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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







introduction


deserts of Fire is a collection of stories that, taken together, might be read as a simple statement against war, and specifically a statement against the US incursions in the Middle East. However, to read the stories in this collection that way is to miss a deeper point.


Nobody, regardless of ideology or political persuasion, likes war. Everyone wants to be rid of it … at least in principle. Yet, the wars continue to stack up and nobody quite knows why. To take just one not-too-far-off example, we can look to Iraq.


The official rationales given for the invasion of Iraq in 2003 were quickly revealed as untrue … either before the invasion or by subsequent revelations. No evidence of WMDs was discovered. There was no evidence linking Saddam Hussein to al-Qaeda. Humanitarian justifications for war were disputed prior to the invasion by groups like Amnesty International, and lost all credibility after the invasion when the routine torture of Iraqi prisoners by US military guards became public knowledge.


But even the reasons suggested by critics of the war—explanations revolving around self-interest and suggestions that it was all about oil profits or political hegemony in the region—didn’t stand up. The vast majority of the oil contracts did not go to US companies, and US prestige and influence in the region and in the wider world have diminished dramatically in the wake of the invasion. The sad fact is that nobody knows why the US invaded Iraq. The sad fact is that the invasion of Iraq was absurd. And this is why, when these stories are taken together, no simple anti-war sentiment will be found in this book.


One great critic of war, the sometimes science-fiction writer Kurt Vonnegut, once wrote that “civilization ended in World War I,” and in his definitive novel Slaughterhouse Five, one of his characters claimed that the reason wars kept coming even after the Great War was that novels and movies romanticized war efforts. Wars kept coming because too many people wrote stories that make “war look just wonderful.”


These two ideas—that World War I was the death of civilization and that fictional acts of war heroism cause us to fight more wars—are connected even if they do not, at first, appear to be. Both believing that civilization did or should end because of the horrors of war, and blaming fiction for perpetuating war make the same mistake: of blaming the human imagination for war… .


A hundred years ago, in Zurich, a group of artists thought in the same way as Vonnegut. They wanted to reject all heroism, all pretenses of human achievement or greatness, because it was this sort of pretension that produced the monstrosity known as the machine gun. One of these artists, a veteran of the Great War named Tristan Tzara, wrote the group’s manifesto. In it he claimed that this new art movement, born of the trenches, was aimed at total independence. It was called Dada. Tzara explained that this art was given that name because the word Dada had no discernible meaning.


Dada was meaningless because Dada renounced all systems. Dada rejected all efforts towards rational understanding, and in this way Dada echoed (and maybe even reproduced) the chaos and meaninglessness of the war that it wanted to reject.


Today’s genre fiction, even the most bizarre strands of it, by its very nature as genre fiction, dismisses this rejection of systems. Instead of retreating into the acceptance of the arbitrary and embracing obscurity, today’s writers of sci-fi and horror are optimists of a sort. They don’t claim to understand war and its persistence; but they feel obligated to at least try to understand it in small and discernable ways. They’ll often (or perhaps always) fail, but each time they do so, they do so in a better and more useful way.


What you’ll find in this book are stories written both after and during some of the wars in question. These stories represent efforts to answer the question of why this keeps happening. Some of the stories are small, and focused on the personal, while others take a larger, more systemic view. Rarely do the stories herein offer definitive answers, but they are all of them good examples of effort being made. They all cast after meaning.


Deserts of Fire is a collection that can easily be read as a mere statement against war, but it is more than that. Instead of mere sentiment, these stories react and explore the dimensions of a question. Why war?




vietnam syndrome


The first war with Iraq—the “Gulf War” as it was named by contemporaneous news accounts—was as mysterious and inexplicable as any war. It was a short-lived affair, and one that in retrospect appears to have mostly have taken place on television. The US relied heavily on aerial attack to get the job done, and US troops who were on the ground in Kuwait were often as reliant on CNN coverage as the civilians back home were when it came to understanding what was happening.


The main thing was that it was quick. Facing off against a beleaguered and exhausted Iraqi Army in Kuwait, the US-led Coalition had no difficulty expelling and then decimating the enemy. In five weeks’ time it was all over, and most in the US were jubilant. Ecstatic even.


Some suggested that if one needed an explanation for the Gulf War, one need only look at the victory celebrations. One of those who suggested that an easy victory was itself a justification was President George Bush Sr. Speaking to the American Legislative Exchange Council, he said, “I know you share this wonderful feeling that I have, of joy in my heart…. It’s a proud day for America. And, by God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all.”


That’s what the bombs and troops and bulldozers were deployed to destroy. We might have killed Iraqis but our real enemy was the memory of Vietnam. And apparently it had worked. The public’s reticence about US military interventions brought on by the loss of Vietnam was supposed to have disappeared. All we’d needed was a win.


More than a decade after Bush Sr. had declared Vietnam Syndrome vanquished the disease returned. A month before the second war against Iraq (the “Iraq War” as it is now known), the US invasion in March of 2003, the world’s largest anti-war protest occurred. There were marches in over six hundred cities. The number of participants was estimated to range from eight to thirty million. People around the world painted their faces with flowers and carried protest signs. Despite the terror attacks of 9/11, despite the victory of the first Gulf War, despite CNN and Fox News, the long shadow of that old war in Vietnam was still providing the lens through which many saw the coming war.


In the public imagination the debate about the ethics of an invasion was fought along the same battle lines that had been drawn when Laugh-In was on the air and long hair was subversive. And science-fiction and fantasy writers who took up a US war as their subject also inevitably found themselves faced with the same choices writers like Frederik Pohl and Kate Wilhelm had faced when their respective support and opposition to the war in Vietnam ran as advertisements in Galaxy magazine.


We will begin in this collection with Vietnam. Because these stories written in reaction to that war set the terms—if not the tone or the details—of what was to come. We set the clock back forty years, to the anti-war fiction of the past, because even as the Vietnam syndrome continues, so too do the wars.







In 2014 the novelist and columnist Paul Di Filippo wondered what the hold-up was with regard to Norman Spinrad’s SFWA Grandmaster Award, but then realized that Spinrad was perhaps too much of a rebel for it. Awarding him the Grandmaster would be like “sitting the court jester on the throne.” Spinrad was one of the more controversial writers in SF’s New Wave movement back in the ’70s and his novel Bug Jack Barron was banned by newstands when it appeared as a serial in New Worlds. His first fiction sale for professional publication was to Harlan Ellison’s legendary anthology Dangerous Visions.


Since the days of dangerous visions, Spinrad has written and published over twenty novels including Bug Jack Barron, The Iron Dream, The Druid King, and Osama the Gun. His story “The Big Flash” was originally published in Damon Knight’s anthology Orbit in 1969 and was nominated for a Nebula in 1970.
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“the big flash”


NORMAN SPINRAD


t minus 200 days … and counting… .


