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  1963


  




  Last night at 3:00 a.m. President Kennedy had been killed. Seaman Houston and the other two recruits slept while the first reports traveled
  around the world. There was one small nightspot on the island, a dilapidated club with big revolving fans in the ceiling and one bar and one pinball game; the two marines who ran the club had come
  by to wake them up and tell them what had happened to the President. The two marines sat with the three sailors on the bunks in the Quonset hut for transient enlisted men, watching the air
  conditioner drip water into a coffee can and drinking beer. The Armed Forces Network from Subic Bay stayed on through the night, broadcasting bulletins about the unfathomable murder.


  Now it was late in the morning, and Seaman Apprentice William Houston, Jr., began feeling sober again as he stalked the jungle of Grande Island carrying a borrowed .22-caliber rifle. There were
  supposed to be some wild boars roaming this island military resort, which was all he had seen so far of the Philippines. He didn’t know how he felt about this country. He just wanted to do
  some hunting in the jungle. There were supposed to be some wild boars around here.


  He stepped carefully, thinking about snakes and trying to be quiet because he wanted to hear any boars before they charged him. He was aware that he was terrifically on edge. From all around
  came the ten thousand sounds of the jungle, as well as the cries of gulls and the far-off surf, and if he stopped dead and listened a minute, he could hear also the pulse snickering in the heat of
  his flesh, and the creak of sweat in his ears. If he stayed motionless only another couple of seconds, the bugs found him and whined around his head.


  He propped the rifle against a stunted banana plant and removed his headband and wrung it out and wiped his face and stood there awhile, waving away the mosquitoes with the cloth and itching his
  crotch absentmindedly. Nearby, a seagull seemed to be carrying on an argument with itself, a series of protesting squeaks interrupted by contradictory lower-pitched cries that sounded like, Huh!
  Huh! Huh! And something moving from one tree to another caught Seaman Houston’s eye.


  He kept his vision on the spot where he’d seen it among the branches of a rubber tree, putting his hand out for the rifle without altering the direction of his gaze. It moved again. Now he
  saw that it was some sort of monkey, not much bigger than a Chihuahua dog. Not precisely a wild boar, but it presented itself as something to be looked at, clinging by its left hand and both feet
  to the tree’s trunk and digging at the thin rind with an air of tiny, exasperated haste. Seaman Houston took the monkey’s meager back under the rifle’s sight. He raised the barrel
  a few degrees and took the monkey’s head into the sight. Without really thinking about anything at all, he squeezed the trigger.


  The monkey flattened itself out against the tree, spreading its arms and legs enthusiastically, and then, reaching around with both hands as if trying to scratch its back, it tumbled down to the
  ground. Seaman Houston was terrified to witness its convulsions there. It hoisted itself, pushing off the ground with one arm, and sat back against the tree trunk with its legs spread out before
  it, like somebody resting from a difficult job of labor.


  Seaman Houston took himself a few steps nearer, and, from the distance of only a few yards, he saw that the monkey’s fur was very shiny and held a henna tint in the shadows and a blond
  tint in the light, as the leaves moved above it. It looked from side to side, its breath coming in great rapid gulps, its belly expanding tremendously with every breath like a balloon. The shot had
  been low, exiting from the abdomen.


  Seaman Houston felt his own stomach tear itself in two. “Jesus Christ!” he shouted at the monkey, as if it might do something about its embarrassing and hateful condition. He thought
  his head would explode, if the forenoon kept burning into the jungle all around him and the gulls kept screaming and the monkey kept regarding its surroundings carefully, moving its head and black
  eyes from side to side like someone following the progress of some kind of conversation, some kind of debate, some kind of struggle that the jungle—the morning—the moment—was
  having with itself. Seaman Houston walked over to the monkey and laid the rifle down beside it and lifted the animal up in his two hands, holding its buttocks in one and cradling its head with the
  other. With fascination, then with revulsion, he realized that the monkey was crying. Its breath came out in sobs, and tears welled out of its eyes when it blinked. It looked here and there,
  appearing no more interested in him than in anything else it might be seeing. “Hey,” Houston said, but the monkey didn’t seem to hear.


  As he held the animal in his hands, its heart stopped beating. He gave it a shake, but he knew it was useless. He felt as if everything was all his fault, and with no one around to know about
  it, he let himself cry like a child. He was eighteen years old.


  When he got back to the club down near the water, Houston saw that a school of violet-tinted jellyfish had washed up on the gray beach, hundreds of them, each about the size of
  a person’s hand, translucent and shriveling under the sun. The island’s small harbor lay empty. No boats ever came here other than the ferry from the naval base across Subic Bay.


  Only a few yards off, a couple of bamboo cabins fronted the strip of sand beneath palatial trees dribbling small purple blooms onto their roofs. From inside one of the cabins came the cries of a
  couple making love, a whore, Seaman Houston assumed, and some sailor. Houston squatted in the shade and listened until he heard them giggling no more, breathing no more, and a lizard in the
  cabin’s eaves began to call—a brief annunciatory warble and then a series of harsh, staccato chuckles—gek-ko; gek-ko; gek-ko . . .


