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Praise for Again to Carthage

“Carthage is a worthy sequel, and could make a runner out of a couch potato. … Carthage becomes a training manual, a nutrition guide, a love story, and a celebration of friendship based on the shared experience of runners training to the very threshold of what the body can endure.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“The last three paragraphs … they’re perfect. You might have seen them coming, but I still think you’ll find yourself breaking into a smile.”

—Runner’s World

“The training and racing sequences will resonate with anyone who has pinned on a race number whether for the Olympics or the neighborhood fun run.”

—Galveston Daily News

“The author conveys the raw emotions that come with hard workouts and racing in a way that resonates with people devoted to the sport.”

—Buffalo News

“One of the best accounts in print of the physical and emotional torments athletes endure in their superhuman efforts.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Praise for Once a Runner

“By far the most accurate fictional portrayal of the world of the serious runner … a marvelous description of the way it really is.”

—Sports Illustrated

“Time has not taken a toll on this gem. … Runners will find inspirational passages everywhere that they will want to save.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Don’t let twenty years of pent-up anticipation and expectation ruin your run through this book. It’s paced a little like a marathon—controlled start, strong finish. … Don’t think you have to be a world-class athlete to connect with Quenton Cassidy and love this book. If you’ve ever trained and competed at your own highest level, you’ll get this guy.”

—The Kansas City Star

“A finely-crafted work of fiction.”

—St. Petersburg Times

“Part training manual, part religious tract, part love story, and all about running, Once a Runner is so inspiring it could be banned as a performance-enhancing drug.”

—Benjamin Cheever, author of Strides: Running Through History with an Unlikely Athlete, in Runner’s World

“Once a Runner’s famed ability to convey the thrill of the sport leaves its mark.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Inspirational.”

—Chicago Sun-Times
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This is for my brother, Jim,

owner of two Purple Hearts and one of red,

still beating, thank God, after all of that



 

In such a night

Stood Dido with a willow in her hand

Upon the wild sea banks and waft her love

To come again to Carthage.

—Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice

 

You’ve crossed the finish line,

Won the race but lost your mind.

Was it worth it after all?

—Lazlo Bane, “Superman”



 

 

Again to Carthage





1
Newberry Redux


THE CABIN SAT back off the road in the dripping trees like a part of the forest itself, earthy brown and plain, with a skin of cedar shakes, organic but for its giveaway straight edges. In the gloomy afternoon downpour the familiar shape seemed the essence of refuge.

Could it possibly have been just a year? Yes, and some days.

The screened-in front porch wasn’t latched and he had already retrieved the front door key from his shaving kit where it had been for more than a year. Cassidy backed in dragging two big canvas equipment bags, disturbing spiders at work, breathing in the familiar scents of raw lumber, mildew, and the pepper and loamy decay of Spanish moss and north Florida piney forest. The place was perpetually unfinished inside, with stacks of building materials lying around and wiring showing in bare stud walls. Bruce wasn’t kidding; he hadn’t been out in a long time.

He dropped his gear in the chaos of the so-called living room and just stood there with his eyes closed, the cascading scents of an earlier life making him dizzy with nostalgia.

As the rain deflected slightly off the steep sides of the A-frame, it occurred to him that this was the kind of day that seemed to happen in your life when Something Big had just ended. He flashed on a day from his central Florida childhood, the last day of the school year in junior high; he was waiting for a ride in the tropical downpour under the bus shelter in the empty parking lot. Everyone was gone and he could feel his aloneness settling over him like a damp shroud. There were parties going on somewhere, he thought. Ordinarily, a summer stretching out in front of him like a small infinity of freedom would have filled him with primal kid joy, but he was just plain morose.

His father was late, but it wasn’t unusual in the days of one-car families for kids to spend a lot of time waiting for grown-ups. His occasional bouts of melancholia made no sense to him. He put his stupid decal-covered three-ring binder on the ground and lay on his back on the concrete bench, contemplating a wasp’s nest buzzing electronically overhead. He had not made any teams and he wasn’t one of the cool kids and most of the teachers couldn’t remember his name. That didn’t bother him, but what really got to him was the sudden revelation that this rainy nothing day was what all of life eventually came to, that everything sooner or later devolved to a point somewhere on the gray horizon where you’re just some sad kid waiting alone in the rain.

Now, standing alone again in the cabin as a young man, he had experienced a number of such rainy End of Something days in his life. But because he was still young and little touched by death, these days often had to do with school years or athletic seasons.

Back before it all happened, during all those long days, nights, weeks, months, and years of training, he thought of the future as a kind of foggy diorama. If everything turned out the way it was supposed to, his later life would be some kind of stroll with a desirable female into the middle distance, a happy American epilogue befitting the narrative line, inspiring music crescendoing into the Warner Bros. logo, a glad coda for a three-act culture.

But he had always kept it nebulous in his head, and now that the time had come he found that the girl had actually married someone else and gone away and he had not Won the Big Race and he would not grace any cereal boxes. Also, he didn’t know how to stroll and there was no music except for one eerily chipper Gilbert O’Sullivan ditty he could not turn off in his head, something about climbing a tower and launching yourself into the indifferent void. Standing there in the familiar musty half-light of a late-summer thunderstorm, he thought, It’s just like the lady always said: no bugles, no drums.

The small television set was where he had left it in the oven, cord wrapped round and round. A bunch of books were still stacked next to the cot in the small bedroom in the back: A Fan’s Notes, The Bushwhacked Piano, Zen and the Art. He had done a lot of reading out here as he lolled around between workouts, trying to coax his body back to life so he could go out and carefully brutalize it again.

Loll. That was the word for it. Time lolled away napping, thinking, daydreaming, waiting for his damaged corpuscles to rearrange themselves into a more perfect union.

He went to the plate-glass window at the front of the cabin and, sure enough, down in one corner were the faint dusty outlines of the words he had written in reverse mirror script on the foggy pane one lonely winter afternoon long ago: Help. Imprisoned in February.

I should unpack, he thought. I should make the bed, get this place organized, something. But there it was: no ambition. At all at all.