They came on freaky for my taste—but that’s the name of the game: freaky means a draw in the rock business. And if the Mandala was going to survive in LA, competing with a network-owned joint like the American Dream, I’d just have to hold my nose and out-freak the opposition. So after I had dug the Four Horsemen for about an hour, I took them into my office to talk turkey.


I sat down behind my Salvation Army desk (the Mandala is the world’s most expensive shoestring operation) and the Horsemen sat down on the bridge chairs sequentially, establishing the group’s pecking order.


First the head honcho, lead guitar, and singer, Stony Clarke—blond shoulder-length hair, eyes like something in a morgue when he took off his steel-rimmed shades, a reputation as a heavy acid-head, and the look of a speed-freak behind it. Then Hair, the drummer, dressed like a Hell’s Angel, swastikas and all, a junkie, with fanatic eyes that were a little too close together, making me wonder whether he wore swastikas because he grooved behind the Angel thing or made like an Angel because it let him groove behind the swastika in public. Number three was a cat who called himself Super Spade and wasn’t kidding—he wore earrings, natural hair, a Stokeley Carmichael sweatshirt, and on a thong around his neck a shrunken head that had been whitened with liquid shoe polish. He was the utility infielder: sitar, base, organ, flute, whatever. Number four, who called himself Mr. Jones, was about the creepiest cat I had ever seen in a rock group, and that is saying something. He was their visuals, synthesizer, and electronics man. He was at least forty, wore early-hippie clothes that looked like they had been made by Sy Devore, and was rumored to be some kind of Rand Corporation dropout. There’s no business like show business.


“Okay, boys,” I said, “you’re strange, but you’re my kind of strange. Where you worked before?”


“We ain’t baby,” Clarke said. “We’re the New Thing. I’ve been dealing crystal and acid in the Haight. Hair was drummer for some plastic group in New York. The Super Spade claims it’s the reincarnation of Bird and it don’t pay to argue. Mr. Jones, he don’t talk too much. Maybe he’s a Martian. We just started putting our thing together.” One thing about this business, the groups that don’t have square managers, you can get cheap. They talk too much.


“Groovy,” I said. “I’m happy to give you guys your start. Nobody knows you, but I think you got something going. So I’ll take a chance and give you a week’s booking. One A.M. to closing, which is two, Tuesday through Sunday, four hundred a week.”


“Are you Jewish?” asked Hair.


“What?”


“Cool it,” Clarke ordered. Hair cooled it. “What it means,” Clarke told me, “is that four hundred sounds like pretty light bread.”


“We don’t sign if there’s an option clause,” Mr. Jones said.


“The Jones-thing has a good point,” Clarke said. “We do the first week for four hundred, but after that it’s a whole new scene, dig?”


I didn’t feature that. If they hit it big, I could end up not being able to afford them. But, on the other hand, four hundred dollars was light bread, and I needed a cheap closing act pretty bad.


“Okay,” I said. “But a verbal agreement that I get first crack at you when you finish the gig.”


“Word of honor,” said Stony Clarke.


That’s this business—the word of honor of an ex-dealer and speed-freak.


T minus 199 days … and counting… .


Being unconcerned with ends, the military mind can be easily manipulated, easily controlled, and easily confused. Ends are defined as those goals set by civilian authority. Ends are the conceded province of civilians; means are the province of the military, whose duty it is to achieve the ends set for it by the most advantageous application of the means at its command.


Thus the confusion over the war in Asia among my uniformed clients at the Pentagon. The end has been duly set: eradication of the guerrillas. But the civilians have overstepped their bounds and meddled in means. The generals regard this as unfair, a breach of contract, as it were. The generals (or the faction among them most inclined to paranoia) are beginning to see the conduct of the war, the political limitation on means, as a ploy of the civilians for performing a putsch against their time-honored prerogatives.


This aspect of the situation would bode ill for the country, were it not for the fact that the growing paranoia among the generals has enabled me to manipulate them into presenting both my scenarios to the President. The President has authorized implementation of the major scenario, provided that the minor scenario is successful in properly molding public opinion.


My major scenario is simple and direct. Knowing that the poor flying weather makes our conventional air power, with its dependency on relative accuracy, ineffectual, the enemy has fallen into the pattern of grouping his forces into larger units and launching punishing annual offensives during the monsoon season. However, these larger units are highly vulnerable to tactical nuclear weapons, which do not depend upon accuracy for effect. Secure in the knowledge that domestic political considerations preclude the use of nuclear weapons, the enemy will once again form into division-sized units or larger during the next monsoon season. A parsimonious use of tactical nuclear weapons, even as few as twenty one-hundred-kiloton bombs, employed simultaneously and in an advantageous pattern, will destroy a minimum of two hundred thousand enemy troops, or nearly two-thirds of his total force, in a twenty-four-hour period. The blow will be crushing.


The minor scenario, upon whose success the implementation of the major scenario depends, is far more sophisticated, due to its subtler goal: public acceptance of, or, optimally, even public clamor for, the use of tactical nuclear weapons. The task is difficult, but my scenario is quite sound, if somewhat exotic, and with the full, if to some extent clandestine, support of the upper military hierarchy, certain civil government circles and the decision-makers in key aerospace corporations, the means now at my command would seem adequate. The risks, while statistically significant, do not exceed an acceptable level.


T minus 189 days … and counting… .


The way I see it, the network deserved the shafting I gave them. They shafted me, didn’t they? Four successful series I produce for those bastards, and two bomb out after thirteen weeks and they send me to the salt mines! A discotheque, can you imagine they make me producer at a lousy discotheque! A remittance man they make me, those schlockmeisters. Oh, those schnorrers made the American Dream sound like a kosher deal—twenty percent of the net, they say. And you got access to all our sets and contract players; it’ll make you a rich man, Herm. And like a yuk, I sign, being broke at the time, without reading the fine print. I should know they’ve set up the American Dream as a tax loss? I should know that I’ve gotta use their lousy sets and stiff contract players and have it written off against my gross? I should know their shtick is to run the American Dream at a loss and then do a network TV show out of the joint from which I don’t see a penny? So I end up running the place for them at a paper loss, living on salary, while the network rakes it in off the TV show that I end up paying for out of my end.


Don’t bums like that deserve to be shafted? It isn’t enough they use me as a tax-loss patsy; they gotta tell me who to book! “Go sign the Four Horsemen, the group that’s packing them in at the Mandala,” they say. “We want them on ‘A Night with the American Dream.’ They’re hot.”


“Yeah, they’re hot.” I say, “which means they’ll cost a mint. I can’t afford it.”


They show me more fine print—next time I read the contract with a microscope. I gotta book whoever they tell me to and I gotta absorb the cost on my books! It’s enough to make a Litvak turn anti-semitic.