  After a while the man came out, a crew-cut man in his forties with a white towel hitched under his belly and a cigarette clamped between his front teeth, and stood there splayfooted, holding the
  towel together at his hip with one hand, staring at some close but invisible thing, and swaying. An officer, probably. He took his cigarette between his thumb and finger and drew on it and let out
  a fog around his face. “Another mission accomplished.”


  The neighboring cabin’s front door opened and a Filipina, naked, hand over her groin, said, “He don’t like to do it.”


  The officer shouted, “Hey, Lucky.”


  A small Asian man came to the door, fully dressed in military fatigues.


  “You didn’t give her a jolly old time?”


  The man said, “It could be bad luck.”


  “Karma,” the officer said.


  “It could be,” the little fellow said.


  To Houston the officer said, “You looking for a beer?”


  Houston had meant to be off. Now he realized that he’d forgotten to leave and that the man was talking to him. With his free hand the man tossed his smoke and snaked aside the drape of the
  towel. To Houston he said—as he loosed almost straight downward a stream that foamed on the earth, destroying his cigarette butt—“You see something worth looking at, you let me
  know.”


  Feeling a fool, Houston went into the club. Inside, two young Filipinas in bright flowered dresses were playing pinball and talking so fast, while the large fans whirled above them, that Seaman
  Houston felt his equilibrium give. Sam, one of the marines, stood behind the bar. “Shut up, shut up,” he said. He lifted his hand, in which he happened to be holding a spatula.


  “What’d I say?” Houston asked.


  “Excuse.” Sam tilted his head toward the radio, concentrating on its sound like a blind man. “They caught the guy.”


  “They said that before breakfast. We knew that.”


  “There’s more about him.”


  “Okay,” Houston said.


  He drank some ice water and listened to the radio, but he suffered such a headache right now he couldn’t make out any of the words.


  After a while the officer came in wearing a gigantic Hawaiian-print shirt, accompanied by the young Asian.


  “Colonel, they caught him,” Sam told the officer. “His name is Oswald.”


  The colonel said, “What kind of name is that?”—apparently as outraged by the killer’s name as by his atrocity.


  “Fucking sonofabitch,” Sam said.


  “The sonofabitch,” said the colonel. “I hope they shoot his balls off. I hope they shoot him up the ass.” Wiping at his tears without embarrassment he said, “Is
  Oswald his first name or his last name?”


  Houston told himself that first he’d seen this officer pissing on the ground, and now he was watching him cry.


  To the young Asian, Sam said, “Sir, we’re hospitable as hell. But generally Philippine military aren’t served here.”


  “Lucky’s from Vietnam,” the colonel said.


  “Vietnam. You lost?”


  “No, not lost,” the man said.


  “This guy,” the colonel said, “is already a jet pilot. He’s a South Viet Nam Air Force captain.”


  Sam asked the young captain, “Well, is it a war over there, or what? War?—budda-budda-budda.” He made his two hands into a submachine gun, jerking them in unison. “Yes?
  No?”


  The captain turned from the American, formed the phrases in his mind, practiced them, turned back, and said, “I don’t know it’s war. A lot people are dead.”


  “That’ll do,” the colonel agreed. “That counts.”


  “What you doing here?”


  “I’m here for helicopters training,” the captain said.


  “You don’t look hardly old enough for a tricycle,” Sam said. “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-two years.”


  “I’m getting this little Slope his beer. You like San Miguel? You mind that I called you a Slope? It’s a bad habit.”


  “Call him Lucky,” the colonel said. “The man’s buying, Lucky.


  What’s your poison?”


  The boy frowned and deliberated inside himself mysteriously and said, “I like Lucky Lager.”


  “And what kind of cigarettes you smoke?” the colonel asked.


  “I like the Lucky Strike,” he said, and everybody laughed.


  Suddenly Sam looked at young Seaman Houston as if just recognizing him and said, “Where’s my rifle?”


  For a heartbeat Houston had no idea what he might be talking about. Then he said, “Shit.”


  “Where is it?” Sam didn’t seem terribly interested—just curious.


  “Shit,” Seaman Houston said. “I’ll get it.”


  He had to go back into the jungle. It was just as hot, and just as damp. All the same animals were making the same noises, and the situation was just as terrible, he was far from the places of
  his memory, and the navy still had him for two more years, and the President, the President of his country, was still dead—but the monkey was gone. Sam’s rifle lay in the brush just as
  he’d left it, and the monkey was nowhere. Something had carried it off.


  He had expected to be made to see it again; so he was relieved to be walking back to the club without having to look at what he’d done. Yet he understood, without much alarm or unease,
  that he wouldn’t be spared this sight forever.


  Seaman Houston was promoted once, and then demoted. He glimpsed some of Southeast Asia’s great capitals, walked through muggy nights in which streetside lanterns shook in
  the stale breezes, but he never landed long enough to lose his sea legs, only long enough to get confused, to see the faces flickering and hear the suffering laughter. When his tour was up he
  enlisted for another, enchanted above all by the power to create his destiny just by signing his name.