So, he did what he had done so many thousands of times before when his life was at loose ends and he didn’t have a thought in his head: He pulled on his togs and blew out the front door and was hitting right at six-minute pace before the screen door had even finished double-slamming behind him.

His battered lemon-yellow 914 was still clicking in the cool rain as he splashed down the rutty red-clay drive that always reminded him of North Carolina. He turned at the blacktop and after a quick half mile veered off at the familiar trailhead and disappeared into the forest. He had felt so logy that he was surprised his legs loosened up quickly on the carpet of pine needles, and it wasn’t long before he fell into a miler’s tempo stride and began clipping miles off at not much slower than five-minute pace. It was much too fast for overdistance, he knew, but he wasn’t training anymore. He was just running.

The trail went deep into the endless stand of blackjack pine and water oak and up by Otter Springs and then almost all the way down upon the Suwannee River, where in fact very few old folks stay. Four miles into the run at the bottom of a gentle rise he called Blackberry Hill he was startled to see his own ghostly footprints at the edge of the trail. He remembered the day he had made them long ago. It was rainy like this and he was skirting a big puddle, trying to keep his shoes dry as long as he could. Strange to think the evidence of his ephemeral passing would still be here hardened into the earth, partially hidden by encroaching weeds, like poor little Lucy’s footprints on that plain in Africa, still there after three million years. Taking the hill with big strides, he thought, We never really know what will happen to the scratches we make in this thin dust.

Familiarity made the trail go by quickly and he blinked back from a daydream having to do with bill fishing in the Gulf Stream to realize he was almost finished. Good thing too, with the glistening woods now darkening before his eyes. Eight miles and he hadn’t seen a living soul. He had seen a herd of deer, a probable wild turkey—at this distance he couldn’t be sure—a red-tailed hawk, and several mullet evading predators or just jumping for joy.

He finished, as usual, going hard down the last perfectly straight row of Sidecar Doobey’s pecan grove, the flat grass inviting speed and bringing on the old fantasy of being in the final straight of the Olympic 1500, straining to reach the leader, leaning for the tape and reminding himself over and over: go through the tape, go all the way through it, with nothing held back. Just like the old days when he would be out there with Mizner and the guys, running along the sidewalks of Kernsville in pretend slow motion as the half-miler Benny Vaughn did his mock-serious announcer, giving them all funny foreignized names to make them sound more glamorous, doing the play-by-play as they made agonistic faces and leaned histrionically toward the imaginary finish line. Benny had named him Quintus Cassadamius, the famous Greek miler. It struck him for the first time just now—and with a quick flare of pride—that a new generation of dreamy kids might now accord him his own name. In these mock race scenarios Bruce Denton had no glitzed-up fantasy name, a gold medal being about as glamorous as you could get in their little world. Cassidy wondered now if maybe a near miss was worth something too.

Funny, he thought, I was there in real life yet running down this lane I go back to the same old fantasy. We few who get to experience both eventually find out that the real thing and the fantasy can coexist in your head. He would love to tell the undergraduates about that. It was the kind of thing they would talk about for hours on training runs. Mize, Nubbins, Burr, Atkinson, Schiller. Old dour Hosford. They were mostly gone now, graduated or otherwise scattered. Off to wars, other schools, wives. Where oh where, he wondered, are my light-foot lads? What has become of the old team?

He jogged in from the highway using the long driveway as a cooldown and was glad he had left the porch light on, dark as it was getting. He toed off the muddy shoes and left them outside, fetching a dry towel from the bedroom but returning to the porch to continue dripping. It wouldn’t do any good to shower yet, he would just start sweating again, so he plopped down in an aluminum lawn chair and watched the rainy night come on. He had been wet so long his fingertips were wrinkled. Steam rose from his skin.

He didn’t know if it was bad yet. Bruce said it would get very bad before it got better. That was just part of it. The big buildup and then the really big letdown. Worse than you could ever imagine.

Truth be told, though, at this moment he was feeling pretty darn good.

He was through with the Trial of Miles, the quest that had consumed him these past umpteen years. He was wet and hungry and, in a general epistemological sense, adrift. He was sitting on a borrowed porch at the end of the road at the end of the summer at the end of his athletic career, dripping salty rainwater in a perimeter around a cheap aluminum chair. And he was once again staring into the moist gloom of Marjorie’s ancient piney flatwoods.

But twenty-seven miles away back in Kernsville catty-corner from the campus was a white-columned faux Southern mansion that housed the University City Bank, an establishment founded by Sidecar Doobey’s old man with the obscene profits he made running rum on shrimp boats from Key West up the west coast of Florida to Apalachicola, thence to Tallahassee and Atlanta on the seafood trains, bonded booze disguised by a scant layer of ice and red snapper, but in actuality protected by a well-paid bridge of crooks stretching from Monroe County all the way to Washington, D.C.

That bank had been his last stop before heading out to Newberry that afternoon. It contained a safe-deposit box, number 1347, newly opened in the name of Quenton Cassidy and paid for a year in advance, the key now dangling from the fresh-air lever of the beat-up Porsche in the front yard. Box 1347 was in the lower left-hand corner of the far wall of the vault. It was the smallest size offered. The slide-out metal drawer held only one item: a flat oblong leather box.

In that box was an Olympic silver medal.
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Breakfast Game


FRIED GREEN TOMATOES …”

“Good one.”

“… with freshly ground red, black, and white pepper in the batter!”

“Very good one. Some of these Southern delicacies have grown on me and that’s one of them. How about this one: generous hunks of freshly cut pineapple …”

“Oooooh …” Cassidy’s salivary glands jumped.

“. . . served on a bed of shaved ice!”

The midmorning sun was baking the steam out of the glistening landscape, but not unpleasantly so, as they made their way along the trail at an easy pace, playing the Breakfast Game, which meant they would soon be driving around looking for a Shoney’s.

“Okay, here’s one and this will probably do it for me: cheese grits—”

“No grits!”

“Yes, cheese grits, real ones not instant, with salt and pepper and a little melted butter on top, but here’s the kicker: interspersed throughout are chunks of that thick brown-sugar-cured bacon.”

“Hmmm. Bacon, you say?”

