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  1969

  The 727 from McCord to South Vietnam. Blue-clad stewardesses in tight skirts and cute pillbox hats patrolled the aisles, nylons “swishing” as they squeezed past, handing out chicken cutlets, Coca-Colas, and wilted salads. The faint tang of Lysol lingered from the Freedom Bird’s last cleaning after touching down on its return from Da Nang. Three hours into the flight, the loudest sound was murmured prayers.

  Benzedrine made the grunt on the right lick dry lips. The yellow pills he dropped earlier forced the corners of his mouth to battle each other when he tried to smile. A tune danced in his head, and no one else had the beat. He snapped fingers and every few minutes smashed the back of the seat in front with a clenched fist. A quick look back and the cherry in the seat ahead knew it was terminal to say a word. When the song finished, the grunt stroked a deerskin pouch hanging from his neck by a leather braid. No one dared ask him what it held. On his wrist, a crude peace sign, carved with a knife, charcoal for ink. He reeked of beer, sweat, and vomit, and his green fatigues were a year in the bush from my tan, pressed uniform.

  The grunt chuckled. A private joke, punch line only he knew.

  Staring straight ahead, he said, “Listen up, cherry, I ain’t one ta give ad-vice, but hope ya’ ain’t thinkin’ yur here to protect yur momma from the dinks comin’ ashore in Los An-gel-ees. LBJ’s ‘maintainin’ democracy’ crapola is bullshit. We’re here for the party.” He rubbed the pouch like it was the smooth skin of a firstborn. “There’s only one rule. Keep yur balls covered. And get to the chow line before all a’ them other assholes.”

  The plane roasted, the cooling system not able to keep pace with the calories burned by fear. I wiped the sweat on my forehead with the sleeve of my tropical uni.

  The man stared at the folded tray table in front of him. Every few minutes, he kicked the frame of the forward seat and hissed, “Freekin’ slants.” Maybe he was cursing the North Vietnamese. Or a cheating woman.

  The cherry in the aisle seat to his left moaned.

  “Hear that?” the grunt asked. “You boys’ll be whimperin’ like baby-sans once we set down in the ’Nam. First, you’re gonna think the air’s been run through an F-4 engine and pumped inta yur cherry lungs. That ain’t even the worst. That Jesus fella’ a yours, he done added to the heat with what them college girl LTs call ‘hum-id-it-y.’ Feels like ya’ got yur face tied in a plastic bag full a’ boilin’ water. Rots out yur skivvies and makes yur balls think they’re in the swimmin’ hole.”

  The cherry started to shake.

  Turning to his left, the grunt said, “Ah, hell with it, boy. Don’t mean nuthin’.”

  The cherries wore fresh uniforms, butch haircuts, and clean shaves. They were awake, some with hands steepled in prayer, and sat inspection stiff, every few minutes wiping the sweat from their eyes. The grunts were sprawled in their seats, snoring. Lights were dimmed, and the stewardesses covered the snorers with blankets. The 727 didn’t carry enough air freshener to veil the terror stench.

  A new tune finished in the grunt’s head, and he looked at my chest.

  “Morgan,” he said. “That right?”

  The name was printed in white letters on a black patch above my pocket. I nodded.

  He looked away.

  “Ain’t gonna be no formal in-tro-duc-tion, cherry,” he said. “Don’t care and don’t wanna know. Just before I shipped back to The World, met another cherry named Jazinsky, or some such shit. He was only around a coupla’ days. Took off his helmet to get a drink a’ water in the creek. Gook sniper blowed his brains back ta Poland.”

  Three rows in front, a boy sitting at the window, who didn’t look out of high school, began to sob. A blond stewardess bent over the two cherries between her and the boy and whispered something in the crying one’s ear. He sobbed louder.

  Someone in the back of the plane had a nightmare. He screamed, “Dink motherfuckers. Don’t want no more stinkin’ rice balls.” Nobody said a word.

  A cherry passed, stumbling toward the head. He smelled like puke, and there was a stain the size of a canteen on his uniform blouse.

  “Now lookee there,” the grunt said. “Cherry musta eaten too many greasy cheeseburgers back in The World.” He laughed. “Soon, he’ll be thinkin’ a solid shit is a blessin’ from the Lord. Most a’ the time, it just runs down yur leg.”

  He slammed the seat again.

  “Hey, Morgan,” he said. “You ain’t laughin’. You one a’ them gung ho, straight arrow, un-i-vers-i-ty cocksuckers? You look too old ta be ridin’ with this buncha draftees.”

  The muted lights flickered like the power was going out. I looked at my watch. Two o’clock p.m. Seattle time.

  “Twenty-three,” I said. “Spent some time in college. My old man’s a colonel, and there was no way I could run to Canada.”

  He slapped his forehead.

  “Well, ex-cuuu-se me, troop,” he said. “Didn’t know I was sittin’ next to no pencil dick officer’s brat. Suppose yur gonna enjoy your tour behind a desk by Au Tau Beach. Workin’ on yur tan after ya’ get sucked off by the mama-sans.”

  No way to answer. Already condemned. But it was enough for the grunt to stop. He took a baggie from his pocket and gently removed three red pills, washing them down with the last of his coke. Within minutes, the grunt was asleep.

  Five hours later, the Freedom Bird touched down in Da Nang. The line of cherries and grunts moved slowly down the stairs into air thick as C-rat mashed potatoes. A band played “The Star-Spangled Banner,” sweat rolling from their faces and dress uniforms drooping in the sun, the last notes ending in a long sigh. A line of slicks ferried bodies to the evac hospital across the melting tarmac. In the distance, the boom of 155 mike-mike shells landing in the hills. A DC-6 was parked next to the Freedom Bird, green body bags waiting to be loaded.

