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QL 4 was a highway in South Vietnam. In 1969, anyone going south from Saigon into the Mekong Delta would follow this national route, traversing an expanse of green rice paddies, passing through busy towns and quiet villages, and crossing wide fingers of the Mekong River by ferry. Squat red-and-white concrete posts marked the highway as “QL 4.” These concrete markers—old and battered and faded—mimicked those on the country roads of France.

“He saw the Jungle of his life and the lurking Beast; then, while he looked, perceived it, as by a stir of the air, rise huge and hideous, for the leap that was to settle him.”  —The Beast in the Jungle by Henry James
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​PROLOGUE
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Sergeant Johnson shoved the door open. Tepid air redolent of fish sauce and incense washed out over them. Staring into the gloom, all Bell could make out was a dark corridor lit by a single, naked bulb in a distant stairwell.

“Move, move,” ran through his mind, but “ah, fuck!” short-circuited the signal. Johnson was almost to the stairs before the message reached his feet. His first day on patrol and here he was following some Black Panther, who probably despised his newbie white ass, into a dark building looking for a fucking fugitive or something. 

Long shadows cast by the bulb danced along the floor and the walls as Johnson bounded up the stairs. Bell gripped the butt of his .45, then pressing the billy club to his thigh, finally moved. He hustled to catch up, but when he reached the stairs, he slowed and searched out each step in the shadows. 

A scurrying noise below startled him. Jerking his head around, he struggled with his .45, then dropped it back in the holster. Two steps down was an old mama-san, her wrinkled face a pale mask. 

“Di di, di di,” he said, “go, go,” about the only Vietnamese words he knew. He motioned her back. The sweat trickled in long streams down his sides. His back and arms felt like he’d stepped into a warm shower.

Glancing up, he caught the flicker of Johnson’s shadow at the bend in the stairwell. I need to stay with him, he thought, and charged up the steps two at a time. The flop-flop of the woman’s steps behind him sounded as loud as the thud of their jungle boots. 

In the upstairs corridor, he stumbled to a halt inches behind Johnson and stared up at the faded fatigue collar and the furrows in Johnson’s neck, glistening with perspiration below the helmet liner. The tall MP’s shadow to the front filled the corridor and darkened a row of closed doors.

Johnson pounded on the first door and called out, “Roberts?” 

From inside came a stream of Vietnamese, but the door remained closed. 

From behind, a shrill voice echoed in the corridor: “MP, who you want?” 

“Roberts,” said Johnson without looking around. 

“There,” the old mama-san said, shoving past Bell. Steadying herself with one hand on the wall, she hobbled by Johnson and stretched out a thin arm toward the last door. “There.” The door was set back in a recessed frame, solid and forbidding within the shadows. 

Slipping past her, Johnson hammered on it. As he pounded a second time, Bell edged around the mama-san and stopped across the hall. 

He didn’t want to be here. Anywhere but here. Well, almost anywhere. Back in Chapel Hill would be good.

No one answered Johnson’s pounding. 

“He no leave.” The old woman’s voice lashed out at them. “There!” She jabbed a skeletal finger toward the door. 

Johnson grabbed the doorknob and gave it a twist. The smell was the first thing to hit Bell.
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​Chapter One
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Road to the Delta

He should’ve gone to Canada, taught high school, any number of things other than graduate school. He should’ve followed up on the slot in the reserves a friendly dean had found for him. Now look where he was. 

The deuce-and-a-half lurched through a pothole and then jolted down an embankment and across a pontoon bridge over a narrow river. Above them loomed a jumbled span of concrete collapsed into a jagged “V.” On the other side, a bridge guard, his M-16 slung upside down on one shoulder, slouched against a mud bunker as if he were holding it up.

From the bed of the truck, Private First Class Justin Bell stared back at the montage of bunker, ruined bridge, highway, and rice paddies receding in the distance and merging with the bright green-meeting-blue line of the horizon. A bicycle bearing a wizened old man hunched over the handlebars disappeared in a swirling cloud of dust only to reappear far behind the truck as a gaunt wraith borne along by the wind. Beside the road, a woman in black pajama pants, a white shirt, and a conical lan trudged head down, seeming in the shimmery heat to jog in place, framed by a yoke with bouncing baskets at each end. 

Early on, they talked and tried a few hands of poker, but by the outskirts of Saigon, the potholes and broken asphalt forced them to fall silent and move apart, each into his own reverie. Braced against crates of fresh food and supplies, they hunkered down on their duffel bags to gawk at the scenery. 

“Where we going?” yelled Hodge from beside him. Bell had met Charles Hamilton Hodges the fourth, or just plain “Hodge,” only a few days ago in Long Binh, within a week of each arriving in country. 

“Van Loc,” Bell yelled back. “Other side of the river on QL 4.” 

The truck crossed another temporary bridge and bounced past a crew of U.S. Army Engineers, then bumped and swayed onto freshly laid pavement. As the truck picked up speed, the tires sang on the new asphalt, and the rhythm became to Bell’s ears a marching cadence from MP training, the one when the lifers had gone. He sat up and jabbed Hodge’s arm.

“Hey, Hodge,” he yelled. “Your platoon ever march to this?” 

Hodge blinked up at him from the truck bed where he had slid down against his duffel bag. Bell rendered the cadence, off-key and monotone, to the tune of “When Johnny Comes Marching Home.” 

They issued us some jungle boots,

Hurrah, hurrah,

They issued us some jungle boots,

Hurrah, hurrah,

They issued us some jungle boots,

So we could run when Charlie shoots,

And we’ll all be dead in the winter of ’69.

Hodge echoed the last refrain, and then they both fell silent. Ignoring them, the others dozed or stared through the side slats at the countryside.

Hodge gave a long sigh. “God, I miss Glenda.” A theme, Bell had learned in the short time he’d known the man, as regular as the click of the rock caught in the truck’s rear wheel. Shaking his head, Hodge leaned back and closed his eyes, his sun-bleached hair a wind-blown pompadour above a tan face. 

Bell slumped down, elbows on his knees, and stared at the grit-covered bed of the truck. He listened to the sound of the tires, unable to lose the tune and the words that kept repeating themselves. 

Dead in the winter of ’69, dead in the winter of ’69, dead, dead, dead. 

The deuce-and-a-half left the road in a clatter of gravel and skidded to a halt, throwing bodies, duffel bags, and crates forward against the cab. Dust and diesel fumes enveloped them all. 

Pulling himself up by the side slats, Bell stared through the haze at a pagoda pocked with holes. At the base was a recessed doorway, boarded up. At the apex, an ARVN sentry, M-16 resting aslant on a sandbag, stared down at them, a cloud of cigarette smoke wreathing his face. Next to the pagoda was a cinder-block structure surrounded by coils of concertina wire. 

“Okay, you FNGs, get your sorry asses outta there.” 