“Brown-sugar-cured and cooked not too long, just nice and firm.”

Denton considered this.

“Okay, as long as you put in the bacon. The grits then become just a transport medium for the cured meat and the dairy product.”

Such is the guiltless chitchat of rare-as-iridium beings with less than five percent body fat. They ran along in comfortable silence, lost in thoughts of buttery dishes. When they reached the bottom of Blackberry Hill the undergrowth closed in on the trail so that even going single file they both got a good chilly brushing with wet leaves from both sides.

“Ick. Trail’s not gotten a lot of use lately,” said Denton.

“Guess not,” Cassidy agreed. “You look like you’re in shape, but obviously not from running out here.”

“Nope. Been sticking close to home working on the ol’ thesis. Getting in some miles though. The heels have been better lately. I’ve been thinking about racing a little.”

They ran along in silence for a while. Then Denton asked, “Cass, are you really sure you want to be out here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Staying out here at the A-frame, away from everything.”

“Why not?”

“It’s just maybe not such a good time to be alone.”

Cassidy considered this. Denton had never told Cassidy a single important thing that had not sooner or later turned out to be true.

“There has been something of a letdown,” Cassidy admitted. “I know you warned me, but I honestly didn’t think it would be this bad. It’s a weird feeling …”

“I know.”

“Kind of empty, you know?”

“Yep. It can get pretty bad.”

“I’ve had a few bad days, but I’m all right. I’ve survived blue funk before.”

“Well, I’ve talked to a lot of guys and it’s pretty typical no matter how you did, win lose or draw. The thing itself is so cathartic, so final, that hardly anyone in the Games will have thought much beyond it. I read that somewhere, but I didn’t understand it until I went through it. Come to think of it, it’s one of the reasons that every one of you is there on the starting line in the first place. It’s the single-mindedness that got you there.”

“We definitely know our way around deferred gratification,” Cassidy said.

“It’s your life you’ve been deferring, Cass. That comes crashing in on you. Maybe it hasn’t really hit you yet, but it will. You’re maybe still sort of in the slipstream of it all, the hoopla, the interviews, the boondoggle invitations, flying around, your relatives calling to say they saw you on TV …”

“I think I’m out of the slipstream already,” said Cassidy glumly. “Maybe that’s the hidden blessing of coming second. Anyway, that’s one of the reasons I wanted to come back here. I wanted something familiar.”

“Ah yes. It helps to have something to come back to, that’s for sure,” said Denton. “Well, you’re welcome out here. You know that.”

Another silent mile went by.

“Heard anything from Mize?” Denton said.

“He’s doing flight training in Texas. Helicopters. Says he loves it. I sure hope the whole mess is over before he goes over there and does something stupid.”

“I don’t know if it’s ever going to be over. What happened to the army track thing?”

“He decided against it. Thought it would be copping out. He doesn’t think much of the war, but he’s strange about these things. You know what he also considered?”

“What?”

“Being a medic.”

Denton whistled.

“He’s always been like that. He wasn’t in ROTC to line up a deferment either. In his own weird way, Mize has always been a kind of true believer. In another age he would have been a Quaker or something. But no. No track dodge for him. I’m sure they offered it to him.”

“And no medic. Helicopters.”

“Helicopters. Little ones. With guns on them.”

“Well, to change the subject only slightly, what did you decide about school?”

“I’m going to go. I can’t think of anything better to do. There’s no deferment, of course, and I don’t have a family like you, so I have no idea what I’m going to do about that, but I haven’t been called up for my physical yet, so I’m going to at least start it.”

“Where?”

“I’m thinking of staying here. At first it was just my backup, but I think I’ve changed my mind. Duke and Vandy are better law schools, but right now I can’t imagine picking up and going to some new place. I’m thinking of taking some time off and starting winter quarter. They’re being incredibly nice to me at Tigert Hall for some reason. I’m apparently no longer considered just a pain-in-the-ass loudmouth from a nonrevenue sport.”

“Public opinion’s shifting. Even Cronkite has turned. McNamara’ll go to his grave saying our so-called police action was the only way to stop global blah blah. He’ll be the only one. But hey!”

“Yeah?”

“Want some advice?”

“No.”

“Go ahead and start school now. Take some time later if you need to, but start now.”

“Okay.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

“It will make it easier.”

“Okay.”

“And remember what Jumbo Elliot used to tell the Villanova guys.”

“What was that?”

“Live like a clock.”

“Live like a clock.”

“Right.”

“Live like a clock.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Okay, I give up. I find Jumbo opaque at best. Where did you get this anyway?”

“Liquori. What Jumbo meant was keep to your schedule. If your morning run was always at eight A.M., you go out and do a token run at eight A.M., even if you’re tapering for a big race or on summer break. You’re not really training, you’re just keeping your body on the same routine. Eat at the same time, sleep at the same time. Live like a clock.”

“Like Mussolini’s widow.”

“How’s that?”

“After the war she’d go work in the fields from sunup to sundown. People would say, Why do you do that? She’d say, It’s good hard work and when you do it all day you can sleep at night.”

“I guess.”

“So this is like I’ve just seen my spouse strung up upside down with his mistress by an angry mob after losing a world war? That what you’re saying?”

“No, I’m saying live like a clock.”

Cassidy gave him a sideways look.

“Think about this,” Denton said. “A man with a hundred-dollar bill and a day to live might conceivably—under the right circumstances—have himself a wonderful time.”

“Okay,” Cassidy said dubiously.

“But a man with a hundred-dollar bill and a week to live might well be in serious trouble.”

“Anyone with a week to live is undoubtedly in serious trouble, regardless of his finances,” Cassidy said.

“Context, Cass,” said Denton. “Context and chronology are everything. Timing, if you will.”

“I don’t like it when you start ‘if you will’-ing,” Cassidy said glumly.

“You’ve capitalized yourself mightily to this point,” Denton said. “For years and years now, putting everything in, taking nothing out.” He gestured at the trail in front of them, as if it represented all their trials and all their miles.

“But it’s perfectly okay to live your life a little now, Quenton,” he continued. “You’ve earned at least that much. No one will blame you, no one will fault you. Everything doesn’t have to hurt, everything doesn’t have to be a battle.”

