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Author’s Note

In the 1960s, during the war in Vietnam, Laos was engaged in its own conflict between the Communist Pathet Lao and the Royal Lao Government. In an attempt to suppress the spread of communism across Southeast Asia, the United States—using the Central Intelligence Agency—provided extensive support to the RLG.

The CIA’s paramilitary operation included training ethnic groups—in particular the Hmong—to fight alongside the government and then, later, carrying out aerial bombing missions over the country. These bombing missions would last nine years (from 1964 to 1973) and would end up totaling more than five hundred and eighty thousand. This is the equivalent of one bombardment every eight minutes, twenty-four hours a day, for nine years.

Over two million tons of ordnance were dropped on Laos—more than was dropped on both Germany and Japan during the Second World War. Thirty percent of these cluster bombs, or “bombies,” failed to explode on impact.

While Run Me to Earth focuses on this time period and these events, its story—and the characters and the situations depicted—is an act of imagination.
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I have worn the fur of a wolf and the shepherd’s dogs have run me to earth…

—W. S. MERWIN








ALISAK (1969)






At the farmhouse, the three friends asked each other where they went to at nights.

They had finished most of their duties for the day and were sitting down on the floor together in the corner of the long room that had, two decades ago, held dances and lavish parties but had now been converted into a ward.

“A ship,” Prany said. “I go to a very large ship.”

“Someplace where there is a working fireplace,” Prany’s younger sister, Noi, said, leaning back against the wall. “A very large fireplace.” Noi had been disappointed to learn that all the fireplaces in this house had been found sealed up when the doctors first arrived.

Above them there was a gap in the ceiling where they could see two stars and the passing clouds. In front of them, at the end of the rows of cots, a woman tried to turn in her sleep, forgetting that her legs and her torso had been eaten alive when she stepped on an unexploded cluster bomb three days ago. Then the woman remembered what happened but she avoided looking down, watching instead the moonlight coming in through the tall windows that lined the far wall.

They kept the curtains open because those who couldn’t sleep wanted to look outside at what was left of the distant valley. It was called the Plain of Jars because of the strange stones scattered across this part of the country as though a mountain had fallen from the sky and shattered.

As far back as they could recall, Alisak, Prany, and Noi had heard so many stories of the megalithic stone jars they weren’t sure which one was true: whether they were intended to collect rainwater for travelers, whether they were used to make wine for warriors who would return from great battles. It was also said that the jars once belonged to giants who roamed these hills. And others thought the jars had nothing to do with this earth at all and that in some future time someone or something would come back for them.

When the first bombs dropped, Alisak, who had been working on a farm that morning, was so stunned by the sound he was unable to move even as the horizon dispersed into a wall of smoke. His first thought: They’ve come for the jars.

These days he laughed at that. That old life. From the gap in the ceiling came the faraway engines of airplanes, and he waited for the detonations of the cluster bombs somewhere west or north of them. There had been so many bombings—it was getting more frequent, he lost count of how many a day—he almost didn’t notice the sound anymore.

A birdcall, which he never heard anymore, would be stranger.

The sky flashed and flashed. Eventually, Alisak knew, maybe next week or in a month, the bombers would come back around toward the house. Not for them, but again for the roads and the valleys.

Yesterday, Prany packed bags for them, hidden now under a loose floorboard in a bedroom upstairs. He managed to stash one of the house pistols, too.

“Alisak,” Prany said, leaning across, clutching a pillow, and poking him. “You didn’t answer.”

Alisak forgot they were playing the game. He was worrying a blister on his palm from the handlebars of the motorcycle he had been riding all day. The blister had burst and the flap of skin had turned almost as pale as the moonlight catching their boots.

“The desert,” Alisak said. “I go to the desert.”

Noi tipped her head back. She thought this was hilarious. She stayed that way, laughing quietly, her mouth open like a fledgling bird that was about to catch something from above.

“In the next life,” she said, “our friend will be a Bedouin.”

“What’s a Bedouin?” Prany said.

Noi hit her brother on the head and then the two curled themselves around the frayed, embroidered pillows they had found upstairs on a bench beside an out-of-tune piano. A sheet of Bach was still on the piano’s stand, the pages yellowed, but the bars and the notes were clear and dark.

