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            Foreword

            By David Morrell

            
               “Did you ever think about the devil…about what a hard job he’s got? He does all the work and God just sits around and takes all the credit.”

               —from Sympathy for the Devil

            

         

         The way Mick Jagger remembered it, the title started with a Russian novel he read in 1967, Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, about Satan, Communism, and atheism in post-Revolution Russia. The book gave Mick the idea for a song about the devil’s influence in history: Christ’s Crucifixion, the Russian Revolution, World War II, and the JFK assassination. In the song, the devil tells listeners to treat him with sympathy or he’ll waste their souls.

         The Rolling Stones released “Sympathy for the Devil” in 1968. That was the year of the Tet Offensive (named after the Vietnamese New Year), when seventy thousand North Vietnamese soldiers and Vietcong guerrilla fighters attacked more than one hundred U.S. military bases and South Vietnamese communities, shattering American confidence that the ever-escalating war could be won.

         Things weren’t any better at home. In 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. So was Robert Kennedy. That year, riots gutted inner cities across America, with soldiers and Marines trying to maintain peace amid charred vehicles and looted buildings. Outside the Democratic Convention in Chicago, police bashed war protesters’ skulls on national television in what an investigation later called a “police riot.” University students seized administration buildings—at Columbia, it took tear gas and around a thousand New York City police officers to restore order. That was the year I began a novel, First Blood, in which a Vietnam veteran named Rambo returns home and fights a domestic war.

         Amid this chaos, also in 1968, a young man named Kent Anderson was drafted, and then enlisted in the U.S. Army. He passed the rigorous training for Special Forces (sometimes called the Green Berets) and went to isolated A-camp Mai Loc in central Vietnam, where from 1969 to 1970 he earned sergeant stripes and two Bronze Stars. Back in the civilian world, he served as a police officer, left to receive an MFA in fiction writing, and returned to law enforcement. Throughout, he worked to translate his military experiences into the book you’re about to read, which was finally published in 1987, nineteen years after Anderson joined the Army.

         Sympathy for the Devil is a rarity. Even as it describes the hell of combat (intestines dangling from trees, and corpses with bullet-pounded faces that look like pudding), it dramatizes how a Special Forces sergeant named Hanson learns to appreciate, indeed to love, the war’s insanity. Combat becomes his seducer, sucking him into its heart until he can never find joy anywhere else. “He was eight thousand miles from home in the middle of a thorn patch…, surrounded by the enemy, and he was happy.”

         “Joy” and “happy” aren’t words one expects to find in a book about combat. That might be why a 1987 reviewer condemned Sympathy for the Devil as amoral, repugnant, and nihilistic. For me, however, those adjectives are positive. It’s common to find reviewer-friendly combat books with a righteous antiwar theme. But it’s unusual for an author to acknowledge the adrenaline addiction of combat.

         Here’s some perspective. In 2010, I was part of the first-ever USO author tour to a war zone: Iraq. Before we flew to the Middle East, we visited two military hospitals in Washington, DC. I spoke with a dozen patients. All had recently been wounded in the war. Most were missing at least one limb. One was without both arms. Another no longer had his legs. Another had neither arms nor legs. Multiple surgeries were scheduled for the next year and in some cases two years. Wives sat next to the bed; stacked blankets indicated they slept there; they knitted obsessively. Parents sometimes sat there too, their faces blank, hoping their son would express the slightest need that they could satisfy—a sip of water perhaps.

         My conversations with those patients had two common elements: One, each amputee described in objective detail, as if it had happened to someone else, the sequence leading to the explosion that had blown away at least one of his limbs. Two, in the presence of their wives and/or parents, most told me how much they missed being in combat and that, if they could go back in time, they’d do it all over again. Not because they were patriotic. For some, that had been their initial motivation, but no longer. What they missed was the intensity of the war and the bond of a combat unit that was stronger than family.

         When we first meet Sergeant Hanson, he’s drinking a can of beer and swallowing two amphetamine capsules before strapping on his weapons and going on patrol, a modern-day gunfighter at an outlying camp on the war’s frontier (American military personnel in Vietnam often used frontier images). Given the book’s title, it’s appropriate that a Mick Jagger / Rolling Stones song pulses in the background—not “Sympathy for the Devil,” but it might as well be, for the devil is at work here, as anything that moves (farmers, water buffalo, whatever) is slaughtered in free-fire zones. Throughout the book, not just the Stones but Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, and Jefferson Airplane contribute to the sound track of what a character calls a “rock ’n’ roll war.” Hanson at first feels he’s in a movie or a television show. As he shoots at rifle flashes in the jungle, everything makes simple sense. If he wins, the other guy’s dead. If he loses, he’s the one who’s dead, and his troubles are over.

         Sympathy for the Devil is so visceral you don’t so much read it as experience “the ammonia stink of high explosive,” “the talcum-and-rubber-smelling body bag,” and “the snap of the fuse like a kitchen match being struck.” Comparisons are frequent. On page after page and often sentence after sentence, something familiar to civilians is mentioned to try to communicate the unimaginable. “The faraway artillery sounded like old wooden windows banging in the wind.” “Hanson could feel the sound of the minigun like a file on his back teeth.” “The wooden pop of a few rifles surged to a furious lashing fire, gusting and rattling like hail in the wind.” It was like…It was like…It was like…But the book seems finally to say it wasn’t like anything outsiders could possibly understand.

         I keep calling Sympathy for the Devil a book rather than a novel. Back in chaotic 1968, Norman Mailer published The Armies of the Night, about the historic antiwar march on the Pentagon the previous year. Mailer’s book is an example of a “nonfiction novel” (sometimes called “faction”), in which fictional techniques are used for journalistic purposes. By conventional standards, Sympathy for the Devil can be faulted as a novel on the basis of its minimal plot and characterization, but from a different perspective, it can be seen as a brilliantly fictionalized autobiography, the events of which took its author almost two decades to describe. The jumbled, episodic structure, with time moving back and forth and incidents returning but with new details, mirrors the sentiment of Anderson’s Montagnard shaman, who tells Hanson that “dreams can be about the past and the future, because everything is always happening at the same time.” I get the feeling that Kent Anderson never stopped dreaming, or rather having nightmares, about the seduction that happened to him in combat, and that indeed begs sympathy from—and not for—the devil.
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            THE LAUNCH SITE

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         A sheet of paper was tacked to the wall over Hanson’s bunk:

         
            Every day in the world a hundred thousand people die. A human life means nothing.

            —General Vo Nguyen Giap, Commander-in-Chief, North Vietnamese Army

         

         
            “In order to despise suffering, to be always content and never astonished at anything, one must reach such a state as this”—and Ivan Dmitrich indicated the obese peasant, bloated with fat—“or else one must harden one’s self through sufferings to such a degree as to lose all sensitivity to them: that is, in other words, cease to live.”

            —Anton Chekhov

         

         Hanson stood just inside the heavy-timbered door of his concrete bunker, looking out. There was no moon yet. The only sound was the steady sobbing of the big diesel generators, but Hanson heard nothing. Had the generators ever stopped he would have heard the silence, a silence that would have bolted him wide-awake, armed, and out of his bunk if he were asleep.

         He stepped from the doorway and began walking across the inner perimeter toward the teamhouse, a squat shadow ahead of him in the dark. His web gear, heavy with ammunition and grenades, swung from one shoulder like easy, thoughtful breathing. The folding-stock AK-47 in his right hand was loaded with a gracefully curving thirty-round magazine.

         As he got closer to the teamhouse, he could feel the drums and steel-stringed guitar on the back of his sunburned forearms and against the tender broken hump on his nose. Then he could hear it.

         Hanson smiled. “Stones,” he said softly. He didn’t have enough to pick out the song, but the bass and drums were pure Stones.

         He slid the heavy, light-proof door open and stepped into the bright teamhouse. The song, “Under My Thumb,” was pumping out of Silver’s big Japanese speakers.

         Quinn was pouting and strutting to the music, one hand hooked in his pistol belt, the other hand thrust out, thumbs down, like Caesar at the Roman games sending the pike into another crippled loser. His small blue eyes were close-set, cold and flat as the weekly casualty announcement, as he mouthed the words.

         Hanson shrugged his web gear to the floor, shouted, “Let me guess,” and pressed his hand to his freckled forehead. He pointed at Quinn and shouted into the music, “Mick Jagger, right? Your new Jagger impersonation.” His snub-nosed combat magnum glinted from its shoulder holster.

