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He stared out an airliner's cabin window. Fingertips momentarily touched service ribbons pinned above his coat's breast pocket. His swollen foot and ankle throbbed. A tender scar on his back itched under a worsted khaki shirt. Minutes later, the plane landed on a snow-covered runway. 

The cabin was empty when he put on his garrison cap and eased from his seat, a cane in hand. At the exit door he watched the pilot and co-pilot turn off switches, unbuckle shoulder harnesses. Mike Snyder didn't want to be back in Ohio, but he had nowhere else to go. He shuffled forward, using the cane, taking one step at a time.

A cold, mid-November gust greeted him. Snow flurries swirled. He shivered and shut his eyes, recalling it was warm in Vietnam this time of year. 

No bands played when he stepped on the runway apron. No welcoming banners unfurled from the Akron-Canton Airport terminal’s roof. The runway area was nearly empty, except for baggage handlers unloading the plane's cargo bay. 

Squinting, Mike gazed around a garishly lighted gate area and saw his parents at the rear of a small crowd. His father, hollow eyed and haggard looking, stood beside a pillar with a felt- brimmed hat in hand. His mother, wearing a high-collared, fake-fur coat, rubbed her gloved hands together. She moved toward Mike as the crowd thinned. She stopped inches away, leaned forward to kiss him once on the cheek and take hold of his left hand. Mike’s right hand gripped his cane. 

“Oh son, oh son,” she exclaimed, “you’re home at last. You, umm, look pretty good.”

“I’m, ah, okay.” Mike didn't smile. He watched his mother's small mouth with thin, pink lips wash over the words she spoke.  

“Everything's the same back home,” she said. “I cleaned your room and put everything back for you, just like it was before. We’ll all be back to normal in no time at all.” Mike winced as he tried to free himself from his mother's grasp to greet his father. 

“You're a sergeant now,” his father said, placing a hand on Mike's arm. “You didn't tell us.” 

“Sure, ah, I told you. Maybe it was in a letter you never got.” Mike rarely wrote to his parents from Vietnam. He didn’t want to tell them anything about the war. He always felt they never cared about what was happening in Vietnam. They’d rarely written to him. When they did, the letters' contents could fit on a postcard. They had written only twice when he was hospitalized in San Diego and called only once. 

“Son, we can stop to eat somewhere if you're real hungry.” His mother, at the wheel, keyed the ignition. “But there's plenty of food at home.” 

“Lemme just rest back here. I'm tired. I'll eat something when I get to the house, okay?” He loosened his web belt and tie. Soreness in his back and shoulder, foot and ankle eased some. He was off his feet. 

Mike's ride home to a wood-frame house near downtown Canton was much like other trips with his parents before he went off to the Marines at nineteen. They hardly spoke to each other then. It wasn't any different now. 

Out the car's side window Mike gazed at dark soot belching into a cloudy sky from steel- mill smokestacks in the distance. The graying city looked much the same. Nearing downtown, his mother turned onto Clarendon Avenue, then into the driveway of his boyhood home. Pain suddenly shot through his foot and ankle as he moved his leg to get out of the car. His back felt like someone had punched it. He grimaced, clenched his teeth.

Mike limped, holding his cane, dragging his seabag across the living-room carpet and down a hallway. He headed toward the bedroom of his youth at the back of the house. His mother already was in the kitchen. “We'll have coffee and pie in just a few minutes,” she said. “You go ahead and change. I put out an old pair of jeans and a sweatshirt on your bed.” 

“Ah, okay,” Mike said from inside his room. He was angry, bitter. He wanted his parents to acknowledge what he had been through in Vietnam. The deaths he caused, the deaths he witnessed, the mangled bodies of his squad at Hue. Other dead Marines, the dead Vietnamese. His wounds. 

“Son, that uniform you have on. It looks so nice,” his mother said from the living room. “I'll take it to the cleaners for you. You should wear it.” Mike came out into the hallway. 

