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Author’s Foreword






Many people have asked me if Word of Honor is autobiographical. Considering that the protagonist, Ben Tyson, is accused of instigating a massacre of civilians while serving in Vietnam, the correct answer is “No.”


There are, however, some similarities between Ben Tyson and the author, mostly in regard to the short military careers of the fictional Tyson and me. Tyson and I were both infantry lieutenants with the famed First Air Cavalry Division, our tours of duty in Vietnam both encompassed the Tet Offensive in that memorable year of 1968, and we both shared many of the same experiences, thoughts, and beliefs. But unlike Lt. Tyson, I was not wounded in action, and my men did not participate in any atrocities.


On the home front, Tyson and I both live in a pleasant suburban village on Long Island, but beyond that, our domestic and professional lives have no similarities.


Ben Tyson is, in a way, the universal American citizen-soldier; he reached military age at a time when his country was at war, at a time when young men were still drafted into the Armed Forces, and he found himself taken from his comfortable American life and thrust into an unspeakable horror for which he was totally unprepared. This is, then, a story that millions of men and women can relate to.


Word of Honor was first published in 1985 by Warner Books, and though the Vietnam War had ended some ten years before, the aftermath of that war and those times was still coloring how we thought and how we acted as a nation. Vietnam was a war that grew larger in the national psyche even as it receded further into time.


Word of Honor was published to wide critical acclaim; was a Main Selection of the Book-of-the-Month Club; was sold to Hollywood, where it passed through a series of producers and screenwriters who couldn’t seem to get it right; was translated into two dozen foreign languages in Europe and Asia; was put into audiobook form; and has been in continuous print since its debut. This last fact is what most pleases an author: the knowledge that new generations are reading and hopefully appreciating and learning something from his novel. Interestingly, Word of Honor, though fiction, is assigned reading in some college courses about the Vietnam War. I recall that in a college class I took in the 1960s dealing with the Second World War, I was required to read two novels: Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead and Irwin Shaw’s The Young Lions. I still have more vivid memories of these two fictional accounts of the Second World War than I have of the textbook readings or the military memoirs that I struggled through. The same, I think, can be said for other classic war novels, such as The Red Badge of Courage, All Quiet on the Western Front, or War and Peace. This might suggest that fiction can sometimes be more educational than fact. Certainly this is true of all good war novels because war novels by their nature are parables, and parables are instructive and, hopefully, memorable.


In any case, Word of Honor is not precisely a war novel, but it is a novel about war’s aftermath. It is a story of love, survival, loyalty, betrayal, and, ultimately, redemption. It is not literal truth in the sense that these things happened to specific people in just the way I described, but it is still the truth in the sense that the characters in the novel represent a generation of men and women who all had experiences such as those described in the book. The Vietnam War that I describe is real, and my description of the major events at the Battle of Hue is real. What I hope is most real are my characters, who act and react from the highest and most noble principles on some occasions and at other points display all their human weaknesses, fears, and prejudices.


The Vietnam War still has the ability to divide us as a people, and I was aware of that when I set out to write this novel. I purposely took no sides, made no judgments about the war (I hope), and tried to put the politics into perspective. I had the advantage of hindsight in this regard, the luxury of a cooling-off period, so to speak.


Partly for this reason, the book was well received by reviewers and readers across the political spectrum. Friends and acquaintances from both the political left and right thought it validated their opinions and beliefs. Finally, readers’ letters confirmed that I had struck the right balance. An author would like people to read his novel and think about the issues raised; books that are thrown down in disgust are obviously not read and do not instruct, illuminate, or invite debate.


An honest and fair appraisal of Vietnam was almost impossible in 1968 and in 1985 when my novel was published, and it may well be almost impossible today. With that in mind I concentrated on the human tragedy of that war and focused on the moral and legal questions of a specific act—a massacre—and in doing so left open the larger questions of Vietnam. One could say this same story could have been written about nearly any war in which this country was involved or will be involved.


But to be completely honest, as a soldier who saw combat in that specific war, I was well aware then, and am more aware now, that all wars are not created equal. As Thomas Mann wrote in The Magic Mountain: “A man lives not only his personal life as an individual, but also, consciously or unconsciously, the life of his epoch and his contemporaries.” For me to be totally uninvolved or majestically above prejudice or judgment is not only unrealistic but would also be somewhat dishonest. So to avoid dishonesty, whenever I consciously let my own judgments or prejudices creep into the narrative or dialogue, I was careful to create dialogue or narrative that gave the other side of the same issues. Since this is a book without villains, the good guys and the good women often surprise themselves by seeing and speaking both sides of the debate. In fact, this is not so surprising or difficult for anyone who has ever taken a formal debating course and been asked to defend the indefensible.


I’m often asked if writing this book was a catharsis for me. It certainly was not while I was writing it. In fact, not unsurprisingly, it brought back too many bad memories. I had left Vietnam in November of 1968—although the war was brought back to me every day on television until the North Vietnamese entered Saigon in April 1975. It wasn’t until the early 1980s that I began to put the experience behind me. By that time I was married, had two children, and had achieved some success as a writer. I had thought about writing the Great Vietnam War Novel, but I knew that most publishers weren’t interested in Vietnam novels in those days. Even though the natural impulse of a man who has been to war is to talk about it, at least among friends and ex-vets, or to write about it, privately or publicly, this was one war that no one wanted to hear about.


Ironically, it was Hollywood that opened up the issue with some striking and successful war movies, such as Coming Home, The Deer Hunter, Platoon, and Full Metal Jacket. The publishing industry, while not exactly soliciting manuscripts on Vietnam, was at least willing to talk about war novels after these movies.


But had I written a Vietnam novel in the 1970s—and a few were written by others and published—it would have suffered a fate worse than the characters in the novel. Not only was the country not ready for an important and balanced look at this national tragedy, but neither was I. My notes taken during the war and afterward seemed to point toward two kinds of stories: One was a traditional blood-and-guts, action-oriented novel; the other was a too political, bitter, and alienated book. Quite possibly I would have experienced some catharsis and some spleen-venting by writing either of those books, but the public does not pay to read an author’s attempts at self-psychotherapy.


By 1985 the country and the author had calmed down a bit. My ex-hippie, war-protesting friends were making money in the Reagan boom; my conservative, pro-war friends were doing a little coke and saying things like “No son of mine will ever go to war.”


The men and women of my generation didn’t completely give up their beliefs, but they certainly modified them to match new realities. More important, as we aged physically and grew, I hope, intellectually, we realized that the younger generation was somewhat clueless concerning who we were, what we had believed in, what we had fought for or against, and what had happened to us as a generation and as a nation.


By 1984 I knew without a doubt that the time had come for me to write about Vietnam. The decade of relative silence was coming to an end; the anger, the shame, the divisiveness and the hatreds were fading. This was good and this was bad. To sublimate a national trauma is one thing—to have national amnesia is another.


In any case, I, like many other authors—veterans and nonveterans alike—was ready to deal with the issues in fictional form. In other words, the long-delayed war novels were starting to be written.


But as I sat down to write, I realized to my complete surprise that I didn’t want to write a war novel. It simply wasn’t working. It took me a few months to comprehend that what I wanted to write was a novel of the war, not about the war; a novel that sprang out of the postwar American experience, a story that everyone—soldiers, civilians, and the generations then unborn—could understand and relate to.


And so I created Ben Tyson, combat veteran, suburbanite, husband, son, father, employee, neighbor, friend, and citizen. His war, like my war, was nearly two decades behind him. When we meet him, he has gotten on with his life and is relatively happy and prosperous. His wife, Marcy, is a former college radical and war protester, and their marriage typifies the uneasy truce between the two halves of a once polarized nation. His teenage son, David, is blissfully ignorant of the fiery cauldron that formed his parents’ lives. The lives of Ben, Marcy, and David, as well as of their contemporaries, are a picture of the calm after the storm.


But there are skeletons in Ben Tyson’s closet. The closet is figurative, but the skeletons are real; they lay in the ruins of a hospital in Vietnam—over one hundred men, women, children, and babies, massacred by troops under the command of Lt. Benjamin Tyson. But there are only a handful of people still alive who know of this.



And this is part of the universal appeal of Word of Honor—the skeletons in the closet that we can all relate to: the things we’ve done that we got away with at the time but that haunt us and threaten to reveal themselves at the worst possible moment.


Which is exactly what happens in this story. An author named Andrew Picard publishes a book called Hue: Death of a City, about the Battle of Hue during the 1968 Tet Offensive. In that book is a description of Lt. Benjamin Tyson whose platoon massacred the above-mentioned hospital full of men, women, children, and babies—nuns, wounded enemy soldiers, civilians, and foreign medical personnel.


What Tyson thought was the calm after the storm turns out to be the eye of a hurricane.


But what exactly did happen at that hospital? We think we know from the testimony of witnesses and from Andrew Picard’s book. However, what looks like an open-and-shut case starts looking different as other witnesses give conflicting accounts. In other words, like the Japanese play Roshomon, the same crime is described from different points of view, and we begin to wonder if any crime at all was committed. Are witnesses lying, or are they blocking out the trauma, or does position determine perspective? Or all three?


As the story progresses, Tyson’s ghosts come back to haunt him, but we know that this is just what he needs. We understand that catharsis sits at the end of a bumpy road. But for some people, catharsis is not enough, or not the goal after all. Ben Tyson needs redemption in both the secular and spiritual sense of the word. And redemption is harder to come by than catharsis or forgiveness or a not-guilty verdict.


So, was the writing of this book a catharsis for me? Yes and no. Yes in the sense that it was good to get a lot of this pent-up war stuff off my chest; and no in the sense that by concentrating on the writing of this story for a full year, a lot of the forgotten memories came back. I didn’t experience anything that could be described as Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome, but certainly there were many days when I was out of sorts after a particularly intense writing episode. Also, I had the occasional war dream, which I hadn’t had in years prior to beginning this book.


But after the book was completed, I think it did me more good than harm, and I hope I can say the same for my readers.


In January of 1997, I returned to Vietnam for three weeks with two friends who had also served there during the Tet Offensive.


In early February we arrived in the city of Hue on the eve of the lunar New Year—the Tet Holiday. It had been exactly twenty-nine years since the start of the Tet Offensive that had so changed our lives and changed the course of the war.


We checked into a three-star hotel, making the appropriate jokes about how the accommodations in Vietnam had gotten better since our last visit.


Later, we went out into the city and joined the celebration of the New Year. We ate, we drank, we watched the fireworks and the dragon dances, we spoke to the people and patted kids on the head. We told some fellow Americans about the Tet Offensive in 1968. We went to bed very late, very tired, and a little drunk. I had no war dreams that night, and I woke up in a fine mood, except for a little hangover. My traveling companions reported no nightmares either.


After I came home, I realized that the return trip to Vietnam had been emotional and a little sad to be sure, but it had not been traumatic and had not produced any nightmares while there or afterward. So, in the words of William Manchester, “Goodbye Darkness.”



In one passage of my novel, Tyson’s attorney, Vincent Corva, says to Tyson, “Let me tell you something—let me reveal to you the one great truth about war, Mr. Tyson, and it is this: Ultimately all war stories are bullshit. From a general’s memoirs to an ex-Pfc’s boasting in a saloon, it is all bullshit. I have never heard a true war story, and I never told one, and neither have you.”


And so, with that fair warning, I invite you to read this war story that isn’t true and isn’t even a war story.


Nelson DeMille
Long Island, New York












PART ONE






It is easier to find false witnesses against the civilian than anyone willing to speak the truth against the interest and honor of the soldier.


—Juvenal














CHAPTER



1




Ben Tyson folded his Wall Street Journal and stared out the window of the speeding commuter train. The dreary borough of Queens rolled by, looking deceptively habitable in the bright May morning sunshine.


Tyson glanced at the man in the facing seat, John McCormick, a neighbor and social acquaintance. McCormick was reading a hardcover book, and Tyson focused on the title: Hue: Death of a City.