  Houston had two younger brothers. The nearest to him in age, James, enlisted in the infantry and was sent to Vietnam, and one night just before the finish of his second tour in the navy, Houston
  took a train from the naval base in Yokosuka, Japan, to the city of Yokohama, where he and James had arranged to meet at the Peanut Bar. It was 1967, more than three years after the murder of John
  F. Kennedy.


  In the train car Houston felt gigantic, looking over the heads of pitch-black hair. The little Japanese passengers stared at him without mirth, without pity, without shame, until he felt as if
  his throat were being twisted. He got off, and kept himself on a straight path through the late drizzle by following wet streetcar tracks to the Peanut Bar. He looked forward to saying something in
  English.


  The Peanut Bar was large and crowded with sailors and with scrubbed-looking boy merchant marines, and the voices were thick in his head, the smoke thick in his lungs.


  He found James near the stage and went over to him, holding his hand out for a shake. “I’m leaving Yokosuka, man! I’m back on a ship!” was the first thing he said.


  The band drowned out his greeting—a quartet of Japanese Beatles imitators in blinding white outfits, with fringe. James, in civvies, sat at a little table staring at them, unaware of
  anything but this spectacle, and Bill fired a peanut at his open mouth.


  James indicated the performers. “That’s gotta be ridiculous.” He had to shout to make himself even faintly audible.


  “What can I say? This ain’t Phoenix.”


  “Almost as ridiculous as you in a sailor suit.”


  “They let me out two years ago, and I re-upped. I don’t know—I just did it.”


  “Were you loaded?”


  “I was pretty loaded, yeah.”


  Bill Houston was amazed to find his brother no longer a little boy. James wore a flattop haircut that made his jaw look wide and strong, and he sat up straight, no fidgeting around. Even in
  civilian dress he looked like a soldier.


  They ordered beer by the pitcher and agreed that except for a few strange things, like the Peanut Bar, they both liked Japan—though James had spent, so far, six hours in the country
  between flights, and in the morning would board another plane for Vietnam—or at any rate, they both approved of the Japanese. “I’m here to tell you,” Bill said when the band
  went on break and their voices could be heard, “these Japs have got it all plumb, level, and square. Meanwhile, in the tropics, man, nothing but shit. Everybody’s brain is boiled fat
  mush.”


  “That’s what they tell me. I guess I’ll find out.”


  “What about the fighting?”


  “What about it?”


  “What do they say?”


  “Mostly they say you’re just shooting at trees, and the trees are shooting back.”


  “But really. Is it pretty bad?”


  “I guess I’ll find out.”


  “Are you scared?”


  “During training, I seen a guy shoot another guy by accident.”


  “Yeah?”


  “In the ass, if you can believe it. It was just an accident.”


  Bill Houston said, “I saw a guy murder a guy in Honolulu.”


  “What, in a fight?”


  “Well, this sonofabitch owed this other sonofabitch money.”


  “What was it, in a bar?”


  “No. Not in a bar. The guy went around back of his apartment building and called him to the window. We were walking past the place and he says, ‘Hang on, I gotta talk to this guy
  about a debt.’ They talked one minute and then the guy I was with—he shot the other one. Put his gun right against the window screen, man, and pop, one time, like that. Forty-five
  automatic. The guy kind of fell back inside his apartment.”


  “You gotta be kidding.”


  “No. I ain’t kidding.”


  “Are you serious? You were there?”


  “We were just walking around. I had no idea he was gonna kill someone.”


  “What’d you do?”


  “Just about filled my britches with poop. He turns around and sticks his gun under his shirt and, ‘Hey, let’s get some brew.’ Like the incident is erased.”


  “What was your comment about all this?”


  “It kind of felt like I didn’t want to mention it.”


  “I know—like, shit, what do you say?”


  “You can bet I was wondering what he thought about me as a witness. That’s why I missed the sailing. He was on our rig. If I’d shipped out with him, I’d’ve gone
  eight weeks without closing both eyes.”


  The brothers drank from their mugs simultaneously and then sought, each in his own mind, for something to talk about. “When that guy got shot in the ass,” James said, “he went
  into shock immediately.”


  “Shit. How old are you?”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Almost eighteen,” James said.


  “The army let you enlist when you’re only seventeen?”


  “Nope. I done lied.”


  “Are you scared?”


  “Yeah. Not every minute.”


  “Not every minute?”


  “I haven’t seen any fighting. I want to see it, the real deal, the real shit. I just want to.”


  “Crazy little fucker.”


  The band resumed with a number by the Kinks called “You Really Got Me”:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              You really got me—


              You really got me—


              You really got me—

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Before very much longer the two brothers got into an argument with each other over nothing, and Bill Houston spilled a pitcher of beer right into the lap of somebody at the next table—a
  Japanese girl, who hunched her shoulders and looked sad and humiliated. She sat with a girlfriend and also two American men, two youngsters who didn’t know how to react.


  The beer dribbled off the table’s edge while James fumbled to right the empty pitcher, saying, “It gets like this sometimes. It just does.”


  The young girl made no move at all to adjust herself. She stared at her lap.


  “What’s wrong with us,” James asked his brother, “are we fucked up or something? Every time we get together, something bad happens.”


  “I know.”


  “Something fucked-up.”


  “Fucked-up, shitty, I know. Because we’re family.”