“Mom, I'm outta the Corps now. I'm finished with the military. Understand? Take it to the damn cleaners if you want. I don't care.” He stepped back into the bedroom and slammed shut the door. He took off the uniform, balled it up and threw it in a corner. 

He changed into jeans and, one arm at a time and over his head, carefully tugged on the Kent State University sweatshirt his mother left out for him. He had attended the university before joining the Marines. He left at the start of his sophomore year, hitchhiked to Canton and went to the downtown Marine Corps recruiting station to enlist. Then he hitchhiked home and told his parents, who angrily said he was throwing away his life. He said he wanted to go to Vietnam. His mother and father asked, “Where's that?” 

Mike looked at his reflection in a mirror. Peering closer, he noticed bloodshot blue eyes and red eyelids. The skin on his forehead, nose and neck was pitted with dirt, the red soil of Vietnam. He looked at his scalp's reflection. Whatever brown hair he had before going to Vietnam, even with a high-and-tight Marine Corps haircut, was gone for good now. He turned off the room's light and slowly maneuvered with his cane across the living room to see his father slurping coffee at the dining table. A half-eaten slice of pie was in front of him. 

“Sit down, son,” his father said. “Please try to watch your language around your mother, okay? I overheard what you said to her.” 

“Yeah, sure,” Mike said. He pursed his lips, wanted to scream but held back. He hung his cane on the back of a chair. 

“Anyway, this apple pie your mother made for you is your favorite.” 

“I'll just have, ah, some coffee right now,” Mike said calmly. “I'll eat something later. I wanna get cleaned up first.” He pushed aside a large steaming slice of pie. 

His father looked at a nearly empty cup. “So, any plans now that your home?” 

Mike stared at his father a few seconds then sipped some coffee. “Give me some space, okay, some time. Just got here today. I need to think about things.” Mike began perspiring. “God, it's hot in here. You got the heat turned up?” 

“You sit tight,” his father said, picking up his now empty cup. “I'll check the thermostat.” 

“Oh, it's probably the heat from the stove.” Mike’s mother stayed in the kitchen moving pots and pans, jars and bowls. She was making another pie and stopping every few minutes to check a pot roast in the oven. 

His father returned with a fresh cup of coffee. “Son, I turned down the heat. And you're right, you need some time. I'll try my best not to get in your way.” 

Mike pushed back from the dining table. He shoved trembling hands into his front pockets. “Yeah, maybe it's jet lag, or something. Hey, I'm gonna take a bath now. Then maybe try to catch some sleep before dinner.” He picked up his cane. 

Mike paused near the threshold of his room. He saw the uniform: coat, trousers, shirt and tie-on hangers, on the door knob. His mother had put it there. Mike grabbed the hangers and haphazardly hung the Marine Corps green outfit in the back of his closet behind some old clothes. About to shut the door, he reached into the coat's lower-left pocket, touched two medals: a Purple Heart, a Silver Star. He stepped back and closed the door. He didn't want to see that uniform when he woke up. 

Stripping in front of the bathroom mirror he saw a tanned face, neck and forearms. The rest of his body was dull white, still pockmarked with dirt despite all the hospital-bed sponge baths. He raised his arms, his left only slightly, and looked at his armpits, saw a few hairs and more embedded dirt. He stepped on a scale. The marker went back and forth, settled on 140. “Jesus!” His upper body appeared emaciated, without muscular definition. He touched the puncture wound where a sniper's round had entered. He turned to his side, saw for the first time a reflection of the scar on his upper back where the round exited, leaving behind only torn musculature still painfully healing. Then he twisted his neck, pulled in his shoulder and looked down. “Christ, I ain't got no ass.” 

Soaking in warm, soapy water left behind a gray film on the bottom of the tub. Mike quickly scoured it clean, refilled the tub and sat there awhile longer. After scouring the tub again and drying off, he went to bed, pulling a blanket up to his neck. He was exhausted. 

Mike woke up, startled by a knock on his bedroom door. “Dinner's ready. Come on, son,” his mother announced. He was pissed. He glanced at an alarm clock. He'd been asleep about fifteen minutes. 