The siblings tried to sleep, their limbs making scratching noises on the marble floor as they settled. If it rained they would have to move, but through the course of the year they had become better at predicting the weather, and tonight they bet it wouldn’t. The gap was perhaps the circumference of a jar in the valley. They liked looking up at it. If the sky was small enough, there was less of a chance of an airplane crossing over it. If the sky was small enough, it was just the sky.

Alisak stayed up, watching Noi, then watching the beds, first shift. If something happened, if someone tried to rip the IV from their arms and leave, or if someone screamed because the morphine was exiting out of their bodies, he would have to run down the hall past the six mirrors on each wall that caught his movements until he found a doctor or a nurse.

Most of them were in the kitchen, sleeping in whatever privacy they could imagine as they lay on a counter or on the floor, in a closet or against the angle of cupboards, having drunk enough whiskey to knock themselves out. Some of the staff had even begun to take the morphine themselves, the ends of a suturing thread from an operation still wrapped around their fingertips like a good-luck charm. And sometimes, resting on their open palm, as though they were perpetually ready for surgery, there would be a scalpel.

For this, for keeping watch and for keeping the ward clean, for assisting these people who were trying to save as many civilians as possible in a war that had been going on in various forms for almost all their lives (and for riding the motorcycles), they were paid more American dollars in a day than they could earn in six months on the streets of Phonsavan.

They had even learned some English and French this year from the Vientiane doctor they called Vang. He was perhaps in his thirties, if that, wore glasses he kept misplacing, and, as it turned out, was not only proficient in several languages but played the piano.

In the ward, when his two friends were asleep, Alisak practiced saying some French phrases to himself as the sky flashed with another detonation and the woman on the bed placed an arm across her eyes, her mouth slowly moving as though she were practicing the language with him.

He wondered, as he often did, about the Frenchman who once lived here. He—the Frenchman—was a captain from the Second World War, had retired here and gotten rich off the tobacco fields around the property that no longer existed. For Alisak, he was all rumor: a drunk and a womanizer who spent his days in a long silk bathrobe waiting for his next party to begin; a man who had stayed in this country for much longer than most of the French and whose allegiances could be bought; who, early in the war, let North Vietnamese soldiers use his fields as a route on their way to the southern parts of Vietnam.

How much of this was true? Alisak, entering a room, would sometimes pause, wondering what his days and routes were like within this house that was the size of a small village.

Noi had in fact met him once, Alisak only at a glance, long before they knew who he was. He pulled up to them on the side of the road one day and had asked if he could hire Noi to help in the kitchen at one of his parties. So she had gone with him, though she refused to speak much about that evening. She only shared with Alisak the bits of conversations she had overheard from the partygoers—Did you ever notice the river is changing temperature?—and that the man was very strange. That, and her regret at not eating more of the food she had been hired to carry on silver trays.

Noi had been twelve. In the rare times she mentioned him at all, she called him the Tobacco Captain. So Alisak had begun to think of him that way. Strike a match. Captain of not much, just ash. This man who had lived alone in this house he had built for himself with all its windows that revealed all the distances. A house that even now, as a skeleton, seemed to Alisak as grand and mysterious as a temple.

In her sleep, Noi slid across, thinking Alisak’s lap was a pillow. She was dreaming; he could sense the shudder of it as if she were leaping. She twisted up slightly, and he stared at the rise of her hip, that angular bone, began to reach for it but changed his mind, suddenly self-conscious of the fact that he hadn’t bathed in a week. He looked away. Her hand fluttered. And then he reached down and turned the old ring around her thumb that she had found somewhere and never took off because she often did this herself, when she was troubled or when her mind was far.

And as her body calmed and she rolled back to her pillow, he also wondered, as he often did, if anything had happened to her at the party. And if something did, what that was. He tried to remember the car and that man inside, calling them over. And that he himself had stood there doing nothing, staring at the man’s money and then, a moment later, staring at her leaving in the car.

Twelve.

If that man were here, Alisak would kill him. These days he could. For that matter, Noi could, too. They could use a syringe full of air or a scalpel to find a quick vein. They could lead this Tobacco Captain across one of his own fields that were now covered in unexploded bombs, stand back, and watch to see which of his limbs blew out first as though lightning had struck a tree.

They had been told of or had seen things like that. They had grown stronger, running about through the ruin of this house, lifting heavy boxes and empty shell casings. And, to their surprise, they had also become healthier, with food that wasn’t much but was much more than what they were used to.