  “We’re blood.”


  “None of that shit don’t matter to me no more.”


  “It must matter some,” James insisted, “or else why’d you haul yourself all this way to meet me in Yokohama?”


  “Yeah,” Bill said, “in the Peanut Bar.”


  “The Peanut Bar!”


  “And why’d I miss my ship?”


  James said, “You missed your ship?”


  “I should’ve been on her at four this afternoon.”


  “You missed it?”


  “She might still be there. But I expect they’re out of the harbor by now.”


  Bill Houston felt his eyes flood with tears, choked with sudden emotion at his life and this place with everybody driving on the left.


  James said, “I never liked you.”


  “I know. Me too.”


  “Me too.”


  “I always thought you were a little-dick sonofabitch,” Bill said.


  “I always hated you,” his brother said.


  “God, I’m sorry,” Bill Houston said to the Japanese girl. He dragged some money from his wallet and tossed it onto the wet table, a hundred yen or a thousand yen, he
  couldn’t see which.


  “It’s my last year in the navy,” he explained to the girl. He would have thrown down more, but his wallet was empty. “I came across this ocean and died. They might as
  well bring back my bones. I’m all different.”


  The afternoon of that November day in 1963, the day after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Captain Nguyen Minh, the young Viet Nam
  Air Force pilot, dove with a mask and snorkel just off the shore of Grande Island. This was a newfound passion. The experience came close to what the birds of the air must enjoy, drifting above a
  landscape, propelled by the action of their own limbs, actually flying, as opposed to piloting a machine. The webbed fins strapped to his feet gave him a lot of thrust as he scooted above a vast
  school of parrot fish feeding on a reef, the multitude of their small beaks pattering against the coral like a shower of rain. American Navy men enjoyed scuba and skin-diving and had torn up all
  the coral and made the fish very timid so that the entire school disappeared in a blink when he swam near.


  Minh wasn’t much of a swimmer, and without others around he could let himself feel as afraid as he actually was.


  He’d passed all the previous night with the prostitute the colonel had paid for. The girl had slept on the floor and he in the bed. He hadn’t wanted her. He wasn’t sure about
  these Filipino people.


  Then today, toward the end of the morning, they’d gone into the club to learn that the President of the United States, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, had been murdered. The two
  Filipinas were still with them, and each girl took one of the colonel’s substantial arms and held on as if keeping him moored to the earth while he brought his surprise and grief under
  control. They sat at a table all morning and listened to the news reports. “For God’s sake,” the colonel said. “For God’s sake.” By afternoon the colonel had
  cheered up and the beer was going down and down. Minh tried not to drink very much, but he wanted to be polite, and he got very dizzy. The girls disappeared, they came back, the fan went around in
  the ceiling. A very young naval recruit joined them and somebody asked Minh if a war was actually being waged somewhere in Vietnam.


  That night the colonel wanted to switch girls, and Minh determined that he would follow through as he had last night, just to make the colonel happy and to show him that he was sincerely
  grateful. This second girl was the one he preferred, in any case. She was prettier to his eyes and spoke better English. But the girl asked to have the air conditioner on. He wanted it off. He
  couldn’t hear things with the air conditioner going. He liked the windows open. He liked the sound of insects batting against the screens. They didn’t have such screens in his
  family’s house on the Mekong Delta, or even in his uncle’s home in Saigon.


  “What do you want?” the girl said. She was very contemptuous of him.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Take off your clothes.”


  They took off their clothes and lay side by side on the double bed in the dark, and did nothing else. He could hear an American sailor a few doors down talking to one of his friends loudly,
  perhaps telling a story. Minh couldn’t understand a word of it, though he considered his own English pretty fair.


  “The colonel has a big one.” The girl was fondling his penis. “Is he your friend?”


  Minh said, “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know is he your friend? Why are you with him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “When did you know him the first time?”


  “Just one or two weeks.”


  “Who is he?” she said.


  Minh said, “I don’t know.” To stop her touching his groin, he clasped her to him.


  “You just want body-body?” she said.


  “What does it mean?” he said.


  “Just body-body,” she said. She got up and shut the window. She felt the air conditioner with the palm of her hand, but didn’t touch its dials. “Gimme a cigarette,”
  she said.


  “No. I don’t have any cigarette,” he said.


  She threw her dress on over her head, slipped her feet into her sandals. She wore no underclothes. “Gimme a coupla quarters,” she said.


  “What does it mean?” he said.


  “What does it mean?” she said. “What does it mean? Gimme a coupla quarters. Gimme a coupla quarters.”


  “Is it money?” he said. “How much is it?”


  “Gimme a coupla quarters,” she said. “I wanna see if he gonna sell me some cigarette. I wanna coupla pack cigarette—a pack for me, and one pack for my cousin. Two
  pack.”


  “The colonel can do it,” he said.


  “One Weenston. One Lucky Strike.”


  “Excuse me. It’s chilly tonight,” he said. He got up and put his clothes on.


  He stepped out front. From behind him he heard the small sounds of the young woman inside dealing with her purse, setting it on a table. She clapped and rubbed her hands and a puff of perfume
  drifted past him from the open window and he inhaled it. His ears rang, and tears clouded his sight. He cleared a thickness from his throat, hung his head, spat down between his feet. He missed his
  homeland.


