, Chris thought even she could have cleaned out a few scratches and changed some Band-Aids.

She read a few of the public service announcements taped to the wall urging soldiers to wear helmets and flak jackets, to stay hydrated, to take their malaria prophylaxis, to avoid unprotected sex. Chris smirked and figured the medical staff had seen some ghastly cases of sexually transmitted diseases in Vietnam, the stuff of medical journal legend.

She turned when she heard footsteps. The staff sergeant, standing outside the room, snapped to attention and Chris found herself facing a pony-tailed woman in teal scrubs with a stethoscope draped over her neck. 

“Ma’am, this is Captain Nichols, chief of FOB Jane’s nursing contingent.”

Chris offered a hand, which the captain accepted. “Chris McKenna.”

“Maria Nichols.”

Evidently warned by the triage nurse that her patient would look nothing like her usual fare, the captain was discreet in her curiosity. She closed the door behind her and gestured for Chris to take a seat on the exam table. Chris complied and assured the nurse she was fine.

“I’m sure you are.” Maria pulled the gauze from Chris’s forehead. “That’s quite a gash. What happened?”

“Turbulence. Smacked my head on that thing in the back of the chopper. You know.”

“The transmission structure?”

“Sure.”

The nurse appraised Chris with narrowed eyes, but didn’t press the issue. She cleaned the cut with disinfectant and pulled a tray of instruments to her side. 

“You’re going to need a few stitches.”

“It’s just a scratch.”

Maria again took a moment to evaluate her patient. Chris met intelligent mocha eyes that were having none of her nonsense and noticed the purple ribbon tied around the nurse’s ponytail. She was tan and fit and wearing black Chuck Taylor All-Stars, and Chris could just as easily imagine her on a California beach as the exam room of a field hospital in Vietnam. She wondered what had brought Maria Nichols to FOB Jane and, perhaps more importantly, why she stayed.

“You’re a journalist?”

“Yes.”

“And you chose to come to FOB Jane?”

“Yes.”

Maria shone a light in each eye to test pupil reaction and then held up a finger. “Follow my finger.” She moved it side to side, up and down. “Any head pain, blurry vision, hearing loss, nausea, vomiting?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.

“But you chose FOB Jane?”

Chris realized the nurse was having a little fun with her. She smiled. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Maria returned the smile. “I know the feeling.”

“I keep being told that FOB Jane is no place for a woman.”

Maria shrugged. “It’s not, but seeing as you ran headlong into a firefight—excuse me, a Huey transmission structure—I’m confident you can hold your own.”

“I’ve already had a run-in with one lieutenant who seems to think I belong in the kitchen, probably barefoot and pregnant, so I’m off to a good start.”

Maria snapped on a fresh pair of gloves and readied a local anesthetic. “Know his name?”

“No. Tall, wiry, dark hair, hasn’t shaved in at least a week. Might be good-looking were it not for all the personality.”

The nurse gnawed at her bottom lip. Chris thought she was trying to hide a smile.

“That sounds like Lieutenant Gianelli.”  

“Is he always an asshole, or just having a bad day?”

She laughed. “I hear he has his moments. Now hold still and I’ll get you out of here in time for a late lunch.”
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“How did you sleep?” Paul asked brightly. 

Chris rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Are you kidding? Between the artillery blasts and those weird catcalls, which I hope were not human, I don’t think I slept at all.”

“The jungle does have a unique soundtrack.”

“You snore, by the way.”

“Sorry.”

“So what do we do now?”

“What do you mean?”

She slid off the cot, clad in shorts and a tank top, and tried to tame her unruly hair. As her legs absorbed her body weight, she yelped in pain. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, she felt the full effects of the previous day’s battle. 

“We’re in the middle of a warzone. What do we do first?”

He shrugged. “Eat breakfast?”


      ***Chris thought that was as good an idea as any, at least until they arrived at the mess hall and she got her first taste of the wall spackle masquerading as oatmeal. The coffee was nothing more than caffeine-infused turpentine. Still, she choked down two cups of it, black, and hoped her stomach lining survived the assault. 