         Quinn ignored him, pounding the floor like a clog dancer.

         The battered white refrigerator was turned up to high in the damp heat, and gouts of frost dropped to the floor when Hanson opened it to get a Black Label beer. The seams and lip of the black&red cans were rusty from the years they had been stockpiled on the Da Nang docks. Years of raw monsoon and swelling summer heat had turned the American beer bitter. But it was cold; it made his fillings ache when he drank it.

         Hanson took a flesh-colored quart jar from the top of the refrigerator, screwed off the top, and took out two of the green&white amphetamine capsules. He knocked them back with the icy beer.

         Beats coffee for starting the day, he thought, smiling, recalling the double-time marching chant back at Fort Bragg: “Airborne Ranger Green Beret, this is the way we start our day,” running the sandhills before dawn, the rumor that one team had run over a PFC from a supply unit who had been drunkenly crossing the road in front of them. The team had trampled him and left him behind, never getting out of step, chanting each time their left jump boot hit the ground, “Pray for war. Pray for war. Pray for war.”

         He sat down on one of the wooden footlockers and began thumbing through the Time magazine that had come in on the last mail chopper.

         The Stones finished “Under My Thumb,” paused, and began “Mother’s Little Helper.” Quinn turned the volume down and walked over to Hanson. He moved with ominous deliberation, like a man carrying nitroglycerin. People got uncomfortable if Quinn moved too close or too quickly.

         “Keepin’ up with current events, my man?” he asked Hanson. “How’s the war going these days?”

         “This magazine says we’re kicking the shit out of ’em. But now,” Hanson said, tapping the open magazine, “what about the home front? They’ve got problems too. Take this young guy, a ‘Cornell Senior’ it says here, ‘I’m nervous as hell. I finally decide on a field—economics—and then I find out I’m number fifty-nine in the draft lottery.’ Rough, huh? Just when he decided on economics.”

         Hanson thumbed through the magazine, singing softly, “…My candy man, he’s come an’ gone. Mah candy man, he’s come an’ gone. An’ I love ever’thing in this godomighty world, God knows I do…”

         To the west a heavy machine gun was firing, the distant pounding as monotonous as an assembly-line machine. Artillery was going in up north. Three guns working out. They were good, the rounds going in one on top of the other, each explosion like a quick violent wind, the sound your firestarter makes when you touch off the backyard charcoal grill. Normal night sounds.

         Hanson read the ads out loud. “‘There’s a Ford in your future.’ ‘Tired of diet plans that don’t work?…’”

         “Then come to Vietnam, fat boy,” Quinn shouted, “and get twenty pounds blown off your ass.”

         A short, wiry man came into the teamhouse. He wore round wire-rim glasses and had a thin white scar running from his lip up to the side of his nose like a harelip.

         “Silver,” Hanson yelled to him, then almost said, How much weight did you lose on the Vietnam high-explosive diet plan, but changed his mind. Silver had lost half his team, and his partner was in Japan with no legs.

         “How’s that hole in your ass?” Hanson asked him.

         Silver couldn’t talk without moving, gesturing, ducking, and jabbing like a boxer. He talked fast, and when he laughed it was a grunt, like he’d just taken a punch in the chest. “I like it a lot,” he said. “Thinking about getting one on the other side. For symmetry, you know? Dimples. A more coordinated limp,” he said, walking quickly forward then backward like a broken mechanical man. Then he stopped and stared at the reel-to-reel tape deck.

         “Listen to that,” he said, cocking his head slightly. “Background hiss. And that tape’s almost new.”

         “How much longer you gonna be on stand-down, you skinny little gimp?” Quinn asked him.

         “Couple weeks. I’ll fake it a little longer if I have to. Captain says he’s gonna try and get Hanadon up here from the C team for my partner. I don’t want to go out with some new guy.”

         “…Candy man,” Hanson sang to himself as he leafed through the magazine, “he been and gone, oh my candy man, he been and gone. Well I wish I was down in New Or-leens…”

         “And look here,” he said, holding up the magazine. “President visiting the troops over at the Third Mech fire base.”

         Silver had a slight limp as he walked over. He looked at the two-page color spread. “Shit,” he said, then laughed. “I was there. After they fixed me up, but before they said I could come back here. The troops down there? They spent three weeks building wooden catwalks around the guns so the Prez wouldn’t get his feet muddy. Of course, huh, they weren’t able to use the guns for fire missions for three weeks, but they looked good. Issued all the troops brand-new starched fatigues an hour before The Man was supposed to get there, and made ’em stand around at parade rest so they wouldn’t get wrinkled.

         “So our main man, the Prez, gets there…”

         Silver went over to the icebox and got a Coke, then put a mark next to his name on the beer&pop tab on the wall with a red grease pencil. He pulled the pop-top off, put it on his little finger like a ring, and took a long drink.

         “The Prez gets there, and they start moving the troops, processing the troops past him, and he, like, asks ’em, ‘Hi, son, and where are you from?’

         “The troop says, ‘Uh, Waseca. Minnesota, sir.’

         “‘Yes,’ the Prez says to him, ‘beautiful state, Minnesota. They’ve got a fine football team at the university there too.’

         “Now, I’m hearing all this over the PA system they got. They’d, you know, put me and some of the other people from the hospital out of sight. I wasn’t looking too good. Didn’t look like I had enough, uh, enthusiasm for the mission.”

         Silver looked down at his baggy fatigues. “At best I don’t look like soldier-of-the-month. Anyway, the Prez gives the guy a big handshake and says, ‘I just wanted to personally let you know, Private, uh…’

         “‘Private Thorgaard, sir,’ this boxhead from Minnesota, this cannon loader, says, and turns so the Prez can see his name tag, but there ain’t no name tag, ’cause somebody forgot to put out the word that name tags had to be sewn on the new fatigues. So now, some supply officer’s military career is over. Poor attention to detail.

         “But the Prez says, ‘I’m here, Private Thorgaard, because I wanted to let you boys know…’”

         Silver pulled himself up tight and began strutting and jabbing his finger at the floor, talking angrily to himself in a black street accent. “Boy? You boys? Fool up there best not be talkin’ ’bout boys, one of the brothers up there.

         “That’s the motherfuckin’ truth,” he went on in a slightly higher voice, “that ain’t no boool-shit. Say, gimme some of that power now.”

         Silver took a sip of Coke and went on in his own voice. “The brothers started doing the power handshake and all the white boys moved away.

         “So the Prez shakes some more hands, gives out a few medals, and says what a fine job we’re doing, and that he, your president, was doing everything he could to get us boys home. Then he climbs in his chopper and flies away, all the officers on the ground up there kind of crouching at attention, kind of like ducks at attention, trying to hold their hats on in the rotor blast.”

         “And you sat through the whole thing?” Quinn asked, “you enjoy the show that much?”

         “I was afraid to leave. I was afraid to move. I’m glad I didn’t have to shake hands with that fucker. I didn’t want to get within a hundred feet of him. That was Mr. Death standing up there shaking hands. They had gunships flying patterns around there I couldn’t fuckin’ believe. Then you got MPs all over, trying to look sharp, nervous and trigger-happy as hell. And then there were these guys. Secret Service, I guess. All around the Prez. Skinhead haircuts, mirror shades so you can’t see their eyes. They didn’t look—rational, you know. And they were all packing Uzis on assault slings under their coats. Anything move too fast or the wrong way, it would’ve got shot a thousand times. Half the camp would’ve got wiped out. Would have been like a bunch of Vietnamese in a firefight, shooting at everything.”

         Silver looked at the wristwatch hanging through the buttonhole of his breast pocket. “Better get down and take the radio watch,” he said, “end of the month. Gonna be clearing artillery grids all night. They gotta blow up what’s left of the old monthly allotment or next month’s allotment will be smaller. That’s logical, right? The U.S. Army is logical. It’s a logical war.

         “Hey,” he said, “you want anything blown up? Third Mech’s set up a new fire base. ‘Fire Base Flora,’ in honor of the commander’s wife. Got everything on it—one-five-fives, one-seven-fives, eight inch. Want me to have them plow the ground for you?”

         “How about that ridge?” Hanson said.

         Quinn nodded.

         “You know the one,” Hanson said, “about eight klicks north.”