McCormick flipped back a page and reread something, then glanced over the book and made unexpected eye contact with Tyson. He dropped his eyes quickly back to the book.


Tyson felt a sudden sense of foreboding. He focused again on the book jacket. The cover showed a red-tinged photograph of the ancient imperial city of Hue, a low-angle aerial perspective. The city spread out on both sides of the red-running Perfume River, the bridges broken and collapsed into the water. Great black and scarlet billows of smoke hung over the blazing city, and the sun, a crimson half ball, rose over the distant South China Sea, silhouetting the dominant features of the town: the Imperial Palace, the high walls and towers of the Citadel, and the soaring spires of the Catholic cathedral. A remarkable picture, Tyson thought. He nodded to himself. Hue. Tyson said, “Good book?”


McCormick looked up with feigned nonchalance. “Oh, not bad.”


“Did I get an honorable mention?”


McCormick hesitated a moment, then without a word, he handed Tyson the opened book.


Ben Tyson read:





On the sixteenth day of the battle of Hue, 15 February, an American rifle platoon found itself pinned down by enemy fire in the western suburbs of the city. The platoon was an element of Alpha Company, Fifth Battalion of the Seventh Cavalry Regiment, of the First Air Cavalry Division. As a point of historical interest, the Seventh Cavalry was the ill-fated regiment commanded by General Custer at the Little Big Horn.


The rifle platoon under fire was led by a twenty-five-year-old Auburn ROTC graduate, Lieutenant Benjamin J. Tyson, a New Yorker.





Tyson continued to stare at the open book without reading. He glanced at McCormick, who seemed, Tyson thought, embarrassed. Tyson continued reading.






The following account of what happened that day is drawn from interviews with two members of Tyson’s platoon whom I will identify only as Pfc X and Specialist Four Y. The story, heretofore untold, was originally brought to my attention by a nun of mixed French and Vietnamese ancestry named Sister Teresa. Further details regarding the provenance of this story may be found at the conclusion of this chapter.




Tyson closed his eyes. Through the blackness an image took shape: a Eurasian girl, dressed in white, with a silver cross hanging between her breasts. Her body was fuller than that of a Vietnamese, and there was a slight wave in her long black hair. She had high cheekbones and almond eyes, but her eyes were soft brown, and there was just the suggestion of freckles on her nose. As he held the image in his mind’s eye, the mouth turned up in a smile that seemed to transform her whole face, making the features more strongly Gallic. The Cupid’s-bow mouth pursed, and she spoke softly, “Tu es un homme intéressant.”


“Et tu, Térèse, es une femme intéressante.”


Tyson opened his eyes. He looked back at the page:





The enemy fire directed at Tyson’s men was coming from the vicinity of a small French hospital named Hôpital Miséricorde. The hospital, operated by a Catholic relief agency, was flying two flags: a Red Cross flag and a Viet Cong flag.



The firefight had erupted shortly before noon as the American platoon approached. The platoon quickly took cover, and there were no initial casualties. After about five minutes of intense firing, the enemy broke contact and withdrew toward the city.



Someone in the hospital then draped a white bed sheet from a second-story window, indicating surrender or “all clear.” Seeing the white sheet, Lieutenant Tyson began moving his platoon up to take possession of the hospital and surrounding structures. The enemy, however, had left behind at least one sniper, positioned on the hospital’s roof. As the Americans approached, shots rang out, killing one American, Pfc Larry Cane, and wounding two others, Sgt. Robert Moody and Pfc Arthur Peterson. There was a possible second sniper positioned at one of the windows.




Tyson paused again, and his mind returned to that day in 1968. It had been one of the worst days of the massive enemy offensive that had begun on the lunar New Year holiday called Tet, ushering in the Year of the Monkey.


He vividly recalled the sky, so blackened with smoke that he wouldn’t have known it was an overcast day except for the cold rain falling through the ash.


He heard, in the steady rumbling of the train, the persistent pounding of impacting mortars and the ceaseless staccato chatter of automatic weapons.


The train whistle blew at a crossing, and Tyson recalled very clearly the blood-freezing shriek of incoming rockets, exploding with an earthshaking thunder so intense that it took a few seconds to realize you were still alive.


And the dead, Tyson remembered, the dead lay everywhere. Trails and fields surprised you with sprawled, slaughtered corpses; hamlets were littered with the unburied dead. The Graves Registration people wore gas masks and rubber gloves, recovering only the American dead, burning the rest in pyres stoked with diesel oil and ignited with flamethrowers. Bonfires, bone fires, crackling fat, and grinning skulls. He could still smell the burnt human hair.


Tyson recalled what his company commander, Captain Browder, had said: “The living are in the minority here.” And Browder himself joined the majority not long after.


Death, he remembered, was so pervasive in that bleak dying city, in that bleak and rainy winter, that the living—civilian and soldier alike—had almost ceased to struggle against it. People would, out of instinct, duck or take cover, but you could see in their eyes that they had no prospects for the future. Hue: Death of a City. Hue: City of Death. No wonder, he thought, we all went mad there.


Tyson drew himself back to the book. He skipped a page and read at random:





A French nurse, Marie Broi, attempted to stop the Americans from killing the wounded enemy soldiers, but she was struck with a rifle. An Australian physician named Evan Dougal began swearing abusively at the Americans. Clearly, everyone was overwrought; nearly hysterical might be a better term.


Suddenly, with no forewarning, an American soldier fired a burst from his automatic rifle, and Dr. Dougal was hurled by the force of the rounds across the room. Spec/4 Y describes it as follows: “He [Dougal] was thrashing around on the tile floor holding his stomach. His white smock was getting redder and his face was getting whiter.”



The ward that had been in pandemonium a few seconds before was now very still except for the dying sounds made by Dr. Dougal. Pfc X remembers hearing whimpering and crying from the adjoining pediatric and maternity ward.



What happened next is somewhat unclear, but apparently, having murdered the first Caucasian, several members of Tyson’s platoon decided it would be best to leave no witnesses. The doctors, nurses, and nuns were ordered into a small whitewashed operating room and—




“Jamaica Station!” cried the conductor. “Change here for trains to New York! Stay on for Brooklyn!”


Tyson closed the book and stood.


McCormick remained seated and said hesitantly, “Do you want to borrow—?”


“No.”



Tyson crossed the platform to make his connection, wondering why this had happened on such a sunny day.











CHAPTER



2




Tyson looked down from his office window and focused on Park Avenue, twenty-eight stories below. One version of the American dream, he reflected, was an office aerie like this one—a commanding height from which the captains of industry and commerce directed the nine-to-five weekday battle against government, consumers, environmentalists, and one another. Having arrived here, Tyson discovered that he had no particular enthusiasm for the fight. But he had wisely not dwelt too long on this discovery. And besides, the world had changed for him somewhere between Hollis and Jamaica Station.



Miss Beale, his secretary, spoke. “Do you want to finish this letter?”



Tyson turned from the window and glanced at the seated woman. “You finish the letter.”


Miss Beale stood, her steno pad held to her ample chest. “Are you feeling all right?”


Tyson looked Miss Beale in the eye. Miss Beale, like many secretaries, was alert to signs of weakness in her employer. A little weakness could be exploited. Too much weakness, however, foreshadowed visions of the unemployment line for both of them. Tyson replied, “Of course I’m not all right. Do I look all right?”


She was momentarily discomposed and muttered, “No…you…I mean…”


He said, “Cancel my lunch date and my afternoon appointments.”


“Are you leaving for the day?”


“Most probably.”


Miss Beale turned and left.


Tyson gazed around his office. He wondered what color offices were before the discovery of beige.


He opened his coat-closet door and looked at himself in the full-length mirror. He was just over six feet tall and he thought he carried it well. Tyson brushed his gray pinstripe suit, straightened his tie and vest, and finger-combed his sandy hair. There were few corporate images he did not fit, few armies in the world where he would not be described as every inch an officer and a gentleman.


Tall people were more successful, so said the studies done on the subject of success in business. Yet the president of his corporation was five feet, two inches. In fact, most of the principal executives in the company and the parent company were under five feet six. And with good reason, he thought: They were all Japanese.


Tyson closed the closet and walked to his desk. He sat and sipped absently on a cup of cold coffee, then his eyes drifted to a piece of company stationery: Peregrine-Osaka. When Peregrine Electronic Aviation had been acquired by Osaka, Tyson had not been happy, and his spirits had not improved in the two years since the takeover.


He was no racist, he told himself, and yet looking down on Mr. Kimura when they conversed was awkward, and being addressed as Ty-sun was somehow grating.


The Japanese were subtle, and their presence was delicate and gentle. Yet in some indefinable way they ruled with an iron hand. Tyson, unasked, had removed his war mementos from his walls: his Army commission, citations, and photographs—objets de guerre that had had some cachet with Defense Department customers, that had been looked on favorably by Peregrine’s former owner and founder, Charlie Stutzman, but which now did not fit the new regime’s psychological decor. Also making its way home in his briefcase was a photograph of his father in his Navy flier’s uniform. His father’s Grumman Hellcat could be seen in the background on the deck of the carrier Lexington, three rising suns painted on the fuselage. Three dead Japs.


Mr. Kimura had studied the photo intently one day but had no comment. Tyson waited one face-saving week before removing it.



Tyson stood, picked up his slim attaché case, and exited his office. He passed Miss Beale’s desk, aware of her keen gaze.











CHAPTER



3




Ben Tyson walked east on 42nd Street and turned into a small bookshop near Grand Central Station. On a table marked RECENT ARRIVALS sat a tall stack of them, red, black, and white spines facing him. The top of the stack was crowned with a standing display copy. Tyson took the copy and leafed through it.


Interspersed with the text were photograph sections, and every few chapters there were classical military map drawings of Hue and environs. The book fell open to the title page, and Tyson saw that it was autographed by Andrew Picard.


“The author was in here yesterday.”


Tyson looked up into the eyes of a young woman dressed in jeans and a T-shirt that said “New York Is Book Country.”


She continued, “We just got those in last week. He bought a copy for me and signed it. I read part of it last night. I try to at least scan the major books that come in.”


Tyson nodded.


She went on, “It’s in the style of the big battle through the eyes of little people.” She appraised Tyson closely. “Were you there? Nam, I mean.”


Tyson replied, “Quite possibly.”


She smiled. “Well, I’d recommend it as a good read—if you were there. Not really my taste.”


Tyson said, “There’s supposed to be a part in here about a massacre of a French hospital.”


She grimaced. “Right. Really gross.” She thought a moment, then said, “How could we do something like that?”


Tyson marveled at how the young used the first-person pronoun to include and indict themselves for the depredations of the government and the military. He said, “It was a long time ago. I’ll take the book.”


* * *


Tyson went to the corner of 42nd and Second and entered Ryan McFadden’s, a sort of upscale Irish pub. His eyes adjusted to the dim light, and he moved to the long bar, taking an empty stool. The establishment’s clientele was eclectic: foreigners from the nearby U.N., local media people from the WPIX–Daily News building across the avenue, and a smattering of literati whose presence seemed a mystery to the owners, who did not encourage that sort of trade. It was not the type of place frequented by businessmen, and he did not expect to run into any of his associates. One of the owners, Dan Ryan, greeted him warmly. “Ben, how’s life been treating you?”



Tyson pondered several answers, then replied, “Not too bad.”



Ryan ordered him a Dewar’s and soda, with the traditional Irish publican’s “Good luck.”


Tyson raised his glass. “Slainté.”


Ryan moved off to greet a group of newcomers. For the first time since he’d opened Picard’s book that morning, Tyson’s thoughts turned exclusively to his wife: Marcy was not the type of wife one saw on the news, standing staunchly beside a prominent husband accused of political corruption, embezzlement, or sexual wrongdoing. She was very much her own woman and gave her loyalty selectively, as it should be given. She was not, for instance, a good corporate wife, and in fact had a career of her own as well as a mind of her own. She had been and still was violently antiwar, antimilitary, and anti-anything that didn’t fit neatly into her own left-of-center view of the world. Her reaction to the book would be revealing, Tyson thought.