They drove the motorbikes. Noi was a better rider than him but always let him lead, pretending she wasn’t. Some sense of courtesy or humor alive even in all this.

There was a painting upstairs that Alisak thought looked like her. A girl by a river. A basket of fish hanging from the crook of her arm. He had never seen Noi with a basket of fish and probably never would, but it looked like her: the dark hair, the posture that held a sense of both shyness and confidence. He had considered taking it down and hiding it, to keep it for himself.

Supposedly, the paintings that remained on the walls were famous and stolen. Alisak caught an aid worker one night taking one out of its frame and rolling it up. His eyes never left Alisak. Then he walked past, whistling, and tapped Alisak’s head with the canvas like he was a drum.

What painting had that aid worker taken? He tried to recall this, seeing a hill in his mind.

They were around the same age, Alisak, Prany, and Noi, and they had once lived next door to each other on a different hill, in a small settlement on the outskirts of the town, where the space between their houses was the width of a motorbike’s handlebars. Where they were aware of the sound of each other behind the perpetually damp walls—the sound of their bodies, the clatter of their makeshift kitchens in the corner, their voices calling to play, calling for help—aware of each other’s shadows outside their wooden doors long before they had a sense of a greater world beyond that slope, that river.

Then they had cared for each other when there was no one else to care for them. Alisak’s parents eventually succumbed to the opium they were lured to farm; the siblings, who had no memory of their mother, lost their father early on in the war, when he was hired by the government to fix a bombed road two days’ journey south but was caught by the Pathet Lao. He was told to walk the road as the soldiers took bets on whether he would step on a bomb, grew bored when nothing happened, and shot him. Neither Prany nor Noi was certain of anything for weeks—their father was often gone—until the peddler who passed through every season came to the hill, asking for them.

It was when the fighting intensified, after that encounter with the Tobacco Captain, that they began to wander the country, always staying together, sleeping where they could, finding work where they could, avoiding the armies where they could. They spent three years surviving the rainy seasons, the sudden approach of strangers, and a war where the boundaries shifted endlessly, where they often jolted awake from the sound of bombers or the sudden appearance of an army in a town or a village they were staying in.

When a jeep appeared that day to recruit them for the hospital, they had only recently returned to their own town. They hadn’t meant to. It was just that there didn’t seem to be anywhere else they could go anymore.

Alisak and Prany were now seventeen, Noi a year younger. It was the early fall of 1969. Their last season together here. Or at least that was what Vang told them. That they would in all likelihood be evacuating soon.

Alisak never said this out loud, but he felt as though he could stay here with them in the madness of this house forever. He thought there would be nothing better. Paintings, mirrors, pillows, and tall windows. A kitchen and a piano upstairs. The three of them always together. The great motorbikes.

Their answers to the question of where they went to in the evenings, in their dreams or when they were awake, as they tried to keep their minds off the denotation flashes coming closer and getting louder, and the steady flood of the maimed and the wounded, were always different.

Where did they go at nights?

A museum or Paris. The moon. A cave, an endless beach. They had been doing this since they were children.

No one ever said home.





Some days, Alisak thought he would miss the bikes more than he would any of the people they worked for at this field hospital. By his count there were about twelve personnel he could recognize and whom he had grown accustomed to helping. Some of them were Thai, others were Hmong and from the mountains, and many of them were from the lowlands, south. All of them were allies of the Royal Lao Government and spoke some mix of Lao, Thai, Hmong, English, and French, always adding hand gestures.

Save for Vang, however, Alisak’s interactions with everyone had been brief and in the orbit of chaos. A nurse shouting at him, Hurry up, boy, hurry and bring the tray over. Dammit, don’t spill, that’s the last we have of it. Shove the bit between his teeth and hold it down, harder, believe me, he won’t feel his teeth breaking.

So Alisak did, standing behind the injured boy whom he thought he recognized from the town, and talking to him. He pointed up with his chin toward that corner of the roof that had fallen from the concussion of a bomb one month ago in order to give the boy something for his pale eyes to focus on instead of his own body.

It was the rainy season. The rain came in furious bursts, never lasting for more than a minute, but it felt as though the roof wouldn’t be able to hold the force of weather. They watched the miniature waterfall in the ward that lasted long enough for Vang to amputate a leg above the knee. They would use the pooling rainwater to mop the floors.