  The only thing I knew was there was no direction home that didn’t include a journey through Vietnam.


  The old woman had white hair. Two black crooked teeth were all that remained in her constant smile. A blanket sewn from pajamas held a sleeping baby snug to the old woman’s thin back. Her brown skin was wrinkled and creased, but didn’t stop the corners of her mouth from curling into the grin of a wise woman. A woman who had seen great joy. And great sadness.

  Around the old woman, two small, naked boys played a game with bamboo sticks in the red clay of the Delta, jumping and dancing to the rules of a game that was foreign to me. The old woman understood. She clapped her bony hands and made clucking sounds of encouragement through sun-cracked lips. Sores, running white with ooze, covered the bare legs of the boys. Grunts called them “gook sores.” Most Vietnamese peasant children had them, not as a consequence of the war or a plague imported by the white devils. The sores were part of the Delta’s history and hardship.

  The earth smoked in the afternoon sun. Paddies in the distance held ghosts of booby-trapped legs, trip wires firm in the swaying rice shoots. Reflections of the sun streaked from the muddy water below palm trees that drooped in another day of lung-searing heat, the humid air making each breath weigh a thousand pounds.

  Three scrawny chickens pecked in the red soil around the huts near a sleeping pig tethered to a hardwood pole. By the door, behind the old woman, clay pots stood as sentinels. A black metal drinking cup made from an old C-ration can sat on the top of the brown pot closest to the bamboo door. Usually, in other vils, the pots held rice or water. Sometimes grenades and Kalashnikov ammo. Or trip wires that made future handshakes a dream.

  Water bugs zipped around a puddle in a bomb crater left by a B-52 Stratofortress strike from thirty thousand feet in the sky. The raids were called Arc Light missions, but the grunts named them “Whispering Death.” Five hundred pounds of high explosives per bomb, more than one hundred death whispers on each plane.

  The trees scattered through the vil were scarred and blackened by the air strikes but still waved gently in the breeze, wounds healing in the tropical sun. Broken, rotting coconuts littered the ground below many of the trees. A ditch behind the hootches served as the latrine, and the smell drifted through the palms. Rats scampered into the jungle, white coconut meat between their sharp teeth.

  The old woman didn’t sweat like everyone in the recon patrol I led. We were crouched in the bush, waiting for this scene to turn into something sinister so we could destroy the peace with our ArmaLites and flamethrower. Intel claimed there was supposed to be a rendezvous between local Viet Cong leaders in this vil today.

  The baby moved, and the old woman slid the pajama backpack to her front, cooing. She tickled the baby’s chin and smiled as though the world was at peace. Not full of bloody stumps.

  The head of the meeting was said to be a Sorbonne-educated woman named Liem Tran, accused by the Phoenix program commanders of being the most important cadre chief in this sector of the Mekong. If I didn’t punch Liem’s ticket today, I was ordered to grease her later while she slept in a villa ten klicks south. A firefight this afternoon would have a higher enemy body count, much preferred by Military Assistance Command Vietnam, MACVN, in Saigon.

  The two boys ran behind the old woman, sticks in their hands. They formed a chorus of sweet talk aimed at the baby. One of the boys raced into the hut and came out with a piece of black plastic. He took the baby’s fingers and pressed them around the handle from a busted M16. The baby’s hand was too small to hold the toy.

  Only the one hootch looked occupied. Fresh palms covered the roof, the hardwood supports leaning much less than the other abandoned huts. Chipped plates and silverware made from shrapnel surrounded the smoldering cook fire. An uneaten rice ball, nearly black with a covering of flies, decomposed in the middle of one of the plates.

  A young woman walked toward the vil on a dike between the paddies, a woven basket on her shoulder. The sun beat on her back, outlined by the next grove of trees in the distance. Behind her, a water buffalo grazed. A conical grass hat covered her head and the top of the long, black hair that hung to her waist. As she entered the vil, the two little boys screeched and jumped in the air. They ran to her side and tugged on the wet pajamas that almost reached the young woman’s bare feet.

  The old woman slowly stood and tottered toward the young woman. Her smile made long furrows in leathery skin. The baby whimpered. The young woman handed the basket to the biggest boy and took the baby. She nuzzled the baby-san and walked toward the shade of a palm tree on the edge of the vil. The young woman sat and pulled up her pajama top. She fed the baby and shushed the two prancing boys. The old woman squatted next to the young one, watching.

  The patrol had been in position for three hours. The jungle, again, was alive with the sounds of birds, monkeys, rats, insects, growth, and slow decay. Fumes from the small cook fire in front of the hut mixed with the rotting fruit and vegetation to make the ever-present sweet, smoky smell of Southeast Asia. A smell that coated every inch of cloth and skin. Coated the red earth itself. Coated the greasepaint that helped us blend into the bush.

  A dog barked from behind one of the huts. It ran into the cleared area in front of the hootches and skidded to a stop, turning around and yapping back in the direction in which it had just come. The mongrel was the brother to every other dog in ’Nam. Long legs, pointed snout, yellow teeth, ribs pressed against short, wiry hair, scabs, and milky eyes.