         “The one where Charles ate up that company of dumbass Third Mech,” Silver asked, “just this side of the border?”

         “That’s it. Might as well put a little shit on it. South side, kind of walk it from the valley halfway up the side. We’ll probably be over that way in the morning.”

         “Okay,” Silver said, “you people watch your ass over there. Charles has got you by the balls when he gets you in Laos. I fuckin’ know.”

         He walked to the screen door, stopped, and turned around. “Listen,” he said, pointing his finger at Hanson, “listen,” he demanded. Then he smiled and sang, “You must remember this…’” spinning around on one foot and slamming out the door, “‘a kiss is still a kiss…’” and tap-danced out into the dark, “‘a sigh is just a sigh…’”

         Silver went down into the underground concrete-reinforced radio bunker and relieved Dawson. He sat at a small desk surrounded on three sides by banks of radios, some of them as big as filing cabinets. They all hummed slightly, each at a different pitch, radiating static and heat like little ovens.

         He spent his first few minutes studying “call signs,” code names for fire bases and infantry units. The call signs were composed by computer and changed each month in an attempt to confuse the enemy as to what name the units went by. Each call sign was composed of two words, such as “broken days,” or “violent meals,” and at times the random combinations sounded ominous. Superstitious soldiers were glad when they were changed.

         His glasses flashing in the dim yellow and blue dial lights, Silver looked demonic, his face the color of someone dead, as he bobbed his head and shoulders to the rhythm of some stray phrase of code only he could hear.

         
              

         

         Up in the teamhouse Hanson was standing next to the bar. “You know,” he said, holding a bullet in each hand between thumb and forefinger, “you can get an idea of a country’s national character by the bullets their armies use.”

         “Oh yeah,” Quinn said, turning on the bar stool to look at Hanson. “I guess you’re gonna tell me about it.” He got up and took a beer from the refrigerator, pulled the top off like it was a thumbnail, and drank it all, foam running down his cheeks and neck.

         “Now you see,” Hanson said, “here’s the standard American small-arms round,” and held out the bright bullet toward Quinn. “It’s slim, lightweight, and fast, but unstable. Look at it,” he said, shaking the pencil-thin round. “It’s the bullet equivalent of a fashion model—sexy-looking, thin, glittering. But if it gets dirty or damp or overheated, it’s liable to jam on you. Temperamental, a prima donna.

         “Now here’s the Russian bullet,” he said, holding out the dull AK-47 round. “Short, thick around the middle. The peasant woman of bullets. Sturdy and slow, not easily deflected by brush, dependable at long range. You can stick it in the mud, put it in the gun, and shoot it.

         “We’re shooting our fashion models at them and they’re firing back with peasant women,” he said, holding the bullets out, grinning.

         “You know,” Quinn said, “I’m used to hearing that kind of shit from you. It doesn’t surprise me. It even makes a weird kind of sense, sometimes. But,” he said, walking over to Hanson and wrapping his big arm around his shoulders, squeezing, whispering now, “let’s just keep it between ourselves. You don’t want to be telling that to anybody else, ’cause they’ll lock you up. And we’d all miss you.”

         They looked at each other, smiled, and burst into laughter.

         Mr. Minh walked into the teamhouse, smiling with teeth that had been filed to points, then capped in gold with jade inlays in the shapes of stars and crescent moons. It was part of his magic as a Rhade Montagnard shaman. He had high cheekbones, quick black eyes, and shoulder-length black hair that was tied back with a piece of green parachute nylon. He wore striped tiger fatigues and web gear heavy with grenades and ammo pouches. The little leather katha dangled from a cord around his neck. It, too, was part of his magic and could keep enemy bullets from piercing his body.

         “I saw a bird fly across the moon,” he said. “It is a good time for us to go. We are ready,” he said, tapping the pouch at his chest.

         “Mr. Minh,” Hanson said, “how can it be…I have wanted to ask you this—I have seen Rhade shot and killed when they were wearing katha to protect them.” Hanson called up the images of body after body like slides projected on a screen, little men sprawled in the dirt or curled up, hugging themselves, the leather pouches stuffed in their mouths. “How could that happen?” he asked.

         “Yes,” the Montagnard said, nodding his head. “Was bad katha. Not like mine. Too bad.” He went out the door, and Hanson saw the shadows of the three other stocky “Yards.” Their eyes and weapons flickered in the starlight. Mr. Minh knew that he would die someday, and he had no fear of death. As long as he lived well and fought bravely, he would be reborn as a hawk, or a Hill Spirit. Death was only a change of direction.

         Hanson began a last-minute equipment check, more a confidence ritual than anything else. He’d gone through his AK-47 the day before, checking for worn or broken parts while cleaning it, then test-fired one clip. He carried the Communist weapon instead of the standard-issue M-16 because the sound of the AK-47 would not give away his position in a firefight, while the M-16 would announce his position to Communists firing AKs. The M-16 used red tracer rounds while the AK-47 used green, and if they made contact at night, the tracer rounds would pinpoint him. On the illegal cross-border operations all equipment was “sanitized.” No insignia were worn and all weapons and equipment were of foreign manufacture, most of it acquired from the big CIA warehouse in Da Nang. If they were killed on the wrong side of the border, the North Vietnamese could not “prove” that they were Americans.

         Their web gear looked much like a parachute harness. Wide suspenders hooked into a brass-grommeted pistol belt. Two pieces of nylon webbing ran from the front of the pistol belt through the inside of the thighs to the back of the pistol belt. Thirty pounds of weapons and equipment were hung and taped to the web gear. The ammo clips were jammed into the pouches with the bullets facing away from the body in case an enemy bullet detonated them.

         Snap links were attached to the suspenders at the shoulders. It was called a Stabo rig. A helicopter could hover 120 feet in the air, drop nylon lines to attach to the snap links, and pull you out, leaving your hands free to fire or drop grenades. They could pull you out even if you were wounded and unconscious. Even if you were dead.

         Hanson wore a small survival compass around his neck like a crucifix. In one thigh pocket, wrapped in plastic, having curved to the shape of his thigh, was a stained and dog-eared copy of The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats.

         Hanson heard a rhythmic hissing, and he shouted, “Hey! Hose, come on in here.”

         An odd-looking black dog waddled through the door. His skull was warped so that both his eyes appeared to be on the same side of his head, like a flounder. The hissing was the sound of his breathing through a crushed nose.

         The dog walked toward Quinn until he collided with his legs, then stood there waiting to be petted. Quinn bent and scratched the dog’s ears, then said, “No time now, Hose. We’ve got to go,” and patted him on the rump. The dog waddled back toward the door in a sideways, almost crablike way, then stopped and looked over at Quinn and Hanson.

         “See you in a few days, bud,” Hanson said.

         “Later, Hose,” Quinn said.

         The dog made a gurgling sound and went out the door.

         As a puppy, Hose had been run over by a Vietnamese driving a two-and-a-half-ton truck. It had been the rainy season, and the deep mud had saved his life. His flexible puppy-skull bent enough so that it wasn’t fractured. Two of his legs had been broken, giving him his odd walk. The sound of his breathing was like a high-pressure air hose, and that’s where his name came from. Though he acted normal most of the time, he occasionally had fits of terror or rage and would race across the camp with wild flounder-eyes.

         Hose got along with the Americans and the Montagnards, though the Yards would have eaten him if Mr. Minh had not declared that he was a powerful spirit and should be respected. But Hose hated Vietnamese and acted as a watchdog after dark when the inner perimeter was closed off to even the Vietnamese who lived in the camp.

         “What an ugly fucking dog,” Quinn said, his voice full of admiration.

         Hanson pulled a small tin whistle from his pack and tooted a few notes out of it. He put the whistle to his eye and sighted down it, aiming at Quinn.

         “Do you know,” he said, “that they have whole tin whistle bands in Ireland, whole grade schools all playing tin whistles. Maybe I’ll go to Ireland when they decide we’ve won the war.”

         Quinn threw on his pack. “I’m going back to Iowa,” he said. “One fucked-up foreign country is enough for me. Shit, we’re all probably gonna die over here anyway.”

         Quinn carried a crude-looking weapon that seemed to be made of sheet metal and steel tubing. In his huge hand it looked like a cheap child’s toy. It was a Swedish submachine gun with a built-in silencer. Quinn had glued felt to the face of the bolt to muffle the clicking of the firing mechanism. It could kill at a hundred yards, the bursts of fire sounding like someone absently thumbing a deck of cards.

