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Chapter One

Lai Khe

 


“Stop that bloody racket at once!”

Sid, who had been feeling especially pleased
with himself for managing to evade his squad leader and find this
pleasantly cool, breezy spot in the shade of a large white stucco
building, briefly sets down his guitar. Then he picks it up again
and goes on playing as if he hadn’t heard. After all, finding this
battered and apparently ownerless guitar in his squad’s tent had
been the first real stroke of luck Sid has had since he arrived in
Lai Khe. Before that, even. Since his draft notice came in the
mail, really. He needs to take every opportunity he can find to
practice.

Sid starts the song over, his concentration
having been disturbed by the interruption. A door slams behind him,
and someone bounds out of the building to stand in front of
him.

“Did you not hear me telling you to stop?”
demands the man. A boy, really; he doesn’t look any older than Sid.
He has a crisp-sounding English accent. “Some of us have important
work to do. Clear off and go make irritating noises somewhere
else.”

The boy is dressed oddly, in a uniform that
Sid has never seen before. His blouse is khaki, and his shorts only
come to mid-thigh, with impeccably-polished leather boots and what
appear to be woolen knee socks. He’s tall and very thin, with skin
so white it nearly glows, and stiffly-gelled hair that is a
startlingly bright shade of orange-red. From Sid’s point of view,
sitting cross-legged on the grass, the pale insides of the
stranger’s thighs are directly at eye level.

Sid gazes up at this apparition in some
astonishment before he finds his voice. “Says who?” he asks
belligerently. “I have just as much right to be here as you
do.”

“No, you don’t, Private Cohen.” The
boy looks pointedly at the nametape on Sid’s uniform.

“Why? Who are you, the Queen of
England?”

The boy flushes an angry red and draws
himself up to stand even more stiffly, looking down at Sid. “I’m
Lieutenant Rupert Alistair Hart.” He pronounces “lieutenant” oddly,
as if it has an “f” in it. “I’m the brigade commander’s
counterinsurgency advisor.”

“So what? Does that mean I’m supposed to
salute you or something?”

“Yes, you’re required to render all customs
and courtesies to me just as if I were an American officer.” He
frowns at Sid. “And you’re supposed to stand at attention when you
talk to me.”

“Ugh, fine,” Sid says irritably, standing
up. He’s an inch or so taller than Lieutenant Hart, which clearly
annoys him. Hart tilts his head back so he can continue to look
down his nose at Sid even from below. Sid suppresses the urge to
laugh. “Are you English or something? I didn’t know we had any
Brits out here.”

“Technically, you don’t. I’ve been seconded
to the Royal Australian Army for this tour. And you’re supposed to
address me as ‘sir.’”

“So your country isn’t even fighting and
they still made you come here?” Sid asks. “That’s some bullshit.
Sir.”

Hart looks surprised. “They didn’t make me
come here. I arranged it myself. It was really quite difficult to
make it happen.”

“You wanted to come here?” Sid asks
incredulously. “Are you insane?”

“You aren’t supposed to talk to me like
that,” Hart complains, but he seems less angry now. He looks Sid up
and down in a way that, unaccountably, makes Sid’s face feel hot.
Hart’s eyes are very green. “I take it you aren’t here of your own
free will, Private Cohen?”

“God, no, I did everything short of actually
going to jail to get out of it. And please stop calling me
that.”

“Why, what do you want to be called?”

Sid hesitates. “Call me Cody,” he says
hopefully.

Hart raises a skeptical eyebrow. “Is that a
‘call me Ishmael’ sort of name?” he asks. “Or did your mother
actually name you ‘Cody Cohen’? That seems rather absurdly
alliterative.”

“It’s no more absurd than ‘Rupert
Alistair,’” Sid retorts. “But no, she didn’t. I perform as a singer
under the name Cody Wyatt.”

“Ah.” The corners of Hart’s mouth twitch as
though he’s trying not to smile. “Of course. I suppose I did
interrupt you in the midst of a musical performance. What is your
legal name, if you don’t mind?”

“Sidney,” he admits begrudgingly. “But I’d
rather be called Cody. ‘Sidney Cohen’ sounds like a middle-aged
accountant.”

“I see.” Hart is still looking at him in a
way that makes Sid feel strangely short of breath. “And what unit
are you with?”

“Dagger Battalion.” Sid waves a hand in the
direction of his company’s camp. “Third Platoon, Alpha
Company.”

“So you’re an infantryman?”

“I guess I am now. Also not by choice.”

“In that case,” Hart says, touching Sid’s
sleeve, “shouldn’t you be closing with and destroying the enemy, or
some such activity? Not loitering about here with a guitar?”

Sid isn’t entirely certain whether Hart is
scolding him or just making fun of him. Somehow he finds he doesn’t
mind either way. “I have a guard shift on the perimeter this
afternoon.” For some reason, he is very aware of the feeling of
Hart’s slim fingers on his arm. “If I hang around the company area
now, my squad leader’ll put me on some stupid detail or other.”

