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lead to a story, which makes it forever, That's what stories are for

Stories are for joining the past to the future. Stories are for those late
hours in the night when you can't remember how vou got from where

vou were to where vou are. Stories are for etemity, when memozy-l_.

‘emsed, when there is nothing to remember except the story.

1ad

1
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HOW TO TELL
A TRUE WAR STORY

A friend of his gets killed, so about a week later Rat sits down and
ites a letter to the guy’s sister. Rat tells her what a great brother she

how together the guy was, a number one pal and comrade. A real

dier's soldier, Rat says. Then he tells a few stories to make the

it, how her brother would always volunteer for stuff nobody else

uld volunteer for in a million vears, dangerous stuff, like doing
on or going out on these really badass night patrols. Stainless steel

s, Rat tells her. The guy was a little crazy, for sure, but crazy in a

d way, a real daredevil, because he liked the challenge of it, he
d testing himself, just man against gook. A great, great guy, Rat
5.

nyway, it's a terrific letter, very personal and touching. Rat almost
writing it. He gets all teary telling about the good times they had

ether, how her brother made the war seem almost fun, always
ising hell and lighting up villes and bringing smoke to bear every
ch way. A great sense of humor, too. Like the time at this river
hen he went fishing with a whole damn crate of hand grenades.
bably the Funniest thing in world history, Rat says, all that gore,
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about twenty zillion dead gook fish. Her brother, he had the r
attitude. He knew how to have a good time. On Halloween, this gy
hot spooky night, the dude paints up his body ail different colors 5

etter, I slave over it, and what happens? The dumb cooze never writes

Ck-”

The dead guy's name was Curt Lemon. What happened was, we
crossed @ muddy river and marched west into the mountains, and on
he third day we took a break along a trail junction in deep jungle.
Right away, Lemon and Rat Kiley started goofing, They didn’t under-
tand about the spookiness. They were kids: they just didnt know. A
ture hike, they thought, not even a war, so they went off into the
hade of some giant trees—quadruple canopy, no s.un]ight at ail—and
hey were giggling and calling each other yellow mother and playing a
y game they'd invented. The game involved smoke gre;mdes
ich were harmless unless vou did stupid things, and what they dici
s pull out the pin and stand a few feet apart and play catch under
: shade of those huge trees. Whoever chickened out was a vellow
nother. And if nobody chickened out, the grenade would n-mke a
ht popping sound and they'd be covered with smoke and thev'd
gh and dance around and then do it again. .
t's all exactly true.
t happened, to me, nearly twenty years ago, and 1 still remember
t trail junction and those giant trees and a soft dripping sound
meswhere beyond the trees. I remember the smell of moss. Upin
- canopy there were tiny white blossoms, but no sunlight at all, and
member the shadows spreading out under the trees where Curt
emon and Rat Kiley were plaving catch with smoke grenades.
tchell Sanders sat flipping his yo-yo. Norman Bowker and Kiowa
:Dave Jensen were dozing, or half dozing, and all around us were
ragged green mountains.
scept for the laughter things were quiet.
\t-one point, [ remember, Mitchell Sanders turned and looked at
not quite nodding, as if to warn me about something, as if he
dy knew, then after 2 while he rolled up his vo-vo and moved

puts on this weird mask and hikes over to a ville and goes trickqn
treating almost stark naked, just boots and balls and an M-16. A g,
mendous human being, Rat savs. Pretty nutso sometimes, but yoy
could trust him with vour life. :

And then the letter gets very sad and serious. Rat pours his heiy

out. He savs he loved the guy. He says the guy was his best friend’
the world, They were like soul mates, he savs, like twins or somethin
they had a whole lot in common. He tells the guy’s sister he'll lg;
her up when the war’s over.

So what happens?

Rat mails the letter. He waits two months. The dumb cooze n
writes back.

A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encouty
virtue, nor suggest models of proper human behavior, nor restrain
men from doing the things men have always done. If a story se
moral, do not believe it. If at the end of a war story vou feel uplifte
or if you fee} that some small bit of rectitude has been salvaged fi
the larger waste, then you have been made the victim of a very

and terrible lie. There is no rectitude whatsoever. There is no virty
As a first rule of thumb, therefore, vou can tell a true war story b
absolute and uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil. Li
to Rat Kiley. Cooze, he says. He does not say bitch. He cerlainly:
not say woman, or girl. He says cooze. Then he spits and stares. |
nineteen vears old—it's too much for him—so he looks at you 3
those big sad gentle killer eves and says cooze, because his frien

dead, and because it's so incredibly sad and true: she never
back.

You can tell a true war story if it embarrasses you. If you don’
for obscenity, vou don't care for the truth; if vou don't care for
truth, watch how vou vote. Send guys to war, they come home &
dirty. Listen to Rat: “Jesus Christ, man, | write this beautiful fue

hard to tell you what happened next,
ey were just goofing, There was a noise, 1 suppose, which
ve been the detonator, so I glanced behind me and watched
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Lemon step from the shade into bright sunlight. His face was syg
denly brown and shining. A handsome kid, really. Sharp gray eye
lean and narrow-waisted, and when he died it was almost beautif;
the way the sunlight came around him and lifted him up and suckg
him high into a tree full of moss and vines and white blossoms,

Sandets glanced at me to make sure 1 had the scenario. He was
'Pia_ying with his Yoo, dzmcing it with short, tight little strokes of the
wrist.