         Hanson shouldered his forty-pound pack, picked up the AK, and tromped to the refrigerator. He dropped another cap of speed into his breast pocket and stuck a Coke in his pack.

         As they went out the door, Jagger was singing “Paint It Black.”

         The five dark forms crossed through the outer perimeter and headed west. Another heavy machine gun opened up in the distance, and the big red tracers floated gracefully, like glowing golf balls, across the sky. Scores of them hit a hillside and rebounded in random patterns.

         Artillery rounds blinked silver and yellow and bluish white against the mountains.

         Hanson watched them, his eyes slightly dilated. “Goddamn, Quinn,” he said. “It’s always springtime in Vietnam.”

         Before dawn, they would be across the border.

         
              

         

         Seven miles up, the pilot of the lead bomber was tired and bored and worried. It had been a ten-hour flight from Guam, and it would be a ten-hour turnaround, refueling over the South China Sea, always a tricky little operation when they were bucking head winds. He swiveled his chair and looked out the thick window. The light coming through had the dead glare of an overexposed photograph.

         Cindy wasn’t doing well in school, his wife had written him. She needed a real father, she’d written, which of course meant that it was all his fault. She had also mentioned that she was having trouble with the car. It was hard to start now that the weather was turning cold.

         Fine, that’s fine, the pilot thought. Take it to the dealer, don’t tell me about it. Even if it’s only the battery terminals. Take it to the dealer and let them fuck you out of a hundred and fifty bucks. We’ve got the money. No, you want me to diagnose the goddamn thing by mail.

         Jesus Christ. I’m seven miles in the air and twelve thousand miles away. I’m flying a fifty-million-dollar aircraft and you want me to worry about the Buick. Everything goes to hell if I’m not right there on everybody’s ass.

         He’d been thinking of extending his tour if they would let him fly fighters. He didn’t need that domestic shit back in Omaha. He decided to talk to the CO when they got back. That made him feel better.

         The radar navigator folded back a page in the paperback book he was reading and closed it. The cover showed a cowboy standing just inside a saloon door, right hand poised above his six-gun, a cigarillo in his mouth sending up a thin plume of smoke, looking hard at something. A saloon girl with big breasts had her arm draped over his shoulder and was pressing against him. He stuck the book into the leg pocket of his flight suit, made a slight adjustment on the green radar screen, and said, “Comin’ up.”

         “Good,” the pilot said. “Let’s unload and turn this bus around.”

         The hydraulics groaned, and four thumps shook the plane.

         “All doors open,” the navigator said, watching his scope. Two green lines began bending parallel to a central red line; three sets of numbers stuttered along the left side of the screen. He counted aloud: “Ten seconds to release, nine seconds to release…”

         One hundred and ten iron bombs began to tumble from the belly of the ship. The only signs of their departure were a slight shuddering, a tendency of the plane to gain altitude, and over the radar navigator’s head, a small amber light blinking urgently, flashing once for each bomb released.

         The three planes in the formation banked and pulled away like sweep hands on a stopwatch, never actually passing over the target, the bombs covering the last twelve miles as they fell.

         The radar navigator was still hung over from the night before. He walked to the rear of the plane to get an auxiliary oxygen tank, hoping that the pure oxygen would help his headache. He waved, then held his head and made a face at the tail gunner, a nineteen-year-old boy from San Jose. The tail gunner smiled and nodded his head.

         The B-52s cannot be seen or heard through the jungle canopy. The enemy has no warning. They know nothing of the Arclight mission until the bombs begin to detonate and the jungle explodes around them. Though perhaps a split-second before detonation there is a roar of the bombs rushing down like a terrible wind.

         
              

         

         It was noon. The heat droned through the jungle like the sound of high-tension wires. When Hanson reached up to pull a handful of razor grass down for shade, his canteens and grenades shifted and tugged at him. He had been thinking about time, about how the half-life of radioactive carbon was used to determine the age of prehistoric tools. He glanced at his watch and saw a green fly licking blood from a cut on the back of his hand. The sun whined and chirped in his ears. His crotch and armpits were wet, and the grass cuts on his hands stung. He killed the fly and recalled reading about monks in medieval Europe. It was important, they had felt, to pray to God at very specific times each day. That concern for timely prayer had been important in the development of the clock.

         He squinted into the sun again, and the earth began to shudder against his chest and thighs. In the valley beyond the first ridgeline, shock waves arced like brutal rainbows, and greasy thunderheads of smoke began to rise.

         Far above and to the west, three B-52s winked in the pale sky, but Hanson couldn’t see them. He stood and watched the rest of the team rise from the tall brown grass: Quinn, Troc, Rau, and Mr. Minh. The five of them were there on a BDA, a bomb damage assessment. Their job was to move through the bomb impact area and get a body count for the Air Force.

         
              

         

         It was quiet in the valley. Sound did not carry in the damp heat but seemed to fall dead to the ground. They moved slowly. Any piece of equipment that might rattle had been taped down or removed. The only sounds were their boots on the baked earth and the rustle of canvas web gear. Dressed for speed and firepower, they carried only water, ammunition, freeze-dried food, and explosives.

         Hanson kept losing sight of the rest of the team in the acrid fog—dust, smoke, and the ammonia stink of high explosive. He could taste it in the back of his throat. The jungle floor was torn into steaming furrows. Lengths of vine and tiger thorns were tangled like concertina wire. The craters were as big as bedrooms, smelling of sulfur and freshly turned earth, smoke clinging to their sides like dirty snow. Scorched bamboo groves hissed; patches of brush and grass burned noiselessly.

         Hanson watched a fired-mud clinker roll slowly down the side of a crater and disappear in the smoke. His eyes burned, but he didn’t rub them. The yellow dust had turned to paste on his face and hands.

         Anybody who isn’t dead, he thought, is going to be pissed off. He inhaled the smoke and dust, and suddenly had to bite his lip to keep from laughing. He thought about the simple pain in his lip that kept him silent and safe, and he considered the importance of pain in human activities.

         Hanson stepped around an uprooted tree and saw the soldier, an NVA regular with a carbine who had been caught in the concussion. He was caked with the same yellow paste that covered Hanson’s face and arms. Only his eyes were alive. He seemed to be staring at something far away, or thinking about something puzzling and important. A fine web of bright blood ran from his ears and nose, collected on his chin, and fell to his chest and shoulders with soft pops. The blood puddled and ran in red rivulets down his arm through the yellow dust to his elbow, then to his hand, where it dropped from his fingers to the ground, pocking the dust.

         His eyes moved slowly until they met Hanson’s. Then his feet got tangled up and he sat down hard. His eyes had a look of total surprise. His head dropped between his knees, and he toppled to one side.

         Rau kicked him twice, once in the ribs and once in the head. When they left him behind, his eyes were dead, and his broken jaw sagged with astonishment.

         They found five more in the first collapsed bunker. It looked like a mining disaster, the bodies and sandbags shapeless and caked with dirt, as if they were being reclaimed by the earth. Gouts of cooked rice were stuck to timbers, and there was a heavy smell of fish sauce.

         A can of mackerel the size of a smoke grenade jutted from the dirt. The label was bright red with large white letters that spelled EATWELL above a green and white fish that was flailing its tail as if in flight, its green and yellow eye wide with terror. Blue lines and circles arced back from the fish’s head to indicate movement. Beneath the fish were the words, “Product of Alaska.”

         Another body was a few meters from the bunker. He must have been running while the bombs fell. One gray foot was twisted up against the ankle. His toenails were yellow and torn. The face beneath the stiff black bangs was a patchwork of black and purple and shading blues, like farmland seen from an airliner. Fat green blowflies rose and settled nervously, slapping at the face like a veil. Some of his features were still there, like those puzzles in children’s picture books, clouds and gnarled trees that suddenly take focus and reveal a hidden face.

         The team continued silently on, finding several more broken bunkers. The only really funny thing that happened was when Quinn spun and threw his submachine gun to his shoulder, having glanced up and seen a body hanging from the crotch of a tree. The rest of the team grinned. Troc whispered, “Fly like bird,” and smiled, pleased at his English.

