
  	
  	
  	
  



	




	
  	
  	

	

	
  	[image: cover.JPG]
	

	

	















 




  


	
	
			title
			:
			Mission On the Ho Chi Minh Trail : Nature, Myth, and War in Viet Nam
	

	
			author
			:
			Stevens, Richard L.
	

	
			publisher
			:
			University of Oklahoma Press
	

	
			isbn10 | asin
			:
			0806127686
	

	
			print isbn13
			:
			9780806127682
	

	
			ebook isbn13
			:
			9780585124667
	

	
			language
			:
			English
	

	
			subject
			
			Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975--United States, Ho Chi Minh Trail, Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975--Personal narratives, American, Stevens, Richard L.,--1939-
	

	
			publication date
			:
			1995
	

	
			lcc
			:
			DS558.S74 1995eb
	

	
			ddc
			:
			959.704/38
	

	
			subject
			:
			Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975--United States, Ho Chi Minh Trail, Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975--Personal narratives, American, Stevens, Richard L.,--1939-
	




  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page iii

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mission on the Ho Chi Minh Trail
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Nature, Myth, and War in Viet Nam
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	By Richard L. Stevens
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA PRESS : NORMAN
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page iv

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	BY RICHARD L. STEVENS
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail: A History of the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the Role of Nature in the War in Viet Nam (New York, 1993)
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mission on the Ho Chi Minh Trail: Nature, Myth, and War in Viet Nam (Norman, 1995)
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This book is published with the generous assistance of The McCasland Foundation, Duncan, Oklahoma.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens, Richard L., 1939

Mission on the Ho Chi Minh trail : nature, myth, and war in

Viet Nam / by Richard L. Stevens.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8061-2768-6

1. Vietnamese Conflict, 1961-1975-United States. 2. Ho Chi

Minh Trail. 3. Vietnamese Conflict, 19611975Personal nar-

ratives, American. 4. Stevens, Richard L., 1939 . I. Title.

DS558.S74 1995

959.704'38-dc20[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]95-10198
[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif][image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]CIP
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Book designed by Bill Cason
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The paper in this book meets the guidelines for permanence and durability of the Committee on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources, Inc. [image: INFINITYCIR.gif]
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Copyright © 1995 by the University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, Publishing Division of the University. All rights reserved. Manufactured in the U.S.A.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page v

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To Maria Fernandez Rodriguez

with love and thanks
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page vii

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Contents
	

	

	


	
	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	List of Illustrations
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	ix
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Overture
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	3
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Introduction
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	5
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sources
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	7
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapters
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	1. Viêt and the Grim Reapers: The Call to Adventure
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	12
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	2. Machine in the Forest
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	46
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	3. Deep Play in the Belly of the Whale: Passage into the Realm of Night
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	95
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	4. The Gloomy Wood and the Poison Trees
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	142
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	5. Separation-Initiation-Return
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	181
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	6. The Road of Trials, or the Dangerous Aspect of the Gods
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	191
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Notes
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	253
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Glossary
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	257
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bibliography
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	263
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Index
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	267
	

	

	




















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page ix

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Illustrations
	

	

	


	
	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Photographs
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and an unidentified major ready to fly recon on the Trail
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Following page 131
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The author and Viêt before the raid on Triêu Phong
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and the "NVA"
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The author on Firebase Ann
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt, Ramos, Captain Mao, and a 3rd Battalion advisor
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The author near the Ho Chi Minh Trail
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The author, Viêt, and ARVN on the old river road
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Author and Captain Mao
	

	

	


	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	The "New" Viêt
	

	

	


	
	Drawings	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Batman Caper
	

	

	


by Wailehua Gray		
  	
  	

	

	
  	129
	

	

	



	Maps	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Quang Tri Province
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	14
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	Triêu Phong VC district headquarters
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	48
	

	

	



		
  	
  	

	

	
  	NVA rocket company's camp
	

	

	


		
  	
  	

	

	
  	97
	

	

	




















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 2

	
  	
  	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]

	

	
  	Moreover, I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life, and not merely what he has heard of other men's lives; some such account as he would send to his kindred from a distant land.
Thoreau, Walden
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  	Overture
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  	Hence this life of yours which you are living is not merely a piece of the entire existence but is in a certain sense the whole.
Erwin Schrödinger, My View of the World
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This book follows my The Trail
1 in examining the role of nature in the war in Viet Nam and revealing more of the mythic substratum. Seven operations spin a tapestry of light and shadow; in microcosms are connections to all the rest.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is the Viet Nam War, hologram-displayed. "My purpose is not to write histories, but lives,"2 not so much to argue as to present. The "secret of the Garden," Loren Eiseley and Joseph Campbell remind us, is within.3
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the Viet Nam Garden-forest grew the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, and hence, as America, we came, with hubris and great power. This was, though we did not realize it at the beginning, and even less so as time went on, the mythic hero-journey. Separation-initiation-return: this was Americas' path in Viet Nam, and we are walking it still into our future.
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  	Introduction
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  	. . . where to begin

if everything is beginning. . .
from a poem of El Salvador
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ten years after the war, reading Joseph Campbell's The Hero with a Thousand Faces, I realized I had lived in Viet Nam the mythic hero-journey: separation from "the World," which is what we called the United States in those days; travel to a strange and dangerous land; combat with often invisible enemies, some of them within; initiation into mysteries; and return with a message of importance. Later, I realized we had all lived that journey, those who went and those who stayed at home; the whole country had walked the mythic hero-path of separation-initiation-return in Viet Nam and was walking it still. And now was the time to share the message.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On missions on the Ho Chi Minh Trail I watched from holes on scarred hilltops as tropical forest turned to gray mush. I floundered through land become bare-dirt upheaval, not a feather or piece of skin left of the birds and animals that had once lived there. In three years in Viet Nam I came to believe we were fighting against Nature and would lose, while the other side was working with Nature and would win, and that there were lessons here on a global scale. I wrote about this in The Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now come the experiences The Trail was based on, themes in action, leaf flutter, whispers, footsteps, forest hush. Multidimensional connections lie deep behind these actions, the
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  	coming to vast power of the continent-conquering Americans, the irresistible "Drive South" of the Viets, and other ancient movements far beyond that. Time is like a tunnel through the trees, like the Trail as it came down from the mountains and forests bearing young men and women from East and West to a fateful meeting. The roots of this story lie deep in the farthest reaches of space-time and are with us still as part of the Tree of Life today. In the beginning is the end; in the end is the beginning.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Morning in Viet Nam, November 1969: sunrise over the sea, with golden rays streaming over the battered but still beautiful land. In Quang Tri Province below the Demilitarized Zone a series of operations begins which will suck in and claim several human lives, devastate great areas of the green and living world, and send survivors back into life with messages of importance about Nature, war, myth, and death.
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  	Sources
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  	I'm on the other side now.
Viêt
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is no telling this story without Viêt, and the world of which he was part: raindrops in the forest, mountains, streams, sea, sky. Without Viêt, there is no story, just as without Nature, there is no life. Viêt was a Viêt Công, a VC guerrilla. He was born of frontier Vietnamese moved west into tribal Montagnard country, the Ba Long, or ''Three Hearts,'' Valley, in the time of President Ngô Dinh Diêm. Viêt grew up on the edge of the wilderness as a child of the forest and mountains.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At fifteen, Viêt became a guide for North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, then a guerrilla fighter running night missions into the enemy-occupied lowlands. He was wounded north of Quang Tri City in 1966 in an ambush by U.S. Marines and was carried sixteen miles by his comrades to a secret forest hospital. He almost died, was evacuated to the North on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and spent a year in a hospital near Hanoi. Viêt recovered slowly and began to help out around the hospital. He liked the work, the caring for others, and decided he wanted to become a doctor. He requested training as a medic, went back to the South on the Trail, and served in the same forest hospital where he had first been treated.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In late 1968, Viêt began one of the war's most perilous assignments: one-man courier missions from the forest and mountains of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, across the deadly
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  	piedmont and paddies to the dunes, and back to the "Indian country" of the Trail again. Six nights of dropping to listen, smell, feel ambushes and mines. Six days of hiding in underground, stale-air, gravelike bunkers. Six days of fear and sweat; six days and nights in Hell. By 1969, Viêt at twenty was an expert on surviving in the world's most dangerous environment: Quang Tri Province, scene of the heaviest fighting of the war.
1
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On November 8, 1969, the Viêt Công Triêu Phong District commander gives Viêt a mission: carry medicines and messages to the guerrilla company hiding in the dunes east of Quang Tri City. Viêt prepares, dressing in a brown NVA shirt and black VC shorts and putting on his lucky hat. He leaves his AK-47 behind; it is too bulky, makes his silhouette too large, and will not help much in an ambush. He takes one Chinese grenade for that, to make some noise and help him get away if he survives the first storm of fire. In a Chinese pack he puts the medicines and documents and his notebook for writing poems, one of his favorite forest pastimes. One poem he has written about his two heroes, John F. Kennedy and Ho Chi Minh.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks young for his age, is chunky for a Vietnamese, and has a long, curly forelock that often falls over one eye. He is small, strong, and tireless on the Trail. He flows down the Trail like water; the Dao is natural in him. Baby-faced, cherubic Viêt is master of the sinuous, floating art of guerrilla war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt walks by day on forest path branches of the vast, living Ho Chi Minh Trail system, then hides and sleeps till night where the ocean of trees meets the grassy, rolling-hill piedmont. Where Viêt goes the Trail goes, each footstep creating a Trail extension, a capillary and nerve ending and new beginning of an immense, interconnected flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt walks through the night in the piedmont to Nhan Biêu refugee hamlet along the Thach Han River. Here he lies low,
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  	studies the dark hamlet, and signals with a night bird's call. A light comes from the hamlet in reply, and in a moment an old woman emerges from the shadows. She guides Viêt to her one-room, tin-roofed shack, and Viêt hides all day in the tomblike bunker dug into her packed earth floor. The next night the old woman escorts Viêt to the far edge of the hamlet, and he is alone again, crossing the deadly paddy-sea, going around U.S. and ARVN ambushes, and entering the bone-white dunes. Now Viêt brushes out his tracks with a pine bough, bending, brushing, the Trail disappearing behind him, down to the South China Sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt enters the water and wades, Ho Chi Minh sandals in hand, waves erasing the Trail. To the north, a fishing village looms, and Viêt passes it, its black doorways gaping, bamboo windows hanging open, and people gone, moved to hot, tinshack, refugee desolation in the dunes, in the U.S.-Saigon government policy of trying to find the fish by drying up the sea. Viêt wades on, pushing the Trail into darkness. Farther north, at a small grove of dune pines, Viêt turns inland and just before dawn climbs a large sand hill, carefully brushing. At the top he whispers a password, and the dune stirs and opens, a shaft of moonlight penetrating a secret bunker. Viêt crawls in, and the lid closes, sand settling back over the slight disturbance.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Inside, in total darkness and with little air, two invisible voices float. One is the guerrilla company commander, a veteran of years of fighting and living underground. The second is a new recruit from a nearby hamlet, a guerrilla younger than Viêt. Viêt hands his pack to the commander. There is no talk beyond what is necessary, no using up of precious air. All try to sleep jammed tightly together till dark, VC time, comes and they can move again. Being awake is badvery badin the bunker.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt shallow-breathes, sweats in darkness, and tries to
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  	sleep: twelve, thirteen hours. Finally, night comes, and Viêt is on his way, brushing with his pine bough down to the sea, wading south, and turning inland into the dunes again, heading toward the distant mountains, the Trail, sanctuary, and home.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The night rumbles and flashes with American artillery and hides deadly ARVN ambushes and mines. Viêt lies in a ditch beside the old road called by the French the Street without Joy, then crosses fast, like a shadow, a ghost. He stops near a tree-shrouded hamlet and again lies low, watching. Dark houses loom across a paddy, and bamboo blows and clacks in the wind. Viêt gives his night bird's call, and a light comes from the hamlet in reply.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A dark form soon emerges from the night, a man who keeps his face hidden from Viêt and whispers, "Dên." "Come."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt follows the man away from the hamlet and along the brushy banks of a dry lake. The man stops in a clearing near a small, ruined shrine. "The bunker is here," he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt wants to talk, wants to stay above ground a little longer. He asks for news of life in the lowlands, of nearby Quang Tri City, where his uncle lives.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No time," the man says. He opens a bunker near the small shrine and tells Viêt to get inside.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt slowly climbs in and lies down on his back. The lid comes down like the top of a tomb, shutting out light and life. The man goes away, his footsteps retreating. "Shades of the prison-house begin to close on the boy."
2 Viêt lies sweating, still, and awake in the tight grave of his past life. Finally, he sleeps. From here he will rise into a different world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning, a message arrives at the Quang Tri City office of ARVN Captain Rang, head of the province Special Police, the Vietnamese CIA. Rang calls his American advisor, and soon a U. S. Huey helicopter is cranking its big rotor blades on Quang Tri Citadel pad. The chopper loads Rang, seven
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  	ARVN soldiers, and the American advisor and flies to the shores of the dry lake. Blades whirl, brush whips, and dust flies as the chopper descends roaring U.S. power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt's story and mine as our lives intertwine are the sources for what follows, backed by tapes I made in Viet Nam; notebooks, maps, and documents, some of them captured, I brought back; a nineteen-hundred-page manuscript I began writing there; and research in the National Archives. Direct-quote conversations after the passage of years are difficult to reconstruct; however, because of the sources mentioned above and the often sharp-etched and heavy impress of memory, I believe all that follow are true to the moment and character speaking, and sometimes are exactly as they occurred. This is true of the visions, images, and dreams recorded, which I wrote down soon after they happened or on awaking.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now begins the mythic hero-journey, and a fragment of life as it was lived in Viet Nam, with connections to all the rest.
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  	. . .where to begin

if everything is beginning

and returning to live gain. . . .
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  	Chapter 1

Viêt and the Grim Reapers: The Call to Adventure
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  	Misfortune struck at mounts and rivers,

Even trees and grass suffered.
Vietnamese poem of the 1700s
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In his bunker, Viêt lies in darkness listening to the beat and roar of the approaching helicopter and the landing and running of men. A shout explodes: "Come out or die!"
1
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt lies thinking, heart racing, as more shouts and threats burst in from the green world outside. He slowly pushes open the bunker lid and emerges blinking into the sun, a frightened-looking, moon-faced kid with his hands in the air and a curly lock of black hair falling over one squinting eye.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN rush forward, throw Viêt to the ground, surround him, and begin beating him with the butts of their M-16s, screaming, "Kill him!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Hard-faced Captain Rang stands off to the side, smoking an American cigarette and watching. Everything is being done under his direction. He wades into the circle shouting, "Stop!" and throwing the ARVN aside. He has orchestrated his role as Viêt's savior. Rang helps Viêt up and leads him into the trees, tells him not to be afraid, that all he has to do is cooperate. Viêt looks dazed as Rang talks. He nods and answers Rang's questions.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	They fly to the dunes, and Viêt guides them from the clump of dune pines to the guerrilla commander's bunker. The ARVN climb partway up the sand hill and lie in a circle around it. Again the shout explodes, "Come out or die!"
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  	The top of the dune erupts, sand and the lid flying. The VC leader jumps out firing his AK wildly in a last burst of rebellion and life. Shooting storms of steel from the prone position, the ARVN cut the VC down in a ripping hell of M-16 fire. The VC's body pitches forward, twitches, and lies still, blood staining the bone-white sand.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More shouts: "Come out! Want to die?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The young VC rises from the dune looking like a dead man, his hands high and trembling and his face pale. The ARVN move forward and roughly take him and then carefully remove everything from the bunker. They reboard the chopper and fly back to Quang Tri City, where the VC is left at the local chamber of horrors, the Province Interrogation Center (PIC). In a visit to his Special Police office, Rang makes a tape of Viêt saying what he tells him to, and then he brings him to me at the Chiêu Hôi center, where VC who have defected, or "rallied," arrive.
2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang speaks broken English in hard, jerky spurts: "He's prisoner, but I give him to you for now. If he cooperate fully, maybe I make him rallier. I have no troops to go where he knows: Ho Chi Minh Trail."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang nods his head ominously off to the west, then hits my wall map with the palm of his hand in the green mountains near the Laos border. "He knows all this: base camps, hospitals, Trail, everything."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail! I look at Viêt. His head is hanging, and he looks sick, half dead. Since I came to Viet Nam I have been obsessed with the Ho Chi Minh Trail; now I see my passport there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang goes on: "He has to cooperate, or I send him to military prison. Maybe I do it anyway."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He might escape from here," I say. "Go back."3
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He can't go back," Rang says, and he pulls the cassette tape out of his pocket and waves it under Viêt's nose. "I
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  	broadcast this over mountains, tell VC everything. He can't go back; they kill him for sure."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang says hard words to Viêt, then leaves, his jeep bouncing away down the rough road that leads to the Center. I look at Viêt again. He looks different from the many VC I've seen come in from the mountains. He's chunky, moon-faced, almost pudgy looking, with a long, curly forelock falling over his right eye. He looks like a Vietnamese cherub in an Italian
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  	Renaissance painting. I direct him to my big wall map, point to the mountains and forest in the west near Laos and say, "Cho tôi biêt Duong Mon Ho Chi Minh," literally, "Give me know Trail Ho Chi Minh."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt slowly raises his head and looks at me through his hair. "Tôi mât lâm," he says in a suddenly firm voice. "I'm tired. I want to sleep. I'll tell you everything tomorrow."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at him. I consider ordering him to talk and wonder how far I could go with that. He would never dare refuse if Rang were around. The force seems to leave him, and me. He drops his head again to his chest. "OK," I say. "Ngây mây." "Tomorrow."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I tell one of the ralliers to take him to the barracks to sleep. I watch him go, excitement leaping inside me in conflict with fears that he'll run away in the night or blow the place up, taking my chance for the Trail with him. In the morning I arrive at the Chiêu Hôi center early. Viêt comes right away with what looks like a pirate treasure map. Mountains, streams, two headquarters, a hospital, and an NVA rocket company's camp have been connected by a dashed line labeled "Duong Mon Ho Chi Minh." I feel on fire to go out there and follow that mysterious, curving line.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Over the next several days Viêt and I talk long about the Trail, the bases, the men and the women there. I feel we're becoming friends, the American and the ex-VC. The ralliers begin to call Viêt my "son." I tell Viêt what he must say when we take what he knows to the nearest American Army unit, the 1st Brigade of the 5th Mechanized Division: "When they ask you to guide them on the Trail, you say you will only go if I go, too. And you are not a prisoner; you are a rallier."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to get the brigade to launch a reconnaissance operation to verify Viêt's information, but they are huge and ponderous and slow to move, especially because the weather has been bad: it's crachin time in the mountains.
4
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  	One morning in December, I arrive at the center to find that Viêt is gone, taken away for shipment to military prison by Captain Rang. I race off in my Scout and finally find Viêt chained to two VC in a small, nearly airless closet in the province headquarters. Rang is frustrated, too, by the lack of action and wants Viêt interrogated again and then imprisoned.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks sick, half dead. "Giup tôi," he says weakly. "Help me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to Rang's office and ask him to release Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Nothing happening," Rang says. "You Americans not using what he knows. Waste time, waste life. Intelligence old, no good. And I see him all over Quang Tri with you, even go to your house, go to base, go into TOC, talk with S-2. He's VC prisoner. Not supposed to go anywhere, but cooperate."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lie. I tell Rang an operation is set to go any day now, after one of the headquarters Viêt knows about. He can't take Viêt now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang snorts. "Maybe big trap. Too long wait now. And you trust him? Stupid! Once VC, never change!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Rang finally agrees to let me have Viêt back, but only if I sign for him. He writes out an agreement: Viêt is not to leave the Chiêu Hôi center except to guide operations, and I am responsible for everything he does.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sign," Rang says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I sign, hoping I'm not making a big mistake and being blinded by my passion for the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe Viêt kill you some day," Rang says as he folds the paper and puts it in his desk. "And he better get results soon, or I take him back, send him to prison."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I push and prod the brigade to go. Reconnaissance is not its specialty: big mechanized operations are. And Rang is right: too much time has passed, deadly timetime for leaks and traps to be set. I drive to Quang Tri Combat Base, home of the brigade's tactical operations center (TOC) and S-2 intel-
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  	ligence office. For one month I have been trying to get them to act on Viêt's knowledgea month of agonized waiting through plans, paperwork, briefings, clearances, and finally, especially, for the weather to be just right.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On December 26, with Rang making ominous noises again and Viêt falling into deep depressions about his future, I get a telephone call from Red Devil, the brigade command. This is the call to adventure I've been waiting for, maybe all my life. A recon mission is planned for liftoff tomorrow to try to locate the Viêt Công's Triêu Phong District headquarters along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, where Viêt was given his last courier mission.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''I don't think you can find this without us,'' I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But is the rallier willing to go?" the S-2 asks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Oh, yes, he wants tobut he says I have to go, too, as his interpreter."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK, I'll bump two recon men off the team. You do know you'll be out there in Indian country with only a seven-man team?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yeah, sure, no problem." A strange voice inside my head suddenly says, What are you doing?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The mission is planned for five days," the S-2 says. "You'll have to provide your own gear. It gets rainy out there. Will the rallier be carrying a weapon?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No," I say, "he won't."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hang up in a daze, a fever. I'm going! I race around Quang Tri and get a small-sized American Army uniform for Viêt, but no boots: I can't find size six. He'll have to wear his Ho Chi Minh sandals. Viêt is quiet. One month ago he was a VC; now he'll lead an American recon team back into the mountains and forests of the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On the morning of December 27 we load our packs with rain gear, water, and C-rations and drive out to the base. My insides are full of butterflies; at last I'm on my way to the Ho Chi Minh Trail. We drive onto the dusty sandbagged and
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  	barbed-wired base and park at Pioneer Pad, the steel mesh helicopter landing area of the 1st Battalion, 11th Infantry, a historic Indian-fighting unit. In the distance I see four pack-laden, camouflage-clad black soldiers coming. Oh, God, I think, I'm going to be the only white man on a soul patrol! Often in stressful times in Viêt Nam, something absurd, even cartoonlike, starts playing in my mind. This time it's the old joke about the Lone Ranger and Tonto. Riding into a canyon, they discover they're surrounded by ten thousand Comanches, ten thousand Sioux, ten thousand Cheyennes, and ten thousand Apaches. "My God, we're surrounded!" the Lone Ranger says. "What do you mean, 'we,' white man?" Tonto replies.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The black soldiers near Pioneer Pad. Now I see it is only their faces and hands that are black, camouflage-painted. Viêt will be the only Indian on this white man's patrol. The recon team leader, a twenty-one-year-old sergeant named Tex, introduces his team and then whips out a camouflage stick and paints Viêt and me black: faces, hands, wrists, necks, even our eyelids.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Black like me," I think, looking at my hands and remembering the book of the man who changed colors. Viêt and I are now part of the battalion's Recon Team One, radio call sign the "Grim Reapers." We troop big and armed down to the 1/11 TOC to meet Major Joe Lukitsch, the battalion S-3 operations officer. He escorts us into the underground briefing room, where big wall maps are festooned with colored pins marking known friendly and supposed enemy positions. Waiting there is another black-painted Texan, Captain Willett of brigade artillery.
5
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Captain Willett will be attached to your team for this operation," Lukitsch says. "If you need artillery support, he'll have a direct line to brigade."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	One of Tex's team mutters something, and Tex says, "We usually handle that ourselves, sir."
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  	"I know," Lukitsch says, "but the captain has been sent to us by brigade."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If we hit the shit you'll be glad I'm there," Willett says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett has what a Foreign Service colleague of mine calls a "smell-shit" expression on his face. He looks too much into being a captain and part of the Green Machine. I smell trouble, especially for Viêt, at whom Willett glaresespecially at his sandalswith disdain.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Mr. Stevens will tell us what you're going to find out there," Major Lukitsch says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I rise and use the map to tell the story of the various sections of the VC headquarters and the people there as Viêt has told it to me: "old fox" District Commander Huynh, veteran of the struggle against the Japanese, French, and us; young Dr. Son from Hanoi, surgeon at the forest hospital; an English-speaker, also from the North, who writes the propaganda leaflets that appear now and then outside the base.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett interrupts: "How do you know all this?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel trouble coming now. I nod toward Viêt and say, "He told me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett snorts with savage satisfaction. "I thought so. And how's he know?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I imagine Willett as a nasty, spoiled little kid; then a mean, hazing college frat man; and now an officer probably hated by his men.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He's been there," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"In what capacity?" Willett says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now it comes outpart, anyway. "He was a VC," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I knew it!" Willett says. "The dink's a VC! And he's goin' on this mission?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch has red hair and is built like a running back. And he doesn't like his authority questioned. "Mr. Viêt was a VC," he says with a hard look at Willett. "Now he's a rallier. He has cooperated fully with us and has our complete confidence. He
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  	has volunteered for this mission, too, and it probably won't succeed without him. I can assure you, Captain, that this operation has been carefully planned in my S-3 shop. If you don't feel comfortable with it, you can bail out now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett slouches in his chair and shoots a killer look at Viêt
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll remind you, too, Captain," Lukitsch goes on, "that you are attached to this team in support, with Tex in command. Is that clear to everyone?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett continues to glare at Viêt, while the rest of us say, "Yes." Viêt sits wide-eyed and listening. I wonder if he really doesn't understand any English, as he claims. What can he be thinking of us? We seem already in combatwith each other.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We troop back to Pioneer Pad and load aboard a doorless Red Devil Huey slick with a red diamond on the nose. Tex and I sit in the open doorway with our legs hanging out, like two kids on a carnival ride, while the others jam in on the aluminum floor, packs and backs crunched together and weapons rattling. The Huey lifts off and blasts up the Thach Han River, sails high over the mountains, becomes lost in cloud canyons, and descends over dangerous forest. All is Indian country below, with trees pointing up like spears at the belly of our roaring bird and our soft flesh inside thin metal skin. We rise and fall to false drops on scarred hills, the crachin ceiling dropping, pressing us down.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is no hiding a helicopter landing troops in a large, silent forest. The VC will know we are here, but we hope that pretend-landing false drops will confuse them about exactly where we go out on a hover-jump. Our landing zone has been carefully chosen after several reconnaissance flights by Lukitsch, Viêt, and me and meticulously plotted on Lukitsch's map, but those flights were on clear days and from higher up, and the map is not much help in the clouds. Viêt is airsick as usual and can't assist much, either. Anyway, he knows the place from the ground, not the air.
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  	We're lost in clouds and mist, we can't find our LZ, and Lukitsch is about to call off the mission. We Americans are getting sick, too, with all the rising and falling and engine exhaust smells and roar. We can hardly think. Helicopter noise has invaded our minds and body rhythms, substituting mechanical beat and chop for heart-thump and brain waves. More and more we are part of the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Below, through a sudden break in the clouds, a circle of old foxholes rings a grass-grown, scarred hilltop. Our LZ! Trees explode in size as the helicopter descends, and Tex and I brace in the doorway and prepare to jump. The chopper nears the earth, air-brakes, hovers beating insanely, and Tex shouts somethingI think, "Go!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I fly through the air, fall on my face, leap up, and run through the roaring, whipping grass. I dive and roll over the crest of the hill, tumble into an old foxhole, and point my M-16 down into the surrounding ocean of trees. Images of marching Birnam Wood in MacBeth burst in my mind, and the British advancing up Bunker Hill: stress images with the veneer of my education and the patina of civilization overlying deeper levels of primitivism.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I twist around and look back as the Huey flies away. Alone! I'm alone on the hill! Maybe it was another false drop, or the pilot saw VC at the last moment and quickly pulled away. Maybe Tex shouted "No!" instead of "Go!" I wanted the Trail, but not alone. Not yet.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hear voices above. It's the team. They're finding each other in the blowing grass. I begin to crawl up, then stop. What if they mistake me for the VC? I hiss though my teeth and whisper, "Comin' up!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex calls us together and we move out fast to get away from the LZ. We enter the forest, fight downhill, struggle, and crash. We get constantly hung up on vines, caught on roots, our big packs snagged, M-16 rifles and bulky radios snared,
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  	jungle boots trapped. Viêt is different: he moves through the forest easily, passing up and down our ragged line freeing us from vines, helping us up from falls, pulling us through tangles.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt whispers to me that he wants to lead, to find a trail and follow it. "We'll never get anywhere if we don't," he says. "We'll just crash around out here until the VC find us. Tell Sergeant Tex."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate to Tex, and he consults with his team, as he does on all important decisions. "We all say no," Tex whispers. "You don't follow trails in Indian country."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett horns in: "Little dink probably wants to lead us into a trap."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mostly blind, with the vegetation like a great Sargasso Sea all around, we struggle on, fighting the forest each step of the way. Near the end of the day, Tex calls a halt, and we sink down slumped, sweating, and wrapped in green, black paint smudged and streaked on our faces and gone from our thorn-cut and bleeding hands. The radioman reports what we guess is our position under the multiple canopy and then whispers to Tex that Cobra Six himself, General Burke, the brigade commander, is on the horn: "He wants to know why we made only five hundred meters today."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If he was out here, he'd know," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Shadows begin to deepen, the green world turning black. The Grim Reapers set out claymore mines, and we all wrap up in ponchos and lie down on the ground along the banks of a small, dry creek. We look like strange, dark cocoons, meals awaiting some monster spider. Darkness comes, the beyond-black of the multiple-canopy rain forest night. It begins to rain, crachin dripping from invisible trees. I pull my poncho over my head but feel the rain running down my back. I squirm around, trying to make myself small, and churn the earth to muck. Cold rises from the ground and comes down
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  	with the rain, settling in my boots and soggy socks, and I begin to shake uncontrollably in the first stages of hypothermia. I grew up in Iowa and had an outdoor life, but I have never been this cold. I shake and shiver for hours as the rain drips on, finding ever new ways to run down my neck, chest, and legs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I pray for, and try to will morning to come so we can get up and move. I open my poncho slightly, hoping to see light filtering down through the trees. I gasp and for a moment don't notice the rain spattering my face. Under the canopy it's still totally dark, but on the ground fallen twigs and leaves are glowing with bioluminescence, living light. I reach out and pick up a glowing twig and hold it before my face. For a while I forget the rain and the cold; my hands aren't even trembling. It's foxfire, luminous fungus, death turning into life. The rain drum-beats on my poncho all night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning we unroll and stiffly sit and stand on the churned ground looking like New Guinea Mudmen. Viêt still sleeps, rolled up in a ball with large leaves under him and his poncho wrapped tightly around him. He's so quiet I wonder if that's a log in there and he has slipped away in the night. Willett and the Grim Reapers watch as I go over and shake him. He stirs, unwraps, and comes out smiling. He's dry! Clean and dry! Tex and his men shake their heads, nudge each other, grin, and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Little guy is good," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Reapers begin to like and trust Viêt from this moment, and Willett hates Viêt more. Viêt and I eat a breakfast of cold, canned C-rations while the Grim Reapers and Willett eat freeze-dried lurps. Viêt reaches in his pack and says, "I can tell what's in C-rations just by shaking the can."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I squat on the ground eating and watch while Viêt closes his eyes and pulls out a can. Sitting on his big leaves he looks like a strange Buddha. He shakes the can and says, "Peaches."
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  	I reach over, take the can, and read. In black letters on olive green it says, "Peaches."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You saw," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Khong phai!" he says. "Not true! Anyway, I can't read American. I ate plenty of C-rations in the VC. We used to follow U.S. units around, picking up what the GIs threw away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt in the forest is a kind of genius. The Vietnamese have a name for such people: tho cong, "earth gods." We struggle on through the jungle, fighting our way forward. Again Viêt is up and down our line, freeing and helping.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He passes me and complains about our slow, noisy movement. "We'll never find Triêu Phong this way. We'll only make a lot of noise and wear ourselves out for nothing. Maybe the VC will hear us, too. We have to find a trail and follow it. This is no good!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex turns, with his round face sweaty: "What's the little guy say?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If the point finds a trail, let him know."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett pushes up. "You sure ain't thinkin' of followin' him," he says to Tex, exaggerating his drawl and shooting a hard look back at Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Well, now, I might," Tex says, "but I sure ain't gonna consult you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Two Grim Reapers in front of us come back and stand at Tex's shoulders. One has an olive green scarf around his head, the other a machete at his belt. "Anything wrong?" the Reaper with the scarf asks. Both he and the machete man carry their M-16s as if they were part of them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The captain here seems to forget who's in charge of this patrol," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Could be bad if he forgot it was you," the machete man says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Both Grim Reapers look about nineteen. Willett mutters something, goes back to his place in line, and passes Viêt with
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  	a mean, sidelong look. I feel big trouble coming. We seem more at war with Nature, and ourselves, than with the enemy, who remains unseen in the great forest-sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fight our way to the top of a hill, and the Reaper with the scarf at the point sends back a whispered, charged message: "Trail ahead!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex and I go forward, and Viêt comes up behind. The first two Reapers part a curtain of green, and we look out on a powerful sight: a trail, winding through the jungle like a snake. We pull back several steps and crouch and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is excited: he knows this sinuous tunnel through the trees. He pulls my sleeve to get my attention and whispers, "Tell Sergeant Tex to follow this trail. It takes us where we want to go. It's an American and ARVN trail. They made it on operations here. It goes very near Triêu Phong headquarters."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I think about what Viêt has said before translating to Tex. The trail looks much older to me, the product of centuries, not just the last few years, but then I'm not an expert on jungle trails. I ask Viêt, "Are you sure?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks at me as if he's stunned I'd question him. "Sure I'm sure! This is my place!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But what about trail watches, ambushes, mines?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Khong co!" he says. "No have! The VC have nothing to do with this trail. This trail stays high; theirs are down low. You'll see."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"So it's safe to take this trail?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Perfectly safe! I guarantee it! One hundred percent!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What's he say?" Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett comes and whispers to Tex, "You're not thinkin' about takin' this trail, are you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm thinkin' about consultin' with my men," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Jesus!" Willett says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex confers and comes back. "My men don't like the idea of crashin' around in the brush for nothin' for the next four days
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  	and maybe drawin' the VC to us, but nobody wants to walk point on a trail in Indian country, and I sure as hell ain't gonna make 'em."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Smart move," Willett says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve. "What's everyone saying?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate Tex's words and Viêt's face becomes solemn.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"All right, I'll walk point," Viêt says. "We'll never find Triêu Phong if we don't follow this trail."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate and Willett growls, "Hell no, he ain't leadin' us nowhere!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I make those decisions," Tex says, and he turns to the radioman. "Tell the guys: conference again."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex and the Reapers huddle. I wonder what Viêt thinks about all this? He stays apart and spoons C-rations from a can.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex returns and whispers, "We'll walk the trail with Mr. Viêt at the point, but my guys say no weapon."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Walk the trail?" Willett says. "Behind him? This is stupid, Tex! At least whoever walks second has to kill this little bastard if we hit the shit. And we damn well probably will."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll walk second," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel I could more easily kill Willett than Viêt. We're deep in the jungle and outside the law. Our journey is within, too, and back into time. Where will it lead? What will we find?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and whispers, "Ask Sergeant Tex for a weapon. I have to have one now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I dread this: "No, they decided you can't."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks at me forlornly and says, "I walk point on the trail with no weapon?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I fear we could lose Viêt here, that he could become so disillusioned with us that he could go back to the other side, maybe take his chances with them by delivering us. And we will be at his mercy, walking behind him on the trail.
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  	Viêt puffs up his cheeks, blows out a big breath, hitches up his pack, and slips through the jungle to the trail. He parts the leaves at its edge, looks out, and begins walking quickly up it. I follow, then the Grim Reapers and Willett. We walk on the body of the serpent, our boots thudding into its back as it winds and stretches through the forest.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We follow Viêt at a fast pace through the forest all day. He stops often for us to catch up and sometimes disappears for long periods. I begin to fear he's left us for good, but there he is, standing in the shadows beside the trail, looking back. He sees me and hurries on. I first saw Viêt as a scared VC kid in Quang Tri City; now I am seeing him in the forest. He's different from us ''civilized'' Americans; he is the "other," a Nature-child, as we were long ago in our forest life. I think about our differences. We are camouflage-dressed, black-painted, big; Viêt is small and blends in naturally. We run, do calisthenics, pump iron; Viêt walks, all day, all night, for years. We clump in heavy boots, stumble under high-tech loads, slip, fall, make noise, even on the trail are slow; Viêt is light on his feet, sure-footed, fast. We are lost in an alien world; Viêt is in his homeand we have become totally dependent on him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Late in the afternoon the trail climbs a high ridge and skirts a broad circle of elephant grass. Ten feet tall and tangled, the grass extends across the top of a hill. Tex calls a halt; this will be our place to hide for the night. We crawl deep into the grass. The heat and humidity are terrific. We stop where the grass is shorter and mash down sleeping places. The shadows are thickening, green going into black. Tex crouches from man to man and we whisper in the dark like criminals.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You got radio watch from ten to twelve. Wake up the captain."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Got it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lie down in the grass and wrap my poncho around me. I feel no one could find us in here. It starts to rain, and under me
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  	I feel the ground begin to go to muck. It rains all . . . night . . . long.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The next day's climb is hard, down into deep ravines and up the other side. Our uniforms are black with sweat. It's getting harder to keep up with Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett comes up behind me, sticks his face too close to mine, and looks at Viêt. "You sure he knows where he's goin?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He knows," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett's snort is sharp: "I bet he does."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt disappears in front of me again, just melts away around a bend, into the leaves, and down the trail-tunnel through the trees. Long straight stretches pass. I don't see him, and I'm afraid again he's gone back to the other side.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex comes up from behind and says, "I wanta call a break. Where's Mr. Viêt?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He just went around the next bend. I'll get him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We'll be right here, five meters off the trail. Step off to my left at this rock."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex tells me the exact distance and place because he knows the jungle eats people like a python does pigs. I hurry up the trail, walking fast once I'm out of sight of Tex. What if Viêt's gone? I begin to jog, making more noise than I want tobut I can't be gone too long. Finally, I see Viêt standing in the shadows at the side of the trail. He frowns and looks about to scold me for the noise I'm making.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We have to go back," I pant.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Why?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sergeant Tex called a rest."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I can rest here. Let them come up."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You're getting too far ahead. You have to slow down."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You're too slow, too noisy."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We better go back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The captain doesn't like me. He hates me. Maybe he hates all Vietnamese."
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  	"Maybe not all."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He hates me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We better go back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pushes past me and leads back down the trail, walking fast. Again I see how natural he is on the trail. He seems not to exert himself much, but moves in a kind of flow. We link up with the others. Viêt sits separate and in a moment seems to have forgotten about us as he spoons pears from a C-ration can.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We walk on all day. In the mid-afternoon we climb a rocky ridge above a grass-filled valley. Viêt quickly turns back and kneels with me on the trail, and Tex comes up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The headquarters security section is down in that valley," Viêt whispers fearfully. "Fifteen to twenty NVA with AKs and B-40s. We have to go back now. It's too dangerous to go on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate all but the part about going back. Behind us, Willett spoons grape jam and throws the can into the brush. Tex, Viêt, and I wince at the sound, and Viêt whispers, "Tell the Americans we have to be very quiet now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex motions everyone off the trail, and we crawl deep into a thicket and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We know where the headquarters is now," Viêt says. "Our mission is complete. Soon our trail will drop into the valley and cross their trail, the Ho Chi Minh Trail. It's too dangerous to go on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate all but the last part. I can't go back. While I talk with Tex, Viêt eats from a C-ration can. He finishes and inexplicably throws the can into the brush, where it makes a small "ping!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett whispers, "You little sonofabitch! Do that again and I'll kill you!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No you won't!" I whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex moves between us and whispers, "Shut up! Everyone cool it. This is what we've decided: we'll go around the
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  	security section and look for the other parts of the headquarters."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There it is," the Reaper with the machete says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve. "Are we going back?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, we're going on," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt drops his head and looks half dead. Finally he looks up. "I have to have a weapon now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I agree," I say, and I translate.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett pushes up to Tex's side and says, "Not no, but hell, no!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We make that decision," Tex says, and he confers with his men. They whisper together and then Tex says to me, "Give him your pistol."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett explodes again. "What? You're gonna give the dink a weapon? At least only give him five rounds. That way he can't get us all."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No way he can get all of us with a pistol," the radioman says, and he fingers his M-16.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Give him the pistol," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I unbuckle my belt and hand it to Viêt He looks at the .38 as if it were a pitiful rag.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Does he know how to use it?" Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate, and Viêt draws the .38, pops the cylinder out, checks the chamber, flips it closed with a flick of his wrist, spins it once around his finger, and drops it back in the holster.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He knows," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us through the brush to the trail, and we begin to descend. Our American-ARVN trail has been keeping to the high country, but now it drops because the land forces it to; there is no other place for it to go. Throughout the war we and our allies generally stayed high, following the dictates of our military history and training manuals, while the VC kept low, down along the streams and in the valleys where we rarely dared go. A short distance down the trail, Viêt drops to his
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 31