  A tap on my shoulder. A finger pointed to the jungle behind the huts. Figures in black pajamas moved slowly through the bush, rifles searching. Ammo belts crisscrossed their chests. Soviet RKG grenades hung from the rope around their waists. The grenades were shaped like longneck beer bottles, but held no joy. Not one of the VC was over five-foot-four or weighed as much as the average housewife back in The World.

  Two more high-pitched yips and the dog ran off into the bush. The young woman covered herself and rocked the baby. The old woman moved closer to the young one, and the creases in her face no longer formed a smile. Huddled behind the women, the boys stared toward the approaching VC. The pig awoke from the nap and pulled its tether as far away from the soldiers as it could manage. Now, silence in the jungle, and the sun dropped behind a cloud shaped like Puff the Magic Dragon.

  The VC spread out and inspected each one of the huts. No one spoke. They used the barrels of their rifles to poke and prod at sleeping mats and the few belongings of the villagers. Two of the squad were women, black hair cut almost as short as the men. No one wore shoes. Mud caked their feet like tight slippers. None looked older than fifteen.

  If our intel was right, another squad would soon arrive. The mission was to blow both units into the soil of ’Nam. Take no prisoners. Burn the vil to the ground and set it free to make an example that would spread through the huts of the Mekong. Don’t fuck with Uncle Sam or he’ll be sure your relatives get to attend another cremation. Burn the vil to set it free. Pacification.

  The VC dispersed under the shade of the thatched porches of the huts. Didn’t bunch up. One grenade meant the end of the party. Canteens came off belts. Murmurs traveled across the open ground. AKs leaned against thighs.

  My breathing became as quiet as the centipede crawling across the jungle floor in front of me. The wind that had kept the flies away died. The buzz in my ear joined the nervous chatter in my brain.

  The young woman gently stroked the baby’s head while the old woman chewed and watched. The two boys peeked from behind the young woman.

  A VC, AK across his chest, walked to the young woman. He barked something and waved the rifle in her face. The young woman looked down at the clay, and the soldier grinned and kicked her foot. The baby cried.

  Another VC came out of the nearest hut carrying a doll made of elephant grass and pieces of red and blue cloth. He threw the doll into the air and sliced its head off with his knife before it hit the ground. The squad laughed.

  One of the VC women passed out cigarettes, in her hand a silver lighter that must have been liberated from a “running dog” GI grunt’s dead body. After each light, she flipped it shut like James Dean and marched to the next soldier. The bandoleers across her chest and back made the woman move with a slight stoop.

  The soldier who had been questioning the young woman squatted next to the cook fire. He took a letter wrapped in plastic from his black tunic and began to read. By his interrogation of the young woman and the ability to read, he was probably the squad leader. The first to die. I was sure the ARVN Rangers behind me had already marked the soldier in the sights of their M16s.

  My escort for the day’s mission was a squad of Luc Luong Dac Biet Special Forces, better known as Rangers, the elite force of the South Vietnamese Army. The LLDB troops were only 5 percent of the ARVN and were as merciless as any soldiers in-country. Better paid, better trained, better equipped, and better housed, they were macho killers of their own countrymen. The detachment was permanently assigned to the Phoenix program to help in assassination missions and spread terror. They weren’t my buddies.

  For the next hour, we watched the VC smoke and chat. AKs were never more than an arm’s length from their bodies. Bandoleers and grenades didn’t leave their belts. The VC continually scanned the jungle, as though they expected enemy contact. One of the VC used a folding shovel to straighten the banks of the bomb crater, using it for a bunker. A Chinese-made Chicom Type 56 light machine gun lay on top of a pile of dirt next to the bunker.

  When they had to piss, they used a hootch. If the VC had to shit, they used “chieu hoi” propaganda leaflets for toilet paper. The leaflets were folded in their packs and encouraged VC guerrillas to surrender in five different languages. Chieu hois littered South Vietnam like hotdog wrappers at Yankee Stadium after the World Series. If a Vietnamese held up a chieu hoi, it was a white flag. Sometimes they weren’t shot.

  The peasant women and children stayed under the palm tree away from the VC. When the baby cried, the young woman raised her pajama top. The boys clung to the women, black eyes wide and frightened. The old woman tugged on a wisp of silver hair that grew on her chin, her mouth moving slowly like a cow chewing its cud.

  More and more, the gangrene of conscience blackened my soul. Every mission brought doubts, especially this one. An old woman and a young one, with three small children, alone in a deserted vil. No men in sight. VC chiefs meeting in broad daylight. A possible woman leader. One pig, three chickens, and one water buffalo. Too much merchandise for these solitary peasants. Props for an ambush. Nothing made sense. Even if we waxed these VC, there were ten more to replace them. They were everywhere. Like snipers in the trees.

  One thing I was sure of, if we could surprise Charlie’s party, the firepower we packed would waste a regiment. The Rangers carried two M60 “pig” machine guns and enough ammo to fire until the barrels melted into the clay. In seconds, the 7.62mm slugs, a full metal jacket, would rip the vil to shreds twice over. Nothing would survive from the short distance from which we would be firing. If the pigs didn’t end it, the M79 grenade launchers would. We had three of these “bloop guns” loaded with forty-five flechette darts in each round. The flechettes went in so fast that a hit body didn’t even bleed. When combined with the pigs and a steady rain of well-aimed M16 rounds, the bloopers brought beaucoup hell to the paddies in a flash. After we went in for the body count, we’d light their fire with the flamethrower to sanitize the vil.