“I sneaked a peek at your story last night,” Paul said. “Good start.”

“It kind of wrote itself,” Chris said. 

“They won’t all be like that. Remember, five years of hard work down the drain if you come back with nothing.”

“What’s something?”

“You’ll know it when you see it.” 

Chris took a sip of coffee, cringing at the bitterness. She verbalized a thought that had been troubling her for weeks.

“Willis thinks I’m reckless.”

“You are.”

“I am not,” she replied in genuine disbelief that Paul, her cherished friend and mentor, would agree with the man dead set against her career advancement.

“No? Did you accidentally launch yourself into that firefight yesterday?”

“Momentary lapse of reason.”

“Then I’ll direct your attention toward Exhibit B, Labor Day weekend 1967, U Street and Fourteenth. A peaceful march turns ugly by the light of a Molotov cocktail. The D.C. riot police rush in, the press gaggle breaks for safety, but one reporter lowers her shoulder and busts through the line with her interviewee, the leader of the local chapter of Black Panthers. What would you call that?”

Chris shrugged. “Dedication.”

“You’re reckless and mentally unhinged.”

“Now you’re just being mean.”

“Have you ever considered that Willis might care about you?”

“Oh please, Martin Willis has made perfectly clear he cares about the news, not the people who report it.”

“I think his bigger concern is your impatience,” Paul said.

“Patience is the most overrated virtue.” Chris swallowed the last gulp of coffee and stood. “Let’s get out of here. Everyone is staring at me.”

They cleared their dishes and then Chris pushed through the doors of the mess hall and walked straight into a familiar soldier. He stepped back in surprise, and Chris found herself facing a wall of twelve inquisitive young men.

“It’s the reporter lady!” hissed a little redhead.

Chris’s shoulders tensed as she braced for an onslaught of prying and obnoxious questions. The seconds passed but they spared her from interrogation, their curiosity palpable but held in check.

“Hey, Photo Man, that’s a badass camera. Got time for a few pics?”

While Paul indulged requests for snapshots, Chris slid a glance at Rawlins. He had backed away a few feet, arms crossed over his chest, uninterested in the impromptu photo shoot. 

“You sure you want to pass this up? Paul collects Pulitzers like other people collect baseball cards.”

“I’m not very photogenic,” Rawlins said.

She offered her hand. “Chris McKenna.”


      ***He regarded her coolly but accepted her hand. Her skin was soft and her nails looked manicured, glossy in the sunlight. She squeezed firmly and he returned the grip, self-conscious about the roughness of his palm against hers. 

“John Rawlins.” 

“Thanks for not shooting me yesterday.”

Her playful tone set him on edge. He had been a millisecond from pulling the trigger; the only thing that had stopped him was a swish of pony-tailed hair. She seemed unbothered by the cut on her forehead, covered by a flesh-colored bandage, and the jagged scratches on her forearm, superficial but angry red in color. 

“I understand you have a job to do, but next time someone tells you to stay on the chopper, stay on the chopper.”

Her expression hardened. “I guess we’re not so cool after all?”

“It was a moment of pity.”

“Pity?”

“Lieutenant Gianelli can be…abrasive.”

Her green eyes narrowed, and he watched with some amusement as she struggled to swallow the reactionary sarcasm.

“Well, thanks anyway.”

“The lieutenant isn’t the chauvinist pig you think he is.”

One eyebrow began an upward journey into the realm of incredulity, but otherwise her face displayed little of what she must be thinking. 

“If you say so.” 

“Who do you work for, Miss McKenna?”

“Call me Chris. I write for American Century. Know it?”

“I prefer Time.”

She couldn’t tell if that was a joke, so she merely nodded. “Have you been here long?”

“About a month.”

“Seen much action?”

John shrugged. “A little.”

“Any other heroics I should know about?”