Sometimes, as the rain kept falling, Vang walked over to that corner, slipped off his gloves postsurgery, and washed his forearms and his hands. Then, like the flip of a coin, the sun returned. As though it never rained at all, catching the rim of Van’s eyeglasses. And Alisak, not realizing he was still holding the ends of the wooden bit, woke from where he was, felt a nurse unlocking his fingers as she told him he could go.

The truth was that this Lao doctor, Vang, seemed different from the others. He was the only one, Alisak thought, who had the ability, when he addressed them, to pull them out of the world that was consuming them. If that were possible in the panic that never seemed to end, in the voices and the detonations across the valley that always caused another bit of the house to collapse.

Once, a wounded farmer tried to flee, having no memory of the cause of his injuries, shouting at everyone that he had entered some kind of war prison and had been tortured. He had run down that hall of mirrors straight past the kitchen and grabbed Noi by the hair, assuring her that he would help her, that it was all right, that he was here now as he tried to drag her out of the house.

He took her as far as the entrance hall. Then, for unknown reasons, he let her go and ran across the tobacco fields entering the valley. They waited for a buried bombie to go off but nothing happened. They never saw him again.

The ceaseless sound of the house, the people, the bombs. Alisak had learned to almost think of it all as the rain. Or that was what Vang had once told him, snapping his fingers and ordering him, in French, to repeat the phrases as though he were no longer in this country but somewhere foreign and far.

(They had all gotten better at conjugating verbs—Coudre! Couds! Coud! Cousons!—and listing Parisian landmarks as Vang took them along on a quick tour around the city in his mind. How did he know Paris? They would never find out.)

Other days, he played the piano for them. It was upstairs, in the corner room where they—the three lost orphans, as Vang called them affectionately, referring to an ancient children’s story everyone knew—took turns as lookout, panning across the valley for movement with a pair of binoculars and a rifle as their ears were invaded suddenly by the foreignness of a few bars of Bach.

Wild, reckless notes that Alisak felt under his ribs. Spaces of quiet.

When Vang wasn’t there, Alisak would flip through the stack of music sheets that had been left behind, trying to decipher the coded symbols for himself.

Vang was never able to finish what he was playing. He adjusted his glasses that almost always slid down his nose as he ran out to answer another doctor shouting for him. Or, he rushed into the room where they had brought in a radio so that they could communicate with the government or with the Hmong fighters who, if they could, relayed back the advancing positions of the Pathet Lao and the North Vietnamese.

Mostly, though, Alisak, Prany, and Noi kept to themselves, performing the tasks they were assigned. Or they were away, riding the motorcycles, following each other and the route they made into Phonsavan, where there was another hospital that had been set up.

There was also the river where they could pick up supplies that were delivered by an old woman operating a boat. They had known this boat woman since they were children, and their parents had known the woman because they used to buy food from her. It had also been a way for them to travel. They rarely ever spoke to her—Prany was convinced she was actually a mute—but when they were younger, she used to let them ride with her upriver past the villages. If they helped her sell, she gave them extra food or some money and brought them to the riverbank, where they jumped off the boat without her ever stopping.

She was still alive, still with her boat, and still silent, though she didn’t have any extra food now. There was instead a rifle in a basket by her legs, Alisak not knowing if she had ever had the reason to use it.

They carried pistols when they were on their missions but they rarely had the chance to fire them. Here, the fighting on the ground had for the most part ceased after the majority of the roads had been bombed, and because of the rain, so they had in the recent months encountered very little of the armies. Instead, there was the new landscape the fighting had left behind: abandoned tanks in the fields, trucks split in half in a muddy crater, clothing, unidentifiable bones that were bright as steel, weapons, cases of ammunition they quickly loaded onto their bikes, and empty shell casings they could bring back to collect rainwater.

Now, in this corner of the country, everything happened from the air, from the side that was supposedly theirs. There had been times when they were forced to outrun jets flying low, the pilots unsure of who they were, whether they were enemies, the three of them with their faces wrapped in bandannas like bandits as they sped quickly into the woods and vanished under its thick canopy.

They stayed a full night once in the woods, sitting on the ground by their bikes and listening not to the rain, which fell silently, but to the endless torrent of bombers somewhere above the canopy that seemed so close they kept expecting one to crash down on them, cutting off the tops of the trees. They had never seen an airplane up close before and a part of Alisak wished one would come down. He wanted to see where the bombs were stored, how they were released, what a pilot did to release them. What kind of person a pilot was.