Tyson opened his attaché case and took the book. He set it on the bar and scanned the pertinent chapter quickly, unwilling to actually read or comprehend any more of it, like someone who has gotten a Dear John letter or a telegram about a death. His name jumped out at him in various forms: Tyson’s platoon; Lieutenant Tyson; Tyson’s men; Tyson’s medic; Tyson’s radio operator….


He shut the book, finished his drink, and ordered another. After some time he opened the book to a page he had dog-eared, and read a passage:





As the platoon approached, they were presented with three conflicting signals: the Viet Cong flag, the Red Cross flag, and the white sheet. The latter may have lulled them into a false sense of security as they crossed the exposed courtyard in front of the building. Suddenly shots rang out, and Larry Cane was killed instantly. Moody and Peterson were hit. The platoon took cover and returned the fire.


Of the two wounded, Moody’s injury was slight, but Peterson’s wound was critical. The morale of the platoon, not good to begin with, became worse. There was a feeling of helpless rage and impotence among the men, a feeling that they’d been duped and deceived.




Tyson nodded to himself. Yes, that was an accurate description. Rage and impotence. They’d been played for suckers. Not only by the enemy, but by their commanders in the field, their commanders at headquarters, their commanders in Washington. They were looking for something or someone to strike back at. In retrospect, Tyson realized those people in the hospital never had a chance.


Tyson skipped a page.





On entering the hospital, Tyson demanded immediate medical attention for his two wounded.


The hospital’s chief of staff, a Frenchman named Dr. Jean Monteau, explained rather peremptorily to Tyson in passable English that the hospital was on the triage system: i.e., there were so many patients and so few staff and supplies that those who were clearly dying—like Peterson—could not be helped and those who were lightly wounded—like Moody—would have to wait. Whereupon, Dr. Monteau turned his back on Tyson and began attending a Viet Cong soldier whose arm was shredded by shrapnel and who apparently fell into the proper category to receive care.


Dr. Monteau’s medical judgment may have been sound, but his judgment of the situation could not have been worse.





Tyson looked up from the book. “You got that right, Picard.” He tried to picture the face of Dr. Jean Monteau but he was able only to conjure up a sneering caricature of an arrogant little Frenchman. Surely, he thought, this was a defense mechanism of his mind, a justification for what happened. The real Dr. Monteau had addressed him with some dignity and politeness. What may have seemed at the time like peremptoriness was fatigue. He thought again, then concluded, No, Monteau certainly was an arrogant little son of a bitch. But he didn’t deserve to die for it. Tyson stirred his drink, then read again at random:





Tyson’s platoon, as I’ve mentioned, had been operating independently of its company for over a week. They had already suffered high casualties in the preceding sixteen days of the offensive. Out of an original platoon of forty men, nineteen remained. Also, they had gone without rest or resupply for the seven days prior to this incident.


These facts are not meant to suggest extenuating circumstances for what happened. They are provided only as background. Certainly soldiers have been more sorely tried, more lacking in comforts, more exposed to hostile action and the general horrors of war than this unfortunate platoon, without reverting to—




Tyson slammed the book. He lit a cigarette and watched the smoke rise, then abruptly turned the book over and looked closely at the picture of Andrew Picard. The photo seemed oddly blurred, but he saw the profile of a bearded man of about his own age, dressed in a light shirt with military-style shoulder tabs. There were lines running across the photograph, and Tyson saw that they were actually names. He suddenly realized that the photograph was of Picard’s image reflected in a dark, glossy surface, and he comprehended that the surface was the black granite wall of the Vietnam memorial in Washington.


Tyson stared at the extraordinary photograph for some time, reading the etched names of the dead that ran across the black wall, across Picard’s mirrored image, out to the edges of the dust jacket—that ran, he thought, across time and space; the army of the dead.


Tyson opened the book to the inside flap and read the short biography: Andrew Picard is a graduate of Yale University. He served with the Marines as a Public Information Officer in Vietnam at Hue during the Tet offensive. He lives and works in Sag Harbor, Long Island.


Tyson nodded. Yale. Probably went to Platoon Commander School the summer after graduation but had gotten himself a cushy public relations job and managed to avoid actually having to lead a combat infantry platoon.


Sag Harbor. A little town just north of the Hamptons. Tyson had rented a summer house out there some years before. He could vaguely recall a roadside mailbox that he passed often with the names Picard/Wells on it, but couldn’t remember exactly where. It appeared that the lines of his life and Mr. Picard’s had converged without touching: once in 1968 at Hue, then in the summer of ’76, and most recently in a bookshop on 42nd Street. It appeared too that they were somehow fated to meet.



Over his third Scotch, Tyson recollected an incident nearly two years before; he had received a telephone call at his home from a man who said he was researching a book on Vietnam. Tyson recalled being as unhelpful as possible without being obviously evasive. Some weeks later the man had called again. Tyson had been abrupt and hung up. Andrew Picard. Tyson nodded in recognition.



Tyson thumbed through the book and regarded the photograph pages. There was the usual lineup of military commanders: Americans and their South Vietnamese allies on one side, Viet Cong and North Vietnamese on the other. Like a football program, he thought.


Then there were the shockers: the uncollected dead, the trucks and armored vehicles hauling the collected dead, the civilians on their knees weeping and wailing over inert bodies, the grotesquely wounded, and finally the mass graves. And it was all in black and white which he thought was wrong. World War II was in black and white. This war was in color.


Tyson stopped turning pages and looked down at a half-page photograph. Grouped around the ruined hull of an enemy armored amphibious vehicle were the men of the First Platoon, Alpha Company, Fifth Battalion, Seventh Cavalry. There were nearly forty of them, a team shot, taken before the Tet season began, before injuries cut the roster by more than half.


They were, he thought, a cocky-looking crew, arrogant and unfrightened. A good deal of that was posturing, of course. But he remembered that the picture had been taken in December 1967, around Christmas—before that first fateful day of Tet, January 30, 1968, when Alpha Company had lost a third of its people one morning in a village called Phu Lai.


December, though, had been a good month. The rain was light, the winds warm, and the sun not so cruel. Casualties were zero that month, and they’d tallied some kills on their side of the scoreboard. Christmas, if not a Currier and Ives one, had at least been bloodless. Ergo the smug faces of the men of the First Platoon of Alpha Company.


Tyson saw himself poised in the turret of the enemy vehicle, the warlord atop the scarred castle turret of the vanquished enemy, his victorious soldiers gathered about.


He scanned the faces more closely and was able to pick out the ones who were fated to die and those about to be wounded.


He studied the faces with the intensity of a man studying a high school yearbook before an upcoming reunion.


Tyson closed the book and slipped it into his attaché case. He picked up his drink and noticed the slightest tremor in his hand. He replaced the glass on the bar and drew a deep breath.


He headed for the door, stepped out into the bright sunlight, and began walking. By the time he reached Fifth Avenue, his mind had settled back into the present. He considered the consequences of this public exposure. He reflected for a while on his courses of action, his family, friends, and career.


The danger seemed unreal and remote at the moment, but that was the worst kind of danger: the kind you cannot or will not meet head-on. The kind that is amorphous at first, incorporeal, but which takes shape while you’re busy denying it exists and then hardens into a physical entity.


It was very much, he thought, like when the jungle suddenly became quiet at night. Nothing out there. Then the bamboo would click in the wind, but there was no wind. Moon shadows would move across the outer perimeter, but there was no moon and no clouds to make shadows.


Then suddenly, between the beats of a speeding heart, the silent and shapeless shadows would appear, black-clad in the black night, dropping all pretense of not existing, moving toward your pathetic little perimeter of invented safety.


Tyson stopped walking and wiped a line of perspiration from his forehead. He looked around as though to assure himself he was on the sidewalks of New York. Then his mind went back once again to that rainy morning in Hue. It seemed that it had happened on another planet, in another life, and to another person. That Ben Tyson, he thought, was twenty-five years old, unmarried, had never held an infant in his arms or seen a corpse outside a funeral home. That Ben Tyson had only a vague conception of love, hate, tragedy, compassion, or even morality. Nothing in his sheltered American life had prepared him for Hue, 15 February 1968.



The question at hand, however, was this: Had anything since then prepared him to face the consequences of that day?
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Ben Tyson boarded the 1:40 out of Penn Station and took a seat in the smoking car.


The train moved out through the dark tunnels of Manhattan, passed under the East River, then broke free into the sunlight of Queens.


At Jamaica Station there were the usual garbled PA announcements and the search for the right track before he boarded the correct train.


Twenty-two minutes out of Jamaica, the train came to a halt at Garden City Station, and Tyson stepped out onto the sunny platform near the quaint station house.


He could smell the flowers, great colored protrusions of them, growing wild along the track beds. Out of instinct he turned right toward his house, then reversed his direction and walked along the raised platform toward the center of the village. He descended the short flight of steps and crossed Hilton Avenue.


Tyson realized that he hadn’t been home on a weekday afternoon in some years. There were children walking and bicycling from school, housewives with carriages, service vans, mail carriers, and all the other signs of activity that made up the life of these commuter towns by day. He felt almost estranged from these familiar streets where he’d spent his childhood.


Tyson stood before a picturesque brick building with arched windows. The hundred-year-old structure had served as the village stable, public school, and warehouse. Now it was a gentrified warren of law offices where Dickensian scriveners spent the day bent over plea forms and wills. Tyson entered a ground floor office and stood in the empty waiting room.


He shifted the attaché case to his left hand and was aware of the book, like a tumor, he thought, nascent at the moment, newly discovered, awaiting diagnosis.


A woman appeared from the far door. “May I help you?”


“My name is Ben Tyson. I’m here to see Mr. Sloan.”


She smiled in recognition, not of his face, but of his name. Like most of Tyson’s relationships, the one with Phillip Sloan’s secretary was primarily telephonic. “I’m Ann. Please have a seat.”



She disappeared and a minute later returned with Phillip Sloan, a man in his fifties. Sloan was dressed in an unfortunate checkered suit, tasseled shoes, and his club tie, whose colors never seemed to match anything. Sloan greeted Tyson effusively, then said, “Ben, did we have an appointment?” Sloan made a silly show of leafing through his secretary’s appointment book.



Tyson moved toward the entrance to the inner offices. “This won’t take long, Phil.”


Sloan shot his secretary a quizzical look, then followed. He directed Tyson into the library. “I have a client in my office.”


Tyson took a seat at a long reading table and regarded the book-lined walls. Corpus Juris Secundum. The law of the land, codified and indexed, spelling out in excruciating detail and obtuse prose the rights and obligations of a uniquely lawless society.


Tyson placed an open book on the mahogany table and slid it toward Sloan. Sloan glanced quickly at the front of the book, then began to read.


Tyson lit a cigarette and stared off at the far wall.


After some time, Sloan looked up from the book, a neutral expression on his face.


Tyson saw that Sloan was not going to speak, so he said, “John McCormick showed that to me on the train this morning.”


Sloan gave a professional nod that conveyed nothing.


Tyson did not particularly like the man. But Sloan’s father had been the Tyson family attorney for years, and it seemed natural that Phillip Sloan should continue to handle the Tysons’ affairs. And Sloan was good, if not likable. Tyson stood. “I just wanted to alert you to this before you heard it on the links or wherever it is you disappear to on sunny days. If anything comes of it, I’ll let you know.”


Sloan hesitated, then made a motion with his hand. “Sit down, Ben. I can spare a few more minutes.”


You’re damned right you can, thought Tyson. This is one of those walk-ins you dream about. Tyson remained standing.



Sloan began speaking with a tone of concern. “Well, this is distressing.” He thought a moment, then said, “I suppose you’ve given some thought to bringing suit.”



But Tyson was only half listening. He said abruptly, “Could this thing bring about a criminal action?”


Sloan stayed silent for some time, staring at Tyson, then said, “That depends.”


“On what?”