“Well, Private Cohen,” Hart says, still
looking him over in that cool, appraising way, “this building is
your brigade headquarters, and your squad leader also does not want
you to be here. Trust me on this. So you need to find somewhere
else to hide.”

Sid picks up his guitar reluctantly. “Fine.
But only if you promise to stop calling me that.”

Hart looks amused. “Very well, ‘Cody Wyatt,’
have it your way.” He pats Sid’s bicep and turns back toward the
building. “Off with you now.”

“Bye,” Sid says weakly as the door closes
behind Hart. He slings his guitar over his shoulder, thinking,
What the hell just happened here?

****

The next morning is even hotter than the day
before. Sid is accustomed to being able to easily outrun most other
soldiers. He had been considered a rising star on his high school
football team, at least until the unfortunate incident during his
junior year. But during his platoon’s morning run he feels as if
the humidity is drowning him. The thick, soupy air settles over his
face like a wet cloth.

Sid has only been in Vietnam for three days,
but he knows now that by early afternoon the heat will draw
together into blinding sheets of rain. The day before, as he sat
sleepily in the guard tower looking out at the peaceful paddy
fields beyond the base, Sid had been briefly mesmerized by the
beauty of the clouds rolling in. The water in the rice paddies
reflected the sky, so that the whole world was wet and shining.
Then the wind changed and the rain came slanting into the tower.
Sid, who had not bothered to bring his poncho, was soaked to the
skin, shivering off and on through the rest of his twelve-hour
shift.

After breakfast, Sid glances around, and
when no one is looking he grabs his guitar and makes a break for
the muddy trail that leads toward the brigade headquarters. He’s
only had a few hours’ sleep, but he feels excited, keyed up. He
makes himself comfortable in the same grassy spot as before.
Inside, he can hear a typewriter clattering.

Today, as soon as he begins tuning his
guitar, the window above his head opens and a now-familiar orange
head pokes out. “I see you’ve returned to plague me once again,”
Hart remarks, peering down at him. He doesn’t actually sound
displeased. “I suppose you might as well come inside so no one
higher ranking than me catches you lurking here.”

“Sure,” Sid says eagerly, coming around the
side door and into Hart’s office. For reasons that he is choosing
not to examine too closely, he’s delighted to see the eccentric
lieutenant again.

Hart’s office is small but pleasant. The
ceiling is high, and a fan stirs the warm air; a large screened
window lets in the breeze. The floors are polished hardwood, but
the interior walls, which don’t reach the ceiling, are flimsy and
new. It looks like a corner of a much grander room, now hastily
partitioned by plywood.

Hart’s desk is stacked with books and
papers. There’s only one chair, which Hart is sitting in, so Sid
shoves some of the books aside and sits down on the desk. Hart
frowns at that but says nothing. Sid leans over to peer at the
sheet of paper still stuck in the typewriter. “What’s this? Your
grand plan to win the war?”

“Something like that,” Hart says gloomily.
“Or it would be, if anyone would listen to me.”

“Because you’re the brigade commander’s—what
did you say you do again?”

“I’m an expert on counterinsurgency
warfare.” Hart sits up straighter in his chair. “While I was at
King’s College I wrote a monograph on the lessons of the Malayan
Emergency. The first of its kind. That’s why I came here. It’s the
perfect opportunity to apply those lessons.”

Sid has never heard of the Malayan Emergency
and has only the vaguest idea of what counterinsurgency warfare
might be, but he feels certain that Hart will respond unkindly if
he admits this. Instead, he says, “But they won’t listen to
you?”

Hart sighs. “No.” He looks deflated again.
“Whenever I make a suggestion during operational planning, Colonel
Cragden just tells me that he was at Normandy and in Korea and that
he doesn’t need some schoolboy to teach him how to fight. I’ve
tried to explain to him that the population is the enemy’s center
of gravity and that we have to win over the population in order to
win the war, and he just responds that ‘we don’t need to win ’em
over when we’ve got ’em by the balls.’” Hart mimics the commander’s
American accent contemptuously.

“Sounds like a great guy. But didn’t you say
you were here with the Australians? Why aren’t you with one of
their units?”

“I was, at first, but the Australians didn’t
need me to tell them about the lessons of the Malayan Emergency.
Quite a few of them actually fought in it.” Hart sighs again. “To
be honest, I don’t think they really knew quite what to do with
me.”

Sid nods sympathetically. No one has ever
known quite what to do with him either.

“Well, enough of that,” Hart says abruptly,
looking at him. “What about you, Cody? How did you come to be
here?”

“Because I fucked up.”

“Oh.” Hart looks intrigued. “Were you one of
those delinquents who was offered a choice between prison and the
army?”

“What? No, I’m not a criminal,” Sid
protests, annoyed. “I got drafted. I just mean, I fucked up. As in,
my grades weren’t good enough to get into college. I barely
finished high school. My mother teaches high school history, so you
can imagine how pleased she was with me.”