The hoarse yell came from the driver’s side. Within minutes after exiting the plane at Bien Hoa, they were the “fucking new guys,” entitled only to scorn and abuse from the veterans like Sergeant Hayes. 

Walking past, Hayes banged on the wooden slats. “Di di, di di!” 

Hayes’ fatigues were starched, tailored, and tapered at the ankles, not rumpled and bloused like theirs. His cap, with its raised front displaying his staff-sergeant’s rank, reminded Bell of a photo he’d seen of a German field marshal.

They clambered to their feet as Hayes lowered the rear gate and pointed to two soldiers. 

“Andrews, Higgins, you two are stayin’ here in My Tho. Get your shit outta the truck.”

Andrews and Higgins grabbed their duffel bags and hopped down. 

“What’s this place like, Sarge?” Higgins asked, dropping his duffel bag to the ground. “I mean, is it okay?” Bell watched sweat trickle down sallow valleys on Higgins’ neck. Glad it wasn’t him being left here, next to this battle-scarred pagoda.

“Sure, it’s okay. Never been overrun.” Hayes, squinting, stopped to scratch his crotch. “Well, not since Tet in ’68. ’Course, Charlie took every district capital down here.” He chuckled. “Little fuckers left quicker’n shit through a goose when we came back.”

That didn’t sound comforting to Bell. Tet was just around the corner, January, or was it February? He started to ask, but remembered his rule. Never draw the attention of a lifer, much less irritate him. Or show your ignorance.

“What’s that over there, that smoke?” Higgins pointed to a column of black smoke rising above the rice paddy on the other side of the road. In the distance was a raised area surrounded by sandbag walls and rolls of concertina wire. Bunkers guarded each corner, and a lopsided two-story structure—a large bunker topped by a tower—stood in the center. 

“That smoke?” Hayes snorted. “Burnin’ shit. Firebase Schroeder. Used to be Ninth Division, but they’re fucking gone. Viet-damnation or some shit like that.” He spat in the dirt. 

The door on the passenger’s side of the truck swung open, and a lumbering bear of a sergeant eased out of the cab. Turning, he came toward them, arms swaying out to his sides like a sumo wrestler. 

“What d’ya say!” Hayes threw one hand up, as if in greeting. “Sergeant Beadle!” He turned back to Higgins. “Sarge here can tell you all about this place. He’s gonna be your new operations sergeant for the whole fucking delta.”

Sergeant Beadle placed his hands on his hips and stretched. Unlike Hayes, Beadle’s fatigues were unpressed and sagged around his shoulders and legs, even though as a master sergeant, he outranked Hayes. 

Beadle grinned at Hayes. “Carry on, Sarge. You’re doing a fine job.” He turned his grin on Higgins and added, “I’ll let the expert tell it.” 

Bell had been surprised—shocked to his Southern roots—the first time he’d heard that voice and the clear, precise words coming from this huge, black army sergeant. Better English than Bell had ever spoken, even with studied practice in his university days.

A convoy of ARVN trucks roared past, kicking up eddies of dust. As it settled on their new jungle fatigues and boots, Higgins and Andrews hefted duffel bags onto shoulders and headed toward the block building. Hayes followed but paused at the entrance to point to a gravel path between the pagoda and the main building. 

“Latrine’s back there. Or you can piss out here like the gooks.” He pointed up at the sentry.

Bell and Hodge were the only ones to take the path to the back. 

The latrine was a wooden shack on cinder blocks with chicken wire around the top, a tin roof, and a thousand flies. Shunning their welcome, Bell backed down the steps and let Hodge go past. 

“Be my guest,” he said. Hodge grabbed the door, gasped, and then plunged inside, letting the door slam shut behind him.

Bell found a dusty patch of weeds next to the pagoda and spent a long minute studying its walls. The upper levels had been demolished, leaving three stories of pitted and faded red brick. Here and there, scraggly vines had struggled out of cracks and in the dry season withered like knotted hair. Several holes had been punched in the rear wall, and a jagged opening at the bottom was big enough for a ten-year-old to scramble through. 

Waiting for Hodge, Bell strolled over to the opening. As he bent to look inside, Hodge reappeared, fastening his belt and slamming the latrine door. 

“Come on,” Hodge called, his voice low. “Let’s get the hell back.” He started toward the path between the buildings. 

“Hey, man, wait.” Bell motioned to him. “I want to see what’s in here.” 

“What the hell for? What if we offend somebody’s ancestors?” 

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, the place’s been trashed. Nobody gives a shit.” 

Hodge waved his hand toward the top of the pagoda. “This mother could fall down anytime, right smack on my sweet ass.”

Bell rapped his knuckles on the wall. “Solid as a rock.” 

He stooped low and slipped through the opening—and promptly stumbled and fell to his knees on a pile of loose bricks. The first thing he noticed as he got up was the musty smell of damp decay and dust. 

“Ah, fuck,” said Hodge outside. But after a moment, he followed.

They were in a small room. Light seeped through the holes in the walls and broken ceiling, but the corners were dark, and most of the room was in twilight. A single ray of sun lit up one wall as if focused there by a projector.

A lizard scuttered across the rubble toward a dark corner, then another and another. Moving forward, Bell swept a spider web away from his face, and something crawled along his neck. He smacked it off. In one corner, he could see a black mass that seemed to pulsate and move as one. 

Not only spiders and bugs and lizards, but snakes and other poisonous things crept into Bell’s mind. Followed by thoughts of booby traps, what they kept talking about in training: Bouncing Betties, Pungie sticks, grenades with trip wires. He shook off the feeling. Not likely, not next to an MP compound.

Once his eyes adjusted to the light, he could make out on the far wall a closed door covered with lusterless yellow lacquer, and to his right, a broken altar. In front of the altar lay a loose bouquet of crumbling flowers. The sunlit wall held faded images of a pagoda, rice paddies, palm trees, and water buffalo. 

Bell heard a screen door slam. Footsteps sounded along the gravel path, and someone swore in a rising voice. 

“Told you the cocksucker’d fuck us over, didn’t I? Huh? Didn’t I? Goddamn it!” 

Bell and Hodge both stood still next to the sunlit wall. It was Hayes. 

“That’s the last shit I’m moving for you people, by God.” A hoarse two-packs-a-day growl, not Hayes. “They’re watching you. Roberts is scared shitless, says the CID has eyes down there,”

“Avery. We’ll take care of him.” Hayes again. The steps were approaching the pagoda.

“That nigger captain—”

“Gone before the monsoons. Count on it.” 

“What about that black turd out there?” The growl had become a snarl.

“Beadle? Man, they tagged that mother for a load of booze missing out of the port. Sent the fucker down here to keep him on ice.”

“He’s not with us. He’s an unknown.”

“He can’t...” Hayes’ voice faded, as if he had turned away. 