“Obviously on whether or not there is any substance to what is written in that book.” He paused, then said, “Will you sit down, Ben? Let me see that book again.”


Tyson sat and took the book from his attaché case.


Sloan examined it, reading the flap copy, scanning the index, then the front matter. He looked up at Tyson. “Major publisher. The author seems to have credentials. The book is annotated and has a bibliography. Seems like a respectable job.”


Tyson shrugged.


Sloan said, “You understand, Ben, that whatever we say here is privileged conversation.” Sloan drew a deep breath. “Well?”


Tyson hesitated, then said, “Look, what I want to know from you is whether or not I…or the men who served with me…can be called to account.”


Sloan’s voice had an edge of sharpness. “For what? You haven’t answered my question.”


“For murder!”


Sloan leaned back in his chair and thought a moment, then replied, “There is no statute of limitations on murder.”


Tyson’s face was impassive.


Sloan continued, “However, the Army would have to establish jurisdiction in this case.”


“Meaning?”


“They’d have to get you back in.”


Tyson nodded. “Can they do that?”


“That’s the question.” Sloan added, “If they can’t, then no civilian court can try you. You see, you fall between the cracks. It would have to be an American military court-martial or no trial at all. There are precedents for this.”


“I’m sure there are.” Tyson thought a moment. “Okay, worst scenario. They get me back in. Then what?”


“The key here is witnesses. Is there anyone in your former unit who would testify against you?”


“Apparently there is.”


Sloan shook his head. “Talking to a writer is not the same as testifying in front of an Army grand jury.”


Tyson stayed silent.


Sloan played with his pencil awhile, then said, “Look, what we have here is an alleged crime brought to light by a writer some seventeen—eighteen years…My God, is it that long ago? Anyway, many years after the alleged facts. The writer mentions three sources for his account: two unnamed GIs whom he claims were in your platoon and whose anonymity he is protecting and one Eurasian nun, identified only as Sister Teresa, who he says is the sole survivor of the massacre—” Sloan looked at Tyson. “Do you know this Sister Teresa?”


Tyson hesitated before replying, “I knew the nun in question.”


Sloan did not pursue this but said, “Anyway, here is an alleged crime, committed in a foreign country with which we have no present relations—”


“I know all that.”


“—during a military operation, during a time of war, and you are not specifically mentioned as one of the people who actively engaged in this…massacre.”


Tyson stared at the book lying between them. “All right, now what’s the bad news?”



Sloan leaned forward. “You know. As the commander—”



“Responsible for the actions of my men, I bear full responsibility, and so on. Yes, I know.”


“Did you shoot anyone?”


“No.”


“Were you at the scene of the alleged murders?”


Tyson began to reply, then said, “Picard says I was.”


“Picard wasn’t there. I’m asking you.”


“No, I wasn’t even there. Case closed.”


“I’m afraid it isn’t, Lieutenant.” Sloan tapped his pencil on the table, then said, “Okay, let me play devil’s advocate again. Or Army prosecutor, if you like. Based on what I read here, I, as a prosecutor, want to know if you actually ordered those murders or if you did anything to prevent them. I want to know if you knew of them and did not report them, or even if you should have known of them or should have anticipated them. Because if any of that is true, then the Army will charge you with the actual murders as though you committed them with your own hands.”


After a period of silence, Tyson let out a breath and remarked, “Rank has its privileges.”


Sloan stood and went to the far wall of the library. He pulled a large volume from a high shelf and literally dusted it off, then laid it on the table. He said, “Any case that the Army builds against you will probably be based in part on the precedents and principles established at the Nuremberg trials of Nazi war criminals and the Tokyo trials of Japanese war criminals.”


“I’m in good company.”


Sloan leafed through the book as he spoke. “The object of these trials was to get nooses around the necks of our enemies, of course. But some of those precedents have come back to haunt the American military.” He stopped turning pages. “To wit: The landmark case of General Yamashita, commander of Japanese forces in the Philippines. Yamashita was accused by the Americans of having ‘unlawfully disregarded and failed to discharge his duty as a commander,’ by permitting men under his command to ‘commit brutal atrocities and other high crimes.’” Sloan glanced at Tyson. “Nowhere was it alleged that Yamashita personally committed any of the atrocities or even that he ordered their commissions or even that he had any knowledge of them. The charges merely stated that during the period of his command he failed to anticipate what his troops might do, should have known what they might do, and failed to provide effective control of his troops as was required by circumstances.” Sloan closed the book. “General Yamashita was found guilty and hanged.”


“Thanks for the pep talk, Phil.”


Sloan looked at his watch. “I have to get back.” He stood. “Look, the point about ‘should have known’ and all that is somewhat esoteric. The Army is not going to charge you with anything after all these years unless you were actually at the scene of the incident. Were you?”


“Quite possibly.” Tyson stood.


“Did you actively participate in any way? I’m still not clear about what your role was in this alleged incident.”


Tyson picked up his attaché case. “Well, it was a long time ago, Phil, and I’ll have to think about what my role was.”


Sloan seemed miffed at the evasive answer. He walked toward the door and turned back. “The best defense is an aggressive offense. That’s true in football, combat, and law. You ought to give serious consideration to suing this guy Picard. If you don’t sue, then this will be noted by the government and the Army, and may well influence their decision on if and how to proceed.” Sloan waited for a reply, then added, “Also, you ought to consider how your friends, community, family, and employers will look on this if you don’t sue for libel.”


Tyson had already considered all of that. He knew, too, that Sloan was baiting him, asking in an oblique manner, Of the charge of murder, guilty or not guilty, Tyson?


“Of course I’ll consider a lawsuit,” Tyson said.


Sloan nodded slowly. “All right, Ben, keep me informed if anything further develops. Meanwhile, leave me the book to read. Get another copy and do the same.” He walked through the door, and Tyson followed. They parted in the corridor. Sloan said, “Don’t make any statements, public or private.”


Tyson looked over his shoulder. “I wasn’t planning to.”


“Best to Marcy.”


Tyson left the office and walked up the tree-shaded avenue. The danger, he thought, was more clear now and more palpable, which in a way made him feel better. But the thing had grown another head, and the teeth were far bigger than he’d thought from a distance.


* * *


Ben Tyson recrossed Hilton Avenue and entered the village library. He went directly upstairs to the reference law library. After some searching he sat at a small desk with four thick books. He pulled a yellow legal pad from his briefcase and headed the first page: The Peers Commission Report on the My Lai Massacre. On the second page he wrote: Byrne’s Military Law. Pages three and four he headed, respectively: The Uniform Code of Military Justice and The Manual for Courts-Martial.


Tyson opened the Peers Commission report and began reading, making notes as he went along. After half an hour, he pushed it aside and opened The Uniform Code of Military Justice. He was familiar with this book and was fairly certain it hadn’t changed in the eighteen years since he’d last opened a copy of it. Military law transformed itself at roughly the same rate as the evolution of a new species.


As an officer he’d sat on court-martial boards and had even acted as defense and trial counsel at Special Courts-Martial. Military law as written had seemed fair, logical, and even compassionate. There was a certain element of common sense to it that he knew instinctively was not present in civilian law. Yet some of the courts-martial he’d observed, especially those overseas, had a surreal quality to them; grim, dreary, little Kafkaesque affairs whose sole function was to process the accused into the convicted as quickly and quietly as possible.



Tyson skimmed the pertinent parts of the UCMJ, made some notes, then picked up the Manual for Courts-Martial. The book was actually a three-ring binder that held loose-leaf pages. He perused the book quickly, more out of curiosity and a perverse sense of nostalgia than for legal strategy. The manual was little more than a primer, a blueprint, and a script for a trial. Everyone’s part was neatly spelled out in black and white. As an officer he had gone to this book only when all signs and omens pointed to court-martial. Tyson closed the book, rubbed his eyes, and stood. The light was dying from the west-facing window, and the library seemed unnaturally still, even for a library. Tyson looked at his watch. Nearly 6 P.M. He collected his notes, slipped them into his attaché case, and descended the stairs. He left the building and walked to a bench in the small war memorial park, a stretch of lawn between the library and railroad station. A late commuter train pulled in, and wives or husbands in cars and station wagons were there to meet it. Across the street the large hotel sat serenely in its own treed park.



Several things that he’d read, especially in Byrne’s and the Peers Commission Report, preyed on his mind. He had thought briefly that perhaps he was beyond the reach of the law; that time, distance, and the course of his own life had forever separated him from that fetid little white stucco hospital. But now he was not so sure.


Tyson stood, turned, and began walking. He pictured himself in his pressed officer greens, sitting again in a court-martial room, not on the government side but in the accused’s chair. He held on to that image as he walked, trying to make it so vivid that he felt impelled to take any steps necessary to avoid its becoming reality.



He headed toward Franklin Avenue where there was a bookshop. And then, without further delay, he knew he must head home to his family.
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Ben Tyson walked up the flagstone path to his home, a prewar Dutch Colonial on a pleasant street lined with stately elms.


There was a good feeling to the house with its white cedar shingles, shutters, hipped roof, and Dutch dormers covered with reddish slates. Two carriage lanterns flanked the black-paneled door, and through the fanlight above the door he saw the foyer chandelier.


He opened the mailbox and extracted a thick sheaf of mail, mostly third-class junk, which reminded him that he lived in a prestigious zip code and was on every mail-order hit list in the nation. It also tipped him off that Marcy was not yet home.



He tried the door and found it was unlocked, meaning David was home. He entered and called out, “Dave!”



A stereophonic sound emanating from the second floor reverberated through the walls and floor, about a 4 on the Richter scale. Tyson threw the mail on the foyer table and went through the living room into the rear den, or as Marcy called it, “our office.” The first time his father heard her say that he looked as if he was about to have another coronary.


Tyson threw his jacket over the desk chair and sat in an Eames recliner. He surveyed the room whose original masculine flavor had been altered, neutered by Marcy into a sort of eclectic potpourri of things that struck her fancy. Things that did not strike her fancy were conspicuously absent from the room, most notably his Army memorabilia, which couldn’t seem to find a home.


The remainder of the traditional home had undergone the same transformation. Only David’s room, which contained Tyson’s boyhood maple colonial furniture, circa 1953, had escaped Marcy’s imprint. David had shown a strong sense of territoriality that Marcy could not crack, though Tyson was fairly certain that the boy didn’t care either way about the bedroom furniture.


Marcy was, he reflected, a coercive utopian. Their house was run as though it were a commune. Decisions were shared, housework was shared, things and thoughts were shared. Yet, Tyson felt that he was somehow not getting his share. If nothing else, he thought, he made twice her salary and worked longer hours. Although Marcy would not use Marx’s words, her philosophical rebuttal was: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs. Apparently his needs were less, though any suggestion that his ability was greater met with an icy silence. He often wanted to point out to her that he’d fought a war to keep a country from being run the way his house was run. But that was a lost cause, too.


Tyson put his head back and listened to the stereo. Primitive. Jungle music. He couldn’t identify the song, if in fact it was a song. But he could not deny its appeal on some primal level.


Tyson drew from his attaché the two books that he’d purchased earlier, a paperback novel by Picard called The Quest, and Hue: Death of a City, which had set him back another $18.95, plus tax. At this rate, he thought, he’d drive the book onto the Times bestseller list and make Picard rich.


He set the novel aside and opened the Hue book, scanning some of the pages that did not relate to the incident at Hôpital Miséricorde. Picard, he judged, was not a terribly bad writer. The book was in the style and format favored by pop historians, stressing personal tragedy, anecdotes, and interviews with survivors—from peasants and privates to generals and provincial governors. And it was impressionistic—the big picture painted or suggested by a series of tiny points like a Seurat.


He read from an early chapter:





Hue. The city had an almost ethereal nature to it. It was one of those small city-jewels of the world that transcended the meaning of city. It was the soul of Vietnam, North and South. It was a center of learning, culture, and religion; an historical and evocative place, the seat of the old Annamese Empire for twenty-one centuries. And like all great cities, it was a blend of the exotic and the sophisticated, the urbane and the bucolic. It was more Vietnamese than French, but the old cafés on the south side of the Perfume River still had a colonial air about them, and the great Phu Cam Cathedral was a tribute to the city’s ecumenicalism.