         At the edge of the impact area they turned north. The heat seemed like part of the terrain, as solid as the earth beneath their boots. The air was so humid that breathing was difficult. It was like drowning. Hanson touched the compass hanging at his chest and smiled. Alaska, he thought. Good old north. He imagined going north, and north, until the jungle changed to tundra, and mountains, and solid ice.

         A tiny deer broke from the underbrush, barking like a dog. Hanson and the team dropped into a crouch. The barking deer wheeled and went back the way it had come, vanishing in the grass.

         
              

         

         The sun was below the hills when they started across the sluggish brown river. The water was warm and oily, and, they found out, full of leeches. They crawled into a peninsula of brush and bamboo to wait for darkness before sprinting across the valley to the first of the foothills, where they would wait out the night.

         Hanson pulled down his fatigue pants. Three gray worms with pointed tails hung from the inside of his thigh. He squirted insect repellent on them and they dropped off, leaving bright little dots of blood. He found a bigger one on his ankle, the size of his little finger, gray as the slime in a sink drain. He flicked it off, hissing, “Shitshitshit.”

         He soaked the leech with repellent and set it afire. The leech rose and writhed like a cobra in the colorless flame, a faint saffron nimbus around its body. Hanson could feel the flame’s heat on his cheek and smell the sweetness in the flame and in his own sweat. The leech suddenly turned black and fell into the patch of charred grass around it. Hanson realized that he had been holding his breath.

         Just before dusk became darkness they doubled back and set up a night location near a bombed-out family temple in a small clearing awash in the jungle.

         Hanson pulled a plug of C-4 explosive from the end of a two-pound brick and pressed it into a ball. He set his canteen cup of water over a chink in the temple floor and rolled the C-4 beneath the cup. He touched a match to it and it began to burn with an orange flame. Patches of gold and bright blue glowed on the flaking temple walls as the C-4 burned like a marshmallow held in a campfire. He poured in a packet of instant coffee that floated on the water like dust.

         Out beyond the ornate and shattered temple gate, the jungle and sky were turning gray. Hanson stirred his coffee with a plastic spoon and considered the idea that color was only reflected sunlight, but it seemed just as reasonable that at a given time every day, a part of the world simply turned black.

         The countryside had begun to tremble with artillery and heavy machine-gun fire. Hanson sipped his coffee and smiled, thinking how the fire bases cough and grumble at night. They pull their men back inside the perimeter and flail the jungle with ordnance. Finally though, they controlled only the land they occupied. At night their control went only to the last roll of concertina wire. They blundered out in noisy convoys every day, but at night they rolled back in like the tide.

         Hanson and Quinn slung their hammocks near an artillery crater down the slope from the temple. Quinn’s hammock swung gently as he whispered the chant, “Airborne Ranger, Green Beret, this is the way we end the day.” Then he laughed, so softly that it sounded evil.

         “Hey,” he said, “who gets credit for that first guy? Us or the Air Force? He was still alive when we got there. Technically, I think he’s ours. Goddamn Air Force anyway.”

         Hanson listened to the squeaking of his hammock strings.

         “I don’t like these fuckin’ Arclight sweeps,” Quinn said. “Body counters. One potato, two potato. That fuckin’ guy in the tree. Scared the shit out of me. And that first guy. Just standing there. I don’t know what he was looking at, but I don’t think it’s something I ever want to see.

         “And what about that little deer? The Yards got some kind of thing about them? Even Mr. Minh acted funny after we saw that deer. Seems like the Yards been acting funny ever since we started this sweep.”

         “Yeah,” Hanson said, “that barking deer’s kind of like a black cat. If you start a trip and it crosses your path, you’re supposed to go back and start over.”

         “You believe a lot of that Montagnard stuff,” Quinn said.

         “Mr. Minh believes it. It makes as much sense as God with a big white beard up in heaven. Remember those pictures in Sunday school? Like the one of Jesus, long blond hair, sensitive blue eyes, knocking at the door of the rustic little cottage, knock, knock, knock?”

         Hanson began to speak in a Southern drawl. “An’ that’s all you have to do, childern, when you hear him knockin’. That is Lord Jeezus knockin’ at your heart, an’ you need only to open up the door to receive his blessed love.”

         
              

         

         It had been while Hanson’s father was in Korea, and he was living at his grandmother’s. After Sunday school he would go to church, and in the summer they handed out the cardboard fans with the flat wooden handle like a tongue depressor. There was always a funeral home ad on one side and a gaudy color picture on the other—a pair of stocky blond angels hauling a portly man in a business suit into the sky, or a worried middle-aged man standing at a huge podium with a jury of thick-winged angels staring grimly at him. Beneath the pictures a short paragraph told how the artist had been a hopeless alcoholic until he found Jesus and accepted him as his personal Lord and savior, and was now using his talents for the greater glory of God.

         After the service everyone stood in small groups in front of the church, the men smoking and talking, the women just talking. Up the street there was a green concrete building, a hospital for crazy people and alcoholics. One Sunday, as Hanson was getting into the car to go home, a wild-eyed man in blue pajamas had come running barefoot from the hospital. Two stocky men in white coats and heavy black shoes were chasing him. The man looked directly at Hanson as he ran past and said, “They won’t ever let you finish, will they?” and ran on into the littered little park that smelled like sewage.

         One of Hanson’s aunts had pulled him into the car and rolled up the windows, but he heard the man scream when the other men caught him.

         “What’s wrong with them?” he asked as the car pulled away.

         “Why nothing, honey. We’re just goin’ to Grandma’s for chicken. Like we always do.”

         Every Sunday they had cold chicken, biscuits, and mashed potatoes. Then everyone drove to the cemetery—six to a car—to look at Grandpa’s grave. Each of Hanson’s aunts and uncles had a photograph of themselves standing next to the tombstone, like sportsmen with a trophy kill.

         Sometimes Hanson talked his way out of going to the cemetery; he hated riding in the hot crowded car, the windows rolled up to keep out the dust. It was one of those times that he became a born-again Christian.

         He was alone in his grandmother’s parlor that Sunday. A big picture of a kneeling Christ caught the afternoon light and seemed to move. His grandfather’s open coffin had been put on display in the parlor after his death, and one of Hanson’s aunts had lifted him up so he could see, saying to him, “Look at Granpa, honey, he’s going to heaven. This is the last time you’ll see him till we’re all up there together.”

         His grandfather’s face and hands had been powdered, and he looked very small.

         Hanson’s grandfather was the only corpse he had ever seen until he went to Vietnam.

         On that Sunday when he was born again, Hanson turned on the TV in the parlor so he would feel a little less alone in the house. The Billy Graham Crusade for Christ was on. Hanson had expected the “Good Samaritan” show, where contestants told about their miserable lives, and cried, and the grimly smiling host asked people watching the show to send in donations.

         But that Sunday it was Billy Graham. Just when it started to get dark, the music swelled and Billy told the crowd to come down from the stands and give their lives to Christ.

         “Come down, come down,” he said. “Just look, my friends, hundreds of people are coming down to give their lives to Jesus Christ,” he said, throwing his arms up, “and you people out there who are watching from your television screens, get up, get up from your chairs and sofas, get up and walk to your television sets.

         “Stand up and witness for Christ there in your living rooms with us. Lay your hands on your television sets and pray with us.”

         And Hanson had gotten up, terrified, and pressed his hands down on the TV. The metal was warm and the tubes glowed through the grillwork in the back.

         
              

         

         Hanson looked at the glowing face of his watch. He called the camp and waited.

         No answer.

         He pulled off the whip antenna and touched the copper contact points with his tongue for a better contact, then jammed and screwed the antenna back down on the radio set. It swished back and forth in the dark air.

         He called again. No answer. The radio hissed. A pink flare popped east of the river, dripping sparks and leaving a jagged trail of smoke.

         Hanson looked over at Quinn, then called again, “Formal Granite, Formal Granite, this is five-four, over…”

         Silver’s voice crackled through the static. “This is Granite, it’s your dime.”

         “It’s a comfort, you know, this instant commo.”

         “Yeah, yeah. All I get is complaints. Just like the phone company. You’re comin’ in weak—better change your battery. So, you got a message for me?”

         Hanson sent in the body count and two night artillery grids. One grid was H&I, harassment and interdiction fire, a corridor of high explosive to be fired throughout the night around their location. The other grid was plotted directly on the temple, to be fired in the event that they were attacked and had to run.

         “I get any mail?” Hanson asked.