In the woods that night, they didn’t sleep. They huddled under the thickest canopy and tried to ignore the rain seeping through their clothes. They reached out to soak some stale bread they had found in the kitchen, to soften it, and passed it around, biting off pieces. Couds, cousons.

At first light, they returned to the town that had for the most part remained intact, though hardly anyone was there anymore. Yet they continued to raid and scavenge, in case they overlooked places: in the cupboards and closets of the café where there was a half-torn propaganda poster depicting a monk standing beside a soldier, both of them with their fists raised; in the rooms of homes or the guesthouse they would never have dared entered years ago, where an old, blind woman hid behind a door and listened to them walking around. Or in the restaurant behind which they used to loiter with the stray cats, waiting for a cook to give them some leftovers. Alisak remembered how Prany always fed the animals, their teeth sometimes breaking his skin, though Prany never seemed to mind, wiping the blood away with a silk handkerchief he had untied from the collar of a dead dog when they were wandering the south.

What happened to that handkerchief?

In the town the next morning, after scavenging for supplies, they hurried to the other hospital, where a terrified doctor, who appeared as though he had crawled out of a cave from another century, handed them one last box of morphine. He had wrapped it in his doctor’s coat because the box was soaked from the rain and about to fall apart.

“Tell Vang there’s no more,” the doctor said. “Please stop coming. Leave us alone. We can’t help anymore. We can’t help.”

He hurried back inside. He had spoken to them like the beggars they had been. Noi took out her pistol and aimed it at him, at the glass door that was still there, beyond which they watched the man returning down a corridor with some kind of limp. When he was gone, she fired, shattering the glass. A nurse who had appeared in the lobby screamed and ducked behind a man she had been pushing in a wheelchair. Noi would have fired again if Prany didn’t remind her they needed to save the bullets.

Noi kicked the hospital door once for good measure. Prany claimed the doctor’s coat.

When they drove back to the farmhouse, all the windows dark because the electricity had gone out again, the nurses, even Vang, tried to hide their surprise as they lifted candle flames toward them in the hall, thinking the three of them had run away, or that they had died.



The bikes were BSAs. British. Birmingham Small Arms Company Limited. Alisak often said that out loud to himself, wondering where in England Birmingham was. They were three decades old and ran perfectly. Alisak was unsure how the bikes had managed to come here, but like the piano and the art, and just about everything in the house, they had already been here, in a garage, when Vang first arrived to take the place over.

The bikes were lighter than they appeared and had enough stability to handle the terrain of the fields and the hills all the while being fast and maneuverable.

There was a fourth courier, as the nurses called them—never the orphans—but he missed the line of sticks they had planted to indicate a safe route by half a meter and triggered a bombie. He—the fourth—was from the mountains in northern Thailand near the border and he had come across the Mekong to help, having cousins in the area.

They used to speak together in that mix of languages. He knew good jokes. Was a good singer and knew some card games they didn’t know. He wore on his right wrist a woven bracelet he said his Auntie gave him. They thought he was referring to his relative, an actual aunt, until they realized, hearing the woman’s voice on the radio one afternoon, that it was a nickname and that she was someone Vang communicated with. When they pressed the young man further about who this Auntie was, he wouldn’t say anything more.

That was all they knew about him. He was older than them and Alisak thought Noi was a little in love with him. He would watch the way she avoided looking at him, which was something she never did; she wasn’t shy.

That day on their bikes, Prany and Alisak were too far ahead to realize what had happened, but Noi heard the loud pop, like the air around them had broken, and then there was nothing, only the pieces of the bike, the front wheel, released from its body, still spinning forward.

They stopped, all of them, and did what they had been told to do. They walked carefully into the smoke that was misted in red—that color they had grown so accustomed to it didn’t startle them anymore—and salvaged what they could: parts of the bike, clothes they could find that were still wearable, the backpack. Then they stored it all in one of the stone jars in the field so that they could pick the things up on their way back.

(A decade later, in another country a world away, Alisak would enter a festival on the bay of a hill town and, as music blared and people danced, he would watch a man hold up a can that sprayed red, would watch him graffiti a seawall, and he would hold his breath, not realizing, for a moment, what exactly was coming out of the can.)