Cassidy snorted. “How would you possibly know—”

“I know!” Denton said, too loudly. They ran in silence for a while, Cassidy thinking to himself, Oh Jesus, what an addlepate I can be.

“I wish someone had been there to tell me,” Denton said quietly.

“Mmmm?”

“To live like a clock.”

“Okay, Bruce.”

They ran quietly again. Finally, Cassidy said: “Bruce, I’ve been doing that very thing for years now …”

“Exactly!”

“I lived like a clock for nearly four years in college, through quitting school and racing Walton, through the buildup for the trials, and then right to the finals of the goddamn Olympic 1500 meters.”

“Right.”

“And you’re telling me—”

“To keep doing it.”
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Hadley v. Baxendale


CASSIDY RECLINED UNCOMFORTABLY, twiddling his thumbs on top of his paper-bibbed chest, watching Dr. Clark Hodge squinting up at the X-rays. The orthodontist occasionally turned back to Cassidy and, by gently grasping the point of his chin, rotated his head this way and that, murmuring, “Hmmm!”

Cassidy tried not to glimpse the film, finding it just plain alarming to recognize the faint outlines of his own lips and jaw and the less familiar but denser mortality that was his skeletal self. It was more, really, than he wanted to know.

But Dr. Hodge could not have been more fascinated.

“Well, well!” he exclaimed, tossing the X-rays onto the tray that also held Cassidy’s sunglasses and a disturbing plaster model of his upper and lower jaws. “No doubt about it. Definite class-two malocclusion, moderately severe. Unquestionable case for appliances and possible follow-up orthognathic surgery.”

“And it will keep me out of the draft? This is definite?”

“Oh, it’s definite, all right all right. Every practitioner in the country just got a Selective Service directive referencing possible prosecution for unwarranted treatment. They sounded serious.”

“I’ve been sweating this out for months, trying to get into ROTC, the Guard, and it’s nothing doing. The waiting lists are huge. But this sounds too good to be true.”

“Oh, it’s true, all right. Uncle Sam wants you, but”—he paused for dramatic effect—“he does not want your overbite!” he said happily. Leaving the room with the X-rays, he called back over his shoulder: “You have no idea how good this has been for business!”

Quenton Cassidy began law school nine days later with a mouth full of gleaming wire and a grateful heart.

He quickly found his mind surprisingly amenable to little mental gymnastics like the Rule against Perpetuities, joint and several liability, res ipsa loquitur, and constructive breach.

And on the news every night and in the headlines every morning, the collective national horror show marched on like a wave of zombies no one could stop. My Lai, the Tet Offensive, Fire Base Alpha, Hamburger Hill, the Cambodian Incursion, it just went on and on and when you didn’t think it could get any worse, it got worse. And then it got worse again. It struck Cassidy that the black-and-white photographs and the blurry video were mostly of things burning: villages, helicopters, monks, babies. It went on and on and no one really seemed to know why.

Cassidy and most of his classmates had been by stages incredulous, angry, frightened, ashamed, stunned, and finally numb. They went to rallies, they signed petitions, they wrote letters to the editor, and they even—in a paroxysm of irrelevancy—occupied the office of university president Steven C. Prigman, who was on a quail-hunting trip in Alabama with the president of the state senate and was thus regrettably able to become enraged only after the fact. Orators from the panhandle railed in Tallahassee about campus radicals and outside agitators and the governor snarled to reporters about long hair and other grooming issues. Legislation was proposed, but stalled in committee.

Cassidy lived like a clock.

Or at least he tried to. He ran most days. Five miles, six miles, ten, it didn’t matter. It was so much less than the hundred-plus miles a week he had done for years that it wasn’t hard at all. He even found—surprise!—joy in it again. Psychologically it was much easier to just go out and run than to be constantly bending his body and mind to an ironbound training regimen, where every workout had a purpose and every mile led to some far-off goal. He just ran. He was no longer a fanatic. He found that if he missed a day no comet came to destroy the planet, and if he missed two or three days in a row, it did not indicate a major character flaw, destined to snowball into a lifetime of lethargy and decadence. It was just a missed day or two. It took him a while to get over the old fear and guilt that once defined him, the unthinking discipline he had inculcated in himself over many years. But once he was over it, life seemed gentler somehow, less combative. Though he wouldn’t have described himself as happy, he was mostly content.

He tended his little garden in the faint receding limelight due an Olympic also-ran, enduring with grace the occasional honorary event or award or recognition someone or other felt necessary to bestow upon some poor slob who, after all, was but a tick of the clock away from actually becoming somebody.

Quenton Cassidy had once been a runner. Now he was something else.
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Green Skin of Hill


Getting shot at was not nearly as glamorous as it sounded, but it certainly held your attention.

And parts of it were a helluva lot more fun than most guys would admit. That was the way Mizner saw it. It had a school’s-out, don’t-sweat-the-small-shit quality that made the rest of life seem almost sleepy, faded, less contrasty.

At least that was the way it was for aviators, and it seemed more or less the same for the ARPs, the elite aeroriflemen he mother-henned every day. Maybe the true land-bound grunts felt differently, he didn’t know. He had little interaction with them, but he suspected they felt it too.

Mizner was far from being one of the heroin-laced warrior-poets, but he had come to believe that however fucked up it was in so many ways, war could be amazingly interesting and occasionally quite beautiful.

You’d soar dreamily over an endless green skin of hill, lovely and serene and remote somehow like an aquarium, mesmerizing to watch rolling below. Sometimes you’d go down to peek beneath the leaves and see things right out of “Kubla Khan”: gorgeous waterfalls, magic temples, a wild tiger ogling you with ancient yellow eyes. They wanted to land, roll up their cuffs, put their feet in the water, have a picnic. It was nuts. Skeeter once got off a quick shot at a dark-haired soldier in a gray uniform sitting in the top of a tree. The “soldier” immediately leaped fifty feet to the top of another tree and disappeared into the canopy. I saw his face, Lieutenant, Skeeter said later, I could describe him to you.