         “Yeah. Last mail chopper. Three letters from that chick, and one of those Commie newspapers from New York.”

         “You reading my mail or what? Tampering with mail is some kind of federal crime.”

         “It’s all commo. Part of the job. Your partner there got one of those ‘GI Paks’ from his church in Iowa. Lotta good stuff. ‘What every soldier in the field needs,’ it says. Toothbrush, shoestrings, deck of cards—you doing any gambling out there—pair of white socks, little box of raisins, and a plastic packet of Heinz catsup, about enough for one hot dog if you got one, and some Bugs Bunny Kool-Aid. Card says that the Ladies Auxiliary is behind us ‘all the way.’ Yep.”

         Over the radio, Silver’s laugh sounded like a weak battery trying to start a car.

         “Any movies?”

         “Yeah, a Clint Eastwood flick. He kills a lot of Italian cowboys. The Yards loved it, said that the Italians were VC. Anyway, that’s all I’ve got on this end.”

         “Okay. Look, things don’t feel too good here. Have that stuff ready to shoot if we call for it, ’cause we’re gonna have to be steppin’ right along.”

         “You got it. Any more traffic? I gotta make radio check with Da Nang.”

         “Negative.”

         “Okay. Granite out. Catch you later. Hey, how does this grab you?” A hysterical mechanical laugh came from the radio, the accordionlike laugh box Silver carried around to comment on the absurdity of things.

         The radio hissed like a TV after sign-off.

         Hanson lay in the hammock listening to the big guns. They fired in pairs or groups of three and sounded like distant box cars slamming to a stop. Moments later he could hear the shells coursing over and past. Some of the explosions sent shudders through the hammock strings. It was strangely comforting.

         A voice broke static on the radio, grinding like a gear box. “Granite five-four, this is Night Bird, over…”

         Hanson looked at Quinn. Quinn shrugged.

         “This is five-four…”

         “Uh, roger…Ah just wanted to verify your location an’ advise you that ah will be workin’ the area for a while…”

         Somewhere to the south there was a drone of engines.

         “Gunship,” Quinn hissed. “Night-vision gunship.”

         “Uh, roger that,” Hanson said into the handset. “Five-four copies.”

         “Uh, roger. Ah’ll be doin’ some huntin’ then. This is the Night Bird, out…”

         The engine noise grew louder and passed overhead. Hanson could see the glow from four engines flickering through the propellers, and a dark shape that blotted out the stars.

         The engines faded, and the minigun opened up. A solid shaft of red tracers flashed silently from sky to ground like a neon light suddenly switched on, and a moment later they heard the drone of the gun, the sound of a foghorn. Then the red shaft died, burning itself out slowly from sky to ground, eating its tail, and when the sky was black again, the drone stopped. The engine noise was gone. They watched, staring into the dark, and there it was again, flickering and droning in the distance.

         
              

         

         The moon had set. Mr. Minh squatted at the temple wall, facing the way they had come, toward the impact zone. He had arranged the contents of his katha in a semicircle: a pinch of rice, a green bubble of melted glass—excrement of fire—the tip of a buffalo’s penis, a tiny piece of quartz, a tiger’s tooth, and the bill of a sparrow hawk.

         He looked into the darkness and clucked three times, deep in his throat, then three more. All he heard in return were Hanson’s footsteps behind him. As the footsteps came closer, Mr. Minh said, “I had a bad dream, Hanson. I dreamed that the sky struck us.

         “I know this place. There was once a village where the bombs fell. There were big trees near the village, very strong spirits. It was the year we ate the forest of the Stone Spirit Goo. That was a long time ago.

         “So. All I do is fight now. Fighting is my work now, not the village. But I know. We must be very careful, tomorrow and the day after tomorrow. The tree spirits are angry. I have tried to call them, to talk, but they do not answer. Go back to your hammock. They do not know you.”

         
              

         

         Hanson lay in his hammock and watched the stars disappear. A rain squall was moving in. The wind picked up and the rain slanted down like thread on a loom. The artillery reports were muted, grainy, like old recordings. A flare popped across the river, swung up and down with the wind, making a fuzzy, peach-colored arc.

         Rain always benefits the attackers; it covers the sound they make as they move into position. When it rains at night in the jungle you are rendered deaf and blind. There is nothing to do but wait.

         Whenever a flare popped, the split-leaf palm fronds overhead blinked and raged in the wind, the slits like eyes and mouths squinting and gnashing.

         The radio hissed softly.

         
              

         

         One summer, long before he had ever thought of the war, Hanson had been hiking near the edge of a large swamp. It was a hot day and the scrub pines gave little shade. He came upon a clearing that seemed to be studded with fleshy horns. They were plants that looked like Easter lilies, but they had no stem or stalk. Each plant rose from the ground like a funnel. No part of them was green.

         The plants were a soiled white and seemed to be covered with bruises, though Hanson might have imagined that. The inside of the plants bristled with stiff black hairs. The hairs grew inward and down toward the narrow throat of the funnel, and they were sticky with a thick syrup.

         The overall effect was that of hundreds of huge nostrils snorting from the ground.

         There were insects inside all the funnels, stuck fast to the sweet syrup, unable to climb through the bristles of hair. As they struggled, they slipped deeper into the neck of the plant—flies, bees, beetles, and butterflies. For a moment Hanson thought about using his pocketknife to free some of the insects, to cut the plants off at the ground, but he realized that there was nothing he could do; there were too many. And anyway, that was just the way things worked in that place. Inside one of the plants he saw what looked like a tiny animal with brown fur, just visible deep in the neck. The sweet smell of the syrup and of rotting meat hung over the field.

         
              

         

         They collected their booby traps and moved out at first light as the faint pinks filtered through dark green mountains. It was still cool, but the heat was already seeping in, like an undertow. It was going to be hot. Hanson felt uneasy, like a runner waiting for the starter’s gun. The sun rose slowly at first, ponderous, the color of rotten fruit. Then it climbed and got smaller and tighter and bore down on them.

         
              

         

         The grave was fresh, probably someone who had survived the air strike only to die of his wounds. A heavy, sweet smell rode the heat from the circular mound of earth. They should have dug it up to check for documents and insignia, but they moved on.

         Hanson’s cheek itched, but he didn’t scratch it. He had a metallic taste on his tongue, and the backs of his hands tingled. He looked at Quinn and Mr. Minh. A patch of split-leaf palm fronds was the wrong color. It was something about the quality of the sunlight. The way the trail curved up ahead. He recalled some odd phrase in his last letter home. His cheek itched. He was afraid that if he touched it, a bullet would strike there.

         Someone back in the jungle coughed. There was the soft pop of a grenade fuse, and the grenade was floating through the air at him, a grayish green cylinder with cloth streamers. Bullets snapped past him as Quinn fired a magazine and began to run. The grenade went off. Something pulled at Hanson’s pant leg. The team was down in a low crouch, facing alternate sides of the jungle. Quinn ran past Hanson and said, “Shit.” Troc emptied a magazine and ran. The fire coming from the jungle was ragged. The ambush had been sprung too soon, before they were in the killing zone, because of the cough. Hanson smelled burned powder, fish sauce, and gun oil as Troc ran past him. Mr. Minh emptied his weapon and wheeled around. Rau began to fire. Mr. Minh was putting a new magazine in his weapon as he ran past Hanson, who was pulling the fat white phosphorous grenade from his shoulder harness. The brass from Rau’s weapon glittered as it arced out of the chamber. Hanson had to tear the grenade loose with his teeth and his left hand. The electrical tape holding it tasted salty. He fired toward the sound of the cough as Rau ran past. He pulled the pin from the pastel-green yellow-striped WP grenade and threw it over the palm fronds. And he ran. He pulled the quick release on his pack straps and ran. Shrugging off the heavy pack, he ran and tried to keep sight of Rau.

      

   


   
      
         
            DA NANG

         

         It was almost five, and the NCO club and bar was filling up. Janis Joplin was wailing from the tape deck behind the bar, uh-huh, UH-HUH, WOAH! uhuhuh, YEOW!

         Two soldiers in the bar were wearing camouflage fatigues. They had gotten off a chopper from the north only ten minutes before. Standing together at the slate-topped bar, they looked like two reflections of the same soldier. The baggy jungle fatigues were mottled and striped to blend with the jungle, the dead browns and greens of healing bruises or of a body left too long in the sun, a nimbus of fine orange dust catching the light. The backs of their hands were crosshatched with small scars and blood-crusted welts. The fine hair on the backs of their hands and wrists had been burned to brown stubble over hurried cook fires. They both had an easy, tireless concentration.