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	belly, and behind him we all go down, one by one like dominos. I crawl and worm forward, cradling my M-16. Viêt and I lie looking down the trail, down the tunnel through the trees. At the bottom is an electrifying sight: another trail comes out of the forest to the right, runs over ours, and to the left quickly disappears again in the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Duong Mon Ho Chi Minh!" Viêt whispers in fear and awe. "Ho Chi Minh Trail!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail! I see it for the first time. It's fresh and alive, glowing, powerful, snakelike, growing. In contrast, ours looks cold and old, like a discarded snake skin. You can feel the enemy presence down there, too: they have recently passed and will soon be coming, VC in small groups swinging along easily like Viêt, and NVA battalions heavily armed, looking. Montagnards, the Bru, pass here, too, many of them scouts and guides for the NVA. Much of the Trail is made of the paths used by their ancestors for centuries, pipe-smoking women with big basket-loads, brown breasts bare and swinging, sarongs stretching tight across rolling hips, tough bare feet on the living Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It is like looking forward and backward in time. Soon the VC will pass by, see our trail, and talk about the last time it was used, an American or ARVN operation from hilltop to hilltop along the ridge lines. They'll look at our trail, see us, shout, drop, fire with AKs blazing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt rises without a sound, the pistol drawn and focused on the Trail. He heads for the bottom of the hill, passing like a ghost-blur through the trees. I rise and follow. At the bottom of the hill, Viêt steps over the Ho Chi Minh Trail. I walk tense and ready to blast. The Trail rushes up at me as I walk fast toward it. Behind me I'm vaguely aware of the others coming. Ahead, Viêt disappears where our trail runs up again into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I quickly glance left and right. The Trail! Before me, under me now. I step over it as Viêt did and hurry into the trees. I
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  	climb, legs pumping, heart pounding, wanting to get away from it but hating to leave it behindwanting to lie beside it for a while, to watch and wait.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Our trail rises fast. Viêt is up in the trees, watching us cross. We quickly climb, pulling the forest around us, as our trail continues to rise, heading west. Tex calls a halt on the next hilltop, and he and Willett begin to argue about where we are on the map. Willett insists on shooting a "willie peter" white phosphorus artillery marking round from the base to prove we're on that hill and not this one, as Tex thinks. Willett is dying to shoot something.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's not a good idea," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett disregards him and calls his unit, brigade artillery. He whispers coordinates and informs us excitedly, "Shot out!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wait. We listen. We hear the sound of a big 155-mm shell coming. It's like the sound of a flying freight train of death. It gets louder. Louder. Suddenly it dawns on us: it's going to land on our hill!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We dive for cover, rolling, scrambling for whatever crevice, tree trunk, rock we can find. We flatten like moles, press the earth hard as if we were its lover. Our breath is caught, our lives are suspended: the big steel and chemical death-machine roars in and lands on our hill just below the crest. Shrapnel and white-hot streaks of phosphorus fly, burning holes in life. We rise and look at Willett.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Pretty damn smart," Tex says. "The VC will never guess we'd call in fire on our own position. And hey, you must be right, Captain: I guess we are on that hill over there!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett smolders silently and again directs his most hateful looks at Viêt. Viêt is eating again, spooning in bites of peanut butter from a C-ration can. He always seems to be eating. I get a bad feeling and go over to him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"How much food do you have left?" I ask.
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  	Viêt feels around in his pack. "One can," he says. "No, two."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Two?" I say. "You've got two cans? We're going to be out here at least two more days and you've got only two cans? I told you back in Quang Tri: we go for five days and eat two meals a day."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Your Vietnamese was not clear. What you said was go for two days and eat five meals a day. Sounded good to me. Anyway, no problem: the Americans will call for resupply. Chuon-chuon will come; I've seen it many times. I've followed many American operations. I know what they do."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No helicopter resupply," I say. "Not on this mission. To keep it secret."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt makes a face at my use of the word secret. Then he gets a sad look and says, "I guess I just have to go two days eating one can a day."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I go over and get my pack. I don't have that much, either; I give him a couple of cans. Tex and the Grim Reapers come over. They give Viêt freeze-dried recon meals, good stuff, far better than C-rations. They load his pack and Viêt smiles. He has more chow now than when we started. Willett glares. More and more he's isolated and burning.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads on the rest of the day. We sweat, steam, descend, and climb. We come to a high peak all blasted, bare, and burned on top and name it Old Baldy. Tex calls a break in craters and foxholes. Viêt eats one of his freeze-dried meals, then crawls to Old Baldy's crest, looks down to the west, and excitedly waves me over. "There!" he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look down into a broad, circular valley filled with trees and large "islands" of elephant grass. Death, in us, looks down from Old Baldy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There! It's there!" Viêt says again. "Triêu Phong!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex and Willett crawl over. We all lie looking down. We name the valley the Bowl. It's wild and beautiful.
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  	I translate Viêt's description. "The political section is there, economic section there, hospital. . . ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex works with his map as I talk and has his radioman send six-figure coordinates back to brigade. These are mostly guesswork numbers; only Viêt knows where we are, and he knows on the ground, not the map. The Machine needs numbers, though, so it gets numbers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett pulls out his binoculars, glasses the Bowl, and looks excited, as if he can see the VC there. I wish I had binoculars. Willett seems changed, maybe by what he has seen. He hands the binoculars to Tex and then me, saying in a friendly way, "Wanta take a look?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I slowly turn the adjustment knob and watch the canopy come into focus. All I can see are treetops, thousands of interlocked treetops in endless patterns of green. It's like looking at a Seurat forest painting through a magnifying glass, all points and daubs of vibrant green. There is no sign of Triêu Phong headquarters, the VC, any human life, or that there has ever been human life here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Are you sure this is it?" I ask Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I guarantee it!" he says. "One hundred percent! We have to go back now. You know where it is. It's too dangerous to go on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What's he say?" Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"More about the sections," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ask him if we can get any closer," Tex says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My mind races. I have to ask Viêt a question I know will bring nods and a positive reply, probably something about food. But I can't do this to Tex. I tell him the truth: "He says we should go back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex thinks about it. This time he's not conferring with his team. Like me, Willett wants to go on. We tell Tex he and his team will just be sent out here again if we don't confirm whether the headquarters is really there and whether it's
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  	occupied or not. And coming back to the same place could be hurtin'.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex looks over at his men. He decides we'll go on, but just us four. The other Grim Reapers will stay on Old Baldy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve. "What are you talking about? Are we going back now?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, we're going on," I say. "We have to know."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt shakes his head and says, "I know. We'll all be killed for sure."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Night comes in shadows spreading like giant monsters from the mountains in the west. We crawl into a huge tangle of knocked-down trees, skeletons of those that once grew on Old Baldy. It's a strange, twisted world inside this mountain of blasted-down trees, a monument to man's war against Nature.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We spend a fitful night among broken branches, strange noises twice sending us reaching for rifles and claymore plungers. What is it? Wind moving the snakelike dead branches? Tigers, ghosts, spirits of the trees? I sleep at last and awake after a nightmare of doom down in the valley.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning we crawl out of our hideout, Tex takes one radio, and we set out with Viêt leading, me second, and Willett last. Tex's team stays hidden in the tree-tomb with our packs, the other radio, and the claymores still out. The ARVN-American trail follows a scarred ridge line from Old Baldy to a linked, blasted, and bare peak we name Baldy II. We hide in a bomb hole on top while Viêt crawls to the crest and peers over. He quickly comes back, his face drawn and pale. "Ho Chi Minh Trail!" he gasps. "Just below us. We have to go back now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't translate the going back. Tex, Willett, and I rise to go on, but Viêt grabs my sleeve and pulls me back. "We can't go on," he whispers. "Our trail drops into their valley now. We'll be killed if we go on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Minh phai di," I whisper. "We have to go on. Minh phai biet. We have to know."
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  	"I know," Viêt whispers, and his head drops.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls the .38 from its holster, looks at it in dismay, climbs out of the hole, and leads the way down the trail in a panther crouch with the pistol pointing Vietnamese belly high. Soon he passes into the trail-tunnel and is swallowed by the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I follow, then Tex, then Willett. Soon we are swallowed, too. The trail is like a tunnel through time, a black-hole passageway into another world. We follow Viêt down. He rounds a bend and disappears. I don't see him on the next straight stretch. I walk on. Still no Viêt. I'm growing ever more fearful that he's gone, back to the other side.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett passes Tex and catches up to me. "Where's the dink?" he whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He just went around the next bend."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett softens again and looks with awe at the tunnel ahead. "I have to admit it," he whispers. "He's a brave little shit."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex comes up and we whisper, heads together, keeping one eye on the trail ahead. Willett tries to convince Tex we should hit the headquarters. "The brigade will probably never come back here, anyway. Come on, let's hit it, Tex. We can attack from the trees, shoot the place up, scoop up documents, a few weapons. When we get back I'll write you and your men up for medals and you can do the same for me. What do you say, Tex, Silver Stars for you and me and Bronze Stars for your men? Hey, we can even get Viêt a Bronze Star. We can give a dink an American medal, can't we?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex looks disgusted but doesn't say anything. I wonder if he's thinking about the medals. Finally he says, "That's not our mission. Let's move out. I don't want Mr. Viêt thinkin' he's goin' down there all alone."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I start off, and at five-meter intervals Willett and Tex follow. The trail-tunnel opens to receive us. Still no Viêt; I'll have to
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  	tell Tex soon. Viêt has just walked away from us, maybe stepped off the trail and watched us go by, inches from us as we walk down the trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Any second, I think, ambush will burst from the trees, leaves will spit death. Or we'll blunder right into the headquarters, dense trees opening to a canopied clearing with shaggy-thatch huts all around. Hard-faced VC with AKs will take us prisoner or cut us down. I've got to tell Tex. We have to go back. The mission is a failure, and Viêt is gone. The Trail, and the men and women of the Trail, their houses and headquarters, will still be hidden from me, part of the mystery. I have to tell Tex, I think as I walk. I have to save him, myself, even Willett.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly, Viêt is there, standing at the side of the trail, almost invisible among the leaves. A small, hopeful smile lights his face, something like, I think, We're in this together. A wave of relief, even love, flows out of me. Viêt turns and disappears again, and I walk on, tense-breathing, heart hammering, hands tight and hard on my rifle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around the next bend on a short straight stretch the trail points down like an arrow. Viêt appears, walking quickly back toward me, looking as if he is being pursued. He karate chops the air with his hand, comes to me, and points down the trail. ''VC!'' he gasps. "Gan lam! Very near! They're chopping wood, just down there." He pulls on my sleeve, and I go with him quickly up the trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willett and Tex see us coming and halt, their eyes big in their black-painted faces. We crouch and I whisper-translate Viêt's words.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe the chopping's a signal," Tex breathes. "Maybe they've seen us!" He rises and turns to go back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Wait," I whisper. "I want to make sure."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Before Tex can stop me, I walk down and around the bend, heart hammering, M-16 pointing. I can't go back yet. I have to
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  	hear them, at least. I can't go back on just Viêt's word. I have to get close.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Down the trail I go slowly walking. Suddenly I hear chopping. Slow, rhythmical, lazy chopping. In the tangled tree world a few meters ahead the VC are chopping wood. And either they are in no hurry to fell that tree, or it is a signal. Hunger for the Trail turns to desire for self-preservation. I spin around and quickly go up the trail, M-16 now pointing the other way.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around the bend, I see a strange sight: Viêt and Willett are playing charades. Standing tall on the trail, Texan Willett draws his big Bowie knife, points it down toward the headquarters, takes off his camouflage cowboy hat, grabs himself by the hair, grins horribly, and slowly draws the knife across his black-smudged throat. He's acting out "Let's go down and hit the camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt scoffs silently, kneels, and begins to act out "This is what will happen to you." He puts an imaginary B-40 on his shoulder, making sure that Willett gets it. He pats himself on the head, fires, rocks with the recoil, and then becomes the target, sticking out his tongue, bugging out his eyes as if his face is exploding, and shooting out his arms as if his body has been blown to bits. Willett looks sheepish, totally defeated, wiser, and almost likeable again. He concedes with a grin at Viêt, and puts his big knife back in its sheath.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I recover and hurry up the trail. I whisper about the chopping, and they look wildly down, expecting VC to appear any moment. Tex tells me to ask Viêt if he thinks the chopping is a signal. I don't know the word for "signal" in Vietnamese, and I'm trying to think of a way to express it when three sharp explosions burst below and something sounding like a small rocket whooshes up through the trees. Without a word or a backward glance we rush up the trail in a cluster and jump into the bomb hole on Baldy II. Tex whispers into the radio and
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  	tells the Reapers what happened, to call the base, and to get ready to move out fast.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I ask Viêt what the whooshing sound was, finally thinking of a way to say "signal rocket."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt makes a face as if I am as ignorant as Willett with his suggestion to attack. "It's an AK-47," he whispers. "They sound like that going up through the trees. The VC were probably shooting birds."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Back at the base the Machine stirs and prepares to fire artillery and send troops to our aid, based on reports of our radioman:
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  	On 30 December 1969, at YD 166429, Recon Team I reported that they found what they thought to be the VC Political Headquarters at YD 164448. The Hoi Chanh indicated that the enemy rest area was located at YD 164438 and a weapons cache at YD 163437. Team I did not observe these areas but reported hearing wood chopping in a valley NNW of their location. The sounds appeared to be coming from vicinity YD 164432. At 301151H December 1969, Recon Team I heard 3 rifle shots from vicinity YD 162433. The Hoi Chanh said that the enemy was probably shooting at birds. B/111 and D/111 were alerted for helilift RRF. Artillery was alerted and fired on call fires. Gunships and extraction trooplift a/c were alerted. Recon Team I moved out of the area.
6
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We rise to move out of our hole then quickly jump back as the sound of a wooden rifle butt rhythmically bumping against a metal canteen comes closer and closer just below us on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Breathless, we listen to the sound pass and fade. We rise again and hurry to the tangle of tree-skeletons. The team is ready to go. We sling our packs on and take off, slipping and sliding down Old Baldy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Halfway down, Tex halts us and whispers, "We'll leave the trail here, head for the river, and call for extraction. Last man in cover our sign."
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  	Tex steps off the trail and is swallowed. You can hear him in there, pushing his way forward. We follow, struggle, and crash. In four hours of fighting we advance only a few hundred meters. In mid-afternoon, we break into a bomb-blast clearing, where ragged trees ring a circle of earth torn from the side of the hill. Down through the trees, huge gray boulders litter an avalanche path to a stream shining silver through gaps in the leaves. There, a tall waterfall drops into a pool. It looks like a jungle paradise.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We climb down, Tex leading; I follow close behind. Near the bottom, I look up. The others descend, leaves in their hats, rifles, packs, black-painted faces. I get a feeling of déjà vu; I've seen this before. Where? In a dream, a movie, through other eyes in another time?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I climb down to the stream and kneel by the pool, dash water on my face, drink from the stream, and fill my canteens from the waterfall. I look around in awe. It feels as if no humans have ever been here. We start downstream, wading in the water and following the flow. Surely the stream will lead to the river, and we can call for extraction from the grassy banks. Here in this narrow valley there is no sky, just myriad levels of leaves and intertwined branches arching overhead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The stream wanders on with no sign of the river. The valley seems utterly wild and lost in time. I think of a dream I had as a boy exploring Iowa woods, to go where no man, or no white man, had ever been, to see what was over the next hill or deeper into the deepest woods. I look around in wonder and feel that dream fulfilled.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Darkness begins to fall from the invisible sky, and fear rises within; we'll be out here another long, cold night. We wade on, our camouflage uniforms soaked from falls. Tex calls us together and we whisper as water flows through our boots.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We'll climb the bank and hide out for the night. Last man out of the water, cover our sign."
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  	We struggle up the steep bank, pulling ourselves from tree to tree. We breathe hard and grunt as rocks roll and sweat drips. The visible world is rapidly vanishing; soon we'll see nothing, not even ourselves. We spread our ponchos among roots and rocks and lie down side by side. We wrap up in our ponchos under branches that hang down just above our heads. The stream sings below as the last light disappears.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tex and I whisper of dreams back in the World, our voices floating back and forth from our invisible bodies. Tex will go back to his girl and school; I'm hoping for Paris as my next Foreign Service assignment. Black raindrops begin to fall from unseen leaves, run down ghost branches, sink into the dark earth. I wrap up tighter in my poncho, anchor it under my boots, and pull it taut up under my chin. Rocks and roots probe my shoulders and vertebrae. I slide down toward the stream and squirm back up the increasingly muddy ground. The night, I know, will be long, sleepless, painful, and cold.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A strange weight begins pressing down on my feet. My mind races through possibilities, with fear starting to work. Branches, I think, bent down by the weight of raindrops? Not likely.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The weight grows heavier, presses down harder. My mind begins to tumble toward panic and a darkness lit by erratic, inner flashes. The weight moves upward, flowing slowly up my legs. On it comes, stretched now from my boots to my thighs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Snake! A big snake is crawling up my legs! A long, thick, heavy snake!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The snake's head reaches my groin and stops, and it draws its long body slowly to it, coiling and curling up like a cat on my lap. It lies still and seems to be asleep.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Terror-thoughts flash white-hot in my mind, while my body lies frozen, paralyzed in fear. Cobra! I think. A king cobra is
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  	lying on me for warmth! One twitch and it will strike, bury its fangs in my neck, sending poison directly to my brain!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly some unthinking force breaks the terror-hold and my body explodes in frenzied action, feet kicking down, hands jerking up. The stretched-taut poncho pops like a trampoline, sending the snake flying into the air. Down it comes all over me, writhing on my face, shoulders, arms, chest. Snake! Snake all over me!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I scream, kick, convulse, and pop the poncho again and again. The snake flies up and down, writhes wildly from my face to my feet. Snake!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the totally black world, my screams explode like bursts of jagged light. Tex and the others think the VC are cutting my throat or strangling me, and they reach blindly for guns and knives. Tex leaps in the darkness, and we wrestle like maniacs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Snake!" I gasp. "Snake! Snake! A big snake crawled up on me!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Jesus!" Tex says, as he jumps off to the side. "I hope the VC didn't hear that screamin'."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll take watch the rest of the night," I whisper. "No way I can sleep."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I crawl around and gather up glowing twigs and leaves and arrange them around myself in a circle of living light. I crouch and stand bent under the limbs and leaves, knife in one hand and pistol in the other, waiting for the snake to crawl back across my circle of light. Something begins to play with my mind as I watch and wait, a strange voice like the one that asked, "What are you doing?" when the call to adventure came. This voice says, "It wasn't a real snake."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, it was!" I answer. "There was nothing more real than the feeling of that weight pressing down, and the writhing all over my face!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The voice says it once more: "It wasn't a real snake."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wait and watch all night.
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  	The serpent keeps recurring through the earliest cycles of mythology, always as a central symbol for the life of the universe and the continuity of creation.
7
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally my light circle fades and the forest begins to turn gray-black. I wake the others and we continue downstream. For a long time there is still no sign of the river and deliverance. We are still lost in the labyrinth, and the stream is our only thread of hope. We go on, following the flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The stream begins to change subtly, then by greater degrees. The narrow valley it has made widens, the trees along its banks thin a little, and there are occasional glimpses of sky. Mud flats appear, and on one there is the track of a big tiger, still oozing from its recent passage before us. We are not alone here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A broad, muddy pool lies ahead, and across it, the beginning of the grass sea that stretches to the river. We raise our rifles high and wade, sinking waist deep with each step. Warm, dark swamp mud pulls at us, fills our boots with rich jungle soup, worlds exploding in the water, the mud, and us.
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  	When I would recreate myself, I seek the darkest wood, the thickest and most interminable and, to the citizen, most dismal swamp. I enter a swamp as a sacred place, a sanctum sanctorum. There is the strength, the marrow of Nature.8
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push into thick, tall buffalo grass, the last man in trying to cover our sign where we leave the stream. We crash and fight forward, worn down by heat and hunger and bleeding from cuts of the razor-sharp grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We burst into a small, flattened-down circle where an elephant or water buffalo has been rolling, and Tex whispers, "Take a break."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Grim Reaper with the scarf steps to the edge of the circle, unbuttons his fly to urinate, and lets out a gasp: "I've got a leech on my dong!"
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  	Heedless of VC, hunger, and fatigue, we all rush madly to the edge of the trampled clearing, turn our backs, drop our pants, and frantically search. Our legs are covered with squirming black leeches, writhing as if having orgasms as they suck our blood. We wildly pull them off and fling them away. We're supposed to apply heat or lighter fluid to get them to back out with their infection-causing, chewing heads, but the sight of them is horror-producing; we want those suckers off now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We sit sweating in the grass, slowly pulling on our wet pants, soggy stinking socks, and muddy, lead-heavy boots. We drink our last stream water from tilted canteens and gird ourselves for more fighting through the grass. We have to find a flat, open area for an LZ, and we have to find it soon. We rotate the point and all are soon exhausted, even Viêt showing signs of wearing down. We try to crawl through the grass, but it's impossible; it's far too thick and tangled. We try to ram it down and climb over before it rises, but it grabs us, trips us, knocks us down. We could die here in the grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We force our way to the top of a hill above the river. It's flat enough here for an LZ, but we'll have to clear the tall grass. We're too fatigued to machete it down, so we'll blast a clearing with claymores.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	While the team sets up the claymores and the radioman calls the base for a chopper, Viêt leads Tex and me to the crest of the hill, points across the river, and says, "Look, my village."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Across the river, wide ruins rise among the grass. Viêt asks me to tell Tex his story, how the VC came and took him one night, how the Saigon government moved all the people out, and how the Americans bombed the houses to ruins. Viêt tells the story of his parents, and I translatehow his father died of sickness in the refugee camp in Quang Tri City and his mother of "sadness" soon after, all while Viêt was away in the forest and unable to return.
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  	"We better get back," Tex says. "They're ready to blow the claymores."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The claymores have to be timed just right. When the mines explode, we'll be exposed in a circle of ragged noise. If the VC don't know we're here now, they will when the claymores blow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We hear the rescue chopper coming. Tex waits, then sends an electric charge through the claymore wires. A hell of flying steel balls and ear-splitting sound rips through the grass, leaving a tattered clearing. The machete man pops a green smoke grenade, and we jump and run as the chopper beats in, wind-whipping the billowing smoke and fragments of grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The world roars as we throw ourselves onto the chopper, and we blast away in a burst of joy as the river, the forest, and Viêt's broken village fall away below. We fly high over the mountains, piedmont, and paddies and begin to descend toward the barbed-wire and bare-dirt sprawl of the base with its plumes of diesel smoke and red dust rising. Viêt has taken us into the wilderness and brought us home to civilization again. Now to see what the Machine will do with the intelligence we bring.
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  	The passage of the mythological hero may be overground, incidentally; fundamentally it is inwardinto depths where obscure resistances are overcome, and long lost, forgotten powers are revivified, to be made available for the transfiguration of the world.
9
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Out there, where the snake moves in deep-forest night, the Trail flows on.
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  	Chapter 2

Machine in the Forest
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  	It is difficult to think of a major American writer upon whom the image of the machine's sudden appearance in the landscape has not exercised its fascination.
Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Time, the bandit, passes, and the Machine doesn't move. Briefings, paperwork, planning, clearances, weather: everything has to be just right. We had become the "tools of our tools"; things were "riding mankind."
1 The Machine had come ''between us and life . . . enacting our ignorance of valueof essential sources, dependencies, and relationships." It was "unmanning the user," and the user was us.2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In 1850s New England, Thoreau already believed he lived in an "emasculated" country, so much of its wildness had been lost. In 1970 Viet Nam, and in America, we were still causing lossand in the process still losing ourselves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I knew what it was like to roam the woods looking for something I loved to kill, to feel its fur or soft feathers in my hand, see the beauty in its drooping head, feel its body warm against mine, smell it sizzling on Grandma Stevens's old wood stove, eat it and feel it become part of me. Wild creature of the woodsthat, I knew, was the real me. It was not just the Trail, combat, them, that drew me with such force out there; it was not even "only" operations of the Dark Side. It was the forest, the mystery and power, the wildness. Life without it seemed nothingas a boy wandering Iowa fields and woods and as a man wanting the Trail. It was my "other" that was more me than my current self.3 Twentieth-century prairie boy though I
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  	was, still the forest was source of life, self, ancestors, gods. Celts and wild Germanic forest peoples still lived in me, and unknown forest dwellers long before that. The forest was pulling me home; I had to go out there again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sometimes thoughts about what I was doing passed like shadows across my mind. I knew I could die out there; still there was the urge to go on. More, I had to have more. ''Contact! Contact!" Thoreau wrote of his experience with wilderness on Mount Ktaadn in Maine. "Who are we? Where are we?"
4 We were once forest people who lived in Eden; now we were the Machine, turning the Garden into Old Baldy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive in my Scout out to Quang Tri Combat Base with its raw-wound, red-dirt slash and sprawl. The country people whose thatched houses and green paddies had once been here are now refugees in the tin-roofed camp by the Thach Han River where Highway One runs and my Scout makes dust clouds roll. Beyond the river the deep-purple mountains of the Trail rise like towering waves in the great forest-sea. There the Snake embraces the Tree of Life, leaves his old skin beneath it, and flows away renewed. The Tree of Knowledge is there, too, but I hadn't yet fully encountered it.5
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I push and prod the Machine to start the operation against Triêu Phong headquarters, but still it doesn't move. The Machine is huge, steel, muscle-bound. Why can't we just go? We "are grown mechanical in head and in heart, as well as in hand."6
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive back to Quang Tri City, pass the central market, and see Viêt talking with an old woman. He looks uncomfortable to be seen, doesn't wave and run to get a ride as usual. He's taking a chance with Rang to be away from the Chiêu Hôi center, and who is the woman?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Doubt strikes hard. The woman must be Viêt's contact with the VC. She's a woodcutter who gathers firewood out at the edge of the piedmont where the forest begins and the Trail
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  	comes down from the mountains. She'll pass Viêt's messages there, and they'll be waiting for us. The Machine's operation to attack the headquarters will be a disaster, a trap to suck more
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  	units in; it will be the worst defeat of the war. Rang now believes Viêt's capture was arranged, the two guerrillas sacrificed to get Viêt into our world. I have to push the Machine to go now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On a gray day in early January 1970 1 drive again the dusty road to the base past the riverside refugee camp, where raggedy kids run out to beg and shout, "Sah-lem! Sah-lem! You gimme Sah-lem!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	GIs sometimes throw down C-rations or Salem cigarettes from rumbling trucks and tanks while the ARVN bridge guards eat dust and old men and women wipe their eyes and stare from their shacks. I see a dove sitting here on a roll of dusty barbed wire, the only bird I remember clearly from three years in Viet Nam.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My contact at brigade is the S-2 intelligence officer, "Bad José," nicknamed by his troops after the Jay and the Americans hit song. Viet Nam is a chopper-beat and rock 'n' roll war, mixed with elements from the American frontier, and it is heavy-load, high-power, high-tech.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bad José is a major, big, barrel-chested, and black. We stand in his small office before large wall maps marked with known friendly and presumed locations of NVA and VC units. "We're moving ahead with plans," Bad José says. "Now if the weather just holds."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't tell him about Viêt and the old woman.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"A briefing on the operation is set for tomorrow. I invite you to come. Cobra SixGeneral Burkewill be there. Look, here's where I've plotted the headquarters."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm surprised to see it so definitely grease-penciled on his laminated plastic map. "We weren't that sure of our location out there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now Bad José looks surprised. "You all called in these coordinates. You weren't lost out there, were you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not really lost," I say. "Viêt always knew where we were on the ground, but not on the map. We thought we knew where
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  	we were on the map, but not on the ground, and we weren't always right."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bad José says he'll check the numbers with Tex and Willett.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Numbers!" I think. The Machine feeds on numbers. Numbers tell it where to go and drop its load, when to start and where to stop. We have become "numbers numb," transformed, desensitized by technology, our contact with Nature minimalor destructive.
7
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive the dusty road back to the base for the pre-op briefing. The brigade's briefing room is large, sand-bagged, wood-paneled, and hung with VC weapons. Empty folding chairs stand in orderly rows, and staff officers talk and laugh. I sit in the back feeling smug. An ex-Marine corporal, I feel I'm running, in a way, this army brigade.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The time for the briefing approaches, and tension replaces officer horseplay and talk of drinks tonight at the O club. General Burke has a reputation for meanness, and woe to the briefer who's unprepared or can't answer the general's questions.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At 10:00 A.M. sharp, Cobra Six himself enters, trailed by a tall colonel, his S-3, and everyone snaps to attention. Burke is short, wiry, Napoleon-looking before the latter got fat, and with close-cropped, salt-and-pepper hair. He says, "At ease," and we sit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke sees me and frowns. I can see him thinking, What's a civilian doing in this briefing? Probably a nosy press man. He sends the colonel to find out.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Quang Tri Chiêu Hôi advisor," I say as the colonel approaches, and Bad José adds from across the room, "He was on the recon, sir. He's our contact with the rallier, Mr. Viêt."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke shoots me a frosty smile. I can see he doesn't like me much. I never liked officers much, either, when I was in the Marines, or any other kind of authority. I wonder if Burke and I are someday going to clash. He orders the briefing to begin.
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  	The S-1 administrative officer, a major, rises nervously, mounts the stage, and begins to read lists of numbers: numbers of men available for duty, sick, wounded, KIA, coming, going, in the pipeline. Suddenly I remember the livestock reports Grampa Stevens used to listen to from Chicago and Omaha, numbers of cattle, sheep, hogs, and their prices.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bad José rises and takes the pointer from the S-1. He raps the wall map here and there, hitting colored-pin VC and NVA suspected locations. Burke asks a few questions about electronic sniffer and sensor reports and nods grimly, satisfied.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The tall S-3 operations colonel rises, takes the pointer, and begins to present the plan to attack Triêu Phong headquarters. Now I sit stunned, smug no more. Four hours of artillery, air strikes, and offshore naval gunfire will pound the headquarters to mush before a battalion-sized air assault begins. One kilotonone thousand tonsof high explosives will blast the grid square of forest below Old Baldy before a thousand men chopper in to see what's left.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Inside I feel a terrible emptiness. What happened to the plan I presented to Bad José for a small-unit raid with Tex and a reinforced team of Grim Reapers? What happened to Viêt's wish to give the VC a chance to "rally" like him? What will Viêt think now when he finds out we're going to obliterate his forest world and the comrades he served with there? More important, what will he do?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My mind goes off on another track as the briefing continues with S-4, logistics. Maybe this is actually what Viêt wants, a big operation to suck more troops in. He knows well how the Americans work: he knew this is how we'd do it. Anyway, maybe we never got close to the headquarters, all that ordnance will fall in the wrong place, and the battalion of infantry will land in a trap.
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  	The S-4 passes the pointer to S-5, civil affairs. I still sit heavy in my chair, not listening to how many schools and wells the brigade has built for refugees in the reporting period. "A kiloton of explosives," I think. "Or did he say megaton? Isn't that how atomic blasts are measured?" I see again the Bowl below Old Baldy, the magic Seurat forest, the thousand shades of shimmering green. I think of the people in the headquarters, too: young Dr. Son in the forest hospital, the nurses and medics, the English-speaker, the young women of the drama team. And I know I am responsible. Like Daniel Boone, in my love for Nature I'm going to destroy it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The weather holds: the mission is on. Viêt and I pack, and Viêt excitedly shows me the battery-powered megaphone he's borrowed from the Chiêu Hôi center, "To call the VC to rally, like me." I don't tell him the details of the operation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On January 4, 1970, Viêt and I drive to the base and Pioneer Pad. We climb on a Huey slick loaded with soda and beer, sit on the cases, and look out the open doors. With a clattering of steel mesh and in a cloud of red dust, we lift off for LZ Pedro, a battered hill-base in the piedmont, current home of Delta Company, 1st Battalion, 11th Infantry, "hammer" of tomorrow's " hammer-and-anvil" operation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is airsick, head hanging, eyes rolling. I feel excitement surging. We're like horsemen of war riding across the sky, sitting on Coke and Bud. Below, scarred, ragged-grass Pedro rises, and the dark mountains of the Trail loom not far beyond. We roar in and beat dust while shirtless men of Delta Company quickly unload the soda and beer.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I climb the hill past foxholes and M-60 machinegun positions to report to Captain Blunt, Delta Company's commanding officer, on top. Bad José has warned me about Blunt: "His name fits."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt stands alone at the top of the hill, staring at the mountains to the west. He's broad-backed and burly, with a
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 53

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	completely shaved head, a half-shot-away ear, and another nasty bullet scar across his cheek. His helmet lies upturned on the ground, as if he doesn't need it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks hard at us and gets right to the point: "Brigade sent you out here so I got to take youbut no high-paid civilian and no ex-VC, if he is ex, are going to lead my Company anywhere. Now you two go down there and set up with the trackers and dog people, more damn baggage brigade saddled me with. If I want anything from you I'll let you know, but don't hold your breath."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt turns abruptly away from us to stare again at the dark mountains, and Viêt and I go down the hill to set up for the night with the dog people and trackers. The trackers are two lean ex-hillbillies, further trained at the British jungle warfare school in Malaysia. The tracker dog is a black Labrador lying quietly inside a rain shelter. The other dog is King, a huge and formidable German shepherd scout dog that looks like the Blunt of canines.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt wants to pet King, but I warn him back. Buzz, a peach-cheeked kid from Michigan, King's handler, comes over. "Nah, it's OK," he says. "He's real friendly if he likes you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at the huge jaws of King doubtfully, but Viêt extends his hand to the dog's nose and soon the two are romping across the hill together. Buzz looks happy, even proud, as he watches them play, but then he becomes dejected. He begins to pour out his and King's story.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I wanta take King back to the World with me. Look at him: does he look dangerous to you? He wouldn't hurt a flea if I didn't tell him. The army says scout dogs don't adjust to civilian life. Heck, if a human can adjust, so can a dog. Easier! King's no killer. The army" Buzz almost can't say it. " destroys scout dogs. They train 'em that way, then. . . ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look sideways at Buzz. He's got tears in his eyes. Viêt and King continue romping across the bottom of the hill.
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  	"I wrote my congressman," Buzz says in a new burst of hope. "I bet he can do somethin', don't you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sure he can," I say. "No problem."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I knew it," Buzz says. "They gotta let me take him home."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Buzz runs off down the hill to join King and Viêt. They all look alike somehow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The dog platoon lieutenant introduces himself and looks down at King and Buzz. "It's gonna be bad," he says. "They're not going to let him take King back. No way. I don't know if Buzz can handle it. I'm afraid what he might do."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt, King, and Buzz continue to run and play across Pedro, wind blows through the grass, the sun goes down behind the mountains of the Trail, and Delta celebrates the last night before the operation with sodas and beer. The trackers and dog people invite Viêt and me to sleep inside their rain shelter. Before I crawl inside, I see Blunt still standing alone at the top of the hill. King comes in and lies down between Buzz and Viêt, now and then raising his big head to listen and sniff the air. His eyes look like a lion's, deep, wise, all-knowing. He seems to see beyond us, and he is not afraid.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the gray dawn I crawl out of the shelter and go stiffly down the hill, as Grampa Stevens would say, to "draw my water." All over Pedro the men of Delta emerge from holes to yawn, stretch, cuss, and spit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm shaking it out when suddenly atop the hill Blunt begins to shout, "Rockets! Rockets!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A mad scramble explodes all over Pedro. Delta GIs hop one-legged and run pulling up their pants, racing for holes. I leap into a nearby slit trench and land hard on empty cans. Other bodies fly through the air and tumble in on top of me, crushing me down. From above, a young voice screams, "Get down! Get down lower! I'm stickin' out of the hole!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	No one moves to flatten down on the cans any more, and the yelling goes on: "Get down! I'm still stickin' out!"
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  	Blunt roars from the top of the hill, "Out! Out! Outa those holes!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We unpile, grumbling, "What is this, a drill?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I climb out feeling like a crumpled can. Bad José didn't tell me Blunt had a weird sense of humor. I see Blunt pointing wildly across the river several kilometers to the south.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Three! Four!" Blunt shouts, as across the river rockets streak up and explode in sheet-lightning flashes far off in the direction of Quang Tri City.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Five! Six! Seven!" Blunt shouts, then growls into the radio, telling brigade artillery where to put counterfire.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I run up the hill. Viêt is already at the top. We approach as close as we dare to Blunt. Other GIs take up the count: "Eight! Nine! Ten!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt rages into the radio about the slowness of artillery's response. The NVA are pounding Quang Tri City, making a mockery of the brigade's rocket suppression activities as Têt draws near with its haunting memories of the great offensive of '68.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally a salvo of 155-mm shells roars over and lands far beyond the river. Delta GIs hoot, and Blunt curses into the radio, saying, "Put it where I told you, damn it!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wonder if Willett's on duty. "Eleven! Twelve! Thirteen!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and says, "Tell the captain he doesn't need to shoot anymore. There won't be any more rockets. Anyway, the NVA rocket men aren't there. They're probably on that hill over there, watching."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt understands some Vietnamese, turns, and says, "How do you know that, little man?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate Viêt's explanation. "The NVA set up their rockets at night and go. They leave only one man. He sets them off, while the rest watch from far away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt tugs at his half-shot-away ear and says, "Pretty damn
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  	smart. I wonder how they choose the one guy? I could suggest some of my numb-nuts lieutenants.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	No more rockets streak up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks sharply at Viêt and says to me, "So he led you to this headquarters?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He did," I say. "He also says that the trail at the base of this hillthe woodcutter's pathgoes right there. We could get on it now and be there for lunch."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I bet we could," Blunt says, still looking at Viêt. "That's the way I'd do it, too, if I had a Ranger unit here. He doesn't speak English?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks uncomfortable under Blunt's hard gaze.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He speaks a little Russian," I say. "He studied in the VC."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I bet he did," Blunt says. "What makes you so sure he's ex-VC?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stomach-pit emptiness hits, but I hide it. "He was the only one on the recon who knew where we were," I say. "He could have done anything he wanted with us, but he took us there and brought us back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt pulls on what's left of his ear and doesn't say anything. Finally some inner debate ends, and his words come out in a rush: "I'll tell you something, Mr. Civilian. This Viêt may be the greatest little guy in the world, but I'll never trust him and I'll never let him or you influence the running of this company in any way. You got that?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I got it," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve. "What does the captain say?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't tell him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt goes on, getting more heated: "Now I don't give a damn how much money you make, or who you're with, the CIA or whatever. I don't even care if you're the secretary of defense. I know the little man's right: we could go to this place on the ground, and I would if I was running this show and had Rangers with me. But these men aren't Rangers, and most
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  	don't want to be here or even believe we ought to be here, and I aim to get them back to their families alive. Now you two get back down there with the dog people. If I want you, I'll let you know.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On our way to the shelter Viêt says, "The captain doesn't like me, I know. He doesn't trust me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks determinedwhat he might do scares me. Soon he's romping with King and Buzz as if he hasn't a care in the world. But what will he say when he sees what's coming?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Distant rumbling rolls across the hills, and what looks like a wagon train on the Oregon Trail appears, snaking its way toward us. Out of the past it comes, then materializes as a convoy of jeeps, ammunition trucks, towed 105-mm howitzers, and big self-propelled 155-mm guns. My spirits sink. Now Viêt will see what we're going to do to the forest and the people there. The convoy splits into several columns and begins to deploy around Pedro.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt comes running up the hill with King. "Look!" he says. "Big guns! I bet they're going to fire on Triêu Phong! Let's go watch!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, thanks."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt shrugs as if I'm going to miss something big and runs off down the hill with King. They race beside the trucks and cannons, King leaping and barking, Viêt giving the V peace sign to the drivers and gunners. The brigade artillery men wave and laugh. In their helmets they look like twentieth-century knights about to joust and knock the forest down.
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  	We have constructed a fate, an Atropos, that never turns aside.
8
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To Thoreau the railroad was Atropos, one of the Greek Fates, the goddesses who determined the course of human destiny. Belladonna, deadly nightshade, a European poisonous plant, was named Atropa belladonna after Atropos.
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  	The artillery sets up and begins firing, hurling its huge chemical and steel loads into the wilderness, and the Earth groans and shakes. I watch Viêt closely for reaction. All I can see is a boy and dog playing. The artillery, naval gunfire, and air strikes pound the forest for four hours.
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  	Beat! Beat! drums! . . . . burst like a ruthless force.
9
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Machine has taken us into itself. We are now the Atropos, deadly nightshade for the world. At high noon the pounding stops, and big Chinook helicopters roar in and land on Pedro. We run up metal ramps, and the Chinooks swallow us, ramps closing, engines revving to liftoff RPM. We fly toward Triêu Phong, piedmont and doomed forest falling away below.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Visions of a thousand tons of bombs form and fall in my mind, explode all at once, tear the green world apart, blow the trees down, churn the bare soil, turn to bits of protoplasm the people of the headquarters. Suddenly I see what I thought Viêt should feel: the guilt was mine, not his. And I found myself hoping the kiloton did fall in the wrong place, not yet knowing there was no right place.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We roar in to the LZ, land, and charge off the choppers. In the words of the official report:
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  	D/111 conducted a . . . . combat assault which began at 1210 hours and was completed at 1310 hours into a VCI Base Camp southwest of Quang Tri Combat Base (Center of Mass YD 1644). Following the C/A, C/111 and D/111 conducted an attack toward B/111 in a "Hammer and Anvil" operation.10
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The combat "assault" is this: we charge off the choppers, stumble and fall, hide behind recently thrown up dirt mounds, and dive into shrapnel-shredded patches of elephant grass in mind-numbing helicopter roar.
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  	On bare, bomb-blasted ground, Viêt and I look at each other. Where is the headquarters, the Bowl, Old Baldy?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I've never seen this place before," Viêt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Atop a shell-crater rim, Blunt is raging. We have been dropped into the wrong placeor maybe it is the right map-place, but it is the wrong place on the ground. The Machine did what it was told to do: everything went by the numbersbut the numbers, it seems, were wrong.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the middle of this wrong place Delta Company is trying to find itself, GIs in ragged grass whispering what sound like Abbott and Costello "Who's on First?" routines.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Psst, hey, you there?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yeah."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where's here?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Here in the grass, dummy."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt roars from his mound of freshly torn earth, "What's all this damn whisperin' goin' on around here? Dammit, we're in the wrong place, people! Besides, if Charlie ain't got the message we're here after knockin' on his door with bombs and choppers, he ain't smart enough to be dangerous! Now, form up and move out!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We start off through the torn landscape on a numbered azimuth from the assault plan made at brigade. Soon 1st Platoon sends word it has found a stream and foxholes. Viêt and I hurry down to see.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Cûu lâm," Viêt says of the holes. "Very old. But tell the captain to follow this stream. It will lead us to some place I know for sure. I guarantee itone hundred percent."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate and Blunt says, "No. You don't take a company down in country like this, you take it up. Anyway, brigade has told us which way to go, and it ain't down this stream."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We flounder on through a torn landscape.
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  	On a break I ask Blunt, "Try to get Viêt and me up in the air. We can find Old Baldy and see how to get to the headquarters from there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt agrees, and brigade sends a Loach, a light observation helicopter, basically a small plastic bubble with a big rotor on top. Blunt, Viêt, and I run for the chopper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt gets in front beside the black pilot, and Viêt and I jam in the back. The Loach shoots up before we can strap in, and soon we're lost in mist and fog, trying to buckle up and not fall out the open, wind-roaring sides.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It's a mad flight of the bumblebee in the Loach, a wild yo-yo ride over ridges and valleys with gray sky pressing down. Everything is a confusion of chopper noise, bulbous flight helmets falling over our eyes, roaring wind, and loose, flapping straps. The Loach, built to draw fire and get away fast, is a buzzing little demon of maneuverability, speed, and chaos.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt's head is rolling. He's airsick again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Twisting back, the pilot shouts in his mike, "He better not puke in my chopper!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt points down, down, down.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks back and sees Viêt pointing. "He sees somethin'!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, he wants to go down," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You're cuttin' me off!" the pilot shouts. "If you hear talkin', stay off the net! You want me to fly into our own goddamn artillery fire?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt opens his mouth and tries to say, "Down," but his stomach erupts and a cascade of multicolored C-ration vomit pours onto the chopper floor.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Did he puke?" the pilot shouts into the mike. "If he did, he's gonna clean it up when we get back!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Take it to Cindy and head northwest," I say. "And try to get low enough so I can see the ground."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	LZ Cindy is an old American hilltop base along the Thach
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  	Han River. The Ho Chi Minh Trail passes around it, according to Viêt, hidden under the trees and in a stream there. I believe I can find Old Baldy from Cindy, following Viêt's hand-drawn maps, the observation flights we had made, and the route we had taken with Tex.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	From the river and Cindy we skim misty green hills, shoot over ridges, encounter craggy cliffs face-to-face, rocket straight up, do stomach drops over deep valleys, clear trees and peaks by the skin of our skids. Still we can't find Old Baldy. The ceiling's too low, we're flying too fast, everything looks different.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What a screw-up," Blunt growls.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ceiling drops, the fog thickens, and we have to go back. Nature is hiding, protecting Triêu Phong from the Machine's madly buzzing eye.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We land and dash away from the chopper before the pilot remembers Viêt's mess. Blunt radio-talks to battalion, and we move out on a high-ground azimuth, numbers still telling us where to go.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	With the platoons rotating the point, we machete-hack through blast- and shrapnel-tangled elephant grass and stumble in bombed, upchucked earth. Weighed down by steel-pot helmets, M-60s, M-79s, M-16s, boots, and big loads, we enter a landscape Titan-torn beyond recognition. This is the wrecked grid square, ground zero of the kiloton. Craters are everywhere, craters in craters, and mounds of dead earth rising from deep pits. We climb and sink deep in skeleton-soil, try to circle the death-holes, fall to our knees, rise, and stumble on.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The trees are totally gone, as if they never existed, and with them has disappeared all animal life. Not a trace of a bird, not a feather; not a piece of skin of tiger or snake; not a frog, worm, or ant. Even the soil looks dead, its billions on billions of microorganisms dead. It is a terrible thought: the earth
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  	itself is dead. It is silent here at death-ground zero, except for our labored breathing, boot-suck, radio hiss, and clink of metal and plastic.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We struggle on all afternoon through a land completely ruined. Some hills are knocked down and others thrown up; streams are gone, dammed, and dead. In the bottom of a thirty-foot pit is a lost, muddy pool, once part of a clear, sparkling stream. In it, three fish float belly-up. Viêt clambers down and gets them, while Delta GIs ring the pit and watch. Viêt brings the fish to me, and I hold them in my hands. They look similar to fish I knew back home, sunfish, bluegills, and bass I caught in Grampa's pond, jerking them over my head with a bamboo pole while Grampa smiled and puffed his pipe. Viêt puts the fish in his pack to cook for tonight's dinner.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stumble on across bomb-plowed ground. The Machine has done its work well. Numbers told it where to hit, and it hit and destroyed. In the late afternoon, out at the edge of the killing radius, we leave the devastation behind and enter a high, rocky area thickly covered with trees. A green cosmos of vegetation is tangled everywhere, underfoot, at waist level, before our faces, overhead. Walking heavy-laden here is like trying to swim with weights through a giant-kelp sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fight forward, machetes slicing a path. Confronted by higher ground, we pause, sweating and steaming, while Blunt calls in recon by fire, artillery to hit ahead in the trees. We sit wrapped in green living patterns of water and earth and listen to shells whoosh over like flying freight trains, the sudden, slight silence, then the big bang of doors slamming on life. Dirty white smoke-flowers bloom over the trees, and we rise and struggle on, heading for our NDP, our night defensive position.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	By late afternoon in Viet Nam, every large U.S. unit in the field was in or nearing its NDP. The essential rule was to get to the highest ground possible and prepare for and beware of
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 63

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	night. Night was enemy time. We tried, with night-seeing devices and flares, to keep back the night and hold on to the day. A scary feeling crept out at night when NVA and VC time came and the giant shadows of mountains and trees stretched across the land. We Americans were alien to both Nature and night; we were part of the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt pushes us to the top of a forested hill, and we dig in with much chopping, smoking, and radio chatter. Viêt is lively, making friends with Delta GIs. He borrows a machete and whips up a tight shelter of big elephant's-ear leaves lashed with vines. From another GI he gets a claymore and quickly takes it apart. I watch him with awe and a little fear as he breaks off a piece of the claymore's powerful C-4 plastic explosive, lights it, and makes a white-hot fire over which he cooks the three fish, dries his sandals, and heats a stew of mixed C-rations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Tell the captain," Viêt says between plastic-spooning in big steaming bites. "Don't let the men leave anything behind. We used to follow American units picking up all the things they threw away. The VC can make booby-traps out of anything, even empty C-ration cans." He raps a can ominously with his spoon and gives me a knowing look.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Night comes. I lie poncho-wrapped on the ground like the rest of Delta. It begins to rain, and there is no stopping the wet and cold. They fall from the sky in steady crachin and rise from the earth in bone-chilling waves. They run in rivulets down the necks of GIs on guard duty and drum on the mummylike shrouds of we who try to sleep on the ground. They come down with each invisible raindrop and in with each breath, filling and chilling from inside out and outside in, settling in our lungs and bones, and turning our skin to mush.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is no escaping the wet and cold, not even for those of us wrapped in the latest scientifically designed, high-tech rain gear. Inside his leaf shelter, Viêt sleeps, King in there with
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  	him. Outside, I lie uncontrollably shaking on the wet ground. I toss and turn, roll on rocks, churn the ground to cold muck. The night seems eternal. I shake and shiver all night long.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The thousandth time I unwrap my cold plastic poncho and peek out, hoping to glimpse the light, I see a hint of morning in gray-black drizzle. I stand stiffly, thankfully, look dully around, and smoke even though I don't, trying to warm my hands and lungs. I hold the glowing end of a C-ration Marlboro close to my fingers. My hands look dead, my fingers moisture-wrinkled, puffy, and soft, with big cracks in the skin you can look into but from which no blood comes out. Rain drips from my wrist and puts the cigarette out.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	With Delta GIs I stand around and stomp mud-clogged boots, talk, and zombie-stare into the trees. Viêt finally pokes his head out of his shelter, sees nothing is happening, and withdraws inside to cook for himself and King.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand around some more while our feet rot inside soggy socks. We can't move until the ceiling lifts enough to let choppers fly. Grounded choppers mean no resupply or medevacs and poor control and communication. The Machine only works well in good weather, and in the forest not always then.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand around in tobacco smoke and radio static, listening to the crackling-hiss voices of brigade, battalion, artillery, air. Do the VC radio-talk this much? We stand around and wait for the weather. Viêt stays in his shelter, cooking with C-4 and playing with King.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the forest with Tex and the Grim Reapers the rain had always stopped at dawn. Now that the Machine is here, Nature seems determined to fight us all day. I wonder as I stand and stomp if it has something to do with the terrible punishment we visited on the forest yesterday. Maybe so many trees have been destroyed it will go on raining forever.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally, the sky begins to open. After more radio communications, the 1/11 battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 65