So I had to go to the Mandala to sign up these hippies. I made sure I didn’t get there until twelve-thirty so I wouldn’t have to stay in that nuthouse any longer than necessary. Such a dive! What Bernstein did was take a bankrupt Hollywood-Hollywood club on the Strip, knock down all the interior walls, and put up this monster tent inside the shell. Just thin white screening over two-by-fours. Real schlock. Outside the tent, he’s got projectors, lights, speakers, all the electronic mumbo-jumbo, and inside is like being surrounded by movie screens. Just the tent and the bare floor, not even a real stage, just a platform on wheels they shlepp in and out of the tent when they change groups.


So you can imagine he doesn’t draw exactly a class crowd. Not with the American Dream up the street being run as a network tax loss. What they get is the smelly, hard-core hippies I don’t let in the door and the kind of j.d. high-school kids that think it’s smart to hang around putzes like that. A lot of dope-pushing goes on. The cops don’t like the place and the rousts draw professional troublemakers.


A real den of iniquity—I felt like I was walking onto a Casbah set. The last group had gone off and the Horsemen hadn’t come on yet. So what you had was this crazy tent filled with hippies, half of them on acid or pot or amphetamine, or, for all I know, Ajax, high-school would-be hippies, also mostly stoned and getting ugly, and a few crazy schwartzes looking to fight cops. All of them standing around waiting for something to happen, and about ready to make it happen. I stood near the door, just in case. As they say, “The vibes were making me uptight.”


All of a sudden the house lights go out and it’s black as a network executive’s heart. I hold my hand on my wallet—in this crowd, tell me there are no pickpockets. Just the pitch black and dead silence for what, ten beats, and then I start feeling something, I don’t know, like something crawling along my bones, but I know it’s some kind of subsonic effect and not my imagination, because all the hippies are standing still and you don’t hear a sound.


Then from monster speakers so loud you feel it in your teeth, a heartbeat, but heavy, slow, half-time, like maybe a whale’s heart. The thing crawling along my bones seems to be synchronized with the heartbeat and I feel almost like I am that big dumb heart beating there in the darkness.


Then a dark red spot—so faint it’s almost infrared—hits the stage which they have wheeled out. On the stage are four uglies in crazy black robes—you know, like the Grim Reaper wears—with that ugly red light all over them like blood. Creepy. Boom-ba-boom. Boom-ba-boom. The heartbeat still going, still that subsonic bone-crawl, and the hippies are staring at the Four Horsemen like mesmerized chickens.


The bass player, a regular jungle bunny, picks up the rhythm of the heartbeat. Dum-da-dum. Dum-da-dum. The drummer beats it out with earsplitting rim shots. Then the electric guitar, timed like a strangling cat, makes with horrible, heavy chords. Whang-ka-whang. Whang-ka-whang.


It’s just awful, I feel it in my guts, my bones; my eardrums are just like some great big throbbing vein. Everybody is swaying to it; I’m swaying to it. Boom-ba-boom. Boom-ba-boom.


Then the guitarist starts to chant in rhythm with the heartbeat, in a hoarse, shrill voice like somebody dying: “The big flash … the big flash …”


Then the guitarist starts to chant in rhythm with the heartbeat, in a hoarse, shrill voice like somebody dying: “The big flash … the big flash …”


And the guy at the visuals console diddles around and rings of light start to climb the walls of the tent, blue at the bottom becoming green as they get higher, then yellow, orange, and finally as they become a circle on the ceiling, eye-killing neon-red. Each circle takes exactly one heartbeat to climb the walls.


Boy, what an awful feeling! Like I was a tube of toothpaste being squeezed in rhythm till the top of my head felt like it was gonna squirt up with those circles of light through the ceiling.


And then they start to speed it up gradually. The same heartbeat, the same rim shots, same chords, same circles of light, same “The big flash … the big flash …” Same base, same subsonic bone-crawl, but just a little faster…. Then faster! Faster!


Thought I would die! Knew I would die! Heart beating like a lunatic. Rim shots like a machine gun. Circles of light sucking me up the walls, into that red neon hole.


Oy, incredible! Over and over, faster, faster, till the voice was a scream and the heartbeat a boom and the rim shots a whine and the guitar howled feedback and my bones were jumping out of my body—


Every spot in the place came on and I went blind from the sudden light—


An awful explosion sound came over every speaker, so loud it rocked me on my feet—


I felt myself squirting out of the top of my head and loved it.


Then: the explosion became a rumble—


The light seemed to run together into a circle on the ceiling, leaving everything else black.


And the circle became a fireball.


The fireball became a slow-motion film of an atomic-bomb cloud as the rumbling died away. Then the picture faded into a moment of total darkness and the house lights came on.


What a number!


Gevalt, what an act!


So, after the show, when I got them alone and found out they had no manager, not even an option to the Mandala, I thought faster than I ever had in my life.


To make a long story short and sweet, I gave the network the royal screw. I signed the Horsemen to a contract that made me their manager and gave me twenty percent of their take. Then I booked them into the American Dream at ten thousand a week, wrote a check as proprietor of the American Dream, handed the check to myself as manager of the Four Horsemen, then resigned as a network flunky, leaving them with a ten-thousand-dollar bag and me with twenty percent of the hottest group since the Beatles.


What the hell, he who lives by the fine print shall perish by the fine print.


T minus 148 days … and counting… .


“You haven’t seen the tape yet, have you, BD?” Jake said. He was nervous as hell. When you reach my level in the network structure, you’re used to making subordinates nervous, but Jake Pitkin was head of network continuity, not some office boy, and certainly should be used to dealing with executives at my level. Was the rumor really true?


We were alone in the screening room. It was doubtful that the projectionist could hear us.


“No, I haven’t seen it yet,” I said. “But I’ve heard some strange stories.”


Jake looked positively deathly.


“About the tape?” he said.


“About you, Jake,” I said, deprecating the rumor with an easy smile. “That you don’t want to air the show.”


“It’s true, BD,” Jake said quietly.


“Do you realize what you’re saying? Whatever our personal tastes—and I personally think there’s something unhealthy about them—the Four Horsemen are the hottest thing in the country right now and that dirty little thief Herm Gellman held us up for a quarter of a million for an hour show. It cost another two hundred thousand to make it. We’ve spent another hundred thousand on promotion. We’re getting top dollar from the sponsors. There’s over a million dollars one way or the other riding on that show. That’s how much we blow if we don’t air it.”


“I know that, BD,” Jake said. “I also know this could cost me my job. Think about that. Because knowing all that, I’m still against airing the tape. I’m going to run the closing segment for you. I’m sure enough that you’ll agree with me to stake my job on it.”