The roadside tavern's bright neon lights proclaimed ten brands of beer. Pickup trucks and a few not-so sleek, large fin-tailed cars were parked in front of the Blue Bell Bar. Old-timers called it the Triple-B or the Three-Bees, while the younger crowd referred to it as the Blue Ball Buster. The bar, on the corner of Sixth Street and Schroyer Avenue on the west side of town, was not far from a vast Republic Steel plant. The mill was where Mike's father worked as the Steelworkers Union Local shop steward, a promotion after twenty years of pouring molten steel from huge blast furnaces into iron ingots. 

Mike pulled his father's Chrysler between two rusty, ramshackle pickups. It was chilly outside. He tossed his cane to the back seat and slipped on a well-worn, black-leather jacket over the Kent State sweatshirt he'd worn at dinner. Before he left the house, he'd wanted to tell his parents about the months of painful recuperation spent at naval hospitals in Japan and San Diego. But after a dinner where no one spoke a word, his mother quickly had washed the dishes and went to her bedroom and shut the door. His father had grabbed a bottle of beer from the refrigerator and sat down in his easy chair in front of a console television set to watch an evening game show. Mike went to his room and rummaged in his closet to find the leather jacket. In the kitchen he saw the house and car keys hanging on a hook near the gas stove. He tossed them up in the air a couple times. “Hey pops, can I use the car to get outta here for a while?” 

“Ah, no, I don’t mind.” It was the first words from his father since shortly before dinner. “Be home early. Drive safely.” Mike shook his head. His parents seemed mired in the dull, do- nothing days and the boring, don't-say-a-word-about-anything nights of the '50s.

“Okay,” said Mike, wondering if his father had any further instructions. “Well, see ya.” He pocketed the keys, picked up his cane and left. 

Stepping through the bar's front door, he was assaulted by a blast of stale beer, body odor, cigarette smoke, cheap perfume, country music and raucous voices. His eyes squinted against the smoke. Patsy Cline's “Crazy” blared from a jukebox in a corner. Mike sat on a stool at one end of a dark-stained, oak-wood bar and ordered a shot of Jack Daniel's and a mug of Budweiser draft. Into the beer he poured the shot, a boilermaker. After the first gulp, he shook his head. He hadn't had a drink since, when was it? He couldn’t remember. 

People near him were shouting. Cue balls exploded on a pool table. Mike tried to tune out the noise with more boilermaker gulps. He ordered another while fumbling for matches and a pack 

of cigarettes, Lucky Strikes, the brand he started smoking at boot camp. He took a couple quick puffs before the jukebox went dead. The crowd, as if on command, moved in unison toward the bar. On a shelf over beer mugs, glasses and whiskey bottles a color television set came to life. Walter Cronkite's mustache twitched out of focus, his face shaded pink, green and blue, the suit coat chartreuse. 

“In South Vietnam today,” Cronkite announced in a special report, “several companies of U.S. Marines and Army Rangers captured a hill in a bloody fight near the city of Hue. A military spokesman said that three hundred and fifty-one North Vietnamese soldiers were killed.”

A loud cheer rose up from the crowd around the bar. Someone yelled: “Kill the bastards. Way to go.” Then a woman screamed: “Kick ass.” 

“Only twelve Marines and seven Rangers were reported killed in action,” Cronkite continued. “There were thirty-nine Marines and Army Rangers reported wounded.”

It was surreal. Technicolor war sponsored by the Ford Motor Company, transmitted on a broadcast signal to your favorite neighborhood saloon. He felt sick but managed to take a last gulp and stomp out a cigarette before he pushed his way through the crowd and headed for the door. 

Outside, cold air hit him. He gasped as he bent over to grab the top of the Chrysler's rear bumper with his right hand. He spread his legs and vomited, expelling the undigested remains of dinner. His stomach tightened; dry heaves overcame him. He spit out bits of partially digested food particles. There was a bitter, sour taste in his mouth. Mike limped back to the bar and headed to the men's room near the front door. He washed out his mouth and splashed his face with cold water. His whole body ached. His ankle and foot throbbed with pain; back and shoulder muscles tightened. 