But most of the time what you got down there was the smell. That familiar repulsive stew of fish-based feces, rotting vegetation, and aviation fuel that would fill you with both revulsion and ennui and would forever be the essence of Vietnam for a lot of people. Then sometimes the jungle would start spitting up little yellow gashes of death at you and you would never be more focused on anything else in your life as you would on what was down there in the leaves trying to kill you.

And the hardest thing to do was to look directly into the harsh light of kill-you hate coming right at your eyeballs. To look unflinchingly into that light though every instinct in your being told you to look away. Skeeter claimed the light was physically painful to look at.

“You have to look at it though, sir,” Skeeter told him their first time out. “It’s hard to do but you have to make yourself look right at it.”

If you couldn’t look at it you couldn’t kill whatever was making it and then you were very likely to get killed yourself.

He had had the minigun for some time now and he had used it a little but Skeeter was the one who did most of the damage, sitting behind him there in the doorway with the monkey strap his only physical connection to the motherland, an M-60 hanging from a steel cable bouncing in his lap like a big phallic bird, a box of frags nearby and the different-colored smokes ready on the wire while Mizner did what he was supposed to do and had been expensively trained to do and actually liked to do, and that was to fly the thing.

The thing was the OH-6A Cayuse, the loach, the so-called light observation helicopter that had become the focal point of his entire existence, that had in fact saved his life many times now. If such a thing were possible Mizner had fallen flat in love with the tough little machine.

Traveling at altitude to and from their assigned kill boxes at a hundred knots, he would slump comfortably in his seat with his right leg cocked up outside the open door to pick up a little breeze, bracing the collective with his left leg and flying with his left hand as the aquarium passed safely far below. But when they really went down into it and the radio was crackling with three and four levels of carefully monotoned battle chatter, he would have his shit tightly wired together, zipped up, tight sphinctered, and serenely focused. He would yank an armpit full of collective and goose the cyclic all over hell and back, working the pedals like a tricycle, making the little bird do whatever circus tricks he had mastered and some that he just made up on the spot, necessity being, he often maintained, the motherfucker of invention.

Skeeter had also seemingly come to terms with this strange line of work that involved finding a few scattered human beings in a vast jungle and making them dead. But they had been shot down together—once three times in one day—and they had both been wounded and they both had friends who had died sitting in a seat full of their own blood. Neither of them slept worth a damn and Skeeter occasionally hung out with the heroin guys.

“Will I meet them again?” Skeeter had asked drunkenly one night in the so-called officers’ club in Phu Loi. A door gunner was no officer but like most of the pilots Mizner carried an extra set of silver wings for him when they were loitering off their own base somewhere. “The people I killed,” he said to Mizner’s raised eyebrows. “Do you think I’ll meet them all when I die?”

Mizner shrugged.

What will I say to them? he asked the pilot. The guy in the spider trap under the rubber tree who tried to shoot us down at the Michelin plantation, the one with the little kid? The girl in the cart with the hidden AK, who smiled like an angel and then threw down. Put one in the door frame so close I got steel splinters in my cheek? Is death where you get together again? Is death a final rendezvous of killers and killed?

There there, said Mizner.

They were working a steep valley, way out of their usual range, where fuel was always on their minds. They were in the usual pink team, supporting some kind of dumb-ass LRRP insertion that had gone terribly wrong. White loach, red Cobra gunships, two blue Hueys with their aeroriflemen—flying grunts, ARPs. And another complete team not far away on scramble alert, which meant playing cards and waiting for an invitation.

The snakes loitered upstairs while Mize skimmed the trees on the valley floor. He hadn’t seen a thing until something flashed by right under them.

His headphones crackled: “Hooches,” said Skeeter. “Equipment and stuff.”

Mizner reported the find to the snakes as he kicked right pedal and worked the collective and cyclic to bank hard right and get a ways off. That was something you learned to do, come in from different directions, different speeds. Lots of guys didn’t do that and lots of guys were dead.

As they flashed over this time Mizner spotted some AKs, an SKS semiautomatic, and some other military equipment lying around. “Pegasus three one, Pegasus one nine. We got hooches, tracks, weapons,” he said into his mike. He heard the chee-chee, Dulin keying the mike twice: affirmative.

Cobras don’t talk, thought Mizner.

Then: muzzle flashes. A red smoke grenade went down and Skeeter’s 60 started cranking behind him as he kicked right pedal again, letting Skeeter hose the area as they banked off.

“One nine taking fire. Put your rocks on the red smoke. We didi now.”

Chee-chee, said the radio.

He continued banking the bird as Skeeter hammered away, then he turned again and started working his way up the side of the hill to get the hell out of the way of the gunships, which had already lined up for their rocket runs before Mizner had spoken. They could have done this whole familiar dance without saying a word.

“Pegasus three one in hot,” said Dulin, the Cobra talking at last, and he was. The jungle danced with fire and light.

Up on the hillside the hot air was funky humid and the chopper blades were clawing away at it impotently as Mizner neared the military crest of the hill like a slow fat June bug. Then they went directly over an enemy gun position and were shot full of holes almost immediately.

Mizner saw a .51-caliber on a tripod and a guy behind it working it for all he was worth. There were three or four others, too, very intense-looking NVA regulars with AKs, all firing on full auto. They had obviously seen the helicopter coming from a long way off and were good and ready for them.

At nearly the same moment he saw the enemy soldiers Mizner heard a bunch of metallic pings and knew instantly that they were hit all over, probably including the fuel cells—which were supposed to be self-sealing except that when they got shot up like that they weren’t self-anything. Just about every alarm and warning light in the cockpit was going off and the collective and cyclic sticks were jumping in his hands and even the pedals were fighting him as the cockpit filled with smoke. He hadn’t even had time to say Taking hits . . . into the radio. He was working hard just to stay airborne.

They had almost no forward airspeed and the whirring blades were biting nothing solid, so they really were sitting ducks. Jeezus, he thought, what were the odds of flying blind right over a gun position like that?

His instincts were to stall the tail rotor, do a hammerhead turn, and roll back down the hill, building up speed and staying aloft long enough to find a soft spot to autorotate down into. He actually thought about it for a second, but saw immediately that it would have taken them right back over the same gun position and then back down into the valley where the snakes were making another run. He really didn’t have any choice but to try to climb the hell out of there. He could hear Skeeter behind him leaning out of the door and pouring lead back behind them.