Hue was a mélange of sights, smells, sounds, and sensations. It was vitality and otherworldliness all in one. It was the heart and embodiment of the nation, and as long as it existed, the Vietnamese people, from the simple villager to the corrupt Saigon politician, had reason to hope….




“Hi, Dad.”


Tyson closed the book and looked up at his son. “Hello, David.”


“Whatcha readin’?”


“Try that again.”


“What are you reading?”


“A book. You didn’t take the mail in.”


“I took the garbage out.”


“You left the door unlocked.”


“I took the milk and paper in. Where’s Mom?”


“That was my question.”


David smiled.


Tyson regarded his son. The boy dressed well, but then sartorial splendor was in vogue at the moment. His hair was of a length that would offend only a master sergeant, and the boy was good-looking, though in Tyson’s opinion too lean, like his mother. But also like his mother, his coloring was dark and rich, and he had her striking green eyes.


David drew closer and glanced at the book in Tyson’s lap. “Hew?”


“Pronounced ‘way.’ The French gave the Vietnamese the Latin alphabet, then misspelled every word for them.”


“Oh. It’s about Vietnam.”


“Right. Jeet?”


David laughed. “No. What’s for dinner? You cook tonight. I have K.P. Mom serves.”



“Is that so?”



“Check the chart.” He said it with barely concealed disdain. David picked up The Quest. “What’s this?”


“Another book. I’ll bet you’ve seen them in museums or on television. They make movies out of them.”


David ignored the sarcasm and studied the cover art, then read the flap copy. “The Holy Grail. I read something about that. King Arthur. Is that a true story?”


“It is a legend, and a legend is like the truth, but a legend is also like a myth, and a myth is like a lie. Follow?”


“No.” His eyes drifted back to the Hue book. “Is that a true story?”


Tyson did not reply.


David put the novel down on the end table, then said, “What’s wrong, Dad?”


Tyson thought a moment, then replied, “I’d rather not discuss it at the moment.”


“Are you and Mom getting divorced?”


“Not to my knowledge.”


David smiled. “Okay. We can hold a family council later.”


Tyson again detected a note of mockery in David’s voice. “There are some things, David, that do not lend themselves to solutions by family councils. There are things in this world that children should not be privy to nor burdened with.”


“Tell that to Mom.”


“I will. But I will speak to you privately about what’s troubling me without giving you all the details.”


“Okay.” The boy hesitated, then said, “You want me to call out for dinner?”


“Yes. Please. Make it a surprise. No pizza.”



David nodded and moved toward the door. Tyson could see he wanted to say something more, but Tyson did not encourage him. David left, and Tyson stood, moving to the bar in the shelf unit. He poured himself a small Drambuie.



Tyson sometimes wondered if they should have had more children. He was one of four children, the other three, girls. Conversely, Marcy had three brothers, and he suspected that she had been somehow traumatized by the experience. He, on the other hand, had been treated affectionately by his sisters. David would know neither sibling affection nor rivalry. The decision not to have more children had been made eight years ago when Jenny was born, lived, suffered, and died, all within a week. Marcy said it was a result of the LSD she took in college. Tyson offered that it could have been Agent Orange. His minister, Reverend Symes, said it was God’s will. The doctors had no opinion.


Yet, David was healthy in every way, and Tyson sometimes thought it was worth another try. But neither of them had the temperament to cope with a deformed child who lived.


Tyson put this out of his mind and picked up the Hue book. He looked at the index to see if his name appeared anywhere other than the pages dealing with the Hôpital Miséricorde incident. There was a page reference near the front of the book and one near the end. He turned to the earlier page and read while standing:





The soothsayers had foretold that the Year of the Monkey would bring bad luck, and never had the prophets of doom been proved so right so soon. The year was not three hours old when the enemy offensive began.


But notwithstanding this dire prediction, a festive mood filled Hue that day. It was a time of traditional family reunions, feasting, and street festivals. It was like Christmas, New Year’s Eve, and Mardi Gras rolled into one. Ancestors were honored at family altars, and religious ceremonies were held at the city’s many pagodas and temples. Paper dragons snake-danced through the streets, and, forebodingly, fireworks and skyrockets reverberated throughout the city.


There was a declared truce, but the military was uneasy. American troops were on normal alert, and the South Vietnamese had canceled holiday leaves for some, but not all of their troops. Nearly half the Vietnamese armed forces and a high percentage of key commanders were not on duty. And of those who were, it can be assumed that many were engaged in some sort of celebration.


On the evening of 30 January, seven thousand soldiers of North Vietnam’s 4th, 5th, and 6th regiments marched boldly, in parade formation, across the bridges that spanned the canals in Hue’s southern suburbs. And no one stopped them.


Within the city, thousands more Viet Cong had infiltrated and mingled with the holiday revelers. Other enemy formations were poised around the city, waiting to strike. Hue’s time had come.



But the battle of Hue actually began earlier in the day, though at the time no one realized the significance of those opening shots. Alpha Company, Fifth Battalion of the Seventh Cavalry, First Air Cavalry Division, was patrolling an area six kilometers west of the city in the late afternoon. The company, nearly two hundred strong, was commanded by Captain Roy Browder of Anniston, Alabama. Alpha Company began a standard sweep through the supposedly deserted village of Phu Lai when it encountered a unit of well-armed enemy troops, later identified as the Ninth North Vietnamese Regiment, whose strength was estimated at over a thousand men. The enemy regiment was hiding in the village in preparation for their midnight assault on Hue.



The first platoon of Alpha Company was led by Lieutenant Benjamin Tyson, of whom we will learn more later. Tyson’s lead platoon was actually inside the village when, according to a survivor, whom I will call Pfc X for reasons that will become clear later, “All of a sudden the place started to move. I mean haystacks opened up, and gooks came out of the wells and holes in the ground. Gooks were standing in the windows and doors of the hootches around the village square, and we were in the middle. It was like a nightmare. I couldn’t believe my eyes. No one fired for a really long time. But maybe it was a few seconds. Then it exploded.”




Tyson found he was sitting in his chair again. He nodded to himself. It was curious to discover after all these years that his company was one of the first to make contact with the enemy before the Tet offensive actually began. But then the grunt in the field rarely saw the bigger picture. And though he never knew that he’d tangled with a thousand enemy troops, he could believe it. It was for people like Picard to supply the regiment designations and other details that seemed unimportant then, but which allowed others, veterans such as himself, to interpret what had happened. If they cared to.


He put his head back and yawned, feeling very drowsy. The book slipped from his hand onto the floor.





“What the hell are we going to do? What? What? What are we going to do?”


Tyson lay in the village square between the dead radio operator and the dead squad leader. He turned to the rifleman lying wounded beside him and replied, “We’re going to die.”


Machine-gun fire raked the square, and rocket-propelled grenades burst among the living and the dead. Tyson had never heard or seen such sustained and heavy enemy fire and had never been in so exposed a position to fully appreciate how quickly a cohesive military unit could wither and die. He knew of no tactics that would extricate them from this massacre in the muddy square. One just had to wait one’s turn to die, or stand up and get it over with.


A rocket-propelled grenade landed in front of his face and splashed filthy water into his eyes. Tyson stared at it, half submerged in the brown puddle, realizing it was the last thing he’d ever see. But it did not explode, and he would learn later from the other men who had stared that khaki egg-shaped death in the eye that many of those Russian-made grenades were faulty. Some unmotivated, vodka-soaked munitions worker in Volgograd had done something wrong, and Ben Tyson was alive for the time being.


A bullet nicked his right ear, and he yelled out, more in surprise than in pain. He saw men stand and run, only to be cut down, and he wondered where they were running to because the fire was coming from all sides of the square. They were cut off from the rest of the company, and they hadn’t the men or resources to break out. He prayed earnestly for a quick death and drew his .45 automatic as insurance against being taken alive.


Then, as if God answered someone else’s prayer, a bullet struck a smoke-signal canister hooked to the web belt of a dead man, ten meters to Tyson’s front. Tyson watched as the red smoke billowed up slowly from the dead body as though the man were bleeding into a zero-gravity environment.


Tyson tore a smoke canister from his own belt, pulled the pin, and rolled it a few feet away. The canister popped, disgorging a stream of green smoke into the heavy, fetid air. Smoke canisters began popping all over the square as the survivors of his platoon comprehended that there might be a way out. Vivid plumes of red, blue, yellow, orange, and green smoke rose from the killing zone.


The enemy was temporarily blinded, and their fire lifted higher, as was natural in obscured conditions; they began cross-firing into each other’s positions across the market square.


Tyson reached out and pulled the radiophone from the stiffening fingers of the dead radioman. He steadied his voice and called Captain Browder. “Mustang Six, this is Mustang One-Six. We’re backing out the same way we came in. Can you meet us halfway?”


The radio crackled, and Browder’s voice came on with that practiced cool of a man who was used to talking and ducking bullets at the same time. “Roger. We’re heavily engaged at the moment—still at the edge of the village. But we’ll try a linkup. That’s your smoke, I guess.”


“Roger. Guide on that. We’ve got to leave the dead.”


“Understand.”


“How about air and artillery?”


“On the way. But don’t wait for it. Get your asses moving. Papa’s coming. Good luck, partner.”


“Roger, over.”


“Roger, out.”


Tyson rose to one knee and called out through the smoke and noise, “Pull back! Take the wounded and leave the dead and know the difference!”


The first platoon of Alpha Company began their withdrawal across the mud-slick square. They crawled, ran, and stumbled back through the smoke-shrouded marketplace to the first line of huts that bordered the open area. They set the huts ablaze with incendiary grenades, threw the last of their smoke canisters, and tossed tear-gas grenades in their wake. They blasted away with M-16s, machine guns, shotguns, grenade launchers, and pistols, expending ammunition at a rate that testified to their desperateness. They fought for each meter through the cluster of bamboo huts, leaving a burning swath through Phu Lai in their efforts to break out of the trap that had severed them from their main body.


The linkup with their company came on a small village lane that ran between a duck pond and a pigsty. The wounded were handed over to the less fatigued troops of the second and third platoons and passed down the line to a concrete pagoda where the four company medics had gathered. The enemy was still firing, but the battle lines had become so obscured that Alpha Company was not drawing effective fire at the moment.


Browder approached, a stocky figure covered with grime, moving nonchalantly along the path. He spoke to Tyson gruffly. “Well, you’re out of the neck-deep shit, sonny, but you got me wading in the knee-deep stuff.”


“Thanks for coming.”


“Yeah. Well, we can either form a perimeter here, dig in and fight it out until they break it off. Or we can make a break now and beat feet across that rice paddy dike we came in on. Any thoughts?”



Tyson rubbed his bleeding ear. “I don’t like the smell of this. Too many gooks with too much ammunition, acting too ballsy. I think we hit something bigger than we are. Time to go.”



Captain Browder said, “But we’ve got nonambulatory wounded to drag out, and I’ve got some KIAs.”


Tyson shook his head. “I don’t think Charlie’s going to break contact and disappear this time. I think if we stay, they mean to finish us off.”


Browder considered a moment, then nodded. “Let’s pull out before they get a fix on us again. Let the artillery and gunships pound the shit out of this asshole of a village.”


Browder spoke into his radio and gave the orders for a withdrawal. The Cobra gunships arrived and were surprised to meet heavy-caliber antiaircraft fire. One ship crashed in flames into the village. The artillery began landing in Phu Lai, round after round of incendiary white phosphorus as Browder had called for, and the village began to burn as Alpha Company reached the rice paddy dike that marked the western edge of the village.


They staggered across the sodden paddies, carrying the wounded and a few of the dead, leaving a trail of abandoned equipment. Tyson saw a boot stuck in the mud. The enemy fired after them, but Alpha Company paid little attention. Their sole objective was to distance themselves from the village of Phu Lai.