His face was blank in the dusk,

“We're talking regulation, by-the-book LP. These six guys, they
don’t say boo for a solid week. They don’t got tongues. Al ears.”
“Right,” 1 said.

“Understand me?”

“Invisible.”

Sanders nodded.

In any war story, but especially a true one, it's difficult to separ.
what i}ap;)enccl from what scemed to happen. What seems to happ
becomes its own happening and has to be told that way. The angle
vision are skewed, When a booby trap explodes, you close your ¢
and duck and float outside yourself. When a guy dies, like Cyt
Lemon, you look away and then look back for a moment and the
look m\'a‘_\-‘ again. The pictures get jumbled; you tend to miss a-g
And then afterward, when vou go to tell about it, there is always thy
surreal seemingness, which makes the story seem untrue, but wh_;c
in fact represents the hard and exact truth as it seemed.

“Affirm,” he said. “Invisible. So what happens is, these guys get
emselves deep in the bush, all camouflaged up, and they lie down
and wait and that's all they do, nothing else, they lie there for seven
straight days and just listen, And man, I'll tel} you—it's spooky, This
meuntains. You don’t know spooky till you been there. Jungle, sort
except it's way up in the clouds and there's always this fog—like
n, except it's not raining—everything’s all wet and swirly and tan-
d up and you can't see jack, vou can't find your own pecker to piss
th. Like you don’t even have a body. Serious spooky. You just go
th the vapors—the fog sort of takes vou in . . . And the sounds,
an. The sounds carrv forever. You hear stuff nobody should ever

”

el

In many cases a true war story cannot be believed. If you believe it
skeptica.ﬁ. It's a question of credibility. Often the crazy stuff is true an
the normal stuff isn't, because the normal stuff is necessary to m;
vou believe the truly incredibie craziness. :
" In other cases )'O;I can't even fell a true war story. Somelime

Sanders was quiet for a second, just working the vovo, then he
miled at me.

So after a couple days the guvs start hearing this real soft, kind of
cked-out music. Weird echoes and stuff. Like a radio or some-
ng, but it's not a radio, it's this strange gook music that comes right
f the rocks. Faraway, sort of, but right up close, too. They trv to
re it. But it’s a listening post, right? So they listen. And every
ht they keep hearing that crazyass gook concert. All kinds of
es and xvlophones. I mean, this is wilderness—no way, it can't
al—but there it is, like the mountains are tuned in to Radio
ng Hanoi. Naturally thev get nervous. One guy sticks Juicy Fruit
§ cars. Another guy almost fips. Thing is, though, they can't
tmusic. They can’t get on the horn and call back to base and
Hey, listen, we need some firepower, we got to blow away this

just beyond teiling.

i hcélrd this one, for example, from Mitchell Sanders. It was
dusk and we were sitting at my foxhole along a wide muddy.rive
north of Quang Ngai. 1 remember how peaceful the twiligh.t wias
deep pinkish red spilled out on the river, which moved witho
sound, and in the moming we would cross the river and march
into the mountains. The occasion was right for a good story.

“God’s truth,” Mitchell Sanders said. “A six-man patrol goe
into the mountains on a basic listening-post operation. The id :
spend a week up there, just lie low and listen fo-r enemy mover
They've got a radio along, so if they hear anything suspicious
thing—thev're supposed to call in artillery or gunships, what
takes, Otherwise they keep strict field discipline. Absolute s
They just listen.”
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weirdo gook rock band.” They can't do that. It wouldn’t go down. §g
they lie there in the fog and keep their mouths shut. And what make
it extra bad, see, is the poor dudes can't horse around like normg]
Can't joke it away. Can’t even falk to each other except mavybe i
whispers, all hush-hush, and that just revs up the willies. All they dg
is listen.”

Again there was some silence as Mitchell Sanders locked out
the river. The dark was coming on hard now, and off to the wegt
could see the mountains rising in silhouette, all the mysteries ang
unknowns.

“This next part,” Sanders said quietly, “you won't believe.”

“Probably not,” 1 said.

“You won't. And you know why?” He gave me a long, tired smile
"Because it happened. Because every word is absolutely deads
true.”

Sanders made a sound in his throat, like a sigh, as if to sav he did
care if 1 believed him or not. But he did care. He wanted me to £
the truth, to believe by the raw force of feeling. He seemed sad, in

ujon%eys talk religion. The whole country. Vietnam. The pl
it talks. Understand? Nam—it truly falks.

“The guys can't cope. They lose it. They get on the radio and report
enemy movement—a whole army, they say—and they order up the
firepower. They get arty and gunships, They call in air sirikes. And I'n
ell you, they fuckin’ crash that cocktail party. All night long, they just
:moke those mountains. They make jungle juice, They blow -a\\'av
es and glee clubs and whatever else there is to blow away. Scorch
ime. They walk napalm up and down the ridges. Thev E)ri;lg in the
Sobras and F-s, they use Willie Peter and HE and incendiaries. It's
[t fire. They make those mountains bum.