“Heroics?”

“You saved all those civilians.”

“So did you.”

That wasn’t the reply she expected, but after the briefest of pauses she flashed a disarming smile and said, “We should talk sometime.”

She tossed back chestnut hair, pushing some strands off her face with her left hand, a hand adorned by a silver band on her ring finger. John liked how the corners of her eyes crinkled when she smiled. 

“Thanks, but I’ll pass.” 

“Okay. Let me know if you change your mind.”

He nodded stiffly.

“Ready to go?” the photographer asked. The man stuck out his hand and introduced himself. “Hey, thanks for making sure she didn’t get herself killed yesterday. She gets a little carried away sometimes.” Paul winked and patted Chris on the back. “Catch you boys later.”

The soldiers waved and the journalists began to walk away. Chris McKenna turned and shot him a mischievous grin. 

“See you around, John Rawlins,” she said, right before they disappeared behind some sandbagging. 

The men swarmed him as he watched them go.

“Man, I can’t believe you turned down that interview!”

John said nothing.

“That’s cool, Cowboy, more headlines for the rest of us. She can interview me anytime she wants.”


      ***After breakfast, First Squad, Second Platoon, Delta Company trudged back to the barracks to retrieve their gear for guard duty, scheduled to last throughout the heat of the day, as ordered by their company commander. Lieutenant Gianelli, Master Sergeant Travis, and Sergeant Conlon were attending a company briefing, and had left instructions for the platoon to report to their posts no later than zero nine hundred hours.

The Reporter Lady, as she was unceremoniously dubbed, dominated conversation along the walk. Who was she, and why was she here?

“She’s press, Steve,” John said.

“So?”

John stared at him. “She’s covering the war.”

“Okay, but why FOB Jane? How did we get so lucky? We ain’t never lucky. Right, Hector?” 

“The odds are against it,” Hector said.

“What’s she like, Johnny?” Steve asked. “She seemed kind of feisty. I like my women feisty. Think she’d go for me?”

“No.”  

“Holy shit, man. You got a thing for her?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Don’t lie, Johnny. You’re a bad liar. You got a thing for her. I can tell.”

John shook his head. “She could have been killed yesterday. Insanity is not an attractive character trait.”

Steve cracked his knuckles. “What are the odds on me, Hector?”

“How many men in this brigade?”

“Don’t know. Few thousand?”

“Then a few thousand to one.”

“Harsh, man, harsh.”

A stocky, tattooed soldier with a crooked nose slapped Steve on the back. “No chance, Jersey. I call dibs.”

John felt his trapezius muscles contract into knots, and he nearly ground the enamel off his teeth as he listened to the laughter and the crass comments. He focused on his feet and kept walking.


      ***Chris stood at the center of FOB Jane, a grassy courtyard flanked by the brigade’s headquarters building, the mess hall, and the base club. In the center of the courtyard, an American flag flapped in the breeze. A navy New York Yankees baseball cap shaded her eyes as she studied a tall wooden signpost, painted bright blue, which rose at the convergence of several trodden walking paths. Wooden arrows painted in rainbow colors pointed every which way: Hanoi to the north, Tokyo to the east, Sydney to the south, Los Angeles, Houston, Chicago, Miami, Washington, New York, and Boston to the west. Someone had even tacked on a homemade sign for Peoria. Each city had its distance from FOB Jane in miles painted in white in the corner, a startling reminder of the gap between the world and the war.

Forward Operating Base Jane was home to the Seventy-Fifth Infantry Brigade and commanded by Colonel Matthew Brooks, the purported terminal O-6. The staff sergeant had introduced her to Brooks when she stopped by Brigade HQ in search of a typewriter, and he welcomed her warmly once he recovered from the shock of having a journalist on his base. 

She was still staring up at the signpost and plotting her next story when Paul appeared at her side. 

“Second thoughts?” Paul asked.

“Never.”

“Then let’s do this. Try to behave yourself, please.”