In the parking lot, standing by the Chrysler, he gazed skyward at the stars and found the constellation Orion, the archer. “I ain't no murderer,” he cried out. 

Mike raided his father’s liquor cabinet. He mixed a little orange juice into a tall glass half-filled with vodka. On the back porch he sipped the drink and lit a cigarette. After a few puffs, he tossed it into the neighbor's yard, then emptied the glass over a layer of snow. 

He went to the garage and carried out a half-filled gasoline can used for the lawnmower. He set it in the middle of the back yard. Inside his bedroom, Mike grabbed from his boyhood closet the Marine service uniform on hangars. Then he opened his seabag, pulled out a pair of spit-shined shoes and the Marine Dress Blues uniform, along with its dress cap and white gloves, he'd received as the top graduate of his Parris Island boot camp platoon. 

In an outdoor brick fireplace, the dress blues and service uniform blazed. Sergeant-striped shirts; trousers; web belts; garrison, dress and service caps; black shoes and boots; gloves; and khaki ties burned in a heap, melting a layer of snow. Flames easily consumed the Silver Star ribbon, the Purple Heart ribbon and medal, then the Vietnamese Campaign, Vietnamese Service, Good Conduct and Presidential Unit Citation ribbons and medals and a shooting badge. 

The Silver Star medal was next to be thrown on the pyre. That bit of gold paint, metal and colored fabric was a fleeting connection to Tony, Rocco and the rest of his Delta Company squad.

Mike palmed the medal once more and, underhand, tossed it on top of the flaming pile of clothes. Its cloth blackened, its five-pointed star twisted, glowed for a few seconds before it melted and fizzled into a blackened glob. Rising golden-orange embers danced in chilled night air. 

Mike pulled out more from his seabag. On the living-room floor were civilian clothes: two wrinkled and sweat-stained short-sleeve shirts, white and blue, and a pair of moldy and smelly blue jeans. There also were a few sets of Marine Corps green boxer shorts and T-shirts, black boot and shoe socks and a pair of scuffed and scratched Marine dress shoes. He threw the shorts, socks, shoes, T-shirts and civilian clothes on the smoldering pile in the fireplace. He poured on a bit more gasoline and tossed in a match. Mike jumped back. He rubbed his hands together for warmth and stared at orange-blue flames. 

Inside the house he checked the seabag once more. He turned it upside down and shook it vigorously. A towel covered with sticky, gray-green mold and mildew dropped to the floor. And did it smell. It was rolled up tightly with a long strand of black wire wrapped around it several times and tied in a knot. Mike got a pair of scissors from his mother's sewing cabinet and cut the wire, unfurled the towel, exposing more of its discolored whiteness. Across its center was scripted in faint, blue letters: Oceanside Beach CALIFORNIA. It had been Tony's, who'd shared it with Rocco and Mike during their last liberty together at the beach before they shipped out to Vietnam. 

Encased in the towel's final fold was a flattened wad of plastic sheeting. Inside that he discovered a folded sheet of thick, light-gray paper. He unfolded it. It was about a foot-and-a-half long and a foot wide. Mike turned it over. “Oh, Jesus.” 

It was a series of portraits sketched in pencil on grade-school construction paper. All nine of Mike's Delta Company squad, only their head and shoulders, were depicted. In the bottom right- hand corner were the initials: A.E.S. The sketches were the work of Antonio Emiliano Sanchez.

Mike sobbed as he sat down in his father's easy chair and popped out its leg rest. He held the now-sacred memento on his lap. None of the images smiled. They all looked as if they knew something was about to happen. Mike's image at the top was the largest. The other eight bordered the sides and bottom of the paper in a rough semicircle. He wiped spent tears from his cheeks and 

sniffled. His right hand moved across the drawing. In no particular order his fingers softly touched each illustration. 

