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PROLOGUE

	Vinh Lac, Quảng Ngãi Province, August 1974

	 

	The river is low this time of year, and in the mornings it gives off a smell like wet coins. Le Thi Lan is seventeen, and she is standing ankle-deep in it, rinsing the rice pot, when she hears the first shots, three of them, flat and far off, swallowed almost immediately by the tree line to the west. She does not stop rinsing the pot. Sound travels strangely along the river. It could be anything. It has been anything, every day, for longer than she can remember a time when it wasn't.

	By noon it is not anything. It is a name, Coleman, or something like it, a soldier's name traveling hut to hut faster than any of them can outrun it, and the name belongs to a body being carried out of the bamboo two kilometers north, along with two others whose names the village never learns. An ambush. Command-detonated, someone says. A single line strung low across the trail, the kind of thing a fourteen-year-old boy could have set with wire he stole from a fence.

	Lan's mother tells her and her sisters to stay inside that afternoon, which is not unusual, and to stay quiet, which is. Huong, the eldest at nineteen, sits by the door with a kitchen knife in her lap and does not explain why, and no one asks her to.

	They come at dusk. Six of them, dust-colored, moving the way men move when they have decided something together on the walk over and don't need to say it out loud anymore. Lan will spend the rest of her life trying to describe that quiet to people who were not there, not silence, exactly. Agreement.

	The lieutenant is young and speaks the most, though not much, and not to them. He has a boy's face doing a man's job, and something underneath it that has already finished deciding how tonight is going to go. The captain is older, heavier through the shoulders, and he is the one who tells their mother in flat, unhurried English; he doesn't wait for the translation, to take the two younger children and go to her sister's house on the other side of the paddy. Now. Their mother does not want to leave. She is made to understand, in the particular way that is made to be understood in wars, that this is not a choice being offered to her twice.

	What happens in the rice-drying shed behind the house, over the hours that follow, is not something this book will describe in the words the men used or the sounds the three sisters made. Some rooms you enter as a reader the way Lan entered them as a girl, from outside, through a wall, hearing everything and permitted to see almost nothing, which turns out to be its own particular cruelty. What can be said is this: there were six of them, and three of the sisters, and one full night, and by the time the sky over the paddy started going the color of a fresh bruise, something had been taken from each of the three women that no surgeon, no husband, no god either of the two religions available to them would ever be able to put back.

	Huong is nineteen. She will live to be twenty-seven.

	Mai is sixteen. She will live to be thirty-two, and she will choose the day.

	Lan is seventeen. She will live the longest of the three, and she will carry the heaviest thing of all, which is memory, intact, for the rest of them.

	At first light the platoon assembles outside the house to move out. There is no ceremony to it. A radio crackles somewhere. A man named Kowalski, Lan will not know his name is Kowalski for another thirty years, will know him only as the one with the camera, the one who cried a little near the end and then stopped, which was somehow worse than the ones who never started, produces a small camera he has carried since Da Nang and asks the others to stand together for a photograph, the way young men have always wanted proof of themselves standing next to other young men, as if survival were an achievement that required witnesses.

	Five of them do. The lieutenant does not smile. The captain puts a hand on the lieutenant's shoulder, proprietary, almost fond. The youngest of them, a corporal, hardly older than Huong, looks directly into the lens like he is already rehearsing an apology he will spend thirty years failing to give anyone but a congregation that has no idea what it's for.

	Kowalski hands the developed print, weeks later, to Lan through the fence, along with the empty camera case, as though this evens something. Here, he says, or something like it. So somebody remembers us right.

	She does not throw it away. She has already decided this, standing there with the print curling slightly in the humid air, though she could not have told you why, not then, not for a long time after. She writes six names on the back in pencil that same night, in the order she heard them shouted across the compound, spelled the way an ear that speaks no English hears a language built to keep its meanings from her: Danyel Witfeld. Harol Sper. Jerad Vos. Frank Doil. Ray Tibet. Edi Kalauski.

	She folds the paper around the photograph. She puts it in a tin box that once held French biscuits, under the floorboard beneath where her mother keeps the rice, and she does not take it out again for sixteen years.