  When he’d first joined the air force and then been transferred to Da Nang and into officers’ training, only seventeen, he’d cried every night in his bed for several weeks.
  He’d been flying fighter jets for nearly three years now, since he was nineteen years old. Two months ago he’d turned twenty-two, and he could expect to continue flying missions until
  the one that killed him.


  Later he sat on the porch in a canvas chair, leaning forward, forearms on his knees, smoking—he actually did possess a pack of Luckies—when the colonel returned from the club with
  his arms around both the girls. Minh’s escort had a pack in her hand and waved it happily.


  “So you explored the briny deeps today.”


  Minh wasn’t sure what he meant. He said, “Yes.”


  “Ever been down there in any of those tunnels?” the colonel asked.


  “What is it?—tunnels.”


  “Tunnels,” the colonel said. “Tunnels all under Vietnam. You been down inside those things?”


  “Not yet. I don’t think so.”


  “Nor have I, son,” the colonel said. “I wonder what’s down there.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Nobody does,” the colonel said.


  “The cadres use the tunnels,” Minh said. “The Vietminh.”


  Now the colonel seemed to grieve for his President again, because he said, “This world spits out a beautiful man like he was poison.”


  Minh had noticed you could talk to the colonel for a long time without recognizing he was drunk.


  He’d met the colonel only a few mornings back, out front of the helicopter maintenance yard at the Subic base, and they’d sought each other out continually ever since. The colonel
  had not been introduced to him—the colonel had introduced himself—and didn’t appear to be linked to him in any official way. They were housed together with dozens of other
  transient officers in a barracks in a compound originally constructed and then quickly abandoned, according to the colonel, by the American Central Intelligence Agency.


  Minh knew the colonel was one to stick with. Minh had a custom of picking out situations, people, as good luck, bad luck. He drank Lucky Lager, he smoked Lucky Strikes. The colonel called him
  “Lucky.”


  “John F. Kennedy was a beautiful man,” the colonel said. “That’s what killed him.”


  




  1964


  




  Nguyen Hao arrived safely at the New Star Temple on his Japanese Honda 30 motorbike, in dress pants and a box-cut shirt, wearing sunglasses, the
  pomade melting in his hair. It was his sad errand to serve as his family’s only representative at the funeral service for his wife’s nephew. Hao’s wife was down with chills. The
  boy’s parents were deceased, and the boy’s only brother was flying missions for the air force.


  Hao looked back to where he’d dropped off a friend from his youth named Trung Than, whom everybody had always called the Monk and who’d gone north when the country had been
  partitioned. Hao hadn’t seen the Monk for a decade, not until this afternoon, and now he was gone: he’d hopped backward off the bike, removed his sandals, and padded off barefoot down
  the path.


  Hao made sure to take the motorbike slowly over anything looking like a puddle, and when he reached the rice paddies he walked the machine most carefully along the dikes. He had to keep his
  clothes clean; he’d be overnighting here, probably in the schoolroom adjacent to the temple. The village wasn’t far from Saigon, and in better times he might have motored back in the
  dusk, but the critical areas had expanded such that nowadays after three in the afternoon the back roads over to Route Twenty-two would be hazardous.


  He set his straw bedroll on the earthen floor just inside the schoolroom’s doorway, so as to be able to find his bed later in the night.


  No life showed itself among the string of huts other than foraging chickens and stationary old women visible in the doorways. He pulled aside the wooden lid of the concrete well and lowered the
  bucket and drew himself a drink and a wash from out of the dark. The well was deep, drilled by a machine. The water came clear and cool into his hand and onto his face.


  No sound from the temple. The master probably napped. Hao rolled his motorbike into the interior—rough lumber, with a roof of ceramic shingles and a dirt floor, about fifteen by fifteen
  meters, not much bigger in area than the downstairs of Hao’s own house in Saigon. Rather than disturb the master, he turned and went out even before his eyes adjusted to the dimness, but
  already the must of the floor and the aroma of joss sticks had wakened his boyhood, when he’d served here at the temple for a couple of years. He felt something tugging at him from that era,
  a thread connected to a sadness which was generally inert and which quickly forgot itself. So much of this had been laid over by the rest of his life.


  Also he felt a confused sadness over his nephew’s preposterous death. Inconceivable. On first hearing of it Hao had assumed the boy had perished in an accidental fire. But in fact
  he’d burned himself alive—as had two or three elder monks in recent times. But those others had killed themselves spectacularly in the Saigon streets in order to cry out against chaos.
  And they were old men. Thu was only twenty, and he’d set himself afire out in the bush beyond the village in a solitary ceremony. Incomprehensible, crazy.


  When Master woke he came out not in his robe, but dressed for the fields. Hao stood up and bowed his head, and the master bowed very deeply, a small man with a large rib cage and stick-limbs,
  his head covered with stubble—it occurred to Hao that Thu had probably been the one who’d shaved him. Poor dead Thu. “I was going to take up a hoe this afternoon,” the
  master said. “I’m glad you’ve stopped me.”