Chris sighed. They were minutes away from what was described as a “mandatory” meeting with Lieutenant George Wheaton, the brigade’s public affairs officer just returned from Danang, and Captain Arthur Kittles, the commander of Delta Company, one of the infantry units. Of course, this assertion was put forth at the captain’s behest by a stammering private who had approached them during lunch. Chris was not on speaking terms with anything mandatory, but Paul agreed on their behalf and, after the private departed, told her it was too early to start pissing off the officer corps.

They were met at the entrance of Brigade HQ by the same aide who had accosted them at lunch. He escorted them down a hall and stepped aside for them to enter a cramped office. 

Captain Kittles, a heavyset man in his mid-thirties, greeted them and pumped Paul’s hand, clapping him on the back several times and offering effusive praise for all that was American Century. Paul shot a sidelong glance at Chris, one eyebrow twitching. She was taken aback by the enthusiasm, a stark contrast to Lieutenant Gianelli’s animosity.

A second man fumbled and dropped a mostly empty bottle of amber-colored liquid into Kittles’s trash can, a clumsy attempt to hide evidence. He stood to greet the journalists and, looking a bit unsteady on his feet, swayed forward and back until his brain caught up with his body. 

Kittles made the introductions. “Lieutenant George Wheaton, this is Christine McKenna and Paul Lane of American Century.” 

Wheaton reached for Chris’s hand and held on a moment too long. After Wheaton released her, Kittles gestured to a small table surrounded by four chairs. Chris sat and tried to ignore the drops of sweat rolling down her sides under her shirt, wondering how Wheaton managed to look cool and coiffed in his spotless fatigues. It was a professional package if one overlooked the glazed eyes of a drunk, she thought wryly. She would not condemn a man who drank to escape the demons of combat, but she was certain Wheaton had never been outside the wire. She disliked him immediately.

Kittles broke the awkward moment of silence with a clap that jarred Wheaton from a daze in which he stared at a spot somewhere below Chris’s neck. 

Wheaton cleared his throat. “Miss McKenna, I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to have you here. FOB Jane has faced a dearth of reporters over the last couple of years, and we very much look forward to working with you.”

“Paul and I appreciate the hospitality,” Chris said. 

“It’s my job to provide background information, arrange interviews, and answer your questions regarding operations at FOB Jane. I know you’ve only just arrived, but is there anything I can assist with?”

“Well, Paul and I would like to spend some time in the field with infantry units.”

Wheaton and Kittles exchanged a knowing look. Wheaton spoke. “I’m sure you’re aware that the United States Army has a policy prohibiting women from combat.”

“I have no intention of engaging in combat. We would be observers only.”

“It’s important that we adhere to both the letter and the spirit of the law. Incidents like yesterday’s attack are an unfortunate aspect of this war, and must be avoided at all costs. We take our responsibility to protect journalists very seriously.”

“Yet you allow male correspondents full access to combat elements.”

“I know it must seem unfair, but we have your best interests at heart,” Kittles said. “The last thing we want is an injured journalist. I trust you’ve been seen by our medical staff?”

“I’m fine.”

“We’re just relieved you weren’t hurt badly. The leader of the platoon responding to that ambush, Lieutenant Gianelli, has been reprimanded for his negligence.”

Chris frowned. “Why? He did nothing wrong. He had no idea I was even there until the firefight was over. His platoon saved dozens of aid workers and villagers.”

“Unfortunately, Miss McKenna, of all the combat elements you could have encountered, you managed to find the worst. Lieutenant Gianelli and his platoon are a stain on this brigade’s sterling reputation.”

“I see.”

“Please don’t worry, you need not concern yourself with his platoon. Now, can we assume you’re here to cover women’s issues?”

Paul shifted in his seat. Chris stared at Kittles.

“I’m here to cover the war,” she said.

“Yes, yes, of course, and there are plenty of stories for you here at FOB Jane. For example, we have a small but skilled nursing corps at our hospital, women as close to the front lines as they can be.”