	Nine months later, in a village that has stopped counting its own dead by then because there are too many to keep the number current, Huong gives birth to a son. She does not name him for a day and a half, which the midwife finds strange, until she understands, watching Huong's face while she holds him, that his mother is not deciding what to call him. She is deciding whether she can.

	She calls him Minh. It means clear. Bright. The kind of light you can see something by.

	It will be almost thirty years before anyone tells him what, exactly, he was born to see.

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Ashes and Names

	Kestrel, Pennsylvania, March 2004

	 

	By the time Assistant Fire Marshal Walt Pruitt gets his boots on the sidewalk outside Kowalski's Trading Post, the worst of it is already over, which in his experience is the cruelest time to arrive at a fire. Too late to matter. Early enough to have to look at everything.

	It is four in the morning and eleven degrees, and the water coming off the hoses is starting to skin over into ice on Route 6, which means the whole block smells like a wet ashtray left out in a freezer. Two engines from Kestrel VFD, a tanker from Renovo, and a Clinton County sheriff's cruiser sit at angles across the street with their lights still going, though there's nothing left to warn anyone about. The building is a shell. The Trading Post's hand-painted sign, a chipped eagle over the words GUNS · COINS · MILITARY COLLECTIBLES · WE BUY GOLD, hangs by one bracket over a doorway that leads into a black, dripping nothing.

	"He upstairs?" Walt asks the chief, a heavyset man named Doug Feaster whom Walt has known since they were both altar boys at St. Boniface, God help them.

	"Was," Feaster says. "Found him behind the counter. Space heater's back there, one of them coil ones, older than my daughter. Guy kept the place like a museum, paper, cloth, a hundred years of dry wood in every direction. Didn't have a chance."

	"He live alone?"

	"Above the shop. No family that anybody around here ever met. Kept to himself, mostly. Sold a rifle to my brother-in-law once, fair price, no funny business." Feaster shrugs, the particular shrug of a man closing a book he never really opened. "Sad way to go. But it happens. These old buildings."

	Walt doesn't say anything to that. It is his job, professionally, not to agree with anybody until the building has finished telling him what happened, and buildings, unlike chiefs, unlike deputies, unlike anybody's brother-in-law, do not shrug. They hold on to the truth in the char, in the pour patterns, in the way heat travels along a joist, and they give it up in order, to somebody patient enough to read it front to back.

	He goes in when the engineer clears the roof load, in his boots and his coveralls, with his flashlight cutting through smoke that still hangs thick enough to eat.

	Eddie Kowalski's shop was, before tonight, the kind of place time capsule enthusiasts wrote letters to state historical societies about. Glass display cases running the length of both walls, most of them shattered now from heat, their contents fused into black lace. A rack of surplus rifles, deactivated, twisted now like something out of a dream about rifles. A German helmet on a stand, half-melted, its steel gone the soft dull color of a spoon left too long on a stove. Walt has worked eleven fires with fatalities in nineteen years on this job, four of them meth labs, three of them Christmas trees, and none of them, he will think later, prepared him for how much a room full of somebody's whole life can look, once it's finished burning, like a room that was never anything at all.

	Kowalski is where Feaster said he'd be, behind the register counter, on his back, one arm thrown up over his face in the position bodies find their way into sometimes when the smoke gets them before the flame does, an old reflex, useless, human. Fifty-six years old, according to the driver's license Walt will find later in a scorched wallet in the man's back pocket. Divorced, it turns out, a long time ago, no kids, one sister in Erie who hasn't spoken to him since their mother's funeral in 1996 and will be surprised, when the county finally reaches her, at how little she feels.

	The space heater sits eighteen inches from where the body fell, coils exposed, cord running back along the baseboard to an outlet that Walt photographs from four angles before he lets himself have an opinion about it.

	Here is what an accidental fire wants you to believe, and it is, Walt has to admit, standing in the ruin of the Trading Post at four-forty in the morning with frost forming on his eyebrows, a reasonably convincing story. Old building. Old wiring, he can see it in the exposed studs where the drywall's gone, cloth-sheathed knob-and-tube from three renovations back, the kind the county's been meaning to make people replace for thirty years. Old man, a drinker by the look of the bottles in the trash, asleep or half-asleep in a back room full of paper and cloth and gun oil, next to a heater old enough to have started fires in three other towns Walt could name off the top of his head. It is, structurally, the single most boring fire cause in the state of Pennsylvania. It happens forty, fifty times a winter. Nobody investigates a boring fire past the point where the boring story stops making sense.