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon, choppers in to pick up Blunt, Viêt, and me. We'll try again to find Old Baldy and the Bowlin a more stable Huey and with a higher ceiling this time.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon welcomes us aboard. He's tall and balding, a kindly family man. He's taken a liking to Viêt and treats him like a son. He's found a pair of small-sized combat boots for Viêt and hands them over. Viêt changes from his sandals while Herndon, Blunt, and I shout back and forth with the pilot.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fly south through the high, gray sky to LZ Cindy, then slowly and steadily over the stream-Trail system with Viêt not airsick for once and guiding. We arrive above Old Baldy's top, over the tangled tree-tomb and the path to Baldy II. We look down on the Bowl, the beautiful, broad valley where we heard the wood chopping and the AK whoosh up through the trees. The wilderness there, the grid square targeted for destruction, looks untouched, so far, by the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Day!" Viêt shouts. "There!" And he draws a ring with his finger around the Bowl. "Triêu Phong headquarters!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon and Blunt excitedly draw grease-pencil circles on the laminated maps on their laps, and we fly back to Delta. On the ground and away from the chopper, Herndon checks more details with Viêt. I translate, and Herndon radios orders for Bravo and Charlie Companies to move. A sudden chill goes through me as I realize Viêt is now directing the battalion. No one but me out here knows that Viêt is not a real rallier, and Rang has predicted this: Viêt's influence with us will grow till he is part of our innermost circles.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon flies off to check Bravo and Charlie's movement toward the targets Viêt has given him, but Blunt doesn't like the way things are developing. He follows Herndon's orders on the general direction of movement but rejects Viêt's advice on going down in the valleys and following the streams. The official report says this:
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  	060615Z January 1970. D/1-11 conducted a Recon in Force operation moving from their NDP (YD 161430) to their south. Enemy contacts: None. Significant events: None.
11
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Our ''recon in force" is really a noisy struggle from hilltop to hilltop along rocky and forested ridge lines, with Viêt grumbling, "We'll never find the headquarters this way."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On a rest stop, sweating and immersed in deep vegetation, I try again to persuade Blunt to follow Viêt's advice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Like a Chinese grenade, Blunt explodes in my face: "Look, dammit, this little man may have got battalion to go in the direction he wants, and it may even be the right direction, but he ain't leadin' my company anywhere. If I was out here like we oughta be with a Ranger unit I would get down in the valleys and snoop and poop and we would find this place, but I sure ain't going to do it with a big, slow, noisy company like this. That's just askin' to get our asses shot off and you can bet your little buddy knows it, too. Now you think, Mr. Civilian: when you got a hundred and fifty lives in your hands, you get a little careful about what you do. You understand?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Then you get back down the line with your Mr. Viêt and let me run this company."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We struggle on, recon by fire slamming big doors on life and surprise, machetes ringing, men cursing, radios crackling, tobacco smoke wafting in the breeze, white phosphorus marking rounds burning. We are like a huge, disjointed, dangerous, mechanical animal thrashing in the brush, the Machine "sneaking" up on Triêu Phong, one grid square wrecked and more to come.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On another rest stop we sink down sweat-drenched in humid green when suddenly across the jungle-choked valley savage bursts of fire explode, many weapons blazing on full automatic. A thunderbolt of fear rocks me. This is it, what all this has
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  	been leading to: Bravo or Charlie ambushed in the springing of the trap, and we're next.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ahead of me Blunt doesn't bat an eye. He sees my wild-eyed look and says, ''Bravo Company, having a mad minute."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Behind me Viêt didn't move, either. He can tell all the weapons firing are American, and he's heard mad minutes before, plenty. He continues spooning in C-rations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The dog lieutenant explains: "A mad minute is everyone in the company firing full out for sixty seconds."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Why?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe to test their weapons. Maybe scare the VC. Maybe release tension."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But not to sneak up on anyone," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There it is," the lieutenant says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stomp and hack on. We tear vegetation loose from the earth and trample tender shoots and moss so that a scar wake marks our way, the trail of the Machine. We snake across a hilltop and then are forced down by the land, as the high ground drops sharply into a steep, rocky ravine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I are about halfway down when whispered word comes up the line: "They found something down there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We climb down in a hurry. Blunt, Buzz, and King are at the point, crouched in the bottom of the ravine. Trees stand all around, expectant. The sky is hidden by canopy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Buzz is in a fever. "A hooch!" he whispers. "King alerted on it! We would have gone right by!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	King is quiet, poised, watching Buzz closely. Blunt grips his M-16, his big knuckles white in his burly hands. "Pass the word back," Blunt whispers hoarsely to Buzz. "Hold in place and be quiet."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt begins to climb up out of the the ravine, and Viêt and I follow closely. We reach the upper edge, peer over, and quickly duck back down. Looking at us is a small, dark, bamboo-and-leaf hut standing almost invisible under the trees. It
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  	looks like a magic house, a place filled with great, supernatural power. This is why we've come to the wilderness: to find this, to fight, kill, destroyand then return to civilization.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The sight of the hut sends a rush of adrenaline through us. It's sinister looking and shaggy with thatch. We rise and quickly look at it again. There's no window, but an open, black doorway from which you can imagine Hell-fire coming out. A fresh-beaten path curves from the doorway into the trees and soon disappears in mystery and danger. In the ravine to our left lies a pile of empty C-ration and Japanese fish cans. The leaves breathe, our hearts pound, and sweat streams from our faces.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt, Viêt, and I look at each other. Blunt takes a deep breath, knuckle-grips his M-16, climbs over the top, and begins low-crawling toward the house. Viêt and I climb over and follow till we all lie together behind a big rock about fifty feet from the house. Before, the hut had seemed small; now it feels huge and overpowering. The open doorway both lures and repels us with incredible force.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt jerks my sleeve and whispers mouth agape, "Tell the captain not to go any closer. Maybe they're waiting; maybe there are mines."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt understands and whispers, "I know that, but I'm not sendin' my men up there, and somebody's got to do it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt starts to crawl forward, but Viêt reaches out, stops him, and whispers to me, "Tell the captain to give me a grenade."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks at Viêt intently, pulls a grenade from his belt, and hands it over. Viêt rises slowly and begins to stalk toward the house in a low panther-crouch.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The hut looks even more sinister now as Viêt moves closer to it. The terrible black door could any moment spew orange fire and hot-metal death. Even the earth looks more frightening now, body-rending mine explosion just a heartbeat away.
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 69

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt walks excruciatingly slowly, silent as a ghost, watching the door, checking out the ground before each step. He's almost at the corner of the house, making an arc through the trees toward the door.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I can't let him go on alone. I rise slowly, quiet as I can, and Blunt rises, too. We all three move toward the house in a strange, slow dance, with the tension so great it seems the air is about to explode.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt reaches the wall and edges along it toward the door. Blunt and I drop to the ground and lie flat, cover him with our M-16s, and hope that if he hits a mine it won't get us, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt stays still for what seems a long time at the edge of the door, checking for booby-trap wires and disturbances in the earth. Suddenly he makes a quick move, looks into the house, and then flattens back against the wall, all without a sound. He waits frozen another long-seeming time, takes a deep breath, and steps into the doorway. For a moment he is framed against the black interior, then is swallowed up inside. The magic house has him now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I lie tense, waiting for the burst of bullets or shattering explosion that will send Viêt's broken body catapulting back out the door. Silence hangs so thickly beneath the trees that it seems it, too, will soon explode.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt materializes out of the darkness inside the house. He appears in the doorway again, looking out at us. His face is drawn, as if leeches have sucked away all his blood. He comes quickly to us and whispers, "They just left! And look at this."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He opens his palm. Nestled there is a small glass vial of white powder medicine. "This must be the new hospital," Viêt whispers. "Maybe they moved here after I left. The rest of the headquarters is probably down there, very near." He points down the curving path where it skirts the ravine and disappears in the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at the door of the house. "I want to go inside," I say.
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  	Viêt leads me to the house, watching everywhere at once. We step through the doorway into another dimension. This is the VC world of Nature, secrecy, and sudden death. My eyes slowly adjust to the dark. A strong smell of wood smoke fills my nostrils. I see two levels dug into the earth: everything slowly comes out of the gloom. Thick thatch hangs and bamboo poles rise all around. A cavelike hole burrows into the lower level, the entrance to an underground bunker, maybe a tunnel system. Firewood stacked in a dark corner lies waiting near the ashes of a cooking fire. There, too, are a blackened pot and pan and an old, beat-up wooden ladle. Everything is simple, natural, used, and full of awesome power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve. I feel in a dream. Everything seems to be happening slowly, but with almost unbearable intensity. Viêt points at three bamboo beds on the lower level, and above them, a taut clothesline where three blood-stained bandages and a pair of brown NVA pants hang. Beyond them another doorway opens into the forest, and another branch of the Ho Chi Minh Trail curves and disappears into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt comes into the house and looks around like an infidel intruder in a holy temple. He wants to booby-trap the place and put ambushes on the doors, but it's getting late and he has to get Delta into its NDP. He leads us back to the ravine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Buzz and King are waiting just over the edge. Blunt sends Buzz back to pass the word, then leads Delta out of the ravine and up the steep, jungled slope above the house. Darkness is falling fast; there is no time to get to the top of the hill to set up a proper NDP.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Buried in dense vegetation, we establish a rough perimeter and lie down among rocks and roots. It begins to rain, and we lie shivering all night. The official report tells it like this:
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  	061344Z Jan 70. D/111 while conducting RIF operations vic YD 152431 discovered a 12 ft × 10 ft shut made of elephant grass. The
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  	hut contained a tunnel which led to a bunker, 8 ft × 10 ft. The bunker showed signs of recent use and contained an assortment of medical supplies. D/111 will establish multiple night ambushes in the vicinity of the bunker complex.
12
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning we stand poncho-shrouded in the cold, gray dawn, smoking to warm our hands and lungs, exhaling on our cupped-mush hands, holding burning cigarettes near crevassed fingers till drips from our wrists put them out. Under the trees rise sounds of soft talking, radio crackle, and stamping of mud-clogged boots, big as if swollen, covering grotesque cracked toes inside soggy socks. The Machine is stuck in the mud, mist and fog again keeping choppers grounded. Get hit now, fall and break something, and you lie in the mud and wait.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It is nearly 1100 hours before the rain-streaked sky becomes high enough for the mechanical birds of the Machine to fly and us flesh-and-blood men on the ground to move. Blunt, Viêt, and I lead the way down the hill toward the house. Just above it, Blunt and I hide behind trees and cover Viêt while he goes down to check it out. He cautiously enters the house, then comes out fast, looking as if he's seen a ghost. He frantically waves us to him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I slip and slide down and enter the house behind Viêt. The NVA pants and bandages are gone. And in the damp earth just inside the door is the fresh print of a Ho Chi Minh sandal with a triple-X tread design.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Jesus!" Blunt whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Outside the door, the Trail is beaten fresh and smooth as it slants down toward the ravine, daring us to follow. What has happened here? Didn't the triple-X man know that fifty meters above his house a mighty American infantry company was camping? Hadn't he heard us crackling around in the brush up there, and wheezing, cursing, and coughing? Or did the rain
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  	and wind, the thick forest curtain and the dripping trees, hide us as it hid him? Maybe he knew but didn't care. Maybe he knew we were shivering up there in a tight little circle and had left no booby-traps or ambushes for him. Maybe he watched us search his house and then struggle noisily up the hill. Had he actually slept in that snug, dry hooch while we suffered in the cold and the rain? And now was he tempting us to follow his missing pants and triple-X print?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt sits down on the ground near the hut to think. On his decision ride our lives.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I sit down with him and tell him what Viêt thinks: "He's pretty sure the VC must have moved the whole headquarters to this valley, maybe after he rallied. He thinks this hut is the recovery room, and the rest of the hospital will be down the ravine, maybe three or four more houses. Below that will be the district commander's hut and the political and economic sections. If we follow the Trail"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We could get our asses blown off," Blunt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt ponders more, sitting crosslegged on the ground. He rises and begins giving orders: King will lead the way down the Trail, then Buzz, Blunt, Viêt, me, and the 1st Platoon; the rest of Delta will move above us on both sides of the ravine.
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  	070615Z Jan 70. D/111 continued to conduct a detailed search vic YD 153432 where the bunker/hut complex was discovered on 06 Jan 70.
13
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We descend into the ravine, following King and the Trail from the front door of the house. The Trail branch here is narrow, new, hard-packed, and slippery. We walk slowly and carefully, eyes scanning the thick brush and trees, rifles ready, thumbs on safeties and fingers on triggers. We are ready to fight but fatalistic, too, knowing that if ambushed we can't do much but die.
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  	What hopes we have hinge on fate and King. Buzz claims King's nose is fifty times more powerful than a man's, his ears ten, and eyes five, and that he is trained to alert not only to ambushes but also to mines and booby-traps. I wonder, though: can King smell every buried mine, see a very cleverly hidden tripwire, sense an ambush downwind and perfectly concealed?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail points down the ravine into what looks like the Valley of the Shadow of Death, and we do fear evil. Among rocks and trees the Trail twists and turns, leading us deeper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	King alerts! His ears snap forward, his nostrils quiver, and his whole body tenses. Behind him, Buzz hits the ground, pulls King back, crawls to Blunt, and gasps, "Around the bend: something."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt worms forward to the position of King's alert, peers around a bend in the Trail, and crawls back. Ahead are big rocks, the Trail, and tangled vegetation: anything could be there. It is not just Delta's lives in Blunt's hands, either, but many more. If we get pinned down, Bravo and Charlie will come in, and then the brigade, and more after that. What begins with us dying on the Trail could become the biggest defeat of the war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt crawls back to his radioman and whispers quick orders. We are to turn around, leave the Trail, climb to high ground, and rejoin the rest of Delta. Again we struggle along, from hilltop to hilltop along the ridge lines, tearing a path through the forest.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I feel low. The Machine's operation seems designed not to find the headquarters. If we ever locate the Bowl below Old Baldy, probably all we'll find will be more deserted huts. We're walking away from the Trail, and probably the new headquarters, too. No, not walkingthrashing away is more like it. Nature fights us all the way, making every step a struggle. We are constantly caught in the vines we cut,
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  	whipped and slashed by the branches we break. We retaliate with three hundred heavy boots, crushing and killing the small plants that grow close to the forest floor, trampling their bodies and tearing their roots. The forest even retaliates for that, causing us to slip and fall on the bare, slippery ground, banging our knees and elbows.
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  	071500Z Jan 70. D/1-11 conducted detailed Search and Clear operations from YD 153432 to vic YD 153427.
14
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt grows more gloomy and complains as he walks, "We've got to go down. Nobody walks up here. Down in the streams, down in the valleys, that's where we'll find Triêu Phong!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wonder again about Viêt. Why is he so eager to find the headquarters? To save himself from Rang and prison? To prove himself to Blunt and me? Or to lead us to where the VC are waiting? One thing sure: he knows now, if he didn't already, how bad we are in the forest. We crash on, leaving our scar wake behind. A new trail is forming in the forest, the trail of the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the green and black shadow afternoon, we descend once more, forced down by the land. Our point man breaks out of the forest to a fast-running stream, sloshes across, climbs the bank dripping water, steps over a wide path, and continues fighting up into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I reach the stream and Viêt whispers, "Ho Chi Minh Trail! Where are they going? This is it! The headquarters is just ten minutes from here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at the Trail, fascinated. The Trail is beautiful here, curving along the stream, carpeted with leaves. It's a mysterious tunnel through triple-canopy forest, made long ago by mountain tribes and by wild animals long before that. It's part of the ancient forest here, like the stream beside it and the
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  	trees that arch over it, interlacing their branches and leaves. It seems not an intruder in the forest; like Viêt, it belongs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and whispers, "We could follow this Trail all the way to North Viet Nam! Tell the captain his men must be quiet now. We're very near!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I kneel with Blunt on the Trail and whisper what Viêt tells me: "The Economics Section is ten minutes upstream, and the Political Section five minutes more. Downstream the district commander's hut is twenty minutes, and the old hospital ten beyond that."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt pulls at his shot-away ear and thinks. Finally he says, "How does he know these times so exactly?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I had been wondering the same. To me, this is just another chaotic, tossing wave in the vast forest-sea. How could Viêt know the exact distances from here? I ask him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks around, shrugs, and says, "This is my place."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I remember Viêt telling me how he used to go from section to section of the headquarters to visit friends and play cards. I wonder where those friends are now and what is about to happen to them, and us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt begins issuing quick orders. The 1st Platoon lieutenant and ten men form behind us. Blunt tells everyone to shuck their packs and check their weapons.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and whispers, "I need a rifle. Tell the captain. This pistol is no good here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt thinks a moment, pulling his ear and looking at Viêt. He gets an M-16, hands it to Viêt, and says to me, "Does he know how to use it?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt understands Blunt's question, making me wonder again about his English. As he had demonstrated the .38 for Tex, now he does the same with the '16 for Blunt. He pops out the magazine, looks it over, tests the spring, and slips it back in till it clicks and locks. He jacks a round into the chamber and flips the selector to full automatic.
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  	''Is he going to walk with that thing off safe?" Blunt says. "Tell the captain not to worry," Viêt says as he hefts the '16. "I know what I'm doing."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What all do you know, little man?" Blunt says. "Move out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt steps off in his panther-crouch, M-16 aimed Vietnamese belly high. I follow five paces behind, then Blunt, the radioman, the lieutenant, and the ten Delta grunts.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm adrenaline-jolted and rocked by Viêt's image in front of me. Seven weeks ago he was a VC, walking this Trail to play cards with his friends. Now he wears a U.S. helmet, uniform, and boots, carries an M-16, and looks ready to shoot the first person he sees. Has he, too, become part of the Machine?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt suddenly drops and kneels beside the Trail. Blunt and I go forward to him, and he whispers, "The branch to the Economics Section is just around the next bend. We'll go through the trees. Tell the men to be quiet."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt rises and slips like a spirit through the trees. We try to follow like him, but we are not earth gods. Big, we bend, crack twigs, crunch leaves, kick rocks. We get snagged on vines and make noise pulling free. Our gear squeaks, boots clunk, baggy uniforms swish and whisper. Branches twang against our steel-pot helmets, which fall at crazy angles over our sweat-stung eyes and block the flow of forest sounds.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt drops where a line of saplings sprout along a low rise, crawls to the top, and cautiously peers over. He signals to us, and Blunt and I low-crawl up beside him while behind, the Delta men kneel and wait, tensely breathing, sweating.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Across an old bomb-blast clearing, at the edge of a tangle of scythed-down trees, a large, dark, sinister house stares back at us. This is electro-shock in bamboo and thatch, a witch's house in a fairy tale, where fat children are eaten. Beneath the house, a dark, round bunker-eye stares at us evilly. Who is in there, ready to shoot?
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  	Viêt, Blunt, and I squirm down behind the rise and look at each other. We're all sweating. Blunt waves the lieutenant and his men up to the low rise and hand-signals them to spread out and be quiet. We look at each other again. Who's going to make the first move? And what should it be?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A movie scene begins to play in my head. This is the old pattern when I'm in extremis. Inside the black-eye bunker two small yellow men sit behind a big machine gun, waiting for us to cross the clearing. We Americans are not deceived, though; we put up a helmet on a stick. ''Kee-rang!" the bullet ricochets. Now we know they're in there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I exchange looks. I feel he's thinking the same thing: Shall we put up a helmet on a stick? Before we can do anything, Viêt puffs his round cheeks, blows out a big breath, gets a strange, fatalistic look on his face, rises, and begins to circle silently through the trees toward the house. When he is halfway there, Blunt and I follow, while the others cover us from behind the rise. It still looks like a movie.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt moves quietly behind and above the house. He hangs on to a tree and looks down through a hole in the roof. Blunt and I catch up with him and we all hold onto trees on a steep slope and look down through the hole. You can see a rickety old bamboo bed and the corner of a weathered table. Behind the house is another pile of rusty C-ration and Japanese fish cans. Everything looks old, very oldold and abandoned.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at Blunt. There's a thundercloud look on his face. Viêt shrinks from it and stares down through the hole in the house. He lets go of his tree, catches another, and quietly climbs down. Blunt and I watch as he creeps around the house and cat-walks inside, his M-16 searching. I wonder again: if a mine gets him, will it get us, too?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I hang on and watch through the hole. Viêt appears, testing each step, looking intently at the bed and the table. He disappears again. We don't see him for
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  	a few minutes. Soon he emerges from the house and climbs to us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Cûu lâm," he whispers. "Very old."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No shit, little man," Blunt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What does the captain say?" Viêt whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"That you did a good job checking the place out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt makes a face: he doesn't believe me. I don't want to believe, either; the house looks abandoned much longer than the two months since Viêt was captured.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's go back," Blunt says. "I gotta get my men into their NDP"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Wait, the Political Section," Viêt says. "It's only five minutes from where we left the Trail."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks up at patches of gray sky through the bomb-thinned trees. "OK, tell him to lead on," he says, "but I bet we'll find the same damn thing: old and abandoned."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us back to the Trail, upstream along it, and then ducking under low-hanging trees where a small, fast stream flows in. We stand in dancing water completely shrouded in branches and leaves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"This is it," Viêt whispers. "This stream is the Trail to the Political Section. Tell the captain his men have to be very quiet. Don't fall behind. It's easy to get lost here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us up the stream under boughs and leaves that trail their leaves in water. There is no sign that man has ever passed this way. You can feel it, though, as Viêt crouches around each bend as if he expects to meet and shoot someone there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We turn up an even smaller stream, push leaf-laden branches up and bend to go under. We are totally immersed, lost in an infinitely complex stream system, a passage to the Underworld, with Viêt as our Charon, boatman on the River Styx. We wade on, lives in his hands.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around a bend, Viêt flattens behind a smooth boulder.
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  	Blunt and I wade to him and whisper with water swirling past our legs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's very near," Viêt whispers. "Just around the next bend."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Again Viêt gets that look: I could die here. He rounds the boulder and wades forward, tense-crouched and ready to shoot.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around the next bend the Trail rises from the water as if it had been walking on it. It goes boldly up the bank, to . . . . nothing. Viêt stands in the water amazed. We move forward and climb the bank off the Trail. In the small clearing under the trees, where the Political Section's house should be, there is nothing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We approach the site of the house. The jungle around is stupefyingly dense. We look down at the outlines of the house and the dark eye of an underground bunker. The sticks and straw of the house are completely gone, as if carried away by an army of ants.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks long and hard at the bunker, then drops and crawls inside, disappearing into the hole as if he were being swallowed by a snake. Blunt and I step back to the edge of the clearing, out of range of a blast. Silence hangs heavy under the trees; the stream sings softly below. What can it be like for Viêt, crawling through the dark belly of the earth?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He emerges sweating and pale and motions for Blunt and me to follow him. We go through the trees just off a narrow path to another powerful sight: a low, igloo-shaped grass hut, shaggy with long and heavy thatch. It's suddenly just there, as if conjured up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's the cooking house," Viêt whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He disappears inside. There are no windows, not even a door, just a slight opening in the thatch. It must be totally dark in there. Viêt soon comes out and says, "They've been gone a long time."
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  	Blunt looks at him hard and says, "I wonder how long you knew that?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What does the captain say?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He wants to go back now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us back down the stream system. Doubts fill my head. How long had the headquarters been abandoned? Who was Viêt?
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  	7 Jan 70. D/111, guided by a Hoi Chanh, found a 5-bunker complex in the vicinity of YD 151427. The Hoi Chanh said this complex was the Political Control Area. All bunkers were destroyed.
15
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Back on the Trail, Blunt passes Viêt and takes the lead. Deepening shadows give urgency: time to be in our NDP.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The lieutenant catches up. "Sir," he says to Blunt, shouldn't we go back for our packs?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I think so, too. Blunt seems headed in the wrong direction, taking the Trail for North Viet Nam.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks at the lieutenant with contempt. "We are goin' back," he growls, and he stomps on with Viêt close behind. Blunt and Viêt, it seems, are the only ones not lost after the confusing journey down the streams.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Soon we come to our packs lying beside the Trail like headless, limbless men. Viêt pulls my sleeve, his moon face shiny and forelock tumbling over one eye.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Tell the captain," he says. "The district commander's house and the hospital are just downstream from here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If I decide," Blunt says to me, "to follow the little man any more, I'll let you know, and it won't be today."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt leads us up the hill that rises steeply from the Trail. In a long, single line, Delta struggles like a wounded serpent, tearing a bare, muddy path. Platoon and squad formations soon break down as all along the line sweating, gasping men
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  	fall out. The company has become 150 individuals, all trying to get to the top.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bodies steam, sweat streams, legs pump, boots tear and trample vegetation. Behind us, the earth is denuded and churned to slick mud. Men stand staggering and fighting for air and sit in the mud, dazed with heat and exhaustion. They fight forward two lurching steps and slip one back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At the front of the column is a race. Blunt passes the point man, and I stay close behind, determined to prove to Blunt he can't walk me down. Viêt goes around me easily and squeezes in on the heels of Blunt. Now Viêt pulls out to pass Blunt, but I grab his shirt and warn him back with a look.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We reach the top in a close-packed clump, and I veer off to give Blunt space, but Viêt stays near. I think I see a look of respect in Blunt's eyes before he goes panting back down the hill to help his men come up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Soon the canopied hilltop rings with digging, chopping, and radio chatter. News comes from battalion: guided by Viêt's advice to Colonel Herndon, Bravo and Charlie Companies have found a
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  	vast complex of bamboo hooches and underground bunkers, the latter both rectangular and triangular and from 10' × 6' × 4' with 2' dirt overhead cover to 12' × 5' × 5' with logs and dirt for overhead cover, and all showing signs of recent (within 34 days) use. . . .. The Hoi Chanh passed information to B/111 which enabled them to find the Sapper and Security Section, Propaganda and Transportation Section, and the R&R Section. Many of the bunkers were elaborately constructed with underground chimneys and cooking stoves, and as large as 18' × 15' × 8'. Some had elevated bamboo sleeping platforms with insect nets and were furnished with steel-backed chairs. A total of 100 bunkers and 50 hooches were destroyed in the vast base complex.1
16
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt calls me over to listen to this come over the radio. "Not quite the harmless place your little buddy said, is it?"
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  	Again I have that empty feeling. "Maybe a big unit moved in since he was here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yeah, sure," Blunt says. "Something else: sensor and sniffer reports indicate a big NVA unit is heading our way. What do you think Viêt has to do with that? And think of this: I'll admit the little guy's got guts, but maybe he wants to be first on the Trail and first to check out the hooches because if he meets somebody he knows, he'll have to kill 'em quick before they give him away. Who knows what he does inside the bunkers and huts, anyway? Maybe he's hidin' stuff that could be useful to us or identify him. I notice you or me ain't too eager to go in there with him. You don't trust him, either, do you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I go back to my part of the hill and lie on the ground thinking of the VC in their shaggy huts. I hope we've at least chased them out in the rain, but I doubt it. All around on the dark perimeter GIs shiver and cough in their mud holes, dreaming of their lives back in the World.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and King sleep dry in another big-leaf shelter. I try to keep warm by lighting C-ration heat tablets but only succeed in burning more holes for the rain in my new poncho liner. I lie shivering in the mud all night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning the ceiling lifts early and Blunt calls me to a hilltop conference. He's decided to make one more try with Viêt We'll go for the district commander's house, the 1st Platoon lieutenant and one squad accompanying. Blunt tells me to brief the others on what we'll find, "If there's anything there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I tell what Viêt has told me. "The commander's name is Huynh. He's about forty, tall and thin. He has a finger missing on his right hand. He's fought the Japanese, French, and us. He lives alone in his hut and runs Triêu Phong District from there. Underneath his hut is a bunker and out back is a cooking house where two women live. Downstream about ten minutes is the
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  	hospital, four houses, four bunkers, and six or seven people, one of them Doctor Son from Hanoi. The others are nurses and medics. They're not combat-oriented, and we're hoping to capture them or call them to rally."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Lock and load," Blunt says. "Move out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us down the hill, walking off the muddy slash we made yesterday. Near the Trail he kneels in deep bushes and waves Blunt and me to him. "We won't follow the Trail," he whispers. "Maybe the VC are waiting, maybe mines. We'll cross the stream and go through the trees. Tell the Americans to be quiet."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us into the trees, and we struggle through dense vegetation. Soon the stream is lost to us, even its song swallowed. I begin to worry about where Viêt is taking us. How can he know where he's going?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt stops and casts an agonized look back. We're too noisy, too slow. Minutes stretch into an hour. It seems we've gone much too far from the stream. Behind me, Blunt mutters that he's ready to call it off and go back. I wonder if Viêt is lost, too. How can he navigate here? We can see no sun through the canopy, and the terrain rises and falls with no hint of a slope to the stream. We seem to be underwater, swimming in the Sargasso Sea. Blunt whispers that he'll give Viêt just a few more minutes. We sweat and struggle on.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stream sounds come through the green curtain. Viêt is not lost, and he is not like us. He relates to Nature in a different way. I have watched Viêt now on two operations, seen him float over the Trail silent as an owl, slip through the trees like a deer. Now I see his skill at deep-forest navigation. He has walked blindly through a nearly impenetrable curtain, somehow matching the curves of an invisible stream with the vegetation-cloaked undulations of the land. Now he stares at the dancing water as if he knows it and is listening to a message in its rush over rocks.
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  	"Gân lâm!" he whispers. "Very near! We'll walk in the water from here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us into the stream, and water darkens our uniforms like blood. We hug the far bank and wade forward, M-16s hard-pointed and ready. I strongly feel something's going to happen: this is not going to be a dry run.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt crouches behind a boulder and cautiously peers around the bend. He twists back, face aghast, and waves Blunt and me up. "There!" he says. "The Trail to the commander's house."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I look around and duck back. Just ahead, the Trail rises from the water, climbs the bank, and loses itself in the trees. It's very fresh; it has that glow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt wades forward, '16 on full automatic. I follow, then Blunt, the lieutenant, and the squad. We're all ready to spurt streams of hot metal, projectiles tumbling through meat and blood.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt slowly climbs the bank, senses burning into the trees. He walks parallel to the Trail, checking each step before his foot goes down, parting leaves, peering into the next layer. We follow as quietly as we can, a death-thrust into green.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly Viêt stops, looks through branches, motions Blunt and me forward. He draws back a curtain of leaves and points. A narrow path leads to a low mound topped by a hole.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The lieutenant pushes up behind us, looks over our shoulders, and whispers, "A cache! Maybe we better see what's inside."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What does he say?" Viêt whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate and Viêt almost chokes. "Open that up and you'll get a surprise," he says. "That's where the VC shit!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks at the lieutenant like he wants to spit. I'm glad I didn't say anything. I thought it might be a cache, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt backs away from the path, ducks under a bough, and is gone. I follow closely, then Blunt. A few steps into dense vegetation Viêt drops silently, and Blunt and I crawl to him.
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  	We look across an open space under tall trees. Looking back is another jungle house, this one open all along one side, as if whoever lives there likes fresh air and a view of visitors coming. Outside, a bunker eye stares at us unblinking. I feel my breath coming in rushes and my heart beating against the earth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Commander Huynh's house," Viêt whispers in a voice so low it can hardly be heard.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This house is not abandoned. Someone is here, or very near. Inside the house on a low bamboo bed something dark lies still. Blunt sends a series of hand signals to the lieutenant, and the Delta men creep forward and lie in an are facing the house.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My mind races away again. We seem to be in a play. The clearing is the stage, and the trees are the silent audience. The forested hill behind the house is the backdrop, and the canopy is the ceiling. Opening-night tension is in the air as we players, life's walking shadows, prepare our entrancebrief burst!on the way to dusty death.
17
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt gets his fatalistic look and begins to rise, but Blunt reaches out and pulls him back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Tell him he doesn't have to," Blunt whispers. "He doesn't have to be first every time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate, but Viêt shrugs and answers, "I'm Vietnamese; it should be me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt rises and begins to ghost-drift through the clearing. Blunt and I follow, spread out so a single AK burst or mine blast, we hope, won't get us, too, and shrapnel-leech our American blood into Vietnamese earth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt moves silently, eyes and M-16 searching. He stops at the bunker. Blunt and I drop and lie low, protecting ourselves and covering him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks hard at the entrance for what seems a long time, then drops and crawls inside. Who knows what he does, what he feels in there, his life bounded by tight earth walls, the
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  	circle of light to the upper world behind him, the passage to the Underworld below. We know nothing of this.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Silence screams, tension explodes as Blunt and I lie waiting for the mind-shattering burst.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally Viêt emerges, his face pale, his eyes big, and something brown in his hand. He comes to us streaming sweat, death-life currents flowing. He whispers, ''Look, Commander Huynh's pack!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls out of the Chinese pack a pair of brown NVA pants, a coil of wire, and a glass vial of the white-powder medicine, sulfanilamide, for treating wounds. "His entrenching tool is down there, too," Viêt whispers. "He hasn't gone far, and he'll be back. He would never leave these things behind."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt slings Huynh's pack on his back and approaches the house. He looks all around and then enters, cat-walking across the packed-earth floor. He goes to the bamboo bed and looks down at the dark something lying there. He studies it, then gingerly lifts it and hangs it on his belt. It's Huynh's U. S. Army poncho. I wonder whereand howHuynh got it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt points to a machete stuck in one of the house supports and warns us with a ghastly look. It must be booby-trapped.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt comes out, waves Blunt and me forward, and shows us triple-X prints in damp earth. Was it Huynh at the first house? Has the Old Fox been leading us here, and is he again daring us to follow? How many Japanese, French, ARVN, and Americans had he played with this way? Huynh gave Viêt his last courier mission; what was, what is, Viêt's role here?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us around the back of the house and points down at a narrow, beaten path that rises into the trees, quickly curves, and disappears. Huynh is up there, Viêt says with a look. You can feel it, too. Huynh and other VC are waiting, maybe watching. Want to meet them? Go up that Trail. It's guaranteed you will not come down.
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  	Viêt steps over the Trail and leads us to a rise that drops to a small stream. Beside the stream and hidden by thick canopy is another house, this one low and shaggy with heavy thatch.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''The cooking house," Viêt whispers. "Huynh's two women cooks live here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I lie on the rise covering as Viêt goes down and into the house. He comes out fast with another horror-struck look and a flat bamboo basket of greens. He climbs the rise and thrusts the basket in our faces. The greens are freshly chopped and wet from a recent rinsing. Minutes, seconds before, someone washed them in the stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want to see in there," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads me to the house. I step in behind him and stop, with my senses overwhelmed. It's dark inside and strong with wood-smoke smell; the thick leaf walls and heavy thatch roof allow no smoke to escape and rise above the trees. It's dry, too; they slept here last night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My eyes slowly adjust. I stay still, shallow-breathing, tall American standing where VC women squat and cook. Shapes begin to emerge from the gloom: two low bamboo beds in a corner, a big stack of firewood along the far wall, a blackened pot, a black wooden ladle, and cooking-fire ashes on the floor. I imagine Huynh standing here where I am, looking at the women cooking. Spicy smells rise: rice, nuoc mam, dried fish, and jungle greens. It's warm in here; outside, the forest breathes, and wilderness sounds play in the breeze.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I approach the cooking fire, kneel, and put my hands in the ashes. Suddenly my mind bursts with another childhood scene from the cyclops screen. This time it's the Lone Ranger, a classic episode. The Masked Man and Tonto are following outlaws through canyon country. They come upon a campfire, with thin smoke curling. Tonto leaps off his pinto horse Scout, puts his hand in the fire, and says, "Unh, coals still warm, Kemo Sabey." Good God, Tonto, smoke is still rising! I pull
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  	my hand back with the shock of recognition. The ashes are still warm!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt stands over me in the dark. "Di," he says. "Let's go."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We go out and blink in the light. Leaves flash silver and green, and the small stream sings over rocks. Blunt sits on the rise, legs dangling over. He looks pretty casual up there. Viêt and I climb up and sit with him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want to think," Blunt says, and he stares at the stream and pulls his shot-away ear.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I sit quietly, M-16s across our laps. The forest is beautiful here. It's hard to believe we could die now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally Blunt says in a hard voice, "You know what really pisses me off about this? After all the damn noise we've been makin' out here, Charlie is still livin' in his hooches right up to the minute we come take a look. And as soon as we leave, he'll come right back and go on livin' here while we stumble around in the bush and sleep in the mud and the rain. What pisses me off even more is that he's probably up there in the trees watchin' us and laughin'. If I was out here with a Ranger team I'd pretend I was goin' away, and when he came back I'd see who was laughin'!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"How about getting the trackers and tracker dog?" I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Oh, no," Blunt says. "I told you no dog and no hillbillies are going to lead my company anywhere. The dog walks along with his nose to the ground and the trackers with their heads up their asses, anyway."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt is silent for a while, his bullet scar livid under a growing cloud. He stands abruptly and says, "Let's go back. I don't feel like providin' Charlie with any more comedy here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and says, "Wait, tell the captain to give me two grenades."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Why?" Blunt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want to make booby-traps," Viêt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Booby-trap what?"
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  	"The cooking house and the commander's bunker."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt nods toward the cooking house and asks me, "Didn't he say two women live here?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He doesn't have to do that," Blunt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate and Viêt answers, "I want to."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt pulls two grenades from his belt, looks at Viêt sharply, and says, "What is it that goes through your mind, little man?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What does the captain say?" Viêt whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't translate, but I wish I knew, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I go back in the house. Viêt works fast and efficiently in the dark. He slips Huynh's pack off, takes out the coil of wire, pulls off a strip, and bends it back and forth rapidly till it breaks. He fastens one end to the rim of the basket of greens and puts the basket in the corner by the cooking fire. Then he carefully works the pin of one grenade almost all the way out till it is just hanging, a breath from killing us both. He attaches the loose end of the wire to the pin's ring and lodges the grenade in the kindling pile.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt steps backs and admires his work. "Good, huh?" he says. "When they come back, they pick up their vegetables, and BOOM!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My mind jumps back to my last meeting with Rang. He waved a paper in front of me and said it was an agent's report on Viêt. Viêt was not a medic and courier, as he claimed: he was a sapper, most feared of all the VC, experts in demolitions and base penetration. I had blown the report off as black intelligence, VC-planted to discredit Viêt, or Rang's lies to send Viêt to prison. I didn't want to believe. Now I wondered: would a VC medic be this good at booby-trap making? And more: Why would Viêt do it? He didn't seem like a killer of women. In fact, he didn't seem like a killer at all. Rang had an answer for this, too: "Sure they choose someone like Viêt for mission like this, so innocent-looking."
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  	Like a runaway train my mind races on. Maybe Viêt's doing this to prove to Rang he really has changed sides now. Now he can tell Rang, "Even though the Americans screwed up the operation, I got Huynh and his cooks with grenades."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is another possibility, too: Viêt knows no one will be killed by his booby-traps. If Huynh and the others are watching, they'll carefully check every place we've been. Maybe the basket of greens hadn't been sitting in that dark corner by the cooking fire. Maybe it had been on the kindling pile or by the door. The women will know right away, find the grenade, push the pin in, and have one more to use against us. The same will happen at Huynh's bunker: two more for them! God, would the doubts about Viêt never cease?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's go to Huynh's bunker now," Viêt says. "I've got a great idea for a booby-trap there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt and I wait outside while Viêt disappears inside the dark hole. He emerges with a big smile: "I hooked it to his entrenching tool. When he takes it to digBOOM! He digs his own grave."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt shoots Viêt another hard look and says, "We'll go back now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls my sleeve and says, "Wait, the hospital. It's only ten minutes from here. I'll show you where I used to work."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt finally agrees. We make a cursory try at erasing all our tracks but don't really think we're fooling the VC. Viêt leads us back to the stream, and we wade in its swirling tunnel through the trees to a scene not of healing, but destruction.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The hospital is goneburned, Viêt thinks, by the ARVN. All that remains of the place where Viêt's life was saved is a trash heap of old medicine bottles and syringes, the outline of three huts, and, still strangely standing, four bamboo supports for the operating table. Again, everything looks old, very old. Can the jungle age human structures so fast? And where are Dr. Son and the medics now? At the new hospital we walked
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  	away from? Again, what is Viêt's role here? The official reports give no hint of all this; the Machine doesn't deal in subtleties:
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  	At 081430H Jan 70 VIC YD 150428, D/111 discovered 2 bunkers 12' × 5' × 5'. The Hoi Chanh working with D/111 said these bunkers had been used by a VCI 'Commander' and staff. One of the bunkers contained warm ashes of a campfire. It appeared as if individuals had been in the area within the last 12 hours. The bunkers were destroyed. At YD 156432, D/1-11 discovered 3 destroyed bunkers that had been 12' × 5' × 5'. The Hoi Chanh said that these bunkers had been a hospital complex.
18
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads us back to Delta's hill, cigarette smoke, and radio chatter. Bravo and Charlie, still guided by Viêt's information, have continued to make big finds: hooches, bunkers, three recent graves, and tables set with steaming food. One scout dog has been slightly wounded by a booby-trap, unsettling news. King and Viêt get together for a C-4cooked lunch. Buzz and the trackers are bored: nothing to do.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt calls me over. Sniffers and sensors continue to report big NVA units headed our way. Colonel Herndon has ordered us to a new position, away from the huts and bunkers of Triêu Phong and from hilltop to hilltop along the ridge lines. As soon as he can, Blunt will get Viêt, me, the dog people, and the trackers on a chopper back to the base.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We struggle on the rest of the day over high, forested country. Viêt and I are just two more plodders now as the Machine and the NVA play ultimate-stakes chess in the mountains. Late in the afternoon, Blunt leads Delta to an NDP occupied by Bravo last night: another denuded, trashed hilltop island in the forest-sea. Wooden ammo crates are stacked here and there, and fighting holes fringe the hill's crest like pits in a monk's shaved head. Stretching away in every direction waves
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  	of green jungle roll, and choppers begin to come and go, moving the ammo to Bravo and Charlie and making us targets.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly a big explosion rips our hill, setting off a mad scramble for holes. Blunt roars into the radio and learns it's a friendly, off-target marking round.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Willett again," I think.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Big shadows begin spreading from the high mountains to the west, and the cold chill of VC time creeps across the land. We dig Bravo's holes deeper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt calls me over. He doesn't like to let it show much, but I feel we're becoming friends. He wants to talk about the war and Viêt: "Tomorrow you and your little buddy'll go back on the resupply chopper with the dog people and trackers, and me and my men will stay out here fighting a lost war, lost because of the no-balls politicians in Washington and the numb-nuts generals in Saigon. You'll be havin' your hot showers and hot chow and hot women, I reckon, and me and my men will be humping the hills and sleepin' in the rain. You know how long it's been since we've had hot showers, clean uniforms? One month! You wouldn't like that, would you? Not even for your big civilian pay."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I don't make that much," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ha!" he says. "Now I'll tell you something about your Mr. Viêt I'll admit part of what the little man did was OK. He took us where he said he would and he showed a lot of guts checking out the hooches and bunkers. He could take me to a hundred headquarters, though, and I still wouldn't trust him. Once they've been on the other side, they can never be with us. Anyway, what's he got waiting for him when we leave?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I get a sinking feeling as the sun goes down into Laos. The view from the high, bare hill is immense, profound, and ominous. Darkness is coming, for us and all Viet Nam.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Blunt looks out over the forest and mountains. The last light of day plays across his bullet-scarred face and damaged ear.
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  	"The NVA are coming down," he says heavily. "We're on the way out. What's going to happen to your little friend then?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to sleep poncho-wrapped with my feet pointing down toward the dark forest-ocean. I slide down and worm back up. I start to drift off, and feel the snake again, pressing down on my feet, crawling up my legs. I jerk up in terror and fall back in cold sweat. A dream! Thank God! I try to sleep, and feel it again. The snake"the symbol of life throwing off the past and continuing to live."
19
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The night seems never-ending. Finally, light comes, and ghostly forms begin to appear, mountains and trees out of the fog and Delta men moving like spirits. I think of the half-cured blind man's words to Jesus, "I see men, but they look like trees walking."20
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chopper sound comes from across the mountains like a mechanical heartbeat, distant at first, then coming closer, beating faster, entering our own heart rhythms as it materializes out of the sky, flying toward us in Machine-deliverance. "This is the end," the heartbeat says, overwhelming now as it roars into landing, making everything tornado-flydust, feelings, things spinning out of control. The Huey sits vibrating, green locust body trembling with dino-fires, ecstasy-pain of end-beginning.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We run for the chopper and throw ourselves in, jammed on the floor, whooping, laughing with the joy of survival, gravity-defiance, flight.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The mountains and forest fall away as we beat back toward base. We're silent now, lost within. I'm already thinking about the next operation, south of the river this time, where the Trail leads to the NVA Rocket Company's campbut not with the Machine: Tex, Viêt, me, a reinforced Grim Reaper team. I begin to see it in my mind, back on the Trail again. . . .
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  	then the rushing Pequod, freighted with savages, and laden with fire, and burning a corpse, and plunging into that blackness of darkness, seemed the material counterpart of her monomaniac commander's soul.
21
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Who was the commander here? Viêt? Me? Huynh? Or the Machine? We plunge on into darkness, with smoke and dust from the base rising like plumes from a forest bird, like a feathered serpent.
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  	Chapter 3

Deep Play in the Belly of the Whale: Passage into the Realm of Night
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  	Dewdrops, let me cleanse

In your brief, sweet waters

These dark hands of life.
Basho, 164494
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anthropologist Clifford Geertz read about deep play in Jeremy Bentham's Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation and wrote about it in "Cockfighting in Bali."
1 Deep play is doing that for which the possible rewards of winning do not seem commensurate with the probable consequences of losing. Man is generally a creature of much deep play, and this leads often to his and the Earth's perdition.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the valley of Ba Long the Rocket Company has its camp. Viêt draws another pirate-treasure map: river, streams, the Trail, a saddle between Hills 300 and 320, and the Rocket Company's camp.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We can go this way," Viêt says. "The stream is the Trail; the Trail is the stream. The VC walk in the water here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I write up a plan and make a big mistake: I leave it in my house and find Viêt looking at it as if reading. Then another blunder: I take the plan to the advisory team to be typed. I tell the chief clerk, an American civilian, "This is very sensitive. Keep an eye on it." Later I find one of the ARVN interpreters reading it alone.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally, I drive it out to the base. While I wait to cross the river bridge, a big U.S. tank comes chewing its way across, spitting wood splinters from its steel-tread teeth. Below, the
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  	Thach Han flows by, down from Ba Long and the Rocket Company's camp. Will the NVA be waiting?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN bridge guard waves me across and I ease my Scout over and through the refugee camp. The kids run out to shout, ''Sah-lem! Sah-lem!" and the old men and women stare from the doors of their shacks. I enter the base, park beside a jeep outside the 1/11 TOC, duck into the igloolike entrance, and am swallowed in sandbags and steel mesh. It's like walking inside a strange war-whale.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My feet clunk on the wood planks, remnants of the North American forest shipped on demothballed, World War II victory ships across the Pacific. I push open a door and emerge into a large room with many radios, static hiss, and GIs talking.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Major Lukitsch comes to meet me. "Colonel Herndon's in the field," he says. "Blunt's out, too, on rice denial and rocket suppression. Pressure's on to keep things quiet at Têt."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"That's why I'm here," I say, and I show him the plan. I've designed it, subtly, I hope, to show why the mission must be done my way. Lukitsch reads:
	

	

	


	
	
		
  	
  	

	

	
  	1.
	