I had a terrible feeling in my stomach. I have superiors too and The Word was that “A Trip with the Four Horsemen” would be aired, period. No matter what. Something funny was going on. The price we were getting for commercial time was a precedent and the sponsor was a big aerospace company which had never bought network time before. What really bothered me was that Jake Pitkin had no reputation for courage; yet here he was laying his job on the line. He must be pretty sure I would come around to his way of thinking or he wouldn’t dare. And though I couldn’t tell Jake, I had no choice in the matter whatsoever.


“Okay, roll it,” Jake said into the intercom mike. “What you’re going to see,” he said as the screening room lights went out, “is the last number.”


On the screen: a shot of empty blue sky, with soft, lazy electric guitar chords behind it. The camera pans across a few clouds to an extremely long shot on the sun. As the sun, no more than a tiny circle of light, moves into the center of the screen, a sitar-drone comes in behind the guitar.


Very slowly, the camera begins to zoom in on the sun. As the image of the sun expands, the sitar gets louder and the guitar begins to fade and a drum starts to give the sitar a beat. The sitar gets louder, the beat gets more pronounced and begins to speed up as the sun continues to expand. Finally, the whole screen is filled with unbearably bright light behind which the sitar and drum are in a frenzy.


Then over this, drowning out the sitar and drum, a voice like a sick thing in heat: “Brighter … than a thousand suns …”


The light dissolves into a closeup of a beautiful dark-haired girl with huge eyes and moist lips, and suddenly there is nothing on the sound track but soft guitar and voices crooning low: “Brighter … oh, God, it’s brighter … brighter … than a thousand suns …”


The girl’s face dissolves into a full shot of the Four Horsemen in their Grim Reaper robes and the same melody that had played behind the girl’s face shifts into a minor key, picks up whining, reverberating electric guitar chords and a sitar-drone and becomes a dirge: “Darker … the world grows darker …”


And a series of cuts in time to the dirge:


A burning village in Asia strewn with bodies—


“Darker … the world grows darker …”


The corpse heap at Auschwitz—


“Until it gets so dark …”


A gigantic auto graveyard with gaunt Negro children dwarfed in the foreground—“I think I’ll die …”


A Washington ghetto in flames with the Capitol misty in the background—


“… before the daylight comes …”


A jump-cut to an extreme closeup on the lead singer of the Horsemen, his face twisted into a mask of desperation and ecstasy. And the sitar is playing double-time, the guitar is wailing and he is screaming at the top of his lungs: “But before I die, let me make that trip before the nothing comes …”


The girl’s face again, but transparent, with a blinding yellow light shining through it. The sitar beat gets faster and faster with the guitar whining behind it and the voice is working itself up into a howling frenzy: “… the last big flash to light my sky …”


Nothing but the blinding light now—


“… and zap! the world is done …”


An utterly black screen for a beat that becomes black, fading to blue at a horizon—


“… but before we die let’s dig that high that frees us from our binds … that blows all cool that ego-drool and burns us from our mind … the last big flash, mankind’s last gas, the trip we can’t take twice …”


Suddenly, the music stops dead for half a beat. Then:


The screen is lit up by an enormous fireball—


A shattering rumble—


The fireball coalesces into a mushroom-pillar cloud as the roar goes on. As the roar begins to die out, fire is visible inside the monstrous nuclear cloud. And the girl’s face is faintly visible, superimposed over the cloud.


A soft voice, amplified over the roar, obscenely reverential now: “Brighter … great God, it’s brighter … brighter than a thousand suns… .”


And the screen went blank and the lights came on.


I looked at Jake. Jake looked at me.


“That’s sick,” I said. “That’s really sick.”


“You don’t want to run a thing like that, do you, BD?” Jake said softly.


I made some rapid mental calculations. The loathsome thing ran something under five minutes … it could be done… .


“You’re right, Jake,” I said. “We won’t run a thing like that. We’ll cut it out of the tape and squeeze in another commercial at each break. That should cover the time.”


“You don’t understand,” Jake said. “The contract Herm rammed down our throats doesn’t allow us to edit. The show’s a package—all or nothing. Besides, the whole show’s like that.”


“All like that? What do you mean, all like that?”


Jake squirmed in his seat. “Those guys are … well, perverts, BD,” he said.


“Perverts?”


“They’re … well, they’re in love with the atom bomb or something. Every number leads up to the same thing.”


“You mean … they’re all like that?”


“You got the picture, BD,” Jake said. “We run an hour of that, or we run nothing at all.”


“Jesus.”


I knew what I wanted to say. Burn the tape and write off the million dollars. But I also knew it would cost me my job. And I knew that five minutes after I was out the door, they would have someone in my job who would see things their way. Even my superiors seemed to be just handing down The Word from higher up. I had no choice. There was no choice.


“I’m sorry, Jake,” I said. “We run it.”


“I resign,” said Jake Pitkin, who had no reputation for courage.


T minus 10 days … and counting… .


“It’s a clear violation of the Test-Ban Treaty,” I said.


The Under Secretary looked as dazed as I felt. “We’ll call it a peaceful use of atomic energy, and let the Russians scream,” he said.


“It’s insane.”


“Perhaps,” the Under Secretary said. “But you have your orders, General Carson, and I have mine. From higher up. At exactly eight-fifty-eight P.M. local time on July fourth, you will drop a fifty-kiloton atomic bomb on the designated ground zero at Yucca Flats.”


“But the people … the television crews …”


“Will be at least two miles outside the danger zone. Surely, SAC can manage that kind of accuracy under ‘laboratory conditions.’”


I stiffened. “I do not question the competence of any bomber crew under my command to perform this mission,” I said. “I question the reason for the mission. I question the sanity of the orders.”


The Under Secretary shrugged, and smiled wanly. “Welcome to the club.”


“You mean you don’t know what this is all about either?”


“All I know is what was transmitted to me by the Secretary of Defense, and I got the feeling he doesn’t know everything, either. You know that the Pentagon has been screaming for the use of tactical nuclear weapons to end the war in Asia—you SAC boys have been screaming the loudest. Well, several months ago, the President conditionally approved a plan for the use of tactical nuclear weapons during the next monsoon season.”


I whistled. The civilians were finally coming to their senses. Or were they?


“But what does that have to do with—?”


“Public opinion,” the Under Secretary said. “It was conditional upon a drastic change in public opinion. At the time the plan was approved, the polls showed that seventy-eight point eight percent of the population opposed the use of tactical nuclear weapons, nine point eight percent favored their use and the rest were undecided or had no opinion. The President agreed to authorize the use of tactical nuclear weapons by a date, several months from now, which is still top secret, provided that by that date at least sixty-five percent of the population approved their use and no more than twenty percent actively opposed it.”


“I see … just a ploy to keep the Joint Chiefs quiet.”


“General Carson,” the Under Secretary said, “apparently you are out of touch with the national mood. After the first Four Horsemen show, the polls showed that twenty-five percent of the population approved the use of nuclear weapons. After the second show, the figure was forty-one percent. It is now forty-eight percent. Only thirty-two percent are now actively opposed.”