“So you’re not academically inclined?”

“I mean, I like to read and stuff like that.
I’m not an idiot.” Sid scowls, leaning forward with his elbows on
his knees. “I don’t know. I was just mad all the time in high
school; I felt like everything was bullshit and everyone was out to
get me. Looking back on it, I don’t know what I was so pissed off
about. My life was pretty good.” From the vantage point of Vietnam
the difficulties of being in high school seem very small and far
away, as if he were peering at them through the wrong end of a
telescope.

“Anyway,” Sid continues with a sigh, “I
couldn’t convince the doctor that my shoulder was too fucked up
from football for the army, and I couldn’t convince the draft board
that I was actually a conscientious objector for real. It probably
didn’t help that the rabbi my mom got to vouch for me hadn’t
actually laid eyes on me since my bar mitzvah.”

“You’re Jewish?” Hart asks, with interest.
He begins rifling through the papers on his desk.

“Yeah. I guess.” Sid shrugs. “I mean, I am,
but no one in my family is very religious. My mom death-marched me
through enough basic Hebrew to get through my bar mitzvah, and I
pretty much haven’t been inside a synagogue since. My mom doesn’t
really go either. I think her big thing with being Jewish is mostly
that she spends all her time yelling at everyone she knows to be a
better person. It’s exhausting.”

Hart opens a folder full of newspaper
clippings and flaps it at Sid. Sid takes it, confused. “I’ve been
looking for someone to discuss Israeli tactics with. I was very
impressed by your historic victory in June. Congratulations!”

“For what?”

Hart looks at Sid as if he’s being
especially slow-witted. “For the recapture of East Jerusalem! And
the defeat of the Arab states.” His expression is incredulous.
“Surely you’ve heard about it?”

“Oh yeah, that,” Sid says, looking down at
the newspaper clippings. “Thanks, I guess. It didn’t really have
anything to do with me.”

“Nothing to do with you?” Hart sounds
aghast. “It was an extraordinary moment for the Jewish people! You
really don’t see that?”

“You sound like my mother,” Sid groans. “She
was pestering me about this too. She sent me a bunch of letters
about it.”

“Well, of course.” Hart looks smug.

“Look, it may have been an extraordinary
moment for the Jewish people, but in June this Jewish person was
way more concerned about finishing basic and shipping out here.
I’ve never even been to Israel. I’m from New York.”

“Isn’t your mother from New York too?”

“No. Not originally. She’s from Vilna. From
Lithuania. She survived the war by hiding in the woods with the
Resistance. That’s part of what makes her so exhausting.”

“Exhausting?” Hart echoes indignantly. “She
sounds fascinating. I would love to talk to her.”

“Be my guest,” Sid says drily. “I’ll give
you her address. I’m sure she’d enjoy your letters much more than
she enjoys mine.”

“I might hold you to that.” Hart taps his
pen thoughtfully against his lower lip. His lips are very pink and
look soft, almost heart-shaped; Sid forces himself to stop staring
at them before Hart notices anything odd. “I have a number of
questions about World War II partisans that she might be able to
help me answer.”

“Wonderful.” Sid rolls his eyes. “I hope
this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

“Perhaps it will be.” Hart tips back his
head to look down his nose at Sid again. “I can’t believe you’re
the son of a genuine World War II Resistance fighter, and all you
can say about it is that she’s exhausting.”

“Because she is,” Sid says. “You don’t know
her. She’s a wonderful person. She’s a hero, all that. For sure.
But imagine trying to talk to your mother about normal stuff, like
normal high school bullshit, when she spent her teenage years
literally fighting Nazis. Trust me, it’s exhausting.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Hart says disdainfully.
“My mother died when I was six.”

“Sorry,” Sid says, somewhat abashed. “You’re
welcome to borrow mine, if you want.”

Hart smiles at him suddenly. Something about
that smile makes Sid feel light-headed. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” Sid tries to collect himself.
“You might want to go easy on the counterinsurgency stuff with her,
though. Seeing as how she used to be the insurgency.”

Hart looks annoyed again. His nose twitches
irritably; Sid wonders why he finds this so endearing. “That was an
entirely different situation,” Hart protests. “We’re here to
protect democracy in South Vietnam. We’re not Nazis.”

“I’m not sure my mother sees it that way,”
Sid says. “I mean, she doesn’t think we’re Nazis, but we’re here to
kill Commies, right? Anyway, my mom still remembers the Communists
mostly as liberators. She always says that the Communists and the
Jews were the only people actually in the Resistance. She says
everyone else just collaborated and then lied and tried to pretend
they were Resistance after the war.”

“Hmmph. I’m beginning to understand where
you get your uniquely aggravating personality.”

Sid grins. Hart’s tone of voice suggests
that he doesn’t entirely object to being aggravated by Sid. “I do
my best.”