	

	


	The Rocket Company's Camp cannot be attacked by conventional means because its exact map location is not known. Therefore the following is advised . . . .
	2.	Rallier Viêt, Chiêu Hôi Advisor Stevens, and 12 Grim Reapers will go. No packs, one canteen, four rations per man.
	3.	Go as soon as possible on an odd-numbered day. Mr. Viêt states enemy do not walk this section of the Trail on odd-numbered days.
	4.	Rallier will lead on the Trail to near the Camp. From here, Team Leader, Rallier, and Chiêu Hôi Advisor will crawl forward to observe Camp and confirm it is occupied. They will return to the rest of the team and night will be spent in the bush near the Camp.
	5.	Before dawn, all will crawl to the three houses that comprise the Camp. Attack will begin at first light, using LAWs,
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  	M-79s, and M-16s. Documents and weapons will be seized, and prisoners captured if possible. Extraction will be from the grassy area at YD 235376 southeast of the target. Estimated elapsed time of operation: 24 hours.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''I like it," Lukitsch says. "I'll have it retyped and sent up to brigade."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It has to be soon," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know," Lukitsch says, and he spreads his hands. "What can you do?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Time passes, too much time, time for leaks and ambushes. This odd-numbered day thing is troublesome, too. I ask Viêt about it again: "How can you be sure? Maybe they've changed since you were captured."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They won't change," Viêt says, in his comic, old-time orator style. "VC from there have been captured, rallied before. They didn't change. Don't be afraid. We won't meet them on the Trail. I guarantee it one hundred percent!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt comes often to my house, defying Rang's restrictions. He likes to listen to my stereo with the headphones on. "I don't understand the words," he says in a too-loud voice, "but I like the sound."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He has me put on his favorite song, the Beatles' "Maxwell's Silver Hammer," and he grooves along with his eyes closed. Why does it have to be that song, I think, about a treacherous little guy who creeps up behind people and bangs them on the head, making sure that they are dead? Should I be bothered by that? Does he understand the words? Why, out of all my records of Creedence, Jefferson Airplane, the Rolling Stones, and the Beatles, does he like that song?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I push and prod the brigade to go. As usual, clearances, plans, briefings, paperwork, and weather have to be just right. Worst of all, politics rears its ugly head, as Lukitsch calls with the word, "The operation's off."
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  	"No! Why?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The pressure's on for Vietnamization, all the way from the White House. Nixon wants to hold U.S. casualties down. Besides, the area of operations south of the river belongs to the 1st ARVN Regiment now. We can't go in there without their OK. Anyway, it wouldn't' look good for Vietnamization if we made a big kill in their AO."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Don't cancel," I say. "Let me try to come up with something."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive my Scout south to LZ Nancy, a dusty, frontierlike fort on the Thac Ma River north of the Thua Thien border, and home base of the 1st Regiment of the elite 1st ARVN Division. I ease through rings of barbed wire, park outside the headquarters, and descend to the underground office of the S-2, Captain Anh. Radios connect Anh to his intelligence and reconnaissance teams, some of the best long-range soldiers in Viet Nam, operating now along the vehicle routes of the Ho Chi Minh Trail in and near Laos.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh looks up and smiles. He's young, Catholic, and moviestar handsome. He leads me to the regiment's briefing room, and we sit in semidarkness among rows of empty folding chairs. Big wall maps look down, and VC weapons hang as war trophies. We play this little game; Anh is a very mischievous man, a kind of Vietnamese Huck Finn.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"So what, Mr. Chiêu Hôi? You got some information for me?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe," I say. "You got some for me?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I always got plenty," Anh says. "Where you think you Americans get your intelligence? From us Vietnamese!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know where an NVA rocket company is."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Only one? I know plenty. Which one you know?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You show me yourson the map."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh rises and hits the mountains quickly several places with his open hand; no help there. "All over," he says. "Here, there, wherever you like. Now you tell me."
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  	I've eaten at Anh's house in Quang Tri City. His wife is beautiful and shy, his little daughter a Vietnamese doll.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"South of the Thach Han River," I say. "Ba Long."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know that one," Anh says. "Show me on the map."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You show me first."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh laughs and says, "OK, maybe you know one. Show me, then I tell you if you're right."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I rise and point to where I think it is, in the broad valley below Hills 300 and 320, from Viêt's maps and our reconnaissance flights over the area.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh is interested now. "Close enough," he says. "Anyway, have to be some Vietnamese tell you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Mr. Viêt," I say. "The rallier."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not rallier," Anh says. "Prisoner. I know all about him. He took you and 5th Mech to Triêu Phong. Didn't get much: no kills."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He can take us to the Rocket Company's camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh leans forward. Our little information game is over, and another is about to begin.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I've written up a plan," I say, and I reach for my pocket.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No need," Anh says. "I read it later. Tell me everything."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I tell him almost everything. He questions me closely about the camp, the Trail there, the number and location of huts, and where the rockets are hidden.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There's a problem, though," I say. I tell him about the AO and the pressure on the brigade for Vietnamization.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No problem!" Anh says. "I loan you four men from my Intel and Recon Platoon, make joint operation. Good for you: learn something from us. And no problem about the AO: we'll loan it back. Easy!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh sits back and smiles. Then he leans forward, looks around the empty room, and drops his voice: "I give you four men: Khai, Bao, Nam, Thanmy best. They'll walk point for you: it's better that way. But they have no chance if they meet
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  	the enemy. Only if they have surprise. We'll dress them in NVA gear, they'll carry AKs."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My mind races away: back on the Trail with four of the best ARVN, dressed as NVA! "And a uniform and AK for Mr. Viêt," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh leans back and smiles: "He doesn't have his own?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to the base and present the plan to Bad José.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I think Cobra Six might buy it," he says. "But I don't know about the NVA gear. I think there's regulations against it. I'll check and let you know."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Soon, it has to be soon."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bad José shrugs and spreads his hands like Lukitsch.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More days of tense waiting pass. It's been three weeks now since we came back from Triêu Phong. Surely the NVA will be waiting.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai, Bao, Nam, and Than come to my house. They're amazing guys, these ARVN. Sergeant Khai is the oldest. He's been in the army thirteen years and wounded four times. Sergeant Bao has been fighting eleven years. He's been wounded three times and captured once and escaped, with Than, in the jungle. Corporal Than has been in the ARVN seven years and has been wounded twice, once almost dying. He and Bao were captured on recon on the Trail, and after their escape from the NVA they walked all the way from Laos back to LZ Nancy. Only young Corporal Nam, in the army four years and wounded once, isn't married and a father, and from the teasing Khai, Bao, and Than are giving him, it seems he's about to take the plunge.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt doesn't interact much with the ARVN. He's very quiet around them, unusually so for him. Now and then Khai asks him questions about the camp, and Viêt's answers are always quick and delivered in humble language. I wonder how many times Viêt and the ARVN have fought, killed each other's comrades and brothers? Would they be fighting if we weren't here, or would it all be over now?
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  	Like me, the ARVN are eager to go, and they also worry about the delays. Finally word comes from Bad José: liftoff is set for tomorrow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But no AKs or VC gear," Bad José says. "The general blew up when he heard. Said something about the Geneva Convention and that he wouldn't have any 'Batman capers' in his brigade."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"'Batman capers'!" I say. "What does he think we're doing, playing games out there?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sorry," says Bad José, "that's the way it is. No VC gear."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hang up in dismay. How can I tell the ARVN they'll have to walk point on the Trail wearing their own uniforms? What can I say to Anh? This was our deal. And it's what I want to do. I decide to go ahead anyway and take my chances with Cobra Six.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and the ARVN gather at my house on the morning of January 31 to prepare. I pass out the NVA uniforms and AKs, they dress, and the ARVN begin horsing around. They're like kids going on a picnic.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt tells them what to say if we meet someone on the Trail: "Hello, Comrade! We're from the K-14 Battalion, going on operation today." Then they'll use their taekwondo to capture the VC. They throw punches and kicks and laugh while Viêt and I stay out of the way.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and Bao, who'll walk one and two, practice with Than and Nam playing "real" NVA. "Hello, Comrade," Khai says, and he runs through what Viêt has told him about the K-14 Battalion.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"K-14?" Than says. "We're the K-14!" And they throw kicks and punches like crazy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Time to go," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	They pile in my Scout, threatening to pop up and scare the police as we drive through town.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm scared that they might, and say, "Khong duoc!" "No good! Stay down!"
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  	We approach the checkpoint by the river, where two white-uniformed police with pistols and carbines check vehicles and IDs. A young ARVN is there, too, lounging against the barricade, fingering the trigger of his M-16.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Police!" I whisper. "Stay down!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lying beside me in the front seat, Khai exchanges whispered jokes with the others in the back. They're all giddy, wild since they put on the NVA gear and took the AKs in their hands. Some power, some energy and mischief has passed into them, and seeing how jittery I am only makes them worse. The police wave me to slow down, and the ARVN stares hard at my Scout.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm gonna do it!" Khai whispers. "Watch them faint when they see me!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No!" I say through gritted teeth. "Stay down!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I think of flooring the Scout and trying to get away in a hail of fire. The "white mice" police and young ARVN would love to shoot an American civilian, I'll bet. I ease slowly through the barricade and breathe again when we're past.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Our next hazard is the river bridge with the dust-eating ARVN guards. Khai and the others stay down this time, and quiet. Standing in the heat and exhaust fumes all day puts the guards always on edge. I wait for a U.S. convoy, then bump across the chewed-on planks. I glance quickly to the left, upstream, where we'll soon go. There the river builds from many streams, the tiger pushes his big paw into the soft mud, and the Trail flows down like a powerful snake.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive through the refugee camp. Now we have American MPs to face. The base gate guards will almost surely approach the Scout and ask my business. I swing in under a tall watchtower with an M-60 looking down. I'll have to talk fast, but calmly, before the MPs panic at the sight of my "NVA."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I ease in through the barbed wire. Just ahead the MPs are checking cleaning women and vendors from the refugee
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  	camp. The base sprawls out in all directions: dusty roads studded with bunkers and barracks. A young MP with an M-16 approaches the Scout.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stick my face out the window. "Uh, listen, I've got some guys in here dressed as NVA, but it's OK, we're going on a special mission. You can call Major Lukitsch at 1/11. Tell him the Chiêu Hôi advisor is here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The MP stops in his tracks. He studies me for a while, his jaw clenching and his hand squeezing the '16 as if he's doing wrist exercises.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's OK," I say. "We've got lift-off at 0900. Take a look."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The MP looks in the window and recoils. "Jesus!" he says. "You sure those guys are all right?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Trust 'em with my life," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Take 'em through," he says, and he wrist-snaps us forward.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to Pioneer Pad. Now it comes, I think. What will Herndon and Lukitsch do? And will Cobra Six be there?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On Pioneer Pad twelve black-faced Grim Reapers wait. Not Tex, though: he's on another mission. Sergeant Stevens, a lean, hawk-faced Hoosier, will command this operation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens welcomes us and paints me up. The Recon Platoon lieutenant joins us; he'll go along, too, drawn by the lure of deep play.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Battalion GIs run for their cameras to photograph themselves with the "NVA." So far, no Cobra Six, but Herndon and Lukitsch pull up in a jeep. Now the cuc hits the fan.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon and Lukitsch don't say anything. They shake hands all around, Herndon hugging "his boy" Viêt, Lukitsch wishing he could gobut they don't even mention the general's orders. It's as if they've been enchanted. We've got to get out of here fast.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A radioman comes from the TOC with news for Herndon: "Only one chopper is available, sir. The other has been preempted for a VIP tour."
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  	Herndon rages inwardly and Lukitsch kicks the ground. I feel a terrible sinking; we've got to go now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's OK," I say to Herndon. "One team is enough. Send the sergeant and two of his men with me and the Vietnamese. We can do it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No," Herndon says. "The general would have my head if I sent only three of my men on a mission like this."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Just me and the Vietnamese, then," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, sorry. I can't do that. We'll have to abort for today."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let me use your radio," I say. "There's one possibility. . . ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I call up Willie, the Black Cat courier pilot. Warrant Officer Willie Williams flies for the Quang Tri Advisory Team in a Huey with a yellow moon and arched-back black cat on its nose. Willie is a very hot pilot and a good friend; he's taken me on many wild rides down the river, flying the bends, skids inches above the water, then roller-coastering the dunes. There's one big problem, though: Willie doesn't consider himself a combat pilot. He flies the lowlands, high when he can, and stays away from Indian country. I catch Willie at Citadel Pad. We don't use radio procedure, just talk.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Willie, I got a great deal for you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yeah, I'll bet."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I picture Willie standing by the Black Cat, his dark shades on, tall and California-looking in his flight suit, his crew hanging out in the shade of the chopper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's easy," I say. "Just take us out and drop us."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ba Long."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No way; that's Indian country."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Just a little way in, Willie. You don't even have to land: we'll go out on a hover-jump."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Get a bird from the Green Machine. Not that they know how to fly."
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  	''We got one. We need one more. Come on, Willie, it's important."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You can only get one chopper from brigade? Where's all the Red Devil pilots? Sears took away their flying licenses?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Come on, Willie, you're not doing anything. Wouldn't you rather fly?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie doesn't say anything. I feel he's thinking about it. He loves to fly.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There's no danger on the insert, Willie. I guarantee it one hundred percent."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie breaks communications. He's talking it over with his crew. He comes back: "You better be right about that guarantee. And get ready for a fast ride and a new record low time over the LZ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You got it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look around. I should feel happy, but there's still a cloud. One thing could kill everything: the sudden arrival of General Burke.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie's Black Cat and a Red Devil Huey roar in and settle on the vibrating steel mesh of Pioneer Pad.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I don't like the looks of those guys!" Willie shouts out his window at Viêt and the ARVN.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I motion to Sergeant Stevens to load up fast. Half the ARVN load with Viêt, Stevens, and me on Willie's chopper, with the lieutenant and the rest on the Red Devil bird. Behind his helmet and goggles Willie glares at the Red Devil pilot as if to say, "I'm gonna teach you some flyin'!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I squeeze up between Willie and his copilot. "Let's hit it!" I shout.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie mutters something, but the words are chopped and pummeled by the big blades and flung out spinning through the universe. Herndon and Lukitsch salute below and get smaller and smaller as we swing southwest and beat toward the Thach Han.
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  	"Take it low up the river!" I shout to Willie.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You know me!" he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fly toward deep purple mountains under a silver gray sky. Viêt's head is hanging; I hope he doesn't puke. Now it's up to me; I have to land us in the right place, the LZ Viêt and I chose on our reconnaissance flights, the grassy area near Hill 110 on the old river road. I've got to get it right, tell Willie where we'll go out on our hover-jump.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie takes us down over the river, so low his skids seem about to skim the water. He flies the river's curves at more than 100 miles per hour, daring the Red Devil pilot to follow. The world flies by, streaming, roaring. I'm afraid I'm going to screw up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Too fast! Everything is flying by too fast: river, hills, grass, trees. Viêt and I chose the LZ from high up in a lazy-circling observation plane. Where is the big river curve, the small stream, breast-shaped Hill 110? I'm very afraid. I'm going to screw up and look bad.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There! Hill 110! Wasn't it? It's past in a green blur. Another is coming up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I take a chance. "There!" I shout to Willie. "The LZ!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie blasts straight for the grass as if he's going to dive right into it. The world roars, energy streams, everything explodes in ear-splitting sound. I move to the open doorway and brace myself to jump. Outside, the grass whips in tornado frenzy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie hits the air brakes and the Black Cat hovers vibrating insensate, defying gravity and other natural laws. I throw myself out, big rotor chopping and slicing above my head. Everything is huge and in ultrafocus, like a giant's world through an immense magnifying glass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I fly through the air and land in a Medusa-hair tangle of ten-foot-tall, wind-beaten grass. I fall on my facethe momentum is terrific-and am swallowed in a hell of sound. Behind me the others leap out and we all crawl away, struggling through the chaos of noise and snake-whipping grass.
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  	The choppers fly away to false drops upriver and finally their sound is gone. The grass slowly rises, and our senses gradually return, eardrums recovering from the beating and the smell of avgas exhaust fading. We form behind Khai and Bao and force our way through the tangle. Seen from above, it must look as if a huge snake is crawling toward the old river road.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push against the grass, fall forward, lunge, and crawl. Sweat streams, runs in rivulets down our backs, mixes with blood from slices of the razor-sharp blades, stings our eyes and open wounds. Black camouflage paint runs down our faces and into our mouths; we can taste it, and blood. Our hearts pump and legs drive; the grass resists, as Nature fights us all the way.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally we part the last of the grass and peer out on the old river road. The road is a narrow, muddy track through the grass-sea. No vehicle has driven this road for years, and only the VC and NVA walk it. Khai and Bao take the lead heading down the road to the west, Vietnamese and Americans interspersed on both sides, spread out at five-meter intervals.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A terrible image begins to play in my mind as I walk, boots sucking mud. Ambush erupts from the grass, white-orange fire-bursts spitting from the green. We scream and our bodies jerk and dance grotesquely like torn rag dolls; we spin, fall, and lie still in blood-slime. Onto the road our lives run, and we become mud and grass again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Another image comes, pulsing rhythmically with our march. The road explodes with mines, so easy to lay in the mud. We fly into the air and come down in pieces, blood spurning as from harpooned whales. We scream in Vietnamese and English before death claims us in cold embrace.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On we go, boots sucking with a sound like being eaten, grass hanging down by the side of the road, reaching, taking it back into itself. Ahead of me Viêt points down at the ground
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  	and looks back to catch my attention. I pass and see a big tiger track. Not long before, the tiger walked down the road ahead of us and turned into the grass on its own death mission.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''What a lamentable thing it is," Zeus said to the gods on Mount Olympus, "that men should blame the gods and regard us as the source of their troubles, when it is their own wickedness that brings them sufferings worse than any which Destiny allots them."
2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At the point Khai and Bao drop and lie on their stomachs at the edge of a steep ravine sloping sixty feet down to a fast-flowing stream. We all come up and lie beside them, our bodies laid out as if for counting. An old bridge lies bomb-broken and scattered into the ravine. I lie to Viêt's right and stare down at the stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ho Chi Minh Trail!" Viêt breathes. The stream is the Trail; the Trail is the stream. Viêt points at another awesome sight. On the far bank many tracks suddenly rise from the water, climb the steep slope, and go on down the old river road. "VC," Viêt whispers. "Many, maybe a battalion.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stare in fear and fascination. It is like being transfixed by a snake.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Last night," Viêt whispers. "They didn't go down to the river crossing, so maybe they're camping near here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Nobody moves. Finally Khai calls Viêt and Bao to a conference. While they whisper I look upstream to another fearsome sight: the tunnel made by the stream through the trees where the forest begins and the water comes dancing out. We'll have to enter that black-hole passage into the enemy's world; we'll be swallowed in it. Out of the forest we came long ago, Paleolithic-borne. Now we'll return, powerful, disobedient, and dangerous. This is deep play in the belly of the whale, this is where we'll dip our hands in blood.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai looks at Bao with the same fatalistic look I've seen come over Viêt. How many times have Khai and Bao looked at
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  	each other this way, knowing this moment may be the last? Khai adjusts the strap of his pith helmet, slings his AK across his back, goes over the edge, and begins climbing into the ravine. Bao follows, searching for foot- and handholds, then Than, Nam, and Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It's my turn. With each man down, the earth wears away, rocks and dirt tumbling to splash in the stream and muddy the water. It will be very difficult for the last man. Khai enters the water and approaches the tunnel with Bao close behind.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I make it and step into the stream as the last Grim Reaper starts down. One by one we leave open sky behind, enter the black hole, and wrap the forest around us like a womb. "Who goes to the mountains returns to his mother," Nguyen Du wrote in the Vietnamese epic Truyên Kiêu. We penetrate deeper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anxious eyes search enveloping leaves, black-painted hands grip cold-steel guns. Boots in the current, slippery rocks; I fall, and Viêt turns and warns me with a look. We Americans are too noisy, too slow. Walking up mountain streams in tropical jungle is not a normal part of our lives. Where are the concrete highways, chemically treated water, and land mostly stripped of trees?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We plunge deeper into the forest. We seem to be running both away from and toward something. We wind ourselves tighter in the great living tapestry and in the tense web of war. Bright moss shines on rocks polished by eons of flowing water, yet the forest looks young, like us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tiny air bubbles race each other down small waterfalls, float, eddy, spin, and vanish. Ferns bend from the stream banks, catching droplets of water. Vines hang, wrap themselves around trees, and reach for the light. Life pulsates, flows in interconnected rhythms and patterns, as we push on against the flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We bend and drink the cool, living water. We and the stream are exchanging fluids. Falls in the stream darken our uniforms
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  	like blood. The water cools our skin, fills our eyes, and sings in our adrenaline-laced brains. We climb toward Olympus, Prometheus-armed with steel and fire.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is nimble as a crawdad, balancing with his AK, jumping from rock to rock. His NVA uniform is still dry except from sweat. Sergeant Stevens behind me goes down, and his M-16 clacks on a rock. Viêt turns and warns us with a frown, then goes on leaping, balancing. The stream-tunnel is a cyclotron up which we hurl our atoms. We shall become as gods, just as the serpent said to Eve.
3 Denied return to the Garden, we shall force our way back inand destroy Eden doing it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Excitement surges back from the point. The Trail appears, abruptly rising from the stream, shining sandal-packed on the bank, rounding the stump of an immense tree broken and fallen across the water. The enemy battalion recently walked here, passing the trunk and then dropping back into the water.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ahead, a huge boulder makes a pool deeper than our heads. We inch along a narrow ledge, fingers gripping, bodies pressed against the rock. VC and NVA pass here, including women warriors, and Bru mountain tribeswomen, too, baskets on their backs, breasts brushing living rock.
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  	Who will prefer the jingle of jade pendants if

He once has heard stones growing in a cliff?4
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We descend into the water, baggy camouflage pants heavy-hanging, water-prints dripping from the ledge into the pool, and small silver fish darting to investigate the signs of our passing. We are stiff forms in a world of sinuous shapes. The forest here moves in patterns like Vietnamese spirit-women in a sensuous dance. Vines and trees intertwine, leaves interlace, wind sighs, branches groan, birds and insects sing. Life streams in wondrous array as forward we go, weapons hard-pointed. The stream flows around and beyond us.
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  	An electric wave passes back from the point; on a small gravel bar are charred sticks and ashes. Last night young NVA sat around this fire, brown faces in dancing yellow light, cooking manioc roots. Where are they now, waiting to kill us?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ahead, the stream widens and a small fragment of sky appears above a long gravel bar. The trail crosses the bar, twenty steps for boots to breathe, slosh, and ooze. Viêt points at more man-sign: propaganda leaflets, every one torn in two. This is unusual: the enemy uses our leaflets for toilet paper. Viêt picks up one, safe conduct pass on one side and B-52 raining bombs on the other. The leaflets look as if they have been ripped in anger at this airborne littering of the forest floor or the sight of the B-52 dropping destruction on the land. Are the leaflets a message to us?
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  	The time has now come . . . . when we will listen or we will die.
5
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail drops into the stream. Seeing Viêt and the ARVN ahead makes me feel as if I've walked up behind an NVA patrol. Soon their last man will turn, see me, and fire. Viêt disappears beyond the bend. I look back: Stevens is around the bend to the rear. I'm alone in the forest. The first time I flew over the Trail, with Air America in '66, I had this fantasy; it just started to play itself out as my head lolled against the window and I looked down at the forests and mountains of the Central Highlands, and I knew the Trail was down there. The plane's engines start to sputter, and the pilot looks back, concerned. We go down and make a soft landing in the trees. The others get away in another direction, and I'm alone in the forest. I find the Trail, I hide beside it, I watch the VC pass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I shake my head and try to clear the vision. Fantasies like that can be dangerous.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Alone with the spirits of the forest and the past, I round the bend and see everything changed. Khai and Bao crouch with
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  	Viêt behind a boulder gesturing to me wild-eyed. Nam and Than are now at the point, lying and aiming their AKs around the next bend. I wade up fast and crouch in the shelter of the boulder, while behind, Sergeant Stevens hand-signals his men to take cover along the banks of the stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and Bao look as if they've seen the Abyss. They both whisper excitedly at once, in bursts I can hardly understand: "We almost walked into them! Maybe a battalion!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look upstream, expecting to see NVA coming.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Very near!" they whisper. "Talking, chopping! They must be camped up there!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I listen hard but hear only the rush of the stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We better go back," Khai and Bao whisper, and Viêt concurs. "Go back downstream and call in Phantoms, gunships, artillery."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Visions of the Machine in the forest form in my mind, explosions in the trees and dirty white smoke flowers blooming. Torn land, going back: I don't want to go back. Viêt looks at me in anguish: he knows I'm thinking about going on.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Give me that," I say to Viêt, and I point to his NVA helmet. "And your AK."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt says as I put on the helmet, "You don't look much like an NVA."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want to make sure," I whisper. "I want to see. You can stay here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and Bao exchange looks; they don't want to return to where they heard the terrible sounds. Viêt edges into the brush and sits down; he's not even considering going.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai rises. "We'll take you there," he says, and he and Bao look at each other again. This could be the end.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai leads, then Bao and me. I pull the helmet low over my forehead. I know I don't look much like an NVA; I just want a split-second advantage if we meet them. And I don't want to go back.
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  	The tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed somber under an overcast skyseemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.
6
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wade forward, every sense about to burst. We round one bend and then another. The forest presses in from all sides and hangs heavy overhead. I'm alone on a short straight stretch, then see Khai and Bao wedged between two boulders beside the stream, looking back with fearful faces. I wade up and squeeze in between them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Here's where we heard," Khai whispers in a voice like death. We listen hard. I hear the rush of my blood and the dance of water over rocks. Khai and Bao begin to look uncomfortable.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We heard them here, we did," Khai whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I believe them, but I also know what tricks the forest can play. Finally, a distant sound comes through the thick green curtain: slow, lazy chopping, and voicesmaybefloating on the wind.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They were closer before," Khai says. "And there were many. We're not lying."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know," I say. I try to reassure them; they feel they've let me down. What is it like for them up here? If I felt hyperalive and terror-struck five men and several stream-bends back, what is it like for Khai and Bao here on the constantly moving point, the thin red line, the razor's edge between life and death?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want to go on," I say. "I'll walk point if you want."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai's fatalistic look comes again; Bao also wears a death mask. "No," Khai says. "We'll go first. Bao, go back and bring up the others."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and I wait. The chopping comes floating on the stream again. It sounds high up the slope that drops to the water, maybe over the ridge.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It was closer before," Khai says. "It was."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The others catch up, and Khai leads on. The stream begins
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  	to change. Its banks narrow, its bed tilts up, and its flow tumbles faster. Everything looks younger here, closer to the source. Filled with fear, I feel a kind of ecstasy, too. I'm irresistibly drawn on, deeper into wildness.
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  	Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful. I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man's garden, but the unhandselled globe. It was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor lea, nor arable, nor waste-land. It was the fresh and natural surface of the planet Earth, as it was made forever and ever. . . . There was there felt the presence of a force not bound to be kind to man. It was a place for heathenism and superstitious rites,to be inhabited by men nearer of kin to the rocks and to wild animals than we . . . . here not even the surface had been scarred by man, but it was a specimen of what God saw fit to make this world. . . . What is this Titan that has possession of me? Talk of mysteries!Think of our life in nature,daily to be shown matter, to come in contact with it,rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? Where are we?
7
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly, the Trail appears, rises boldly from the water, climbs the bank, and curves like a question mark into the trees. Khai, Bao, and Viêt whisper standing in the water while Than and Nam keep watch. Like a sinister, awful power, the Trail comes out of its tunnel in the trees, runs down to the stream, and disappears, flowing like a spirit down to the river and on to the sea, where it rises again, blown back to the mountains and beginning it all again while we stand in the water and break the flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt whispers with eyes wide that the Trail will climb to the saddle between Hills 300 and 320, drop to the second stream, and go on to the camp. "We have to be very quiet now," Viêt says. "Tell the Americans."
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  	Khai begins to climb the bank on the Trail, then Bao, Than, and Nam. I follow after Viêt. I feel the Trail under my boots, pulsating up my legs. My heart pumps nitro bursts with each electromagnetic surge. My blood rushes audiblytoo loud! My boots scuff heavily, my feet feel made of lead. My body bulks too big for the forest; I shrink up inside and grip my gun. My thoughts roar, my breath chuffs, my eyelids clicktoo loud! My synapses are lit up all over, my nerves flash electric across the gaps, my eyes burn into the multiple Salome veils of green. Whose head will be on the platter tonight, who will divide the kingdom?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks back and frowns: we're making too much noise. Here no stream-rush hides our passing, no wind ripples the leaves. In the deep, rocky stillness our wet camouflage clothes whisper and our body-sounds echo inside our fevered heads. The stones, the treesthey're watching, passing the warning to the Rocket Company's camp: enemy coming! Prepare!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail slants steeply as it climbs toward the saddle. We shift rifles from right to left hands, balance, poise, lean into the curves, try to look at both sides of the Trail at once, wince at the sound of brushed branches, booted rocks, click of metal on plastic. The trees shiver as we pass: the Angel of Death is coming near.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt seems to float up the Trail like a ghost, without effort, without sound. He rounds the next bend and is gone. I look back. I'm alone on another straight stretch, Stevens not yet appearing behind. The forest is still, breathless.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly the world erupts in savage firing around the bend, heavy automatic hammering shattering the silence, ripping leaves and man. I dive to the ground without thought, just pure action, and bury my face in dirt and leaves as the heavy firing continues, tearing the jungle to tatters. My mind explodes up around the bend: Viêt and the ARVN, dead! Viêt! Viêt is dead!
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  	I see their bodies riddled. God, why do they keep shooting? They're dead!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now they'll be coming for us! I begin low-crawling backward down the Trail like a crab. I twist and see Stevens and behind him the lieutenant doing the same, all of us blown back by the force of the firing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Again in my mind I see the bodies puncturedby .50-caliber, it seems, the sound is so heavy. God, why do they keep shooting?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look up. Movement on the Trail ahead. NVA! No, Viêt! Viêt comes backing down the Trail, firing his AK from the hip into the jungle in bursts. Viêt has killed the ARVN! And now he's coming for us!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt turns and sees me lying on the ground. He waves me up, saying, "Advisor, come!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I think, "Now it's my turn." But I scramble up anyway and run, with the same feeling of doom I've seen in him. Now is my time: here comes the steel, tearing through the gut. Death is coming for me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I run around the bend and then stop as if hit by a hammer. Ahead a tableau of death electric burns in the forest. A man lies twisted on the Trail, blown back by a terrific force. Khai stands over him, and for a moment everything is still. I feel the scene seared into my mind: leaves, Viêt, Khai, the dead man, the Trail etched forever in the skein of time, and yet in a way already gone, flying in light waves out through the universe. The Earth seems stopped, everything frozen: trees, light, life, sound. Then Khai begins to throw up in the bushes, the forest vibrates, and the Earth turns again. Now everything begins to happen at once.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and I run up to Khai, and Sergeant Stevens comes up and peers over our shoulders. The lieutenant appears behind the sergeant, and other Grim Reapers keep anxious watch behind.
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 118

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where are Bao, Nam, Than?" I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm sorry," Khai gasps. "We wanted to capture him. We tried, but he went for his pistol the moment he saw us. He knew we weren't NVA."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look down at the man, trying not to see his face. "Where are Bao, Nam, Than?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Chasing the VC," Khai says. "There were at least four more. They ran back down the Trail. We met them right here, like this." Khai holds his hand in front of his face. Tough veteran Khai, who's seen more death than most morticians, looks as if the life has been torn out of him, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm sorry," he says again. "We didn't want to kill him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I shot him, too," Viêt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai looks hard at Viêt "No, Bao. Not you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I glance down at the dead man again, trying not to look at his face. At first I see no wounds. He has straight black hair swept back as if by the shock of contact. He looks about forty. He's lean, strong, and brown, a Trail man. He wears a khaki shirt and black shorts. His legs are muscularnow I see a wound. His right leg is horribly twisted back, and below the knee is a big black hole with, behind it, blood-smeared bone sticking out. His head is turned slightly, cheek nestling against the earth. His presence is powerful among us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bao comes running down the Trail, a Soviet officer's leather belt and holster flopping at his waist. He's wild-eyed and streaming war-energy: "Come on! Let's go get them!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai starts to run up the Trail with Bao, but I grab his arm and say, "No! Maybe ambush! Bring Nam and Than back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and Bao run up the Trail and are swallowed by the vibrating trees. Sergeant Stevens and I look at the dead man. Everything still seems to be happening at once, kaleidoscope pieces falling fast.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We've got to search him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I kneel on opposite sides of the dead man as if
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  	we were praying. Neither of us wants to look at his face, touch the warmth in his skin, or let his spirit get into our brains. Somehow we begin going through his pockets, reaching into the dark recesses of his shirt and shorts and pulling out a pen, notebook, knife, and vial of sulfanilamide. Behind me, I'm vaguely aware of Viêt gathering everything up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Something is lodged deep in the dead man's left shorts pocket. I try not to feel the warmth as I grope in the terrible warm dark, my fingers reaching down his hard thigh on the other side of the thin cloth and closing around something metal. Trembling, I draw it out, hold it in both hands and pry it open. It's a tin of cooked rice, densely packed, and still warm from a fire, probably at the Rocket Company's camp. In the rice I see the man.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''We've got to get his pack off.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now we have to work near his shoulders. We try not to look at his face or touch his skin. His head hangs forward as we pull and tug. We can't get the pack off.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We'll have to turn him over."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We roll him face down on the Trail, strip his pack off, and dump its contents on the ground. More vials of sulfanilamide spill out, a pair of NVA pants, and a U.S. Army poncho. Behind me, Viêt gathers everything up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A leather thong around the dead man's neck is attached to something hanging against his chest. I tug and pull but can't get it out. He's lying on it, pressing it against the glowing, packed earth of the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We have to roll him again."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We try again not to look at his face as we roll him on his back. I insert my fingers under the thong and feel the warm, smooth skin of his neck. I pull but the thong is stuck.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Give me your knife," I say to Stevens.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I saw at the thong, trying hard not to hurt the dead man's neck. The thong finally parts and I pull out a large leather map case
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  	in waterproof plastic. I dump everything on the Trail. Viêt gathers up letters, Hanoi newspapers, and documents in code. One thing more: I pull it out and Stevens and I stare in horror and fascination. It's a notebook with a large color picture of Ho Chi Minh's face on the cover. In Ho's forehead, just above the right eye, is a bullet hole. This is the shot that killed him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hold the notebook and look at the hole. The dead man had walked the Trail with Ho's picture over his heart. Uncle Ho, dead just a year, had lived on in this forest manhad continued walking the Trail that bore his name and would go on living and walking here long after we were gone.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN run back down the Trail and whisper breathlessly over the dead man's body. "The VC ran away! Come on, let's go get them!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sergeant Stevens, the lieutenant, and I think it's a bad idea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's get the hell outa here," the lieutenant says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I translate to the Vietnamese: "We're going back now!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I roll the dead man's body off the Trail and into the bushes, trying not to look at his sharp brown face for the last time. Then we scoop up the medicine vials and throw them into in the jungle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He's got the documents," the lieutenant says, pointing at Viêt. "I saw him stuffing some in his shirt and throwing others away. He said they were no good, at least I think that's what he said."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is troubling, like the VC walking here on an odd-numbered day, but I can't deal with it now. We take off running down the Trail, Americans leading, Vietnamese behind. We balance with our rifles, leap over rocks, and twist with the bends, heedless of boot-clumping noise, the ten commandments of gun safety, and five-meter interval of march. This is not a controlled descent; it is more like flying.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Images flash in my mind as I run behind the sergeant. I see the VC burst into the Rocket Company's camp with news of
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  	the killing. The counterrecon teams quickly form, burning with vengeance and thirsting for blood.
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  	And Caesar's spirit, ranging for revenge,

With Atè by his side come hot from hell,

Shall in these confines with a monarch's voice

Cry "Havoc," and let slip the dogs of war.
8
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We run down into the stream and whisper wild-eyed, with water swirling around our legs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Why do you stop?" Viêt says. "We have to go on. Maybe they're coming after us now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The lieutenant wants to climb into the trees, look for an open area, and call for extraction. Stevens and I also don't like the idea of going back the same way we came: surely the VC will be waiting. The ARVN pile up behind us, want to know why we've stopped, and cast fearful glances back up the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No good!" Khai says. "We have to keep going. Move fast!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The lieutenant radio-talks to a Barky FAC, a forward air controller in a light observation plane. The Barky can see what looks like a grassy area to the west. We'll take to the trees and try to make it and get out of the forest before night. Viêt and the ARVN protest; they want to race darkness down the stream and call for extraction from the river. We overrule them. Our point goes upstream a few meters and plunges into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Last man in, cover our sign," Sergeant Stevens says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and the ARVN come along grumbling. "Big mistake," Viêt mutters behind me. "Too noisy, too slow. The VC will catch us for sure."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fight through the green tangle as shadows deepen. Viêt goes up and down our line, freeing us from vines. The ARVN follow sullenly. I begin to see Viêt is right: we'll never make extraction before dark. But why is Viêt so eager to go back down the stream? Surely the NVA will radio ahead and wait in
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  	ambush where the stream rushes out of the trees and the bridge lies broken by the old river road.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We pull ourselves from tree to tree to what seems to be the top of a hill. The lieutenant talks again to the Barky FAC. The pilot wants to get a fix on us so he can guide us to the grassy area. "Find a break in the canopy," he says, "and put out air panels."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sergeant Stevens lays out fluorescent orange squares of cloth under a small gap in the leaves. The pilot still can't see us, so the sergeant moves the panels to another break in the canopy. Viêt and the ARVN complain that the plane overhead is marking us for the VC.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Barky sees the air panels and radios that the grassy area is still two ridges away. The plane drones on, drawing sound-circles around us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We have to go on." Viêt says. "Keep moving. And tell the airplane to go away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We crash across the top of the hill and fight our way down the other side, with darkness falling all around. We break out into another stream, a thin, silver black thread in the enfolding dark green tapestry. We stand in the water and whisper. Viêt pulls my sleeve, his eyes wide and moon face shining.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We have to follow this stream," he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No good," I say. "It probably flows back into the Trail-stream."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It does!" he says. "Near here. We've got to get out of here tonight. We have to follow the streams."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Khai and Bao agree. I translate to Sergeant Stevens. All around us, Nature is going into night mode with the great turning of the Earth. Stevens and I agree with Viêt, but the lieutenant wants to get into an NDP. The other Grim Reapers back up Stevens.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK, go," I say to Viêt, and I cast my eyes downstream, where the water curves and vanishes.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and the ARVN take off fast-wading, nearly running,
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  	jumping from rock to rock. We keep pace as best we can, all making headlong flight downstream. Just as Viêt said, we soon meet the Trail-stream. Now we'll go back in our own continually flowing away footsteps, back down toward the river, down to meet death?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There is a certain sound of boots going upstream; downstream it is different. Instead of forcing our way against the current, we're racing it, sliding down cascades and landing in frothy pools. All around, the jungle world reaches, draws us into its spreading net of night. Ahead of me, Viêt seems to float over water and stones like a dragonfly. Ahead of him, Nam, the last ARVN not wet from falls, goes down with a splash and jumps up streaming.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I focus on my feet and the rocks passing below, some bald, others with long, bright green moss like goddesses' hair flowing. Sometimes images of what happened flash in my mind. Who was the dead man? I heard Viêt say, "Dr. Son," when he was going through the documents, but Dr. Son was young and from Hanoi; this man was older, with many years in the forest. The Soviet officer's pistol marked him as someone important, that was for sure. Like Stevens and me, Viêt seemed not to want to look at the dead man, yet he tried to take credit for killing him. I fall again and scramble up streaming.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It's almost dark in the stream-tunnel. Black trees lean and branches reach like giant spiders as the web of night is woven over our heads. The stream flows like black blood. All the world is turning the color of our painted faces, and soon there'll be no streaks or smudges, not a wrinkle in the seamless black.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The lieutenant splashes up behind. "Tell them to stop," he pants, jerking his eyes to Viêt and the ARVN. "It's too dark to go on. We gotta get into the trees, set up our NDP."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt hurries back to see why we've stopped, and the ARVN look back in anguish: What now?
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  	Stevens wades up and we whisper with the lieutenant about the NDP.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt explodes: "We're almost there! Don't stop! Five minutes more and we'll be out of the forest."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I agree with Viêt, while the lieutenant tries to convince the other Grim Reapers. We continue to whisper about the NDP.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We've got to go now!" Viêt whispers. "We can make it! Call in helicopters and go back!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens tells the lieutenant, "You can do what you want. We're going on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We all take off after Viêt and the ARVN. It's almost completely dark. The stream-tunnel in full night must be a terrifying place, where gods and titanic forces seethe, ghosts and spirits creep and moan, and the tiger and snake move in the black witches' cauldron.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt falls. He loses his balance on a slippery rock and splashes into a foaming black pool. At least I know he's human. He gets up fast, glances back at me with an embarrassed look, and goes on jumping from rock to rock.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly I see ahead a circle of light like the exit of a burial cave. Khai goes through, ready to shoot, then Bao, Than, Nam, and Viêt. Now the ambush will explode, I think, from the high banks and the broken bridge, spurts of fire from the black grass, hot metal flames licking, penetrating us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stumble toward the light circle, pass through the opening, leave the forest's protective shroud, and emerge under a forbidding gray-black sky. Open sky for choppers to fly. But surely the VC are waiting, following. Yes, waiting for the choppers. Then they'll cut us down.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Everything moves slow-fast, boots heavy, legs and heart pumping, mind moving in molasses-time, brain flashing in white-heat explosions. The open sky is a joy-burst, but fear hangs down like the broken bridge, the heavy sky, and the head-bent grass.
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  	Viêt and the ARVN lead us climbing the sixty-foot bank to the river road, pushing powerfully with slim, hard legs. We cling exposed like insects on the steep slope, our backs exposed to bullet streams from the opposite bank. Now the VC will open up, I think, and watch us pirouette and slow-motion fall, spouting red like whales to crash in the water and slowly bump and bob downstream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I grab gnarly roots and rocks, grasp thick tufts of grass, and pull myself past the tumbled-down bridge. I boot-thrust into earth, breath rasping. My hands pull, claw, dig as I balance, teeter, drive up, fear-burning. I am so exposed! My back is so easy a target, camouflage cloth and skin so thin, flesh so soft for penetration. Soil and rocks fall away, and grass clumps go with them, choking the stream. We're making a new trail up the bank for the NVA to follow. One by one we throw ourselves over the top and flow fast like ghosts down the old river road.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The sky is heavy with an impending thunderstorm. The grass beside the road blows, bends, and reaches. The images I had before of ambush and mines play themselves out again in my mind. Somewhere near here the tiger walked; now where does he stalk and wait?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt fast-leads toward Hill 110. He knows good landing zones; so do the NVA. The night goes black with no stars. The storm is nearing, building, wind whipping the grass in a supernatural pagan dance. The world is full of spirits, mana, revelations. Down and up the road goes, almost a mile to Hill 110. The hill rises before us now like a sacrificial pyramid.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt, Khai, and Bao whisper at 110's base, then begin to climb, pushing through grass, AKs jutting forward. This is where the NVA will hitwhen the choppers come roaring in for usin Hammurabi's ancient law of retribution, only the NVA will take many for one, and two helicopters, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We are dark, thick shapes forcing our way up breast-shaped Hill 110. Everywhere man advances, everywhere Nature retreats.
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  	In ragged-patch grass on top, where bombs have long ago scythed away life, we kneel and whisper. Sergeant Stevens gives quick orders, sends Grim Reapers and ARVN to form a perimeter, and gets on the radio to ask why the delay in our request for extraction.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bad news comes in static crackle. The Machine says no to a night pull; it's too risky, and the thunderstorm is about to break.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens hides his anger but lets his fear show and voices as real our ghost-suppositions: "Be advised we believe we are being pursued. We may not last till morning."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Over the radio in the clear Stevens has put the onus on brigade: if they don't come to get us tonight and we die, it will look very bad for them. The Machine is silent for a while, emitting nothing but snakelike hiss. I imagine scrambling, calling, requests going as high as Cobra Six.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally the radio comes to life again, as someone pushes a faraway squelch button: "Grim Reaper Seven, Red Devil Two. Be advised one bird is on the way. Repeat, only one chopper is available. You'll have to go out on two trips."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens whispers as he puts the radio down, "That means the second trip people could be in a hurt. Only one fair way to do it: last in means first out. Who came in on the last bird, get ready to take the first trip out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Roger that."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I crawl through the grass to tell Viêt, Khai, and Bao. Nam and Than will go out on the first trip with the lieutenant and four Grim Reapers. The rest of us will be alone on the hill for an hour after being marked by an inferno of sound.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lie by myself in the perimeter wondering if I'll die tonight. I see in my mind the VC creep up, slam a B-40 into the returning chopper, and drop us all in twisted metal and flames. We become another burnt offering to Moloch and all the ancient war gods, smoke rising like a signal from the scarred hill, Nature suffering again from the deep play of man.
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  	I lie aiming my rifle into the night, looking with burning eyes, listening headache hard for man-sounds. I think again of the dead man lying in the leaves. Who will find him first, NVA or the tiger?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chopper sound comes from across the river, Machine-heartbeat growing louder, telling the NVA where we are. They'll rush through the night to get us, running, surging up the hill. Grim Reapers move and whisper in black as the lieutenant forms the first team and big gaps appear in our perimeter. Nam and Than come to Khai and Bao, bend, and whisper good-bye. The radioman sets up a special recon strobe light which begins flashing and stabbing the night in strange, swinging patterns. First sound and now light mark us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I crawl to Stevens and whisper, "Do you think that's a good idea?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's not supposed to give away our location on the ground," he whispers. "I know what you mean, but we gotta do it. Anyway, when that Huey comes in, the NVA're not gonna have any doubts about where we are."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The light fantastic bounces wildly around the sky, and the chopper roars in like a big black monster materializing out of the storm. The noise sweeps over and envelops us, blasting away our senses. Down the Huey comes, rotor wind whipping the grass. I squirm low and tight against the earth, brace myself to shoot, fight wildly in frenzy, die screaming over the Machine-sound. Now, in unbearable chopper roar, the NVA will leap from the grass and pour hot fire and molten metal into us. Life ends, death begins. My mind whirls away in the strobe-flash black storm-gathering night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The first team runs for the hovering chopper, Vietnamese and Americans throwing themselves in, flying away, banking sharply for the river, distant heartbeat finally fading. They made it. We lie in the grass and wait, and what seems like a long time passes. The night is full of wild and ominous Nature
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  	sounds. Distant thunder rumbles like artillery; sheet lightning flashes like rockets exploding. The wind blows cool on sweaty brows; ears and eyes burn into the grass. The pressure builds; soon, it seems, the night will split into jagged fragments.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sergeant Stevens and I crawl together and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe the chopper's not coming back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm stayin' off the net. The NVA counterrecon teams have radio directional finders."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe we better head for the river, hide in the grass for the night, and try to walk back in the morning."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's hope the chopper comes."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We decide to wait a little longer.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Below us the river is large and thick like a glowing snake in the lightning flashes. We lie hard-pressed against the earth as Nature's night symphony plays above us, clouds, wind, and thunder. We lie on the grass-sea edge of one of the last great wild forest areas in the world and wait for the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally the sound of the chopper comes. Technonoise rises, overwhelms our listening into Nature. If the NVA rush us now, we'll hear only the last heartbeat of the Huey. Man's sound rules now in the rumbling belly of the whale. I imagine the VC moving in fast-forward through the grass, hard-bodied brown men suddenly bursting from the thunderous black curtain to kill us and the chopper on top of the hill.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens sets off the wild-flashing strobe, and the chopper forms out of the night like a great glowing insect. It beats the air furiously, carbonized dinosaur-world burning prodigiously at white heat, blasting back into Nature in eardrum-deadening noise and toxic smoke. Behold, Machine-deliverance!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We jump up and run, senses bursting in flash-time. We hurl ourselves into the Huey, the door gunner grabbing our belts and hauling us aboard. The pilot pulls away, banks hard, and beats for the river.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Jammed and tumbling together on the floor, our every mole-
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  	[image: 15495-0129a.GIF]
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Batman Caper, by Wailehua Gray.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	cule strains with the chopper for the margin of space between us and the ground that says, ''Safe! They can't get us now.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We burst with joy, shake hands, slap backs, laugh, roll across the sky with the lightning and thunder. Life! Victory! We're heroes! And we're alive!
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 130

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The dead man's pistol is a strange, alien thing here on the hurtling chopper. It comes from another world, out there. So do Viêt's and the ARVNs' NVA uniforms and AKs, but they have been in our possession for some time and turned to our service. The Soviet pistol comes new from out there; it's fresh with the feeling of them. It is in a way the man who died, hanging now like a scalp at Bao's belt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The chopper's crew begin shouting bids at Bao over the roar: they want the pistol. The pilot joins in, and the price quickly goes to $250, a fortune for an ARVN. Bao shakes off all the bids, confers with Khai, unbuckles the belt, and hards it to me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't understand; I wasn't even bidding. I guess Bao wants me to look at it, maybe so I'll make an offer. I hold it. The belt is brown, with a red star on the metal buckle. Khai gestures to me to pull the pistol out. I open the flap of the holster. Like the belt, it's leather and well-made. Attached to the side of the holster is a small sheath for an extra magazine and another for a cleaning rod. Everyone looks as I pull the pistol from the holster and hold it in my hand. I feel it pulsing with enormous power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Three hundred big ones!" the crew chief shouts to Bao. "I'll give you three hundred in green when we land!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bao shakes his head. I didn't know he knew English. I look at the pistol in a kind of daze, oblivious to the pounding chopper beat and shouted, rising bids. The pistol is beautiful, black, magic, and deadly. It's a K-54, with CCCP and a black star on the grip. What kind of journey brought it to arrive now in my hand? Across the Soviet Union on the Trans-Siberian Railway, down through China to Kunming, across the North Vietnamese border, and south at the belt of the dead man on the Ho Chi Minh Trail? How many bullets had it fired, how many men had it executed with a quick shot to the head? I slide it back in the holster and hand it back to Bao.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bao shakes his head; he doesn't want it. I try to give it to Khai. "No!" Khai shouts. "We give it to you!"
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  	I don't understand. I try again: Bao, Khai.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More shouts: "No, for you! We give it to you!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm still dazed. Why me? I don't get it. They could get big money for this. It strikes me as very un-Vietnamese; I wonder what they want from me?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Put it on!" Khai shouts. "See how it looks!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Immersed in mystery, I wrap it around my waist and fasten the red-star buckle. It feels good, the leather holster at my side, the pistol heavy at my hip, the power of the dead man entering me. Who was he who held it in his hands, sighted his brown eye down its black barrel, squeezed his finger, and felt it buck in his hand? It had hung against his hip; now it's pressed against mine. It had bounced with him each step down the Trail; now it flies with me in an American helicopter. That man was dead because of me, because I got out Viêt what he knows and protected him from Rang, because I pushed and prodded brigade, because I went to Anh to save the operation, because I insisted to Khai that we go on. If not for all that, the dead man would still be walking the Trailand perhaps using the K-54 to kill Khai, Bao, Viêt, or me. How will I use the pistol now, and when will I join him, and what will we say to each other when we meet?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I ride through the sky in a dream. Black camouflage paint streaks my Celtic-Teutonic face like the coal across Industrial-Revolution European skies, like soot streaks in the rivers, too, as my peasant-farmer forbears steamed off for America's blue skies, blue waters, and open land. In the darkness gleam the eyes of Asians: the snake, the tiger, the ghost of the dead man, and all their long line. We beat on, chopper into the exhaust-smoke darkness, back to the base and the Machine.
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  	The reaches opened before us and closed behind . . . . seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.
9
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  	Viêt and an unidentified major ready to fly recon on the Trail.
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  	The author and Viêt before the raid on Triêu Phong.
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  	Viêt and the "NVA."
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  	The author on Firebase Ann.
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  	Viêt, Ramos, Captain Mao, and a 3rd Battalion advisor.
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  	The author near the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
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  	The author, Viêt, and ARVN on the old river road.
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  	Ramos
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  	The author and Captain Mao.
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  	The ''new'' Viêt.
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  	Chapter 4

The Gloomy Wood and the Poison Trees
	

	

	


	
  	
  	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]

	

	
  	In the midway of this our mortal life I

found me in a gloomy wood, astray

Gone from the path direct; and e'en to tell

It were no easy task, how savage wild

That forest, how robust and rough its growth,

Which to remember only, my dismay

Renews, in bitterness not far from death.