“Around dawn things finally get quict, Like vou never even feard
iet before. One of those real thick, real misty days—just clouds and
, they're off in this special zone —and the mountains are absolutely
ad-flat silent. Like Brigadoon —pure vapor, vou know? E\-'cr}'thing'{s
il sucked up inside the fog. Not a single sound, except they still hear

ace talks,

‘So they pack up and start humping. They head down the moun-
n, back to base camp, and when thev get there they don’t say
iddly. They don’t talk, Not a word, like they're deaf and dumb. Later
i this fat bird colonel comes up and asks what the hell happened out
re. What'd they hear? Why all the ordnance? The man’s ragged
t he gets down tight on their case. I mean, they spent six trillion
lars on firepower, and this fatass colonel wants answers, he wants to

way,
“These six guys,” he said, “they're pretty fried out by now, and o
night they start hearing voices. Like at a cocktail party. That's wha
sounds like, this big swank gook cocktail party somewhere out the
in the fog. Music and chitchat and stuff. It's crazy, I know, but th
hear the champagne corks. They hear the actual martini glasses. R
hoity-toity, all very civilized, except this isn’t civilization. This |
Nam, '
“Anyway, the guys try to be cool. They just lie there and groove
after a while they start hearing—you won't believe this—cham
music. They hear violins and cellos. They hear this terrific mam
soprano. Then after a while they hear gook opera and a glee cluba
the Haiphong Boys Choir and a barbershop quartet and all kin
weird chanting and Buddha-Buddha stuff. And the whole time, i
background, there’s still that cocktail party going on. All these diff
ent voices. Not human voices, though. Because it's the moun
Follow me? The rock—it's talking. And the fog, too, and the grass a
the goddamn mongooses. Everything talks, The trees talk politics

But the guys don’t say zip. They just look at him for a while, sort of
y like, sort of amazed, and the whole war is right there in that
re. It says everything vou can’t ever sav. It says, man, vou got wax in
I ears. ft says, poor bastard, youlll never know—wrong fre-
cy—vyou don't even want to hear this. Then they salute the fucker
vatk away, because certain stories vou don’t ever tell.”

can tell a true war story by the way it never seems lo end. Not
n, not ever. Not when Mitchell Sanders stood up and moved off

the dark.
| happened.
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Even now, at this instant, I remember that vo-yo. In a way, 1 sy
pose, vou had to be there, you had to hear it, but | eould tell hg
desperately Sanders wanted me to believe him, his frustration at r,
quite getting the details right, not quite pinning down the final ap
definitive truth. :

And T remember sitting at my foxhole that night, watching the
shadows of Quang Ngai, thinking about the coming day and how
would cross the river and march west into the mountains, al} the way
I might die, all the things I did not understand.

Late in the night Mitchell Sanders touched my shoulder.

“Just came to me,” he whispered. “The moral, I mean. Nobad
listens. Nobody hears nothin’, Like that fatass colonel. The politician
all the civilian types. Your girlfriend. My girlfriend. Everybody’s sw
little virgin girlfriend. What they need is to go out on LP. The vap
man. Trees and rocks—vou got to listen to your enemy.” :

tretching out until it was almost embarrassin
gave me a stare that lasted all day.

““Hear that quiet, man?” he said. “Th
our moral.”

g Then he shruggediy 4 '

at quiet—just listen, The:re’;

a true war story, if there's a moral at all, it's like the thread t
akes the cloth. You can’t tease it out. You can't extract the meamina
ithout unraveling the deeper meaning. And in the end rm]}vg
_there’s nothing much to say about a true war story, excep£ m;iﬂjé
“Oh." ‘ )
True war stories do not gener
tion or analysis.

For example: War is hell. As a2 moral declaration the old truism
ems perfectly true, and vet because it abstracts, becanse it general-
izes, I can’t believe it with my stomach. Nothing turns inside,

It comes down to gut instinct. A frue war story, if truly told,
& stomach believe,

alize. They do not indulge in abstrac.

makes

And then again, in the morning, Sanders came up to me. The plai.
was preparing to move out, checking weapons, going through all
fittle rituals that preceded a day’s march. Already the lead squad |
crossed the river and was filing off toward the west.

“I got a confession to make,” Sanders said. “Last night, man, I}
to make up a few things.”

“1 know that.”

“The glee club. There wasn't any glee club.”

“Right.”

“No opera.”

“Forget it, I understand.”