Bell could hear boots crunching in the gravel, back toward the main building or the latrine. Moving carefully, he picked his way across the rubble to the opening and crouched down on a pile of bricks to peer out. Hodge followed but stayed back from the opening.

The second voice belonged to a short, bantam-rooster of a sergeant wearing camouflage fatigues and a green beret and carrying a thin briefcase. Taking a last drag on a cigarette, the Green Beret flipped it toward the pagoda, then he and Hayes moved away. Their voices became indistinct.

“Let’s go,” whispered Hodge. 

Bell waved him back. “Wait, wait,” he hissed. “Let ’em leave.” He wanted to see what this was about; more importantly, he didn’t want to be seen. 

The two outside continued arguing in low, angry voices. Then the Green Beret held out the briefcase but pulled it back before Hayes could take it. In one swift motion, Hayes grabbed the smaller man by the throat, lifted him off the ground, and jerked the briefcase away from him. 

The Green Beret broke free and raised his empty hands, palms out, his voice rising. “That gook major’s fucking crazy. You’re all fucking crazy. I’m goin’ back to the World, and you motherfuckers are—”

In a muffled clatter, Bell slid sideways off the pile of loose bricks. 

“What the...!” said Hodge, grabbing Bell’s arm.

Outside, the two men fell silent. There was a soft scrunch of gravel in the path, coming toward the pagoda. Then it stopped. 

After a long moment, Bell heard a hoarse whisper, then a pair of boots hurrying away, scattering gravel as they went. A few seconds later, the second pair followed, going back toward the main building. 

The screen door closed with a dull thud. 

Bell remained stretched out, leaning back on his elbows amid the brick debris, while Hodge crawled forward and squatted to one side of the opening. 

“No one in sight,” he whispered.

“Let’s get outta here,” Bell said, twisting over onto his hands and knees. He scrambled off the brick pile, past Hodge, and outside. One hand on the pagoda wall, he blinked in the sunlight and looked around. Nothing moved, not even a breeze in the dead weeds. Only a few muffled sounds came from the adjacent building. Side-by-side, they slipped across the yard to the path. As they turned the corner of the main building, a creaking noise caused Bell to glance back. Someone had opened the screen door and was watching them from the shadows. Then the door gently closed.

“What was that about?” Hodge asked once they were out front, weaving their way through the razor wire. 

“No fucking idea,” Bell said. He stopped and gave a furtive look toward the entrance to the low block building, then brushed dirt off the back of his fatigues. We weren’t supposed to hear that. Hayes figures out we did, we’re fucked.

All he said aloud was, “We better watch it, Hodge. The bastard saw us.”

They joined Beadle and the two other FNGs in the shade of the truck. Not long after, Hayes—carrying the contested briefcase—came out of the sandbag entrance to the MP compound. Approaching them, he motioned with his free hand toward the deuce-and-a-half. 

“Let’s go, scumbags.” His eyes fixed on Bell’s, lingered a few seconds, and then shifted to Beadle. “Not talking to you, of course, Sergeant Beadle.” A forced smile crossed Hayes’ face. 

Beadle returned a hard look. “No, I am sure you were not, and I am quite sure that these gentlemen do not qualify as scumbags either.” 

Hayes ignored this and pointed across the road to Firebase Schroeder and the column of black smoke. “Guess that’s not shit burning. They got hit last night.” He pressed his lips together and slowly shook his head, still staring across the highway. “Lots of fucking VC around here. You boys oughta be glad you’re going on south with us.” He spat in the dirt by the rear tire, turned on his heel, and stalked away, toward the cab of the deuce-and-a-half.
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​Chapter Two
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A French Villa

It was an old colonial building, two stories high with an offset third story at the rear, a hotel or villa or something like that. Or a movie-set fortress on the Spanish Main. At the very top was a wooden guard tower covered by a slanted tin roof and surrounded by a truncated pyramid of green sandbags. But the stucco sides of this villa looked freshly whitewashed and clean.

A billboard at the gate greeted them:

Welcome

Headquarters and 1st Platoon

118th Military Police Company

Van Loc, RVN

Beyond the sign, the gravel road they had taken off QL 4 continued on for a hundred yards or so through a grove of palms and banana trees and ended where the trees framed a bright landscape of green rice paddies and blue sky.

The truck rolled through the gate, past a sandbag bunker with a narrow window shielded by chicken wire. The guard inside gave a flaccid wave of his hand and then looked back down at whatever he was reading. 

To the right of the villa were more stucco buildings, mildewy and decrepit, separated from the MP compound by a tall, wire fence and twenty yards of packed dirt. As soon as the deuce-and-a-half skidded to a halt, the dirt area filled three or four deep with children, a few waving and shouting, the smaller ones thrusting upturned hands through the holes in the fence—but most just staring in silence. 

Slamming the driver’s door shut, Sergeant Hayes, still clutching his briefcase, came around to the back. He pounded on the sides. 

“Bell, Hodges! Get your butts outta there. This is your new home.”

Bell grunted, “Fuck you,” under his breath and stumbled to help Hodge undo the rear gate. Grabbing their duffel bags, they climbed down as Hayes ejected a stream of tobacco juice onto the metal runway at their feet. 

“Get your shit inside.” Hayes jerked his thumb toward the entrance at the corner of the building, a screen door protected by a row of 55-gallon drums and a waist-high wall of sandbags. “You gotta sign in. Sergeant Beadle here’s taking your friends on down to Can Tho.”

On the vehicle’s passenger side, Beadle ambled toward them, taking his time and surveying his new surroundings. 

“Unload those fucking crates,” Hayes barked at the two GIs still in the truck. “And get Beadle’s shit outta there.” He pointed to a duffel bag and two large suitcases, then gave the black sergeant a sly smirk. “Unless the man wants to stay down there.” 

“I shall return,” said Beadle, giving a benign smile and dipping his head.

Turning abruptly, Hayes waved a hand over his shoulder for Bell and Hodge to follow him. 

“Hey, Sarge,” said Hodge, bending under the weight of his duffel bag, “how long you been here?”

“Long enough,” Hayes said. He held the screen door open for them.

“This place ever been hit?” Bell asked, thinking of My Tho.

Hayes didn’t answer. He shoved past them and led the way down a narrow corridor that ran the length of the building. The exterior wall was solid and stuccoed about waist high, then topped by thick columns and latticework covered with screens and protected from the elements by an overhanging roof. The walls and air held a slight vibration that intensified as they advanced. From the rear of the building came the dull hum of a diesel generator. 

Halting at a door on their left, Hayes said, “Orderly room. Leave your shit out here.”

Inside was a large, open area brightly lit by fluorescent lights like a schoolroom or office back in the World. Bell glanced around, taking it all in: gray concrete floor, bare white walls, high ceiling. Two gray interior doors, one closed, one open. On the closed door was a stenciled sign: “First Sergeant Quarters” and “First Sergeant Ronald Dietz.” Several yards away was a partly open door with another stenciled sign: “Commanding Officer,” and beneath it on a slide-in panel, “Capt. Reginald Templeton.” 