Yet, to discourse of what good there befell,

All else will I relate discover'd there.
Dante, Inferno
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We land on Pioneer Pad and are greeted by Herndon and Lukitsch like heroes. Other 1/11 GIs gather, too, to see the "NVA."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where's my boy Viêt?" Herndon shouts among the tumult, and he and Viêt embrace like concerned father and returning warrior-son.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Husky Lukitsch beams and shakes hands all around. Success! One important VC was killed, valuable documents and one K-54 were seized, and all are back safely. Everyone eyes my K-54, and more offers of big bucks fly, but I reject them all. Inside, I'm strutting; outside, Mr. Humble. Joy burns bright, life explodes on dark Pioneer Pad as the rescue Huey lifts off and flies away, exhausts orange red against the black sea of night. Does my mind fly out to the forest, to the dead man lying in the leaves? Through tiger or in shallow grave, he returns soon to the jungle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt pulls the documents out of his shirt and hands them
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  	to a translator from military intelligence. I start to ask Viêt about the rest, but a jeep driver pulls up with a message for Herndon: "The general wants to see you, sir. Major Lukitsch, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A dark cloud passes over our celebration: this could be big trouble.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe he wants to congratulate us," Herndon says hopefully. "You better come, too," he adds to me. ''He probably wants to hear all about the operation."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not all, I hope," Lukitsch says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Whatever spell was on Herndon and Lukitsch at our departure is off now as flashbulbs pop, GIs taking pictures of Viêt and the ARVN. We climb into the jeep, Herndon riding shotgun, Lukitsch and me in back. The dead man's pistol rides heavy on the right.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If he asks me, I'm not going to lie," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I wouldn't want you to," Herndon says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe he won't ask," Lukitsch adds.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel powerful, invincible. I'm bursting with an urge to tell the general, throw it in his face: "Yes! we defied your orders and dressed as NVA, and that's why we're alive and he's dead, and no! we aren't playing games out there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He'll find out anyway," I say from the dark back of the jeep.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's hope it's after I'm back in the World," Herndon says. He's near retirement.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Or in another life," adds Lukitsch, who has several months to go in Viet Nam and years to go in his military career.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We talk of other things. The driver gears down and crunches to a stop in a parking area by a sandbag mountain, General Burke's office, the minotaur's lair. Here lives the mind of the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A tall captain, looking incredibly squared away for Viet Nam, comes out of the passageway leading into the bunker.
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  	"The general's aide," Herndon says, sotto voce, as we disembark from the jeep.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The captain leads us down the passageway, our boots clunking on the wood floor. Herndon enters first, then Lukitsch, then me. Wiry Burke rises from his desk and shakes our hands in a crunching grip. Except for his salt-and-pepper hair, Burke looks made of steel, like the tanks of his mechanized brigade. The captain steps in behind us and closes the door.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke smiles flint hard and waves us to chairs set up in a scimitar curve facing his desk. "Good operation," he says to Herndon. "Let's have the story."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon nods to me and says, "Sir, since Mr. Stevens was there, I'll let him give you the details."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To my left, Lukitsch looks uncomfortable in his metal chair.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I begin to tell the story. Mostly I praise Viêt and the ARVN to the skies.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke interrupts. "We had people out there, too, didn't we?" he asks Herndon.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Oh, yes, sir," Herndon says. "Two teams from our recon platoon. They did an excellent job, too. But Mr. Stevens is right: Mr. Viêt and the ARVN were really superb, crucial to the operation. We plan to put them in for Bronze, maybe Silver Stars."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke starts to say something, but a side door opens and an olive green Hermes, a spec 4 clerk, comes in and hands the captain a message.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"First read-out on the documents, sir," the captain says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let me see that," Burke says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke reads the Military Intelligence Detachment's initial report.
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  	311645H Jan 70, YD 211386. Reinforced Recon/Killer Team VI accompanied by a Hoi Chanh and 4 ARVN from the 1st ARVN Regiment Recon Company ambushed 5 VC/NVA dressed in gray
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  	uniforms and pith helmets. The point man, who was carrying a pistol, medical supplies, numerous documents, and hot food, was killed. The Recon/Killer Team pursued the remaining enemy after the body was searched. Heavy movement was detected in the area of the contact and a Barky FAC, under gathering darkness and a tropical thunderstorm, covered the extraction of the Recon/Killer Team. One VC/NVA KIA, one pistol, two magazines, one diary, one leather belt, one poncho, one holster, and medical supplies were captured. The documents captured revealed that the individual was a Political Officer for Trieu Phong District.
1
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke discusses with Herndon and Lukitsch the details in the report and speculates on what more will be learned from the dead man's letters and other documents still being translated. My mind races away: "Political Officer for Trieu Phong District." I know who the dead man is! The political commissar is the Communist party leader assigned to all major VC and NVA units as counterpart to the military commander. This man was Viêt's political commissar! Viêt has told me many times about Têt in the VChow he always cried for missing his family but had to hide so the commissar wouldn't see. "What would happen if he did?" I asked. "He would scold me," Viêt said, "maybe begin to doubt me, watch me, who knows?'' Why didn't Viêt tell me who the man was? And was this why he, too, didn't want to look at him?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The pistol hangs heavy at my hip. How many political "errors" had it rectified?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke's gravel-hard voice cuts into my thoughts: "I want to hear more."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm burning to jerk everything into the light. I don't want to get Herndon and Lukitsch in trouble, but Burke will hear from someone: better to hear it from me and now.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wax eloquent about the importance and impact of the operation; how we sowed doubt, fear, and confusion out
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  	there; and how that could lead to more valuable ralliers like Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke cuts me off again. He doesn't like hearing this from me, a civilian. And he has smelled a rat. I sense more unease in Lukitsch to my left.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I can see sowing fear out there," Burke says. "But there was no doubt or confusion about what we did. We went out there and hit 'em where they live."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel it coming now. The long confrontation building with Burke is about to explode.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Oh, we sowed plenty of doubt and confusion," I say. "It's like if you and your troops were getting shot at here on the base, maybe on the way to the club or the mess hall."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Fear, maybe" Burke granites. "Not doubt; not confusion. We know who's doing it, and we go after 'em."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They saw no Americans," I say. "We were down the Trail."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They saw ARVN," Burke says. "They heard American weapons."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No. They heard no American weapons."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke seems to levitate from his chair. He grows several inches taller but remains sitting. His words come out like marching Prussians: "What-kind-of-weapons-did-they-hear?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"AK-47s," I say. "Only AKs."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Still in levitated position, Burke traverses right like the killer snout of an M-60, aims hard at Herndon and Lukitsch, and says, in a voice exploding with anger, "What were my orders? What did I say?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch is catatonic. His mouth is open, but nothing comes out. He's rigid in his chair as if pinned there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon coughs and says something literally true but absolutely incredible: "Uh, your orders were no black pajamas, sir, and those men weren't wearing black pajamas."
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  	Burke can scarcely contain himself: "What-were-they-wearing?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Uh, NVA uniforms," Herndon says. "NVA gear."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Jesus Christ!" Burke says, and he turns to Lukitsch. "Is that what you thought, too, Major? That 'no black pajamas' meant NVA uniforms are just fine? Is that what you thought?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch's face is red. He doesn't know what to say: he's damned both ways.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel I have to ride like a hero to their rescue. I dare to interrupt Burke's tirade. "I take full responsibility," I say. "I told Mr. Viêt and the ARVN to wear those uniforms. I felt it was the only way"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke traverses back to me and blasts: "Let me tell you something. I am responsible for everything that goes on in this brigade. You are responsible for nothing."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke swings away from me as if I were an insignificant bug and bores in again on Herndon and Lukitsch: "You two will understand one thing: I command this brigade. My orders will be obeyed to the letter, or I will find officers who will obey. You understand?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Herndon and Lukitsch nod like schoolboys and chorus, "Yes, sir."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke relaxes his jaws slightly. "In spite of that one deficiency," he says, "it was a good mission. Let's do more of it. But no enemy gear. Understand?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, sir," Herndon and Lukitsch say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke rises and we all stand. The captain makes a move, and we begin to shuffle toward the door. Suddenly the ceiling seems far too low, the walls too close. I want to explode out into the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke stops us at his desk. He pulls open his top left drawer, takes something out, and says to me, "We have a little token we give to our friends."
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 148

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Burke steps around his desk and pins a metal red-diamond insignia to the collar of my camouflage shirt. It's the insignia of the 5th Mechanized Brigade. Burke's hard, lined face and bristly crew cut are near my shoulder as he works the metal points in and fastens the plastic stays. "There," he says, and he steps back and holds out his hand. "You're an honorary Red Devil now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm very honored to be one," I say, and we shake and try to crunch each other's hand bones.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The captain escorts us through the sandbag tunnel. The night is cool. Except for the pain in my hand, I feel I'm flying.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning when it's light and safe enough to travel Highway One outside the base, I drive Viêt and the ARVN back to Quang Tri City. We say our good-byes. It's a strange feelingwe've been so much a part of one another's lives. We plan to meet soon; Khai and Bao say they have something they want to ask me. I wonder if it has to do with the pistol?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I go home and put the AKs in my closet with the K-54. The NVA gear and my camouflage clothes I leave for my maid, Ba Thuy, to wash. I strip and try to wash the remnants of camouflage paint from my face and hands. "Out damned spot! Out, I say!" Lady Macbeth said in similar circumstances. I look in the mirror. I still see the face of the dead man.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Soon the Trail calls again and I cross the river, drive back to the base, and pull up in a cloud of dust before the. 1 /11 TOC. I duck into the opening and walk down the sandbag tunnel, boots thudding the chemically treated wood floor. The K-54 bulks at my hip, and the Red-Devil diamond is on my collar, blood-spot on camouflage green.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The radiomen look up when I enter, and one jerks his thumb to Lukitsch's office and says, "The major's inwait'll you see what he's got in there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch rises from his desk with a smile. Behind him on the wall is a big full-color poster, Batman and Robin
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  	leaping, and the words, "Biff! Bam! Pow! Another Batman Caper!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Like it?" Lukitsch says. "One of my radiomen did it. Everybody heard about the general's chewing."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No lasting damage?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch spreads his big hands. "I'm still here. The colonel, too. I can always go back to school, I guess."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I spread my map and present my plan. "We still don't know if the Rocket Company's camp is there, exactly where it is, or if it's still occupied. I suggest we take one team," I begin to point it out on the map, "land here above the Khe Ba Dang, climb this west ridge, and go down into the valley of the Khe Trai. We'll follow the stream to the Trail-crossing, I estimate two or three hours. From the crossing it's only ten minutes to the Rocket Company's camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But recon only," Lukitsch says. "No raid. I don't think the general's ready yet for that."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Recon only: no problem."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Mr. Viêt's ready to go?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Inwardly I take a breath. This is a crucial part of the presentation. I don't know if Lukitsch will go for this. "He's not going this time. I promised him he wouldn't have to go out during Têt. He's going to his uncle's house."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch looks at the map and then me. "You sure you can find this place without him?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know I can. He's told me all about it and we've done recon flights. All we have to do is follow the stream."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Damn, I wish I could go," Lukitsch says. "I hate these staff jobs. OK, I'll try to sell it to brigade. But I emphasize: recon only. No more 'Batman capers.'"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not to worry," I say, and I look up at the poster and smile.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There's a big surprise: Lukitsch calls soon to say the recon's on. "One team, one chopper, three days. In and out. Locate
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  	the camp and confirm it's occupied. Sergeant Stevens's team will go; Tex is on R 'n' R."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to the base and park near the dusty huts of the Recon Platoon. Stevens is alone in his hooch, sitting on his cot at the back writing a letter and listening to Johnny Cash's "Folsom Prison Blues" on his big tape deck. He looks up as I walk toward him. I'm dressed in my usual visiting attire, camouflage and K-54.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's on," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Damn!" he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Energy flows like lightning bolts between us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"When?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Tomorrow. Lukitsch is calling you over for a briefing at ten today. I wanted to talk to you first." I unfold my map on his cot. We kneel on opposite sides of the bed like kids saying their prayers, or as we had knelt while searching the commissar's body. I tell Stevens the plan and trace it on the map with my finger.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He looks up, his hawk face sharp. "You sure we can find the camp without Viêt?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No problem," I say. "Just follow the stream. We've flown over it, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not too many times, I hope."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look around; still no one in the hooch. I lower my voice. "I've got this idea; the fewer on the approach to the camp, the better."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens lights up; he gets it right away. "Like how few are you thinkin'?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Like two."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Damn!" Stevens says. "Quieter on the approach, faster on the getaway!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There it is."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Hey, what do you say if it looks good, we hit the camp ourselves? The brigade'll probably never go back anyway, or if it does, it'll screw it up."
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  	"You got it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens's enthusiasm takes a sudden dip, then rises again. "My team's not gonna like it. They'll wanta go, too. I won't tell 'em till we're out theredon't you tell anyone, either. Brigade would never go for it; Cobra Six would have a shit fit."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not to worry," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Know what?" Stevens says with his riverboat grin. "This sounds like another 'Batman caper.'"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive back to Quang Tri City and the crachin mist returns to the mountains, delaying the operation. My misgivings rise, lunar cycles turn, and Têt comes with its shadow-fears of 1968. Têt is the best time of the year for Vietnamese, but since '68, also the most fearful. Viêt is delighted to have his first family Têt in four years, and he invites me to his uncle's house for the first, most special day of Têt visiting.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I dress in my best civilian clothes and drive to the uncle's house, a small, poor home by the river, newly cleaned for Têt. Viêt comes out to meet me. He's dressed Vietnamese cool in new clothes and is wearing dark sunglasses on a cloudy day. Behind the house the river flows big from the recent rains in the mountains. Viêt is feeling good, the happiest I've seen him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We sit, and uncle serves Têt cakes and Cokes with ice. Viêt knows something is about to happen, but not, I hope, exactly what.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sure I don't have to go this time?" he asks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sure!" I say. "I guarantee it. One hundred percent!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We laugh and sip our drinks. Uncle brings more- special Têt food and offers me American cigarettes and beer. Viêt has been getting "black bag" money from the advisory team's S-2 for the intelligence he provides and the weapons we seize, but this Têt spending is far beyond that.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt lapses into memories about past Têts in the VC, when he used to hide from the commissar and his mother and father
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  	were living. The more he talks, the more he sinks into a somber mood. Finally he says bitterly, "My mother and father should be living, they should be here. They died too young, away from their home, torn from their land."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't stay long. I feel a kind of unease here and that both Viêt and the uncle are glad I'm going. Viêt walks me out to my Scout, puts his sunglasses on, and looks up and down the street. He's changing. I can see it in his clothes. He's smoking, too, and looking a little pudgy. He's dealing in the black market now; he gets me to buy him things at the PX that he sells for big profit. He's got other Americans doing it, tooGIs he's met on operations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At the Scout on the empty street I see a flash of the old Viêt. He grabs my arm and says, "Thanks for not making me go on this operation. Being with Uncle at Têtit's the best thing that's happened to me in five years."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Be careful of Rang," I say. "You're taking big chances around town."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm not afraid of him." he says in his comic voice. "I'm not afraid of anything. Besides, I know he's gone to Huê for Têt."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly Viêt gets serious and grips my arm hard. "Be careful on this operation. You won't have me to take care of you this timeand maybe they'll be waiting."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He looks upriver toward the distant mountains, hidden now in the mist. He drops my arm and the new Viêt returns: "Uh, can you buy me two more cases of Coke and three of beer, any kind? I can pay you in green; I got plenty. And two cartons of Salems and two Winstons. Just for Têt, you know."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to Ba Thuy's house for more Têt visiting. Thuy lives in La Vang, on the south side of town, where the NVA rockets have been falling. Thuy is twenty-three, small, svelte, and attractive, a widow, like the legions all over Viet Nam. Her husband was an ARVN sergeant, killed by the VC near Da
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  	Nang. His picture is on the family altar; he looks handsome and full of life. Their daughter, four-year-old Minh, is all dressed up in her new Têt clothes. She's a fatherless child, like the legions all over Viet Nam.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Thuy serves Têt cakes and warm Cokes and apologizes for not having ice. She has neither a stove nor a refrigerator in her small, packed-earth house. We sit at a low table and talk and listen to Vietnamese music on the radio. The house has been recently cleaned for Têt, floor swept, mats aired, everything washed. Outside, colorful chickens scratch where Thuy has thrown rice husks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I give little Minh new money in a red envelope, and Thuy brings betel leaves and nuts on a tray; this is the first time for me to try. I chew, laugh, feel my face turn red and warm, and get a little high. Minh plays with her toys on the floor. The next day I go to war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I meet on Pioneer Pad with four members of his team. We paint up black and board a Red Devil Huey. Herndon and Lukitsch shake our hands, wave, and diminish in size as we lift off and head for the river.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	LZ Pedro passes below, abandoned to the wind, ragged grass, and war junk. Around its base the woodcutters' path curves and heads west toward the mountains. In a rush I think of Viêt and the old woman at the market, Thuy's cooking fire, the wood-smoke smell of VC huts, and baking Têt cakes. East the path leads to the populated lowlands and the maze of paddy dikes, hamlet paths, and market roads; west it becomes part of the labyrinthian Ho Chi Minh Trail system. Much of the history of Viet Nam could be seen on that woodcutters' path curling around Pedro.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The river appears in the distance like a giant silver serpent. The Red Devil pilot stays high, and Stevens and I keep our feet in as we beat toward the valley of the Khe Ba Long. We near the LZ below the west ridge, and our hearts begin to trip-fire
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  	faster, excitement mounting, adrenaline flowing, energy pulsing with the Huey's power. We grip our weapons hard; death is in our hands and in our future.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I guide the pilot up the Khe Ba Dang to a bomb-blast clearing. The trees explode in size as we descend fast, everythingnoise, smells, feel of cold steel in our blackened fingersmagnifying, our minds exploding with brain cell fusion-fission, fear-desire bursting.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The door gunners tense behind their M-60s as the clearing expands with fearsome force. The chopper air-brakes, hovers, whip-lashes the grass. We jump out, free-fall into the wildly beating roar-world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hit the ground, fall on my face, and wriggle like a leech into the grass. I lie aiming into the surrounding trees, breathing hard and trembling. The chopper flies away to false drops elsewhere, taking its noise and connections to the Machine. Now it's just us and Nature and, somewhere out there, the enemy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens whispers us together and leads into the trees. We hide and wait for our senses to return after the helicopter beating, then begin climbing the ridge, pulling the forest around us like a shroud. We immerse ourselves in the wilderness. On the border of death, I feel hyperalive.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We penetrate the forest further, pulling ourselves from tree to tree. We stop often and listen hard, trying to quiet breath and heart sounds. All around us Nature whispers, sighs, passes secrets of the forest world, a seething, life-rich tapestry in green.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We climb to the top of the west ridge and crawl into a tangle of bushes.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''You guys set up here," Sergeant Stevens whispers to his team. "Me and Mr. Stevens are going on."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Hey, no way," the Grim Reapers say. "We wanta go, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We'll come and get you if we find something good," Stevens says. "Set up here and lie low. Don't tell 'em anything
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  	back at base. We'll just go down in the valley, check out the place, and come back. It should only take,'' he turns to me, "three, four hours?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"'Bout that," I say. "It can't be much more than a klick away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"This is hurtin'," one of the Reapers says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"For sure we'll come get you if we decide to hit the camp," Stevens says. "Now put those claymores out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I strip off our packs and belts and take only our rifles and a few extra magazines in separate pockets so they won't make noise. We take neither food nor canteens. We'll be back for lunch, we think, and on our way we'll drink from the streams. Stevens takes a new-model miniradio, designed especially for recon teams, and a small pen-flare gun with twelve pen-sized signal rockets.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll walk point," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll take it on the way back," Stevens says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We crawl out of the bush hideout and are immediately swallowed. The team is gone; they could be in China. Leaves extend to depths unknown. "Beneath each deep, another deep opens," Emerson wrote. I think of Viêt Which way would he go? Down in the valleys, follow the flow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I fight forward with Stevens close behind. We can't get separated, not more than three or four steps. Open space appears ahead, and I stop in thinning trees and look across a huge, burned, bomb-strike clearing. It's like a giant graveyard for knocked-down trees. It must have happened a few years ago: shimmering green saplings are rising among the charcoaled tree hulks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It's too open; we'd better go around, fight through the dense growth and half-fallen trees at the edge of the clearing. It's a long way, too; the clearing is huge. Straight across the clearing the forest sings seductively, like the Sirens to Ulysses: "Come on, try it."
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  	"Shall we take a chance?" I whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's go for it," Stevens says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is not a good sign: early in the mission, and already we're making mistakes. I take a deep breath and step into the clearing. I feel vulnerable under the sky. Stevens waits, then steps out behind me and offset slightly to the left. We walk slowly, eyes searching. All around the burned and broken forest looks and breathes, "J'accuse."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I pick my way around blackened tree trunks and climb over shrapnel-gouged tree bodies, giant, peaceful victims of war. I slip between saplings and crush tender plants. I feel as if I'm walking across a stage set with Nature-cadavers. If the VC see us now, we're dead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm sweating and breathing hard. With my eyes I measure the last agonizing steps before I reach the far side of the clearing. Calypso, daughter of Atlas, kept Odysseus seven years on her island before he finally rejected her offer of immortality and continued on his journey home. The last steps are just ahead: I hold back the urge to race into the trees, plunge into their tight embrace. Each step is an agony; Viêt would have gone around.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We bury ourselves in the forest, and behind us Calypso sings in the wind. She lets us go, to live for now. We continue on our death mission.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lead on down the slope, hoping to find a stream. Suddenly I see something brown coming toward me. NVA! My heart leaps into my throat; I drop to the earth, and lie aiming and shaking. Brown-uniformed NVA, low-crawling toward us. The counterrecon killer teams must have heard our landing, calculated our course, perhaps tuned in on the team's transmissions to base. Now they'll take revenge for our killing the commissar. Now we fight and die.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I twist and look back at Stevens. He can see from the way I dropped and the horror on my face this is it. I see it again, the
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 157

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	low, brown form coming relentlessly closer. My breath comes in spasms; soon I'll have to shoot. Fear tremors wrack my body: today I die!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Twenty feet in front of me the brown form emerges from the green. It's a deer! A beautiful, miniature deer. God, I want to laugh and cry. A deer! It's a buck with a large rack of antlers, slowly browsing, stretching its neck, searching among the leaves. It looks like an American white-tail deer, but it's very small, not much bigger than a dog. And there's something perfect about it. It's wild, free. I love that deer! There's something magic about it, beyond normal reality.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The deer passes slowly and is soon swallowed again in green.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I rise and look at each other, eyes wide in our black-streaked faces. We feel invisible, wild, part of the green world, too. Our whispers are no louder than the wind in the leaves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We must be moving good if not even the deer sees us."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"There it is."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ahead the forest thins a little and we see a cut, a crack in the earth. We slip through the trees and look down into a narrow ravine. It points like an arrow down into the valley. "Come, follow me," it says. "I'll take you where you want to go."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens attempts to call the team on the miniradio. We can't be more than five hundred yards as the crow flies from their position, but the radio can't penetrate the layers of vegetation. We get nothing but static.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Piece of shit," Stevens mutters.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We're on our own now even more, cut off from the team and from the Machine. Isn't this how we wanted it? To be beyond the law? We descend into the ravine and look up its rocky sides to the trees that arch over us. We're completely hidden, enfolded in the earth, lost to all except ourselves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The rocks under our boots are dry, but soon dampness comes, just appears, as if water is being squeezed from the
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  	earth. The moisture becomes a trickle, then a flow. Now, we believe, we are in the valley's stream system. Following the flow as it grows will take us, we think, to the stream crossing near the Rocket Company's camp. We don't need Viêt, we can do this ourselves. Don't we both come from pioneer stock? We go on hidden in the ravine, like invisible phantoms of death.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A small stream emerges from low-hanging vegetation to our right and joins our flow, confirming, we believe, that our plan is a good one. We're still hidden in the ravine and under the multiple canopy, but we must be now in the headwaters of the Khe Trai, the main stream down the valley. It feels as if no humans have ever been here, not even Montagnards.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Where the two streams join and flow off to the left, our ravine ends. Now we'll walk in the water, deeply immersed in branches and leaves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We better mark this place so we can find our way back to the team."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Good idea."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We build a cairn of three rocks leaning together so they'll look natural to any would-be pusuers, but recognizable to us. We take one last look back at the cairn and try to imprint the whole chaotic jungle scene on our midwestern American memories. The rocks barely stick up out of the forest-floor growth. Will we ever see this place again? It could be badvery badif we miss it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We enter the stream, duck under heavy boughs, and round the next bend. The cairn, like the past, is gone. We're pointed ahead toward our future, like our rifles as they search the banks. Our lives are now bounded by the walls and ceiling of the stream-tunnel and the flow beneath our feet. This is our world, of fecund life and sudden death.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More streams flow in from left and rightso many streams, so many decisions to make going back. We try to remember
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  	the turns and branches, the way to the three-rock cairn. Maybe coming without Viêt was not so smart.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I slip on a water-smooth stone and fall, throwing my right hand high to keep my rifle dry and landing full force on my elbow on a rock. I jump up fast, exploding with pain and streaming water and blood. My blood flows downstream and flies downwind in scent molecules. I think of the tiger. Is it downstream now, lapping water with its big tongue? Downwind, sniffing the air? Did it eat the commissar, and will it now eat me?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens looks around, M-16 following his eyes. The fall made too much noise. We wade on, carefully round each bend thinking we'll see the NVA squatting beside the stream, filling their canteens. It's farther than I thought. More streams flow in from left and right, and the main stream builds in flow and power. It's more than three hours since we left the team. Stevens and I are like microbodies in a great life-stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We pause and drink, scooping, lapping the water and looking around like wild animals as the stream rushes into us. Here the snake flows across the stream, and the deer looks up, hunted, like us. Where is the Trail? Time and distance are growing between us and the team. I think back through the stream-labyrinth; I don't think we'll ever find the cairn. We are like specks of floating plankton in an immense jungle-sea.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]

	