  They sat on the porch and made a start at polite conversation, moving into the doorway while a loud rain came over. The master apparently chose to let the chatter of this downpour serve the
  purposes of small talk, because when it was over he spoke immediately of the death of Thu, saying it mystified him. “But it brings you back to see us. Every fist grips its gift.”


  “The atmosphere of the temple is very strong,” Hao said.


  “You always seemed uncertain here.”


  “But I’m doing what you suggested. I’ve made my doubt into my calling.”


  “That’s not quite the way to phrase it.”


  “Those were the words you used.”


  “No. I said you must allow your doubt to become your calling, you must permit it. I don’t suggest that you make it so, only that you let it be so. Let your doubt be your calling.
  Then your doubt will be invisible. You’ll inhabit it like an atmosphere.”


  The master offered a bit of champooy, which Hao declined. He put the spicy dried fruit in his own mouth and sucked on it vigorously, frowning. “A certain American is coming to the
  service.”


  “I know him,” Hao said. “Colonel Sands.”


  The master said nothing, and Hao felt forced to go on: “The colonel knows my nephew Minh. They met in the Philippines.”


  “He told me so.”


  “Have you met him personally?”


  “He’s come several times,” the master said. “He cultivated an acquaintance with Thu. I think he’s a kind man. Or at least a careful man.”


  “He’s interested in the practice. He wants to study the breath.”


  “His breath smells of the meat of cattle and cigars and liquor. And what about you? Have you continued with the breath?”


  Hao didn’t answer.


  “Have you continued your practice?”


  “No.”


  The master spat out the pit of his champooy. A skeletal puppy darted from under the porch and gobbled it quickly, trembling, and then dematerialized. “In their dreams,” the old man
  said, “dogs travel back and forth between this world and the other world. In their dreams they visit the before-life, and they visit the afterlife.”


  Hao said, “The Americans are going to become somewhat active here, somewhat destructive.”


  “How do you know?” The question was very indiscreet, yet even in the face of Hao’s silence he persisted: “Did this American tell you?”


  “Thu’s brother told me.”


  “Minh?”


  “Our air force will participate.”


  “Will young Minh bomb his own country?”


  “Minh doesn’t fly a bomber.”


  “But will the air force destroy us?”


  “Minh told me to get you out of here. I can’t tell you more than that, because it’s all I know.” Because to traffic in information any more specific than that terrified
  him. Would have terrified anyone. Should have terrified the master.


  Hao raised another matter: “I just saw the Monk. He showed up at my house and asked me for money. Then I took him here on the back of the motorbike.”


  The master only studied him with his eyes.


  Yes, he’d known the master must have heard from Trung. “How long since you’ve seen him?”


  “Not long,” the master admitted.


  “How long has he been back?”


  “Who can say? And you? How long since you’ve seen him?”


  “Many years. He has a northern accent now.” Hao stopped himself from saying more, stared at his feet.


  “It disturbed you to see him.”


  “He came to my house. He wanted money for the cause.”


  “For the Vietminh? They don’t take taxes in the city.”


  “If he asked, they must have told him to ask. It’s extortion. Then he insisted I take him here on the motorbike.”


  The master said, “He knows he’s safe. He knows you won’t name him to his enemies.”


  “Maybe I should. If the Vietminh have their way, that means the destruction of my family business.”


  “And of our temple, probably. But these outsiders are destroying the entire country.”


  “I can’t give money to Communists.”


  “Maybe I can get word to Trung that you have no money. That you’ve spent it for something.”


  “For what?”


  “Something that puts you beyond reproach.”


  “Tell him, please.”


  “I’ll just say you’ve done all you can.”


  “I’m indebted.”


  Hao could feel tomorrow morning’s mist beginning to shape itself almost immediately as the sun fell behind the nearest hill to the west, called Good Luck Mountain. The fortunes of the
  mountain had altered, however. The construction arm of the American military was making an encampment up there, most people guessed a permanent landing zone for helicopters. News had reached his
  ears that they planned to distribute mixtures alongside Route One and Route Twenty-two to kill the vegetation there. Depriving ambushers of cover was a good idea, he thought. But this was the
  loveliest country on the earth. Sorrow and war lay all over it, true, but the sickness of sorrow had never before penetrated the land itself. He didn’t like to see it poisoned.


  On account of this American colonel’s possible arrival they delayed the memorial until past four in the afternoon, but the colonel didn’t come, and the risk of ambush would keep him
  off the roads now, and they went ahead without him. They held the service in the temple. Eight of the villagers attended, seven old men and someone’s grandchild all sitting in candlelight
  around the temple’s centerpiece without a corpse to look at, only a small crowd of bric-a-brac, mostly wooden Buddhas painted gold. A scintillating battery-run decoration of the type found in
  GI taverns topped the whole display: a disc on which changing bands of light revolved clockwise. The master was more than audible. He spoke as if he were teaching. As if nobody ever learned
  anything. “We Vietnamese have two philosophies to sustain us. The Confucian tells us how to behave when fate grants us peace and order. The Buddhist trains us to accept our fate even when it
  brings us blood and chaos.”