The only furnishings were some gray filing cabinets, a couple of chairs, and two gray metal desks. As they entered, a Spec. 4 clerk behind one gave them a smile and quick nod; then he resumed his typing. 

At the second desk sat the first sergeant, or what Bell could see of him: pressed uniform shirt and an elliptical crew cut. He didn’t look up when they entered but continued staring at a small stack of papers in front of him. 

Bell and Hodge waited stiffly until the head came up, revealing a gaunt, red face, hooked nose, and bloodshot eyes. 

When the first sergeant didn’t speak, Bell said, “PFC Justin Bell, sir, re—” 

“Don’t call me sir, you friggin moron. It’s First Sergeant or Top.” His fingers crimped the edges of the paper he was holding, and his face grew redder.

“I wasn’t thinking—”

“Get your head out of your ass, if you want to stay here.” 

The room was silent except for the keys striking the typewriter. The fluorescent lights pulsed, dimmed, and then returned to their original brightness.

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

“Get your shit together, and we’ll all go home healthy and happy.” Dietz showed his teeth as if he were trying to smile. His eyes shifted to Hodge.

“PFC Hodges, Charles Hamilton Hodges, the fourth, First Sergeant.” 

Now click your heels together, Bell thought. 

“The fourth? Where the hell did you get a name like that?” 

Hodge opened his mouth to answer, but the first sergeant waved him off.

“Okay, you two give your orders to Specialist Bowman.” He nodded toward the clerk, who kept typing without looking up. 

“He’ll take care of your paperwork. You’ll get your MP assignments—”

“Top!” A voice, strong and resonant as a bass fiddle, called from inside the C.O.’s office. “I need those requisitions. I’m leaving in five minutes.” 

“Yes sir!” Top’s response rang out, loud and crisp, but his eyes rolled upward before returning to glare at Bell. With a grating noise, he pushed the chair back and snatched the papers off his desk. 

From behind Bell came a low hiss, “Captain Midnight calls.” 

Bell looked around. Sergeant Hayes, leaning against the wall, flashed him a mirthless grin. His hat was off, and what little hair he had was red stubble, his face leathery, almost immobile. The mystery briefcase stood upright at his feet. 

Orders in one hand, Bell sidled over to the company clerk’s desk, on the way craning to see through the open door. A head of closely cropped black hair was bent over papers the first sergeant held out. 

The officer said something and looked up, showing a deep, ebony color and sharp features, a square jaw and high forehead—a handsome movie star face carved in black marble. A hard-edged version of Sidney Poitier.

***
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Hayes conducted them up to the second floor and left them in one of the two bays that served as the enlisted barracks. They talked little, and then in hushed tones as they emptied their duffel bags and arranged articles in their new wall lockers and footlockers. Impervious to their presence, a GI clad only in boxer shorts dozed on a bottom bunk nearby. On top of a footlocker, a fan rotated with a gentle whirr. 

Later, lying on his new bunk, Bell was engulfed by a sense of overwhelming gloom. He had eaten, met some of the other inmates, and finished unpacking. Now he tried to sleep. The green nylon poncho liner that Poteet, on the next bunk, had loaned him kept off the mosquitoes and blocked the glare of the fluorescent lights, but it didn’t block the sound of the tape deck on Poteet’s wall locker: “Number nine, number nine, number nine...” 

He lay awake and tossed. In basic training, his mind had been scrubbed, his identity erased. Now he wore the same clothes and spoke the same vernacular as every other scrap of cannon fodder in this place. There was no future beyond this: a draftee in the lowest sub-basement of the army, subject to the whims and stupidity of petty tyrants like Hayes and Dietz. He had been waylaid, sidetracked, kicked into this dung heap by... By whom? Whom could he blame? Nixon? Himself? Or just fate?

Now it was all gone: the school honors, the scholarships, his escape from the furniture factory where his father had toiled out his life and the shirt mill where his mother still worked for minimum wage and no benefits. His Phi Beta Kappa key and learning to talk like a Yankee were worthless here. 

And what was that business in My Tho between Hayes and the Green Beret? Avery? Captain Midnight? The briefcase. Forget it; stay out of it. Lifer bullshit. 

Dozing, he awoke with a start when the tape player clicked off. In a half stupor, his mind tumbled through a troubled wave of libido, conjuring her once again, coming through the door after her shower. A white towel around her waist, drying her black hair with a second white towel. 

He’s gritty with sand and salt. She’s clean-scrubbed, red-tinged white, the hint of a tan line starting to appear above her small out-turned breasts. 

“Will you put some baby oil on me?” she asks. “My skin’s dry.”

Someone extinguished the fluorescent lights. The barracks area was dark except for a few shadows cast by the perimeter lights and quiet except for a last gasp of artillery and the desultory croaking of frogs, and beneath it all, the low growl of the diesel generator.
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​Chapter Three
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Life’s a Beach

A raucous chorus startled him awake, blue jays scolding in the maple tree outside his bedroom window. Opening one eye, instead of his matador poster, he saw the battleship gray of a wall locker, and smelled cigarette smoke. 

Sliding up in his bunk, he peered out at the corridor, already sun-checkered by the latticework. The racket emanated from an elfish old woman, wagging her finger at a young woman in black silk pajama pants. A little papa-san with a shock of white hair paced around them, waving a cigarette and adding his voice to theirs. With the arrival of a teenage boy in faded fatigues, all four moved off down the corridor. 

Bell groaned and swung his feet onto the cement floor. Then he dropped his face into his hands. A sergeant had come by at six and banged on the metal frames of the bunks and yelled for them to get up, but he’d fallen back into an uneasy sleep. Except for two guys on night patrol, the other bunks were empty. Even Hodge was gone.

The shuffling of boots caused him to raise his head. A stocky soldier leaned around the end of the bunk and stared at him from behind black-rimmed glasses.

“Ira Meyer,” the soldier said. “Ira back home, just Meyer here.” He slipped between the bunks and held out his hand. “Some call me Mad-dog.” 

Bell could see why. Meyer’s round cheeks held a smudge of beard, and his curly black hair defied both gravity and army regulations.

“Justin Bell.” They shook hands. Meyer’s were soft, uncalloused. 

“You must have just arrived in our lovely establishment,” Meyer said. “Do you have work detail this morning?” 

“Yeah, shi-it.” Bell looked at his watch. “God-damn, I’m late!”

“Not to worry. Been here two weeks; if Hayes says seven, he won’t be out there 'til eight.” Meyer had a soft, educated accent, slightly nasal. 

“Guess I should’ve got up when the sergeant came through.”

“That was Avery. He’ll leave you alone unless you have patrol.”