“Or the refugees,” Wheaton offered. “Refugee stories are always popular with the female crowd.”

Chris leaned forward and looked at each man. “The war,” she repeated slowly, “I’m here to cover the war. That means time in the field.”

“I’m sorry, Miss McKenna, but the rules are the rules,” Wheaton said. “I’ll check with the public affairs office in Saigon, but their stance on women in combat situations is clear.”

“George, perhaps we could keep MACV out of this. As you know, MACV has, in the past, deferred that decision to the local command.”

“Yes, sir. Given Miss McKenna’s enthusiasm and willingness to come all the way to FOB Jane, I think it would be appropriate to leave that decision to you.”

“Miss McKenna, I am happy to take your request under advisement. However, in lieu of joining patrols, at least for now, Lieutenant Wheaton will prepare a detailed briefing book for your reference on the Seventy-Fifth Brigade and its many operational responsibilities,” Kittles said. “We’ve used similar tools in the past in theater and found them to be quite popular with journalists, almost as good as being in the field. And no danger of jungle rot,” he added with a laugh. “Lieutenant, can you have the materials ready by the end of the week?”

“Of course, sir. And I will be happy to walk our guests through the more complex aspects of the brigade’s operations.”

“Is that acceptable, Miss McKenna?”

“Fine,” she said.

Chris and Paul stood to leave. Kittles and Wheaton jumped to their feet, eager to shake hands again. Outside, Paul waited while Chris fumed.

“Women’s issues? What the fuck is a woman’s issue? It’s a goddamn war.”

“Covered predominantly by men.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said with a sigh. “Hey, Wheaton is a bit of a creep, right? It wasn’t just my imagination?”

“Uh, no. He’s definitely an interesting choice for public affairs officer, considering his obvious alcohol problem. Seemed rather taken by you.”

Chris wrinkled her nose.

“He’s no John Rawlins, that’s for sure. At least your favorite G.I. managed to keep his eyes off your chest for extended periods of time.”

Chris elbowed her photographer. “Stop it.” 

“Are we planning to follow both the letter and spirit of the law?”

She laughed. “Don’t be silly. Of course not.”


      ***As the afternoon sun beat down and baked the base, Chris had an unexpected encounter with her least favorite infantry officer, the so-called stain on the Seventy-Fifth Brigade. She had tried to start another piece, but could not pull a coherent sentence from the jumble of thoughts careening through her mind. The report of the ambush, composed and filed within hours of arrival at FOB Jane, had required no serious effort, but this second installment proved more challenging. In a moment of extreme weakness, she considered pursuing the nursing angle for all the wrong reasons; a profile of the lovely Captain Nichols would certainly attract readers, perhaps even those who would otherwise disparage the notion that women could serve their country.

The thunderous launch of artillery snapped her back to reality. Sweat dripped off her face and smeared the doodles in her notebook’s margins; the hooch retained more heat than a blast furnace and smelled about as fresh. In an effort to cool down and clear her head, she took her canteen and wove her way around tents, hooches, and bunkers to the water station. She opened the spigot and filled her canteen, then splashed some over her face. 

“Are you lost? The Hilton is back in Saigon.”

Chris stiffened as water ran off her chin onto her shirt, soaking her chest. She took a deep breath before turning around to face the newcomer.

“Lieutenant, nice to see you again.”

His intense caramel-colored eyes bore into her, looking her up and down. Unlike Wheaton’s lustful eyes, Gianelli’s were clinical, judgmental. 

“Why are you here?”

“I was thirsty.”

He cocked his head to one side. The sweat on his forehead glistened in the fierce sun. “Make it quick, McKenna. FOB Jane is no place for a woman.”

“I’ve been here for two days. What could I possibly have done to annoy you?”

“You don’t get it, do you? You’re a distraction, and that’s the last thing these guys need.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” 

“Are you really so naïve as to think this is a simple matter of doing your job?”