	The trouble is a smell.

	Underneath the wet-ash stink that clings to everything, Walt catches it twice, once near the heater, once again, fainter, near a steel lockbox bolted to the floor behind the counter, its door hanging open on a bent hinge, its lock melted into a gray tongue of slag. It is not gasoline. Gasoline he would have named in his sleep; gasoline is the perfume of half his career. This is thinner, sharper, gone almost as soon as he notices it, and it makes the back of his throat go dry in a way that ordinary smoke does not.

	He kneels by the lockbox longer than he needs to. It isn't procedure yet, nothing's procedure yet, this is just a man crouching in the wreckage of another man's whole collected life, deciding whether to trust his own nose over a chief who wants to go home and a county coroner's van idling at the curb with its heater running. The box is a good foot and a half deep. Sitting men keep important things in boxes like this, not cash; cash goes in the register, but paper. Photographs. The kind of thing you bolt to the floor because you can't bear the idea of it burning, and then, this once, it burns anyway. Except.

	Except the box is not full of ash the way the rest of the room is full of ash. It is close to empty. A curled fan of what might once have been a manila folder. A rubber band gone to black tar. Nothing else, in a fireproof box, in a building where every single glass case around it is packed edge to edge with things too heavy or too glass-encased to have simply vanished into flame.

	Walt writes accelerant, unconfirmed, lockbox contents, unaccounted for in his notebook in handwriting his wife has been telling him for twenty years looks like a doctor's, and then he writes something else, crosses it out, and doesn't write it again, because there isn't a box on the state fire marshal's incident form for what he's actually thinking, which is: it looks like somebody took the time.

	*

	Across the street and one block down, in the unlit doorway of what used to be a hardware store and is now nothing, Kestrel has a lot of doorways like that, storefronts that gave up before the mill did, which is saying something, a man stands with his hands in the pockets of a canvas coat that is warmer than it looks and watches the last of the smoke go up gray-orange against the streetlights.

	He has been standing there for forty minutes, since well before the second engine arrived, and he will stand there for eleven more, not because there is anything left to see but because leaving too early is its own kind of tell, and he has spent a great many hours of his adult life thinking about tells the way other men think about golf. He watches the fire marshal's flashlight move behind the blown-out front window, room to room, unhurried. He notes, with something that is not quite satisfaction and not quite grief and does not, as far as he can tell, have an English word attached to it at all, that the man is thorough. Good. Thorough was accounted for.

	In the left pocket of the canvas coat, wrapped twice in a plastic sandwich bag and once in a handkerchief that used to belong to his aunt, is a photograph, slightly curled from sixty years of humidity and one very bad night of heat it was never meant to survive, of six young men with their arms around each other's shoulders, none of them smiling the way people smile when nothing has happened yet, and on the back of it, in pencil, in a hand he has known his whole life better than he has known his own face, six names.

	Five names, now. He allows himself that correction the way another man might allow himself a cigarette, briefly, privately, and only once.

	In the right pocket, in a second bag, smaller, is a lock of gray hair, still slightly warm, that he took from behind a dead man's ear eleven minutes before the smoke detector chirped its first, and last, warning to an empty building.

	He does not know yet, will not know for another eight months, will not let himself know, because knowing costs more than a man in his position can afford to spend before he is finished with the counting, what it will mean, later, to run that hair against a sample he does not yet have. He only knows that it is one of six, that five will follow it in due course, in the order his aunt's pencil put them down on a night none of them chose and none of them will ever finish paying for, and that somewhere behind him, in a shell of a building that used to sell other people's stolen youth back to them at a markup, a man named Walt Pruitt is standing over an open, nearly empty lockbox, writing something down that he is going to cross out and think about for the rest of his career.

	The watcher turns up his collar. Walks north, unhurried, the way a man walks when he has somewhere to be tomorrow and nowhere at all tonight. By the time Walt Pruitt straightens up from the lockbox and steps back out onto Route 6 to tell the coroner's van it can come through, the doorway one block down is empty, and will stay that way.