“You’re trying to tell me that a rock group—”


“A rock group and the cult around it, General. It’s become a national hysteria. There are imitators. Haven’t you seen those buttons?”


“The ones with a mushroom cloud on them that say ‘Do It’?”


The Under Secretary nodded. “Your guess is as good as mine whether the National Security Council just decided that the Horsemen hysteria could be used to mold public opinion, or whether the Four Horsemen were their creatures to begin with. But the results are the same either way—the Horsemen and the cult around them have won over precisely that element of the population which was most adamantly opposed to nuclear weapons: hippies, students, dropouts, draft-age youth. Demonstrations against the war and against nuclear weapons have died down. We’re pretty close to that sixty-five percent. Someone—perhaps the President himself—has decided that one more big Four Horsemen show will put us over the top.”


“The President is behind this?”


“No one else can authorize the detonation of an atomic bomb, after all,” the Under Secretary said. “We’re letting them do the show live from Yucca Flats. It’s being sponsored by an aerospace company heavily dependent on defense contracts. We’re letting them truck in a live audience. Of course the government is behind it.”


“And SAC drops an A-bomb as the showstopper?”


“Exactly.”


“I saw one of those shows,” I said. “My kids were watching it. I got the strangest feeling … I almost wanted that red telephone to ring… .”


“I know what you mean,” the Under Secretary said. “Sometimes I get the feeling that whoever’s behind this has gotten caught up in the hysteria themselves … that the Horsemen are now using whoever was using them … a closed circle. But I’ve been tired lately. The war’s making us all so tired. If only we could get it all over with …”


“We’d all like to get it over with one way or the other,” I said.


T minus 60 minutes … and counting… .


I had orders to muster Backfish’s crew for the live satellite relay on “The Four Horsemen’s Fourth.” Superficially, it might seem strange to order the whole Polaris fleet to watch a television show, but the morale factor involved was quite significant.


Polaris subs are frustrating duty. Only top sailors are chosen and a good sailor craves action. Yet if we are ever called upon to act, our mission will have been a failure. We spend most of our time honing skills that must never be used. Deterrence is a sound strategy but a terrible drain on the men of the deterrent forces—a drain exacerbated in the past by the negative attitude of our countrymen toward our mission. Men who, in the service of their country, polish their skills to a razor edge and then must refrain from exercising them have a right to resent being treated as pariahs.


Therefore the positive change in the public attitude toward us that seems to be associated with the Four Horsemen has made them mascots of a kind to the Polaris fleet. In their strange way they seem to speak for us and to us.


I chose to watch the show in the missile control center, where a full crew must always be ready to launch the missiles on five-minute notice. I have always felt a sense of communion with the duty watch in the missile control center that I cannot share with the other men under my command. Here we are not captain and crew, but mind and hand. Should the order come, the will to fire the missiles will be mine and the act will be theirs. At such a moment, it will be good not to feel alone.


All eyes were on the television set mounted above the main console as the show came on and …


The screen was filled with a whirling spiral pattern, metallic yellow on metallic blue. There was a droning sound that seemed part sitar and part electronic and I had the feeling that the sound was somehow coming from inside my head and the spiral seemed etched directly on my retinas. It hurt mildly, yet nothing in the world could have made me turn away.


Then came two voices, chanting against each other:


“Let it all come in …”


“Let it all come out …”


“In … out … in … out … in … out …”


My head seemed to be pulsing—in-out, in-out, in-out—and the spiral pattern began to pulse color changes with the words: yellow-on-blue (in) … green-on-red (out) … in-out-in-out-in-out-in-out …


In the screen … out my head … I seemed to be beating against some kind of invisible membrane between myself and the screen as if something were trying to embrace my mind and I were fighting it…. But why was I fighting it?


The pulsing, the chanting, got faster and faster till in could not be told from out and negative spiral after-images formed in my eyes faster than they could adjust to the changes, piled up on each other faster and faster till it seemed my head would explode—


The chanting and the droning broke and there were the Four Horsemen, in their robes, playing on some stage against a backdrop of clear blue sky. And a single voice, soothing now: “You are in …”


Then the view was directly above the Horsemen and I could see that they were on some kind of circular platform. The view moved slowly and smoothly up and away and I saw that the circular stage was atop a tall tower; around the tower and completely encircling it was a huge crowd seated on desert sands that stretched away to an empty infinity.


“And we are in and they are in …”


I was down among the crowd now; they seemed to melt and flow like plastic, pouring from the television screen to enfold me… .


“And we are all in here together… .”


A strange and beautiful feeling … the music got faster and wilder, ecstatic … the hull of the Backfish seemed unreal … the crowd was swaying to it around me … the distance between myself and the crowd seemed to dissolve … I was there … they were here…. We were transfixed …


“Oh, yeah, we are all in here together … together …”


T minus 45 minutes … and counting… .


Jeremy and I sat staring at the television screen, ignoring each other and everything around us. Even with the short watches and the short tours of duty, you can get to feeling pretty strange down here in a hole in the ground under tons of concrete, just you and the guy with the other key, with nothing to do but think dark thoughts and get on each other’s nerves. We’re all supposed to be as stable as men can be, or so they tell us, and they must be right because the world’s still here. I mean, it wouldn’t take much—just two guys on the same watch over the same three Minutemen flipping out at the same time, turning their keys in the dual lock, pressing the three buttons…. Pow! World War III!


A bad thought, the kind we’re not supposd to think or I’ll start watching Jeremy and he’ll start watching me and we’ll get a paranoia feedback going…. But that can’t happen; we’re too stable, too responsible. As long as we remember that it’s healthy to feel a little spooky down here, we’ll be all right.


But the television set is a good idea. It keeps us in contact with the outside world, keeps it real. It’d be too easy to start thinking that the missile control center down here is the only real world and that nothing that happens up there really matters…. Bad thought!


The Four Horsemen … somehow these guys help you get it all out. I mean that feeling that it might be better to release all that tension, get it all over with. Watching the Four Horsemen, you’re able to go with it without doing any harm, let it wash over you and then through you. I suppose they are crazy; they’re all the human craziness in ourselves that we’ve got to keep very careful watch over down here. Letting it all come out watching the Horsemen makes it surer that none of it will come out down here. I guess that’s why a lot of us have taken to wearing those “Do It” buttons off duty. The brass doesn’t mind; they seem to understand that it’s the kind of inside sick joke we need to keep us functioning.


Now that spiral thing they had started the show with—and the droning—came back on. Zap! I was right back in the screen again, as if the commercial hadn’t happened.


“We are all in here together …”


And then a closeup of the lead singer, looking straight at me, as close as Jeremy and somehow more real. A mean-looking guy with something behind his eyes that told me he knew where everything lousy and rotten was at.