  Another tap on my shoulder. This time the finger pointed me to the line of trees that bordered the rice paddies. A dozen VC walked toward the vil. The Rangers behind me tensed. Almost showtime. The ARVN silently spread out in the jungle on both sides to give a clear field of fire. The leaves stuck in the webbing of the Rangers’ helmets and camo fatigues made them invisible even when they moved.

  No one would shoot until I gave the order. Disobedience didn’t go down well with Rangers. It was an on-site death sentence with no right to appeal.

  The rain began as the second unit entered the vil. Drops as big as eyeballs fell from the green canopy and ran down the back of my fatigues. In the Delta, this time of year, it was either wet or wetter. Today, the rain might help. The VC would probably take shelter under thatched porches, shrinking the field of fire even more. The monsoons would drown any noise my detachment made.

  All twelve VC men in the second squad wore black-and-white checkered scarves around their necks above the black pajamas. Combat boots were thick with mud. AKs at their waists, the VC spread out slowly through the vil. They were obviously well-trained regular troops, not the “volunteer” army of locals made of farmers and merchants. The VC already in the vil stood at attention.

  If the intel was right, I would soon see a woman take charge of this get-together. But neither of the two women in the first cell was likely to be Liem. They were too young. No women were in the second group of VC.

  The Rangers waited for my hand sign while the rain sounded louder than on the roof of a two-poncho night bivouac in the bush. Across the paddies, a brilliant rainbow marked the distance. The peasant women and children stayed huddled under the palm tree, puddles forming at their feet. Smoke from the cook fire turned gray as the rain sizzled on the coals. Behind us, a monkey shrieked at the wet that spoiled his afternoon nap. Steam rose from the warm soil barely dry after the last shower. The flies disappeared into the mist.

  Finished with their recon of the vil, the VC greeted each other with bows in two of the hootches. No salutes. No jive handshakes. No smiles.

  I raised my right fist. Lock and load. M16s, bloopers, and pigs were aimed at the two huts. I turned to the pig operator on my left and pointed to the furthest hootch. The pig on my right was already focused on the nearest hut. The Rangers didn’t need more signals. They would wait until I fired my M16.

  The plastic on the handle of my rifle was slippery with rain. I sighted in on the VC who was doing most of the talking. He had a thin mustache and Alfred E. Neuman ears. A fresh, pink scar ran from the corner of his mouth to a right eye that drooped out of its socket. His AK dangled from his shoulder by a ragged leather strap, muzzle pointed to the clay. Two RKG grenades were stuffed into the ammo belts crisscrossing his chest. I aimed at the one over his heart and fired.

  Bamboo, palm thatch, hardwood chunks, clay pottery, chicken feathers, dirt, and body parts exploded into the cloud of rain. Both the hootches took direct hits from the bloopers. The pigs shredded everything still in solid form. M16 bullets rat-a-tatted into bodies as they vanished into the ozone. The noise was louder than a 105mm howitzer barrage. But it only lasted a few seconds. I signaled cease-fire with my hand. No return fire. The VC were vaporized. The mist turned red with swirling blood. Nothing moved but the smoke and scraps that danced on the wind current from the grenades. The only sound was the loud whimpering of the peasants under the palm tree.

  The Rangers followed me out of our hiding spots in the canopy and into the Armageddon of the vil, M16s on full auto. We searched for any survivors or documents the intel analysts could use. A blackened fingertip lay next to the head of the doll. Nothing but scraps oozing flesh. I motioned for the flamethrower to burn the huts in the back that still stood. As I watched the Rangers torch the hootches, four quick shots snapped from behind. I turned in time to see the peasant women and children fall to the clay, blood seeping from holes in the middle of their foreheads. The baby-san cried. One more bullet and it was quiet. We moved out.

  * * *

  On the march south to Liem’s villa, I tried to understand the afternoon’s action. Intel had also said the villa would be the secondary target. The VC had gone to a lot of effort to make the deserted vil seem alive. Stock it with women, children, food, and animals. Have them work the paddies. Props to convince the Americans that it was just another innocent, worthless vil. No threat. But Charlie must have been using it for a meeting spot. That meant the women were VC too. Somebody high up in the National Liberation Front’s local command must have ratted the position. The Rangers figured it out in an instant, and the women and children died for their supporting role in the drama. Intel was right about the vil. But the Phoenix program had become Murder, Inc., doing the bidding of every corrupt ARVN general and South Vietnamese politician with a hard-on for gore. Civilians were killed for being overdue a few piasters on the latest bribe or smiling at the wrong mistress. In Hue, a barber was executed by Phoenix operatives because his trembling hands nicked a general’s scalp. No telling what crime Liem had really committed.

  The squad made it to the villa before midnight. Being in Indian country slowed us, but the Rangers knew the shortcuts. We hunkered down in the bush that surrounded the crumbling French mansion and watched. Since Liem hadn’t been caught in the slaughter at the village, plan two was for me to put a silenced bullet in her head. We waited.

  The garrote fit snug in my hands, grooved plastic handles cool on my mud-caked fingers. Kerosene lamps lit the old French villa fifty yards in front of my squad. No one had passed the windows in the decaying villa for more than an hour. It was almost time to move out. The Beast, what black grunts named the US war machine, needed to be fed.

  The carbon fiber of the garrote slid as smooth as a round down the barrel of an M1 mortar. The boys at the CIA lab inside Fort Monmouth, New Jersey, had made murder by strangulation much easier. Steel rusted in the jungle humidity. Carbon was lighter and just as strong. Wood handles rotted and got coated with sweat. And blood. Besides, steel was too sharp. The objective wasn’t to decapitate the target. Too loud and messy. Just crush the jugular and Adam’s apple, strangling the victim fast. The retractable carbon line avoided stuffing loose, bloody wire into a fatigue pocket. Phoenix operatives called the garrotes “bow ties.”