“That’s good. Where you from?” 

“Chicago. Finished my first year in grad school and bang—draft board said I needed to ser-r-ve my country.” 

“Yeah, me too. English lit.” Bell nodded toward the corridor. “What was that about?” 

“You mean the majordomo? Mama-san in charge.” Meyer pointed to a pair of polished boots under the next bunk. “Our lovely tropical resort has a staff of servants to do our domestic chores. The old papa-san’s our handyman, keeps the generator running for lights and other amenities when the local power company’s on the blink. Which is most of the time.” Meyer grinned at him. “For all this, you pay twenty dollars each month, military funny money of course.”

“I’d pay that to avoid KP.”

“All taken care of. Also pays two lovely young women who tend bar in our delightful cabaret down the hall,” he pointed to the corridor, “and it covers the wash we send out every Thursday—just like home. Maybe better, depending how home was.”

“I knew the Vietnamese did a lot of the shit work, but—”

“Only the best for Uncle Sam’s warriors.” Meyer chuckled as he turned to leave. “See you at the beach. Lots of sand to play in.” 

Meyer departed with the same shuffling gait with which he’d entered. 

Bell remained on his bunk, staring into space. In the last week, he’d met a lot of people. Most he’d never see again, or only in passing. In his short five months of army life, that’s how things seemed to work. People come, people go; you knew them only a brief time—measured in weeks or even days. This place would be different. Meyer, he had a feeling, he’d get to know, and know well. And Hodge, also. The lifers he’d just as soon drop out of his life now and forever. Like Dietz and Hayes and Beadle. And Captain Midnight.

***
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After a breakfast of greasy bacon, pan-singed eggs, and limp toast, he joined Meyer, Hodge, and a fourth GI named Jerry Keller near the entrance to the compound, where they waited in the morning sun until Hayes drifted out carrying a cup of coffee. He led them over to a pile of sand by the fence and instructed them on the finer points of filling plastic bags with the sand and hauling the bags over to the villa’s fortifications. 

To prepare for Tet, they were building new corner bunkers and adding a low sandbag wall a few yards inside the razor wire and chain-link fence already there. The plan was to embed claymore mines in concrete all along the wall on the east side facing the canal. The VC had attacked from there in Tet of ’68. On the other three sides were ARVN Ranger and artillery units and the road. 

They worked in pairs, Hodge and Bell, Meyer and Keller, whom Meyer called, “Killer”—to Keller’s obvious irritation. In the half hour before Hayes’ showed up, Keller had revealed only that he was married and from Mississippi. 

The sun was hot on their backs. Once they stripped off their fatigue shirts, their green undershirts were soon soaked in sweat. 

From the other side of the building came the high, sing-song voices of children playing in the ARVN compound. A few military trucks and jeeps rattled by on the gravel road to the canal, then a couple of motor scooters and a rickshaw-like contraption that Meyer said was a xich-lo. Every now and then, ARVN soldiers or civilians—men, women, children—appeared, carrying parcels or just walking alone or in groups, or riding bicycles. 

As they shoveled and filled, they talked about how they had ended up here—except Keller, who had little to say. The talk eased Bell’s depression a little. Hodge and Meyer, like him, had been drafted out of graduate schools: Hodge was working on a PhD in history, Meyer on a Masters in chemistry. And they talked about how much they wished they’d avoided the draft. 

“My draft board ran out of blacks, delinquents, and college drop outs,” Meyer said with a chuckle. Lifting sand toward the bag Keller held, he spilled half of it. Straightening, he added, “My parents run a deli. Only connections I had was working in my uncle’s hardware store.”

“Huh?” Bell said. “Connections?”

Meyer pushed his cap back and leaned on his shovel. “Plumbing, electrical. You name it.” He grinned. 

“Ah, shit!” Hodge snorted and pitched a shovel full of sand onto Meyer’s boots.

“Hey, watch it,” Meyer said, jumping back. “I learned some real skills there. If we ever want to break out of this place, I can do the locks.” He gestured at the front gate that stayed open during the day but was padlocked at night. “Even have my own picks.” 

“Right,” said Hodge. “Then we all swim home.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My old man,” he paused and shook his head. “He said the experience would be good for me. I should’ve flunked the physical. Heard you can raise your blood pressure with uppers and cough syrup.”

“Does it work?” asked Meyer.

“Guy told me it worked for him.” Hodge pulled off his cap and ran his fingers through hair that had been bleached blond by the California sun while he was home on leave. “My cousin managed to get a perforated eardrum,” he said, replacing his hat. “All it cost him was a week at the beach.”

“Smart,” Bell said. He turned to Keller, sitting on a stack of empty bags, staring up at him. “So, Killer, how’d you get here?”

“Enlisted when I was nineteen.” Keller had sandy hair and a sinewy appearance that Bell recognized from the regulars at George’s Pool Hall back home. Keller spoke with a slow drawl. 

“Y’all talk like y’all are somethin’ special, but ev’ry damn one of you dodged the draft in college. Me? I was the top ground gainer in my conference, but it didn’t get me any money to play college ball. So’s all I got was a fuckin’ construction job, haulin’ bricks.”

“Why do they call you ‘Killer’?” Bell asked. 

Keller shrugged. “Everybody’s got a handle. ’Cept Johnson. He’s a fuckin’ panther, and he don’t have no truck with nobody but his own kind.”

Bell wanted to know more about “Killer” and about Johnson, but the screen door at the front entrance to the villa banged open, and he turned to look. A big man shaped like a bowling pin had charged out of the building. Close behind him was Hayes. As the two cleared the row of sandbags, Hayes grabbed the first man’s arm, and the man spun around. He was a good head taller than Hayes and fifty pounds heavier. 

“Goddamn you, you bastard!” Hayes shouted. 

“Avery,” said Keller. “Looks like he and Hayes are havin’ a little disagreement.” 

Hayes moved closer to Avery and shook a finger in his face but lowered his voice so that Bell couldn’t understand what he was saying. Avery didn’t answer, or budge.

Another man came out of the entrance and joined Hayes, facing Avery but off to one side. He appeared to interject his own barbs, while Hayes continued to crowd Avery, who stood like a bottom-heavy boulder. Avery didn’t say anything, or if he did, it was so clipped and quiet that the words didn’t carry.

“That’s Foley,” Keller said. “Motor pool sergeant. Hayes’ asshole buddy.”

“What are they fighting about?” Bell asked.

“Who knows,” Keller said. “I’m waiting for one of ’em to take a swing at Avery. He’ll cold-cock the both of ’em.”

“Nice to see camaraderie among our leaders,” said Hodge, leaning on his shovel.

Now Top and Sergeant Beadle burst through the screen door. Top halted near the sandbags, well short of the melee, while Beadle tried to wedge between Avery and Hayes. 