They learned from the dead. They adjusted where to place the sticks in the ground, the three of them fanning out barefoot across the valley to better feel the ground. Around the back, where there used to be a garden at the end of a slope, they created a circle so that the helicopters from the Royal Lao Government could land safely and take away as many of the wounded as possible.



It was seven months ago when the American bombers that had been aiming for the roads missed their targets, striking locations close to the farmhouse. It was like the entire valley had erupted and was breaking apart over them.

We’re on the same side, you idiots!

Only Alisak heard Vang screaming this as he grabbed the doctor’s waist and tried to prevent him from opening the second-floor window and leaning out into the roar of wind and the debris hurling toward them. The sky suddenly gone, replaced by smoke and fire. The bombs dropped across the Plain of Jars, reaching the north wing of the house, the entire roof and the wall collapsing there, burying five people.

It took a day for Alisak’s hearing to return, for his legs to calm so that he could stand and look for Prany and Noi, whom he eventually found hiding together in a bedroom closet, their bodies folded over each other and their eyes shut even as Alisak leaned down to touch them.

Everyone in the house was trapped. Their only access in and out of this area to find food and supplies—to find any survivors who were wounded—became the bomb-ridden field, which the three of them began to explore, slowly, every day, using the bikes and walking. They came back—every day they made it back—to find a stack of money on top of the piano for them.

Ten days ago, as Vang predicted, they learned through the radio that the American planes were coming again and that the hospital would need to be evacuated. There was the promise that the government would send helicopters. So far, four had arrived but they didn’t know how many more would come. Or what would become of the wounded who were unable to be moved. Only that the hospital workers had agreed to stay for as long as they were able to.

Vang began to make the ones who were too injured to transport as comfortable as possible. He kept the curtains open if a farmer wanted to look out or shut them if a townsperson wanted to sleep. He gave a woman from a hill village as much morphine as she wanted—he gave all of them, if they were able to eat, his ration of food. If they wanted it, they were bathed more often, Alisak bringing in the rainwater they had been collecting outside in the shell casings they had propped up near the side.

No one had yet to tell the three of them where they were going. They were assured it was soon and that Vang had acquired them safe passage out.

But where?

Prany thought it would be either Chiang Mai in Thailand or farther, to somewhere in France.

Prany wanted to go to France. So did his sister. It would make sense, they said to Alisak, because Vang had been teaching them French. They wanted what he had described to them: French cigarettes and wine and bread and the Seine. The museums. All those gardens and monuments.

Noi thought they should steal a painting and bring it with them before they were all gone. She said everyone was now doing it. She said she saw a nurse do it yesterday, take one down from the wall, cut the canvas out of the frame, and roll it up.

Alisak said what if the men in France were all like the Tobacco Captain, but Noi wasn’t convinced of it. They couldn’t recall if the man eventually returned to France during the war or went somewhere else. Or nowhere at all. He could have drunk himself to death in one of these rooms. The husband of a Phonsavan woman might have come and murdered him and buried his body.

“The woman herself might have,” Noi said.

The Tobacco Captain was gone when the Vientiane doctors took the house over two years earlier. Some of the staff, however, came back, helping the doctors, helping run the house that was falling apart, that no longer had water or a garden, only intermittent electricity. They helped for as long as they could, until they gave up, left, or died.

When Alisak, Prany, and Noi were recruited months later, they were asleep in the shade of a tree beside the river. Alisak heard the jeep first. It was an RLG jeep, and two nurses walked up to them with an envelope full of money. The nurses spoke to them in Lao and then Hmong, not sure which they would understand. They understood the Lao better.

“Can you drive motorbikes?” the nurses said.

It was afternoon, and for a moment the sky was quiet. They had only been back to the town for a few days, and they were starving, dehydrated, their bodies numb. They had been waiting for the boat woman to appear in the hopes she had some food. Alisak was in the thread of some dream. Some mountain road he kept walking down, passing animals and seeing a coast in the distance but never getting there. By then, they had been living and surviving with only each other for so long that it took them a moment to understand these strange women in their uniforms were unthreatening.

Only Prany stepped toward them. He examined the money. U.S. dollars. He licked his thumb and flipped through the bills because he had seen a man do that once at a gambling house. Then he tightened the headband he had made for himself from a torn shirt and said, “Miss, for this, we can fly.”

He was pleased by his humor. It made Noi laugh.