The gunships and artillery covered their withdrawal, which was in reality a rout. The enemy did not follow them across the exposed paddies but took to their underground bunkers and tunnels to wait out the rain of fire and steel.


Alpha Company regrouped on a high and dry piece of ground dotted with burial mounds: the village cemetery. They picked off the rice paddy leeches and began digging in. Bones were turned up, and they littered the reddish earth as the men dug deeper. Skulls were set on the edges of the foxholes, facing outward, a circle of grinning death’s-heads stark white against the upturned earth. Someone dug into a fresh grave, and the stench caused the man to vomit. The grave was quickly closed again.


Casualty lists were prepared by the platoon sergeants. The officers read and tallied them: five known dead, present and accounted for. Thirty-eight wounded, ten critically. Fifteen were missing, and Browder reported by radio to battalion headquarters that the presumption of death was strong, but this did not save him from a fierce dressing-down for leaving Americans behind.


Under normal circumstances, Tyson thought, both he and Browder would have been relieved of their commands for the Phu Lai fiasco. It was, after all, a defeat, and a defeat equaled a blunder of some sort. But on that particular night of January 30, in the words of Roy Browder, the feces hit the rotary blades, and they were spared the humiliation of being fired. In the general confusion and panic that gripped the battered nation over the following weeks, trivialities such as the Phu Lai fuckup were forgiven and forgotten. After all, said Browder with a wink, everyone from the chiefs of staff to the chief of Army intelligence was a fuckup for not having noticed what was coming. Browder, when he had a free moment some days later, put himself in for a Silver Star and told Tyson to do the same, though Tyson did not.


Alpha Company spent a restless night among the bones and pungent earth. A breeze from the South China Sea carried the sounds of explosions from the east, and they could see parachute flares and signal rockets in the vicinity of Hue. A sergeant on his second tour of duty commented, “That’s just Hue celebrating. It’s called Tet. The gook New Year. Happy New Year.”


But it wasn’t Hue celebrating. It was Hue dying.


At dawn the remainder of Alpha Company moved east toward the now besieged city, a journey of six kilometers that would take them nearly two weeks and, for many of them, a lifetime to complete.




* * *


“Ben!”


Tyson opened his eyes and focused on Marcy sitting in the club chair across from him, a drink in her hand. He cleared his throat. “Hello.”


“Tough day?”


Tyson sat up. “I’ve had worse.”


Marcy considered him for a moment. Then she said, “David ordered Chinese food.”


“I smell it.”


“Do you want to eat, or do you want to talk?”


“I want to drink.” He held out his glass.


She hesitated, then stood and took it.


“Drambuie. Neat.” He picked up the Hue book and slid it across the coffee table between them. She handed him his drink.


He said, “Have a seat, my love. I have good news and bad news. The good news is that your husband is famous. The bad news is the reason why. Page two-seventeen.”


She took up the book and began reading. She dressed well, and for all her feminism, she favored frilly white blouses and cameo chokers. Her skirt was hot pink and fit tightly, with a slit up the side. She wore her dark brown hair in a short shag that framed a light olive complexion. She looked vaguely Semitic or Mediterranean, though her genetic pool lay in the north of Europe. Her eyes were what people noticed first; those large watery green eyes that were able to flash anger, sensuality, and iciness with equal intensity. Ben Tyson studied his wife as she read. Finally, she sensed his gaze and raised the book.


Tyson shifted his attention to the window. Bluebirds were feeding on the back lawn, and the sun was nearly gone, leaving long purple shadows over the terrace. The room was dark except for the circle of lamplight around Marcy.


“Is this true?”


He turned back toward her. She’d rested the open book in her lap and was staring at him, intently, expectantly.


Everything that came to mind sounded evasive. “As far as it goes, and in substance, yes, it is accurate.”


She said nothing for a long time, then asked, “What more is there?”


“Much, much more.”


“In your words, Ben. How is this book inaccurate?”


“It’s a matter of perspective. It depends on where you were standing.”


“Where were you standing?”


He ignored the question and said, “Also, after a long time it’s hard to distinguish reality from fantasy from nightmare.”


“It says here”—she tapped the open book—“it says you and your men massacred sick and wounded people. You shot men, women, children, and babies. Burned people alive. Did that happen?”


Tyson let a few seconds go by, then replied evenly, “It happened. It did happen. But not quite the way Picard says.”


“Then tell me what you remember. What you know.”


Tyson considered a moment, then answered, “No.”


“Why not?”


“I made a promise never to speak of this.”



“Whom did you promise?”



Tyson looked off at some indeterminate point and said distractedly, “We all promised. We swore to each other.”


She showed a flash of anger. “That’s absurd. I’m your wife.”


Tyson stood and poured himself another liqueur. He turned and looked at her.


Marcy stood and tossed the book on the coffee table. “I think I have a right to know, and I don’t really care about some vow you made…and obviously someone broke that vow. X and Y squealed, didn’t they?”


“You weren’t there! You were here! Don’t ask me to explain to you what happened in that shithole eighteen years ago. Who the hell knows what happened? Who cares—?” Tyson got himself under control and sat back in his chair. “I don’t remember what happened.”


Marcy drew a deep breath and looked at him closely. “That’s not true.” She added, “I can remember what happened to me eighteen years ago—”


“You should. It was reported in a national magazine.”


“Cheap shot, Ben.” She moved to the door as if to leave, then walked to where Tyson was sitting and put her hand on his shoulder.


He took her hand and said, “Just give me some time to sort it out. I’ll tell you. But I want to tell you the truth. And that’s not possible now.”


She didn’t reply.


Tyson added, “Look, if this book triggers some sort of…investigation, then there will be different versions of the truth…and it’s best if you wait—”


“What do you mean ‘an investigation’? Can they…bring charges…?”



“According to Phil Sloan they can.”



She shook her head, then said, “You went to him? Before you spoke to me?”


“He has a law degree. You don’t. He was available. You weren’t. The subject was murder, not marital difficulties.”


Marcy disengaged her hand from his. “Just tell me this: Did you…kill anyone? I mean, it doesn’t say you killed anyone yourself….”


He replied, “An officer is responsible for the actions of his men.”


“Nonsense! That’s so typically macho. Such egotistical military bullshit…Every sane person is responsible for his or her own actions.”


He interrupted, “I’ll tell you something else: Not only am I responsible for the actions of the men I commanded, but I’m liable for crimes they may have committed. That’s the law.”


“Idiotic.”


“Be that as it may, you have to take into account military law, institutions, custom, and logic. Not your own personal philosophy.”


“All right. I understand that, Ben. Just don’t decide to be noble or stupid. If you didn’t kill anyone, you’re innocent of murder. And you’d better say that, if anything comes of this.”


Tyson didn’t reply but walked to the window and threw open the sash. A scented breeze came into the room, and the big sycamore tree rustled in the light wind. Children were playing in the next yard. It was an incredibly beautiful twilight, he thought. One of those evenings whose smells come back to you years later. “What is that? Honeysuckle?”


“I suppose.”


“Why can’t it always be May?”


“You said you liked the changing seasons.”



“Right. But sometimes I like it to be always May.”



Marcy stared at his back for some time, then spoke softly. “I’m frightened for you, Ben.”


“I’m okay.”


“No, you’re not. That’s the point. I know what’s going through your mind: duty, honor, country, God. Or something like that. You’ve got a martyr streak in you—”


“Do I?”


“You may have survived combat, but you won’t survive this. Not unless you—”


Tyson turned and faced her. “That’s enough.”


“All right. But I’ll tell you this: As far as I’m concerned, everything that had to do with that war was criminal. But that’s no reason to offer yourself up as the chief criminal, out of some misguided sense of responsibility, guilt or—”


“Enough! I don’t need a lecture.”


“What do you need from me?”


Tyson leaned back against the windowsill. He thought she would probably be more understanding if he’d come home and announced that he was an embezzler or a dope addict. Or better yet, that he’d machine-gunned a roomful of Republican fund-raisers. But this particular crime touched a raw nerve in her. He said, “I just wanted you to know.”


“Thanks. I could have learned more at the supermarket.”


He forced a smile, then spoke musingly. “Maybe I’m overreacting…maybe this will fade away. Probably I shouldn’t have even gone to Phil’s office.”


She replied, “I hope you’re right,” then added, “But you know, Ben, even if it doesn’t lead to anything in a legal sense…in other ways, here in this house, in this town, and on your job…”


“Yes, I know. Thank you.”



She seemed to be lost in thought, and instinctively he knew her mind had returned to those pages of gory detail.



She looked up at him. “How did they kill the children? I mean how …?”


There was a knock on the door, and it opened a crack. David peeked in. “The Chinese delicacies are congealing.”


Tyson said, “Give it a shot of microwave. We’ll be right there.”


David closed the door.


Marcy and Ben Tyson looked at each other for some seconds, both wondering how much David had heard. They turned and walked silently toward the door.


She said, “Do you want wine?”


He held the door open for her. “Beer goes better with Chinese delicacies. How was your day?”


“Hectic. And I have a trip this week.”


“Where?”


“Chicago. One night.”



He didn’t respond.
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Tyson awakened. He threw the bedclothes back and turned his head toward Marcy. She slept in the nude, in all seasons, as he did. He regarded her naked body, dark against the plain, white cotton sheets. He watched her full, firm breasts rising and falling as she breathed, then his eyes traveled down to her pubic hair. The miracle of their marriage, he thought, was that after sixteen years the sexual attraction was as strong as the sexual drive.


Tyson knew that nearly everyone found them a classically mismatched couple. Tyson considered himself a traditional man, a result of growing up in a home that stressed traditional values and in a community that was locally famous as a conservative bastion. Unlike Marcy, he was never personally caught up in the turbulence of the sixties, partly because he went to college in the Deep South, partly because of his years in the Army, 1966 to 1969. He’d commented on occasion, “I missed the Age of Aquarius, but I saw it on TV.”


Marcy Clure Tyson and Benjamin James Tyson had nearly opposite tastes in music, clothing, literature, and art. Politically, he was indifferent, and she was committed. Yet they married and stayed married while a good number of their friends were divorced, about to be divorced, or wished they were divorced. Tyson had often wished he’d never met her but rarely wished to see her gone.


Marcy rolled over on her side and faced him. She mumbled something, then let out a snore.


Tyson swung his legs out of the bed and stood. He walked across the carpet to the dormer windows as he did every morning to personally greet the day. The eastern sky was brightening, and he could see it was going to be another fine morning. Below in the dark street he saw two very early commuters, briefcases swinging in wide arcs, as they stepped out purposefully to catch the next train. Tyson heard the matin bells of a nearby church. Each matin bell, the Baron saith, knells us back to a world of death.


Tyson stepped onto the running trampoline and began to jog in place, his eyes still fixed on the east-facing window. There were lights in bedrooms across the road, and at the larger cross-street at the south end of the block, he saw cars making their way toward the parkways, expressways, and railroad stations. Suburbia was on the move, flowing westward to infuse the great city with its clean, oxygenated blood, to wow Wall Street and Madison Avenue with its tennis tans and tales of weekend bogies and eagles.



Tyson jumped off the trampoline and somersaulted to the middle of the gray carpet. He did a few minutes of calisthenics, then walked briskly into the master bathroom.



The bathroom had been modernized and sported a large Jacuzzi. Tyson turned it on. He shaved and brushed his teeth, then lowered himself into the hot, swirling eucalyptus-scented water. Through the rising steam he saw himself in a mirrored wall. He was, by any standards, powerfully built and somewhat on the hairy side. Some women liked that, others didn’t. Marcy reveled in the forest on his chest. The Oriental girls, he recalled, found it beastly or amusing, but never sexy. However, they always commented favorably on his size; and it wasn’t flaky, prostitute flattery. Westerners were bigger as he’d found out when he’d purchased a non-PX condom at a local pharmacie. He thought he should tell that amusing story to Mr. Kimura over lunch one day.