She continued to hold his gaze, wondering what had crawled up his ass. He could not be much older than thirty, but the dark circles under his eyes and hollowed shadows beneath the scruff on his cheeks gave him the haunted but determined look of weary prey pushed beyond its limits.  

“I’m here for the story.”

Gianelli scoffed. “You want to be responsible for what happens because they’re playing hero and trying to save your ass instead of their own while under fire? That’ll be a hell of a story.”

“You know as well as I do that when your men are under fire, the last thing they’ll be thinking about is me.”

“Really? Because one soldier already risked his life to save yours.”

“That was…inadvertent. But next time—”

“Absolutely not. You are not tagging along on my patrols.”

“What if I promise to follow orders?”

Gianelli laughed. “I didn’t fall off the Huey yesterday.”

“Come on, please?”

“Sorry. No facilities for women.”

Chris wanted to throw her canteen at him. “For Christ’s sake, that is the dumbest—” 

“Miss McKenna, when the army drew up rules prohibiting women from combat, clearly they had you in mind. If another officer chooses to allow you to risk both your own safety and the safety of the men under his command, that’s on him. The best thing you can do for everyone, yourself included, is to stay out of the way.”

Chris spoke through gritted teeth. “Advice noted.”


      ***“Stop pacing. You make me nervous.”

Paul watched her with a mixture of curiosity and confusion from the doorway. Chris ignored him and continued to pace back and forth in the hooch, agitated from the conversation with Gianelli. That type of reaction from officers and grunts alike was a natural response to her assault on the army establishment, on ironclad rules and protocol, but she was still offended.

“This place might give the newsroom a run for its money in terms of virulent testosterone. Why do men hate women so much?”

Paul shrugged. “I like women.” 

“I wasn’t really concerned about you.”

“Who’d you run into?”

Chris sighed and waved away the question. “No one. Misogyny just seems to be a common thread linking all men who wage war.”

“Lieutenant Gianelli?”

“I said no one. They act like I have leprosy. You’d think they’d want to talk to me. I’m their ticket to fame and glory, right?”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“That’s not true.”

“Yes, it is. But would you like some advice?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Is it good advice?”

Paul smiled. “Only the best for you.”

“Then by all means. Even though you’re not going to tell me anything I don’t already know.”

“If you already know, why aren’t you doing it?”

“I’m trying!”

“The story isn’t going to fall into your lap. Willis won’t settle for one piece, no matter how good. You’ve never been afraid to butt heads before. What’s wrong?”

“Gee, I don’t know, they’ve got guns and an aversion to rational behavior.”

Paul rolled his eyes and busied himself with his camera gear. “Let me know when you’ve got something for me.”

Chris made a face at his back. What would Willis say if he could see her now? He would tell her to write another goddamn story, and quickly. The thought of Martin Willis—and her mortal enemy Anne Novak and that sniveling weasel Kent Springer—gloating over her anxiety-driven pacing only made her more anxious. But this was not vicious politicking in the newsroom; this was war and the stakes were much higher.

Prior to her departure for Vietnam, Willis had summoned her to his office and held up the most recent issues of Time, Newsweek, and Life, fanning them out for her to see. 

“Leave the conventional journalism to the conventional journalists,” he said. “I don’t want fluff pieces on life in the army or diatribes on the suffering of innocent civilians. It’s all been done before. Tell me something I don’t know about this war.”

Chris had promised to do just that, but now accepted that her confidence may have been misplaced. Not every story wanted to be told, and perhaps some shouldn’t be told, but she was not here to judge truth. She was here to report it.

The problem was simple: she wanted access to combat units, and the one platoon with which she felt a connection, however bizarre, was effectively off limits. Though she could surely find compelling stories elsewhere, she wanted this story. First Squad. Second Platoon.

Chris stopped pacing and snatched her pad off the field table. Maybe there was a way around Gianelli. She found the name she was looking for, snapped the pad shut, and strode out of the hooch.