The actual crest was coming up beneath his bubble finally and he had the collective to his chin, pulling as much power as he could, but it was going to be close. If they only had some firm air they might be able to claw their way out of there, but this hot gas was useless, a helicopter pilot’s nightmare. Though his main focus was the crest he was also scanning the jungle for places to crash, as well as glancing at the instrument panel and trying to gauge just how badly fucked up they really were. That was more a function of his training than anything else because he could tell from the noise and the lurching of the ship just how bad it was. His heart raced at the rare bleat of the chip detector over the other alarms because it indicated pieces of metal in the engine: The machine was eating itself.

At some point the master alarm went off, and they were technically not supposed to be in the air any longer.

Over the noise he heard Skeeter’s grim, satisfied voice on the intercom: “Got you, sonuvabitch.” His gunner had killed their gunner.

They both knew if they crashed within range of an operational enemy .51-caliber machine gun they might as well go ahead and die in the crash. For the moment at least there wasn’t anyone firing anything serious at them. Skeeter kept pouring fire back behind them as they lurched noisily on toward the crest.

Mizner almost slumped in relief when they finally reached it, but then he made a mistake. It was excusable maybe, a matter of habit, not something you could train for, or perhaps even be aware of. As he barely cleared the top of the hill, he instinctively pushed the nose down, getting ready to descend the back side, and knew it was a mistake because the ground effect disappeared. They had barely stayed aloft on the cushion of air a craft gets from its own thrust waves bouncing back directly from the ground, and when he pointed the nose down, even that left them.

Despite the sudden drop, Mizner thought they had a chance, and he strained backward on the collective as if it might have a magical inch or two more to give. The top of the hill was bare, so at least they didn’t have to worry about clearing any vegetation, and Mizner really thought they might slip over.

But then the right skid caught in the ground at the very top and it flipped the sick little bird up into the air like a shuttlecock and slammed it down on the far side of the hill, rotors tearing into earth and vegetation, destroying everything around, including the rotors themselves. Inside the loach it felt like a very dirty and dangerous carnival ride, but once the rotors were gone there was a quiet, peaceful second or two when Mizner thought it might be over with him still alive. His right triceps felt like he’d been stuck with a hot poker, but he was otherwise apparently unhurt. It had gone dark light dark light dark several times as they rolled, but then that stopped.

Then, ever so slowly, he felt the bird turning on its axis, becoming perpendicular to the fall line, and then it started again. Slowly at first but picking up speed as Mizner braced himself in the cockpit as best he could, swearing out loud as map cases and K-Bars and clipboards and ammo magazines slashed and stabbed them all the way down, eighty feet or more, dark light dark light dark light dark light dark light dark light, and finally very dark and very wet and he was drowning.

Mizner remembered that the valley on the other side had been rice paddies, but they weren’t in cultivation, so they were supposedly dry. But then he also remembered the bomb craters everywhere, left from a long-ago B-52 shitstorm, most of them partially filled with dark, unholy water. He was drowning in an open septic tank.

Skeeter, meanwhile, was being held underwater by his own monkey strap. All the way down the hill he had been thinking, Well, at least we’re out of range of the .51-cal. And we’ve got friends who surely saw what happened. We might make it after all.

But once everything was still and quiet in the dark water he couldn’t for the life of him get to the goddamn buckle on his goddamn monkey strap. The straps were all different, not military issue at all. Everyone knew that even the helicopters themselves had never been designed to carry weapons and that everything about this fucked-up war was ad hoc. Each door gunner concocted his own getup and went down to the dink store to have it sewn together.

So Skeeter had made his so that the buckle was on the chest and easy to get to. The problem was, it slowly dawned on him, the buckle had worked its way up under his chicken plate and there was no way in hell he was going to be able to dig up under the tight armor to get to it. He was going to be drowned by his own safety strap.

Then he remembered his K-Bar, which he used mostly to clear jams in the machine gun. It was sharp as hell and if he could get to it he could cut himself out of there. As he was feeling around for it he was running down mental checklists. Did he have any broken bones? Was he bleeding badly anywhere? What weapons could he get his hands on?

The K-Bar was strapped to his leg where it was supposed to be and he yanked it out and started hacking at the monkey strap. He cut his own forearm once and the strap in three different places before it released him, and he was very close to breathing in a lungful of the noxious water when he stood up frantically through the doorway of the helicopter ready for a huge gulp of God’s own air. But though he knew he was out of the water, he was still drowning. His helmet and visor were still full and he had to wait several more horrible seconds for them to drain.

Shit!

He was looking into the faces of three very surprised North Vietnamese soldiers. After one stop-motion frame of shock, they scrambled for their AKs, now casually slung on their shoulders.

Skeeter quickly went back under the murky water, ripping off his helmet and frantically feeling around for any kind of weapon as he heard the sodden plinks of bullets hitting metal and water all around. His 60 was pinned up under the helicopter and probably would have exploded had he fired it anyway. He felt around for the CAR-15 assault rifle but couldn’t find it in the jumble. There also should have been an M79 grenade launcher, a .45 pistol, and a box of frags, but the only thing he could get his hands on were the frags.

He was almost on the verge of breathing water again by the time he got two in his hands and the pins out. Like Poseidon rising from the depths he stood up through the door again, taking in a huge breath and throwing both frags at the same time, in opposite directions across his body, before ducking under the murk again. He felt around, grabbed two more, pulled the pins, waited until he could stand it no more, surfaced and threw them, and then went down again. He did this until he couldn’t do it anymore and he rose from the water one final time ready to face his own death. That’s when he felt a friendly hand on his shoulder as he cleared the murk out of his eyes and saw his pilot’s smiling face.

“I think you got them with the first two,” Mizner said loudly, apparently suffering some kind of hearing loss. He was standing up through his own door, his unfired .38 in his hand, his right arm soaked in blood.

Two dead NVA soldiers lay at the edge of the crater, and there was a bloody trail leading into the brush where the other one had crawled off.