  “Did you wear your bow tie to the dance last night?” The answer, “Right on. Got two twists and a herky jerk.”

  Crickets and night birds played the jungle symphony. Wild pigs and dogs scavenged in the bush. Yellow eyes peeked through the leaves like mini-flashlights with low batteries, and kraits slithered across the jungle floor in search of mice. The moon was covered by clouds, and the smell of the night’s rice and fish ball dinner lingered in the trees.

  Next to me, First Lieutenant Thieu whispered to one of his squad of Hoa Hao Rangers. The op called for the Rangers to detail on the other side of the villa in the rubber plantation where there was sure to be VC. Westmoreland had given a general order Vietnam-wide. No firefights in the rubber plantations. No shooting into the rows of trees. Rubber was off-limits, but not tonight. The plantations were thick with VC tunnels, and the ARVN weren’t bound by Westmoreland’s order. The Rangers would create a diversion while I waxed Liem. We would meet up here and ricky-ticky back to base camp.

  “Tot di san,” Thieu said. Good hunting. No smile. No warm embrace.

  The Rangers moved out, Thieu at point. They were as silent as the little green lizards that crawled into my pack in search of Hershey bars. Ten yards away and the squad was invisible.

  The jungle here wasn’t thick. Not the dense foliage around the vil we had taken off the map earlier in the day. Slaves of the French colonialists who built the mansion must have thinned the bushes that were, again, getting the upper hand. The night gave the cover we needed.

  Fifteen minutes and I was on stage.

  A fire ant nibbled on my leg. Shit, if there was one, his brothers would soon be feasting on my flesh. Another bite. Three more. I mashed as many as I could and moved quickly to the base of a palm tree fifteen yards to my left. Already, the little fuckers were making my skin a dartboard, injecting their poison into my blood. Another minute and I’d have to move again or the bastards would be back. Still, the ants were better than the slimy, cocksucking leeches. In the daylight, in ambush position, I would have had to let the sons of bitching ants have their way. Not tonight. There were no patrols out.

  Things didn’t add up. If Liem was really a local honcho, there would be guards and patrols. Not enough to raise suspicion, but more than zero. VC chiefs rarely lived in mansions. They were in the bush with other little people soldiers. Or holed up in tunnels. The Sorbonne? Foreign-educated Vietnamese were always suspected by the VC. Tainted by capitalism. Spies. Executed. Women were allowed to pack rifles and supplies. To die. Few were in command positions. Could be counterintelligence to prove that the intel was right by having us blow away a mock vil used for VC powwows. A cover for the real target. Liem.

  The bounty on my head was a hundred thousand piasters. The VC knew of the assassins run by Phoenix, and the VC hung posters of a face that looked something like me on barbiturates in towns all over the Delta. But, to the Vietnamese, all long noses looked the same. They knew my MO. My name was “gan con ran.” Night Snake. Sector commanders, or anyone else my masters picked out, had a tough time catching z’s unless they were hidden in a tunnel. I’d never greased a woman with a silenced bullet. A gook with no legs, okay, but not a mama-san. Besides, that Charlie was in his wheelchair drinking tea and working on map coordinates when I pressed the Hush Puppy to his neck. The papa-san was in the hootch next to his bicycle shop that served as the communications center for civilian VC. Or so I’d been told.

  Little dink fucker shit his pajamas. My dreams weren’t of heads with mangled brains and holes at the base of the skull, but of naked faceless yellow people drenched in shit jamming me against the clay walls of a pit lined with shit-dipped punji sticks. The smell woke me gasping for air in the night and squeezing my nose shut.

  A shadow moved across the porch of the villa. Vines and Rangoon creepers grew to a rotting roof and blocked a clear view. The shadow was outlined by the lamps. A match flared. The face of a shirtless man.

  Ten minutes till showtime. The green dials on my watch shown like Day-Glo. Time to get up close and personal. The man had to be wasted first. Liem or anyone else who got in the way next. I propped my M16 against a lime tree and started toward the villa. The sparse bush and moonless night hid my silent approach.

  A skill drummed into me at Benning and in the jungle of the Mekong was how to move like a hunting tiger. No boot touched ground without the foot transmitting an “all clear.” I could walk for hours on the balls of my feet, heels never feeling the clay soil. No sound. All senses on receive. It was as natural to me as a stroll in Central Park.

  The man’s elbows rested on the porch railing, cigarette in his right hand. Smoke curled above his greasy black hair with each drag. He stared toward the muddy road that led to Pha Than. Glasses, frame held together by dirty, white tape, sat on the bridge of his nose. I could smell his sweat from my position three feet away and just below the rusted iron railing.

  The Hush Puppy was jammed into my ammo belt, the garrote in my left hand. I slid closer. In one motion, I pulled the carbon wire from the handles and looped it around the man’s neck, overlapping my wrists and twisting. The cigarette fell into an orchid bush. The man’s hands went to his throat. I jerked down, but not enough to pull him over the railing. Just enough so he wouldn’t kick his feet against the mahogany boards of the porch.

  Noise was the enemy of the assassin. That’s why I didn’t use the Hush Puppy. Even the pphhuupp sound of a silenced bullet was like thunder in the peace of a jungle night.