He put his head and shoulders back on the marble rim of the tub and floated in the turbulent waters. The dream had come again last night: He is back in the Army. There is a war on. It is a nameless war, with few of the elements of Vietnam. The landscape is the cold wintry woods of Fort Benning, Georgia, where he’s taken his infantry officer training. The combat fatigues he wears remind him of the foreign-looking uniforms worn by the aggressor army in the war games they played at Benning. In the dream these uniforms are filthy and torn. The weapons and equipment he carries are somewhat primitive. He does not interpret this to mean it is an earlier war, but rather a future war of long duration: an interminable, civilization-destroying conflict. Armies sweep back and forth across the scarred earth and the dying cities. That part at least is Vietnam.


In the dream he is no longer an officer, but an ordinary rifleman, and someone always says to him, “Tyson, you have five more years to serve,” to which he always replies, “That’s not fair. I was already in. This time I’ll die.”


Tyson pushed off the edge of the large tub, and let the waters swirl around his floating body. He had gone briefly to a psychiatrist who specialized in the war neuroses of upper-middle-class and wealthy veterans, preferably ex-officers. That was about as specialized as you could get, Tyson thought, and only on Park Avenue would you find such a shrink. Tyson had rather liked the man, Dr. Stahl, and found his insights revealing and his knowledge of postwar-related stress nothing short of startling.


Stahl and he had talked about the dream, they talked about the guilt of having survived when others didn’t and spoke of the special guilt of having killed. They discussed at length the unique problems of having commanded men in battle, of having given orders that led to the deaths of subordinates and the deaths of civilians. It was in this area that Stahl earned his two hundred dollars an hour, and they were both aware of that. Popular literature and conventional wisdom were confined to the depressingly ordinary problems of the grunt. Stahl recognized that analyzing the problems of the ex-officer was more interesting, more complex, and usually more remunerative.


Tyson had been on the verge of telling the man about Hôpital Miséricorde but knew intuitively that confession becomes a bad habit. After Stahl he would tell Marcy, and after Marcy the Reverend Symes. And thus having squared things away in privileged conversations with his shrink, his wife, and a representative of his God, he would eventually go to the Army Judge Advocate General. Therefore, he did not tell Stahl, and since further psychotherapy was of little value unless Stahl knew the Big Secret, Tyson had terminated the relationship, much to Dr. Stahl’s surprise and regret. Stahl found Tyson interesting. Tyson found Stahl too perceptive.


The last thing Stahl had said to him, in a letter actually, written in Stahl’s somewhat stilted middle-European style, was this: There is something else on your mind which is a great and terrible secret, Mr. Tyson. I cannot see it, but I can see its shadow and feel its presence in everything you say.


It would be idle to speculate on what it is, but please feel assured that in war everything is the norm. I have spoken to brave men who have had hysterics on the battlefield, who have run from the enemy, who have left their friends to die, and who have soiled their pants in the heat of battle. I have had revealed to me things of which you cannot even begin to dream. I tell you, my friend, war is hell, but take heart: When a soldier goes to war everything is pre-forgiven.


Tyson had never forgotten that cryptic last line: Everything is pre-forgiven. But by whom? How? When was it pre-forgiven? That line was meant to pique his curiosity; to entice him back onto the couch of Dr. Stahl. And it almost had. But in the end he did not answer the letter, because it was unanswerable.


Some time after that, Dr. Stahl, like a statistically significant percentage of his colleagues, had killed himself. The Times reported that the overdose of Quaaludes may have been accidental, but Tyson did not think so. Tyson thought that Vietnam killed by contact, association, and proxy.


Tyson floated to the edge of the tub and spread his arms out over the rim to steady himself. He stared up at the infrared lamp overhead and felt its waves warming his face. He recalled that he was not particularly surprised at Dr. Stahl’s suicide. For all Stahl’s assurances about not being judgmental, not being shocked, the man was after all human. He had listened to an army of sick men fill his ears with grief until it had filled his heart and soul, and like a slow-acting virus, had overcome his immunities. And one day he discovered he was dead and made it official.


Tyson had been unexpectedly saddened while reading the obituary. But on a practical level, he was concerned about what had happened to Stahl’s case files, though he had never made any inquiries.


Stahl had ended most of his sessions with the words “You cannot run from the demons, so you must make friends with them.” He had advised Tyson to recall the dream in detail, talk with the characters who peopled the dark landscapes of his mind, until one day they would become familiar, friendly, then perhaps banal and insipid. So, lying there in the Jacuzzi, Tyson went through it again. But this time—and there was no mistaking it—the characters in the dream had become more malevolent. The dream had taken on a special and prescient significance. In fact, the nightmare was becoming reality. All is pre-forgiven, Dr. Stahl.


* * *


Marcy walked naked into the bathroom and lowered herself into the tub. She drew a long breath, inhaling the eucalyptus, smiled, and closed her eyes.


Tyson watched her breasts bob in the water, then turned his attention to her face. Rivulets of sweat ran from her brow down her cheeks. He thought she looked fine without makeup. She extended her legs and floated atop the misty water. Tyson reached out and massaged her toes. She murmured, “Oh, that feels good.”


Marcy spread her floating legs, and Tyson knelt, leaning forward, cupping her buttocks in his palms. As he moved his head between her legs, she said, “You’ll drown if you try that.”


“What a way to go.”


“Ben!”



He buried his face deep in her groin, and she brought her thighs together, slipping down farther into the water, taking him down with her. He struggled for a moment, broke free, and surfaced, spluttering. “Bitch.”



She laughed.


Tyson retreated moodily to his end of the bath.


Marcy lifted herself out of the sunken tub and stood on the tiled edge, her legs parted as she stretched and yawned.


Tyson watched her and was instantly reminded of the photograph. It had originally appeared in Life magazine and had been reproduced a number of times in books dealing with the 1960s. It was a black-and-white photograph showing a group of students in Los Angeles’s Griffith Park during the winter recess of 1968. It must have been a mild day because they were all cavorting in the nude at Mulholland Fountain.


The occasion was a rock concert according to the Life caption, though when the picture had been used on a network TV documentary about the 1960s, the occasion had been described as a love-in. A photographic essay book described the event as an antiwar rally. Tyson had also seen the picture captioned as a happening and a be-in. Although the event may not have been clear, the picture of Marcy was. She was the most prominent of all the students, standing on the rim of the fountain much as she was now standing on the rim of the Jacuzzi, a full-frontal nude, one arm around the shoulders of a slender, shaggy-haired young man. The other arm was upraised, fist clenched, and her legs were parted. The expression on her face was a mixture of defiance and uninhibited joy. To the side could be seen two policemen approaching the fountain full of naked young men and women.


Tyson saw the picture again in his mind: Marcy’s luxuriant pubic hair like a black bull’s-eye, her breasts standing proud and erect. But for all the nakedness in that fountain, there was little that was erotic. The gathering was meant as a political statement, and it was.


Like other famous tableaux—the flag-raising over Iwo Jima or the girl weeping over the body at Kent State—the photograph transcended the particular event and captured the essence of an age. None of the subjects had been identified in print, their names as unimportant as the name of the photographer or the journal where the photograph first appeared. The picture had entered the public domain, the history books, and the public consciousness. No royalties were paid nor permissions asked nor rights protected. Yet for those who knew the subjects by name or who were the subjects, the famous photograph still remained personal and evoked a sense of grief, joy, or violated privacy.


Tyson looked up at his wife, still engaged in her stretching exercises. Her body and indeed her face had not changed that much in nearly two decades. In the picture, though, her hair hung in long, wet strands down to her breasts. When Tyson had first met her at a party in a friend’s Manhattan apartment, her hair was still shoulder-length, and his mental image of her remained that of a young girl with long hair, barefoot, with little makeup, and wearing a peasant dress. He said, “I love you still.”


She paused in her stretching exercises and smiled at him. “We are still in love. Remember that in the coming weeks and months.”


“No matter how nasty we are to one another.”


“Right.”


Tyson shut the water off and lifted himself onto the tatami mat beside the tub. He rested his head on a cylindrical bamboo pillow and brought his knees up. He ran his fingers over the scar on his kneecap. It had turned reddish purple from the hot water. Most shrapnel wounds were jagged and ugly as they were supposed to be. This one was ludicrous: It looked like a large question mark.



Tyson said to his wife, “There was a picture of me and my platoon in the book.”



“I didn’t see it.” Marcy reached into the large, tiled shower stall and turned on the six pulsating jets. She said, “Where did you leave the book, by the way? I don’t want David to see it.”


Tyson stood and stepped into the shower with her. He thought he’d remind her that the Life magazine of March 8, 1968, was stuck up on the bookshelf in plain view. He said, however, “I put it in my attaché case. But he’ll have to read it eventually.”


She let the water pound against her body and ran her soapy hands over her breasts and face. “Right. But you have to speak to him first.”


“The book speaks for itself. I’ll just ask him to read it from the beginning. So my…role will be seen in context.”


She looked over her shoulder. “In or out of context it’s gruesome, Ben, and it’s going to upset him. Speak to him first.” She added, “Perspective. Give him some perspective. Show him where to stand when he’s reading it.”


Tyson left the shower.


She called out, “Sorry.”


Tyson tore a towel off the rack and quickly dried himself.


Marcy shut off the water and opened the stall door. “Tell me something. How did you live with this for all these years? Wait. Don’t be angry. I don’t mean that in a judgmental sense. I mean it in a practical sense. How did you keep it to yourself and not tell anyone? Did you tell anyone?”


“No.”


She nodded and said, “You never even hinted at it….” She thought a moment, then added, “You were blocking. You totally blocked it.”


“Psychobabble.” Tyson tossed the towel in the hamper. “I never blocked it. I just chose not to discuss it. Unlike many people, I don’t have to pour my guts out and reveal my personal history to casual acquaintances or even to friends. Or even to you.” He turned and walked into the adjoining dressing room, closing the door behind him.



He opened his closet and scanned his suits without really noticing them. It occurred to him that Marcy was going to be his toughest critic, but also his most honest one. He should listen to what she was saying so he could know what others were thinking. “Day two,” he said aloud. “Each day brings forth something new.”
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Ben Tyson pulled his yellow Volvo into the drive leading to the Garden City Hotel and joined a line of slow-moving cars waiting to be parked. He moved the car up a few feet. Directly in front of him was a Cadillac limousine. In his rearview mirror he saw the grillwork of a Rolls. He said, “Let’s buy a new car. Something decidedly decadent.”


She shook her head. “In your present situation, a new tie would look flagrant. Low profile, Ben. That’s the word of the week.” She added, “Also, your job may be a little shaky.”


Tyson nodded. Nevertheless, he thought, the old battered Volvo needed replacing. But now, nearly two weeks after that Tuesday morning, even the most mundane and personal decisions had to be scrutinized with one eye on appearances.


Tyson moved the car up another few feet and looked out toward the hotel. The nine-story building sat in the center of the suburban village, surrounded by ten acres of landscaped park. It was a new building, vaguely Georgian in style and topped by a reproduction of the cupola that had crowned the old Garden City Hotel. The setting sun blazed in red reflection from the windows, and Tyson squinted. He imagined the redbrick Georgian structure that had stood there when he was growing up. The May evening recalled to him his senior prom in the Regency Room. He remembered the annual cotillion, the weddings and celebrations, including his parents’ twenty-fifth anniversary party in the Hunt Room. It was, he reflected, a privileged childhood and adolescence, a very good time. A time of hope, a time before the war and the turbulence had changed him; had changed everyone. Such had been the years of his growing up in the fifties and early sixties. He said, almost to himself, “Enjoy it while you can.”


“What?”


“Life. Dance and be merry.”


She glanced at him and said thoughtfully, “Philosophical musings don’t become you.”


“Perhaps. I was just trying to put my petty problems in perspective. That is still the word of this week, by the way.”


“Glad to hear it.”


“Also, the last refuge of a troubled spirit is religion. I’m going to pay a call on Reverend Symes.”