“Let’s didi,” said Skeeter.

[image: image]

Mizner helped sling the muddy 60 over Skeeter’s shoulder and leaned over to pick up several of the heavy bands of little lead bottles. He weighed them carefully in one hand and tossed all but one back. The belts might save their lives; but they might also slow them down and get them killed. Ah, war choices to delight a Hobson, he thought. But his sphincter was still a pinprick and he wasn’t fooling anybody; he was scared to death. The grunts were scared in the air, and the fliers were scared on the ground. It was all a matter of what you were used to. By rocking the fuselage back and forth they had at least been able to get the big gun loose, and Skeeter wanted that gun.

With the gunner in the lead they started humping the hell out of there. Mizner noticed that his crewman had picked up some of the ammunition belts he had left behind, and he had finally found the CAR-15.

Their Cobra had been over to check them out but had gone back over the hill. Normally they would have had their own pink team capping the situation, but the other guys were probably putting more ARPs in and must have been pretty busy. You could hear the firefight from all the way over the hill.

Well, there was no question who was in charge now. Mizner was the officer and college boy and Skeeter was a noncom who’d barely gotten his GED, but if they were going to get out alive, rank didn’t mean squat. They didn’t see anything around them but the usual green garbagy tangle of rot and life and stingy things that is Jungle; millions of buzzy furry sets of jaws frantic to get a hunk of your skin or to eat out your belly. In some clearings the sun would break through the high canopy and brighten them for a moment, and Mizner could almost convince himself he was on some kind of hike, maybe taking a picnic down to the Millhopper in Kernsville. He flashed on a spring day an eon ago in north Florida tubing down the Ichetucknee with his friends and it caused him such pain and remorse he had to willfully put it out of his mind.

They huffed wetly along the little trail that led from the bomb crater, and soon had slogged enough klicks to feel removed from the crash scene and thus somewhat more optimistic about life and some kind of future. Surviving the night even seemed a possibility if they couldn’t get a lift out. They needed to find a place to hole up in a little clump of anything that wouldn’t give them a rash.

A Huey could have maybe picked them up in a clearing without getting shot up too badly, but Mizner could tell from the noise of the firefight that they had their hands full over there. Mizner also knew from the radio chatter before they went down that fuel was getting short and that they had called in more loaches and Cobras, as well as a whole bunch of ARPs. They must have stumbled on a tunnel complex, a hornet’s nest of NVA.

Mizner knew it would bug the hell out of them, not being able to get over to provide cover, not being able to extract them right away. Then having to leave to get fuel and ammo. He could imagine their oh-so-bored pilot voices on the radio. “Pegasus three niner breaking off. We bingo ammo. Gonna cut a chogie on over to Delta Tango for fuel and rocks. Be back chop chop.”

They would be discussing the downed bird too, probably breaching radio protocol. But nobody would say squat to a guy who came back from a day’s work smelling of cordite. If some new guy ever did start up, he instantly got The Look. The Look said, I’ve been killing assholes all day and I wouldn’t mind doing you right now.

Like most pilots, Mize was usually calm under pressure, but the sound of the firefight on the other side of the hill told him the enemy owned this place and he was an interloper. The idea of spending the night out here filled him with an empty-gut terror, the kind of fear that made a hole in your stomach and then filled it with nothing but the idea of your own demise. He finally got the little prick ten, the PRC-10 emergency radio, working, but he could only receive. Apparently no one could hear his polite requests for assistance. The little radio was drenched and beat to hell, so it was a wonder it worked at all.

As they stopped once more to catch their breath, Mizner knew he was getting too weak to go any farther. Skeeter saw what was happening and steered them into a dense little thicket of something that looked like mountain laurel. Mizner’s knees buckled as he slung the bandoliers onto the ground. There was even a small depression, so they were almost defiladed. He slid down to rest with his back against a tree.

He sat and watched with dull eyes as Skeeter used his own shirt to bind up his arm. It was loss of blood more than real fatigue, the gunner knew. Normally the lieutenant could hump all day and into the night like a regular grunt, and the grunts knew it too. They had both gone out with the ARPs before just to see firsthand what they did. The soldiers were amazed at the pilot’s stamina, and when Skeeter told them where it came from they started calling him the Runner. They didn’t know or care much about his past; none of that shit mattered out here, but they knew he could hump their asses off and that impressed them.

Mizner knew there were trees out here with sap that could eat your skin and he could probably remember what the leaves were supposed to look like if he could conjure up a memory from survival school, but at this point he was so goddamned tired he really didn’t care. The arm didn’t feel that bad, but there was a lot of blood and he worried more about leaving a trail.

Skeeter finished with the dressing and smiled at him.

“I’m going to go see if I can find some water, sir,” the gunner whispered as he inspected the bandage again. “It’s not really that bad, sir. Lost a lot of blood, but it’s through and through. Probably jus’ a fragment.” Skeeter was talking very low, with great sympathy.

He patted Mizner’s good shoulder. “You been carryin’ most of it so you sit and rest,” he lied.

He stood up and gestured vaguely around the little clearing. “And sir, try to straighten this shit up. Hooch is a rat hole.”

Mize smiled weakly and waved him off. He was asleep before his hand dropped into his lap. When he heard what he thought was Skeeter coming back he also heard a metallic click that sounded both familiar and alarming. He opened his eyes and was shot right between them.

It was the most important event of his young life and he missed it.

The firefight on the other side of the hill went on all afternoon and into the twilight. Trying to get the reconnaissance guys out, some of their own ARPs had gotten pinned down, then another blue team of grunts trying to relieve them had been pinned down, and then a Huey putting in still more grunts had been shot down. Two other loaches had been knocked down in the valley trying to support their aerorifle platoons on the ground.

It was one giant deadly goat rodeo is what it was.

When there were enough resources to send a loach over, Skeeter set off a smoke marker but he was nowhere near a clearing and the place was still crawling with enemy. Somebody from two boxes over had reported more moving NVA regulars and tanks. The loaches loitered for a while and put down some fire, but when they tried to get down to them they got shot up so quickly they had to pull back out. Eventually they got low on fuel and left. Another one showed up for just a few minutes to see if they were still alive and then he left too.