Hayes was shaking his fist in Avery’s face, but he didn’t touch him. Avery’s feet remained firmly planted; his hands hung loosely by his side. 

“Them three’s all E-6’s,” Keller said. Meaning the same rank. “Avery kept Hayes from gettin’ promoted, so I hear. Kept him from bein’ head of operations. Now he just does shit ‘round here for Top.”

Beadle placed a hand on Hayes’ arm and, using his bulk, shoved between the two men. Hayes twisted away and moved back toward Avery.

Trailing a cloud of dust, a jeep rolled through the gate and skidded to a stop a few yards from the non-coms. Captain Templeton climbed out of the driver’s seat. Starched fatigues, mirrored aviator sunglasses, and a stiff cap like Hayes’ but with captain’s bars on the front.

“Likes to drive himself,” Keller said. “Don’t trust us white boys.”

Hayes and Beadle had fallen silent, and now Avery took a couple of steps back from his hardened position. As the captain approached, Top pivoted and strolled inside as if nothing had happened. The captain started to follow, but Beadle said something to him, and he turned toward the men. 

Avery, Foley, and Beadle saluted him. Hayes didn’t at first, then he did. Walking up to the group, the captain returned their salutes. 

There was a lot of talking, mostly by Hayes and Beadle, but it was unintelligible out at the sand pile. The captain finally pointed toward the four of them, then to his jeep. Then he turned and went into the building. Beadle, Avery, and Hayes followed him inside as Foley climbed into the jeep and drove it around to the back of the building.

“Avery must be buttin’ into Hayes’ business,” Keller said. He picked up a sandbag that he and Meyer had been filling and began tying off the end.

“Looks like a lifer cluster fuck to me,” Hodge said. “Getting the C.O. involved like that.”

“Ah, he won’t do a thing,” said Keller, tossing the filled sandbag on top of several others. 

“I heard Hayes call him Captain Midnight,” Bell said. 

“NCOs hate his black ass.” At the look Bell gave him, Keller added with a shrug. “Guess he’s not a bad sort, but he’s reg’lar army, and he don’t have no friends here.”

They went back to filling sandbags. After a few minutes, Avery appeared through the front entrance and came over to them. He greeted Keller and Meyer by name, then introduced himself to Hodge and Bell and asked their names, where they were from, and what they had done before the army. 

“Always glad to have new people here,” he said once Bell and Hodge had finished their brief bios. “This won’t be like your civilian lives...” He paused and looked from one to the other, skipping Keller, and an amiable grin crossed his round face. “I know you hate being here, but you’ll learn a few things you’d never learn in grad school.” 

Staring down at the sand, Bell rolled his eyes. Yeah, he thought, I’ve learned I damn well don’t like being here, and I don’t like doing this shit. 

Avery went on to tell them a little about the place. It was an old French plantation house the Navy Seabees had fixed up, and then Charlie chased them off during the Tet offensive. After the VC moved out, the MPs had taken it over and built the club and an outside deck. The real porcelain toilets and urinals and inside showers, though, were all compliments of the Seabees.

There were about thirty-five GIs here now, he explained, not all MPs. Headquarters staff—motor pool, supply room, cooks, a company clerk—and two officers: Captain Templeton and the Ex.O, Lt Floyd. Each day, two jeep patrols worked the town and the airfield in two shifts, and two road patrols in V-100 armored cars guarded convoys and looked out for mines on QL 4. Most days, a single MP spent the day at the My Linh ferry crossing on the Mekong, and one or two others went out on a combined patrol with the National Police. 

After he had finished, Bell asked, “Do we get some training or something, before we go out?” 

“OJT. But you start with an experienced partner, and I’ll be on the desk.” He turned to Keller. “Keller, you’re back on duty Friday.”

“Thanks, Sarge.” Keller’s face lit up. “It was—”

“Just don’t let it happen again.” 

As he started toward the gate, Avery waved over his shoulder and shouted, “Don’t work too hard, boys. Life’s a beach.” 

Beyond the gate was a xich-lo, the motorbike muttering softly. Watching him leave, Bell thought, this guy I could get to like, even if he is a lifer.

“OJ fuckin’ T,” Keller said as Avery climbed into the back of the xich-lo. Keller took off his sunglasses and wiped his eyes. “He’s right. You go out with a short-timer, and they’ll show you the ropes. Show you the best whorehouses to get a free piece of ass or a beer, how to change a little money and do a little business with the gooks.” Behind them, a jeep rattled by on the metal runway and sped out the gate without slowing.

“There goes Hayes,” Keller said. “Sergeant Foley’s with ’im. Prob’ly headed into town.” 

“Coke time for us,” Meyer said and threw down his shovel.

Retrieving their fatigue shirts, they headed for the building. As they crossed the parking lot, Bell held Hodge back.

“Hey, what do you reckon that little altercation was about? Have anything to do with Hayes and his briefcase from My Tho?” 

“No fucking idea.” Hodge stopped and stared at Bell in an odd way. “Doubt it had anything to do with that at all.”

“But Avery, Captain Midnight, they’re the ones Hayes and the Green—” 

“Don’t fucking care what that bunch of lifers is fighting about.” 

“Well, it was fuck-ing bizarre.”

A quarter-ton truck ground past the compound, going toward the canal, and they both watched it out of sight. 

“Shouldn’t we tell somebody?” Bell asked when the noise had faded. “Like maybe Avery? His name—”

“Fuck no!” Hodge started forward, then stopped. “Look, Bell, we need to keep that to ourselves. You and me. Okay? Like one of your rules, man. Okay?”

“I don’t know—”

“You...  we don’t know shit about these people.” He started off again toward the villa’s entrance. “All I want to do is ease on through this and get the hell out of here. That means,” he glanced back at Bell, “not pissing anybody off.”

“Well, maybe you’re right,” Bell said, catching up with Hodge. “But I don’t like it. I. Just. Don’t. Like it.”
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​Chapter Four
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Day Patrol






Sergeant Avery lined them up in the dim light near the building and barked out the orders for each. Meyer, droopy faced and rumpled, would be the lone MP at the My Linh ferry crossing. Hodge, fidgeting and muttering wisecracks, was going out with the road patrol in a V-100. Bell, decked out in starched fatigues, a shiny MP helmet liner and armband, was on town patrol.

He was armed and ready for action, gun belt festooned with handcuffs, a billy club, two ammo clips, and a black leather holster with a loaded .45. His partner was Alonzo Johnson, who was decked out the same way, except Sergeant Johnson looked like it all belonged on his tall, gangly form. 

Leaving the lineup, they headed for a jeep parked in front of the villa. 

“I’ll drive,” Johnson said in a deep drawl. “You need to learn the roads.” 

“No-o-o problem,” Bell said. Before MP school, he had never driven a stick shift, and there, he’d driven only in convoys on dirt roads. 