  Our noses touched as the man fought to suck in a breath. I balanced his body on the railing while his feet flailed in the last death kick. A mole sprouting black hairs on his cheek. A wad of white sleep scum was lodged in the corner of his eye. As his hands loosened and his body went slack, I heard the shit trickle from his pajamas. The foul smell coated my nostrils. Back in the dream. I shook my head and let the man drop slowly before the noise awoke the villa. The garrote went in my pocket. The Hush Puppy came out. Five minutes.

  Moving silently through the jungle was second nature. Walking quietly through a villa, decaying in the tropical humidity, without the creak of a rotting board was dicey. Every footstep had to test whether it would bear weight without a groan. Doors had to open without a squeak, Hush Puppy leading the way.

  The villa smelled of mildew and cooking oil. In the dim light, sheets on the furniture looked like dirty robes on Buddhist monks. Silverware and plates sat on the dining room table next to empty wine glasses, waiting for a breakfast that wouldn’t be served.

  The first two bedrooms were empty. One more at the end of the hall. I moved like a krait. The door was open a few inches. Inside, a muted lamp burned to the side of a bed covered in mosquito netting. Long, black hair was splayed across an embroidered pillow. A porcelain washbowl and a white towel sat on a wooden table next to the canopied bed. Paintings of the French countryside dotted the walls. Cracks zigzagged across the plaster ceiling. Two geckos crawled slowly up the far wall. The smell of kerosene replaced the dead man’s shit. I walked softly on the frayed rug.

  A young woman slept, a flowered sheet over her body. Her skin was light brown and shined smoothly in the dim light. A small nose came to a rounded tip. Full lips were turned up in a slight smile. Black lashes were closed below thick eyebrows. Simone Signoret chin. No wrinkles. No scars. No drool. Drop-fucking-dead gorgeous.

  Two minutes. The muzzle of the Hush Puppy easily parted the mosquito netting. I pushed the barrel into the woman’s throat and asked “Liem?” Her eyes blinked open. “Vang,” she said. Yes.

  The eyes. Emerald green. No fear. Not even surprise.

  “O tren,” I said. Up. “Mau le.” Quickly.

  The Hush Puppy still at her throat, I grabbed her hair with my left hand and jerked her from the bed. I was breaking every commandment of special ops. Liem should already be dead. But I couldn’t do it. Not in bed. Not another one.

  Silence. “Lam cho,” I hissed in her ear as I dragged her toward the door. No struggle. No noise. Lamb to slaughter.

  In the hall, I moved Liem in front and nudged her toward the door, pistol to her skull. The Gerber fighting knife usually strapped to my calf was in my left hand. We walked out the front door and down the steps of the porch to the start of the bush.

  Two grenades went off in the rubber plantation, followed immediately by M16 rounds and the tearing sound of trees being ripped apart by the pig machine guns. AK-47s answered. The house was backlit by fire from the rubber trees.

  I shoved Liem to the ground. Flames danced in her green eyes. She smiled. Liem’s long, thin nightgown rode up on her thighs. Small breasts poked through the silk. She lifted her head and looked at me. A red bruise was already starting where I had jammed the Hush Puppy into her neck. Her legs were curled under her hips. A strap fell off her shoulder, and black hair covered the left side of her face. I put the end of the silencer between her green eyes. Liem smiled.

  It wasn’t a plea. “Cam on,” she whispered. Thank you. It was forgiveness.

  The rhythm of the firefight picked up. Short bursts of the Soviet-made RPD light machine guns answered the death sentence of the pigs.

  The Hush Puppy shook in my hand. Bone and skin rubbed against the tip of the silencer. My knees felt like they couldn’t support the weight of all the killing tools on my body. A drop of sweat, blackened by greasepaint, fell on the breast of Liem’s white nightgown. I blinked, but the green eyes were still there.

  “Lam long,” Liem whispered. Please.

  The tip of my bush combat boots touched Liem’s calf. Through the nylon webbing, I could feel Liem’s relaxed muscles. I flexed my knees to keep from falling. The fighting knife hung slack at my left side. Shadows from the fire in the plantation flickered through the orchid bushes and banyan trees. Cordite fumes drifted across my face.

  “Lam long,” Liem whispered again. Only her mouth moved. Liem’s hands lay on the flatness of her stomach. A glitter of orange flame reflected from a gold band on her finger.

  Within seconds, Thieu would be back.

  “Nay?” Why? I asked. Sometimes, I could still feel goodness. Not even the evil that surrounded me every day could dull the sense. Liem was good.

  “Buddha goi.” Buddha calls, she said. Now she smiled—the look I had seen on the face of a monk before he lit the gas that soaked his robes.

  The Hush Puppy made a crunching sound as I pushed the barrel harder against her teeth.

  “VC?” I asked. Stupid question that came from my conscience. And I knew it even before she answered with another smile.

  Raising the pistol to her forehead, I pulled the trigger. Phfffupp. The bullet went into her brain. Her head slammed into the ground. Liem’s eyes stayed open, looking straight into mine, the smile still on her lips. No muscles jerked. No blood came from the hole in her forehead. No shit ran down her legs. She looked like she was resting, daydreaming of a welcome lover. Liem’s green eyes wouldn’t let me go. But I went. It was all duty.

  The M16 was against the tree where I left it. As I picked the rifle up, Thieu and his squad hustled by. Shouts and an occasional AK round came from the rubber plantation. One of Thieu’s men was dragged by another Ranger, blood on a limp right leg. I followed the squad into the darkness of the jungle.