	
  	Land in a swamp, march through the woods . . . . feel the savagery, the utter savagery . . . . all that mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men . . . . it has a fascination, too.
2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We hide behind a boulder and whisper as small silver fish dart around our legs, discover we're not edible yet, and go away.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe we missed the Trail," Stevens says.
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  	"I don't think so. The way Viêt described it there's a big tree on the right bank, and the Trail is visible on both sides of the stream."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You sure this is even the right stream?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at the water. I remember how Viêt listened to the stream as if he heard a message in it; I hear only a babble over rocks. I remember Viêt looking at the water as at an old friend; it's all strange to me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"This is it," I say. "It's got to be."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We can see no farther than the next bend. Life is often like that. The banks are impenetrable green curtains, and to search for the sky is to try to look up through a strange, constantly moving ceiling, more phantasmagoric than any ever designed by Arab or Moor. We are in a lost, wild world. Nature reigns here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around a bend we flatten behind a big rock. Man-sign! Someone has recently been walking along the stream, cutting young willows along the left bank with a sharp knife. There are no tracks, just fresh-cut saplings oozing sap-blood like fallen boy soldiers. The impression is of someone wading, idly swinging a machete, slicing the young willows and letting them lie. Why? Who? Is it a sign?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We can't stay here, and we don't want to go back. I round the boulder first, then Stevens. We wade on, ready to shoot and run. We focus on the banks, the cut willows, the foaming water ahead. My thumb is on the selector switch of my rifle, ready to punch from S to F, safe to full automatic, in the racing milliseconds before the death of someone.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around the next bend the cut willows end. No sign that the machete man climbed the bank, no sign of him walking downstream. Who was it? What does it mean?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Many more bends come and go and still no Trail. Doubt gnaws like our growing hunger. Why didn't we bring some rations? Are we in the right stream? Is this even the right
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  	valley? If only we could see the skyline, Hills 300 and 320, we'd know where the saddle is and where the Trail comes down to the stream. Even if we started back now, we couldn't make it to the team before dark, assuming we could find the cairn and them in the tossing jungle-sea. We're dealing with the great questions now: Where did we come from? Where are we? Where are we going? We're dealing with survival.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	What's sure is that we'll be out here tonight with no food, no ponchos, no radio, and no Trail. The day begins to turn black in the spaces between the leaves. We crouch at bankside and whisper, Stevens looking upstream, I looking down. Words float in stream-rush: "We'd better hide for the night."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's crawl up a ways and look for a level place."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lead the way up the bank through the tangle. Snakes writhe and tigers bite through skulls in my mind as I reach ahead into the green unknown and pull myself up. Anything could be in here. I wriggle through leaves, dragging my stomach and thighs along the ground, toes and forearms immersed in spidery growth. I push branches aside and peer through to layer on layer, row on row.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm hoping for a small miracle, a relatively flat place where we can sleep, even a big miracle, an open area where we won't lie wrapped in branches and vines like some giant python's dinner. The stream-song vanishes, swallowed by dense vegetation.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly I break into a flat, open space. Stevens crawls up beside me; he can't believe his eyes. We look across a dark, level place beneath several scattered trees of the same species. The ground is strangely bare here, like a desert island in the rolling sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We rise and look around as darkness fills the clearing. There's no deep green bed in which to snuggle up with vipers or poison spiders, some clear area around if the tiger or python
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  	comes, and, strangest of all, no leaves to rustle, no twigs to crack, no brush to crunch if we toss in our sleep. Who knows how close the NVA might be?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I motion to Stevens I want to talk and cup my hand to funnel the whisper into his ear: "I'm going to crawl up a ways, try to see something."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Don't get lost."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I walk quietly to the edge of the clearing. I want to make one last try to see where we are before it's completely dark. Maybe there'll be another miracle like these spaced-out trees and I'll be able to see the saddle. I have to know we're in the right valley, at least. We can't go on long without food, and there's another time problem: tomorrow, if they haven't already, the team will have to report us missing and the Machine will start flying search missions, alerting the VC.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I bend and push into the brush. I duck under branches, drop, and finally have to crawl. I squirm forward, hoping for a quick miracle. I look back: Stevens and the clearing are gone. I note carefully the direction I'm crawling; I could easily get lost here. I wouldn't dare call in more than a whisper, eitherand the forest swallows sound. Stevens, maybe fifteen meters away, could be in another world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I worm forward, hoping for more spaced-out trees and a break in the canopy. Leaves and branches brush my face like spindly-legged beetles. I push up slightly, crane my head, cradle my rifle, and wince when my sore elbow hits the ground. The blood has dried my sleeve hard as a board. I wonder how far the tiger scents blood?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Where is the sky, something? Soon I'll have to turn and crawl back down the closing black tunnel behind me. A little more, just a little. I wriggle, rise to my hands and knees, and crawl. I feel like a bear or giant baby.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My head breaks into the clear: sky above, and open space to left and right. My body is still wrapped in vegetation, and my
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  	head is sticking out overI turn it left and rightthe Trail! My head is sticking over the Trail!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I duck back fast and lie hard-breathing inches from the Trail. I try to quiet my breath, heart, and blood-rush and rein in my stampeding mind. The crossing must be around the next bend. I want to squirm forwardjust a littleand look at the Trail again. Wait, Stevens! What if he coughs, sneezes in the clearing, comes looking for me?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I crawl back to the clearing. Stevens is sitting on the ground, M-16 across his lap. I signal a fast "Quiet!" then crawl to him and whisper, "The Trailthere."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens stares where I'm pointing. Someone's coming! NVA are coming, marching on the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We grip our rifles and stare into the surrounding black wall. I can hear my heart booming, nerves crackling, eyes grating in their sockets. "Shut up!" I want to shout at my body. "The NVA will hear!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand paralyzed, listening to the rhythmic slap of Ho Chi Minh sandals and the tinkle of metal canteens against wooden AK butts. Ghosts of the forest are passing nearby on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. You can feel them as well as hear, coming in a wave of awesome power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stay staring, not breathing. Outside, I'm rigid; inside, like jelly. A throat tickle could kill here, an itchy nose destroy. Is life so insignificant that it could end this way? Where was the body's instinct for survival?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The NVA death-wave passes on down the Trail, headed for the stream crossing and the Rocket Company's camp. There they'll cook their rice and sit around the fire as the commissar had done, and tomorrow we'll crawl up and kill them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I exchange fearful looks. We dare not talk at all now, nor make the slightest sound. With infinite care we sit, lay our rifles beside us, and lie back like zombies in their coffins. We lie like dead, arms folded across our chests. We
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  	dare not move or even sleep. Who knows what dreams may come to cause us to thrash and cry out?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A tickle begins to work way back in my throat. Of course! It always happens at moments like this. It builds and threatens to burst out in a cough. I'm dying to cough. I grit my teeth, try to reason with my throat, order it to be calm and quiet. Does it want to return to the earth?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My nose begins to itch. Of course! A sneeze threatens to explode. I carefully move my sore-elbow arm and apply hard-knuckle pressure under my nose. I order you not to sneeze.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Hunger gnaws at my innards like a pond full of beavers dam-building at night. My stomach growls; there's a wolf in there. Beside me, Stevens fights his own body-battles.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We lie rigid in utter black, invisible to all except those who sense with other than human eyes and live their lives in deep-forest night. Everywhere around our bare clearing a great jungle symphony plays, and life cycles spin and end-begin as night creatures move, mate, and feed.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Something begins attacking us with a terrible itching, biting, and burning. It feels like we're being devoured by tiny, invisible, mad-making beasts. And we're like Gulliver chained: we can't move or fight back for fear of noise. The invisible creatures are lighting us up all over with fierce, painful fire spots, and we can do nothing. The beasts increase their attacks, everywhere biting, burning, torturing. We have become, in Nixon's words about the United States if it ''allows itself" to be defeated in Viet Nam, like "pitiful helpless giants."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We begin to take chances. We fight back. We sit up and try to grab the beasts through our clothes. Nevermore! Not one! The creatures must be amazingly fast or have special night vision that allows them to escape our hand sweeps and hammer-and-anvil, finger-thumb squashes. I try ambush, wait with killer fingers poised, ready to grab and crush. If I could
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  	get just one, feel it pop between my fingers. . . . I wait silently, hand under my shirt, poised and ready. When I feel the biting, I'llthere! Nothing! There! Nothing again! Nothing!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	How can they get away each time? I do blind, frenzied sweeps, search and destroy; I grab with pumped-up power. Never, never anything. This goes on all night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We suffer twelve hours of torture in black before silver gray spaces appear under the trees. Stevens and I are nearly insane, and now, as day begins, what seemed impossiblethat the burning and biting could get worserises to a crescendo. At least now we'll see them, grab them, kill them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We tear off our camouflage jackets and green T-shirts and wildly search our burning skin. Nothing! They are invisible. And now, with our torsos exposed, the burning and biting rises to an even greater fury, roaring like a forest fire all over our backs and chests.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly, it dawns: the trees! The trees are raining poison on us. That's why the strange, bare-ground clearing: nothing grows here, nothing comes here but us. Heedless of noise and the NVA, we dash madly into the surrounding jungle, roll on dew-wet ferns and grass, scrape our bodies with sharp sticks, and wipe ourselves with big elephant's-ear leaves. We're becoming wild, falling back into ancient ways, civilization just a recent, thin veneer. Remove our boots and camouflage pants, and we would look indistinguishable from charcoal-blackened Teutonic tribesmen from the time of Tacitus.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A sharp roar from the jungle stuns us into catatonia. The tiger! We grab our rifles and look around wildly. It's been waiting for us to leave the clearing. We can see at most arm's length. Any moment, from any place, it could explode in orange and black from the green.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My camouflage jacket still lies in the clearing, its sleeve bloody hard. We wait, listen, fingers curled around triggers. The
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  	roarmore like a giant coughbursts again, farther away this time. It's moving, maybe waiting till tonight, when we'll be away from the poison trees and considerably weakened.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We recover our shirts, wipe them with leaves, and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''Let's head for the stream and find the camp fast."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's that way, isn't it?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I thought we came up that way."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Look for which way is down."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We scuff quietly around on the ground. We're swimming in green up to our waists, and the land gives no hint of a slope to the stream. We try Stevens's direction to the left, then mine to the right. No drop to the stream becomes visible, no sound of stream-song floats through the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's go back to the clearing and try from there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push through vines and leaves. Where is the clearing? We can't be more than twenty steps away. We try another direction. No clearing. Now we could be forty steps away.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Panic begins to claw like the tiger at the back of my mind. We're getting deeper into trouble, and if we lose it here, we're done. We came thinking to bring death; now we're about to find it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's forget about the clearing, concentrate on the stream. Try that way."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We try one way, then another, short stabs so we don't get too far, feeling with our feet for sloping ground, listening hard for water over rocks, watching for the tiger's rush.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The ground's sloping down," I whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push through the green curtain and hear the stream, its beautiful silver song. We descend eagerly and soon we can see it in flashes through the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To the right is another small clearing, an old bomb strike growing back in deep vegetation. At its far side, a tall, white-barked tree stands almost alone, rising above the canopy. I look at the tree and get an idea.
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  	"I'm going to hang my shirt up there," I whisper, "to mark the Trail crossing from the air. With the Rocket Company just across the stream, we can get a good fix on it, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens looks at the tree. "Make sure the NVA can't see it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll get it up high."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade through thigh-deep growth to the tree. I hand my rifle to Stevens, strip off my camouflage jacket, drop it in the grass, and begin to climb. Stevens stands at the base of the tree, looking up and all around, his hawklike face intense.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I climb high. The tree is almost dead, wounded by a chunk of shrapnel to the heartwood, the hole allowing the entrance of killer fungi. I pull higher, remembering Dad's advice: never trust all your weight to only one limb. I climb through dead branches and empty space where once the upper-canopy world sang with abundant life.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hug the trunk with my thighs and grip with black-painted fingers. I climb to near the treetop, hold on, and look around. Above, the sky is blue and gold, the sun back at last. Below, the stream snakes through the forest, sparkling diamond-bright through gaps in the leaves. Across the stream, hidden in the ocean of trees, is the Rocket Company's camp and the Trail. I must be looking at them now, and soon we'll be there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Hanging on with one hand, I peel off my olive green T-shirt and cling to the trunk. I tie the shirt to a limb; it looks good. It should be easy to spot from the air and almost impossible to see from the ground,
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I climb down carefully, muscles flexing. I drop to the ground and Stevens and I look up at the shirt. You can see it a little, but it's not likely, I think, that the NVA will leave the Trail and come to this clearing. The shirt looks like a small flag flying up there. Now we'll be able to locate the camp on the map from the air and feed the numbers to the Machine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push through to the stream, kneel, and drink, water running down our chins. We drink more, trying to drown
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  	hunger. We've been without food twenty-four hours now, and we have to find the camp fast. We Americans are not used to going without food often, three squares daily, snacks and sodas when we want and machines always handy to dispense them. And the longer we're out here, the more dangerous the brigade will become to us. Soon, surely, the rescue birds will start droning over the valley, round and round over the trees, telling the NVA we're here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade around the bend in tight crouches, expecting to see the Trail. Nothing. It must be around the next bend. No. We wade on. No again and again. Something is wrong: how could we miss it? Are we still to fail?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	With each step we're farther from the shirt and the team, and more carbo-deficient. We'll have to turn back soon. God, we can't go back as failures.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Around the next bend we see the Trail, rising from the right bank past a tall, thick-trunked tree that looks like a cottonwood. We're ten minutes from the camp.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade forward and see a chilling sight: churned mud on the right bank, where the Trail leaves the water and disappears into a curving tree-tunnel. We wade several more steps, then stop, turned to stone. On a flat rock near the left bank is the water print of a Ho Chi Minh sandal. Seconds before, NVA crossed here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade across the stream and hide on a small gravel bar under a weeping willow. We squat and whisper, keeping wild eyes on the crossing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What'll we do?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	On the right bank is the Trail to the camp. The churned mud on the bank still shines, radiating bone-breaking power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Goin' up that Trail could be hurtin'," Stevens whispers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Anyway, we don't know where the camp is. We could walk right into it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We look at the left bank, where the water print dries on its rock and the Trail angles up toward the saddle.
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  	"You think they heard us coming?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We look into the green wall at our backs. Through there is the camp. But where? Crawling we would make big noise, maybe get lost, maybe crawl right into their camp, our heads sticking into their semicircle of huts, the looks on all our faces almost comical before the killing starts.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We decide to stay here and ambush whoever crosses the stream. We separate a little and sit cross-legged on the gravel bar, rifles across our laps. We'll shoot, dash out, grab AKs, strip map cases and documents, run upstream, and bury ourselves in the wilderness.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The stream flows by, singing its song. We look through the willows and wait as hunger and American impatience grow. The willows blow and trail their leaves in the water, making skimming traceries of silver, green, and gold. We sit like camouflaged Buddhas or big toads, rifles Pietà-cradled. I look at the big cottonwood. What has it seen in its long life here of the dramas of Nature and man, and what will it see today?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The willows form a lovely curtain, a living veil. I look through it and see in my mind the NVA come, AKs across their backs. We shoot them and they fall. It's a beautiful day; the crachin season seems over at last. Hunger chews at our stomachs and our brains.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Voices come through the green curtain. We sit bolt upright, look at each other, ready our rifles to fire. Now it comes, maybe the end. The voices float in the stream, sparkle in the breeze, and fall silent. We crouch together and whisper, squatting with our elbows on our knees and our rifles pointed in opposite directions.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Must be from the camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More voices come: singing and laughter.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It sounds like a party."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's the third day of Têt."
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  	Women's voices come through the curtain. Soft, light women's voices, floating on the wind. Women are in the camp. We squat together again and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What do we do if women cross?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Woman can kill you easy as a man."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We separate again and sit watching the stream. In my mind I see them come, black hair falling from beneath their hats, AKs across their hourglass backs, wading interspersed with the men. Do we shoot them and they fall, bodies bumping among the rocks? How do we live with that? Do we not shoot at allbut what if they see us? Do we shoot the men and try not to hit the women and hope they run away? Or do we shoot them?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A rifle shot cracks from behind our backs, and we dive on our stomachs on the gravel bar and lie twisting our faces among rocks and water. Everything is sharpened in detail and immense. No more shots come. What to do now? We low-crawl together and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sounds like it came from the camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Closer."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Whata you think it was?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe the NVA shooting birds, maybe a signal."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe they're tryin' to trick us with the women's voices and party sounds. Maybe the killer team's creepin' up."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We know where the camp is now, and that it's occupied."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Mission accomplished."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	This is important: mission accomplished. We're not failures.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's get outa here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We rise and stand under the willows, and Stevens quickly takes the point.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Lucky him," I think. "Last in, first out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens passes through the willow curtain, enters the water, and begins wading upstream without another look back. I wait three steps, and no one shoots Stevens from the trees. I step
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  	through the veil, willows brushing my shoulders. It looks like forever to the first bend upstream. I'll be exposed for minutes with my back to the crossing, and now it's my body I see in the stream.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push into the current. I wade fast but try to be quiet; I feel like I'm sweating blood. Panic claws up my spine and threatens to bite into my brain. Now the NVA will cross the stream, see us, shout, and shoot. Now! I twist back in horror, expecting to see them. I try to will myself around the bend.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens makes it. I never wanted anything so much as just to turn that bend. I strain forward, heavy and in slow motion as in a dream. I feel my back is about to be punctured by AK bullets as I wrap myself around the bend.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We go on fast, feeling pursued. How many boot prints did we leave on the gravel bar, what impress of our sitting, how many kicked rocks in clear water heading upstream? How good are their trackers, and how soon before they come up behind us? Or will they hang back and let us lead them to the team?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Streams come in from left and right, far more than we remember. With each one we face a decision: Which way back to the cairn? Everything looks different going upstream. We stand in the water and whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I think we're lost."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We could go back to the last branch."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I wasn't even sure about it, were you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We might meet the NVA, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I heard something back there, I know I did."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They gotta be comin', we better keep goin'."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade on, take branch after branch, look back, and hide behind rocks watching straight stretches, sweating, hearts pumping. We hear ghost-sounds of pursuit and voicesmaybefloating on the wind. We drink, our faces in the water, still trying to drown hunger. We're fast running out of
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  	energy and time; we could wander in the stream-system maybe one more day. Which of us will go first? We have to do something different fast, and we whisper as water swirls past us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's take to the trees, try to get up high, see something."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I wonder why there's no planes flying. Maybe the team didn't report us missing?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe the NVA got 'em. Maybe there's no team."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We look up. A slope falls steeply into the stream. We can see only a few inches. Anything could be up there, or nothing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You ready?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Better drink plenty. This'll be the last water we see for a while."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Hard struggle is coming, fighting and crawling up through dense tangles with no guarantee we'll be able to see the river, Hills 300 and 320, or anything. But what else can we do? We bend and drink like wild animals for the last time. Soon we'll be running on will alone; how much we have of that and fate or luck or God will determine if we live or die.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens climbs up into the thick growth and is swallowed in green as if by man-eating plants. Somehow it's as if he never existed. I follow closely, covering our sign where we leave the stream. We fight up the steep slope. We are like tiny tube worms in the sea. We crunch and kill, leaving our drag marks and scent-sign, sweat-surging through the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Penetrating the jungle here is like delving into a mystery from which there is no issue but death or rescue to another world. No clearing opens, no level terrain signals the top of the hill. Each decision cuts off the past; there's nowhere to go but on and up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hear something behind, reach and grab Stevens, and motion "Someone coming!" We lie breathing tensely, staring into the green curtain. There! Someone, something moving. It Stops. Forest-sounds come. Maybe they are hanging back, waiting. We can't wait. We have to go on. We have no time.
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  	We fight to what seems to be the top of the hill. We can see nothing. Only leaves, myriad levels of leaves, leaves beginning at our noses, running down the lengths of our arms, crawling up our legs. How long before we become leaves and the vines bear us up, our skeleton-bodies hanging in the trees?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fight down the hill. We worm and wriggle, burrow and crawl. We sweat and struggle bruised and bleeding to the top of the next hill. Still nothing. No sky, no view, just leaves and more leaves. We fight on down the other side, reaching inside for the strength to continue. What is that something that wants to struggle on while our bodies cry out, Let me lie down and rest, transform, feed the forest, return?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Thorns gash us where others have already torn the skin open, rocks and roots bruise previously bruised elbows and shins, leaves slice our black-streaked hands, noses, and cheeks, and our knees are rubbed raw from crawling. Blood- and sweat-smell stream from us; surely the tiger is following. We're stumbling tired, hungry, thirsty, and starting to get careless about noise. Is even the something giving up now?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We drag ourselves up another hill. We feel time's winged shadow hovering near, ghost-bird in the trees. We have eaten the forest all our lives; now the forest will eat us. I push to the hilltop, part leaves, and see another miracle: a tree standing almost alone, rising up through the canopy like a magic beanstalk. It has lower limbs; it looks climbable. Maybe it goes up to a view of the sky.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Boost me up," I whisper to Stevens.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He makes a step with his knee and I pull to the first limb. I drive myself up into the labyrinth of limbs. Below, Stevens winces at the boot-on-bark noise and looks around for the ghost-pursuers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I begin to flow like a snake through the writhing branches, patterns of water in wood and flesh. I climb high and Stevens disappears. I'm immersed in the tree; it's the only world I see. I
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  	look up and climb higher. I see sky begin to appear through gaps in the leaves. Hope brings energy, and I drive myself higher as the limbs become smaller and the trunk sways more in the wind.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I trust limbs I shouldn't, risking all for a view of the sky. I stand on the last limbs I dare, feet close to the trunk, hands reaching, raising myself up. My body squeezes a diminishing trunk, and my head rises through the upper canopy. I cling tightly in the top of the tree and look far away to the horizon. Stretching away in every direction are trees and more trees, and mountains like waves in the great forest-sea. I'm stunned by the sight. This is Quang Tri, the DMZ province, battered in places like the face of the moonand yet from this hilltop tree, all I can see are beautiful mountain-forest waves. And suddenly I realize we never can win. We never can blow the top off every mountain, scrape every valley, defoliate every tree. We're fighting against Nature and will lose; they're working with Nature and will win.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look all around. I see no river, no Hills 300 and 320, no saddle. And why are no planes flying? The forest is vast, awesome, and silent; the sky is high, gray, and empty. The world seems devoid of human presence, yet I know the NVA are down there, living like Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, while we crash around trying to find them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Two hills away I see what looks like a small grass island atop a densely forested peak. If we can just get therebut can we find it navigating under the canopy, and do we have the strength to make it?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to imprint in my mind the route there. My eyes run down the hill, up the next, then down and up one more. I begin to climb down, seeking new limbs and handholds in the tree-world below. If we miss the grass island, it's over. The forest will be our tomb, the trees our bodies rising. I snag the seat of my pants on a broken stub, lose my balance, and grab on as the
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  	pants rip out, exposing my green shorts. I drop to the ground, ragged and wild, and whisper my message to Stevens.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We make our plan, whispering and looking around us and feeling hope rising, riding over the hunger and fatigue.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''We'll shoot sight lines from tree to tree starting from this one, and just keep going in that direction."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stay close and try to keep focused. We fight downhill, use trees as guides, and shoot azimuths with our eyes. Our lives have become a series of short, sharp struggles between two very limited points, with no assurance of anything beyond.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We get hung up and help each other through. The first hill leads down into a rocky ravine, with no water in the bottom. We slide into it, scraping our legs on sharp stones. We climb up to a point we fixed on the rim, go over the edge, and fix on a tree. The slightest deviation now means a big miss later on, with no way to find the island again. We're fighting the jungle, heat exhaustion, hunger, and dehydration. How long will it be before we lose the ability to focus on direction, before we lose the physical strength to struggle forward, before we lose our will, when even the something ceases to care?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We struggle to the top of the second hill, where there's no glimpse of sky or anything else to tell us if we're going wrong. We go over the side and down, push, dig deep, will ourselves beyond. I remember now the motto of my high school class: "Climb, though the rocks be rugged."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We fight up the third hill. This has to be it, the last chance for us now. We crawl, bend under branches, climb over decaying tree bodies rich with moss, ferns, and young trees. Ahead the forest thins a little, and we see grass, and above it, sky. We did it! We surge forward, break free from the forest, spill into the open, and look wildly around. We're on an island in the sky, jungle-ocean stretching in every direction.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The clearing is an old bomb strike, trees blasted into nonexistence at the center and half fallen outward at the edges,
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  	the craters overgrown with grass. Still no rescue planes are flying; we feel like the last men on Earth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We listen for ghost pursuit. Either we have lost them or they are waiting. We sink back into our holes. Our minds are going as our bodies search desperately for resources. We're tattered like castaways, blood- and dirt-smeared. We converted into wild men; now we're beginning to convert to forest. Except for our bones and maybe our spirits, the forest will quickly take us back into itself.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The wind blows, the grass sighs, and the sun glows from behind the high, gray dome. We're in a world totally without man-sounds except for our breathing. We lie back and look up at the sky for a sign. Far out on the frontiers of perception, we hear something. A faint hum, a plane.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand up and frantically scan the sky. Far off over what could be the west ridge, an 02 Skymaster observation plane floats in lazy circles. We strip off our camouflage jackets and wave them in big semaphoring arcs, and Stevens takes off his T-shirt, too, so we're both bare-torsoed. The plane continues to bank and circle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''Maybe he's lookin' for the team," Stevens says. "Maybe he don't know anything about us."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wave like mad and cast anxious glances into the trees. The Skymaster floats on. There's something so remote and impersonal about the small plane up there, so detached from the earth, the forest, and us.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe he's a drone," Stevens says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If he can't see us half-naked and wavin' like crazy on this bare peak, how can he see the NVA down under the trees?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We're starting to get angry at the pilot as he continues his lazy circling. We want to shout, break the terrible silence: Look! Look here, damn you! It's us! He continues banking and circling.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We'd better use the pen-flare gun."
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  	We've been avoiding this. We wanted to wait till the plane comes closer or, better, not use it at all. Once we fire a flare, every NVA in the forest will know where we are. The Skymaster banks; it looks like it's going away.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens whips out the small tube and pulls a pen-sized flare from the plastic-ring twelve-pack. The pen-flare gun looks like something you could get in the 1950s for seventy-five cents and a Kix boxtop. Stevens drops the flare down the tube, inserts his finger into the metal ring on the side, pulls it down and lets go, releasing the firing pin. The flare whooshes up, arcs across the sky, and explodes with a flash, a pop!, and a puff of smoke. Suddenly I feel naked, the trees all around like NVA looking. The plane floats on, banking and circling.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He didn't see us!" Stevens says. "Jesus, is he blind?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He loads up again. There's no holding back now: this is it. "Take the bull by the horns, boy," Grampa Stevens used to say. "Take the bull by the horns."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Whoosh-pop! The second rocket streaks through the sky and bursts in another sharp flash and puff of smoke. The pilot floats on. Prometheus, chained to a rock, has his eyes torn out as well as his liver!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens fires again and again, while I shoot agonized looks into the surrounding trees. The NVA must be coming fast now, or are already here and waiting for the chopper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Whoosh-pop! Whoosh-pop!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens is firing at the plane. "I wish I could hit that bastard," he says. "Put it right in his damn cockpit!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"If he does see us," I say sarcastically, "he'll probably think we're NVA, and call in the Phantoms and artillery."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Nine, ten, eleven flares; we're down to the last.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens pulls the flare off the plastic ring, drops it in the tube, and says, "This is it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The flare arcs up, taking what hopes we have with it. He sees it. The plane banks sharp right and comes our way,
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  	leaping over mountains, ridges, valleys, streams. We wave our shirts fast as he dives on our hill in attack approach. I see the smoke rockets under his wings. "Good God!" I think. "He's going to hit us with a smoke rocket."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We keep waving like crazy as he zooms low over us, wagging his wings. We can see his face clearly, looking down. He climbs fast and flies away, far away, gone, till there's not even a distant hum.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Do you think he knew who we are?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I just hope he didn't think it was an NVA trick. We're gonna be in a world o' hurt up here if he calls in the heavy stuff."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Again it's us and the jungle. Nature sounds return, and beyond them a terrible silence that covers the forest and sky. Has he gone for the Cobras and Phantoms instead of a rescue chopper? We keep an eye on the trees and whisper about what to do.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We better make up a story," Stevens says. "We weren't lost. We took to the hills because the NVA were after us. We had to come up here and signal for extraction."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Sounds good to me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We lie back in our holes and scan the sky. We feel lost and abandoned, human wreckage on a lonely, wild island. Will we ever see civilization, the World, our families again? Finally, out of desolation and from far away, comes the familiar heartbeat sound: chopper on the way.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Make it look good!" Stevens says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We roll on our bellies and aim our rifles down through the grass at the marching trees, as if the NVA were coming. The chopper roar grows as ancient dino-forests combust, and two Cobras blast over the hill. The sharklike gunships hover, feint, swing their rocket-pod snouts at the trees, daring the ghost-NVA to incarnate. We see the pilots bulbous-helmeted and tense behind their controls, riding their weapons systems, ready to spurt hot, exploding metal.
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  	Into the Cobras' roar-beating world comes a Huey rescue bird flying straight toward us. The right door gunner is hanging in the open doorway, no helmet on and his shirt open and flying loose from his pants as if he has run from some other activity on radio flash: Two missing Americans sighted on hill! This is usual for rescue crews: flying fast into the jaws of Hell.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I aim into the trees and bunch our muscles under us, ready to jump and run. Adrenaline is roaring and crackling through our bodies; no hungry, no tired now, buddy. The Huey booms in, whips the grass into a frenzy, sends dust tornadoes flying. The Cobras continue to spin and feint, defying gravity and the NVA. The Machine is here. It has a heart for its own and a lust to kill the other.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The flying-shirttailed door gunner looks wild, crazed as he stands in the open door, ready to shoot great bursts of M-60 bullets, death-spit into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Come on!" he shouts and gestures as the chopper hovers over the center of the clearing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We jump up and run. Now is when the NVA will hit, drop the Huey and us with B-40 blasts, then run from the total unload of the vengeance-seeking Cobras, inferno on the hill and in the forest, gloomy wood lit with hellfire.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We run, fly through the grass, throw ourselves in and are hauled aboard by our belts, the door gunner jerking us in as if we were no heavier than flies. Then back to his M-60 he goes, wild-looking into the trees, shirt flying, chest bare as the pilot pulls away and banks hard for the river. We're saved!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens and I whoop and laugh, roll on the floor, clutch the seat supports, hold on to anything we can as the Huey climbs and the Cobras cover our engine-straining withdrawal. Joy-bursts of life and flight build on adrenaline highs as we beat beyond ground-fire range and fly toward the river.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We look out the open doors and fall silent, lost in our own thoughts now as the forest falls away below. My mind spins
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  	like whirlpools in the stream down into the trees. Tall, mysterious, Hills 300 and 320 regally march below, like noble forest ancestors passing. Down there is where the commissar fell, and the saddle, and the Trail, angling toward the stream, the crossing, the big cottonwood tree, the weeping willows, the water-print rock, and the tunnel going through thick vegetation to the Rocket Company's camp. Down there, toosomewhereis the three-rock cairn, the arrow-ravine, and the beautiful miniature deer. My shirt is there, flying like a flag, and the tiger circling the poison trees. I think again of the revelation from the hilltop tree, one of the great lessons of Viet Nam. Now to share what we have seen: good-bye Nature, hello Machine. We fly high back to base to link up again with civilization.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]

	

	
  	Aujourd'hui, maman est morte. Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais pas. ("Today Mother died. Or maybe yesterday, I don't know.")
3
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  	Chapter 5

Separation-Initiation-Return
	

	

	


	
  	
  	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]

	

	
  	Give me to sing songs of the great Idea. . . ..
Walt Whitman, By Blue Ontario's Shore
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Separation-Initiation-Return is the essence of the hero-journey. The Magic Flight, or the Escape of Prometheus, is a phase of that journey, as is the Refusal of the Return, or the World Denied. We see them all now, as Shiva and Kali dance.
1
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Machine talks, radio-crackles through the pilot's headphones, and he shouts back to Sergeant Stevens and me, "Major Lukitsch is on the horn. The team's back. They're OK! He asks if you want anything."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Food!" we shout back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We laugh and whoop, filling the chopper with wild emanations. We're dirty, ragged, glowing, crazy. The wilderness is still on us, in us. We look like Tom and Huck; the NVA are Indians. And we are headed not to "the Territory ahead of the rest," but back to civilization.2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"And a chopper!" I shout. "We need a chopper, too! We'll tell him why when we get there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The base comes up in the distance in smoke and rectangular lines, big fuel bladders like bloated intestines, spindly-legged watchtowers, and razor-wire gates. The painted frontiersman on Pioneer Pad expands in size as we descend and land rattling on it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch greets us like heroes, man-shakes our hands, and jeeps us to the mess hall. Stevens and I are still flying, and all we want to do is tank up on chow and soar back out to spot that
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  	shirt. Lukitsch agrees; he'll come along, too, in the chopper with his map. We tromp into the mess hall, feeling like giants.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch tells the dirty-T-shirted mess sergeant, "Take good care of these boys," then drives off to radio a chopper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The mess sergeant brings us lunchmeat sandwiches on white bread and "artificial" milk in cardboard cartons. This is what heroes eat? I bite and try to chew but can only coax one hard swallow of the nothing-on-it bread and fat-heavy, sodium nitrite-laced lunchmeat past my heightened systems. I glug the reconstituted quart of milk down, though, spilling some on my chin. We Iowa boys can almost always drink our milk.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens's Adam's apple is big, like Ichabod Crane's. After a choke and a hard swallow or two, it starts bobbing up and down like apples at a Halloween party as he gets his sandwich going. I give him my sandwich, too, and he gives me his milk. We're ready to go back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch comes jeep-rolling up in a cloud of dust and with a long face. "It's a no go," he says. "Brigade choppers are all committed."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Again!" I say. Visions of VIP hordes flying like locusts all over the province grind in my mind. "Let's go over to the TOC. I'll call Willie." I can't come down, I don't want to come down.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch escorts us to his office, where a rattlesnake-sounding field phone sits beneath the Batman poster. I crank the phone and hear a voice in a bored black accent say for the thousandth time today, "Red Devil Operator One, sir." There were GIs who spent 365 days in Viet Nam inside windowless rooms answering the phone.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Quang Tri Citadel, please," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie comes on the line. Before I can ask, he says, "The answer is negatron."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I talk fast, words tumbling out like clowns. "No, it's nothing, Willie. We just fly out and find my shirt."
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  	"What? No way."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I can see Willie in his flight suit, thinking of hot rods, flying, girls, and surfing. I talk faster. "There's no danger, none at all. We just fly high, spot the shirt, mark our maps, and come back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where is this shirt?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ba Long."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No way. That's Indian country."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Just a little way in, Willie. Come on, it's important. You don't want to sit around all day doing nothing, man. Come on, let's fly! Nothing bad will happen: I guarantee it one hundred percent!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where are you?" Willie says heavily. I hear that fatalism in his voice like I've seen in Khai and Viêt. Willie knows this is not smart: he could get killed. He doesn't have to do it, but he's going to, anyway. Maybe it's the flying he can't resist. Everyone probably has something.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I hang up and beam the good news to Stevens and Lukitsch. "We're on! Back to Ba Long!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie fires up the Black Cat, and the instruments start to talk. The beat rises as the engines warm, big rotor blade chopping and small back blade slicing the air in heavy avgas exhaust. The Huey begins to get light on its skids, vibrates as Willie plays with the controls, he and his copilot studying the dials, looking at the surrounding stone Citadel walls, intercom-talking to each other.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Black Cat lifts off, raises its yellow moon over the craggy gray walls and stagnant, green-moss moat. The old fortress reaches back to other ancient struggles for the land, rice, and the people. Below, antennae like giant insect feelers rise, and trucks, ammo crates, and the flag of South Viet Nam get smaller and smaller as Willie flies into the future.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Black Cat chuffs over the river, the dust-eating ARVN guards, and the refugee camp with kids running out, flies
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  	crawling in the noses and eyes of babies cradled in their little sisters' arms, racing for a shower of candy and C-rations thrown down from a passing convoy. Puffs of exhaust blast out behind Willie to settle in the river, mix with the convoy dust, fall in the worm- and life-rich paddies, and crawl with the flies in the babies' eyes. A little girl in ragged dress, baby in her arms, looks up as Willie flies by. You get a unique perspective up here: far but not close. The little girl is remote, an upturned face, a fly-speck in the eye.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie beats on toward the base and begins to descend over a winding creek where brown-faced buffalo boys look up from their herding among cropped-grass grave mounds. Here ran the old HanoiSaigon railroad, VC-bombed long ago, now swallowed by the base, by razor wire and mine fields, where GIs keep watch from sandbagged bunkers, sweeping their M-16 sights and M-60 snouts past the buffalo boys and among the silent tombs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie lands on Pioneer Pad, rattling the frontiersman. Stevens, Lukitsch, and I climb on fast before Willie can change his mind.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You guys look like hell!" Willie shouts.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch and I squeeze in between Willie and the copilot, while Stevens hangs on in the open door. Lukitsch shows Willie his map of Ba Long, where he's drawn a large circle around the presumed location of the Rocket Company's camp. Willie shakes his head. He doesn't like the wild, ripped look of Stevens and me and the "Probable NVA Base" grease-penciled on the laminated plastic covering Lukitsch's map.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's OK!" I shout. "We'll stay high. They won't want to shoot and give away their position. Just one pass, so we can see my shirt."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie withdraws inside his insect-head helmet and begins to play with the controls. Lukitsch and I move to join Stevens in the open doorway, and we watch the base fall away as we
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  	beat toward the river. Back to Ba Long, to the magic wilderness world of dancing streams, secret trails, strange trees, and ocean-rolling peaks.
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  	I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness.
3
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the distance the river appears, winding like a giant serpent down from the jungle-cloaked mountains. LZ Pedro passes below, and the piedmont grass-sea changes to forest, where the rice-culture tide of human population has not yet flowed. Below us now is a remnant of the primeval forest world, marked only here and there by war scars. We beat on, engines bursting with power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I guide Willie up the valley of the Khe Ba Long, the way we had come in the Red Devil chopper. Out the door I see the ruins of Viet's home vllage. It seems he is always here, like a spirit looking over my shoulder. I call Stevens up beside me. I want to make sure about the route we took up the west ridge and where we left the team. We see the LZ, and below begin to pass, silent and hidden and as in a dream, all the places we struggled through, with leaves in our faces, vines around our ankles, leeches chewing, insects biting, sweat stinging our open cuts and eyes. Now we float over it, remote, detached, enveloped in reinforced metal and Machine power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We guide Willie over the west ridge and down where we walked submerged in the arrow-ravine. Below, totally hidden under the trees, are the myriad streams of the vast system in which we were lost, and, barely visible, a thin, snakelike line down the valley, a slight break and overlapping in the canopy, that marks the Khe Trai. Along that stream my shirt is hanging. We all hang on in the blasting wind, looking for it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I see right away this will be harder than I thought. The forest floats by placidly too far below with no hint of any small
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  	clearing, let alone one with an almost-alone white-barked tree and an olive drab T-shirt. In a few quick heartbeat moments we fly the two and a half kilometers from the west ridge past Hills 300 and 320, and Willie banks for the river and home.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''Wait, go around again, Willie!'' I shout. "And lower! We got to get lower!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Negatron!" Willie shouts back, and he shakes his big helmet, turns thumbs-down like Caligula, and beats on toward the base.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I squeeze up next to him and shout, "Just one more time. Come on, a little lower. We'll see it this time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie knows it's not smart to fly over the same place twice, and not lower, especially if down there is a known NVA camp. But to my surprise he suddenly banks left, circles back along the river to the west ridge, drops to a lower altitude, roars down the arrow-ravine slope as if he were speed-skiing, and blasts over the valley. Willie is not immune to the seductive enigma of deep play, especially when it involves flying.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Flashes of rare silver burst in leaf gaps below, brief hits of the stream through the trees. We ride our aluminum dragonfly, holding on and looking down with composite eyes. Nothing. No clearing, no tree, no shirt. Willie banks for the river and home.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"One more time, Willie!" I shout. "Just one more. We're still too high. Take it down low. Really low. We'll see it this time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie turns thumbs down again but banks hard left for the river and the ridge. Maybe his gesture means more than "No," and he's saying to himself through gritted teeth, "OK, I'll take it back again and low, just to show you what a stupid idea this is!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie roars down the slope hardly clearing the trees. If the deer is still there, he's surely crashing through the tangles in panic. Birds, even insects, explode away, frantically trying to
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  	escape the noise, and the tiger races for some deep, secret hideout. Trees flash by in a green streak. No clearing, no tree, nothing. Now we're too low, and everything is passing by before we can see or even think. Wait! There! Not the shirt, butwasn't it? The big cottonwood tree. Willie heads for the river and home.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"One more time, Willie! On the opposite bank. We think we saw the Trail crossing. Take it upstream this time, on the other side."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Damn it!" Willie shouts. "Isn't that where the camp's supposed to be?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Don't worry about it." I shout. "They won't shoot and give themselves away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	With a Dürer Apocalypse death face, Willie banks sharp right. It seems he's doing this in anger. He crosses the stream and comes blasting back up. Stevens and I hang out the open door, and Lukitsch kneels between us, the map on his knee, his grease pencil poised. There! Yes! The big cottonwood tree.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Mark!" Stevens and I shout, and we point wildly.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch grease-pencils a big X on his map. We must be right over the camp . . . . now! Suddenly the air around the speeding chopper explodes as big, streamlined pieces of hot metal stream up from the trees, burrowing holes in the atmosphere. The NVA are shooting at us with antiaircraft fire.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Whether through training and conscious thought by Willie, or fear-shocked pure action, the Black Cat goes crazy with evasive maneuvers, rolling like a tomcat fighting, left-right as the air around us continues to crack with the passage of the big bullets.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Stevens, Lukitsch, and I are flung around like rag dolls on the metal floor and almost fly out. We wedge ourselves in the open doorway and under the seats, grabbing each other and the seat supports, anything we can clutch, as the Black Cat rocks and hurtles on. What would it be like to tumble out into the streaming green world?
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  	The door gunner rides his M-60 like a bucking bronco, ripping long bursts down into the trees and straight up in the air as Willie throws hard rolls. Heavy slugs from Asia and America shoot up from the ground and down from the sky, cutting leaves, splitting branches, burrowing into the heart of Gaia. Willie flies as hard and fast as he can, fights for altitude over the river, then beats grim and hunched over the controls back toward the base.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the back, Stevens, Lukitsch, and I celebrate. It was another Magic Flight,
4 an Escape of Prometheus, Black Cataided and with Willie as a reluctant Hercules. Now, back to the base, that transplanted fragment of the World, to prepare to return to the forest and the Trail, our initiation not yet complete, more enemies to face, more lessons to learn, more messages to receive, and the Rocket Company still out there, with some antiaircraft protection. Dust plumes and scarred red earth come up in the distance: the Machine and civilization again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We land and get out fast. Willie quickly walks around his Black Cat, tenderly touching its metal skin, checking for bullet holes. "That was big stuff," he shouts after us. "If just one of those had hit it would have been all over. Never again! Never!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sergeant Stevens heads for the huts of the Recon Platoon for a shower, clean clothes, and hot chow, then over to the club to drink and think, and later, to his cot, to lie reliving everything while listening to Johnny Cash.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch and I walk rapidly to the TOC, talking mile-a-minute, still adrenaline-buzzed. I feel I could walk forever, fly. We duck into the narrow opening, go down the sandbagged tunnel, and burst into the radio room. Lukitsch's men are glad to see him back. He and I crowd into his small office, feeling far too big for it, like Superman bursting out of his clothes. Batman and Robin still leap down from the poster as Lukitsch spreads his map on his desk.
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  	"I suggest a raid," I say excitedly. "Small team, two choppers. We go the way Stevens and I did, but with Viêt to lead us from the Trail crossing to the camp. Soon, though, it has to be soon. Maybe tomorrow."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lukitsch deflates, and I see in his face it's over: no more operations with the Machine. "It won't be soon," he says, "and maybe not ever. I don't think the general will go for another mission like this. He was very worried about losing one of his boys out there. And the brigade's given the AO south of the river back to the 1st ARVN Regiment. It's their war, I guess. We're on the way out."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive back to Quang Tri City thinking about the 1st Regiment. I'm not crazy about going out to the Trail with an all-Vietnamese unit, but who else is there? I think about Viêt. If Rang is right, Viêt's mission could be leading to this: destroy ARVN's best regiment and suck in the whole 1st Division. Of course! With U.S. forces leaving, the NVA will turn their attention to the ARVN, especially their elite units. Destroy the best and break the will of the rest. I feel filled with misgivings, but I have to go out there again.
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  	The spider turned him round about, and

went into his den,

For well he knew the silly fly would soon be

back again:

So he wove a subtle web, in a small corner

sly,

And set his table ready to dine upon

the fly.
5
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I pull up to my house exhausted. Everything's catching up to me now. I drag myself out of my Scout, put my rifle in the closet, undress, and leave my bloody, ripped clothes for Ba Thuy to wash and mend. I look at myself in the mirror. I'm black-smeared, bruised, scraped, and haggard. I look like a
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  	Cro-Magnon after a mammoth hunt. "What am I doing?" I ask myself. I rationalize that going after the Trail could help shorten the war and that would save a lot of lives. But I'm not fooling myself; I know why I go out there.
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  	Man . . . . never perceives anything fully or comprehends anything completely.
6
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  	Chapter 6

The Road of Trials, or the Dangerous Aspect of the Gods
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  	We have not . . . . to risk the adventure alone; for the heroes of all time have gone before us; the labyrinth is thoroughly known; we have only to follow the thread of the hero-path. And where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a god; where had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves; where we had thought to travel outward, we shall come to the center of our own existence; where we had thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world.
Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive alone the dusty road that leads to LZ Nancy.
1 In the distance, Nancy rises like a goddess on her hill above the river, looking down where so many armies had passed: Viets, Chinese, Cham, French, Japanese, American, and unknown peoples long before, marching and killing. In an age before man, Nancy had risen through the warm, shallow waters of the South China Sea to stand rich with life and cloaked with vegetation, catching the rain from the clouds and sending it back down the river to the sea. Now Nancy was devoid of all vegetation, and the only life evident on her was man-life, war-life. Nancy had been scraped, blasted, burned, built on, wired, mined, polluted, and defoliated. Once a verdant vestal virgin, Nancy was a brown war-hill now, a Hell-hill, as mighty Mars swung his sword and fiery, blood-swilling Huitzilipochtli demanded more sacrifice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I pause at Nancy's gate while a young 1st Regiment ARVN in U.S. helmet, uniform, and boots, and with an M-16 in one
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  	hand, drags the barbed wire open. Dust plumes behind my Scout as I drive up through more rings of wire to regimental headquarters at the top of the hill, where the South Vietnamese flag flies and howitzers point west at the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I park beside two ARVN jeeps and descend to the underground, S-2 office of Captain Anh. I don't get the usual friendly, teasing greeting; Anh is hunched tight over a radio, and I freeze and listen. He's talking to Khai, whose team is lying low near the Trail near the Laos border, observing many NVA trucks pass. Troops are walking by, too, and Khai's voice comes back from out there strained, whispered, and broken by static and fear. Anh and his radioman, a corporal, exchange worried glances.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Go off the air," Anh says. "Don't take any more chances."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh tells the radioman to get him if anything happens, then leads me to the briefing room. We sit in near dark and talk. The rows of empty metal chairs make me think of dead soldiers gone to their graves. I wonder if Khai will sit here again?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh metamorphoses from grimness, and regains his mischievous twinkle. He eyes the K-54 at my belt and says, "I wonder why Khai and Bao gave that to you? Better they give to their commanding officer: me."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I shrug and think of saying, I guess I'm just a likeable guy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I heard you buy them things at the PX," Anh says. "They got some business going with Viêt."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm surprised that he knows this, but I shouldn't be.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's OK," Anh says. "Their army pay is very little, hardly enough to buy rice for their families, and prices always rising. Even me, it's hard to liveand the VC make nothing."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We think soberly about that last for a moment, then Anh brightens again as the cycles turn and the present reminds us we're here. "So what you got for me?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to tell him the story of the last operation, but he interrupts: "I know that already. So what you got new for me?"
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  	"The Rocket Company is still there. We can hit it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"How you know it's there? You see it?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We heard it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not same thing. You got to get close, like my teams. See, touch; then you know."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We got close," I say. I feel like a kid whom no one believes. I want to shout, "Yes, we did! We did it! We got close!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh leans back and smiles, "So what you want from me?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My plan pours out in a rush: "Two teams. We go the way Stevens and I did. I can lead; Viêt will take over on the approach to the camp."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh shakes his head. "No good. Maybe you get lost. And Viêt doesn't know that way; he knows on the Trail. Anyway, we have no choppers for insert."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel my stomach drop, and I remember Willie flying the dunes and pulling the Black Cat high into a deliberate stall and the bottom falling out.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh laughs; he loves to play me like a yo-yo. "No problem. We go talk to my colonel. Maybe we don't need choppers. Walk!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Both hope and fear hit: we're going, but a long walk means high chance of ambush.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We walk through a passageway to Colonel Thuong's office. "Now it begins," I think, "the maddening delays: briefings, planning, paperwork, clearances, weather, and probably far worse with the ARVN. We advise them, don't we?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Monsieur Chiêu Hôi," Thuong says, rising from his desk and extending his hand, the Vietnamese shake more a touch than an American crunch. "Il y a longtemps. . . ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Thuong and I know each other slightly; he likes to speak French. He motions for us to sit and sends a sergeant for tea. We small-talk in French a few minutes, then Thuong says to Anh in Vietnamese, "What is it?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh describes the situation and points it out on the map.
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  	"Here's where it dies," I think gloomily, "or begins to be spread far and wide."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The sergeant comes in with tea on a tray, and Anh keeps talking. I wonder about the sergeant as I watch him pour; he's hearing everything. I wonder about Thuong, too, even Anh. Maybe going with the ARVN is a big mistake.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Thuong asks Anh several quick questions. I can't follow, and they're not translating. I hear units and commanders discussed. Thuong interrupts. He's heard enough. "It's over," I think. "This is the end."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Good operation," Thuong says in English to me. "I give it to 3rd Battalion, my best. You go tomorrow. Today better, but they are finishing other operation."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Tomorrow! I stumble in French trying to tell him I've been there on recon and have a good plan to hit the camp, that we can. . . .
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Thuong waves his hand impatiently: "No, no. You go talk to Major Toan, 3rd Battalion commander. He will go, not me. He will make plan."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive back to Quang Tri City flying. No paperwork, briefings, planning, delays for the weather? Just go? This is great! But who to get to go with me? I don't want to be the Lone Ranger with an all-Indian unit. Stevens can't go, nor anyone else in the brigade. I know: Ramos. Ramos is dying to go out there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I drive to the Mai Linh District compound near Quang Tri City to look for him. Sergeant Eddie Ramos, from Puerto Rico and New York City, recently married and on his third volunteer tour in Viet Nam, is an advisor there. Ramos looks amazingly like the Cuban rebel Che Guevara, though with a more loco look and with darker skin and eyes. I find him on radio watch in the Mai Linh TOC, feet up on a table, reading a paperback and listening to Armed Forces Radio rock 'n' roll over the province-net hiss. He looks up and flashes a dazzling
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  	smile. Ramos has a perpetual energy-dynamo look of "Peligro!" "Danger!"and "Let's do it!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He looks around like he's planning something illegal. "Hey, 'mano," he says. "Qué pasa? What's the scoops? Time to get nice?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We talk in a kind of code, some Spanish, military, and Vietnamese slang and a few words of our own invention. We're partners in crimenothing major, mostly rebellion against authority and stealing time.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Op's on," I say. "Indian country. Want to go?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos throws down his book and jumps up, his chair falling over behind him, his black eyes glowing like coals in a fire. "So, qué?" he says in his husky voice. "What you got?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I begin to tell the story. I feel nervous inside; I'm rocking up on my toes as I talk. I'm hardly aware of where I am, part of me intensely staring at Ramos, part of me already out on the Trail. The words come out in a rush, like water over rocks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos moves around the table and is in my face before I can finish. He looks like toro and matador combined. "I'm goin'!" he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You think your captain will let you?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Hey, I'm goin'," Ramos says. "Tú me necesitas. You tell him. You need a radioman, weapons man, bodyguard, whatever. Dung roi! Damn right! Come on, you go talk to him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos rushes out to find a substitute radio watch and drags me to see his captain, the district senior advisor, a man, unfortunately, I don't know well. He's a recent replacement for Captain Ollie, who was badly wounded as a result of the Rocket Company's last attack on Quang Tri City, the one Viêt and I saw with Blunt from LZ Pedro. To get rocket fragments for the daily briefing, Captain Ollie, a fine black athlete; the young engineer advisor, Lieutenant Gilbert; and an ARVN interpreter inexplicably walked into a marked mine field around an ARVN base. Lieutenant Gilbert and the interpreter
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  	were killed, and Ollie, the last we heard, was in danger of losing his leg. It seemed the Rocket Company didn't need to score hits to cause casualties, and they could terrorize simply by shooting some now and then, showing the people once again we couldn't protect them, no matter how high-tech and powerful we were and how many troops we had around. Wasn't that reason enough to go out there after them?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The captain is in his office. I put on my best Foreign Service front and say, ''Captain, I'd like to request that Sergeant Ramos accompany me on an operation. It's very important. I need a radioman, one that knows the Vietnamese well. We're going with the 1st ARVN Regiment. It's a good combined mission, good for Vietnamization.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The captain is new, while Ramos and I have been in Viet Nam a total of almost six years. "You want to go on this mission, Sergeant Ramos?" the captain asks.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, sir," Ramos says. "Mr. Stevens needs a radioman, and I know the 1st Regiment. I been out with them plenty."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where is this operation?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ho Chi Minh Trail." I look around as if I can't say much about it, as if the walls have ears.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"How long?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe three days."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Maybe four," Ramos says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK," the captain says. "But be careful out there."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos races off to prepare, and I drive around Quang Tri City looking for Viêt I find him at the house of one of his business contacts, carrying cases of soda and beer through a narrow alley to a small truck. His new Honda motorbike leans against a crumbling wall.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is sweating and puffing; he looks like he's gaining more weight. I help him carry the cases and recognize them as the ones I bought him recently at the PX, plus some others, probably Khai and Bao's share. We load the truck and then talk
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  	apart in low voices. I tell him we're going, and he wipes his brow and looks at the truck. What can he say? Têt is over, time to go back to the war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's meet tonight at seven for ice cream by the river," he says. "Vinh is comingafter he takes his girlfriend home. Don't worry, I'll be ready to go tomorrow. Any place you want. Any time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt doesn't ask where, and I wonder if he already knows. I go home and put rain gear, food, grenades, and ammunition in my pack and then drive to the café by the river. Vinh, my former interpreter, is waiting at an outside table when I pull up in my Scout. He looks up quickly and then checks all around.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh, like Anh, is Vietnamese movie-star handsome, but while Anh is mischievous and laid-back, Vinh is intense and full of nervous energy. Like Ramos, Vinh is always darting his eyes furtively around, but with Ramos it's for misdemeanor, while Vinh has the look of a serious felon. He is, too, in the view of the Saigon government, anyway: he's a draft dodger; he doesn't want to get killed in an endless war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Four ARVN are sitting at an outside table, and Vinh moves away to one near the street. The cafe owner, I think and hope, pays the VC not to bomb the place. It's a starry night, with a breeze off the river. I look around, wonder where Viêt is, and can't stop the image that comes: Viêt passing the word to the woodcutter woman, "Leaving tomorrow. Alert all units in Ba Long."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh leans across the small table and talks low in jerky, nervous English. He's twenty-two and enrolled as a student at Huê University, his dodge since he stopped working for me and the advisory team. He could be picked up anytime by the ARVN, though, dragooned off the street and taken to training camp. In a few weeks he'd be a lieutenant, and soon after that, probably dead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm worried about Viêt," he says. "You got to talk to him."
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  	I lean toward him over the table and talk low. "You mean the black market?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, the way he talkshe's going to get in big trouble, maybe drag me in, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lean closer. The ARVN are talking loud and flirting with the young waitress. "What kind of talk?" I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh looks around, eyes darting at the ARVN and quickly away. "About the VC," he says. "About the North. About how good they are, and how bad life here is."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A motorbike coming fast and loud cuts into all our conversations. The ARVN look hard at Viêt as he parks the new red Honda. He's dressed in Saigon cowboy style, with tight pants, white shirt, and dark glasses. He greets us, shakes hands lightly, and sits down. The waitress comes right away, and we order sherbet and Cokes with ice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh tries to loosen up a little. "He's got a girlfriend," he says to me in English, then repeats it in Vietnamese.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ba lap!" Viêt says. "You bullshit!" He's learning a little English.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Is she beautiful?" I ask Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Very," Vinh says. "One of Quang Tri's best."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Ba lap," Viêt says again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is embarrassed, but likes it, too. He looks happy in a way I haven't seen before. He leans back and looks around as if he owns the place. The ARVN continue talking nearby, and the waitress brings our sherbet, glasses with ice, and Coke in cans from the PX.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh drums his fingers nervously on the table as Viêt begins to talk excitedly in a not-too-quiet voice: "Today I saw buffalo boys in the graveyard by the base. They should be in school. But they'll never go, never! You know why? Their parents have no money to send them. No money! In the North, you don't need money to go to school. School is free. Everyone goes, even the poorest."
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  	Vinh darts a quick glance at the ARVN, huddled over their small dishes of ice cream. This kind of talk can be deadly. Vinh reaches out and squeezes Viêt's arm. "Brother Viêt," he says. "Don't talk so loud."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt lowers his voice, but only a little. He seems totally lost in what he's saying, possessed by it. "You know what I saw at the hospital here, too? No one cares. No one cares unless you have money. Oh, then the doctors will come, and the nurses, too, maybe even the hospital director. But no money? No attention! The VC have nothing in their hospitals compared to here, but they care. Sometimes that's all we had to take care of the wounded. But it's the most important. We cared! Here it's just money."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh reaches over to me and says in English, "You got to stop him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN are starting to notice us, lowering their voices and trying to hear.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Brother Viêt," I say, and I squeeze his arm. "Eat your sherbet. And tell us about your girlfriend."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt's eyes fall to his dish and he begins to scoop. He has a kind of crazy look. All those years in the VC, all those endless days lying in the tight grip of the earth in underground, tomblike bunkers: What has he seen, what has he done, and what kind of strain is he going through now?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Vinh quickly says, "Maybe he's going to get married soon."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You big ba lap," Viêt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt runs his spoon around his bowl, chasing the last sherbet as if he's just come in from the mountains. He drains his Coke, says good-bye, and heads for his Honda. I watch him and think: behind the dark glasses and underneath the flashy clothes, he's still a true believer.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I meet later. We have to persuade Willie to fly us to Firebase Ann, home of the 3rd Battalion, because Anh has no chopper to get us there and Ann is beyond the frontier in
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  	Indian country, where you don't even think of driving. We park at the MACV compound and go into the barracks, where GIs in underwear stroll the halls and tape-deck music plays rock, country, and soul from the small, plywood cubicles of officers' quarters. We stop outside Willie's room.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Better let me handle this, 'mano," Ramos says. "He's not gonna be too happy to see you, cabrón."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wait outside, listening to Sam and Dave rock down the hall, where they meet Steppenwolf and Merle Haggard coming out of other rooms. Playboy pictures are everywhere, like icons in a Russian church.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos comes out sooner than I expected, with his black eyes flashing. "Sin problema," he says, "We got our flight mañana, man!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He knows I'm going?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Hey, I don't want him to cancel at the last minute; I gotta tell him todo. Anyway, you know me: I'm an out-front hombre, man."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"How'd you get him to go?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not important now; I tell you later. The important thing is, we're goin'."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Early in the morning, Ramos, Viêt, and I meet at Citadel Pad. Ramos is full of energy and feliz; Viêt is silent and gloomy. He's thinking of his girlfriend and is afraid of the ARVN; he says Ramos and I won't be able to protect him out there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie and his crew roll up in a jeep. Willie shoots me a grimace, then says to Ramos, "Remember our deal."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We board, and the Black Cat soon captures our hearing, olfactory sense, brain waves, and heart rhythms. We're part of it now, part of the Machine again. Viêt is already airsick. We fly over the old Citadel walls, swing southwest, and head for Ann. Tile and tin roofs of Quang Tri City pass below, and conical straw hats bobbing, upturned faces, the marketplace,
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  	small trucks, and buses rolling. The city shades into the countryside, paddylands, and sky, and all along the western horizon, the mountains and forests, our boar's tooth and tiger-fang Bali Hai. Ramos and I strain forward, eager to get there. Viét's head is hanging, rolling; he looks half dead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We roar over the silent green world. Within us there is the wild firing of nerves across the gaps, the spinning and tumbling of atoms; without, there is chop and beat of engine and rotor, whirling elementary particles in both the micro- and macroworlds. Behind is Creation, from which we're still streaming, and ahead is . . . . whatcollapse, incineration, decay? We are coming to hurt Mother Earthnot intentionally; we aren't even thinking about that. We are just men living, acting out ancient impulses, long ages of warrior inside the mask.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie flies high over the piedmont and the woodcutters' paths leading to the forest. This is no joke, no game, no caper: people are going to die. We are like gods of an ancient time, riding thunderbolts across the sky.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the distance Ann rises like a sacrificial pyramid. Willie radio-talks, gets the Australian advisor with the 3rd Battalion, and shouts back at us. "Hey! They been takin' rockets today!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Fear and excitement hit like lightning. Ramos jumps up and grabs the open doorway looking out, his moustache fierce in the wind. Bare, defoliated Ann now looks like a frontier outpost surrounded by hostile Indian country. It is the last ARVN island in a rising NVA sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie circles Ann high above antiaircraft range. No one is visible. There are trenches, bunkers, sandbags, and wire, but no people. It's as if we're flying to a lost outpost, a ghost ship on the forest-sea.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They been catchin' rockets recently!" Willie shouts.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Below, an ARVN jumps out of a hole, pops a green smoke grenade on a terraced pad cut out of Ann's side, and jumps
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  	back into his hole. Willie roars for the cloud of billowing green smoke, while Ramos, Viêt, and I prepare to jump.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Get out!" Willie shouts as he hovers above the pad, his rotors catching the smoke as if it were magnetized and then flinging it away.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We leap out and run for the nearest hole. Halfway there, the mighty Whoosh! of an NVA rocket roars over and slams into the forest just beyond Ann's base, knocking trees down as if by the incredible noise. Willie shoots away downslope, going for speed then altitude as he sails over the forest and beats like hell for home.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	An ARVN leads us fast up through a labyrinth of wire, terraces, mine fields, and killing zones to an immense log, steel mesh, and sandbag bunker near the top of the hill. We push open a heavy door and step into a dark cave of musty smells and dimly seen forms moving in the gloom.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand for a moment letting our senses adjust. Voices come out of the shadows, none of them directed at us. Weapons and ammo crates are everywhere. If the NVA overrun Ann, this is where the last, desperate struggle will be fought to its bloody end. Radios hiss, and Vietnamese language rises, falls, and makes explosive sounds. Viêt shrinks up and moves behind Ramos and me, his back against the heavy door. A rotund major emerges from the sea of faces; behind him is a lean, sharklike captain.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The major holds out his hand: "I am Toan. This is my XO, Captain Mao."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao, the battalion's executive officer, stands back so he won't have to shake hands. He looks beyond Ramos and me and hunts Viêt with his eyes. "Come with me," he says. "I want to talk to you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, Captain," Viêt says in a small voice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I suddenly fear for Viêt as he moves around Ramos and me and follows Mao to a far corner beyond cases of grenades and
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  	armed, tough-looking ARVN. I can barely see them there, Mao talking and Viêt nodding.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"So," Toan says to me and Ramos, "you will join my battalion for operation. My 1st Company will go, my best. You leave tomorrow. Now they are coming back from last operation."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to tell him about Stevens's and my recon and my plan for the operation, but he cuts me off. "Don't tell me; waste time. Captain Mao will lead; he will make plan."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My spirits sink. Mao looks hard and unfriendly to me; I feel he doesn't like Americans. He might cut Ramos and me out of the operation. The Australian major and two Americans, a lieutenant and a spec 4, appear behind Toan.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"These my advisors," Toan says. "You need something, you tell them." He joins Mao in the corner, and now I can't see Viêt at all.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We're not really advisors," the major says in a heavy Aussie accent. "There's nothing we can advise Toan and Mao on. You learn from them."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Toan and Mao bring Viêt back. Viêt looks ashen. He moves again behind me and Ramos.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to explain about the recon and my plan for the operation to Mao, but he quickly interrupts: "I don't speak good English."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Français?" I ask.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He shakes his head.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try Vietnamese but get nervous. Mao lets me sputter for a while, then says, "You been to this camp? I don't think so. You don't know the way. He knows." He looks hard over my shoulder at Viêt. "And now I know. Anyway, to make plans here is no good. Make them out there." Mao's eyes go to the door and through it, to the forest and mountains.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He know very well what to do," Toan says, and he looks at Mao. "Already he led thirteen raids on NVA camps, night
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  	raids. Nobody else do that. Two nights ago he led my 1st Company on night raid, kill twenty-three NVA. Maybe more this time. No more rockets hit my base."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Toan laughs, and except for Mao and Viêt, the rest of us laugh with him. Mao continues staring hard at Viêt and through him, out the door. Viêt looks down, seems gone. It's stuffy in the bunker and smells of sandbags, damp earth, nuoc mam, and sweat.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	No more rockets come in, and I say to Ramos, "Let's make a little exploration."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt starts to go, too, but Mao says, "You stay. I want to ask more questions."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I push open the door. It's good to be outside, to feel fresh air on our faces. We climb to the top and take pictures of each other. How long do we have to live as we snap the shutter, how many minutes, hours, years?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	From up here Ann looks even more like a sacrificial pyramid with carved terrace-steps descending. Down at the bare base where the last wire ends, a broad, defoliated death zone begins and then the first vegetation, long grass blowing in the wind, and not far away, the forest and more hills. Tomorrow we'll be out there.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm not sleeping in that bunker," Ramos says. "I don't feel good in that place, man. Muy malo!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'm going for the chopper pad," I say. "Nice and flat, fresh air, deep trench if more rockets come in."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You s'pose Viêt's OK?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We return to the bunker to get our gear. Viêt decides to stay inside for the night. Mao has gone to meet 1st Company in the forest, and Viêt is making friends with a few of the ARVN. He likes the bunker's rocket protection, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I go into the outer world again. The breeze is cool on the high hill as the sun drops toward Laos. We're only about five kilometers from the Rocket Company's camp here,
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  	through dense forest and complex terrain. I wonder how Mao's going to get us there and if he'll take my suggestions, follow my plan.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We spread our ponchos on the chopper pad and break out our rations. We trade a few, mostly end up with what we like, and chow down. We're feeling good, excitement building higher with the knowledge of tomorrow. A fog begins to materialize from the forest and move toward Ann. It's like the breath of the trees, like sea smoke. Ramos and I watch in awe. It's both beautiful and frightening. It comes closer, creeping through the grass toward the death zone.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's going to cover the hill."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Like ghost-spirits marching, ancestor warriors streaming from the trees, the fog comes, silver gray through the elephant grass, crossing the death zone; nothing can stop it. Ramos and I back away from the pad's edge as it rises up Ann, sit down on our ponchos, and wait. The fog rolls over us and we become strange shadows a few feet away, then almost hidden from each other. We're in it, part of it now. It seems to be lit from within, a kind of glow. Our voices pass back and forth like spirits.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"This is weird, man."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's like there's nothing else butthis."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You got it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the morning the sun shines through the fog in rays like golden arrows. We cook C-ration chow with heat tabs, and Ramos brews coffee in his canteen cup. All over Ann, ARVN emerge from bunkers and holes, and warm smells and wood smoke waft over the hill.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Check this out," Ramos says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	To the southwest near the forest a long line of men comes out of the trees: 1st Company, back from killing NVA. The Aussie major and the two Americans join us with their packs and weapons.
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  	''We're going with you, mates,'' the Aussie says. "Major Toan finally agreed. Rare thing for him, and Mao almost never. They look bad if they lose an advisor."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt arrives with Biên, a friend he's made from Mao's staff, an entourage part aide-de-camp and part bodyguard. Biên looks about fourteen and is the company clown, one of those naturally high-spirited and funny guys who's always laughing and joking around. We all troop down to join 1st Company. They're in the defoliated death zone, waiting for resupply.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao in the distance is talking with a tall, hard-looking lieutenant, 1st Company's commanding officer.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Lieutenant Anh," the Aussie says. "No relation to Captain Anh and almost no resemblance. You won't find many lieutenants like him in any army."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh looks at us and doesn't smile. Another tall ARVN joins Mao and Anh. He's weathered and scarred but has a kindly look, like Colonel Herndon.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"First Sergeant Bê," the Aussie says, "and a finer man you'll never find. He's like a father to these young ARVN."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê approaches, welcomes us to the company, and says to Viêt in a gentle voice, "The captain and the lieutenant want to see you, little brother."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks at me as he goes off behind Bê, and I follow. Mao and Anh do not look happy to see me tag along. Bê tries to lighten the mood by introducing Anh, who barely acknowledges me and begins to question Viêt in a harsh, demanding voice. I feel he's showing me Viêt is his now, and I am nothing here.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt answers in a small voice, giving more details about the Rocket Company's camp. Mao and Anh move away to confer, and Bê moves to Viêt's side to reassure him. Suddenly I wonder: is Viêt, so terrified looking, actually leading us all like lambs to the slaughter?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos moves among the ARVN, making friends. "Hey,
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  	'mano!" he calls to me. "Come meet these guys! These are some hombres, man!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Helicopter noise sweeps over us, and a Chinook appears like a giant locust in the east. It roars in, lands, and blasts us all with Agent Orange-laced dust. Young ARVN rush out and throw off rice bags, ammo crates, a box with live chickens inside, and packages of sun-dried shrimp. The Chinook flies away, the ARVN load up, and we're ready to go.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao sends Bê with orders: "The captain wants all advisors in the middle of the column, behind Headquarters Section. Viêtto the front with Captain Mao."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Our long green line of 125 men snakes around the bare base of Ann and heads toward the elephant-grass sea and the forest to the north. Big hills covered with vegetation look down on us as we leave. I know the NVA are watching from up there: they must monitor all movement in and out of Ann. We walk on an old woodcutters' trail till we're out of sight of Ann, then turn into the elephant grass. Now I see part of Mao's plan: he'll lose us from sight in the elephant grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We struggle and beat against the grass; we're soaked with sweat and steaming. We climb one hill and then another. The grass-sea seems endless, overwhelming. We mash it down and try to move forward before it rises. A blade rips the bridge of my nose; another slices the back of my hand. We climb hill after hill like a giant serpent thrashing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The order of march soon breaks down. These ARVN are tough jungle men, but Mao is pushing us beyond limits. Ahead of me an ARVN crashes down with heat exhaustion, and the medic rushes up from behind. Other ARVN lurch to the side, gasping, till the medic comes to them, too, and in the process Ramos and I make our way closer to the front. Viêt and Mao are not far ahead of us now, with two men from the point element. Mao is fiercely driving, challenging, and Viêt is right on his heels. Behind Viêt, a young ARVN from Mao's
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  	entourage with a live rooster riding on his pack stumbles, refocuses on Mao's back, and keeps pushing himself on.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	My shirt, pack, and pants are drenched with sweat and heavy. Behind me, Ramos is breathing irregularly, a bad sign. Ahead, the ARVN is stumbling again, another warning of heat exhaustion. The brightly colored rooster cocks its head to look at the ARVN and then the ground, as if it can sense its ride ending. I push myself, concentrating on keeping up with Mao and Viêt and trying not to let Ramos's ragged breathing or the ARVN's stumbling affect me. Mao pushes ahead of one of the point men and is second in line now, with Viêt right behind.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The faltering point man suddenly catapults backward, as if all the grass he has been pushing against has recoiled to show him who's master. He sits dazed in the tangle.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Medic up!" Mao shouts. He sees me and Ramos and frowns. He doesn't like us up here, and I'm determined he won't walk me down.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao takes the point, with Viêt second. Behind me, Ramos is in trouble. His breathing rhythm is completely gone, and he's stumbling as if he's drunk. I hear him gasp something in Spanish and fall with a crash of gear and rifle. He struggles to his hands and knees and begins to vomit in the grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt rushes past me to Ramos's side. He takes Ramos's rifle, pulls off his pack, and helps him lie down. The ARVN medic appears, and he and Viêt administer first aid. Viêt stands and slings Ramos's pack and rifle on. Ramos looks up, weak and embarrassed. He tries to get Viêt to give back his rifle and gear, but Viêt keeps it and says, "Just till you're strong again. You'll carry mine someday."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I try to get Viêt to give me something to carry, and finally he hands over Ramos's rifle. We hurry to catch up, Viêt falling back into Mao's wake. Three steps ahead of me, the ARVN is staggering and losing it fast. The rooster shifts his feet nervously on the pack, cocking his head so his red wattle falls
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  	across one eye and then the other. The ARVN takes one more wobbling step and pitches forward. The rooster spreads his wings, rides the fall down, and still stands on the pack while the ARVN lies flat on his face as if dead. The rooster turns his head left and right, looking curiously at the ARVN and seeming to say, "Does this mean I have to walk now?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The medic appears from behind, sweat streaming, and kneels at the ARVN's side. How many miles has the medic walked up and down our ragged line? Mao exchanges quick words with him on the soldier's condition, then pushes up the hill like a demon. Viêt and I continue hot on his trail, all of us possessed.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao drives himself to the hilltop and stops where the grass is short and there is a view of the river. Viêt veers off to give him space; I stand close, trying not to breathe hard.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where's your friend?" Mao says, with challenge in his words.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Back there with your men," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao smiles; he liked that riposte. OK, I'll be myself around him now. He looks at Viêt, and I see a certain respect in his eyes.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The young ARVN with the rooster struggles to the top of the hill and looks at Mao with chagrin. Mao reassures him, saying, "You're doing good. It happens to everyone."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More ARVN sweat and stumble up, and all look anxiously at Mao. Mao is like a god to them. To the northwest, between two grass-covered hills and beyond a broad belt of forest, we can see the river shining silver in the sun. Mao pulls out a map, orients it to the hills and the river, and studies it carefully. Now I think I see more of his plan: he's taking us to the old river road, then up the Trail-stream. Going the same way we killed the commissar doesn't sound good, and I start to go over and tell him, but Anh comes up and they confer apart. We rest on the hill, hidden in the grass, till everyone is accounted for and rested enough to continue.
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 210