“With your, er, revolutionary origins,” Hart
says, rolling his eyes, “I’m surprised you allowed yourself to be
drafted at all. Don’t your sort of people usually flee to Canada or
some such place?”

“I tried,” Sid grumbles. “I fucked that up
too.”

Hart laughs. “That sounds like a story.”

“Not really,” Sid mutters. He doesn’t
especially want to discuss this. “I was only there for a week. Then
I got into a fight with this putz at the bar where I was working.
He started it. Well, kind of. But I hurt him pretty bad. The owner
of the bar was going to call the police, so I hopped back on the
bus to New York before they showed up.”

Hart looks amused. “May I ask the cause of
the fight?”

Sid opens his mouth, then closes it again.
He shrugs. “Just stupid bullshit.”

“Very well, be mysterious if you like,” Hart
responds. “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be? I have work to
do.”

Sid stands up, then hesitates. “I don’t have
to start my guard shift for a couple hours, and it’s pouring out
there.” He gestures to the window; a cool breeze that smells of
rain and the damp earth is blowing in. “Can I just sleep in here
for a little while?”

“Sleep in here?” Hart sounds scandalized.
“Where?”

“I’m fine on the floor. It’s not much harder
than my cot, and it’s a lot less muddy in here than down
there.”

Hart frowns. “Lock the door at least.” He
sounds as if he can’t believe he’s agreeing to this plan. “I don’t
want anyone to come in and see you camping out in here.”

“Thanks.” Sid locks the door. Then he sets
his guitar down carefully and flops down with his head on the empty
case. The hardwood floor is very smooth; its smell reminds Sid of a
library. The office is much quieter than the ten-man tent where he
normally sleeps. He falls deeply asleep almost at once.

He wakes some time later, feeling
disoriented but somehow safer and more comfortable than he has in
weeks. Someone is touching his hair. Sid loves to have his head
stroked. Without thinking, he arches into the touch like a cat. He
lets out a pleased little sound. The person touching his hair
snatches their hand away, and he opens his eyes to see Hart bending
over him, looking embarrassed.

“Erm,” Hart says, “Sidney—Cody—the rain has
stopped. You’d better go before it starts again.”

“What? Oh—thanks.” Sid glances at his watch.
“Shit, yeah, my guard shift starts in ten minutes. Fuck!”

“Well, run along then.” Hart sits back down
at his desk. He seems to be avoiding meeting Sid’s eyes. “Don’t be
late.”

“See you later?” Sid asks hopefully.

“It doesn’t appear that I have much choice
in the matter,” Hart says, turning away from him.

****

“Hello there,” Hart says, as Sid stomps
unhappily into his office the next morning. He looks Sid up and
down and smiles. “You look much more like an infantryman today.” He
gestures toward the rifle Sid is carrying and the antenna curling
out of his rucksack. “I see you’ve acquired the ability to shoot
and communicate. That’s two of the three fundamentals of warfare.
Well done!”

“Ugh,” Sid groans. He drops his rifle and
pack on the floor with a clatter. Hart frowns. “My platoon sergeant
smoked the shit out of me this morning for leaving my rifle in the
tent while I was here yesterday. I can’t feel my arms.”

“As well he should. A rifleman is nothing
without his rifle.” Hart gestures toward the heavy .45-caliber
pistol that hangs awkwardly off his skinny hip. “Personally, I
never go anywhere without my sidearm.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re killing all kinds of
VC in here with that thing.” Sid rolls his eyes as he sits down on
Hart’s desk again. Hart’s nose twitches, but he doesn’t say
anything. “Anyway, fuck this rifleman bullshit. My mom taught me to
type. I asked the sergeant at the induction center to let me be a
clerk.”

“He said no?”

“He laughed at me,” Sid says gloomily. “He
said, ‘Son, you’re a born infantryman if I ever saw one.’”

“You are quite fit.” Hart looks embarrassed.
He clears his throat. “That is, I meant to ask, were you an athlete
at school?”

“Yeah, I played quarterback on the football
team.” Sid is momentarily distracted from his present woes by the
way Hart is looking at him. “I probably would’ve been the starting
quarterback my senior year, except I got kicked off the team as a
junior.”

Hart laughs. “I begin to sense a pattern
emerging. Was it because of a fight over ‘stupid bullshit’?”

“Yeah, actually,” Sid admits. “That one was
probably my fault, honestly. I broke this kid’s nose. The coach
wanted to keep me on the team anyway, but the kid’s father was some
kind of lawyer, some kind of big deal, so I got kicked off the team
and suspended for a week.”

Hart raises an eyebrow. “Apparently, I took
my life in my hands when I interrupted your guitar practice. I had
no idea you were such a dangerous man.”

“I would never hit you,” Sid protests. “Why
would I do that? You’re like half my size. This was a fair fight. I
started it, probably, but the guy was bigger than me. He was one of
our defensive linemen.”

“I’m only joking.” Hart straightens his
narrow shoulders and tilts up his chin, looking at Sid
challengingly. “Besides, I can handle myself in a fight.”