         But they were not at all alike.

         Quinn was much bigger than Hanson. He was bigger than anyone else in the bar. His features were as small and blunt as his eyes. It was a face that could take a lot of damage and still function. The milky blue eyes seemed to have been set in his head just so he could look for somebody to kill. They were eyes that tourists on back roads have nightmares about—the kind of eyes that watch you from next to the Coke machine in that small-town gas station, and keep watching as the old pump rings and rings and rings up the sale, while you check the locks on the doors and wish you were back on the Interstate.

         His hands looked out of proportion to even his big body, too big to be useful for anything but breaking furniture. They could field-strip an M-60 faster than you could name the parts.

         Quinn rarely smiled. When he did smile, it was not a comforting expression.

         He’d been a linebacker in college until he’d gotten into that last fight outside a bar after a game. During the fight the crowd that had gathered, at first laughing and shouting, making bets, slowly quieted as Quinn worked with the same cold anger that filled him when he chopped wood or stacked bales of hay on his father’s farm, that drove him to study the textbooks full of useless facts that got him off the farm and into college, where five afternoons a week and every Saturday he would trade blow for blow with others like himself for the entertainment of the same people who were silently watching him outside the bar.

         Quinn had stepped back, letting the semiconscious man fall to the ground, kicked him once, viciously in the ribs, and walked away.

         “Some of those fuckers started booing me. That was the night,” Quinn had told Hanson, “I realized I’d been doing shit I hated all my life. I hated the farm, I hated those goddamn books, I hated football—I didn’t want to tackle those motherfuckers, I wanted to kill ’em. Of course, three months later, three months after I stopped hurting quarterbacks and ends as bad as I could, blind-siding running backs right out of the game, while those college wimps up there in the stands held their weenies and their beers, and their date’s tit, three months later, the Army had my ass. But what the hell, right? I was big enough, and mean enough, but I wasn’t ever fast enough to turn pro. And anyway, little buddy, I’ve found a home.”

         Quinn smiled when he told that story.

         He finished his Budweiser and looked at Hanson in the big bar mirror. “You’ll be back…” he began.

         “Do me a favor,” Hanson said. “Shoot me in the head when I step off the plane, okay? If I come back. Save me the trouble of humping the hills waiting for Charles to do it.”

         “Yeah, you’ll be back. You know those killer guard dogs the Zoomies use to guard their airplanes, those dogs that are smarter and meaner than any of the people in the Air Force? They don’t let those dogs go back to the States. They just blow ’em away when they’re through with them because they’re too mean and fucked up…”

         “Not bad, Quinn. A nice little analogy there. You have the makings of a poet. Now I don’t read much poetry—it’s mostly written by women and queers, and doesn’t make much sense—but I think you’ve got what it takes.

         “I’m already gone, Quinn. The machinery is in motion. Time is not the dependable phenomenon you think it is. Look up there,” he said, pointing at the ceiling. “There I am. It’s happening right now, even as I speak the words—I’m up there in the freedom bird. Just another dumbass GI at thirty-two thousand feet. Why, I’m sitting next to a Specialist Four who’s telling me about the year he spent greasing vehicles in the Third Mech motor pool. Look, Quinn, he’s showing me his snapshots of the Bob Hope show. The captain is talking on the PA system: ‘We’ll be cruising at thirty-two thousand feet’—the Spec Four looks out the window—yeah, we’re way up there, all right—‘and before the girls show you what to do in the unlikely event of loss of cabin pressure, I’d like to say that we’re real proud of…whatever it was you’ve been doing, real proud of ya. Girls…’

         “See,” Hanson said, grabbing Quinn’s arm and pointing to where the ceiling and wall met in the bar, “the pretty stewardess is holding the plastic oxygen bag over her nose and mouth, turning from side to side. Look, you can see her smiling through the bag. Everybody is smiling and reading Playboy magazine. Hanson is on his way…”

         Quinn jerked his arm away and smiled down at Hanson. “You don’t want to get too froggy and be putting your hands on me like that now, or you’ll spend the first six weeks at home listening to your broken bones knit. Sound just like a big bowl of Rice Krispies.

         “If you were having problems getting along with people before you came over here, like you been telling me, what the fuck do you think is gonna happen now?”

         Quinn laughed, took a drink of beer, and tossed back the shot of Scotch. “Co Dan,” he called to the pretty barmaid. “Two Chivas, two Budwi.

         “You can’t even get a letter from back there without getting pissed off anymore. What makes you think you’ll get along any better now?”

         “I’ll make an effort. I’m through with all the bullshit. I’ll just tell the truth.”

         Quinn laughed and had to spit out a mouthful of beer. “I like that,” he said. “That had to be in some movie. You dumb shit,” he said, grabbing Hanson, pinning his arms. “You know what those fuckers will do if you tell them the truth?

         “You know what they’ll do,” he whispered in Hanson’s ear. “They’ll lock your ass away. Oh, ‘the truth.’ I love it, ‘the truth.’” Quinn laughed like someone who’s just broken your legs and is walking toward you with a knife in his hands. “Look,” he said, nodding across the bar, “I see another plane. But nobody’s smiling because it’s going the wrong way. To Vietnam. They all look sad and scared. Wait. One little guy looks almost happy. It’s Hanson, on his way back.

         “You like it here, my man,” he said, releasing Hanson and patting him on the back. “Just like me. You’ve found a home.”

         “They’re gonna kill me if I stay over here,” Hanson said. “You recall that last little exercise we went on out of Mai Loc launch site? You remember that one?”

         Hanson slapped his open hand down on the bar and laughed. “They had us cold. I was back here somewhere,” he said, holding his hand behind his head, “watching myself run in slow motion, looking around at all the plants breathing, listening to the sky like some kind of LSD trip. I just kept running out of habit. My body wanted to fall down and die and get it over with.

         “And I tell myself, ‘You dumb shit, you’re gonna die, and this time it’s all your own fault, and it’s probably gonna hurt a lot. You don’t have to be out here.’

         “I can think of three other times I knew I was gonna die. I can’t even remember how many times I thought I might die. I almost laughed at myself for being there. So I decide, well, maybe I’ll try praying…”

         Quinn began to laugh.

         “So I say, ‘Okay, God, if you really are there, if you get me out of this one time, I’ll—I don’t know what right now, but I promise I’ll do something appropriate if you’ll get me out of this. Okay?’ And I watch myself run some more, and then another RPD starts firing at me, and I think, Yeah, I didn’t think so.

         “I mean, if there is a God, he isn’t making any deals with me. I’m talking about those times when I’ve looked around me and said, ‘Oh, shit, I’m gonna die now. I hope it doesn’t hurt too bad.’

         “I’m already dead, Quinn. And one of these days, if I hang around here, God’s gonna audit the books and come police my ass up when he remembers that I’m dead. I’m one of God’s bookkeeping errors. I’m not fool enough to wait here,” he said, jabbing his finger at the floor, “for him to get me. I’m going to be a lot harder to find back in the States.”

         “You got the Hill Spirits looking out for you here,” Quinn said.

         Prayer hadn’t helped them, but the Hill Spirits had, according to Mr. Minh. He had told them that the NVA had somehow offended the Hill Spirits, who had then chosen to help the recon team. It was Mr. Minh who had taken out the RPD machine gun. The stocky little man in the tiger suit had run straight at the gun and its three-man crew, his glossy black hair lifting from his shoulders as he ran through the sparkle of green tracers, and killed them all.

         Automatic weapons fire is often erratic. What Quinn and Hanson saw Mr. Minh do was possible, but not likely. It was the kind of thing they had seen him do many times. When they tried to persuade him to be more careful, he only smiled his gold and jade smile.

         “You’ll be back…” Quinn began.

         Hanson slowly shook his head.

         “Because Mr. Minh said you’d be back. There it is, little buddy. Mr. Minh is never wrong. You know that. If he isn’t sure, he says he doesn’t know.”

         Hanson took another drink of beer and watched his own eyes in the mirror. Mr. Minh was never wrong.

         Most of the NCO clubs in Vietnam had plywood walls and a sheet-metal roof that kept out the rain but not the heat or the stink of the piss tubes out back.