  * * *

  “Bo di,” I said two hours later to the Ranger on the trail ahead of me. Stop. The message passed up the line, and the squad melted into the bush that surrounded us. Over the last two hours, we had been moving as fast as the jungle and rice paddies allowed. The squad had avoided the dikes that were always booby-trapped and gave a target to snipers and patrols even in the dark. The Viet Cong owned the night.

  “Lieutenant Thieu. D`ay,” I said to the soldier. Here. The Ranger whispered to the man next to him. While I waited for Thieu, I tried to cut the fucking leeches off my legs with the Gerber. At least I could get part of their slimy bodies off without firing up a cigarette, suicide at night in the middle of the Mekong.

  Leeches meant I had been in the water too long. The sewage that floated in the paddies gave me jungle rot. Or made the case I already had worse. I moved my toes. The green skin that was left barely covered the bones. They ground together like chopsticks.

  No matter where my mind tried to go, it jumped back to green eyes and the smile of a dead woman. I shook my head and tried to focus on anything but the feeling that I had done something terribly evil. But there were just more faces. A gallery of evil. Like Thi Myong, the veterinarian in Chau Doc. I killed him at a meeting of the local GVN, Government of Vietnam, council. An old man, Myong was never alone. Phoenix agents claimed he was a tax collector for the NVA. Myong’s death was designed to be a message for everyone on the council, but I would need time to escape. The Chau Doc council was certainly infiltrated by the VC. I went to the meeting as the new liaison between the US military and the local government. I brought an ice pick sharpened to a needlepoint and a folded red handkerchief.

  Three hours of squabbling in Vietnamese, most of which I didn’t understand. Should Chau Doc declare itself a “neutral zone”? The ceiling fan barely moved the dense air in the tin-roofed building. Would the VC and Americans respect the neutrality? Sure. For the time it took a Zippo to light off the first hut with a suspected VC. Or just for grins.

  Time for an ice-cold bia. Beer. Myong stood against the plaster wall, no one beside him, white safari shirt hanging over his belt and the beginning of cataracts making his black eyes gray. I walked toward Myong with a smile of greeting, hand in my pocket. The other councilmen were gathered around the tub of beer. When I reached Myong, one quick jab to his chest with the ice pick and he slumped to the wood floor. The handkerchief over the tip stopped any blood from spurting. “Heart attack,” I yelled. “I’ll get a medic.” I jogged out the door and into the night while the others went to Myong. The move was called “quinella” because you picked a winner.

  * * *

  Thieu appeared next to me through a clump of liana vines that hung from the trees like black, wooden stalactites. He squatted in front of me, the butt of his M16 on the decaying leaves that covered the jungle floor.

  “You get the feeling that something’s up?” I asked. “We’re only a klick from base, and it’s too quiet. No artillery. No flares. No crickets. No patrols. Better keep alert.”

  A drop from the afternoon’s shower fell on the shoulder of my flak jacket. I rubbed my finger in the water and licked it. It tasted the same as the rainwater I used to drink out of the barrel under the eave of my uncle’s cabin back in The World.

  “Vang,” Thieu said. “Men say same. We go slow. Two minutes.” Thieu stood and slid into the dark.

  Thieu and his men were Hoa Hao Buddhists. They hated the North Vietnamese and anyone on the NVA’s side. The Hoa Hao sect was a minority in South Vietnam that worshipped the Healing Buddha of Tay An. It was a Mekong Delta farming sect. Their beliefs were focused on a love of the land and agriculture. The Hoa Haos had Four Great Debts of Gratitude that drove their religion. Great Debt number three was we “must be ready to sacrifice ourselves for country when required.” The North Vietnamese were invaders who had persecuted the Hoa Haos and their country. Death did not scare the Hoa Haos. They were as fierce as the Nung mercenaries and the Montagnard tribesmen.

  We moved back onto the trail, Thieu on point, me on trace.

  Unexplainably, a dry palm leaf brushed my fatigue, making the sound of paper rubbed together, an anomaly in the monsoons. Phung Hoang. The VC posters drew the Phoenix program as a huge eagle with a snake in its mouth, always flying above a poor, defenseless peasant. The GVN printed a comic book that was distributed all over South Vietnam called The Ba Family. In it, the Phung Hoang was said to “provide security and prosperity to the people.” The Ba family was praised for turning in two new neighbors as NVA tax collectors. The comic didn’t say what happened to the NVA after they were arrested, but the Ba family got a written commendation and a public thank-you. Rumor had it that all nine of the Ba family, women and children included, were decapitated by the NVA. Their heads were mounted on Vespa motorcycle handlebars and given a joyride around the city square. Luke the Gook knew how to get revenge.

  The only sounds were the water drops from the trees. No wind to rattle the leaves. The moon came out from behind the clouds every few minutes, and the speed trail was well traveled and muddy. Smoke tree branches tickled my face. The path was made for Little People.

  A booby trap exploded in front, sounding like a .50-caliber toe popper. The trail was lit up by AK-47 and light machine gunfire. A pineapple grenade went off twenty yards in front of me. As I dove into the bush, bullets ripped into the trees over my head, and Rangers fell to the trail in death throes, arms and legs dancing like broken dolls, without firing a shot. The noise was worse than a Huey landing next to me. It would be over in seconds. I had to di di mau out. Now. My knees scraped on roots and dead branches as I crawled away on all fours as fast as I could, for the moment, not caring how much racket I made.

  Ricky-tick, boy, or you’ll be rat food and some zipperhead will be one hundred thousand piasters richer. We were so close to base, I knew I’d only have to hide for a while. The VC wouldn’t risk staying here in case the marines charged to the rescue. But no radio to call in the arty. Phung Hoang assassination teams were on their own.