Sid bites his lip, trying not to laugh.
“Okay, great. Good for you.”

“I can,” Hart insists. “We can spar
sometime, if you like.”

This time Sid does laugh. “Sure. You want to
go right now? Let’s do it.”

Hart is still staring Sid down. His pretty
lips are slightly parted. When did I start to think of him
as pretty? Sid wonders. What the fuck is wrong with
me?

“Perhaps not now,” Hart says, somewhat to
Sid’s disappointment. He glances down at his crisply-ironed blouse
and shorts. “Not in this uniform.”

“You can go get something else to wear if
you want,” Sid suggests. “I’ll wait.”

“I’ll bring it tomorrow.” Hart looks away.
“That is, if you’ll be here.”

Sid shrugs. “The U.S. government says I have
to be here for another three hundred and sixty-one days.” And
I’d rather be in this office than anywhere else, he thinks,
opting not to examine why he feels that way. He glances over at his
discarded rifle and pack and sighs. “That reminds me, my platoon
sergeant told me this morning I’m the new platoon RTO. So I have to
carry that heavy-as-shit radio everywhere from now on or he’s going
to smoke the crap out of me again.”

“That’s an important job,” Hart says
earnestly. “And a dangerous one.”

“Tell me about it,” Sid says miserably. “The
reason they need a new RTO is that the last one got shot in the
throat. I’ve been sleeping in his bed. Nobody told me.”

“Perhaps they didn’t want to frighten
you.”

“Or perhaps they just don’t give a
shit about me.” Sid puts his head in his hands. “So now when we
start going out on patrol everyone’s going to see that stupid
fucking antenna on my back and try to take a shot at it. At me.” He
swallows, feeling horribly close to tears. “And the worst part is,
they took my guitar.”

Hart frowns. “That seems unnecessarily
harsh. Even given your penchant for using it to make annoying
noises when other people are trying to concentrate.”

“Not as a punishment.” Sid swallows hard
again. “Apparently, it belonged to the dead guy. They’re sending it
back to his family with the rest of his stuff.”

“Oh,” Hart says quietly. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I.” Sid gestures despairingly toward
his radio. “I don’t even know how to use that piece of shit.”

“That’s the sort of thing your squad leader
or team leader should be training you to do.” Hart sounds
disapproving.

Sid laughs a little. “To be fair to my squad
leader, he might be willing to teach me if I didn’t spend all my
free time hiding out here. Anyway, all I remember about radios from
basic is something about ‘fill’ being important. And the word
‘squelch’ because I thought it was funny, but I don’t remember what
it means. And I know a call for MEDEVAC has nine lines, but I don’t
remember what they are.”

“I can teach you how to use it, if you like.
And how to call for fire and call for a MEDEVAC.”

Sid looks up, surprised. “Really? You know
about this stuff?”

Hart glares at him. “Using a radio is a
basic soldier skill, and I was top of my class at Sandhurst. What
do you think I studied there, Morris dancing?”

“How the hell would I know what they teach
you at wherever that is?” Sid demands. “I just figure that if
operating a radio is something they’re making me do, it’s probably
something officers don’t bother with. And,” he adds after a moment,
smirking at Hart, “I don’t know what Morris dancing is, but I’d
love to watch you demonstrate it.”

“You’re an idiot.” Hart turns slightly pink.
He leans forward and shoves Sid off his desk, pushing him in the
direction of his radio. “Go and bring that here so that you can
learn how to be marginally less useless.”

****

When he bangs into Hart’s office the
following day, Sid is slightly disappointed to see that Hart is
wearing green jungle fatigues that look similar to Sid’s own
uniform (although Hart’s clothes, unlike Sid’s, are freshly ironed
and spotlessly clean). Seeing Hart, with his long legs and narrow
hips, in his little shorts and knee socks has become one of the
highlights of Sid’s day. He tells himself that it’s because he
finds it funny. Then he remembers their conversation from the day
before.

“Did you dig that out because you’re getting
ready to go kill the enemy?” Sid asks, grinning. “Or is that your
sparring uniform? Still want to do this?”

Hart’s nose twitches. “It’s entirely your
decision. I would never challenge an enlisted man to a fight. But I
think perhaps the physical exercise might do me good.”

“For sure.” Sid drops his rifle and pack by
Hart’s desk. “Me too. Let’s go. Outside, right?”

Hart glances out the window. “Yes, let’s.
Before the rain starts again.”

“Does it always rain like this here?” Sid
asks, following Hart outside and into what he thinks of as “the
forest.” The trees are very tall and straight, planted at uniform
intervals, with odd markings on the trunks. The ground is damp and
ferny. On his own, Sid usually sticks strictly to the muddy path.
The strange trees look the same to him in all directions, and he
has no idea how he would find his way back if he became lost among
them. But Hart heads off into them unhesitatingly.