Moments later, Mike peered out the front window. Light from a streetlamp at the corner flickered. A slow-moving dump truck passed by, spewing a mixture of sand, rock salt and ashes down the middle of Clarendon Avenue. He glanced at the kitchen clock and realized the dayshift whistles at the steel mills would sound in a few hours. A gray and bleak, early-winter cloud bank was spreading over Canton. 

He placed the portrait sketches on a side table and grabbed his jacket and cigarettes. He went out back and turned on the patio light. A cigarette dangled from his mouth. Life and death in a blackened ash pile smoldered under a thin layer of new snow. After taking a long drag, he flicked the glowing butt in the direction of the fireplace. 

Back in the house he kicked off his shoes and let his jacket fall to the floor. Mike dropped back into the easy chair, gazed for several seconds at each sketch. The images of T.J., Rocco and Tony were next to each other, directly beneath his portrait. 
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__________ 
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After a confusing, deadly firefight outside Da Nang, Mike hugged T.J., so relieved he’d survived. “Youse gonna kiss me, sarge?” T.J. looked dead serious. “Whats all dah hoes in Motown gonna say when dey all hears 'bout dis?” But T.J. planted a kiss on Mike’s cheek. “God almighty, I’s happy as shit to see yer lily-white ass, my brother.” 

There was another near-fatal moment Mike vividly recalled. It would have spiraled out of control if it hadn’t been for Tony, and Thomas Jefferson Walker. 

It was Christmas Day 1967. Mike was brushing his teeth inside a barracks tent at the Third Marine Division’s base camp at Phu Bai. Around cots was the rest of his Delta Company squad. T.J. was spinning a record at low volume on his battery-powered, 45-rpm record player. He was snapping his fingers to Diana Ross and The Supremes. Tony, Rocco and the others dozed, read paperbacks, wrote letters home or cleaned their weapons and gear. Mike wanted to get back to a Graham Greene novel he was reading, or sleep. Less than an hour before, the squad had returned from an uneventful night on perimeter duty. 

During a routine patrol a week earlier, two privates in Mike's squad were caught smoking dope. They were transferred from the company and assigned to finish their tour of duty at the battalion mess hall. Today, they burst into the squad’s tent. T.J. stopped the record player. 

The pair’s M-14 rifles were leveled at Mike’s chest. Rocco snatched his rifle, quickly inserted a full magazine, aimed it at the two. At the same time, T.J. and five other squad members picked up rifles and pistols. Tony held a rifle he'd just finished cleaning.

“Whats y'all splibs doin’?” T.J. waved around his M-14. 

“T.J., stay dah fuck outta diss,” one said. Rocco moved closer to Mike, who was in the middle, a frothy toothbrush still in hand. T.J. and Tony scooted in front of Mike and stared at the two. The other stepped around T.J. and shouted at Mike: “Yer ass’s mine, honky.” 

“Who's ya callin' a honky?” T.J. swung his rifle butt into the chin of the one closest to him. In an instant, Tony slammed the other to the deck with a rifle butt to the chest, disarming him. T.J. kicked both in the ribs and shouted: “Now, who's dah honky?” He turned around to Mike. “Youse gotta knows how-dah handle deez here low-class muddafuckas.” He smiled at Tony.

Rocco, T.J. and Tony marched the two to the battalion provost office where they were placed under arrest. On their return to the tent, Mike told them and the rest of his squad that “I should-ah got rid of those goldbrickers a long time ago. They ain’t never pulled their own weight.”  

Tony slapped T.J. on the back and laughed. “You muy loco. You got huevos muy grande.” 

“Whatcha sayin', little Mexican?” T.J. started up his record player again. It was Billie Holiday singing “Them There Eyes,” with T.J. snapping his fingers.

You one very crazy Motown man with very big balls.”

“Youse gots dat right, bro.” T.J. rubbed the top of Tony's head. “Damn straight. But what about youse, little wetback bro? Youse one crazy dude. Ya knows, man, I could-ah handled 'em both. Jus' stupid ol' assholes.” 