“Yeah, but listen, it's still true. Those six guys, they heard wic
sound out there. They heard sound you just plain won't believe

Sanders pulled on his rucksack, closed his eyes for a moment;
almost smiled at me. [ knew what was coming,

“All right,” 1 said, “what's the moral?”

is one does it for me. I've told it before — many times, many ver-
ions—but here’s what actually happened. ' '

We crossed that river and marched west into the mountains, On
he third day, Curt Lemon stepped on a booby-trapped 105 round. He
vas playing catch with Rat Kiley, laughing, and then he was dead.
e trees were thick; it took nearly an hour to cut an LZ for the
stoff.
Later, higher in the mountains, we came across a baby VC water
ffalo. What it was doing there I don't know—no farms or paddies—
ut we chased it down and got a rope around it and led it along to a

erted village where we set up for the night. After supper Rat Kiley
nt over and stroked its nose. -

opened up a can of C rations, pork and beans, but the b
alo wasn't interested.

ahy

“Forget it.”
“No, go ahead.” ’
For a iong while he was quiet, looking away, and the silence

¢ stepped back and shot it through the right front knee. The
al did not make a sound. It went down hard, then got up again,
al took careful aim and shot off an car. He shot it in the hind-
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quarters and in the little hump at its back. He shot it twice in the
Hanks. It wasn't to kill; it was to hurt. He put the rifle muzzle up
against the mouth and shot the mouth away. Nobody said ITILIECh. Th¢
whole platoon stood there watching, feeling all kinds of t]}1zzgs, but
there wasn't a great deal of pity for the baby water buffalo. Cyg
Lemon was dead. Rat Kiley had lost his best friend in the world. Latey
in the week he would write a long personal letter to the guy's sister;
who would not write back, but for now it was a question of pain, Hg
shot off the tail. He shot away chunks of meat below the ribs. Al}
around us there was the smell of smoke and hlth and deep greenesry:
and the evening was humid and very hot. Rat went to automatic. He
shot randomly, almost casually, quick little spurts in the belly and
butt. Then hé reloaded, squatted down, and shot it in the left front
knee. Again the animal fell hard and tried to get up, but this time
couldn’t quite make it. It wobbled and went down sideways. .Rat shat
it in the nose. He bent forward and whispered something, as if talking
to a pet, then he shot it in the throat. All the while the baby buffal
was silent, or almost silent, just a light bubbling sound where the nose
had been. It lay very still. Nothing moved except the eves, which were
enormous, the pupils shining biack ard dumb. |

Rat Kiley was crying. He tried to say something, but then cradled:
his rifle and went off by himself. _.

The rest of us stood in a ragged circle around the baby buffalo. F
a time no one spoke. We had witnessed something essenti;'zl. 5018
thing brand-new and profound, a piece of the world so startling thc
was not yet a name for it.

Somebody kicked the baby buffale.

It was still alive, though just barely, just in the eves. |

“Amazing,” Dave Jensen said. “My whole life, 1 never seen an
thing like it.”

“Never?”

“Not hardly. Not once.”

Kiowa and Mitchell Sanders picked up the baby buffu](‘).' .
hauled it across the open square, hoisted it up, and dumped it in ¢l
vitlage well.

Afterward, we sat waiting for Rat to get himself together.

“Amazing.” Dave Jensen kept saving.
t before.”

Mitchell Sanders took out his vo-vo. “Well, that's Nam,
“Garden of I'vil. Over here, man, every sin's real fresh

“A new wrinkle. [ never seen

" he said.
and original.”

How do you generalize?

War is hell, but that's not the half of it, because war is also mystery
and terror and adventure and courage and discovery and holiness and
pity and despair and longing and love. War is nasty; war is fun. War is
thrilling; war is drudgery. War makes you a man; war makes vou dead.
The truths are contradictory. It can be argued, for instance, that war
s grotesque. But in truth war is also beauty. For all its horror, vou
can't help but gape at the awful majesty of combat. You stare out at
acer rounds unwinding through the dark like brilliant red ribbons.

ou crouch in ambush as a cool, impassive moon rises over the night-
time paddies. You admire the fluid svinmetries of troops on the move,
he harmonies of sound and shape and proportion, the great sheets of
netal-fire streaming down from a gunship, the Hlumination rounds,
1e white phosphorous, the purply orange glow of napalm. the
cket's red glare. It's not prety, exactly. IU's astonishing, It flls the
e. It commands you. You hate it, ves, but vour eves do not. Like a
killer forest fire, like cancer under a microscope, any battie

or bomb-
ing raid or artillery barrage has the acsthetic purity of absolute moral
indifference—a powerful, implacable beauty—and a true w
ill tell the truth about this, though the truth is ugly.

To generalize about war is like gencralizing about peace. Almost
ervthing is true. Almost nothing is true. At its core, perhaps, war i
just another name for death, and vet any soldier will tell vou, if he
tefls the truth, that proximity to death brings with it a corresponding
proximity to life. After a firefight. there is always the immense plea-
ure of aliveness. The trees are alive, The grass, the soil —evervthing,
AlFaround you things are purely living, and you among them, and the
livencss makes vou tremble. You feel an intense, out-of-theskin
areness of your living self—your truest self, the human being you
ntto be and then become by the force of wanting it. In the midst of
I'vou want to be a good man. You want decency. You want justice

ar story
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and courtesy and human concord, things you never knew you wante
There is a kind of fargeness to it, a kind of godliness. Though it's od
vou're never more alive than when you're almost dead. You recogni,
what's valuable. Freshly, as if for the first time, vou love what's best |
yourseif and in the world, all that might be lost. At the hour of dyg
y\'ou sit at your foxhole and look out on a wide river turning pinkis
red, and at the mountain beyond, and although in the morning y
must cross the river and go into the mountains and do terrible thin
and maybe die, even 5o, you find yourself studying the fine colors g
the ri\-‘e‘r, vou feel wonder and awe at the seiting of the sur, and ¥o
are filled with a hard, aching love for how the world could be an
always should be, but now is not,