She thought a moment, then said, “Why not? That’s better than talking to your wife. And he can’t testify against you either. Which reminds me, you never told me what Phil Sloan said.”


“Why should I? I know by something you let slip that you spoke to him yourself. Privileged conversations, indeed. I’ll give old Symes a shot at being discreet.”



Marcy didn’t reply.



Tyson expanded on his earlier subject. “But life is good. At least for us. There’s no war, depression, famine, hunger, or civil strife.”


“Not in Garden City, also known as the Garden of Eden. This place is zoned against reality.”


Tyson exhaled a long breath. Subconsciously, he thought, he must have precipitated this conversation about Garden City—Marcy’s favorite subject—in order to take his mind off other things. Marcy was a product of Manhattan’s Upper West Side, whose population leaned as far to port as Garden City’s citizens leaned starboard. And Marcy, he knew, wanted to move back to her old stomping grounds. As if she’d read his thoughts, she said, “You can’t live here anymore, you know.”


“I can live wherever the hell I please.”


“But you can’t.” Marcy retreated into a moody silence. Just when Tyson thought he was on the verge of a marital dispute, she laughed unexpectedly. He glanced at her. She said, “Do you realize we always pick a fight when we don’t want to go someplace?”


“Yes, I realize that. This car has made more U-turns than a boomerang.” He stopped the car under the hotel marquee. “But this time we’ve arrived at our planned destination.”


A green-liveried footman with top hat opened Marcy’s door. An attendant held open Tyson’s door, and Tyson exchanged the Volvo for a parking chit. A doorman saluted as they passed inside to the pink marbled lobby. A hand-painted sign announced:





THE NASSAU HOSPITAL AUXILIARY ANNUAL CHARITY BALL GRAND BALLROOM





The arrow pointed left.


Marcy said, “Let me buy you a drink first.”


The tables in the dimly lit Hunt Room were full, but Tyson found an empty barstool and Marcy sat. Tyson stood beside her. He ordered a Scotch, and she ordered a glass of white wine. They both glanced around the room as their eyes adjusted to the low light, and nodded to a few people.


The drinks came, and Tyson stirred his Scotch. He said, “Am I crazy to come here? Or just brazen?”


Marcy picked up her wine. “At some point you’ll know the answer to that. Up to now, no one knows how to deal with you.”


Tyson leaned his back against the bar and again surveyed the room. English hunting prints on the paneled walls were a feeble reminder that the original Hunt Room had actually been a place where ladies and gentlemen of the Meadow Brook Hunt Club gathered after riding to hounds. Tyson mused, “I liked the old place better.”


Marcy’s eyes rolled. “Oh, Jesus, if I hear that one more time from one of you original settlers, I’ll puke.”


“Well, it was a hell of a place.” He added maliciously, “The Nassau County Republican Club had its headquarters in the old hotel. I used to do volunteer work for them. We had a Goldwater fund-raiser here in sixty-four.”


“I’m getting sick.”


He smiled, then sipped his Scotch and drew on his cigarette. “History,” he said aloud. “Teddy Roosevelt stayed here often. Charles Lindbergh spent the week before his solo flight at the old hotel. Once, when I was on leave, I took the Lindbergh suite. Did I ever tell you that? I slept in the bed Lindbergh slept in.”


Marcy contrived a yawn and replied, “Based on what I’ve heard from people who don’t romanticize the old fleabag, you probably slept in the same sheets, too.”


Tyson stared into the dark recesses of the lounge. The clientele in the pre–World War I era included Astors, Morgans, Vanderbilts, Hewitts, Jays, Belmonts, Harrimans, even Lillian Russell. But history was a continuum. Someday, someone sitting where he was now sitting would say that Benjamin Tyson had frequented the new Hunt Room.


Benjamin who?


The guy who was court-martialed for murder. Remember? It was in all the papers. The hospital massacre in Vietnam.


Oh, right. He used to drink here? No kidding?


But that was future history. In the old Hunt Room, when he was drunk, he’d conjure up images of the past, especially the aviation greats who had drunk there between the world wars: Glenn Curtiss, Jimmy Doolittle, Billy Mitchell, Lawrence Sperry, Amelia Earhart, Leroy Grumman. …Tyson recalled his boyhood dream to be a fighter pilot, as his father had been; he thought of his plastic model of the Grumman Hellcat and wondered what had become of it. The world spun too fast now, and Tyson knew he would never fly a Grumman Hellcat, but what was worse, the desire to do so was dead.


Marcy broke into his thoughts. “Another?”


He turned his head toward her. “One more.”


She ordered, and Tyson said to the young bartender whom he knew slightly, “Ed, you ever heard of the battle of Hue?”


“Midway? Yeah, it was on TV.”


“Heard of the Tet Offensive?”


The bartender turned and ran Tyson’s tab through the register. “Tet? Sure. Vietnam. The VC attacked Tet and the Americans got beat.” He put the tab back on the bar in front of Tyson.



“Tet was a time, not a place.”



“No kidding.”


“No kidding.”


Ed shrugged and went off to serve someone else. Tyson said, “Smart kid.” He sipped on his drink, then observed, “See…ultimately all battlefield deaths are in vain. No one really remembers any of it. So what’s the big deal?”


“You tell me.”


But Tyson could not. He sensed the alcohol working its magic and felt better.


Marcy said, “Time to dance.”


Tyson smiled and took her hand. They retraced their steps through the lobby, arm in arm, nodding to a few people as they made their way to the Grand Ballroom. As they entered the mauve-colored ballroom, Tyson scanned the pale-blue-clothed tables set around the large dance floor. The band wasn’t playing, and there seemed to be a lull in the full room. Tyson said, “Let’s split up and regroup at the bar.”


“Okay…oh, Christ….”


Mrs. Livander, the president of the Nassau Hospital Auxiliary, had spotted them and was sweeping across the room, arms prematurely spread for an embrace. Tyson stepped forward as though he were sacrificing himself so that Marcy might live. Mrs. Livander veered slightly and enveloped him in her plump arms. “Ben Tyson. Oh, you charming man. You’re so devilishly handsome, if I were ten years younger I’d be after you.”


Tyson thought twenty years was closer to the mark, but he hugged Lydia Livander and gave her a peck on the cheek.



Mrs. Livander turned to Marcy and effused, “You look lovely. What a stunning dress! How do you keep your figure?” She took Marcy by the shoulders as if to fix her in place and poured a steady stream of lavish praise on her. Tyson’s eyes darted around until he spotted the bar.



Without warning, Lydia Livander took their arms in a firm grip and propelled them toward a photographer from the Garden City News. “Sam,” she bubbled, “Sam, you must get a picture of this beautiful couple this instant.”


Tyson and Marcy smiled, the flash went off, and before Tyson could see clearly, Mrs. Livander had him on the move again. Tyson glanced at Marcy and shrugged. If he’d intended to slip in unobtrusively, he was making a bad start of it. As Mrs. Livander moved them around to meet people they already knew or didn’t want to know, he had the distinct impression that heads were turning toward him.


Pleading an urgent call of nature, Tyson broke free of Mrs. Livander’s ministrations and made directly for the bar. He ordered a Scotch and soda and carried it to a neutral corner. Shortly, Marcy came up to him and said, “You see, nothing has changed. Lydia did that for each of the two hundred couples who arrived tonight.”


Tyson swallowed half his drink. “I felt like the only Negro at a Liberal party dance. There wasn’t enough of me to go around.”


Marcy smiled. “Hang in there, Benjamin. Balls.”


“Right. Nevertheless, it’s going to be a long evening.”


“But a memorable one. And your last public appearance, I daresay.”


“Perhaps.” However, he suspected that his last public appearance would not be a black-tie affair but a dress-green appearance in a place less convivial than this one.


* * *


Ben Tyson sat at a round table and surveyed the full ashtrays, empty bar glasses, and discarded programs: the detritus of another tax-deductible bash. If the hospital got 10 percent of the take, they were doing well, he thought. The tables hadn’t been assigned, and he’d found himself with different groupings of people throughout the evening. Now, finally, he found himself alone.


Tyson glanced at his watch. On balance, he thought, he was glad he’d come. If there was any truth to the old saying that public opinion was in advance of the law, then he felt somewhat relieved. No one had snubbed him, and no one had hustled him into the men’s room to face a committee of peers with tar and feathers.


There had been some awkwardness and strained smiles, but this was not an age of absolutes, and there was no consensus on the correct behavior toward a suspected war criminal. Socially, he was still acceptable. Legally, he was innocent until proven guilty. Time to go home.


Tyson looked around the room. Half the crowd was gone, but he couldn’t see Marcy. In fact, he hadn’t seen much of her most of the evening, though he felt confident she’d danced with a good number of men, annoyed an equal number of wives, gotten at least one serious proposition, and accepted one or two dates for lunch in the city.


Tyson began walking toward the door and saw he was on a collision course with Phillip Sloan. Sloan intercepted him near the exit. “Ben. Did you have a good time?”


“Hello, Phil.”


“Where’s your wife?”


“Where’s yours?”


Sloan smiled tightly. “Do you have a moment?”


Tyson replied, “I’d rather not be seen speaking to my lawyer.”



Sloan seemed miffed at being put into the same category as a bookie or loan shark. “Let’s step out here.” They went into the large anteroom, and Sloan indicated the men’s room. Tyson said, “Branch office?” Sloan went inside and Tyson followed. Sloan said curtly, “Is this all right?”



“If you like pink marble.”


“Listen, Ben, you haven’t been the most cooperative client—”


“And you have not been the most discreet attorney, Phil.”


Sloan began to respond, but said instead, “You know, our families have done business for years. I consider you more than a client, you’re—”


Tyson turned and used the urinal.


“You’re a friend. The wives are friends.”


“We’re all friends.”


“Right. So don’t give me this shit that you don’t want us to be seen together in public.”


Tyson turned from the urinal. “What did you want to see me about?”


Sloan glanced around to assure himself they were alone. An Hispanic attendant sat on a stool, reading the New York Post. Sloan said, “I’ve contacted an attorney in the city who specializes in publishing law.”


Tyson washed his hands.


“He advised us to bring suit.” Sloan waited, then went on. “His reasoning is that these alleged incidents are so old that a criminal action is extremely unlikely. That will leave Picard’s allegations as basically hearsay. In lay language, Picard has his ass hanging out. Are you following me?”


The attendant gave Tyson a hand towel. “Sort of.”


“Also, no one but you is mentioned in a pejorative way. Whenever he writes about someone shooting civilians, he doesn’t give a name.”


“I noticed that omission.”


“But you are mentioned by name as a witness to the massacre. The point is made again and again that you did nothing to stop the killing.” Sloan added, “There’s even a line in there that suggests you masterminded the cover-up. There’s also an ambiguous sentence about you ordering the enemy soldiers to be killed.”


“That certainly was an ambiguous sentence. I did not order wounded and captured enemy soldiers murdered. I ordered my men to find and destroy any enemy soldiers still in the hospital who continued to resist.”


Sloan seemed uninterested in the clarification. He said, “The point is, whoever spoke to Picard was out to get you. I think Picard believed a lot of crap and printed it as truth. This attorney and I agree that we have a very strong case for libel.”


Tyson straightened his bow tie.


Sloan continued, “Ben, I’d like you to meet this attorney. His name is Beekman. He’s a real crackerjack—”


“What does that make me? The prize? Are you a Milk Dud?”


“You’re drunk.” Sloan made a move to leave, then came back and took a deep breath. “Beekman has handled some famous literary libel cases. You may know the name.”


Tyson looked at Sloan’s reflection in the mirror. He said, “You and I have both heard of civil trials that took on the coloration of criminal cases. All sorts of muck is dragged up, the press reports it as though it were a murder trial instead of a lawsuit, and in the end, even if the plaintiff wins, he loses.” Tyson took a bottle of Aramis and splashed some on his palm. “Let the damned thing die.” He slapped the cologne on his face.
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