“No,” Hart says, striding rapidly forward.
“August is the height of the rainy season. In October it will begin
to be cooler and drier. Lovely weather, actually, until the hot
season starts in February or so.”

“Great. I feel like I’m about to start
sprouting mushrooms in this rain. I don’t think my feet have fully
dried out since I got off the boat.”

“You won’t have time to loiter about my
office once the fine weather comes.” Hart’s back is to Sid, and
it’s hard to tell if he’s pleased by the idea of being rid of Sid
or not. “At the moment, the wet weather favors the enemy. But the
brigade will begin major combat operations again when the rains
stop.”

Sid groans. “Of course. I should’ve known
better than to think things would ever be less crappy here.”

“Best to take it a day at a time,” Hart
agrees. He pauses in a small clearing among the trees and turns to
face Sid. “Well?”

“Sure, yeah.” The idea of putting his hands
on Hart curls excitingly through Sid. The fine hairs on the back of
his neck prickle. “You ready?”

“On the count of three,” Hart says sternly,
putting one foot forward and holding his small fists up in front of
his face like a boxer. Sid nearly swallows his tongue trying not to
laugh. He has no intention of seriously trying to hit Hart, but he
dutifully holds up his fists as well. “One, two, three,
go!”

Hart darts forward like a dragonfly, aiming
blows rapidly at his head and chest. Sid blocks most of them easily
but makes no attempt to strike back. “Come on!” Hart shouts. “Hit
me!”

Sid swings half-heartedly. Hart ducks and
gets under Sid’s guard; his fist connects with Sid’s face. Sid
laughs, surprised. He tastes blood in his mouth. It feels good,
almost, like the shock of jumping into a cold pool on a hot
day.

Hart glares at him, jabbing at him again,
from the left this time. Sid blocks it. “You’re not even trying,”
Hart complains. “Stop going easy on me!”

“Yeah?” Sid smiles, swaying toward Hart on
the balls of his feet. He licks the blood off his lower lip. “You
want this?”

“Just do it!” Hart snaps. “Stop holding
back!”

“Fine!” Sid surges forward, driving his
shoulder into Hart’s chest and tackling him to the damp ground.
Hart yelps and beats his fists on Sid’s back. Sid wraps his arms
around Hart, pinning him down. It’s a clumsy hold, but he’s too
heavy for Hart to get away easily. “There. I win. Happy now?”

“This is wrestling, not sparring,” Hart
complains. He bucks his hips, trying to throw Sid off him. Sid
clamps Hart’s legs more firmly between his thighs.

“You should’ve set ground rules before we
started if you wanted to be so picky,” Sid pants. Hart’s pink,
flushed face is very close to his own. He can smell Hart’s sweat
and the clean scent of his hair. The stiff gel that holds Hart’s
hair in place seems to be dissolving in the humidity; his bangs are
falling over his eyes. Hart is still squirming underneath him,
wriggling between his legs. A startling heat jolts through Sid at
the feeling. To his horror, he realizes that he’s getting hard,
pressed against Hart.

He lets go immediately and rolls off Hart,
into a patch of wet ferns. He turns his back to Hart, trying to get
himself under control. A heavy drop of rain splashes onto his
face.

“You’d better get back to your camp before
it pours.” Hart’s voice sounds odd, half-strangled. “Besides, I
have work to do.”

“Okay,” Sid says, taking a deep breath,
“yeah.”


Chapter Two

The Plantation

 


Sid has mostly lost track of what day of the
week it is. His schedule is unvarying: twelve hours of sleeping and
breakfast and bothering Hart, then twelve hours in the guard tower,
eating C-rations and trying to stay awake as he watches the light
change over the rice paddies. He only knows that today is Sunday
because his platoon leader reminded them all at breakfast that
there would be church services up the hill that morning. Sid
wonders where Hart is. Does he go to church? Surely he wouldn’t be
in his office on a Sunday morning. Sid lies on his cot for a while
after breakfast, trying to sleep. It’s hot and stuffy in the tent,
and he can hear some of his squadmates laughing and talking
outside.

His mind returns again and again to the
wrestling match from the day before. He can’t stop wondering if
Hart noticed that anything was off. He tries to tell himself that
his body only reacted that way because it’s been so long since he’s
even spoken to a girl, let alone touched one, but it’s difficult
for him to convince even himself. Sid’s periodic, awkward
encounters with girls have always been unsatisfying. He can go
through the motions, up to a point, but the girls in question have
always seemed inexpressibly disappointed with him, in ways that
have added enormously to the knot of frustration and anger that
always seems to be clenched in the pit of his stomach.

In Sid’s high school biology class, his
teacher had once mentioned a procedure that allowed a frog’s brain
to be cut off from the rest of its nervous system in such a way
that the frog remained alive, but unable to feel anything.
Afterward, whenever Sid tried to push himself to touch his dates in
the ways that seemed to be expected of him, he thought of those
damaged frogs. It seemed possible he had sustained some sort of
similar neurological damage at football practice.