	*

	The Clinton County coroner rules Edward J. Kowalski's death accidental, smoke inhalation, contributing factor an electrical fire of undetermined but plausible origin, eleven days later, on a form that gets filed, copied, and forgotten in a cabinet in Lock Haven along with about sixty other such forms a year. Walt Pruitt's supplemental note about the lockbox and an unidentified chemical odor gets attached to the file, initialed, and filed with it, because that is what you do with a note like that when the story it wants to tell doesn't have anywhere else to go.

	It will sit there, unread by anyone who might have cared, for four months.

	It will not, as it turns out, sit there forever.

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Task Force Marlin

	Highway 1, Quảng Ngãi Province, thirty-six hours before Vinh Lac

	 

	Later, much later, in depositions none of them will ever have to give, in a congressional inquiry that will open and quietly starve for lack of appetite, in the private accounting each of them will or won't make with himself before he dies, each of the six men walking the tree line above Highway 1 on this particular Tuesday will tell the story of what happens next a little differently. That is the nature of six men and one order. But on this Tuesday, before any of it, they are only what they look like: tired, young, American, strung out in a loose file through elephant grass gone brown at the tips, the kind of patrol nobody expects anything from because nothing has happened on this stretch of road in eleven days.

	First Lieutenant Daniel Whitfield walks point position in the way that platoon leaders who have read too many books about platoon leaders walk point position, not because it is tactically necessary, but because he wants it understood, without having to say it, that he asks nothing of his men he will not do himself. He is twenty-four years old and has been in-country five months, long enough to have stopped flinching at outgoing artillery and not nearly long enough to have stopped believing that the war is a problem with a correct solution, if only the right man were allowed to apply it without interference. He carries a map in a plastic sleeve and, in the breast pocket of his fatigues, a photograph of a girl named Carol Ann Doss from Winston-Salem who has agreed, in a letter that took six weeks to reach him, to marry him when this is over. He thinks about the letter more than he would ever admit to Speer. He thinks about what kind of husband a war makes you into roughly never, because he has already decided, privately, the way ambitious men decide things before the evidence is in, that it will make him into a better one, tested, proven, worth something to a wife and later to a state.

	Behind him, twenty meters back where a captain has no tactical business being on a routine patrol except that Captain Harold Speer does not trust lieutenants he did not personally train, walks the company commander himself, twenty-nine, built like a man who played line for a mediocre program and never entirely forgave the world for not noticing. Speer believes in exactly three things, in this order: the effectiveness of overwhelming force, the stupidity of the men who write the rules of engagement from air-conditioned rooms in Saigon, and his own eventual promotion. He has told Whitfield twice this month, in the particular tone of a man passing down doctrine he considers self-evident, that pacification is not a dirty word, that a village which feeds the enemy at night and waves at Americans by day has made its choice and should be made to understand the cost of it. Whitfield has not agreed with him out loud. He has also not disagreed.

	Second Lieutenant Gerald Voss, twenty-two, six weeks in-country, walks near the middle of the file where new lieutenants are put so that somebody experienced is in earshot when they make a mistake. He has a wife back in Dayton he married eleven days before shipping out, a decision his father called reckless and his mother called romantic, and he has not yet worked out which of them was right. He is afraid, most of the time, in a way he has gotten reasonably good at hiding, and today's fear is small and specific: Sergeant Doyle has been riding him since breakfast about the way he holds his rifle on the march, and Voss has decided, as he has decided every day for six weeks, that the safest available position in this platoon is to be liked by nobody and disliked by nobody, to take up as little room as possible until his tour is over and he can go home and figure out, at his leisure, what kind of man he actually is.

	Sergeant Frank Doyle, twenty-eight, the platoon's senior NCO and its actual engine, the man who makes the machine Whitfield thinks he's driving actually move, walks with the loose, economical stride of somebody who has stopped being afraid of this country roughly a year ago and has not found anything to replace the fear with except a kind of low, constant contempt he has trained himself not to examine too closely. He grew up in a house in Youngstown where his father's belt did most of the talking, and he has come, in twenty-eight years, to understand cruelty the way other men understand carpentry, as a set of tools, applied correctly, that get a job done. He likes Voss the way a man likes a stray dog he intends to eventually put down. He does not think of this as hatred. He thinks of it as training.