A bass began to thrum behind him and some kind of electronic hum that set my teeth on edge. He began playing his guitar, mean and low-down. And singing in that kind of drop-dead tone of voice that starts brawls in bars:


“I stabbed my mother and I mugged my paw …”


A riff of heavy guitar chords echoed the words mockingly as a huge swastika (red-on-black, black-on-red) pulsed like a naked vein on the screen—


The face of the Horseman, leering—


“Nailed my sister to the toilet door …”


Guitar behind the pulsing swastika—


“Drowned a puppy in a cement machine…. Burned a kitten just to hear it scream… .”


On the screen, just a big fire burning in slow-motion, and the voice became a slow, shrill, agonized wail:


“Oh, God, I’ve got this red-hot fire burning in the marrow of my brain… .


“Oh, yes, I got this fire burning … in the stinking marrow of my brain… .


“Gotta get me a blowtorch … and set some naked flesh on flame …”


The fire dissolved into the face of a screaming Oriental woman, who ran through a burning village clawing at the napalm on her back.


“I got this message … boiling in the bubbles of my blood…. A man ain’t nothing but a fire burning … in a dirty glob of mud… .”


A film clip of a Nuremberg rally: a revolving swastika of marching men waving torches—


Then the leader of the Horsemen superimposed over the twisted flaming cross:


“Don’t you hate me baby, can’t you feel somethin’ screaming in your mind?


“Don’t you hate me baby, feel me drowning you in slime!”


Just the face of the Horseman howling hate—


“Oh yes, I’m a monster, mother …”


A long view of the crowd around the platform, on their feet, waving arms, screaming soundlessly. Then a quick zoom in and a kaleidoscope of faces, eyes feverish, mouths open and howling—


“Just call me—”


The face of the Horseman superimposed over the crazed faces of the crowd—


“Mankind!”


I looked at Jeremy. He was toying with the key on the chain around his neck. He was sweating. I suddenly realized that I was sweating, too, and that my own key was throbbing in my hand alive… .


T minus 13 minutes … and counting… .


A funny feeling, the captain watching the Four Horsemen here in the Backfish’s missile control center with us. Sitting in front of my console watching the television set with the captain kind of breathing down my neck. I got the feeling he knew what was going through me and I couldn’t know what was going through him … and it gave the fire inside me a kind of greasy feel I didn’t like… .


Then the commercial was over and that spiral-thing came on again and—whoosh!—it sucked me right back into the television set and I stopped worrying about the captain or anything like that… .


Just the spiral going yellow-blue, red-green, and then starting to whirl and whirl, faster and faster, changing colors and whirling, whirling, whirling… .


And the sound of a kind of Coney Island carousel tinkling behind it, faster and faster and faster, whirling and whirling and whirling, flashing red-green, yellow-blue, and whirling, whirling, whirling …


And this big hum filling my body and whirling, whirling, whirling … my muscles relaxing, going limp, whirling, whirling, whirling, all limp, whirling, whirling, whirling, oh so nice, just whirling, whirling …


And in the center of the flashing spiraling colors, a bright dot of colorless light, right at the center, not moving, not changing, while the whole world went whirling and whirling in colors around it, and the humming was coming from the dot the way the carousel music was coming from the spinning colors and the dot was humming its song to me… .


The dot was a light way down at the end of a long, whirling, whirling tunnel. The humming started to get a little louder. The bright dot started to get a little bigger. I was drifting down the tunnel toward it, whirling, whirling, whirling …


T minus 11 minutes … and counting… .


Whirling, whirling, whirling down a long, long tunnel of pulsing colors, whirling, whirling, toward the circle of light way down at the end of the tunnel…. How nice it would be to finally get there and soak up the beautiful hum filling my body and then I could forget that I was down here in this hole in the ground with a hard brass key in my hand, just Duke and me, down here in a cave under the ground that was a spiral of flashing colors, whirling, whirling toward the friendly light at the end of the tunnel, whirling, whirling …


T minus 10 minutes … and counting… .


The circle of light at the end of the whirling tunnel was getting bigger and bigger and the humming was getting louder and louder and I was feeling better and better and the Backfish’s missile control center was getting dimmer and dimmer as the awful weight of command got lighter and lighter, whirling, whirling, and I felt so good I wanted to cry, whirling, whirling …


T minus 9 minutes … and counting… .


Whirling, whirling … I was whirling, Jeremy was whirling, the hole in the ground was whirling, and the circle of light at the end of the tunnel whirled closer and closer and—I was through! A place filled with yellow light. Pale metal-yellow light. Then pale metallic blue. Yellow. Blue. Yellow. Blue. Yellow-blue-yellow-blue-yellow-blue-yellow …


Pure light pulsing … and pure sound droning. And just the feeling of letters I couldn’t read between the pulses-not-yellow and not-blue-too quick and too faint to be visible, but important, very important …


And then came a voice that seemed to be singing from inside my head, almost as if it were my own:


“Oh, oh, oh … don’t I really wanna know…. Oh, oh, oh … don’t I really wanna know …”


The world pulsing, flashing around those words I couldn’t read, couldn’t quite read, had to read, could almost read …


“Oh, oh, oh … great God, I really wanna know …”


Strange amorphous shapes clouding the blue-yellow-blue flickering universe, hiding the words I had to read…. Damn it, why wouldn’t they get out of the way so I could find out what I had to know!


“Tell me tell me tell me tell me tell me…. Gotta know gotta know gotta know gotta know …”


T minus 7 minutes … and counting… .


Couldn’t read the words! Why wouldn’t the captain let me read the words? And that voice inside me: “Gotta know … gotta know … gotta know why it hurts me so… .” Why wouldn’t it shut up and let me read the words? Why wouldn’t it shut up and let me read the words? Why wouldn’t the words hold still? Or just slow down a little? If they’d slow down a little, I could read them and then I’d know what I had to do… .


T minus 6 minutes … and counting… .


I felt the sweaty key in the palm of my hand … I saw Duke stroking his own key. Had to know! Now—through the pulsing blue-yellow-blue light and the unreadable words that were building up an awful pressure in the back of my brain—I could see the Four Horsemen. They were on their knees, crying, looking up at something and begging: “Tell me tell me tell me tell me …”


Then soft billows of rich red-and-orange fire filled the world and a huge voice was trying to speak. But it couldn’t form the words. It stuttered and moaned—


The yellow-blue-yellow flashing around the words I couldn’t read-the same words, I suddenly sensed, that the voice of the fire was trying so hard to form-and the Four Horsemen on their knees begging: “Tell me tell me tell me …”


The friendly warm fire trying so hard to speak—


“Tell me tell me tell me tell me …”


T minus 4 minutes … and counting… .


What were the words? What was the order? I could sense my men silently imploring me to tell them. After all, I was their captain, it was my duty to tell them. It was my duty to find out!