He had once, fumblingly, tried to ask his
doctor about this. But his doctor, who was an elderly German Jew
with a heavy accent and a bushy white beard that made him look like
a Semitic Santa Claus, had only chuckled and told Sid to give
himself time. He would meet the right girl, eventually; there was
no hurry.

In any case, there certainly hadn’t seemed
to be anything wrong with his nervous system when Hart was
squirming underneath him. He bites down on his lip at the thought,
shifting uncomfortably on his narrow canvas cot. Finally, he gives
up on sleep and decides to go see if Hart is in his office.

He’s relieved to find he can hear the
clattering of Hart’s typewriter before he even gets near the
building. Inside, he finds Hart hunched over his desk, a cigarette
dangling from his lips and a large mug of coffee at his elbow. His
head is wreathed in blue smoke.

“I haven’t got any time to waste today,”
Hart announces as soon as Sid walks in. “I’ve persuaded Colonel
Cragden to take me with him to take notes at a very important
meeting next week. I need to finish this paper first.”

“If you’re just taking notes, why do you
need to write a paper?”

“General Westmoreland will be at the
meeting.” Hart doesn’t look up. He stubs out his cigarette and
takes a gulp of coffee. “I might have the opportunity to give this
paper to his aide.”

“Right,” Sid says, trying not to roll his
eyes, “your plan to win the war. I almost forgot.”

“Yes, whether you believe it or not, I
actually have a purpose here that goes beyond helping you evade
your chain of command,” Hart says irritably. “Don’t stand about
staring at me. Clear off.”

“What’s your paper about?” Sid asks, hoping
to get him talking.

“I want to persuade General Westmoreland to
abandon his idiotic strategy of attrition and adopt a
population-centric counterinsurgency approach,” Hart says. “This
could be my chance to change the whole direction of the war.”

That seems like a highly unlikely outcome to
Sid, based on his admittedly limited knowledge of generals and
lieutenants and war, but there’s clearly no point in saying so to
Hart. He casts about for something to say that will keep Hart from
kicking him out. He considers asking for a cigarette, but Sid has
only begun smoking recently—to keep himself awake on guard, mostly,
and to make sure he gets to take smoke breaks. He doesn’t want to
do anything amateurish that Hart will laugh at. “What is this
strategy you keep talking about, anyway?” he asks. “I don’t think I
really understand it.” This, at least, is true.

Hart looks pleased by the question. He
stands up, as if he’s giving a presentation in school. “There are
three basic principles.” He holds up three fingers. “First, you
need to separate the population from the enemy. Second, you need to
protect the population. And third, you need to present them with a
political solution they prefer to what the enemy can offer. Clear,
hold, and build.”

Hart paces around the small office,
gesturing emphatically with his hands as he continues his
explanation. Sid has mostly stopped paying attention to this
lecture, but he’s enjoying watching Hart stride around and
gesticulate. Hart is wearing his shorts and knee socks again, and
his enthusiasm for his subject has brought a pretty flush to his
face.

Belatedly, Sid realizes that Hart has
stopped talking and is looking at him expectantly. Apparently, Sid
has missed something crucial. “Sorry,” he says guiltily, “what was
that again?”

Hart rolls his eyes. “I should have known
you weren’t listening.” He sounds exasperated. “Why do you even
bother to ask me questions if you don’t care about the answer? I
spend all day, every day, talking to Americans who have no interest
in my ideas. I don’t need to make it a hobby as well as a
profession.”

“I just like looking at you,” Sid blurts
out, then bites down hard on the inside of his cheek, mortified.
Where did that come from? “Uh, I mean…”

Surprisingly, Hart’s annoyance seems to
vanish. He looks at Sid consideringly and takes an audible breath.
Then he steps toward Sid and puts a hand on his shoulder, leaning
close to him. “Would you like to come back to my room?” he asks in
a low voice, almost a whisper. His lips are very near Sid’s ear.
Sid shivers.

“Uh, sure, yeah.” Sid is startled but
pleased by the invitation. He’s relieved that Hart doesn’t seem put
off by his awkwardness. He’s also curious to see what Hart’s room
looks like. The allegedly palatial living quarters of the
commanders and staff officers have been a topic of considerable
discussion among the soldiers in the perpetually damp tent where
Sid sleeps. “Right now?”

“Hmm, yes, I’d like that.” Hart squeezes
Sid’s shoulder. “If you’re willing.”

“Sure, why not? Let’s go.”

Hart seems unusually nervous and tense as
they head up a small hill, through the strange trees. “What’s your
platoon leader’s name?” he asks abruptly.

Sid glances at him, confused. “Lieutenant
Mitchell. Why?”

“In case anyone stops us and asks why I’m
bringing you here. I’ll say that I need to give you some papers to
take to him.”

Sid laughs. “Okay. Why? Are lowly enlisted
soldiers not allowed to hang out around where you live?”

Hart frowns. “It might seem, well, untoward,
if they did.”