Sliding into the passenger seat, he snagged his billy club under his leg. The gear was still alien, despite eight weeks of training, the .45 nearly worthless since the stationary target usually evaded his aim. 

As they made the three-mile trip into Van Loc, the sky turned a pale pink, then light blue spackled with red-tinted clouds. Far across the rice fields, a jagged line of Hueys rose at an angle from the Air Cavalry staging area at the airfield and turned away from the sunrise toward the Cambodian border. 

The morning air had not yet succumbed to the reek of diesel fumes and gas exhausts, but there were other odors: ones that he related to driving through the Great Dismal Swamp at night on the way to the beach, or riding behind a garbage truck at home. And the smell of lime in his father’s garden in the swamp behind their house—when his father was still alive. 

At Van Loc, QL 4 continued on around a traffic circle, toward the airfield and the ferry, while the town’s main street jaunted off to the right. Spinning the steering wheel in that direction, Johnson pointed to a low, two-story building. 

“Where they make bread,” he said, his first words since leaving the compound. A sign above the entrance to the building said “Boulangerie.” 

He waved his hand to the front. “Le Thai-to Street, where we do most of our business. Over there,” he nodded to his left, “bars, restaurants. Some shops. People live above ’em.” He pointed to the buildings on their right. “Lots of folks live back in there. Hooches on the canals. Only dumb-ass GI’s go there.” He paused, then added, “And us.” 

Most of the buildings had two or three stories of crumbling, off-white stucco topped by red tile roofs. At street level, retractable metal gates, painted green or red or blue, protected the storefronts. Lush plantings concealed roof patios, flower-filled boxes clung to second-floor railings, and bougainvillea spread fuchsia and pink across beige walls or draped a balcony in front of partially closed shutters and doors. Below this pastiche of colonial architecture, plants, and colors, the street was lined on both sides by broken sidewalks and ditches half full of black water and trash. 

People were beginning to emerge from the bars and shops and pull back the metal gates. Pedestrians materialized from the alleys and scurried along the sidewalks. In the blink of an eye, the street was filled with gasoline fumes and the staccato of motor scooters and xich-los.

Coming out of a two-story building next to one of the alleys, a GI in fatigues stepped into the street and hailed a xich-lo. It shuddered to a stop, and he climbed into the tin carriage. As it turned in front of the MP jeep and putted off toward the airfield, the GI waved to them.

“He’s out early,” Bell said.

“Probably spent the night with his girlfriend. So long as they stay inside after curfew, we don’t mess with ’em.”

The MP station was located in a one-story stucco building on a side street lined with tall eucalyptus trees. In front, there was a concrete porch covered by a tin roof and enclosed with chicken wire. To keep out stray grenades and satchel charges, Johnson said. The MP’s shared the building with the Vietnamese military police, or Quan Canh, and the civilian National Police. 

As they went up the concrete steps, Johnson nodded to a khaki-clad officer standing in a doorway on the left side and said, “Chao ong, Lieutenant Nguyen.” 

Bell only nodded, wondering what the greeting meant. The lieutenant was taller than most Vietnamese—not that Bell had actually met many—and he had neatly parted black hair and high cheekbones that, along with his smile, gave him a genial appearance. 

He replied to Johnson in slightly accented English. “Hello, Johnson. Fresh meat?” 

“Uh huh,” Johnson grunted, or maybe it was a chuckle. Bell wasn’t sure. 

As Johnson introduced them, explaining that Nguyen commanded the local Vietnamese military police unit, two other Vietnamese came through the door behind the lieutenant. One wore the khaki uniform of the Quan Canh, like the lieutenant, and the other the white shirt of a civilian policeman. Both said their names and something else, none of which Bell understood. 

The civilian policeman held out a small hand. The silver tag above his left pocket gave his name as Phan. Vigorously shaking hands, Phan gave a wide grin that didn’t quite fit with his unblinking eyes. Phan the frog, Bell thought, and decided he didn’t like this guy. 

Once inside the MP station, Johnson leaned across the chest-high desk and addressed the desk clerk. “Night patrol leave us anything, Singleton?” 

Before Singleton could answer, Sergeant Avery, who was leafing through a binder on a table by the window, spoke. “GI in a truck ran over a xich-lo. Killed the friggin passenger. Old mama-san.” He undid the binder, pulled out some forms, and placed them in a stack next to the base station radio. “And one of them damned engineers got drunk and stole a twenty-ton crane. Son of a bitch flattened a storage building. You need to get statements on both.” 

“Uh, Sergeant Avery,” Singleton said, looking over at the desk sergeant, “how about the civilian—”

“Oh yeah. Nguyen had a call about an American civilian. Downtown. He’s one of ours, so you need to check on him.”

“What’s the problem?” Johnson asked.

“No friggin idea. All Nguyen said, he had a call. Guy’s probably drunk, making a ruckus.” The folding chair creaked under Avery as he closed the binder and turned toward them. “Name’s Roberts. He’s a contractor, works for MACV, could be CIA for all I know.... Flies Air America out of the airfield sometimes.”

“What are MACV and Air America?” Bell asked, his elbows on the counter.

“Military Assistance Command, Vietnam,” Johnson said. “They work with the Vietnamese—lot of stuff I don’t understand, but they live in nice digs at a hotel on the way to the airfield. Air America is the secret CIA air force that runs drugs out of Laos.”

Avery laughed. “As if you had any friggin idea what they do.” 

He stood and handed two sheets of paper across the front desk to Johnson. Avery was as tall as Johnson, but as big in the butt as Beadle, and he had a florid, baby face. Give him a red suit and a white beard, Bell thought, he’d make a decent Santa Claus. One that sounds like an Irish cop. 

“Here are the write-ups,” Avery said. “Witness names and locations at the bottom. Most at the airfield. Check on Roberts on your way.” 

Roberts. Bell knitted his brow, thinking hard. Why does that sound familiar? 

Turning back to his table, Avery added, “Apartment’s on Le Thai-to Street. Near that new bar, one run by Walker’s honey.”

***
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Johnson stopped the jeep at a two-story building, next to an open ditch with a plank across it. A sign on the building said “Kikki’s Bar.” Although the bar was closed, the blue metal gate in front stood half open. Inside the bar, a thin woman wearing black pants and a blue blouse matching the color of the gate was wiping off tables and arranging chairs on the floor around them. Between the ditch and the entrance was a sidewalk and a tile patio enclosed by a waist-high metal railing, also blue. 

As they crossed the patio, the woman’s face lit up in a broad grin, displaying white teeth that would have delighted an orthodontist back in the World. She wore feline, sequin glasses that were a tad too wide, and her thin, black hair fell only to her shoulders. But she had a soft pleasant look. Mid to late thirties, Bell guessed. Not that he could tell how old any of the Vietnamese were.

“So, Johnson,” the woman said, “you come see Kikki’s place. How ’bout a Coke for you and your han’som pa’ner.” She gave Johnson’s arm a pat and Bell a smile.