“Tell me tell me tell me …” the robed figures on their knees implored through the flickering pulse in my brain and I could almost make out the words … almost …


“Tell me tell me tell me …” I whispered to the warm orange fire that was trying so hard but couldn’t quite form the words. The men were whispering it, too: “Tell me tell me …”


T minus 3 minutes … and counting… .


The question burning blue and yellow in my brain: What was the fire trying to tell me? What were the words I couldn’t read?


Had to unlock the words! Had to find the key! A key…. The Key? THE KEY! And there was the lock that imprisoned the words, right in front of me! Put the key in the lock…. I looked at Jeremy. Wasn’t there some reason, long ago and far away, why Jeremy might try to stop me from putting the key in the lock?


But Jeremy didn’t move as I fitted the key into the lock… .


T minus 2 minutes … and counting… .


Why wouldn’t the captain tell me what the order was? The fire knew, but it couldn’t tell. My head ached from the pulsing, but I couldn’t read the words.


“Tell me tell me tell me …” I begged.


Then I realized that the captain was asking, too.


T minus 90 seconds … and counting… .


“Tell me tell me tell me …” the Horsemen begged. And the words I couldn’t read were a fire in my brain.


Duke’s key was in the lock in front of us. From very far away, he said: “We have to do it together.”


Of course … our keys … our keys would unlock the words!


I put my key into the lock. One, two, three, we turned our keys together. A lid on the console popped open. Under the lid were three red buttons. Three signs on the console lit up in red letters:


ARMED.


T minus 60 seconds … and counting… .


The men were waiting for me to give some order. I didn’t know what the order was. A magnificent orange fire was trying to tell me but it couldn’t get the words out…. Robed figures were praying to the fire… .


Then, through the yellow-blue flicker that hid the words I had to read, I saw a vast crowd encircling a tower. The crowd was on its feet begging silently—


The tower in the center of the crowd became the orange fire that was trying to tell me what the words were—


Became a great mushroom of billowing smoke and blinding orange-red glare… .


T minus 30 seconds … and counting… .


The huge pillar of fire was trying to tell Jeremy and me what the words were, what we had to do. The crowd was screaming at the cloud of flame. The yellow-blue flicker was getting faster and faster behind the mushroom cloud. I could almost read the words! I could see that there were two of them!


T minus 20 seconds … and counting… .


Why didn’t the captain tell us? I could almost see the words!


Then I heard the crowd around the beautiful mushroom cloud shouting: “DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!”


T minus 10 seconds … and counting… .


“DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!”


What did they want me to do? Did Duke know? The men were waiting! What was the order? They hunched over the firing controls, waiting…. The firing controls …?


“DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!”


8


“DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!”: the crowd screaming.


“Jeremy!” I shouted. “I can read the words!”


7


My hands hovered over my bank of firing buttons… .


“DO IT! DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!” the words said.


Didn’t the captain understand?


6


“What do they want us to do, Jeremy?”


5


Why didn’t the mushroom cloud give the order? My men were waiting! A good sailor craves action.


Then a great voice spoke from the pillar of fire:


“DO IT … DO IT … DO IT… .”


4


“There’s only one thing we can do down here, Duke.”


3


“The order, men! Action! Fire!”


2


Yes, yes, yes! Jeremy—


1


I reached for my bank of firing buttons. All along the console, the men reached for their buttons. But I was too fast for them! I would be the first!


0


The Big Flash
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“The Village”


KATE WILHELM


mildred Carey decided to walk to the post office early, before the sun turned the two blocks into a furnace. “They’ve done something to the weather,” she said to her husband, packing his three sandwiches and thermos of lemonade. “Never used to be this hot this early.”


“It’ll get cooler again. Always does.”


She followed him to the door and waved as he backed out of the drive. The tomato plants she had set out the day before were wilted. She watered them, then started to walk slowly to town. With a feeling of satisfaction she noticed that Mrs. Mareno’s roses had black spot. Forcing the blooms with too much fertilizer just wasn’t good for them.


Mike Donatti dozed as he awaited orders to regroup and start the search-and-clear maneuver. Stilwell nudged him. “Hey, Mike, you been over here before?”


“Nope. One fuckin’ village is just like the others. Mud or dust. That’s the only fuckin’ difference.”


Stilwell was so new that he was sunburned red. Everyone else in the company was burned black. “Man, could we pass,” they liked to say to Latimore, who couldn’t. Mr. Peters was sweeping the sidewalk before the market. “Got some good fresh salami,” he said. “Ed made it over the weekend.”


“You sure Ed made it, not Buz? When Buz makes it, he uses too much garlic. What’s he covering up is what I want to know.”


“Now, Miz Carey, you know he’s not covering up. Some folks like it hot and strong.”


“I’ll stop back by after I get the mail.”


The four Henry children were already out in the street, filthy, chasing each other randomly. Their mother was not in sight. Mildred Carey pursed her lips. Her Mark never had played in the street in his life.


She dropped in the five-and-dime, not to buy anything but to look over the flats of annuals—petunias, marigolds, nasturtiums. “They sure don’t look healthy,” she said to Doris Offinger.


“They’re fine, Miz Carey. Brother bought them fresh this morning from Connor’s down at Midbury. You know Connor’s has good stock.”


“How’s Larry getting along? Still in the veterans’ hospital at Lakeview?”


“Yes. He’ll be out in a couple of weeks, I guess.” Doris’s pretty face remained untroubled.


“They’ve got such good doctors down there, I hate to see him get so far from them all, but he wants to come home.”


“How can these people stand this heat all the time?” Stilwell said after a moment. The sun wasn’t up yet, but it was eighty-six degrees, humidity near one hundred percent.


“People, he says. Boy, ain’t you even been briefed? People can’t stand it, that’s the first clue.” Mike sighed and sat up. He lighted a cigarette. “Boy, back home in August. You know the hills where I come from are cold, even in August?”


“Where’s that?”


“Vermont. I can remember plenty of times it snowed in August. Nights under a blanket.”


“Well, he can help out here in the store. With his pension and the store and all, the two of you are set, aren’t you? Isn’t that Tessie Hetherton going in Peters’ market?”


“I didn’t notice her. Did you want one of those flats, Miz Carey?”


“No. They aren’t healthy. Connor’s must have culled the runts and set them out.” She stood in the doorway squinting to see across the way to Peters’ market. “I’m sure it was. And she told me she’s too arthritic to do any more housework. I’ll just go talk to her.”


“I don’t think she will, though. Miz Avery wanted her on Wednesdays and she said no. You know Mr. Hetherton’s got a job? With the paper mill.”


“Shit. That won’t last. They’ll pay off a few of last winter’s bills and then he’ll start to complain about his liver or something and she’ll be hustling for work. I know that man.”