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao leads through another grass-sea to a stream with forest rising on the other side. I drink, dash water on my face, and fill my canteens. With my face near the water, I look upstream. I know these waters! This is the Khe Trai, it has to be. Upstream only a few kilometers is the Trail crossing and the Rocket Company's camp. I splash across the stream to Mao.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know this stream," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He looks annoyed and says nothing. My Vietnamese falters and starts to desert me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I think it's the Khe Trai," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I know it is," Mao says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We could follow this stream. On our recon here"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Really? You came here? You saw the camp?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We could follow this stream to the Trail crossing."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You sure you know this place? You know the way from here to there? Maybe you'll get us lost."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's not good to go the same way we went"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao interrupts again. He doesn't like to hear me say I've been here before, as if he's the only one who comes out here. "Sure? You've been here before?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes. I've been on three operations now after the Rocket Company."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Then maybe you better go my way. Your way is no good."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We could follow this stream," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	" 'This stream! ' " Mao snorts. "This stream is many streams. If you really have been out here before, you know that."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He turns and vanishes into the trees. I imagine him in there, swimming like a shark through the vines and leaves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Waiting for my place in line to pass, I kneel and plunge my hands into the water, feeling the current pulse against my wrists. I look upstream and picture NVA at the Trail crossing, stepping on the flat rock and going into the tunnel by the big cottonwood tree. I know I could lead us up there and find them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos passes by and says, "Let's hit it."
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  	We push through the forest toward the river all day. In the late afternoon, Mao calls a halt on top of a hill. Through a break in the trees on the far side, we can see a big, snakelike curve in the river, soft silver gray under the darkening sky. Mao stands alone on the highest point of the hill, studying his map and the river. Around him his retinue works quickly. Viêt's friend Biên strings a hammock between trees and ties a poncho over it, while the rooster ARVN digs a deep hole nearby and rigs more rain gear. Other ARVN prepare a cooking fire and dig more holes around the crest of the hill. Anh and Bê are everywhere, directing the hum of activity and occasionally conferring with Mao.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mostly Mao lies in his hammock, hat over his eyes. He looks asleep, but frequently he sits up, studies his map and the river, then lies back again. Not far away, and a little lower, Viêt, Ramos, the advisors, and I break off our Mao-watching and set up our shelter, snapping shelter halves and ponchos together, then tying the corners to bushes. We crawl inside, mash the ferns and forest-floor plants down, take off our boots and socks, and arrange our packs and rifles for sleeping. All around the sound of ARVN digging continues.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt is in one of his manic moods after the depression of the bunker on Ann. "We're not digging holes," he says, "because we're not afraid. We're not afraid of the NVA! We're not afraid to die!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not true!" I say, imitating him. "We're not digging holes because we're tired, and because we're planning to jump in the ARVNs' holes if the NVA attack."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I got first crack at Mao's," Ramos says. "Looks nice and deep. Dry, too, with that rain gear over it."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I wouldn't advise it," the Aussie says. "And definitely not Anh's. Better to take your chances with the NVA."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I lie back and stare up at our thin poncho roof, then twist on my side and look at Mao. He's lying back again, hat over his
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  	face, map still in his hand. He seems the complete professional, warrior nonpareil. I feel safe with these ARVN. If the NVA attack, they'll beat them back; they won't sleep on watch, and they know what they're doing. I feel safe in the forest, too. Even if the NVA have followed usand Anh at the back of the column has guarded against thatthe heavy canopy protects us from the high-angle fire of rockets and mortars. Soon the spirit-fog will materialize, too, and hide us in its moving shroud. We're even going to sleep dry tonight.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There's just one problem, one big problem. The smell of chicken cooking is wafting toward us from Mao's part of the hill. We all sit up and stare. Around Mao his entourage is preparing a feast, while we have cold cans of C-rations to look forward to.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No puedo," Ramos says. "I can't handle this, man! He knew the wind would blow the smell to us. That's why he had Bê tell us to set up here!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	More excruciating smells blow across the top of the hill, and Ramos's nostrils flare. "Shrimp soup, too! And rice! No puedo!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Night flows out of the west, sweeps down the big bend in the river, and crawls with the fog toward the top of our hill. Someone is coming, a tall form walking, more like swimming, through the waist-deep vegetation. Bê bends low and looks in our shelter. His old soldier's face is surprisingly gentle. He has a courtliness about him, too, that belies his peasant past and hard, war-scarred body. In formal Vietnamese he says astonishing words: "The captain invites you for dinner."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We scramble like hillbillies for our boots and stomp over to Mao's hammock. A fire glows here, dancing light against dark trees, and ARVN shapes move around it like shamans. Mao is sitting up and staring down at an amazing sight: a red tablecloth spread on the grass and neatly set with eight plastic
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  	bowls, small saucers with slices of red and green chili peppers floating in nuoc mam, chopsticks, and teacups. Biên passes us with a large pot from the fire and puts it in the center of the tablecloth. Anh comes out of the night, wild-looking, firelight dancing on his face, while Bê oversees the last preparations.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao slides out of his hammock, turns to us for the first time, and says in formal Vietnamese, "Gentlemen, please, I invite you to eat." Both Mao and Bê have the courtliness, as if they have slipped from some Vietnamese feudal time of noble and retainer.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We plunk down in the grass. Viêt is subdued. He wouldn't have been invited if he weren't with us, and he especially avoids looking at Anh. Mao says something, and Biên brings a big blackened pot of steaming white rice. Mao concentrates on the arrival of the food, seeing that everything is done just right.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao waves his hand over the setting and says, "Please begin."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao shows us what to do: use chopsticks to take pieces of chicken or shrimp, dip them in the nuoc mam, and let them hover dripping over the rice. We eat and talk quietly. Firelight dances on our smiling faces, and our stomachs glow. Mao talks and everyone listens. Much of what he says is in English-he knows more than he has let onand much seems directed at me, as if I represent an audience he wants to reach, some message he has to deliver.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We don't like the military food you Americans give us. Mostly it's canned food, dead food. We like our food, Vietnamese food."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's very delicious," I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"That's why we sell, trade what you give us and buy our own food. How can we march and fight on dead food? Vietnamese food is alive."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's very good," I say. "I'll take some more."
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  	"Good," Mao says. "Eat plenty. It's good for you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh excuses himself to check ambush positions, and Bê directs the serving of tea. All around, the silent black trees look down, and the fire begins to burn low. At the edge of our magic tablecloth, bioluminescence begins to put on its nightly show.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We rise, thank Mao, and walk slowly back to our part of the hill. A path is forming between us and Mao. We crawl into our shelter, take off our boots, and lie back with our feet on our packs. Rain begins, small drops boy-soldier drumming on our roof. Far off in the mountains artillery rumbles like thunder, big doors closing on life. I sleep, dry for once, and for the first time, too, on a mission out here, I don't dream of doom and death. I can't capture the dream on awakening, but I know it was good: it has left me with a kind of glow.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the early-morning fog, no one moves, for a new danger threatens: rain has collected in several sagging bulges in our shelter roof, and with the wind blowing the bushes around, our dry night could suddenly end with a cascade of water dumping in on us and on our packs, socks, and boots.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I reach up and touch one of the big bulges and cup it in my hand. It feels like a milk-heavy breast, but cool, with the night still in it. I roll two together and make a bigger one. I can do this; I'll save us. I roll another in and make a huge one.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Cuidado, coño!" Ramos says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I almost lose the biggest one where our ponchos are snapped together. This is not as easy as I thought; the bulges seem to have a mind of their own and don't respond to my desire for control. I begin to roll the huge one toward the edge of our shelter, but it joins with another and threatens to get away and Niagara in on us. It hovers like a thing alive near a break in our roof.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Stop!" Viêt says. "Don't move! I'll do it!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt carefully crawls out of the shelter, twisting like a yogi to avoid the ropes and the springy branches where they're tied.
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  	He begins to ease and guide the pendulous udder, looking like he's done this before, picking up smaller ones on the way till he has them all together. The bulge now is immense. When he feels he has control, he moves fast and decisively and sends a great cascade of silver water over the roof's edge away from our boots.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes!" he says. "Viêt does it again!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê comes out of the morning fog, bends low, and looks under our roof. "The captain says we leave in fifteen minutes."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We scramble for our packs and boots, take down our shelter, and eat quick cans of Cs: cheese, "John Wayne" crackers, and hard, dark chocolate. We swig fast drinks of stream water, stow our canteens, and clomp over to Mao on the mashed-grass trail, crushing more of the now-extinguished bioluminescent twigs and leaves. They'll come on again after we're gone, converting death to life.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What'd I tell you?" Ramos says. "No waiting for the weather, just go. These guys are hot!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê intercepts our rush toward Mao. "The captain wants you to stay in the middle of the column," Bê says. "Behind Headquarters Section."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos says low in my ear, "I got a bad feeling about this, 'mano. I think Mao's tryin' to cut us out of the action."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We push through the forest, mostly downhill, Sisyphus over the edge. Mao drove us hard yesterday to have an easier time today, a slight calm before the fire storm. In the early afternoon we emerge onto the old river road. We're downstream from Hill 110, and there's no doubt about it now: Mao intends to take us up the stream-Trail, and this is not an odd-numbered day. He sends word back: he wants Viêt up.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks at me and goes. Wind blows through the grass, and our line jerks forward. We walk up the road, watching both sides, rifles ready to blast. We walk where the tiger
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  	walked, where we walked to kill the commissar. The pendulum swings, you reap what you sow, action-reaction, karma. The good dream of last night is gone; this could be disaster.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ahead, the point stops, and halt rolls down the line. Orders from Mao come whispering back from man to man: ''Stop here, hide in the grass, eat, and rest. Viêt up.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt goes, and I follow. I want to influence Mao's plan and be part of it, too. Mao frowns when he sees me come but motions me and Viêt to sit with him in the grass at the side of the road. Members of his entourage keep watch, Biên ahead and the rooster ARVN behind. The rest of 1st Company is hiding in the grass; they seem to have disappeared from the planet.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao questions Viêt on details of the hike from here to the camp. How far is it to where the Trail leaves the stream? How many branch streams? How far to the Trail crossing, the camp?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao sends Biên with a message: he wants nine volunteers for a raiding party. Quickly, twelve ARVN come forward, and Biên sends three back with a joke that's beyond my Vietnamese. Biên and eight young ARVN present themselves to Mao. Biên flashes me and Viêt a grin and the V peace sign.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao arranges the nine on the road in three columns of three, then puts Viêt in front of the first team, Biên in team two. All kneel on the road and look up at Mao.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao begins to speak, and I realize I'm witnessing an ancient tradition, the prebattle oration by a famous commander. I don't think Alexander, Caesar, and Napoleon were more respected, even worshiped, by their men than Mao is by these young ARVN.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I understand some of Mao's speech: "I want men who are intelligent first, then brave. Be careful and don't hurt your brothers. You will enter the camp behind Viêt: team one, to the
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  	first house, team two, to the second, team three, to the third. Viêt will place each team for attack. Team three will begin, with grenades and rifle fire into the house. All open up when you hear team three. Viêt will make sure the teams are out of each other's line of fire."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, Captain," Viêt says, looking up from one knee as if he were an aspirant knight awaiting the touch of the sword.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao kneels in the road, calls the raiding party around, and begins to draw the camp with his finger in the dirt. As he draws, he asks Viêt about the placement of the houses, the number of NVA in each, weapons, and the location of rocket caches.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The rest of us will be just five minutes behind you," Mao says. "When the attack begins, we'll soon be there. Remember, I want men who are intelligent first and brave second. Any questions?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There are a few, and then Mao tells the raiding party to eat and rest. He walks away and I go after him.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Captain," I say, "Sergeant Ramos and I want to go on the raiding party."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No," Mao says. "No good. This is for Vietnamese to do."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We want to; this is why we came."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No. You're too big, you make too much noise, you don't speak the language well. You'll get in the way, maybe get hurt. I'll be in big trouble with my colonel if I let an advisor get killed."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We want"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No. No good."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao turns away, and I decide to retreat. I'm not giving up, but I'll bide my time, only how to tell Ramos? I try to avoid him while I think, and I slink off in the grass not far from Mao. Like a heat-seeking sensor, Ramos finds me out.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK, qué?" he says. "When do we go? What's the plan?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I don't say anything; I'm still trying to think.
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  	"So? What did he say? How come you didn't get me up there, man? I need to be briefed."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He says no advisors on the raiding party."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What? Hey, I didn't come out here just for a walk in the sun, man." The more Ramos talks, the more he blazes, words exploding from his black moustache: "You tell him I'm goin', man. I'm goin'! Hey, I tell him myself!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I grab his arm and say, "No, wait, you'll piss him off more if you go raging over there. I'll talk to him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You better," Ramos says. "'Cause I'm goin'."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I go to where Mao sits with Viêt beside the road, both drawing now with their fingers in the dirt. Mao looks up. He's not used to having people enter his world unless he summons them.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Captain," I say, "please take two Vietnamese off the raiding party, maybe two with children. Put Sergeant Ramos and me on. We really want to"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK, OK," Mao says impatiently. "One of you can goand you decide which one."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao turns back to Viêt and the dirt-glyphs on the road, signaling that the conversation with me is over. I walk back down the road. Ramos waits, eyes blazing, jaw clenching.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Well, qué?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"He said one of usand I have to choose."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"And you chose yourself, right?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos doesn't wait for an answerhe knows. "Doesn't matter," he says. "I'm goin'!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wait a long time in the grass. It's evident now: Mao is going up the Trail at night. This is why he isn't worried about the odd-numbered day or going the same way; he's going to walk up the Trail at night. I shiver with the realization; it will be black as Hell in the stream and under the trees. We won't be able to see anything.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Late in the afternoon, Bê passes the word: "We leave in fifteen minutes."
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  	I break out my camouflage stick and paint up black. Ramos paints, too, then Viêt. Biên comes over; he wants to paint. All the raiding party paint. It's becoming like a magic ritual. We paint up to make ourselves invisible, impervious to NVA bullets. Mao and Anh first look askance; now they ask to paint, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I turn up my collar, button the top button of my camouflage jacket, stuff my pants tight into my socks, and retie my boots. I sit in the grass cradling my KAR-15, a special short version of the M-16, slender vines and young bamboo growing up around me, green-bayonet grass hanging like the sword of Damocles over my head, small plants with white flowers blooming between my legs. If I laid down here and didn't move, the grass would soon eat me. Ramos takes my picture and I take his. In mine I have a lost-in-time stare; I'm thinking about tonight and if I'll be alive in the morning. He looks like a panther about to spring from the grass.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We step out on the old river road, and I feel swept along by a dark, ancient wave. We are warriors on the march, seeking the enemy; the blood of many lands is in us and on our hands. We walk west toward the setting sun. Each step is like a life.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	At the point, Viêt and Biên reach the ravine and lie on the bank looking down the sixty-foot drop to the stream. Mao comes up and lies beside them. The column halts, advisors back, everyone standing half-hidden in the grass. Our rifles are ready, and grenades bulge in our pockets like bull's balls.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt and Mao whisper, and then Mao says something to Biên. Biên slings his rifle across his back and goes over the edge. Viêt waits a moment and follows him down. I move forward and lie beside Mao. With each man down the descent becomes more difficult, handholds and footholds wearing away, the route eroding fast.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Halfway down, a young ARVN falls, a chunk of torn-away earth tumbling with him. The ARVN turns slowly in the air
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  	Mao and I see his expression clearlyand crunches down on his back on the rocks in the water with a sickening sound. His helmet flies off, clangs on a rock, rolls on its side, and begins filling with water.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN's face explodes with pain, thenI swearhe sees Mao looking down and the pain goes away, at least temporarily. He apologizes to Mao with a look for falling and saysagain, I swearwith his eyes, "I'm sorry I fell and made a big noise, Captain, but at least I hung on to my rifle."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He stands, looks around him, picks up his helmet, pours out the water, puts it on, and catches up to his place in line. Viêt and Biên head into the stream-tunnel and vanish, and one by one we say good-bye to open sky. Now the journey through the Underworld begins.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The stream curves sensuously down from high in the mountains, and we sink deeper into the jungle's embrace. We plunge up the forest's dark, fluid channel, black-green velvet closing around us and welcoming us home. Ahead on a straight stretch night begins to swallow ARVN like small fish, each in his turn. Behind, Ramos and the Aussie vanish into black. I wade forward, filled with darkness and stream song. Soon I disappear, too, lost even to myself, inside some great night-being. Each of us wades forward blindly, alone, toward death.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stumble up black waterfalls, feel my way like a blind man around huge, smooth boulders, step into deep, invisible pools, and feel the cool water rise to my chest. I put my feet into empty space, slip on rocks, and splash down in foaming water.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stop and listen, heart beating. My blood rushes like the stream, and the two seem to flow together. Beyond that, I hear only a great deafening emptiness and my mind shouting into the void, "Alone! No one! Darkness!" I feel like the only human in a world of eternal night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I wait standing in the water. Surely Ramos will soon come up from behind. I'll hear him breaking the flow, stumbling,
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  	falling, cursing in Spanish. We'll reassure each other: we're together, connected, on the right path. He doesn't come. No one comes. There are no man-sounds in the stream at all. Where are the rest? I have to go on. I hurry forward, slip and fall, rise and wade on.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I grope ahead with fear growing strong in the back of my mind. What if I've gone off on a branch stream? I could wade here forever lost, part of the Vietnamese wandering souls, dead far from home and no one to pray and burn incense for me to guide my spirit back. I bump into someone, a rigid man shape in stream-rush.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Who's that?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	It's Mao. His voice floats like a ghost above the water.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Stevens," I whisper.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Advisor!" Mao says. "You said you came this way. We need you now."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Other ghost-ARVN whisper with Mao. They've lost contact with Viêt and Biên at the point. Another stream flows in here, and a mistake could be fatal for us all.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Which way?" Mao asks me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I frantically search the memory-caverns of my mind. Left, I'm sure we made all lefts when we came this way beforebut I wasn't paying that much attention then. I had Viêt to guide me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Which way?" Mao asks again.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I sense the other ARVN waiting. Behind me, Ramos and the rest must be wading forward. Ahead, Viêt and Biên are probably waiting for us to catch up. I feel everything depends on me, everyone's life is riding on this decision: right or left?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Left," I say. "We have to go left."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What? I don't think so," Mao says. "From Viêt's map I remember right here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	An ARVN spirit-voice floats: "I have a flashlight, Captain."
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  	"Give it to me," Mao says. "I'm going to use it fast. Everyone look quickly on the ground where the streams meet."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao cups his hand around the light, bends low, and shines it on the ground. Suddenly the material world is here: black water, rocks, and ARVN searching.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Here!" Mao says. His light stops abruptly on fresh-broken reeds. Viêt has left us a VC sign: the reeds point right. I feel like a fool.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao switches off the light, and his voice comes out of the darkness, floating on the stream with a certain satisfaction: "You sure you were out here before, Advisor?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I'm glad it's dark; still I feel lit up with shame.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Stay close," Mao says. "Don't get separated. Two men stay here to guide the others."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We wade forward blindly. I try to stay close behind a someone I think is Mao. It's more like a presence, a spirit ahead, than a man, just something in the water. We walk on maybe half an hour. Time becomes lost in black emptiness. Finally I bump into someone: Mao again. He's whispering with Viêt and Biên. They've found where the Trail leaves the water.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao warns us sharply in a state of excitement: "I'm going to shine the light. Look fast."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao hits the bank with a brief flash of light, and the Trail jumps out of the dark like a cobra. Striking, in one shot, burning into the brain, the Trail boldly rises from the water where we flew down in hot, wild feeling of pursuit, the commissar's ghost chasing us. Now we'll go back up there and beyond. It seems the most forbidding place in the world.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao whispers to Viêt, "Take the raiding party 125 steps up the Trail and wait for me. Understand?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, Captain," Viêt says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stand close to Mao and try to learn. He whispers to an
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  	ARVN, "Go downstream to the junction and wait. Tell me when the others start coming."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, Captain."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand in the water and wait. Minutes pass, and an hour. The forest remains locked in impenetrable night, and Mao becomes more worried. He sends another ARVN downstream to the junction, and another long time passes. Mao begins to talk to memaybe he has no one else. He's afraid something has happened to the rest of the company, fully two-thirds of our men. No gap in the line could have opened this wide. Someone behind me turned up the wrong branch and took everyone with him, or maybe the NVA put someone in the line to lead them astray. They've been swallowed by the jungle and the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You wait here," Mao says to me. "I'm going back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I stand with water running through my boots. I think of the others. Will we hear the sound of their slaughter from here? Or will the NVA wait till morning? Another long hour passes. I shift my soggy feet as the forest breathes. I want to see the Trail again, stand where it rises from the stream. I wade to where Mao's light hit and gasp. The Trail is glowing!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Lit by bioluminescence, the Trail looks like a giant snake with luminous vertebrae lying in the jungle, winding up through the trees. A path of death, the Trail is life, too, death being consumed by the living.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao returns; he's found the others. "Someone," he says in an ominous tone, "led them up the wrong stream."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao, Anh, and Bê arrange us in a close-packed line, advisors in the middle. One hundred twenty-five steps up the Trail, Viêt and the raiding party are waiting. Mao's orders come whispering back: "Stay close. Move forward."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We lurch ahead, stumble into each other, feel the Trail beneath our boots. Now the Trail looks like the Milky Way flung through a black sky, our bodies blocking most of the
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  	glow. We look like a strange death-Machine flying through the galaxy.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Our line jerks to a halt. Our point has reached Biên and Viêt, and our rear guard is out of the stream and on the Trail. Mao comes back, whispering, "Pick up twigs and leaves. Attach them to the man in front of you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel as if I am in a kind of dream as I pick up shining bits of jungle and put them under the pack straps and in the helmet cover of the ARVN in front of me. Behind me Ramos is doing the same to me. I get more and put them in my front, too, in my belt and buttonholes.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao goes up the line, glowing with twigs and leaves, whispering encouragement and orders as he passes, and touching us on the shoulders: "Stay close. Be careful. Be quiet. Don't lose sight of the man in front of you." When he reaches the point, another whispered order comes back: "Di." "Go.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The movement ripples back in a long wave, and we flow up the Trail. We are the snake now, our vertebrae glowing. We walk most of the night, stopping often to listen, the blood pounding in our ears, the forest so intensely silent that it seems like a shout inside my head. We stop, too, for Mao and Viêt to whisper kneeling at the front of the column. We start forward again, boot-scuffing, night-sweating, glowing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Somewhere we pass the curve where I crawled backward like a crab, blown back by the AKs hammering. Just beyond, we pass where the commissar fell, blown back, too, in the other direction, by AK bullets. I feel the Trail level out and begin to descend. We are in the saddle between Hills 300 and 320. We're heading for the stream crossing now. I try to walk softly while inside my body and mind distant echoes of supernovae explode. The Trail is angling, paralleling the Khe Trai but staying high. We stop and stay standing for a long time. This is not one of our listening stops or Mao and Viêt's huddles.
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  	Mao comes down the line steaming with anger. He stops by me and whispers fiercely," Viêt lost the Trail. It just stopsa blank wall. He says he doesn't know why; it wasn't this way before. I'll find out what he's up to in the morning."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I fear again for Viêt's life, and ours. Mao stomps off down the line to find Anh, and soon word comes up from the rear: "Get off the Trail to the right. Ten steps, no more. Hide, sleep. No noise."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I do a right face and step off the Trail, hand waving in front of my face like a blind man. My mind is reeling as my body lurches. This has to be the Trail. But how could it just stop? Is this the trap we've been walking toward in all these operations? Leaves brush my face, and snakes writhe in my mind. Who knows whoor whatis in here? Seven, eight, nine steps, stumbling on roots and rocks. What cliff edge or deep hole could be here? What viper's nest, python's tree, cobra's pit? Ten steps; I stop. Left and right are glowing ghost-men, Viêt and Ramos.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt comes to me very afraid. "I don't know why the Trail ends," he whispers. "It just stops. It wasn't like that before. I'm not lying."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Shh!" an ARVN whispers. "The captain said no noise!
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I scuff around in the vegetation at my feet, hoping to scare away harmful crawling things. I lie down, sink back into the hard and soft forest-floor world. Nothing seems to be worming under me; nothing seems to be slithering above. Holding my rifle like a baby on my chest and breathing deeply, I try to quiet my strobe-lit mind and make it as dark and calm inside my head as it is all around in the invisible trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt's voice comes again out of the night: "I don't know why the Trail stops; I'm not lying." He sounds very afraid.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	For the second night in a row I have a good dream, this time of my girlfriend in Quang Tri City, the voluptuous singer Cô Hông, "Miss Rose." For a moment on awaking I feel I'm with
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  	her, then I open my eyes to the embrace of the jungle. To left and right Viêt and Ramos appear as night retreats slowly, goes through shades of lightening gray and dark green emerging from black. Mao comes swimming through the vegetation like a shark, with hard-faced Anh in his wake, both looking as if they haven't slept all night. Viêt stands up to face Mao, and Anh moves to block me from interfering.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao says to Viêt in a rough voice, ''Time to find the Trail."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes, Captain," Viêt says, and he looks past Anh at me with his fatalistic look. I wonder if this will be the last time I see him?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I move around Anh and say to Mao, "If he can't find the Trail, no problem: I can lead us to the crossing. We can go down this slope, follow the stream"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao looks at Viêt and says, "Di."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt goes off through the leaves and vanishes, Mao and Anh close behind. Anh pauses once, looks back at me, and then disappears in the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I hope he finds that Trail," Ramos says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt leads Mao and Anh back to the Trail, looks left and right, and steps cautiously out of the trees. Biên and eight ARVN fall in behind at five-meter intervals, all carrying their rifles ready to shoot. Boots ramrod against the Trail as they move to where last night's march ended. Viêt walks in his panther crouch, his M-16 off safe and aimed belly high. Tension seems about to split the air, like a sudden lightning strike.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt arrives at a wall, a chaotic jumble of vegetation. Here the Trail suddenly ends where vines hang strangely, like hangman's ropes from broken gallows. Trees lean oddly here, too, as if pushed half over, and many are dying. Broken branches are everywhere, dangling from trees not of their kind, festooning the vines and littering the forest floor.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt crouches at the edge of chaos. Now he knows what happened. Mao and Anh come up and kneel with Viêt. Viêt
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  	whispers, then leads them back along the Trail, carefully searching. Soon he finds what he's looking for, a break in the vegetation. He steps over low grass and ferns onto a new Trail, a narrow, snakelike line of recently trampled growth circling the zone of strangely hung vines and leaning, dying trees. There is a feeling, palpable in the spreading dawn, of something yawning and terrible ahead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt, Mao, and Anh go tentatively down the new Trail a short way, then Mao calls them together and whispers, and leads them back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Pass the word," Mao says to Biên. "Hide for the day, rest, eat. No fires, no cigarettes, no noise."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao and Viêt approach Ramos and me through the green sea. "It wasn't his fault he lost the Trail," Mao says in English. "Now we know what happened."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos leaps like a tiger, his eyes blazing. He's been threatening this. "Look, Dai-Uy," he says, using the Vietnamese word for captain, "you gotta put me on that raiding party. I didn't come out here to"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"OK, OK," Mao says quickly. "You can go. Now hide, eat, rest. No noise."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao turns away and vanishes, and Ramos and I stand looking at the rapidly closing hole he made in the wall of leaves.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Hey, that was easy!" Ramos says. "I told you, 'mano: I'm goin'!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now I'm sure of it: Mao is planning to cut us both out. I resolve to keep my eye on him. Every minute around him, I'm learning. In their own way and in their worlds, he and Viêt are both masters of war.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What happened?" I ask Viêt.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I'll tell you later," Viêt says in a worn-out voice. He looks drained again, back from another trip along the thin line between life and death. He lies down, pulls his poncho over him like a shroud, and is soon asleep.
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  	In a few minutes Bê emerges from the trees, bends down, shakes him, and says, "The captain wants you again."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt gets up and goes, and Ramos and I don't see him the rest of the day. We try to sleep as gray turns to green under the trees and the temperature climbs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	When the light in the forest begins to fade, Bê comes through the leaves with a message from Mao: "Move back to the Trail. No noise."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We stand in a long line on the Trail. Electricity cracks from man to man and inwardly like lightning. Soon we will fight, maybe die. Mao goes down the line, whispering, touching our shoulders, transferring something of himself to us. He returns to the point, where Viêt and Biên wait, and his word comes back: "Di."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We head for the green wall and step off to the left on the new Trail. Mao lets the forward part of the line pass, then gets in ahead of me. "I'll show you why Viêt lost the Trail," he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We skirt the zone of strangely hung vines and leaning trees and enter a region even more chaotic. Here it looks as if a great storm has passed through, leaving stripped limbs, leaves carpeting the forest floor, and vines strewn on the ground like dead pythons. Some incredible force has swept through here, shaking the forest.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Look closely," Mao says, "and think about this."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We enter a world of sheared-off limbs and raw-wound branches oozing sap. Here it seems as if a giant axe has been swung through the forest by an executioner of titanic powers. Big, broken-off trees lie crashed, and jagged stumps stand slowly bleeding. It feels as if Mao is leading me through Hell.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The new Trail leads to yet another zone. Here, mangled, gashed, and twisted tree bodies lie everywhere, like immense, crushed yarrow sticks fallen in the gods' last apocalyptic throw of the I Ching: forest goes, doom comes for Nature and man. The Trail winds among bare ground and tree corpses and
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  	circles the edge of a huge pit. The Trail goes around the big crater, passing through the zones of destruction and heading toward untouched forest beyond, but Mao leads me to the rim of the pit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The Americans did this," Mao says, as we look down into the crater.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	There's nothing here where once rich, tropical forest life played out its ancient story, nothingjust a gaping death- hole. How many tree species once lived here, how many ferns, grasses, insects, birds? Were miniature deer browsing here when the bomb hit, the doe and her fawns? Were there monkeys chattering in the trees? Was the tiger lying here, suckling her cubs? It's as if a great piece has been torn from Gaia's side or ripped from her green breast.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The brigade has been bombing, firing artillery in here." Mao says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I told them not to after our recon."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Seems like they don't listen to you," Mao says in English. "They do what they like, shoot from far away. Hit nothing, only tell the NVA: we know you're there, we're coming. Stupid! Maybe we die for that, end up in there." He looks down into the pit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Behind us 1st Company passes, and we catch up to our places in line. Beyond the blast radius, the old Trail and intact forest appear again. Something is working on my mind, the image of the ARVN circling the pit and the Trail going beyond.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Trail drops now like an arrow through thick vegetation, heading for the stream. Late afternoon green fades fast toward the falling of the black curtain. Somewhere near here the poison trees stand in their bare clearing and my shirt flies in the white-barked tree like a small green flag. Our boots thump where sandals slap. Who will feed the Pit tonight? We slant down between rocks and leaves, with the feeling of death heavy in the air.
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  	The sound of water comes through the trees as the Trail parallels the stream. We see it now, water dancing over rocks with a black-diamond sparkle. The big cottonwood is just ahead, thrusting its roots deep beneath the stream. Will we die here where Stevens and I planned to kill?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I step for the flat crossing rock, put my boot print in water where the sandal print was, look fast at the willow veil and the gravel bar, and think of the voices that came through the trees, women's soft, high laughter among them. Will there be women in the camp tonight, and what will happen to them?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao stands in the water near the flat rock, watching us cross, whispering courage. Our eyes meet, and I see compassion in Mao for us all.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"This is where we came," I whisper, indicating with my eyes the willow curtain. "We could hear the camp from here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I see that Mao believes me now. He passes the word: "Be extra quiet now, brothers."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt, Biên, and the raiding party enter the tree-tunnel on the far side of the stream, each man pointing down as he goes, signaling for us to look. I pass the place and see fresh-cut greens eddying near the bank and barefoot human tracks with mud still oozing. Minutes, perhaps seconds ago, someone was rinsing wild greens here, probably for jungle soup. Did heor shehave so many he left these, or did he leave quickly, running down the Trail as Viêt approached the crossing? Is he now bursting into the camp, breathlessly saying, "Enemy coming"?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao catches up with Viêt and whispers, and new orders come: "Everyone off the Trail to the left. Twenty steps. No noise. Hide, sleep, wait."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I stick close to Mao; Viêt remains with Biên and the raiding party. They're set apart, special, what Ramos and I want to be. Mao's men tie his hammock to trees in near total dark, while Ramos and I look for places nearby. When he calls
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  	for the raiding party, we plan to be there. Mao climbs in his hammock and looks asleep, hat over his eyes. Ramos and I lie down on rocks and roots, scrunch around, and try to get comfortable. I'm lying held tightly in the fork of a big root; Ramos has a rock poking his spine.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê comes to us, bends down, and whispers, "The captain says we attack the camp at 0300. He says you rest, sleep. We'll wake you when it's time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No way I'm sleepin'," Ramos whispers after Bê leaves. "Mao's not cuttin' me out, not this vato, cabrón."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In seconds Ramos is snoring. The night is utterly black now and filled with power. I try to stay awake, too, but the desire for sleep sometimes overwhelms even survival. I surrender and sleep, embraced by the tight Y of the root. Again I have a good dream. It's about a beautiful girl, a mystery girl. It's not a sex dream. We're just together, having fun. I awake wondering if I'll meet her someday.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The root reminds me where I am; Ramos still snores nearby, and it feels later than three. Someone's coming through the trees. Bê bends low and shakes me: "Di."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I get up quickly, wake Ramos, and we stumble through the trees toward the Trail. ARVN stand there like ghosts in a close-packed line, shining twigs and leaves in their helmets and belts. Their packs are hidden beside the Trail, and their weapons are hard in their hands. Soon we'll strike the camp.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos looks at his watch; it's 0330. "Damn!" he says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We pick up twigs and leaves, attach them to each other, and wedge into the line where Bê tells us, about halfway back from the point.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao comes up the line, touching and whispering: "The raiding party is five minutes ahead of us. When we enter the camp, be careful of your brothers. Be intelligent first and brave second. Put your hand on the shoulder of the man in front of you, and don't break the connection. Di."
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  	We step off in a wave. My KAR-15 is in my left hand, my right grasps the shoulder of the ARVN ahead, and Ramos clutches my shoulder from behind. Ramos doesn't complain now; this is enough. Soon we'll fight, maybe die.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We move slowly up the Trail but at hyperspeed inside, nerves exploding, blood rushing, breath suppressed like lovegasps at night. I imagine us ambushed on the Trail, black trees erupting with streaks of fire, our bodies dancing, falling, heads twisted, eyes wide, faces in the dirt. One last thought, one silent cry of "Mother!"and then the darkness of the pit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	High overhead, through a rare break in the canopy, the moon breaks out of clouds and shines down in a river of light. The goddess moon, sailing fast in a stormy sky, looks down on the Trail and makes it glow like the path of a flaming arrow. Our line moves along the Trail as if we were the arrow itself, loosed from Diana's bow and hurtling toward destiny. The moon fades then comes again as the clouds fly like ghost riders in the sky. Suddenly a terrible hole opens in Nature, is ripped in life itself, as what seems like every weapon in the world opens murderous fire. "Viêt!" I think, my mind bursting. "Viêt is dead!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Savage, sickening streams of gunfire and dull, nauseating grenade explosions continue just ahead, jagged red tearing into black. The raiding party is being slaughtered, and we will be next.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A jolt of power hits our line as the chain-saw fire continues to rip. Something electric comes from Mao and passes from man to man through our linked hands and shoulders. The force surges back in a wave and explodes within each of us as it goes, accompanied by a single word, shouted, exploding, also emanating from Mao: "Di!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN ahead of me takes it up: "Di! Di! Di!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The chant jumps me. My mouth is open and the word is bursting in my head, but no sound comes out. I feel wrenched,
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  	swept along. Behind me, Ramos takes up the chant, shouting hoarsely, wildly, "Di! Di! Di!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We charge forward toward the hell of war noise, chanting, pushing and pulling each other on like ancient warriors, like a Death train. There is no doing the seemingly safe, the smart, the sensiblediving for the ground, lying low, retreating. We surge ahead to wrestle with Satan.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Di! Di! Di!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao leads us into a small clearing lit with flashes and rocked with explosions. Ahead of me our line splits as Mao directs men left and right. Men run, dive, and shoot at thick black houses shaped like mushrooms that appear and disappear in explosions. This is Hell, right here. High overhead the moon goddess rides, but no one looks but the dead.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I dive into the grass and lie wildly pointing my rifle at the houses. ARVN to my right deliver such a storm of fire it seems it will cut the trees down. Everywhere around the clearing fire and steel stab and burn, and the night is ripped with mans' war power.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Beside me to my left Anh stands like a fiend, blazing his M-16 from the hip, his face wildly lit by his own muzzle flashes. He looks like he wants to shoot himself out there, pouring fire into the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	One mushroom-house begins to burn, red flames against giant trees. All the world, all time, is here, reduced to this cracked fragment of insanity and intensity, chaos before cosmos, darkness and fire of the Pit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly, earth takes shape as man. To my right a thick, black form leaps up from the grass and runs wildly for the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh swings his M-16 and shouts, "NVA! Capture him alive!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	ARVN jump from the grass and run after the zigzagging form as everything appears and disappears in strobe flashes. An ARVN shoots up a flare, and it whooshes, pops, and drifts
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  	down under its little parachute, hissing fiercely with chemical fire, swinging in the wind and making immense, grotesque shadows dance around the clearing.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	An ARVN launches himself in a flying tackle at the running form, and bodies collide and crash to the earth. The ARVN leaps up quickly, and more ARVN swarm around then jump back as the NVA screams, kicks, and lashes out on the ground. The ARVN circle the frenzied form as if it were a poisonous snake. Finally two ARVN jump, grab the screaming man's arms, and drag him across the ground.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''Prisoner! Prisoner!" the ARVN shout, and they wrench the NVA's arms around and tie them tightly behind his back.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Someone shoots another flare and more Shiva-shadows dance with the giant trees and mushroom-houses. Ramos appears where Anh was, wild-eyed and sweating, and Mao seems everywhere, shouting now, and Anh, too, "Cease fire! Cease fire!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A cry slices through the noise and confusion, a young voice screaming, "It hurts! It hurts bad!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I run to the sound as another flare streaks up. We see a dark form writhing in the grass. It's Biên. He lies near the smoldering house, knees drawn up like a fetus, one bloody hand clutching his head, the other holding his knee, and blood running out between all his fingers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The ARVN medic runs up, drops to his knees, quickly pushes Biên's sleeve above his elbow, sharply slaps the skin with the tips of his fingers, and, as if he has done it a thousand times, jabs in a morphine syrette. Biên immediately goes limp, no more pain till later, maybe a lifetime of it. Ramos and I look on in anguish. Funny, cheerful little Biên, where is your teenage bravery and clowning now?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao appears, asks the medic quick questions about Biên's chances, and is gone again, shouting, "Cease fire!" at the last wild burst.
	