“Nothing now, Kikki. This is Bell.” Before Bell could say anything, Johnson continued, “I’m looking for an American who lives around here... Roberts.”

“Oh, Mista Roberts. He stay next door. No see him today.”

“Somebody called the QC’s. Said we need to check on him. He cause any trouble?”

“No. No trouble. He live alone. No girlfriend. No party. Sometime he drink too much, friends carry him there.” She pointed to the second floor of the stucco building next to the bar. 

“Okay, let’s go see him,” Johnson said. Not waiting for Bell, he strode out of the bar and across the patio to the sidewalk. 

“Please to meet you, Kikki,” Bell said, then rushed to catch up with his partner, while wondering what the hell was going on with this Roberts. And why anybody cared.
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​Chapter Five
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Roberts

“He no leave.” The old woman’s voice lashed out at them. “There!” She jabbed a skeletal finger toward a door at the end of the second floor corridor. 

Johnson grabbed the loose knob and gave it a twist. The door swung open, and stagnant air bearing a sharp, sweet smell engulfed them. Bell almost gagged, and he put his hand over his mouth and nose. 

The room was small and dark, with what little light there was seeping past closed curtains on the far wall. Bell could just make out a still figure stretched across a bed in the center of the room.

Johnson bounded around the bed and jerked open the curtains, exposing French windows. He pulled the windows inward and shoved the outside shutters open. Sunlight streamed in. 

A man, naked from the waist up, lay across the bare mattress. His legs were sprawled out toward the windows, his balding head thrown back over the edge of the bed, toward the door. The left side of his head was black with dried blood, and a pool of congealed blood, a small flat mound, lustrous like black obsidian in the light, covered the floor beneath his head. His right hand had fallen across his chest—pallid and covered with black hair—and rested there on the butt of a long-barrel revolver.

Bell braced himself against the wooden doorframe. He had started shaking as soon as he saw the blood, and he felt bacon grease from breakfast rise in his throat. Hoping that Johnson wouldn’t turn and see his reaction, he slunk backward. From behind him, the old woman touched his arm with a bony finger, and he lunged forward into the room.

“Looks like suicide,” Johnson said. Keeping his eyes on the corpse, he began working his way back around the bed. At the man’s head, he stepped gingerly over the black pool of blood, and then stopped, still looking down. 

Bell, just inside the doorway, stood rooted, his eyes fixed on his partner. He let out the breath he’d been holding in a wheezing gasp. Johnson looked up. 

“Bell, why don’t you go out to the jeep and call the station. Tell Singleton to raise the medics at the airfield. Tell ’em to bring a body bag.”

“Okay,” was all Bell could manage. But he still couldn’t move. His eyes stayed on Johnson, who was retracing his steps to the window side of the bed. 

“I’ll look around here and try to find the bullet,” Johnson said. “Looks like...,” he paused and squinted at the wall above the headboard. “Like it came out the left side. Angle may tell us somethin’.”

Bell stumbled past the old woman, now joined by two of Roberts’ neighbors, and hurried down the corridor to the stairs and finally outside. Still shaking, he gave the station’s call sign and conveyed the message, he hoped without betraying his frayed emotions. Once he had signed off and replaced the handset, he took several deep breaths. He held the last one to calm his nerves and stared down at the black water in the gutter beside the jeep. He remained there for several minutes, measuring each breath, oblivious to the xich-los, scooters, and three-wheel Lambrettas that clattered by him in the street. 

When he arrived back in the room, Johnson was standing on a chair by the wall on the far side of the bed, his head bent down at an angle, his hair scraping the ceiling. Using a pocketknife, he dug furiously at a growing hole in the stucco-covered wall. 

Bell slipped inside and leaned back against the doorjamb to watch. 

“Got it,” Johnson grunted. His boots thudded to the floor. 

Standing in a rectangle of sunlight by the window, he held up a small oblong object between his fingers, while Bell concentrated on taking shallow breaths through his mouth to avoid the sickeningly sweet smell. 

Johnson tapped the side of his head. “He must’ve put the gun below his right temple, fired at an upward angle.” With a bent index finger still tapping his head, he shifted around to the foot of the bed. 

“Yeah,” Bell said and started to add something about how the gun had fallen across the man’s chest. He stopped when a fresh tremor coursed through his arms and his gut. 

“Bell, you wait here for the medics...  start on our report.” 

“I got Singleton.” 

“Good, good.” Johnson nodded absently, bouncing the bullet in his palm. Bell stared at the object, thinking how it had passed through bone and brains and discharged much of a man’s blood onto the floor. 

“I want to talk to the old woman,” Johnson said. “See if anyone ‘round here heard anything. Kikki can translate.” 

Without looking at Bell, Johnson went out, closing the door and shutting out the old woman and her friends in the hallway. Leaving Bell alone with the corpse and the stench of drying blood. And silence. Outside, there were sounds of traffic and people on the street; here there was nothing but silence. 

Focusing his eyes on a bright patch of sunlight under the window, he made his way around the bed and eased down in the straight-back chair on which Johnson had been standing. He resisted looking at the body, but he couldn’t ward off the smell. Then he caught the low buzz of a fly, maybe two. Homing in.

How was he going to get through this? He knew about the horror of blood mostly from Macbeth, or movies. He’d never seen it—or so much of it—not like this; smelled it, drained from a corpse. Congealed and black and lustrous in the lambent morning light. 

Why had Johnson closed the door and left him alone like this? To keep the neighbors out? Fuck with whitey and laugh about it later with the homeboys? Or maybe some sort of initiation? A baptism in violence? Or did leaving him here mean nothing? Two soldiers with a job to do. 

He had to do his job—as best he could. That would help him cope. Not completely lose it. He’d read about war nerves, shell shock, shirkers, cowards. He wasn’t going to be one of them.

Taking a small spiral notepad out of the side pocket of his fatigue pants, he started to write down what he knew: name and description of deceased, location of body, time discovered. His hand shook, and the pen moved in squiggly lines across the page, making illegible words. Unable to control his shaking, he returned the pen and notepad to his pocket. 

Willing himself to rise from the chair, he looked around the room—still trying to avoid the body. But his eyes wandered down to it, jerked away, and then back down. 

He edged along the wall to a vanity across from the foot of the bed, opposite the wall splattered with blood—where Johnson found the bullet. A mirror hung on the wall above the bureau, and he saw his reflection in it. 

“What the hell am I doing here?” he asked the reflection. 

He took off his MP helmet liner and stared at himself. Gray army glasses, regulation moustache, and stooped shoulders from too many nights in the library. Not a real MP. Not tall and steady like Johnson. He sighed and plopped the helmet liner back on his head, the white “MP” in front. 






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JAMES GARRISON

QL 4 was a highway
e in South Vietnam






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