“Had to help ya, mi amigo,” said Tony, smiling at T.J. “Wanted to make sure they were down and out. Didn't want anything to happen to Mike. He's almost a wetback himself, you know. His mama had to cross some river, so he'd get born in Ohio.” 

“Hey,” Rocco yelled. “Merry fuckin' Christmas.”

__________ 

––––––––
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“Over dah fuckin' side, jarheads,” a Navy boatswain’s mate shouted into a megaphone from a bobbing landing craft. “Grab dah fuckin' net. Hold on. Hold on. WALK. IT. DOWN. WALK. IT. DOWN.

Hundreds of Marines stood in five long lines on the main deck of the USS Lenawee. They were awaiting their turn to swing over the side and climb down cargo nets into floating, bouncing-on-the-waves landing craft. 

Each shouldered a nearly eleven-pound M-14 rifle. Added to that was about twenty-five pounds of C-rations, a field uniform, skivvies, socks, full canteen, rolled-up poncho and tent-half, helmet, flak jacket, a field bandage, cartridge magazines and bayonet in a pack, on web-belt suspenders, in pouches, strapped on hips, stuffed in utility trouser cargo and jacket pockets. 

“Good thing nobody's shootin' at us,” Rocco said from behind Mike, “or we'd all fall off dah fuckin' net an' break our fuckin' necks.” 

“Yeah, just like John Wayne storming the sands of Iwo Jima,” Mike said while smiling for a French television news crew. “Last one over the side's a rotten swabbie.” 

“Hey, wait for me, Cisco,” Tony hollered at Mike. “Pancho's here to save your lily-white asses from them mean and nasty Cong.” 

“Oh shit, the little wetback.” Rocco slapped Tony on the top of his helmet. “Keep your brown-ass hands off my white ass.” Tony reached up quickly, snatched a pack of cigarettes inside a water-proof container strapped to the side of Rocco's helmet. With his other hand, he pushed Rocco into Mike. “Hey, brown ass, give 'em back!” 

“I seen your ass,” Tony said. “You dagos are brown like us Mexican wetbacks, dragged through shit to get ––” 

“Hold it, hold it,” Mike said, laughing. “Will you two children get serious? Stop your grab-assin'. We're supposed to be Marines here.” 

“Yes sir, Cisco.” Tony gave Mike a mock salute and tossed back the pack of cigarettes to Rocco after taking one. 

“Let's go, you kids.” Mike raised one leg over the ship's railing, then the other, grasping with one hand, then the other, one step at a time down rope netting into a nearly full LST. Rocco and Tony stepped into the landing ship transport moments later.

“Didn't wantcha to miss me, Ohio boy,” Rocco said to Mike. “Great ride on that boat. Great ride. Got a lotta sleep, and great chow on that cruise. Love those Navy chefs.” 

“I especially enjoyed the beverages. All that wine and champagne served in our staterooms,” Mike said, huddled with Rocco, T.J. and Tony on the craft’s port side. 

A convoy of ten LSTs motored through a channel that cut through the breakwater and approached the small island of Tan My. LSTs crested the beachhead and dropped their ramps in staccato-like, loud thuds. “Move it. Move it,” a coxswain yelled. “We gotta go back an' get more of ya jarheads.” 

Marines from Headquarters and Supply and Alpha, Bravo, Charlie and Delta companies walked off the LSTs to get into formation. Ahead of them were a line of six-wheeled trucks, six- bys, with canvas tops removed, that would carry them, their gear and weaponry to a new Marine base at Phu Bai, south of Hue, the old Imperial Capital. It took about four hours to get the rest of the battalion landing team with all its gear to the beachhead from the Lenawee and other ships. 

Coming into Hue on the Chi Lang Road, the convoy rolled past several stone pagodas and an Indian mosque. It soon approached the southeast corner of the Royal Citadel. 