Mgitcheli Sanders was right. For the common soldier, at least, wa
has the feel—the spiritual texture—of a great ghostly fog, thick ang
permanent. There is no clarity. Everything swirls.v The C?l(i mles. are
no fonger binding, the old truths no longer true. nght spl}]s over int
wrong. Order blends into chaos, love into hate, ugliness into lbeautg,
law inte anarchy, civility into savagery. The vapors suck you in, ¥
can't teli where ‘_\"ou are, or why you're there, and the only certainty i
overwheiming ambiguity.

It war vou lose your sense of the definite, hence your sense of #uth
itself, and therefore it's safe to say that in a true war story nothing |
ever absolutely true.

105 round blew him into a tree. The P
Pave Jensen and | were orde
remember the white bone of

arts were just hanging gheré; o
red to shinny up and peel him off 7
an arm. | remember pieces of skin and
omething wet and vellow that must've been the intestines, *

vas horrible, and stays with me. But what wakes me up hwe
ater is Dave Jensen singing “Lemon Tree” as we

The gore
nty vears
threw down the parts.

ou can tell a true war story by the questions you
story, let's say, and afterward vou ask,
natters, you've got your answer.

ask. Somebody tells
“Is it true?” and if the answer

. For example, we've all heard this one. Four guys go down a trajl. A
renade sails out. One guy fumps on it and takes the blast
is three buddies.

Is it true?
The answer matters.

You'd feel cheated if it never happened. Without the grounding
ality, it's just a trite bit of puffery, pure Hollywood, untrue in the
ay all such stories are untrue, Yet even if it did happen—an
id, anything’s possible —even then vou know it ¢

and savey

d mayhe
an’t be true, he-
use a true war story does not depend upon that kind of truth. Abso-

ife occurrence is irrelevant, A thing may happen and be a total lie:
other thing may not happen and be truer than the truth, For exam-
e: Four guys go down a trail. A grenade sails out. One guy jumps on
and takes the blast, but it's a killer grenade and everybody dies
vway. Before they die, though, one of the dead says, “The fuck you
hat for?" and the jumper says, “Story of my life, man,” and the
1er guy starts to smile but he’s dead.

hat's a true story that never happened.

Often in a true war story there is not even a point, or else the poin
does’'t hit you until twenty vears later, in vour sleep, and you wak
and shake your wife and start telling the story to her, except when
zet to the end you've forgotten the point again. And then f?r a lon,
tbime vou lie there watching the story happen in your head. You lis
to vour wifes breathing. The war's over. You close your eyes:
smile and think, Christ, what's the point?

nty years later,  can still see the sunlight on Lemon'’s face. I can
um turning, looking back at Rat Kiley, then he laughed and took
at curious half step from shade into sunlight, his face suddenly
1own and shining, and when his foot touched down, in that instant,
rust've thought it was the sunlight that was killing him. It was not
sunlight. It was a rigged 105 round. But if | could ever get the
ight, how the sun seemed to gather around him and pick him

This one wakes me up. . :

In the mountains that day, { watched Lemon tumn s:dewa‘ :
laughed and said something to Rat Kiley. Then he took a peculiar ha
step, moving from shade into bright sunlight, and the booby-trapp
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up and lift him high into a tree, if I could somehow re-create the fatq]
whiteness of that light, the quick glare, the obvious cause and effect,
then you would believe the last thing Curt Lemon believed, which for:
him must've been the fnal truth,

Now and then, when I tell this story, someone will come up to nie:
afterward and say she liked it. It's always a woman. Usually it's 5
older woman of kindly temperament and humane politics. She'li ey
plain that as a rule she hates war stories; she can't understand wh

people want to wallow in all the blood and gore. But this one sh
liked. The poor baby buffalo, it made her sad. Sometimes, even, ther
are little tears. What 1 should do, she’ll say, is put it all behind me
Find new stories to tell.

P won't say it but I'll think it.

i picturc; Rat Kiley's face, his grief, and I'll think, You dumb cor

Because she wasn't listening.

THE MAN I KILLED

His jaw was in his throat, his upper lip and teeth were gone, his one
eve was shut, his other cve was a starshaped hole, his evebrows were
thin and arched like a woman's, his nose was undamaged, there wag o
light tear at the lobe of one ear, his clean black hair was swept
ward into a cowlick at the rear of the skuil, his forehead was lightly
ckled, his fingernails were clean, the skin at his lef cheek was
eled back in three ragged strips, his right cheek was smooth and
irless, there was a buttesfly on his chin, his neck was open to the
nal cord and the blood there was thick and shiny and it was this
und that had killed him. He lay face-up in the center of the trail, a
lim, dead, almost dainty young man. He had bony legs, a narrow
ist, long shapely fingers. His chest was sunken and poorly mus-
d—a scholar, maybe. His wrists were the wrists of a child. He wore
lack shist, black pajama pants, a gray ammunition belt, a gold ring
he third finger of his right hand. His rubber sandals had heen
wn off. One lay beside him, the other a few meters up the trail. He
ad.been born, maybe, in 1946 in the village of My Khe near the
cntral coastline of Quang Ngai Province, where his parents farmed.
where his family had lived for several centuries, and where. dur-
g the time of the French, his father and two uncles and many
ghbors had joined in the struggle for independence. He was not a
mmunist. He was a citizen and a soldier. In the village of My Khe.