  The Americans arrived by last light in an open jeep. Either they had no fear of the roads, or they’d bivouacked with the American military construction group above, on Good Luck Mountain.
  The brawny colonel, in civilian dress as always, had the wheel, driving with a rifle jutting up between his knees, smoking a cigar, accompanied by a U.S. infantryman and also by a Vietnamese woman
  in a white blouse and gray skirt whom he introduced as Mrs. Van, an employee of the United States Information Service.


  They’d brought a projector and a collapsible screen and intended to show a one-hour film to the people of the village.


  Colonel Sands bowed to the master, and then they shook hands vigorously, in the American way. “Mr. Hao, we’re going to set up the projector in the main room, if that’s all
  right. Will you please tell him that?”


  Hao translated and told the colonel that the master saw no obstacle. The young soldier arranged the machine, the cords, and four folding canvas chairs—“for the elders,” the
  colonel said—as well as a small generator which he set going a few meters beyond the temple’s wooden walls and which filled the valley with its racket and scented the whole region with
  its exhaust. Hao explained that he and the master had to visit a sick villager but might come to see part of the film later on. The colonel said he understood, but Hao wasn’t sure he did. And
  as dusk arrived, and then the darkness, and as it grew evident that nobody at all would come, Colonel Sands asked to have the show played just for himself. The movie machine, powered by the noisy
  generator, filled the temple with flickering illumination and a hollow booming voice and strident music. The film, Years of Lightning, Day of Thunder, recounted the brief, tragic, heroic
  span of President John F. Kennedy’s life. The American soldier and Mrs. Van also watched. Mrs. Van had come along to translate the narrative for the audience, but of course there was no need.
  The colonel had said it would go on for fifty-five minutes, and five minutes short of that, under cover of the darkness, Hao and the master crept in to join the Americans, the master sitting on his
  pillow at the head of the room, behind the portable screen, where he couldn’t see anything, actually, and Hao in a chair beside the young soldier. Mrs. Van, sitting behind the colonel,
  glanced at Hao but seemed to decide he could translate for himself. In fact he couldn’t. To fathom English speech he usually needed faces and gestures. And anyway the colonel was already
  talking more loudly than the recording, seated with his arms crossed over his fists, addressing himself in bitter tones to the shining spectacle as the music swelled and the view closed in on the
  eternal flame marking John F. Kennedy’s grave, a squat torch which the Americans intended to keep alight forever. “The eternal flame,” the colonel said. “Eternal? If you can
  kill the man, you can sure as hell kill his flame. The thing is this: We’re all dead in the long run. In the end we’re dirt. Let’s face it, our whole civilization is a layer of
  sediment. In the end some mongrel barbarian wakes up in the morning and stands with one foot on a rock and the other on the kicked-over vessel of Kennedy’s eternal flame. And that vessel is
  cold and dead, and that sonofabitch doesn’t even know he’s standing on it. He’s just taking a piss in the morning. When I get up in the morning and step behind the tent to break
  wind and void my bladder, whose grave am I pissing on?—Mr. Hao, is my English too fast? Am I getting across?”


  Hao made out the colonel’s intent, and, Yes, he wanted to agree, it’s all simply water coursing into larger and then still larger seas, and only what we do in this moment can save us
  . . . His vocabulary allowed him to say, “It’s true. I think so. Yes.”


  Both men were distracted now by a small rat or frog hopping boldly into the room through the front door. The colonel astonished Hao by reacting to this intrusion violently, flinging himself
  bodily at the small man and knocking him backward, chair and all, so that the back of Hao’s head struck the packed dirt floor and a pain burst over his sight like an explosion of freezing
  needles. His vision cleared as the object, for that is what it was, and not some rodent, stopped only a meter from his face, and he understood that it was probably a grenade; it was his death.
  Something clapped down over the grenade. The soldier had covered it with his helmet and now lowered himself, not rapidly, but with some reluctance, and covered the helmet with his body, staring at
  first at the dirt of the floor and then looking toward Hao’s face, only inches away, so that his eyes were readable as he curled himself around his terror. Long seconds passed in a voluminous
  silence.


  The silence held. More long seconds. The soldier’s face did not change, and he didn’t breathe, but his soul came back into his eyes and he stared at Hao with some comprehension.


  Hao became aware that the colonel lay across his chest, had thrown himself there just as the soldier had thrown himself over the helmet. He became aware of pain in his calves, his head, of the
  big American colonel’s weight. Hao sucked hard at the atmosphere, he was suffocating. The soldier himself exhaled the air he’d been harboring, and Hao felt the soldier’s breath
  bathe his face. At last the colonel placed his palms on the floor either side of Hao’s shoulders and heaved himself to his knees, and Hao was able to fill his lungs.


  The colonel stood up like a very old man and bent to grip the soldier’s arm. “Nothing happening, son.” The soldier was deaf. “Get up. Get up, son. Come on, now, son. Get
  up.” The youngster, finding life in his body, overcame some of his shock and rolled himself over. Quickly the colonel tossed the helmet aside, scooped up the hand grenade, pitched it
  underhanded toward the doorway, but it struck the wall and made it only as far as the threshold, and he said, “Damn it all.” He approached it, bent and took a firm hold of it, and
  strode out the door and to the well. He moved the lid aside and tossed the device into the depths. Then he walked back to the building and turned off his generator.