“Wow, fuckin' beautiful,” Mike said, gazing at moss-covered stone structures hundreds of years old. Outdoor markets were busy satisfying the needs of daily shoppers looking for motor scooters, plastic pails and shoes, rice, dried fish, monkey meat, cooking oil and laundry detergent. Children wearing several wristwatches and bracelets on both arms were hawking trinkets and soft drinks to milling crowds. 

From the back of the six-bys came catcalls directed at strolling, young Vietnamese women. They were dressed in the traditional ao-dai – a body hugging, almost sheer, pastel long-sleeve, high-neck blouse and ankle-length, split-skirt combination overflowing black-silk slacks – and high-heel shoes. “Gorgeous,” said Rocco, elbowing Mike as he pointed to two similarly attired women, each with long black hair walking arm in arm. Mike was smoking a cigarette, smiling, enjoying the view. 

“Hey, got another one?” Tony asked. 

“Yeah, sure.” Mike tapped out a Lucky Strike from a full pack. 

“Here, take one of mine, you little spic,” said Rocco. “Don’t take any from the boss.” 

“Thanks, you little whop,” said Tony. 

“What did I tell you kids? Behave, will ya?” Mike jokingly waved an index finger at Tony and Rocco. “And I bet neither of you little shits have any matches, let alone a lighter. Right?”   “Right, boss man,” said Rocco. 

“Si, si, Cisco,” Tony said. 

“Okay, now take turns with my Zippo.” 

The convoy passed through the city and began crossing the Phu Xuan Bridge that traversed the Perfume River. An aggressive foul smell emanated from rotting fish, garbage and trash floating by on the river. A slight ocean breeze helped dissipate the rising odors, intense heat and humidity. Beside the convoy were cyclo drivers and men, women and children on scooters, motorbikes and bicycles. 

“What lovely freedom of motion and travel,” Mike whispered, “and we have to come along and fuck it all up. What the hell are we doin' here? I don't get it, man. Communists? Haven't seen one yet, and I don't see any here. Hell, I don't even know what they look like.” 

The convoy turned on to Route Number One that stretched north about 430 miles to Hanoi and some 645 miles south to Saigon. There were more street vendors selling rice and fish cooked over small charcoal fires on the side of the road. Children ran up to the slow-moving convoy.

“Marine num-ba wahn! Marine num-ba wahn! Hershey bar! Hershey bar!” Some Marines tossed cigarettes. Cries of “Marine num-ba tehn! Marine num-ba tehn!” followed. 

The late evening sun left its reflection on rice paddies outside Phu Bai as the first trucks of the convoy reached the base's main gate. A few hundred feet into the encampment the trucks rolled to a stop. Their passengers lined up in formation outside a mess hall. 

Mike’s squad, among others, was ordered to stand perimeter duty in less than an hour. “I’m with ya man, all the way.” Rocco slapped Mike on the back and nodded to Tony. “Come on, little Pancho.” 

“Hey Cisco, wait for Pancho!” 

__________ 

––––––––
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Mike initially had seen Tony only as a “little spic wetback” when he first met him at Camp Pendleton in the late summer of 1966. He'd never said that to his face though. He'd recalled a warning from his father not to trust and always stay away from “them greasers, Negroes, Chinamen, spics and all those greedy Jews.” But during long sea voyages from San Diego to Okinawa, to the Philippines for maneuvers and then on board the USS Iwo Jima to the Mekong River Delta, he'd found Tony shared with him similar interests. The two discussed novels Mike had read or was reading. Both loved to read. Tony had decided to major in English at California State College at Los Angeles before dropping out and joining the Marines. 

Tony had sketched portraits of villagers, panoramic scenes of water buffalo trolling through rice paddies, Marines firing artillery pieces, Marines in foxholes and Marines dying. He'd made use of any scrap of paper he could find. Mike and Tony, with T.J. and Rocco close behind sweet- talking some Vietnamese women, once had cleaned out the Da Nang Marine Base Exchange of its supply of sketch pads, only nine or ten left at the time, and enough drawing pencils and ink pens to last at least a few months. Oil-based paints, watercolors and charcoal sticks were not available. 

Rocco and
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