It wasn’t a war story. It was a love story.

But you can’t say that. All yvou can do is tell it one more Hm
patientiy, adding and subtracting, making up a few things to get at the
real truth. No Mitchell Sanders, you tell her, No Lemon, no Ra
Kiley. No trail junction. No baby buffalo. No vines or moss or white
blossoms. Beginning to end, you tell her, it's all made up. Even
goddamn detail —the mountains and the river and especially that poo
dumb baby buffalo. None of it happened. None of it. And even i
did h&ppe;l, it dide’t happen in the mountains, it happened in.this
little village on the Batangan Peninsula, and it was raining like cra:
and one night a guy named Stink Harris woke up screaming Itfl
leech on his tongue. You can tell a true war story if you just keep
telling it.

And in the end, of course, a true war story is never about war,
about sunlight. it's about the special way that dawn spreads out 0
river when you know you must cross the river and march into
mountains and do things you are afraid to de. It's about love.a
memory. [t's about sorrow. It's about sisters who never write lnzlq a
people who never listen.
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as in all of Quang Ngai, patriotic resistance had th? force‘ of tradition,
which was partly the force of legend, and .from his carliest .1)0:»'}}00(?
the man 1 killed would have listened to stories about the heroic irm?g
sisters and Tran Hung Dao’s famous rout of the Mongols and Le Lo S
final victory against the Chinese at Tot Dosig?. He would iza\'elbem
taught that to defend the land was a man's highest duty amcé‘lnghest_
privilege. He had accepted this. 1t was never open to quest.t'on. S
cretly, though, it also frightened him. Hfa‘ was not a iighter. His health
was poor, his body small and frail. He i:kefi books.. He wmﬁeé :some,
day to be a teacher of mathematics. At mg%}t, lyu.lg or: his mat, he
could not picture himself doing the brave things his f.athe'r had don
or his uncles, or the heroes of the stories. He hoped in his heart th
he would never be tested. He hoped the Americans would go awa
Soon, he hoped. He kept hoping and hoping, always, even when h
“asglsiez:an you fuckin’ trashed the fucker,” Azarl said. “Y.ou scrar}
bled his sorry self, look at that, you did, you laid him out like Shred
ded fuckin® Wheat.”
“Go away,” Kiowa said.
“I'm just‘ saying the truth. Like oatmeal
“Go,” Kiowa said. |
“Okay, then, 1 take it back,” Azar said. He started to move aw
then SE(;[);)EC] and said, “Rice Krispies, you know? On the dead t
this particular individual gets A-plus.” § -
Smiling at this, he shrugged and walked up the trail tows e onao 5 res and ot g un the v
il bening he rees. vebrows were thin and arched like a woman's, and at school the boys
A ‘20“’“;, id. H ned up his canteen and he ._metimes teased him about how pretty he was, the arched evebrows
“]ustforget.% hat erud, h? Slald. i%opflied itzwav. “No sweat, ma“ fong shapely fingers, and on the playground they mimicked a
g e o the“”““g’e e o oman’s walk and made fun of his smooth skin and his love for
o )imi“d?? i Nothing anybody could do. Co athematics. The young man could not make himself fight them. He
. Kio'wa ia]d’ i sertous. Hothing amboc . ten wanted to, but he was afraid, and this increased his shame. If he
onp, qstop Stf’rlfig. ] as shaded by & row of trees and tall brus ild not fight little boys, he thought, how could he ever fight the
T Ihe' e ‘;as S’:]l: ;iS 12 ; in the shade. His jaw w ericans with their airplanes and helicopters and bombs?
ll 'hetlilrlcl}:tyoifililz;g;:s nev:} \:als shut ar%d the other was a star-shape em possibie. In the presence of his father and uncl
Ais at. 3

b ok forward to doing his patriotic duty, which w
hole.

Kiowa glanced at the body.

“All right, let me ask a question.” he said.
with him? Tum it all upside down—vou u
est.”

The star-shaped hole was red and vellow.
to be getting wider, spreading out at the center of the star. The upper
lip and teeth and gum were gone. The man’s head wus cocked at 3
wrong angle, as if loose at the neck, and

blood.

G

“You want to trade places
‘ant that? | mean, be hon-

The yellow part seemed

the neck was wet with

Think it over,” Kiowa said.
Then later he said,

“Tim, it's a war. The guy wasn't Heidi— he had
aweapon, right? It's a tough thing, for sure, but vou got to cut out that
staring.”
Then he said, “Maybe vou better lic down a minute.”