	

	















 

  	
  	
  	
  



	




	Page 235

	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I race over to the prisoner. He's kneeling, head hanging, hands tied tightly behind his back. He's chunky, barefoot, and wears NVA pants and a shirt hanging open. I get a cold, empty feeling; something terrible is about to happen. A big artillery flare whooshes over from Ann and bursts high above the clearing. Even bigger shadows dance now as the flare hisses and sways beneath its parachute, coloring everything strangely yellow and black. The prisoner trembles and looks sick. All seems huge, ghoulish, horror-struck. Death stands to the left and slightly behind us, waiting with folded arms.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh bursts through the circle around the NVA. "A goddamn prisoner!" he shouts, "I'm gonna kill the sonofabitch!" He raises his rifle high above the NVA's head, screaming, "I'm gonna beat this bastard to death!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly Bê explodes into the circle, throwing ARVN aside and grabbing Anh. "No!" Bê shouts, and he wrestles Anh away. "No! Don't kill him!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh stomps away muttering darkly and takes the circle of ARVN with him. Bê sits down beside the prisoner and takes out a cigarette.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Don't worry, little brother," Bê says in his gentle voice, "I'll take care of you."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The NVA is shaking convulsively. He dares a sidelong glance at Bê.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What's your name?" Bê says, and he lights the cigarette and begins to write in a small notebook.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"X-Xuân," the prisoner says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Xuân, eh?" Bê says. "I have a cousin by that name. Where you from, Xuân? Want a smoke?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê begins to put the cigarette between Xuân's lips, but Mao bursts out of the shadows behind us, pulls out his .45, jams it against the side of Xuân's head, and begins to shout questions: "What's your unit, you bastard? How many were here? Where did they go? Where are the rockets?"
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  	Xuân cringes and flinches with each word as if they were blasts from Mao's pistol. He mumbles something I can't understand.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	''Liar!" Mao screams. "I'm going to shoot you dead!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Suddenly Ramos and I see it, and we look at each other with eyes wide. Mao's acting! Anh must have been, too, but he's good at it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê grabs Mao's arm and jerks the .45 away. Xuân looks pulled like a puppet between life and death. "No!" Bê shouts, and he puts his body between Mao and Xuân. "We don't kill prisoners in this unit!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao jams his pistol in his holster, spins, utters Viet Nam's worst insult, "Du ma my!" and vanishes into the flare-lit night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê sits, puts the cigarette between Xuân's trembling lips, and says, "Where you from, brother?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Q-Quang Binh," Xuân says. Quang Binh is Quang Tri's neighbor province just north of the DMZ.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"All right!" Bê says. "We've got several boys in the unit from there. They came south with their families in '54. I'll introduce you later. Maybe you'll know some."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks at Bê with desperate hope. This talk of home. . . .
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You married, Xuân?" Bê says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân's eyes light even more. His wife. . . .
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Kids?" Bê says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Onea boy," Xuân says. His face shows that a part of him is there, with his wife and son in their small home in the village surrounded by fields, and there is no war. The cigarette dangles from his lips and his eyes are far away.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê prepares to write: "What did you say your unit was?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Anh explodes out of the night with incredible force, sticks his M-16 in Xuân's face, and shouts, "What this? A prisoner, smoking? I'll blow his goddamn head off!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê jumps up, knocks Anh's rifle away, and puts his body in front of Xuân. "No! This is my prisoner! You won't hurt him!"
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  	"Du ma my!" Anh growls, and he turns back into the shadows.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê sits down. "Now what was that unit, brother?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân talks, quickly answering all Bê's questions: "I'm the assistant commander of an antiaircraft platoon. . . . In the South three months. . . . Twenty-three years old. . . . Moved in here after the Rocket Company left.... Because the Americans were firing artillery and dropping bombs in the area, and flying reconnaissance. . . . The rest of my platoon left for political study three days ago. . . . Don't know. . . . Someplace on the Trail. . . . Don't know. . . . The commander said he would send a messenger with instructions."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê gets up with his notebook and goes looking for Mao. Flares continue whooshing in from Ann seven kilometers to the east, each arriving as the last is burning out. Ramos and I move up beside Xuân, and he looks at us and blanches as if we were devils. This is the first he has seen that there are Americans here, and he has been told in training that Americans torture and kill prisoners. We look wild and primitive in the flare light and with our smudged black paint, tooRamos like a pre-Columbian Carib Indian, the man-eating fires burning, and me like a sooty Druid stoking the sacrificial flames. Xuân's eyes search frantically for Bâ.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We want to talk to you," I say in a friendly voice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I don't understand American," Xuân says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I can see he's blocking us out. "Why don't you understand?" I say slowly and as clearly as I can. "I'm speaking Vietnamese."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks at me curiously, then stares desperately into the night for Bê.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"What's your child's name?" I say.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Like Bê, I get him talking about home. Home and family are refuge and sanctuary for his mind. I'm not interested in military intelligence now, anyway; I'd rather hear about his
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  	life back home and out here, and especially what he was doing on the third day of Têt. He tells me about his village, his parents, his wife, and son. Then: "You were here on the third day of Têt?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks at me curiously again. I can see him thinking, "What is he after?" Finally he decides the question is harmless. "Yes," he says, "I was here.''
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I feel bursting inside. This is hot. "Were you having a party here then?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks from me to Ramos. Ramos is leaning forward, concentrating on following the language, his usual energía loca contained within but radiating from his sweat-streaked face. Xuân looks quickly back at me.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes," he says. "We were having a Têt party."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I can hardly hold it in now. My Vietnamese comes tumbling out, words falling over each other. "Did you shoot at an American helicopter that day?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks scared again. He's wondering whether to tell the truth. "Yes," he finally says, and then quickly, "but we missed."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I whoop and slap Ramos on the leg, clap Xuân on the back, and say, "That was me! You shot at me! Isn't this great!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân looks lost, like he's fallen into the hands of crazy men.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao emerges again from the night. He doesn't look at Xuân, but talks quickly to Ramos in English. "Medevac chopper's coming for Biên. My English is no good. You talk him down."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos jumps up and we follow Mao to the center of the clearing. The Aussie and Americans have gone back with a detachment of ARVN for our packs. No more flares fly in from Ann; they have to save for a possible attack there. We stand like ghosts under the small hole in the canopy. It doesn't look big enough for the chopper to get down. Biên lies in the grass softly moaning.
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  	"What do you think?" Mao says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We can do it, Dai-Uy," Ramos says. "Gimme that radio."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Surely the NVA will counterattack, I think, probably when the chopper comes. But how will the pilot find us in the vast forest-sea? The house has burned out, its thatch too heavy and wet to blaze for long.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We hear the sound of a chopper from far away. The medevac crews are miracle men; they are the real heroes. Inside their helmets the crew races the moon across the cloud-flying sky, and the heartbeat sound grows louder. They don't know Biên, don't know his laugh and his baby face, but they're coming.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos talks on the radio, and an ARVN readies a green star cluster signal flare. The Huey roars over the trees and the ARVN shoots the flare. The flare arcs up and bursts in a shower of glittering, fiercely burning green stars, and I shudder, thinking of the NVA and the guns of Xuân's antiaircraft platoon.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos talks and the chopper descends toward the hole in the canopy. The flare burns out, and the world plunges back into black. The sickening sound of metal slicing into wood explodes in our minds as if it is cutting into us, and branches start flying and falling all around. The chopper's going into the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Inside the chopper chaos bursts as the big rotor blade slices the treetops off like some immense lawnmower and the pilot and copilot fight for control. Ramos's shouts burst through the night, "Take it up, take it up, you're too far to the right!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The pilot rises above the trees, hovers, and checks his instruments. "We'll try to get low enough to lower a jungle penetrator," he radios to Ramos. "I'll have to turn on my belly light."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Now we'll be illuminated in a steady flood from the Huey's powerful belly light. The chopper descends, monster on a mercy mission. We gird ourselves for more hits in the trees
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  	and a crashing bird, but Ramos radio-talks and guides the pilot to delicate maneuvers. The belly light streams down and turns us into shining targets.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos looks up and talks fast, directing the Huey through the hole in the trees. The rotor hits again, and pieces of wood fly like shrapnel, but the pilot holds steady and keeps on coming. Ramos's upturned face as he guides the chopper is bathed in light. He looks transported, exalted. This is his finest hour.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The crew chief, his insect-head flight helmet on, appears in the open doorway of the chopper, talking into his mike and looking like a visitor from another world. He begins lowering the jungle penetrator, a folded aluminum chair on a long, thin cable. The chopper beats wildly in its hole in the trees, hovering, the penetrator coming down, all the way to the ground.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos drops the radio, runs to Biên, and helps the medic strap him into the chair. Biên looks bad, his head wrapped like a mummy's and blood soaking the bandage around his knee. Poor Biênis his young life of laughter, wind blowing in waves across the rice, and pretty girls in the moonlight by the river finished? For now the morphine god has him; he's not concerned about his future.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos returns to the radio and talks to the chopper, and Biên begins to rise, the torsion of the cable making him twist strangely in the river of light coming down from the Huey's belly, the shadow-monster trees trembling and everyone waiting for the NVA to hit. Biên rises like a deus ex machina in a stage play, head hanging, telling his story in silence.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The crew chief grabs the chair and hauls Biên aboard, and the pilot takes the chopper up and switches off the light, plunging us into darkness again. The chopper flies away, and Biên is gone; we remain with the forest and the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao orders his headquarters section to another part of the clearing, and Ramos and I follow. Viêt is still out there
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  	somewhere, hunting NVA. Reports come in from the raiding party, and Mao is disturbed at the results: only two NVA killed, a major discrepancy between Viêt's description of the camp and what his men are finding, and no Rocket Company.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"In the morning I'll find out what happened," Mao says darkly. "You two sleep now." He goes off and we don't see him the rest of the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I lie in the grass but can't sleep. ARVN come and go like ghosts, the moon flies down the sky, sometimes breaking free from the clouds and the canopy, and tall trees bend and dance. We seem to be in a world of Nature spirits and lost, wandering human souls.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Finally gray dawn begins to emerge from black, and Ramos and I tour the camp, trying to relive what happened. The first house squats at the edge of the clearing, almost invisible among the trees. The moon goddess flies high again, and we travel the Trail between death and life.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt emerges from the black tunnel in the trees, the raiding party behind him. The first house looms ahead, and Viêt emplaces the first team for attack. Viêt leads to the second house, Biên and his team close behind. Here the moon seals the fate of men, saving some and killing others. The camp cook is sitting outside early, looking at the moon. Beside him on the ashes of yesterday's fire is a big blackened caldron of jungle greens, more soup to cook for the day. What is he thinking about as the goddess moon flies high across the sky? The moon over his family in the North, his home village among the moonlit fields? Something moves; maybe there's a sound. He sees the ghost men of the raiding party, and they see him. A hell of M-16 fire bursts, and the cook is blown back over his caldron, spilling the soup into the earth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The first team thinks the attack is on, and they assault their house, riddling it with M-16 bullets and throwing grenades
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  	down in the bunker. The night becomes an inferno of noise and death hail as the second and third teams, still together, pour fire and grenades into the second house.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the third house, Xuân starts awake in terror at the first shots. He dashes from the bunker where he has been sleeping, bursts out of the house, sees muzzle flashes and explosions all over the camp, dives into the grass, worms forward, jumps up, and begins running for the trees.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"NVA!" Anh shouts beside me. "Capture him alive!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	From a fourth houseViêt hadn't mentioned a fourth housefive NVA run barefoot into the trees, crash through to the Trail, and race down it to the south in the direction of the huge NVA base area in the Laos salient.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos goes into the first house and down into the bunker. I look inside the door. The house is bullet-ripped as if hornets had been attacking it, the thatch torn and hanging, the bamboo punctured and split. Ramos comes out of the bunker as fast as he went down, hurrying up the earthen steps. This is beyond the considerable death he has seen in his years in Viet Nam, and concentrated, Hell in a small place.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It looks bad down there, 'mano," he says in a hushed voice. "One NVA, splattered all over the walls."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We go to the second house. The cook lies dead on his back on the ground. An ARVN has put a handkerchief over his face. His slim legs stick out of brown shorts, and his NVA shirt is pulled up around his chest, exposing his stomach. No wound is visible, but what can be under that handkerchief?
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Beside the cook the overturned caldron still spills its mess of jungle soup on the ground. A tall ARVN comes by, looks down, and says, with a mixture of bitterness and pity in his voice, "This is what we feed to pigs."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos looks in the cook's house; nothing much is in there. We go to the third house, where Xuân burst out running. Outside, 1st Company men are piling NVA gear,
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  	and a magic pyramid of power objects is growing as ARVN bear them from all over the camp. Atop the pile a big Panasonic radio sits.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê comes by and says, "Take what you want."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We begin going through the pile. There are NVA knives and a bayonet, two AK-47s, North Vietnamese stamps and money, canteens, cooking gear, ponchos, belts, uniforms, an NVA hat. Ramos finds a vial of mysterious liquid, opens it, takes a quick whiff, and thrusts it under my nose. I snort, choke, and blow, and Ramos laughs, teeth flashing white in his brown-and black-streaked face. It's chloroform, the NVA's anesthetic. I take a few things: the bayonet, a belt, the hat. Ramos stuffs his pockets and shirt full.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Take more than you want," he says. "That was the deal I made with Willie: souvenirs for a ride."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos finds a treasure: the sight and big bullets for Xuân's antiaircraft gun. The sight looks like a well-made toy, a small wheel with a crank and a little plane that travels across a wire crosshair and shows the gunner where to shoot. I remember Iowa State Fairs in the 1950s, with crosshair-sight machine guns that shot blips of light at Japanese Zeros and German Focke-Wulfs. I turn the crank and watch the little plane traverse its wire and wonder if Xuân looked through this to shoot at us in the Black Cat.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I test the blade of the NVA bayonet with my finger and turn it over in my hands. Where has it been? Whoor whathas it killed? Has it butchered a wild pig, dismembered a monkey, disemboweled a forest bird? What factory in China, Eastern Europe, or the Soviet Union turned it out; where was the iron mined? What men and women watched it go down the assembly line; what languages; what music did it hear? What taxes were taken to pay for it; what government office instituted this instrument of blood and death? Now it's mine; I stick it in my belt. Who will get it next?
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  	The ARVN who carried the rooster comes to Xuân's house and says, ''The captain invites you to eat."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We hurry to the middle of the clearing. The red tablecloth is spread on the grass like a magic carpet, and Mao is already seated. Soon Bê, Anh, the Aussie, and the other Americans come, and Mao's men serve noodle soup and tea. Without Biên, the gathering is subdued.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao eats silently and solemnly for a time, then begins another oration, part in English, part in Vietnamese, directing it mostly at me: "The kill was no good: there should have been many NVA here, and five escaped to fight again. Maybe they will shoot down my helicopter or bring a big unit back to kill us. Biên was wounded, I don't know by whom. Maybe someone was not intelligent. Viêt lied about the fourth house, too, where most of the NVA slept. He says they built it since he was here, but I don't believe him."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt comes across the clearing wild-eyed and sweating with the raiding party behind him, the last man looking back anxiously toward where they've just emerged from the trees. Viêt shoots me and the food quick glances, then begins a rapid-fire exchange with Mao. Something about "NVA" and very near."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao and Anh grab their '16s and jump up. Mao begins giving orders, and his entourage drop their cooking duties, take up their rifles, and form in a line behind Viêt. Mao and Anh insert themselves two ARVN back from the front.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I rise and say, "We're going, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao is in too much of a hurry to argue. He says something aside to Bê, and Bê tells Ramos and me to fall in behind him. Bê gets into the line halfway back, and we start. We're already breathing hard, the spicy soup still warm in our mouths and heavy in our stomachs. Viêt leads us to where the Trail leaves the camp and heads south, our green line flowing through the trees like a powerful Death serpent.
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  	Viêt and the raiding party have observed NVA coming back toward the camp. Our boots hit the Trail, as Viêt, at the point, goes around a bend. The forest shivers, leaves in tremolo. Halfway back, Bê, Ramos, and I walk down a straight stretch. Suddenly shooting breaks out ahead, AK and M-16 fire ripping back and forth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We hit the dirt, then Bê leads us forward. We soon see that Mao has not only put us in the rear element, but he has also left a wide gap between us and the point.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A breathless ARVN from the raiding party comes running back to Bê: "The captain wants you up right away."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We run up the Trail to a knot of excited men around Mao. Viêt and the point met the NVA on the Trail. The NVA fired first but missed, and Viêt and the ARVN hit one NVA in the arm. The NVA ran back; there is a clear blood trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Mao organizes pursuit and details Bê to escort Ramos and me back to the clearing, no questions asked, no complaints allowed. This is as close as Mao will ever let us get to the action. We go back and find Xuân sitting surrounded by a circle of ARVN, and we join in to listen.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Some of the ARVN are from Quang Binh, Catholics who came south in '54 when the country was split. They're catching up on news from north of the DMZ. Xuân is smoking, one ARVN occasionally taking the cigarette from his lips so he can talk and breathe. Another ARVN is feeding him, and many have contributed from their rations; there's a pile of food beside him. There's no evident animosity here; the ARVN and Xuân, last night mortal enemies, this morning are talking like brothers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê bends down, unties Xuân's hands, and says, "Better?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân rubs his wrists, looks up, and says, "Many thanks, Uncle."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	What is it like for Xuân, jerked back and forth between death and life, his future currently limited to this clearing, two
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  	of his comrades dead nearby and drawing flies? Bê sends the ARVN off to perimeter guard, and Ramos and I move in beside Xuân. Xuân looks at the departing Bê with anxiety; he's still swinging from hope to fear.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I ask Xuân more about his family. I want to make friends, get to know him. There are a few details, too, about his story I don't believe. He tells us more about his home village, what the war is like there, the people living underground to hide from U.S. bombing attacks. I ask again about his position in the antiaircraft platoon. He's proud of his rapid rise to assistant platoon commander.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where did the rest of the platoon go?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A shadow passes across Xuân's face. He knows he shouldn't answer this. "I don't know," he says, and he looks again for Bê.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"You're the assistant commander," I say, "and you don't know where your platoon went?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Where are the antiaircraft guns?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"The platoon took them."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They went to political study and they took the guns?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Yes."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"They didn't leave any here?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"No, they took all."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Then why is this here?" I nod to Ramos. He pulls out the sight and shows it to Xuân.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It was broken," Xuân says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"It's not broken now," Ramos says, and he turns the crank. The little plane travels across the wire.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I fixed it," Xuân says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I change the focus. "How was your life here? What did you eat?"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân tells us of life in the camp, the rain, the loneliness, the party at Têt with people trying to be happy but missing home
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  	so much it hurt, ". . . . and the food was bad here. We only had green soup most of the time, terrible stuff, sometimes a sweet potato, and almost never any rice. We had very little to eat of anything."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Oh?" I say, credibility deserting me again. "Then why are you so . . . .?" I want to say "chunky," but don't know that word in Vietnamese, so I substitute "fat.'' Xuân is not really fat, and the conversation's taken an absurd turn. ''Fat" in Vietnamese is a comical word, pronounced "mup" in a heavy, almost growling tone. The exchange would be comical if there weren't the sense of tragedy hovering over Xuân's fate. Xuân looks at me astonished. Fearing to be cut up and roasted by the Americans, he's now being asked about his weight.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê comes with something in his hand. "It's Xuân's diary," he says. "Look at this."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê hands me the diary. Xuân's writing is beautiful, with initial letters and tone marks in flowing style. I can only read a little. Most seems to be about his wife and son, like a letter to them. Finally I get to where Bê's weathered, life-rich finger points, and I read into my own past: "On the third day of Têt we shot at an American helicopter that flew three times over the camp. Results unknown."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê takes the diary again: "The captain will want to see some things here."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos gets on the radio; we're ready to go back. He calls up Willie at Citadel Pad, but Willie doesn't like our location.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"We got good stuff," Ramos says in his best bandido voice. "Plenty, too."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's hear it," Willie says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos goes down the list of our lesser souvenirs.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Not good enough," Willie says. "Walk back."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos ups the ante, but leaves out the antiaircraft sight.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Still not good enough," Willie says. "You're holdin' out on me."
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  	"Hey, I didn't know you was Chinese, man," Ramos says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Let's hear it," Willie says.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos grits his teeth and grinds out the words: "The sight for an antiaircraft gun."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"I want that!" Willie says. "And security on the LZ, the hat, the belt, one knife, and the antiaircraft rounds."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I grimace: we'll both pay for this trip back to civilization. Mao radios that he wants us to take Xuân and that his men have found an LZ not far from the camp. Viêt comes out of the forest; Mao wants him to return, too.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"But not yet," Viêt says. "Something I have to do. . . ."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt looks wild, like he's running on adrenaline. Like most of us, he hasn't slept all night, and he has been out there. He talks excitedly to Bê, convinces him of something, gets three ARVN, and disappears into the trees in the direction of the Trail.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I know what he's doing; Rang told him before the operation that if Viêt brought him a rocket he would make him a rallier at last. Rang was smirking; he didn't think Viêt had a prayeror probably even the intentionof bringing him a rocket. I could see Viêt was serious, though; whether it was to try to save his freedom and his life or to further a double-agent mission was what I didn't know.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	In the forest Viêt bends and pushes through the leaves, his moon face shiny with sweat. He walks slowly, stops often, and studies the ground. He looks intently into the trees and examines the bushes and the world all around. You can see Stone Age Asian hunters in him. Behind him the ARVN come, in their faces the long procession far back into time.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos and I wait in the clearing, and on the far side we see a commotion: Viêt staggering from the leaves with something huge and heavy on his shoulder.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Rocket!" Ramos says, and we jump up to go look.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt carries the six-foot rocket to the center of the clearing, bends his knees, rolls the rocket down his arm, and places it
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  	gently in the grass. It lies there radiating death powerdestroyer of houses and cities, killer of soldiers and babies in the night.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Viêt wipes his brow and puffs out his cheeks. "I'll put this on Captain Rang's desk." he says, a note of threat mixed with his usual comic touch, shooting it there a distinct possibility, from the menace in his voice.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Willie's not gonna like this," Ramos says, looking down at the rocket.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Bê comes with news: the Black Cat is on the way, and a squad will escort us to the LZ. Xuân stands waiting, a rope around his neck. An ARVN hands me the other end; Xuân looks like he's in shock.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I take the rope in my hand and recoil inwardly as if it were a snake. It's about six feet long back to Xuân. I look at him and try to catch his eyes. I want to say something, tell him it'll be all right, even if I don't believe it. "Don't be afraid," I say. "They won't hurt you. Maybe the war will be over soon."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	He stares blankly and doesn't respond. He's gone, maybe back to his village again. The squad steps off and we fall in, Ramos with the souvenirs, Viêt staggering under his rocket, and me leading Xuân. Something is passing through the rope between Xuân's neck and my hand, some pulse, some flow. Two lives beat there. We're connected forever.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The forest envelops us, leaves brush us in good-bye as we walk on a mashed-down path made by the ARVN to the LZ. The vegetation thins ahead and the squad splits, ARVN taking positions in the trees. We look across a huge, rectangular clearing. This is no bomb strike. It was made by Rome plows. The giant bulldozers have been out here, phalanxes of them, scraping a great tract of forest away. The bare-earth clearing stretches across a hill and disappears to the east beyond a gray horizon. Good-bye forest, hello civilization.
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  	"No problem about Willie finding us here," Ramos says sarcastically.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Xuân stands staring, mouth agape, the hope he had felt in the camp not even a memory now. I look at him. I want him to run away, dash into the forest and freedom. I drop my end of the rope, but it still hangs heavy around his neck. Armed men are everywhere, too; he wouldn't get two steps. Maybe he'll live out the war in prison, I think, go back someday to his wife and son. Now he looks lost, torn away from everything he loves and belongs to, half dead. I can believe now that Viêt's mother died of sadness.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look at Viêt standing sweating by his rocket. He and Xuân resemble each other: the same round face, the same chunky build. Forest men for long ages originally, then rice cultivators for millennia, they're probably from the same ancient tribe, with a long history of rebellion against foreign invaders, following lords, generals, and party leaders to war on and kill each other. They look like they could be brothers.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The sound of a chopper comes, and I pick up the rope and feel Xuân flinch. Ramos pulls the souvenirs from his shirt, and Viêt bends and wrestles the rocket onto his shoulder.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	"Stand back a little in the trees," I tell Viêt "Wait till Willie lands."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Ramos radio-talks, and an ARVN pulls the pin on a green smoke grenade and tosses it into the clearing. The Black Cat booms over the bare-dirt horizon and chops, blowing exhaust, toward us. The arched-back cat against the yellow moon appears, the big rotor spinning, Willie and his copilot in their helmets. Helicopter noise takes over, and all our world rolls into it.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The green smoke whips away in billows as Willie descends and sits lightly on the scraped earth, vibrating and beating. We emerge from the trees in a strange procession, Ramos first, waving the souvenirs, then me, leading Xuân and shout-
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  	ing, "Hey, Willie! This is the guy who shot at you!" and finally Viêt, lurching from the trees, balancing the big rocket.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Willie shakes his fist and wags his finger out his window as if he's saying, "No way! Negatron!"
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	We load up fast, Ramos brandishing the souvenirs and squeezing up to show them to Willie, me helping Xuân in, and Viêt gingerly laying the rocket on the chopper floor. Whatever else I felt on boarding with Xuân, it turns to joy as we blast off. We laugh and shout in another spin of the wheel. We're alive and flying.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The forest falls away below, and we disappear within ourselves. It seems an age ago I lifted off Pioneer Pad with Tex and the Grim Reapers and then with Blunt and King from LZ Pedro. How long does it seem for Viêt since Commander Huynh gave him his last courier mission and his new life began? Xuân stares, sick with emptiness and fear-paralyzed, and Ramos leans back and looks up and far awayto New York City, no doubt, and his beautiful Puerto Rican wife.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I look down at the trees and think about the Trail. I feel it's over, these operations in the mountains and forests. Now the scene will change to where the Trail comes out in the paddy-lands, where light and shadow play among the hamlets and tombs and where Viêt, Ramos, and I will continue to hunt the NVA.
2
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	I think about Viêt. With all the doubts about him, he was always there, leading every mission, taking us out and bringing us home, even when he stayed back at Têt. He was our guide on the hero-path, our earth god calling us back to the forest. Who else was he, and what would happen to him now and after we left? I shudder as I look down at the forest, floating so silently and placidly below. We killed down there, we ripped holes in Nature, we created the Pit.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The journey along the Trail was within, too, through the labyrinth of our minds. In many ways it was a trip into our own
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  	past, and the thread was the hero-path. We are all on it now, too, traveling between life and death like the little plane on Xuân's antiaircraft sight. Inevitably there will come that moment when we will all be in the crosshairs and Death will unfold his arms, step forward, and say, "It's time."
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The Black Cat beats through the gray sky. I feel a terrible emptiness and loss, knowing this is the last time. Down there is Eden, Indian country, the land beyond the law and the place of beginnings. Down there are the poison trees and the sparkling stream, the Trail and the commissar's grave. Nature spirits live down there; the wilderness is their only home. You can see them in the glowing twigs and leaves and hear them in the rain at night. They live in the magic animals, too, the miniature deer, the tiger, and the snake, and temporarily in magic, powerful people like Mao, Xuân, Anh, Bê, Biên, and Viêt. What would happen to them now? One day we'll all meet as mist on the mountains.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	The base comes up in the distance smoking, the Machine working, eating the land. Through life the Trail runs, connecting, and the hero waits within us all, to guide us along the path. I crawl through the trees in my mind again, edge along the ledge above the deep pool, look down into the water, leave the Trail, and try to hide my sign. Nature is trying to break through, spirit voices out of time. "What next?" I think, as the chopper begins to descend. I think again of the Pit, and of the Trail going around.
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  	Notes
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  	1. Richard L. Stevens, The Trail: A History of the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the Role of Nature in the War in Viet Nam.
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  	2. Plutarch, The Lives of Noble Grecians and Romans, "Alexander."
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  	3. See Loren Eiseley, The Firmament of Time; and Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God: Creative Mythology.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Sources
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  	1. More Americans died in Quang Tri than in any other province.
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  	2. See William Wordsworth, "Ode: Intimations of Immortality," lines 6769, in Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 1. Viet and the Grim Reapers: The Call to Adventure
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  	1. For the call to adventure, see Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, "The Hero and the God," 36.
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  	"Come out or die!" would be "Vao di! Muon chêt?" in Vietnamese. The reader will be able to determine when Vietnamese is being spoken, even though the speech may be rendered in English. I have placed some, but not all, of the Vietnamese tone and pronunciation marks, partly to give a flavor of the language and partly to indicate my incomplete knowledge of the language at the time.
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  	2. Chiêu Hôi was called by the Americans, who conceived and financed the program, "Open Arms." Its purpose was to induce VC and NVA to "rally," or defect, and then use them and what they knew against their former comrades. The VC and NVA were badly hurt by the program and went to great lengths to get revenge, both during and after the war. I was then the Chiêu Hôi advisor in Quang Tri. The Province Interrogation Center sat off by itself in a field and was the local chamber of torture and horror. Like Rang's branch of the Special Police, it was advised by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	3. Security at the Chiêu Hôi Center was primarily for defense against
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  	outside attack. The ralliers were fairly free to come and go, remaining because they didn't want to leave, were afraid to go back to the VC, or were plants. The program was, by its "Open Arms" nature, very easy to penetrate.
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  	4. Crachin, French for "drizzle," characterized the winter months in the mountains of Quang Tri, when more rain could fall in a slow, steady drip than in the so-called rainy season. And rain dictated the pace of U.S. operations.
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  	5. I'm not sure now of the captain's last name.
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  	6. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 Feb. 1970, NAS. "Hoi Chanh" means "rallier," "RRF" is "Rapid Reaction Force," and ''a/c'' is "aircraft."
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  	7. Lewis Thomas, The Lives of a Cell, 144. The snake was probably a python. Guided by heat sensors in its head, it probably crawled up on me for warmth, a not-unheard-of behavior among pythons.
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  	8. Henry David Thoreau, "Walking," in The Selected Works of Thoreau, 616.
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  	9. Joseph Campbell, Hero, 29.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 2. Machine in the Forest
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  	1. See Henry David Thoreau, "Economy," in Walden; and Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Ode, Inscribed to W. H. Channing," 11:5051.
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  	2. Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture, 9192; and Emerson, "English Traits" (1856), in Essays and Lectures.
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  	3. See David Maybury-Lewis, "The Shock of the Other," in Millennium: Tribal Wisdom and the Modern World, 134.
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  	4. Henry David Thoreau, "Ktaadn," in The Maine Woods.
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  	5. See Genesis 2:910, 1517; 3.
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  	6. Thomas Carlyle, "Signs of the Times" (1829), in Critical and Miscellaneous Essays.
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  	7. The "numbers" quote is from Chester Cooper, The Lost Crusade: America in Vietnam. For another view of human beings transformed by technology, see Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams (1907).
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  	8. Thoreau, Walden.
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  	9. Walt Whitman, "Beat! Beat! Drums!" in Walt Whitman: The Complete Poems.
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  	10. MACV, Situation Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 05 1405Z Jan. 1970, NAS. "C/A" means "Combat Assault." "VCI" is "Viet Cong Infrastructure." "YD 1644" is a map location. "B/111" and "C/111" are the other companies involved in the operation.
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  	11. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 Feb. 1970, NAS.
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  	12. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 Feb. 1970, NAS.
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  	13. MACV, After Action Report FULTON SQUARE, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, Box RG 338, USARV, Vietnam, 1970, NAS.
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  	14. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 Feb. 1970, NAS.
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  	15. MACV, After Action Reports FULTON SQUARE, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1970, NAS.
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  	16. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 Feb. 1970, NAS.
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  	17. See Shakespeare, Macbeth, V.v.2324.
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  	18. MACV, Operational Records, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, Fulton Square Daily Situation Report, 118 Jan. 70, NAS.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	19. Joseph Campbell with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth, 45.
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  	20. Mark 8:24.
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  	21. Herman Melville, Moby Dick.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 3. Deep Play in the Belly of the Whale
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  	1. For the subtitle to this chapter, see Jonah in the whale, Isaiah 4:27; Melville, Moby Dick; and Campbell, Hero, 36. Clifford Geertz, "Cock-fighting in Bali," is in his The Interpretation of Cultures.
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  	2. See Homer, The Odyssey, first words.
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  	3. See Genesis 3:5.
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  	4. Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching.
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  	5. Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	6. Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness.
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  	7. Thoreau, "Ktaadn," The Maine Woods.
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  	8. Shakespeare, Julius Caesar.
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  	9. Conrad, Heart of Darkness.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 4. The Gloomy Wood and the Poison Trees
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  	1. MACV, Operational Report, 1/11, 5th Mechanized Division, 1 May 1970, p. 5, NAS.
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  	2. Conrad, Heart of Darkness.
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  	3. Albert Camus, L'Etranger ("The Stranger").
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 5. Separation-Initiation-Return
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  	1. On Separation-Initiation-Return see Campbell, Hero, 36 and passim.
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  	2. See Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn, last words.
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  	3. Thoreau, "Walking," in The Selected Works of Thoreau.
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  	4. Campbell, Hero, 37 and passim.
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  	5. Mary Howit, "The Spider and the Fly, A Fable," in One Hundred and One Famous Poems.
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  	6. Carl Jung, Man and His Symbols.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	Chapter 6. The Road of Trials, or the Dangerous Aspect of the Gods
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  	1. See Campbell, Hero, 36, 97.
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  	2. See Richard L. Stevens, "Where the Trail Came out in the Paddylands," manuscript for forthcoming book.
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  	Glossary
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  	1/11. Shortened battalion designation, in this case the 1st Battalion of the 11th Infantry Regiment.
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  	.38. A .38-caliber revolver.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	A
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  	Agent Orange. Code name for the defoliant commonly used by U.S. forces in Viet Nam to strip jungle vegetation.
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  	Air America. Aviation service of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency during the Viet Nam War period.
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  	AK-47, AK. Standard NVA-issue 7.62-mm automatic rifle patterned on the Soviet model, used also by the VC.
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  	AO. Area of operations.
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  	ARVN. Army of the Republic of Vietnam, or a member of that army.
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  	Avgas. Aviation fuel.
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  	Bali Hai. In James Michener's Tales of the South Pacific (1947), an island symbolizing mystery, beauty, and sensual allure.
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  	B-40. Rocket-propelled grenade launcher, and its grenade, used by the NVA and VC.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	C
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  	C-4. Common plastic explosive, highly explosive when set off by a detonator but slow-burning when ignited by a match or cigarette lighter flame.
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  	Chieu Hoi. The program to induce VC and NVA to defect, "rally," or "return" to the GVN side. The information and the weapons that they brought were often valuable when used against their former comrades. Means "Persuade to Return" in Vietnamese; called ''Open Arms" by the Americans, who conceived, financed, and ''advised" the program and pushed it on the often-unwilling South Vietnamese, many of whom didn't trust the "rallied" ex-VC and North Vietnamese. I was the U.S. civilian advisor to this program in Quang Tri Province in 19691970.
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  	Chuon-chuon. The VC name, meaning "dragonfly," for helicopters.
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  	Chinook. Large troop- and cargo-carrying helicopter.
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  	Cobra. Heavily armed AH-1 attack helicopter.
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  	C-rations. U.S. Army combat rations, supplied in cans.
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  	Dai-Uy. "Captain" in Vietnamese.
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  	Dao (Tao). In Taoism, the flow of creative energy in the universe.
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  	Di. Vietnamese for "move," "go."
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  	District. Administrative and geographic division of a Vietnamese province, comparable to a U.S. county.
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  	DMZ. Demilitarized Zone established by the Geneva Conference of 1954 to separate North and South Viet Nam.
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  	Drone. Remote-control aircraft.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	F
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  	FAC. Forward air controller; pilot of a small, light airplane like the O-2 Skymaster who directs rescue or recovery operations and fighter aircraft attacks on ground targets.
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  	Gaia. In Greek mythology, the goddess of the Earth. The Gaia hypothesis of today is that Earth is alive, a living system.
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  	GVN. Government of (South) Viet Nam.
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  	Hermes. In Greek mythology, the messenger of the gods.
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  	Hero-path. The mythic hero-journey as seen by comparative mythologist Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces.
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  	Ho Chi Minh sandals. Sandals made from rubber tires, worn by VC on the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
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  	Ho Chi Minh Trail. Secret network of paths and roads snaking from North Viet Nam into Laos, Cambodia, and the South, generally through mountains and dense forests, used by the VC and NVA to win the war.
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  	Hooch. U.S. soldiers' slang for "hut."
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  	Huey. UH-1 utility helicopter.
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  	"Indian country." VC and NVA territory. Generally the mountains and forests of the Ho Chi Minh Trail. See "Oregon Trail" below, and Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (1920), on the U.S. frontier as a line continually moving westward. Viet Nam and the American West became mixed in the war, and are mixed on the mythic level.
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  	J'Accuse. French for "I accuse," and the title of a book by Emile Zola about the Dreyfus Affair.
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  	K
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  	K-54. Soviet-made semiautomatic pistol.
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  	KAR-14. Automatic carbine, a short version of the M-16 rifle.
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  	Klick. GI jargon for kilometer.
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  	LAW. Short-range surface-to-surface or air-to-surface missile.
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  	Loach. LOH light observation helicopter.
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  	Lurps. Long-range patrol rations.
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  	LZ. Landing zone.
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  	M-16, '16. Standard U.S.-issue automatic rifle, 5.56 mm, also used by ARVN troops.
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  	M-60. Standard U.S. 7.62-mm machine gun, mounted on helicopters and carried by ground troops.
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  	M-79. Single-shot U.S.-issue grenade launcher.
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  	"Machine," or "Green Machine." The U.S. military in its impersonal, huge, technically powerful, career-oriented, and sometimes seemingly all-encompassing sense, as in "part of the Green Machine.'' Here also a dominant force in thought and history beginning with the scientific revolution of the 1600s, and gathering force through today. Then there is the mythic Machine, in contrast to Nature. "Beneath each deep," Emerson wrote, ''another deep opens."
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  	Mad minute. One minute of intense, undirected automatic fire by an infantry unit for the purpose of covering a withdrawal, securing an area, or confusing the enemy.
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  	Mana. Hawaiian-Polynesian word for spiritual energy, power.
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  	Medevac. Medical evacuation aircraft or flight.
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  	Myth. Myth is the voice of the Earth, speaking through succeeding generations of human beings. Myth is the questioning of humanity, trying to understand its origins and itself. Myth is the secret opening, the goddess awaking, stretching, whispering through time.
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  	NDP. Night defensive position.
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  	Nuoc mam. Vietnamese fermented fish sauce.
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  	NVA. North Vietnamese Army, or a member of that army.
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  	O-2 Skymaster. Light observation aircraft commonly used by forward air controllers.
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  	"Oregon Trail." Highway 9 in Quang Tri from Dong Ha to Khe Sanh, scene of some of the heaviest fighting of the war; part of a
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  	pattern of "reincarnating," in nomenclature, at least, the vanished American frontier in the war.
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  	Phantom. F-4 fighter-bomber aircraft.
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  	PIC. Province Interrogation Center.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	Point. Lead man or element in a patrol.
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  	Political Commissar. Political counterpart of the military commander in VC and NVA units; responsible for political correctness and moral discipline. One of the most important VC/NVA positions.
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  	Province. Administrative and geographic division of Viet Nam; similar to a U.S. state.
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  	PX. Post exchange, the variety store of an army base.
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	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	Quang Tri. Northernmost province in the Republic of Viet Nam; also the province capital.
	

	

	


	
  	
  	

	

	
  	R
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  	R 'n' R. Rest and recreation, a short leave in a noncombat area.
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  	Recon by fire. Firing into an area in an attempt to get the enemy to reveal his position, or to determine friendly locations.
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  	RPM. Engine or helicopter rotor speed in revolutions per minute.
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  	S-1. Administrative office or officer.
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  	S-2. Intelligence office or officer.
	

	

	


	[image: 85f7ddcab031f615c77f5edec918ed97.gif]
  	
  	

	

	
  	S-3. Operations office or officer.
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  	S-4. Logistics office or officer.
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  	S-5. Civil affairs office or officer.
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  	Sapper. Soldier trained in infiltration and demolitions.
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  	Shiva. One of the major Hindu gods. Kali is his consort and a principal goddess.
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  	Slick. Troop-carrying helicopter.
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  	Spec 4. Specialist 4th class.
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  	TOC. Tactical operations center.
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  	VC. Viêt Công guerrilla organization, or a member of it.
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  	VIP. Very important person.
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  	White Mice. South Vietnamese police, so called because of their white uniforms.
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  	Willie peter. White phosphorus incendiary artillery ordinance often used for marking because of the white smoke it produces.
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  	"Word." Important information; orders; latest on a significant situation, as in "What's the word?" Often has a grave, deep, even
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  	sacred sense: "Did you get the word?"
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  	"World." Viet Namera American slang for the U.S.A., as in "back in the World," or "How many days before you go back to the World?" The mythic connection should here be seen.
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  	XO. Executive officer.
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