  The firing stopped. I was only twenty-five yards off the trail and without the M16 that was now the prize possession of a VC. My hand touched a banyan tree. The monsoons had made a hole between the foot-wide roots of the tree. Palm ferns surrounded the hole. I crawled in and pulled leaves over my body, brushing as much rotted vegetation and mud on top as I could reach. I waited.

  VC moved slowly through the bush, quiet as wild boars. “Lai di, gan con ran.” Come out, Night Snake, a VC said.

  Fuck. It was an ambush, and I was the target. The VC were anxious or desperate enough to call out my name in the bush.

  “Gan con ran,” the soldier said, “we send you Hanoi Hilton. Lai di.”

  The VC would have to put their sandals on my face to find me. The NVA didn’t issue flashlights. I closed my eyes and practiced the slow breathing learned at Benning.

  The straps of the nylon-aluminum flak jacket pinched my right side. I was in a fetal position, webbed helmet covering my face. Something crawled into the gap between my camo shirt and pants and slowly made its way toward my balls. Dead branches poked my arms. The bush was alive with muted sounds of VC. They were close. But close was only good with horseshoes. And grenades.

  “O dau, gan con ran?” Where are you? The ferns next to my head rustled. The thing in my pants bit a chunk out of my crotch. A bayonet poked into the dirt six inches from my arm. The sour-milk smell of VC filled the hole. I held my breath. The bayonet jabs moved away.

  In the distance, the 105s restarted their nightly bombardment from the base.

  “Di di mau bay gio,” a VC barked. Go now. VC moved quickly through the bush. My flak jacket loosened as I let out a long breath and sucked in the decaying earth smell of the Delta.

  The voices drifted away, and now I was alone. Alone, unable to move, buried in a hole, and something unknown gnawing on my flesh as it slowly chewed its way closer to the vital part of my crotch.

  Once, at Fort Lewis, the engineers were building new officer quarters near our house. I was six and out for a late-afternoon escape from the Colonel. While looking down a black hole dug for drainage, I slipped and fell nearly fifteen feet. Knocked out for minutes. Squirmed to my feet. Headache. Sticky stuff on my face. Smooth round walls. No ladder. Smell of wet cement and piss. Walls close enough to touch without extending my arms. Spiders. Dark. Screams. Hours of screaming. Echoes. Night. Stars. More screams. Tears joining the blood and drips of water pooling around my tennis shoes. Throat rough as a grenade. Voices. Mom. Flashlight. Sobbing. A rope and I was out.

  Tight dark places. Major fear. Must keep the tremors from shaking the dirt and leaves that covered me from falling off. Or into my mouth and nose. Eyes closed, I quieted the screams in my head with discipline instilled by the Colonel and the Company. Fuck. Let me out. I’ll face a squad of NVA tanks. Just let me out. Slow it down, troop. Try to get why you’re quaking in this hole and who put you there. Go to that angry place instead of overwhelming fright.

  After an hour of silence from the jungle, I crawled out of the hole, convinced there were questions that needed to be answered. The answers had been building in my mind for months in this shithole country, but I needed one final confirmation from Viper. Maybe I needed to become someone other than Frank Morgan, the Night Snake.


  Cherries flew into Da Nang nearly every day in 1970. The Boeing landed, and the doors opened to the steam bath of ’Nam. Sweat began before the new grunts stepped onto the tarmac. And didn’t end for a year—unless the trip back to The World was inside a sealed plastic bag or to a hospital for training on how to use a wheelchair. I flew in with the newbies. And a grunt beside me for entertainment. The CIA had already taken my file and trained me to be a “floater,” not assigned to any of the Provincial Reconnaissance Units, PRUs, established for terrifying the local populations. My brief was to be a one-man assassination team, answering only to a man nicknamed Viper. His direct boss was Robin Comer, the cowboy honcho of Phoenix. I was intended to be the poster child of Phoenix, leaving my signature countrywide with a silenced 9mm bullet.

  Special Ops school at Benning taught me the skills I needed to sneak into bedrooms or hide in jungle ambush. Graduating at the top of the class gave me a ticket to stardom and a bounty on my head. Officially, Phoenix was supposed to use the Rand computer to classify South Vietnamese according to risk levels a, b, c, or d based on intel provided mostly by local agents or Government of South Vietnam authorities. But it didn’t always work that way. Phoenix based its philosophy loosely on an old Chinese saying, “To frighten one hundred monkeys, shoot one sleeping monkey in the back of the head.” I shot a whole clan of monkeys.

  On my first in-country training mission, I accompanied Collingsworth into the basement of a Saigon bicycle shop. We were there to question a suspected VC who had been snitched by an unnamed spy in the Choi Lo neighborhood bureaucracy. Every South Vietnamese man over fifteen was required by law to have an identity card and be fingerprinted to feed the ravenous Rand computer. This man didn’t have a card, condemning him to whatever might happen. But it was no mystery. Within minutes, Collingsworth went beyond level-one interrogation techniques and skipped to “jam a hand shovel into the left ear, making sure to penetrate the brain by hearing the sound of skull fragments crunching like you just stepped on a broken Coke bottle.” Actually, the law in South Vietnam said any suspected VC could be held for two years without trial, representation, bail, or the ability to question the accuser. Not murdered. Phoenix never cared much about laws or the Geneva Conventions, except the one that said, “Scare the monkeys out of the trees.”
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