But not the nurses. They opened the door of the jeep. Across the river, a house that had caught fire in the morning had finally crumbled into a mound. It belonged to the family of a monk. A thief had burned it down in anger after hearing a rumor there was treasure hidden inside but found nothing. The monk had come down to the temple that was still open, and before heading to the farmhouse, the five of them watched from inside the jeep as he lifted the hem of his robe, revealing his sandals, and walked around the smoldering debris that had been his childhood home.

France or Thailand. Alisak felt indifferent about the not knowing and the where. Everywhere seemed far and foreign. It had been more than a year now since they had moved into this farmhouse, and he couldn’t recall the last time he had been in one place for so long. Where there was no one telling him to go.

He had grown used to the house. The wounded. The chaos that was so plentiful it was less like rain, he thought, more like a silence.

He was good at driving. Knew the bike now, he thought, better than he knew himself. Knew how it turned or sped or hesitated and groaned. He could pick up a farmer who had lost his legs faster than anyone, slip him behind, hold on to his arms as they raced back to the hospital before the man bled out. He could do things like that. He knew how to find veins and he knew his suturing threads.

What would he do somewhere else? What did he do before? He laughed at this, too. He was a cook for one week at a café. He bicycled a rickshaw. Sometimes, he sketched the faces of farmers in the fields in a notebook and asked if anyone wanted to buy them. Near Vientiane one year, when there was a period of calm during a rainy season, he stood outside a gambling house and didn’t let in anyone the owner didn’t want inside. It never worked, he was a child, he was all bones and short—he still was—so he was beaten.

He was beaten so often for smelling rotten or for begging for food or because of the way he was dressed or simply because it was easy to beat a child. All this in wartime. He fought back, got cut four times, swallowed his own tooth once, and waited a day thinking it would exit out of him—that he would get it back—and then wept when he searched for it in his own shit, alone, in a field, and it wasn’t there.

His own tooth had vanished somewhere inside of him. There were times this fact bothered him more than his own hunger or the sudden volley of gunfire.

What did Prany and Noi do before that was better?

They all lived lives where they kept losing things. Sometimes even each other, for days, because someone had hired only one of them, or they were caught in the opposite ends of a field, hiding, their voices useless in the deafening, unbearable air, the three of them afraid to look or to stand above the level of the high grass.

He wished he could take a BSA with him. He pictured them remaining in the back of the hospital beside the dead tobacco plants. He imagined them surviving everything and the years, ruined by the weather, sunk into the ground, but there. He imagined coming back for his. Listening to the breath of its engine. The handlebars where bits of his blistered palms were probably stuck like dust. The gunpowder smell all over its body. He could never stop the shaking in his knees until he got on his bike.

Wherever they ended up, he would get a new bike. Noi and Prany would get one, too. They would all race the way they did across the valley even though they weren’t supposed to. But they did, coming back, knowing the routes now, the farmhouse rising up out of the horizon. An enormous stone jar that maybe a giant made standing there untouched, carrying rain from the night before. Probably an undetonated bombie floating in there, too. Or a flash of color in the water that they knew was human.

Another helicopter roared in and down, the wind so strong as to feel impossible, and Vang, behind a second-floor window, during his first break in three days, delirious and unable to sleep, to keep his body quiet, rushed a melody on the out-of-tune piano.



Alisak was upstairs, scanning the field with a pair of binoculars when a figure emerged from behind a piece of large stone. He thought perhaps it was someone coming to them for help.

This happened every day. People attempted to walk across the valley to reach the hospital until Alisak or the others had to rush out with a bike and get them, all the while shouting at them not to take another step forward. Which someone always did.

The man in the distance, however, wasn’t a stranger. He wasn’t military either, which they were always fearful of, that one day they would head out on their bikes and it would be a trick. That the Pathet Lao or the North Vietnamese would be there. That they had always been there.

But the man now crawling around the field was, in fact, Vang. For a moment, Alisak thought he was wounded. Or deranged. The doctor had finally become deranged.

He held his breath as Vang crossed over the line of sticks and entered territory they knew nothing about. It was a minefield. Through the binoculars, he watched as Vang settled himself down against another large, broken piece of stone. Behind him, on a short ridge, stood the remnants of a tank they had, last season, managed to safely reach and rummage through, taking the pistol that was now in the room next door, under the floor with their backpacks. The tank’s long, slim cannon pointed out across the distance like the arm of a tree.
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