By late afternoon Skeeter was having a hard time staying awake but he could hear enemy all around him. Finally just before dark some Cobras came over and killed a lot of them and sent a lot of the rest scattering. But some of them got dug in pretty well and now it was obvious to the rescuers that the downed fliers couldn’t move. If they couldn’t get them to a clearing, they’d have to wait until they could get enough grunts over to get them out. They weren’t coming up on the emergency channel so no one knew what their situation was.

What it was, and the others overhead had no way of knowing this, was that Skeeter wouldn’t leave his pilot. He hunkered down in the dark and he jabbed himself in the leg with the tip of his K-Bar to stay awake. They almost found him several times.

At first light the next morning he thought he would cry when he looked up to see the sky filled with lethal bees, looking for their own, looking for him.

When they found him and saw he still could not move they took turns dropping in overhead and taking out their frustration on the surrounding countryside. Each time they stopped, the enemy would fire back a few times to say, Still here, asshole. They put down smoke markers and had the snakes make rocket and guns runs. Still they fired back. Skeeter chuckled. Tough-assed little bastards, he thought.

It went all the way up to a colonel circling somewhere overhead in a C&C Huey, who got red-assed all over again. Then he talked to someone back at the base, and then they got good coordinates on where the downed fliers were. Then they rechecked the coordinates again all up and down the chain of command.

Then they called everyone out of there. Everyone.

It grew so quiet that Skeeter could hear Vietnamese chatter around him. Then a little FAC OV-10 prop plane flew in and went straight to work marking various places with his rockets. The NVA were shooting everything they had at him because they knew what it meant.

When the FAC flew away it was quiet for a few minutes before Skeeter could hear them coming from a long way off. The fast movers flashed overhead and several seconds later the whole jungle became an earthly hell of vertical dirt and vegetation that seemed to go on and on. Skeeter was certain he could not survive it himself, but he did.

A few minutes after that they came back and ran their belts dry, glittering brass cascading incongruently into the tropical tangle below, some of it landing, still hot, on Skeeter, who didn’t panic like the grunts sometimes did, having swept enough of the stuff out of the back of his loach after a busy day.

Another loach buzzed in to do a battle-damage assessment, poking around a bit until he amazingly took some scattered fire. He fired back for a few minutes, but then he left too.

Skeeter was stupefied that anything could be living out there, much less still fighting. But then it was quiet for a while and because the enemy seemed preoccupied, he allowed himself to doze off.

Then Spooky came.

The grunts sometimes called it Puff the Magic Dragon. An old prop AC-130 transport plane rigged up as a flying gun platform, this one with four 7.62 miniguns, two 20mm Gatlings, and two 40mm Bofors antiaircraft guns. It was capable of pouring such murderous fire from the heavens that anyone who ever witnessed it, enemy or friend, never forgot it. At night the tracers would form a solid red laser line from heaven to earth, a lovely-to-watch arc that would wiggle around against the night sky like a neon garden hose when the gun moved around. And the red tracers were only every tenth round. What the neon hose did at its far end was something closer to civil engineering than to warfare. It remade the landscape. The grunts would look up in the sky and shake their heads at each other and say, Spooky knows.

This Spooky had already locked in the little sweet spot of friendly jungle in the middle of a huge doughnut of destruction. It then proceeded to kill every living thing for three kilometers around that spot. It circled for less than seven minutes, chopping, dicing, and mincing the earth and all its inhabitants and then straining the results through its exceedingly fine and murderous colander. Then Spooky left, satisfied as usual.

When the whole area was finally quiet and seemingly freshly harrowed for spring planting, the Hueys at long last put grunts on the ground and they went in and found Skeeter. Within a few hours it was all over the base.

There were two black-clad enemy soldiers a few feet away in the little clearing, both shot in the head. There were bodies and parts of bodies of twenty-two more at various distances in a circle around them and numerous bloody drag trails leading away into the jungle. All of the gunner’s M60 belts were empty, and the CAR-15 magazines were used up.

Skeeter, a loaded .45 in his left hand, was sitting next to his pilot, gently touching his arm. The door gunner had been shot in both legs and through the right shoulder. He didn’t look up at the grunts. He was talking quietly to Mizner. As the grunts told it, what he was saying, over and over was:

“Aw, jeez, I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I’m so sorry, sir.”



5
Home We Brought You


EIGHT DAYS LATER the Runner lay in an oak box at the feet of a childhood friend on a hot little hill of faded brown grass in the middle of the coral peninsula the Spaniards named for flowers.

The faint traffic hum from Interstate 4 in the distance drifted across the parboiled landscape of scrub palmettos and spindly pines, indicating that humidity and rabid insects notwithstanding the Sunshine State was on the move.

The preacher was waiting.

Cassidy made a noise just to be sure he could. Then he pulled some cards from his inside jacket pocket and looked up at the small group.

“Robert Penn Warren wrote about how there is really no one quite like a friend of your youth. Someone who looks at you later on in life and sees you only as you were when you were young. I cannot truly comprehend that we are here today for the reason that we are, and I don’t think I’ll be able to understand it for a very long time. And the one person I would want to help me understand it is the one person who cannot. He was a friend of my youth and that is the way I will always think of him.”

He took a deep breath and looked at the cards in his hand. From them he read about the time you won your town the race we chaired you through the marketplace and how nice it was to die young while your records were all still standing even if you weren’t. How it was good to leave early while you could still remember how the people cheered for you. He had to stop a few times.

Then he put the cards back in his pocket and looked at the small gathering of mostly simple, kind American folks, women with clipped grocery coupons in their purses and men with work-roughened hands. And among them a sprinkling of very thin, intense-looking young men too, standing there with mostly dry eyes. Several of them had been to the Olympics and two of them had brought medals back.

“I want to tell you something about Jerry,” Cassidy said. “I knew him about as well as it’s possible to know anyone. It takes a while to finish a ten-mile run and you get to know someone pretty well when you run a few hundred of them together. One of the things I found out about him was that he was the kindest, most considerate person I ever knew. And the other thing I found out about him was that he was the toughest runner I ever knew.”
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