         The Special Forces NCO club in Da Nang looked like one wing of an exclusive mountain resort. The walls were stone. The bar was stone and hand-carved mahogany, and the massive mirror behind the bar was the deep green of a mountain lake. A huge green beret fashioned of thick glass bricks was set in the flagstone and parquet floor, the Special Forces crest inset in chrome and brass. The club was air-conditioned, the Vietnamese barmaids were pretty, and Chivas was thirty cents a shot.

         The SKS rifle mounted over the bar had been captured by Quinn and Hanson and traded to the club for two pallets of beer for the launch site. The SKS had belonged to a survivor of an ambush, a ragged straggler who hadn’t been in the killing zone when the ambush was sprung.

         Hanson and Quinn had gone after him. Hanson threw himself onto his stomach, braced his weapon, and fired two bursts. One round from the first short burst tore the straggler’s calf, and he stumbled. Hanson walked the second burst diagonally from the straggler’s hip to his shoulder, and he slammed into the ground face-first, bucking like a stunned carp. Hanson ran up to him, ripped another burst across his back to make sure that he was dead, then kicked him over like a rotten log that might have thousands of blind white bugs swarming beneath it. There was an SKS beneath it, an obsolete and rare carbine worth four hundred dollars as a war trophy.

         “Food on the table,” Hanson had yelled.

         “Yeah,” Quinn said, “and you almost fucked it up, too.”

         “What?”

         “That’s right. Shootin’ him up like that. Look.”

         The last burst of grass-jacketed bullets had gone through the body and torn a furrow through bloody gray-green grass and bleeding shards of sun-baked clay.

         “A little lower,” Quinn said, “and you’d have hit the SKS. Should have shot him in the head.”

         “You’re right,” Hanson said. “You’re right. Stragglers like him would be carrying the old weapons. Good to remember. It’s like a piece of Asian woods lore. Go for the head.”

         Hanson put a fresh clip in his weapon, slung the SKS over his shoulder, and started to walk off. Then he stopped, turned, and looked in the dead man’s face. Already he was starting to look like all the others. His eyes were gluey and flat; the tiny wrinkles and lines that had made his face different from any other face were beginning to soften and fade. All you dead people, Hanson thought, look alike. Then he leaned over the body and said softly, “But now you don’t have to worry about being slow anymore, you don’t have to worry about dying.”

         That’s the nice thing about war, he thought. If you win, the other guy’s dead. Period. And you’re alive. If you lose, you’re dead, and your problems are over.

         Hanson and Quinn sometimes went after war trophies for trading purposes when they weren’t on regular operations. They usually took Sergeant Major’s Nung bodyguards on ambushes and sweeps. The sweeps through enemy-controlled areas—which were, in truth, everything outside the camp wire—were the kind of operations officially called “Search and Destroy,” in the beginning. But when the American public began seeing nightly TV film footage of dead Asians and Americans on the six-thirty news, when they started seeing bodies while eating their pork chops and mashed potatoes, they began to make unpleasant associations and considered the implications of words like “destroy.”

         The Army changed the name of the operations to “search and clear.” Most search-and-clear operations took place in free-fire zones, large areas of the countryside where everything was considered an enemy (enemy soldier), enemy supporter (farmer), or enemy asset (buffalo, rice, hootch). It was all right to kill or destroy anything in a free-fire zone. Not even Quinn liked to kill the water buffalo, though. It took them so long to die, brain shots were difficult, and they moaned so. But the Nungs liked to kill them, and it was good to keep the Nungs mean and happy. Everyone was afraid of the Nungs, mercenaries of Chinese descent who, like the Montagnards, hated all Vietnamese, North or South.

         In a free-fire zone you didn’t have to wait a fatal second deciding if it was a farmer, a buffalo, or an armed enemy breaking through the brush to kill you. If it moved, you shot it.

         As TV coverage of the war increased, the Army changed the name of free-fire zones to “safe zones.”

         One day while stripping ambush victims of trophies on what they’d taken to calling “kill and supply” operations, Hanson had remembered his Asian woods lore, the SKS rule. He fired a single shot to be certain that one of their ambush victims was dead, and Quinn felt a chubby hand pat his foot. He looked down at the flap of brain stuck to his boot, then thrust his foot out and studied it like the ugliest girl in Iowa coyly looking at her new party shoe. With a scholarly frown, he said, “Hmm, I wonder what he’s thinking about right now.”

         “That’s a nine-zero, nine-oh. At least. Very nice. Performance and degree of difficulty,” Hanson said, laughing.

         Quinn beamed.

         While the Nungs set up a defensive perimeter, Hanson, Quinn, and sometimes Silver would go among the dead, rolling the bodies over, cursing some and praising others for their clothes and equipment.

         An officer’s pith helmet with an enameled red star was a fifty-dollar item. An officer’s belt buckle, recycled aluminum from American napalm canisters, with an enameled red star, would go for seventy-five dollars. A buckle without the star was worth half that. They had to fill in with Montagnard crossbows, plain pith helmets and jungle hats, and the NVA “battle flags” that Co Ba and her daughter made back in camp with their Chinese-made Singer sewing machine.

         There were occasional novelty items. Hanson once found a Red Chinese copy of a Scripto fountain pen on a dead lieutenant. It had the word SCRIPTO on the nib. The engraving on the side, Mr. Minh told him, urged the dead second lieutenant to STEADFASTLY ATTACK AND DESTROY ALL AMERICAN IMPERIALISTS.

         Hanson studied the engraving and imagined the engraver working on the pen, worried that he would not have room to get the last word on the gift to the young officer from his parents, and thinking how wrong and terribly important even little things often seemed.

         Cheaper items like plain pith helmets brought much more money if you shot a hole in them and sprinkled them with some chicken blood. But it wasn’t wise to do that too often. Not that it mattered so much that the buyer might suspect that it wasn’t human blood, an authentic result of a soldier having the back of his head blown open. When the buyer showed it off to his wife and friends back in the States, grim or swaggering as he recounted the moment that he blew the enemy’s brains out, no one would know. It was simply a matter of economics. Too many of them on the market would lower the price.

         
              

         

         Unlike Quinn, Hanson smiled a lot. When he was alone he often seemed to be debating things with himself, nodding his head, narrowing his eyes, smiling. At a glance his eyes seemed full of humor, and they were. They were calm eyes if you were to look his way carelessly. As calm as eighty feet of dead air in a dry well that you don’t see until you are about to step into it, a depth of humor that went on and on and got darker and blacker. Most people looked quickly away if they happened to make eye contact with him.

         Hanson was average height. He wasn’t exceptionally strong, or fast with his hands, but he had adapted quickly and learned fast, as some animals do while others die out, in a world where there are people who will hurt you and kill you for no reason at all.

         One night in Fayetteville a good ole boy had thrown Hanson into a jukebox. He had sixty pounds on Hanson and threw him into the jukebox. Hanson was wedged into the chrome, plastic, and shattered glass, and for just a moment he almost laughed, thinking that it was like having been in a traffic accident with Dolly Parton, that had silenced Dolly mid-song. Then he pulled himself out of the wreckage, stacks of C&W .45s clattering behind him, wheeling and wobbling away across the dance floor, and he started for the good ole boy, trailing shards of red and blue plastic like a special-effects nimbus.

         The good ole boy lost the fight right then. Not when Hanson, head down, was pumping quick lefts and rights into his belly and kidneys, leftrightleft like a machine. Not when he hit the floor like a bag of sand. It wasn’t even when Hanson started putting the boots to him. It was when he saw Hanson pry himself out of the jukebox, when he realized that the only way he could stop Hanson from kicking his ass was to kill him. It was then that his guts went flabby, and he just gave up and waited for it to happen and get over with.

         The way Hanson walked, a cross between a bounce and a swagger, made him look cocky. He wasn’t able to change the way he walked, and he discovered in basic training that he couldn’t march.

         His drill sergeant would scream, “Hanson quit bouncin’ an’ march. You fuckin’ up my military formation!”

         Then he’d come up close to Hanson, who continued to march and stare straight ahead, and ask him in a gentle, fatherly voice, “Don’t you like me, Hanson? Is that it? Is that why you messin’ up my military formation? Sergeant Collins told me that my formation looks ragged and poor. It hurts my feelings when he says that. Is that why, Hanson? Don’t you like me?
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