Then after a long empty time he said, “Take it stow. Just go wher-
ever the spirit tukes you.”
- The butterfly was making its way along the young man's forehead,
vhich was spotted with small dark freckles, The n
The skin on the right cheek was smooth
Frail-looking, delicately boned,
vanted to be a soldier and
adly in battle. Even as
d often worried

ose was undamaged.
and fine-grained and hairless.
the voung man would not have
in his heart would have feared performing
a boy growing up in the village of My Khe, he
about this. He imagined covering his head and
ng in a deep hole and closing his eye
s over. He

”

s and not moving until the war

It did not
es, he pretended
as also a privilege,
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but at night he praved with his mother t?lat th_e war might end soop
Beyond anything else, e was afraid of disgracing himself, and there.'_
fore his family and village. But all he could do, he thought, was wajt
and pray and try not to grow up too fast. ‘ .
“Listen to me,” Kiowa said. “You feel terrible, | know that.
Then he said, “Okay, maybe I don't know.” _ K
Along the trail there were small blue flowers shapcd M.cc hci]]s. T I.l_e
young man’s head was wrenched sideways, not q_ulte facing the H?“
ers, and even in the shade a single blade of sunlight sparkled againgt
the buckle of his ammunition belt. The left cheek was peeled back. in
three ragged strips. The wounds at his neck had not vet clozted,‘ which
made him seem animate even in death, the blood still spreading oy
across his shirt.
Kiowa shook his head. o
There was some silence before he said, “Stop staring. - :
The young man’s fingernails were clean. There was a slight tear:.at-
- . - | B ' the lobe of one ear, a sprinkling of blood on the forearm. He wore;;

-

The body lay almost entirely in shade. There were gnats at the
“mouth, little flecks of pollen drifting above the nose, The butterfly was
- gone. 'The bleeding had stopped except for the neck wound
~ Kiowa picked up the rubber sandals, ]
- down to search the body. He found
- nail clipper, a few soiled piaster

apping off the dirt, then bent
a pouch of rice, a comb, 2 Anger-
s, a snapshot of a young woman stand-
ing in front of a parked matoreyele. Kiowa place
rweksack along with the gray
- Then he squatted down,
Tl tell you the straight truth.” he said.
second he stepped on the trail, Understand me? We all had him
zeroed. A good kill—weapon, ammunition. everything.” Tiny beads

of sweat glistened at Kiowa's forehead. His eves moved from the skyv to
he dead man’s body to the ki

ckies of his own hands. “So listen, vou
est pull your shit together. Can't just sit here gl day.”
Later he said, “Understand?”

d these items in his
ammunition belt and rubber sandals,

A

“The guy was dead the

Then he said, “Five minutes, Tim. Five minutes

: : and we're moving
- ' gold ring on the third finger of his right isfmc.l. His chest- \\a.s Stmii?i ”
- .1 ' 4 and poorly muscled—a scholar, maybe. His life was now a ;on.s te The one eve did a funny bvinkling trick, red to vellow, His head
%%ﬂ,@’%‘;% w%'/’ - . . tion of possibilities. So, yes, maybe a scholar. And for years, despite hi
S i o to

as wrenched sideways, as if loose at the neck, and the dead young
man seemed to be staring at some distant object beyond the bell-
haped flowers along the trail. The blood at the ne
cep purplish black. Clean fingernails, cl
oldier for only single day. After his years
ilied returned with his new wife to the

family’s poverty, the man I killed would have been dete.rmine.d:;tq
continue his education in mathematics. The means for tl'us WerE
ranged, perhaps, through the village liiJerz.xiion cadres, and m.j%-}_ t11§
- _ - . . : young man began attending classes in Saigon, where he avoided pals
‘5’12‘,(*}:"2.: ‘y’f;f - - el .}5}% o \F ‘ - - . )

-

. “I - ' .- . ' tics and paid attention to the problems of calcu]us.li?e cite;'otteic%gllszr;;
= ... o e e - i . - : B
@"fi%“"':‘;ﬁ«ff%w» _ '%vm_'_ - »3”” // . ” ‘”“”“é%’f%’”:'w . . . ' - self to his studies. He spent his mghts %1]0118, “OUC’ ]no -e't :_E” :
. . - - think about it. He had stopped praying; instead, now, e waited.

as he waited, in his final year at the university, he fte}l in 10\-'? with

classmate, a girl of seventeen, who one day tf)ld him that his x T3
were like the wrists of a child, so smalt and delicate, and whe E}dl’l_llf
his narrow waist and the cowlick that rose up like a bird's tail at the
back of his head. She liked his quiet manner; she laughed a
freckles and bony legs. One evening, perhaps, they exchange

il

ck had gone to a
an hair—he had been a
at the university, the man |
village of My Khe, where he
enlisted as a common rifleman with the 48t Vietcong Battalion. He
new he would die quickly. He knew he would
new he would fall dead and W,
people.

Kiowa covered the body with a poncho.

‘Hey, vou're tooking better,” he said. “No doubt about it. All you
ceded was time—some mental R&R.”

s

see a flash of light. He
ake up in the stories of his viflage and

-
o
e o

s e

e
s
s
e
e
.

e
s

hen he said, “Man, I'm sorry.”
. rings. t Then later he said, “Why not talk about it?”
i - . . - Tow e star, i
. . . . :._ Now one eve was a
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He was a slim, dead, almost dainty young man of about twenty. He.
lay with one leg bent beneath him, his jaw in his throat, his face
neither expressive nor inexpressive. One eye was shut. The other wag
a star-shaped hole.