      ***Chris rounded the corner and entered Delta Company’s section of camp, feeling about as welcome as the Viet Cong. She tried to melt into the siding of Second Platoon’s barracks, resisting the silly urge to tiptoe. Her stomach had knotted itself and she felt lightheaded. If Gianelli were to walk by, she would be dumped on the next Huey to Saigon, she was sure of it. 

As she approached the front of the building, she recognized the gravelly voice peppering the troops with insults about their girlfriends, their mothers, and their collective lack of manhood. The invective ended with a pronouncement of a patrol to be run tomorrow morning, followed by groans and curses. She heard footsteps and then the burly soldier pushed through the door. 

She scooted past the open barracks door and followed, hanging back a few yards. When she was sure they were alone, she took up stride beside him. 

He did a double take, his eyes registering surprise. Fully intending to charm him with her winning personality, Chris held out her hand and smiled.

“You’re a hard man to find, Sergeant.”

He ignored her outstretched hand. “I try to avoid trouble.”

She shrank back. Her hand dropped to her side. “My name is Chris McKenna—”

“I know who you are,” said Master Sergeant Travis.

“I thought…I just wanted to ask…” She paused to compose herself. He stared at her like she was a particularly loathsome species of small rodent. “I was hoping you’d let me come along on a patrol.” She cringed as the words left her mouth, expecting a resounding no and a healthy dose of humiliation.

Travis laughed, though not harshly. “Why are you asking me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t run Delta Company.”

“I’m not interested in company operations.”

“I don’t run Second Platoon, either.”

Chris felt a sense of impending doom. “I know.”

“Have you asked Lieutenant Gianelli?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“He was…unreceptive. No facilities for women, apparently.”

“Why should my answer be any different?”

Chris swallowed hard, eyes wandering, feeling her cheeks flush in frustration. The words tumbled out before she had a chance to moderate them. “All I want is a chance.”

Travis appraised her for several long seconds. “Okay,” he said. “You can come.”

“Really?”

“You can squat, can’t you?” He grinned at his own humor. “First Squad is set to head out tomorrow morning for two days or so, recon patrol. You up for it?”

“Yeah. Yeah, sure. I really appreciate it, Sergeant.”

He waved away her thanks. “Listen, kid, I’ve got two rules, which you follow or you walk home. You stay the hell out of the way and you don’t get yourself killed. Got it?”

She nodded. “Got it.”

“Be at the northwest chopper pad by zero five hundred. You have everything you need?”

“I think so.”

Travis extended a hand and gave hers a friendly squeeze. “Nice to meet you, McKenna. See you tomorrow.” 


      ***Chris returned to the hooch in a hurry, running over the pockmarked paths with ease. Four Chinooks passed low overhead, churning up a wall of dust and dirt that blinded and choked her. She ignored the stares from curious soldiers as she traversed the main square. 

Paul had the door open to circulate the afternoon air, but the mosquito net kept out the bugs. He was engrossed in a letter, presumably to his wife. Chris waited impatiently for him to acknowledge her presence.

“You look rather pleased with yourself,” he said, still writing. “Am I to assume young Mr. Rawlins turned his attention your way?”

Chris shot him a withering glare.

“No? I thought for sure…”

“Knock it off, would you? We’ll be busy the next couple of days.”

“We will?”

“Travis is letting us come on patrol. It really was as simple as asking.”

Paul dropped his pen and sat back, running a hand over his mop of curly hair. “When I said find something to do, I meant an interview or a briefing.”

“A briefing?”

“Sure. You know, the Five O’clock Follies. Perfectly ridiculous, perfectly safe.”

Some of Chris’s excitement diminished. “Really?”

Paul’s smile reflected both amusement and concern. “No, not really. But have you thought this through? Remember what it was like to be shot at? Remember what dead people look like?”

“I know, it’s dangerous. But other reporters go. What’s the difference?”

Paul shrugged. “Nothing.”
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