	Corporal Ray Tibbetts, twenty-three, walks two men behind Doyle with a pocket New Testament in his left breast pocket that his mother gave him at the Trailways station in Macon, Georgia, and that he has read cover to cover four times since March, less for the theology, if he's honest with himself, than for the specific, physical comfort of a book small enough to keep against his heart. He was raised Southern Baptist in a town where the war was still, to the people who wrote him letters, an abstraction with a flag attached to it, and he has not yet told anyone in this platoon, will not, in fact, tell anyone for another thirty years, and even then only a congregation that has no idea what it is actually hearing, that he prays, quietly, every single night, for the ability to become the kind of man his mother believes he already is.

	And last, walking drag with a Kodak Instamatic on a lanyard around his neck the way other men carry rosaries, is Lance Corporal Eddie Kowalski, twenty-six, from a steel town in Pennsylvania so similar to the one he will eventually die in that the symmetry, if anyone ever pointed it out to him, would probably make him laugh. Kowalski has taken four hundred and eleven photographs since Da Nang, he keeps count, in a small notebook, the way other soldiers keep count of confirmed kills, and has developed, in eleven months of near-constant recording, a talent for being present at things without ever quite being present for them, a trick of attention that will serve him badly, later, in ways he does not have the self-awareness to see coming.

	They are, all six of them, simply men walking through grass. That is the version of them worth remembering, because it is the version none of them will ever get to be again after tomorrow morning.

	*

	The mine is a five-pound charge of composition explosive packed into a rusted French artillery casing, wired to a hand-cranked detonator, and buried under eight inches of packed earth by a fourteen-year-old boy from a hamlet two kilometers south who will himself be dead within the year, in a firefight that has nothing to do with this one, and whose name none of the six men above Highway 1 will ever learn or think to ask for.

	It takes Private First Class Robert Coleman, twenty years old, from a farm outside Lubbock, Texas, who has told Kowalski more than once that he intends to grow soybeans on that farm for the rest of his natural life if the war will just let him get back to it. It takes, along with him, a radio operator named Dietz whom the platoon has known for four days and mostly still calls "the new guy," and a combat engineer attached from battalion whose name will appear, misspelled, on a black wall in Washington that does not exist yet and will not exist for another eight years.

	The sound of it reaches Whitfield, at the head of the file, half a second before the concussion does, and in the ringing, dust-choked chaos that follows, men down, men screaming for a medic who is himself down, the tree line suddenly, impossibly, full of a silence that feels more dangerous than any amount of noise, he understands, with a clarity he will describe to himself for years afterward as almost peaceful, that something in him has just finished changing into whatever it was always going to become.

	*

	There is no engagement. The boy who buried the charge is a kilometer away by the time the medevac birds arrive, eating rice at his grandmother's table, saying nothing, the particular silence of a child who has been told, correctly, that saying nothing is the only thing standing between his family and a reprisal. This detail will never make it into any American after-action report, because no one on the American side will ever learn it, and it would not have changed anything if they had.

	What happens instead, in the eleven hours between the medevac lifting off and the platoon reassembling at its firebase with three names to write letters about, is a conversation that takes place almost entirely without words. Speer does not order anything, that first night, orders leave paper trails, and Speer, whatever else can be said about him, has never once in his career left a paper trail he didn't intend to leave. What he does is talk, over instant coffee, in the specific unhurried tone of a man thinking out loud, about Vinh Lac, a hamlet eleven klicks southwest that Intelligence has flagged twice this quarter for harboring, that the platoon has walked through four times without incident and without, Speer notes, ever once being warned about a wire strung across a trail that somebody in that hamlet or one very much like it had to have known was there.

	"I'm not telling you to do anything," Speer says, to Whitfield specifically, the two of them alone by the fire while the rest of the platoon tends its wounds and writes nothing yet. "I'm telling you that in my experience, Lieutenant, a village that gets away with feeding people who plant that kind of ordnance keeps feeding them. And the next platoon that walks that tree line, could be yours in three weeks on a different stretch, could be some other poor bastard's tomorrow, pays
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