“Talk,” Kiowa said.
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When she was nine, my daughter Kathleen asked if I had ever killed

- ' anvone. She knew about the war; she knew I'd been a soldier. “You

. - . - ' J o _ ' | keep writing war stories,” she said, “so | guess you must've killed

. - - - ' somebody.” 1t was a difficult moment, but I did what seemed vight,

which was to say, “Of course not,” and then to take her onto my lap

; : “and hold her for a while. Someday, I hope, she'll ask again, But here !

= . . _ . ﬁ& "}: . ‘ ] ant to pretend she’s a grown-up. I want to tell her exactly what

- @ ' - - _ o happened, or what I remember happening, and then [ want to say to
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. : S o o
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: her that as a little gitl she was absolutely right. This is why I keep
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- _ He was a short, slender young man of about twenty. | was afraid of
7 7 him—afraid of something—and as he passed me on the trail
.. - . - . o : grenade that exploded at his feet and killed him.
. . . - - : Or to go back:

[ threw a

Shortly after midnight we moved into the ambush site outside My
s s : L o ' : Kie. The whole platoon was there, spread out in the dense brush
- o : - . W .

o
i

along the trail, and for five hours nothing at all happened. We were
- .. ... . i L : working in two-man teams—one tan on guard v
- - S e i i L
- . . _ ' witching off every two hours—
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vhile the other slept,
and I remember it was stil} dark when
@ shook me awake for the final watch, The night was foggy and
hot. For the frst few moments 1 felt lost, not sure about directions,

. gioping for my helmet and weapon. I reached out and found three
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grenades and lined them up in front of me; the pins had already beey
straightened for quick throwing. And then for maybe half an hour |
kneeled there and waited. Very gradually, in tiny slivers, dawn began
to break through the fog, and from my position in the brush I coylq
see ten or fifteen meters up the trail. The mosquitoes were fieree. |
remember slapping at them, wondering if [ should wake up Kiowg
and ask for some repeilent, then thinking it was a bad idea, they
looking up and seeing the young man come out of the fog. He worg
black clothing and rubber sandals and a gray ammunition beit. Hjs
shoulders were slightly stooped, his head cocked to the side as if
listening for something. He seemed at ease. He carried his weapon iy
one hand, muzzle down, moving without any hurry up the center of
the trail. There was no sound at ali—none that I can remember. In 5
way, it seemed, he was part of the morning fog, or my own imaging.
tion, but there was also the reality of what was happening in
stomach. [ had already pulled the pin on a grenade. I had come up
a crouch. It was entirely automatic. 1 did not hate the young man; |
did not see him as the enemy; I did not ponder issues of morality
politics or military duty. I crouched and kept my head low. | tried
swatlow whatever was rising from my stomach, which tasted like len
onade, something fruity and sour. | was terrified. There were ¢
thoughts about killing. The grenade was to make him go away—just
evaporate—and [ leaned back and felt my mind go empty and the
felt it fll up again. I had already thrown the grenade before telling
myself to throw it. The brush was thick and I had to lob it high, nc_):
aiming, and I remember the grenade seeming to freeze above me fo
an instant, as if a camera had clicked, and | remember ducking dos
and holding my breath and seeing little wisps of fog rise from
earth. The grenade bounced once and rolied across the trail. I didni
hear it, but there must've been a sound, because the voung m:
dropped his weapon and began to run, just two or three quick step
then he hesitated, swiveling to his right, and he glanced down attl
grenade and tried to cover his head but never did. It oceurred to 1
then that he was about to die. | wanted to warn him. The grenade
made a popping noise—not soft but not loud eitherwnot what'l
expected—and there was a puff of dust and smoke—a small whi

.I;uff—and the young man seemed to jertk upward as if pulled by
invisible wires. He fell on his back. His rubber sandals had been
blown off. There was no wind, He lay at the center of the trail, his

right leg bent beneath him, his one eye shut, his other eye a huge star-
shaped hole, -

it was not a matter of live or die. There was no real peril. Almost
certainly the young man would have passed by. And it will always be
that way. ‘

Later, T remember, Kiowa tried to tell me that the man would've
died anyway. He told me that it was a good kill, that I was a soldier
and this was a war, that I should shape up and stop staring and ask
myself what the dead man would've done if things were reversed.

None of it mattered. The words seemed far too complicated. All |
could do was gape at the fact of the young man’s body.

Even now | haven't finished sorting it out. Sometimes 1 forgive
myself, other times I don’t. In the ordinary hours of life I try not to
dwell on it, but now and then, when I'm reading a ne\\'spape;" or just
sitting alone in a room, I'll look up and see the young man corming
out of the morning fog. I'll watch him walk toward me, his shoulders
slightly stooped, his head cocked to the side, and he’ll pass within a
fcw yards of me and suddenly smile at some secret thought and then
ontinue up the trail to where it bends back into the fog.