She left the store without looking back, certain that Doris would be eyeing the price tags of the flats. “You take care of yourself, Doris. You’re looking peaked. You should get out in the sun.”


“Mrs. Hetherton, you’re looking fit again,” Mildred Carey said, cornering the woman as she emerged from the store.


“Warm weather’s helped some.”


“Look, can you possibly come over Thursday morning? You know the Garden Club meets this week, and I can’t possibly get ready without some help.”


“Well, I just don’t know … Danny’s dead set against my going out to work again.”


“But they’re going to have to close down the mill. And then where will he be?”


“Close it down? Why? Who says?”


“It’s been in the papers for weeks now. All those dead fish, and the stink. You know that committee came up and took samples and said they’re the ones responsible. And they can’t afford to change over the whole process. They’re going to move instead.”


“Oh, that. Danny said don’t hold your breath. They’re making a study, and then they’ll have to come up with a plan and have it studied, and all in all it’s going to take five years or even more before it all comes to a head.”


“Hm. Another big kill and the Department of Health …”


Mrs. Hetherton laughed and Mildred Carey had to smile too.


“Well, anyway, can you come over just this time? For this one meeting?”


“Sure, Miz Carey. Thursday morning? But only half a day.”


The school bus turned the corner and rolled noisily down the broad new street. The two women watched it out of sight. “Have you seen the Tomkins boys lately?” Mildred Carey asked. “Hair down to here.”


“Winona says they’re having someone in to talk about drugs. I asked her point blank if there are drugs around here and she said no, but you never can tell. The kids won’t tell you nothing.”


“Well, I just thank God that Mark is grown up and out of it all.”


“He’s due home soon now, isn’t he?”


“Seven weeks. Then off to college in the fall. I told him that he’s probably safer over there than at one of the universities right now.” They laughed and moved apart. “See you Thursday.”


“Listen Mike, when you get back, you’ll go through New York, won’t you? Give my mother a call, will you? Just tell her …”


“What? That you got jungle rot the first time out and it’s gone to your brain?”


“Just call her. Say I’m fine. That’s all. She’ll want to have you over for dinner, or take you to a good restaurant, something. Say you don’t have time. But it’d mean a lot to her to have you call.”


“Sure. Sure. Come on, we’re moving.”


They walked for two hours without making contact. The men were straggling along in two uneven columns at the sides of the road. The dirt road was covered with recent growth, no mines. The temperature was going to hit one hundred any second. Sweat and dirt mixed on faces, arms, muddy sweat trickled down shirts.


The concrete street was a glare now. Heat rose in patterns that shifted and vanished and rose again. Mildred Carey wondered if it hadn’t been a mistake to rebuild the street, take out the maples and make it wide enough for the traffic that they predicted would be here in another year or two. She shrugged and walked more briskly toward the post office. That wasn’t her affair. Her husband, who should know, said it was necessary for the town to grow. After being in road construction for twenty-five years, he should know. Fran Marple and Dodie Wilson waved to her from outside the coffee shop. Fran looked overdue and miserable. Last thing she needed was to go in the coffee shop and have pastry. Mildred Carey smiled at them and went on.


Claud Emerson was weighing a box for Bill Stokes. Bill leaned against the counter smoking, flicking ashes on the floor. “Don’t like it here, get out, that’s what I say. Goddamn kids with their filthy clothes and dirty feet. Bet they had marijuana up there. Should have called the troopers, that’s what I should have done.”


“They was on state land, Bill. You had no call to run them off.”


“They didn’t know that. You think I’m going to let them plop themselves down right outside my front door? Let ’em find somewhere else to muck about.”


Claud Emerson stamped the box. “One seventy-two.”


Stilwell and Mike were following Laski, Berat, and Humboldt.


Berat was talking.


“You let it stick out, see, and come at them with your M-16 and you know what they watch! Man, they never seen nothing like it! Scared shitless by it. Tight! Whooee! Tight and hot!”


Stilwell looked as if he saw a green monster. Mike laughed and lit another cigarette. The sun was almost straight up when the lieutenant called for a break. He and Sergeant Durkins consulted a map and Humboldt swore at great length. “They’ve got us lost, the bastards. This fuckin’ road ain’t even on their fuckin’ map.”


Mildred Carey looked through the bills and advertising in her box, saving the letter from Mark for last. She always read them twice, once very quickly to be sure that he was all right, then again, word for word, pausing to pronounce the strange syllables aloud. She scanned the scrawled page, then replaced it in its envelope to be reread at home with coffee. Bill Stokes’s jeep roared outside the door, down the street to screech to a halt outside the feed store.


Mildred shook her head. “He’s a mean man.”


“Yep,” Claud Emerson said. “Always was, always will be, I reckon. Wonder where them kids spent the night after he chased them.”


Durkins sent out two scouts and the rest of them waited, cursing and sweating. A helicopter throbbed over them, drowned out their voices, vanished. The scouts returned. Durkins stood up. “Okay. About four miles. The gooks are there, all right. Or will be again tonight. It’s a free-fire zone, and our orders are to clean it out. Let’s go.”


Loud voices drifted across the street and they both looked toward the sound. “Old Dave’s at it again,” Claud Emerson said, frowning. “He’ll have himself another heart attack, that’s what.”


“What good does arguing do anyway? Everybody around here knows what everybody else thinks and nobody ever changes. Just what good does it do?” She stuffed her mail into her purse. “Just have to do the best you can. Do what’s right and hope for the best.” She waved good-bye.


She still had to pick up cottage cheese and milk. “Maybe I’ll try that new salami,” she said to Peters. “Just six slices. Don’t like to keep it more than a day. Just look at those tomatoes! Sixty-nine a pound! Mr. Peters, that’s a disgrace!”


“Field-grown, Miz Carey. Up from Georgia. Shipping costs go up and up, you know.” He sliced the salami carefully, medium thick.


A new tension was in them now and the minesweepers walked gingerly on the road carpeted with green sprouts. Stilwell coughed again and again, a meaningless bark of nervousness. Durkins sent him to the rear, then sent Mike back with him. “Keep an eye on the fuckin’ bastard,” he said. Mike nodded and waited for the rear to catch up with him. The two brothers from Alabama looked at him expressionlessly as they passed. They didn’t mind the heat either, he thought, then spat. Stilwell looked sick.


“Is it a trap?” he asked later.


“Who the fuck knows?”


“Company C walked into an ambush, didn’t they?”


“They fucked up.”


Mildred Carey put her milk on the checkout counter alongside the cottage cheese. Her blue housedress was wet with perspiration under her arms and she could feel a spot of wetness on her back when her dress touched her skin. That Janice Samuels, she thought, catching a glimpse of the girl across the street, with those shorts and no bra, pretending she was dressing to be comfortable. Always asking about Mark. And him, asking about her in his letters.
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