Sid shrugs. “Whatever you say.” As they come
up over the hill, a sprawling white wooden building comes into
view. It has a peaked roof and a wide, shady veranda; a few men are
sitting there in rocking chairs. It reminds Sid of the pictures of
Southern plantation houses that he had sometimes seen in his
history textbooks at school. “Wait. That’s not where you live, is
it?”

“It is, yes.”

Sid whistles. “Are you fucking kidding me?
You guys live in a mansion?”

Hart looks uncomfortable. “It’s not as
luxurious as it looks. It has mice and wood-rot. And it’s only got
cold-water taps.”

“You live in a mansion!” Sid repeats
disbelievingly. “Some of the guys told me that, but I thought they
were just bullshitting me. Like maybe you had actual barracks
instead of a tent. This is like fucking Gone with the Wind
up here!”

“It is, actually, a bit,” Hart admits.
“That’s what this base is: a French rubber plantation. I suppose
they decided to just use the existing facilities for us.”

“For you,” Sid says. “We don’t even
have a floor where I am. We put down boards, but they keep sinking
into the mud.” He glances around. “Is that what these weird trees
are? They make rubber?”

“Yes. Every time your operations damage one
of the trees, the plantation owners send your government a bill for
two hundred and fifty dollars.”

Sid shakes his head. “That’s almost three
times what I get paid a month. Good to know I’m worth less than a
French tree.”

“You’re certainly much less productive and
useful than a rubber tree.” But his tone is rather affectionate,
Sid thinks. Well, maybe.

“You don’t seem to mind.” Sid elbows Hart,
who flushes in response. They skirt the side of the building. Hart
seems to be trying to approach it without being seen. Sid looks
around and his eyes widen. “You have a pool!”

“What? Yes, I suppose we do. I never use it.
I burn easily.” Hart tugs at Sid’s elbow, pulling him away toward a
side door.

“You have a pool,” Sid repeats
enviously. He looks back longingly at it. Even at home, Sid’s
parents have never been able to afford the health-club membership
that would have allowed him to use a private pool like this one,
and public pools in Manhattan are always so packed with children in
the summer that it’s impossible to do anything but splash around.
Sid feels as if he’s spent half of every summer packed into the
hot, crowded subway, taking the long ride from the Lower East Side
to Coney Island. Swimming laps in the ocean, long and slow, is one
of the few activities that seems to silence the angry chorus in his
brain and un-knot the tense lump in his stomach; nothing else makes
him feel so calm, not even his music. “Can I use it?”

“Not at the moment.” Hart glances around
anxiously, then ushers Sid in through the side door. Sid follows
him into a dim, musty-smelling hallway.

“Are enlisted guys not allowed to swim
there?” Sid asks as Hart unlocks his door. “Maybe you could talk to
the commander. I mean, they have rivers here. We need to practice
swimming—”

“Shhh,” Hart says, pulling Sid into his
room. His fingers are cool on the inside of Sid’s wrist. He shuts
the door behind them and locks it. “Come here.”

Sid opens his mouth and then immediately
forgets what he had intended to say because, to his astonishment,
Hart is kissing him. Sid freezes. Hart slides a hand into Sid’s
short hair and slips his tongue into Sid’s mouth, pressing up
against him. Hart’s mouth tastes of smoke and coffee. Heat flares
sharply between Sid’s legs, like a lit match dropped in
gasoline.

Hart makes a pleased little sound against
Sid’s lips. He runs his other hand appreciatively over Sid’s chest,
down to his fly. His fingers find the bulge of Sid’s stiffening
cock, squeezing and stroking him through his pants. Sid is
instantly, achingly hard; he gasps dizzily for air.

“Mmm,” Hart says softly. “Very nice.”

Hart drops to his knees in front of Sid,
tugging at his belt buckle. Sid still hasn’t moved. He finally
manages to speak. “What,” he says breathlessly, “what are you
doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Then Hart glances up at
Sid’s face and his expression changes. “What, do you really not
know?”

Sid swallows hard. He has some idea of
what’s going on, but— “I, uh. No. What—”

Hart stands up, scrambling backward, away
from Sid. He holds his hands up in front of his face as if he
expects Sid to hit him. “I thought we understood each other. What
did you think I brought you here for?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t really think about
it,” Sid says honestly. He takes a step forward.

Hart looks both terrified and embarrassed.
He cringes against the far wall, still holding up his hands.
“Please just go,” he says. “I’m so very sorry. Of course I won’t
bother you again.”

“Hart,” Sid says helplessly. “I don’t… I
can’t—”

“Yes, yes, I know.” Hart puts his face in
his hands. “Please. Please leave.”

Sid fumbles with the door for a moment, then
staggers into the hallway and outside into the blindingly bright
day. He feels overwhelmed, both wretched and exhilarated. His body
is still tingling from Hart’s touch.

He’s most of the way back to his company
area before it suddenly occurs to him
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