  The others followed him out, perhaps inadvisedly. Mrs. Van tended to the soldier, talking rapid English, brushing at his shirt and trousers energetically, almost hysterically, as if batting at
  flames. When she was done she started on Hao, swiping at the back of his shirt. “These are bad people,” she said in English. “This is what happens with these horrible
  people.”


  The master came out of the temple. From his place behind the screen he’d witnessed almost nothing. When Hao told him about the grenade, he took two long steps backward away from the lip of
  the well.


  The colonel said, “Look, I’m sorry. The well was the quickest place to come to mind.”


  Hao translated the colonel’s apology and then the master’s reply: “I believe it’s safe.”


  “If that grenade goes off, it’s gonna muddy up your water.”


  The master said, “Later it will become calm again.”


  “That thing must be deep. And is it concrete?”


  Hao said, “Concrete construction.”


  “It’s top-notch.”


  “Top-notch?”


  “It’s very well made.”


  “Yes. It was placed by the Swiss Red Cross.”


  “When was this?”


  “I don’t know when.”


  The colonel said, “They heard that noisy goddamn generator, didn’t they?”


  By way of an answer, Hao pursed his lips.


  Hao stood by politely while the visitors reloaded their gear and radioed the encampment on Good Luck Mountain.


  “We’ll scoot on up the hill,” the colonel said.


  “Good. There it’s more secure,” Hao agreed.


  In minutes a patrol of three jeeps arrived, and many soldiers, and the convoy roared away into the night.


  Hao crept into the schoolroom and felt along the wall for a nail. He undressed and hung up his shirt and trousers, swept his straw mat with his hands, unrolled two yards of linen to cover him
  against the mosquitoes. The master heard him from the other side of the wall, in the temple, and called goodnight. Hao replied softly and lay back in his shorts and undershirt in the
  pitch-dark.


  This colonel—Hao had never encountered him in a uniform. It seemed fitting. Somehow he thought of all Americans as civilians, although in his entire life he’d seen only government
  Americans and military Americans, and a few missionaries. Just the same, he thought of Americans as cowboys. The young soldier’s courage astounded him. Maybe it was good they’d come to
  Vietnam.


  But even through the wall he could feel the master’s anger at himself for dealing with the colonel. The American was attractive, fascinating, but the Americans were, in the end, just
  another horde of puppet-masters. The curtain falls on the French, the curtain rises, now the American puppet-drama. But the time of slaves and puppets was over. A thousand years under China, then
  the French domination—all of it finished. Now comes freedom.


  Hao spoke softly to Master. He wished him lucky dreams. He himself couldn’t sleep. His bowels smoldered with fear. What if another grenade rolled toward him out of the night? Listening for
  his murderers, he became aware of the oppressive life of the jungle, of the collective roar of insects, as big as any city’s at noon. A curse lay over everything. His wife was sick, his
  nephew was dead, the wars would never stop. He found his sandals with his feet and went out to the well and drank from the can in the dark and recollected himself. Nothing could hurt him.
  He’d lived, he’d known love, he’d been shown much kindness. Lucky life!


  After rolling the device into the temple, Trung turned and ran behind the row of huts as quietly as he could and entered the trail. Only a
  few meters along, he slowed down, listening. Voices, movement. But no blast.


  A minute; two minutes. If the noise had come he might not have heard it for the booming of his blood.


  He stood in the narrow thoroughfare with his arms wrapped around his middle, grief wringing itself out of him. He hadn’t expected the fools to be sitting there next to the American. He
  hadn’t wept in years.


  If I’d actually killed them, I might weep less.


  This outpouring was good. The old women said, Scatter your tears, they’re good for the crops. He’d cried for lots of reasons in his youth. Not much since then.


  He moved on down the path. In Saigon they’d given him only the one grenade. Well.


  He’d been told to wait for the American civilian who brought the film projector. A specific target. He hadn’t asked why then they hadn’t sent a good shot, with a rifle. He
  guessed the American’s death was meant to seem incidental.


  He had to take to the creek briefly to get around a hamlet where lived some noisy dogs. Heading downstream he reached the house of the region’s head cadre. The occupants slept. In the tiny
  garden behind it he squatted with his rump against a tree trunk, draped his head with a rag, and put his face down onto his knees. He rested for two hours.


  He didn’t know why he’d asked his old friend Hao for funds. He hadn’t been instructed to initiate any contact. He didn’t think he should examine his motives.


  Immediately after the roosters’ second crow, he woke the cadre and reported his failure. He was issued a Chinese Type 56 rifle and two banana clips, each holding thirty rounds, and told to
  go back to the encampment of ragtag boys by the Van Co Dong River, a “lost command” of Hoa-hao guerrillas. They’d declared themselves ready to submit to relocation and
  indoctrination.


  “Has there been any trouble?” he asked the cadre.


  “No one has harmed them. You won’t encounter any tensions.”


  “All right. Keep the gun. But let me have a flashlight.”


  The river ran high. Trung had to make his way to a ford well above the encampment, cross over, and hike back downstream, some five or six kilometers overall.


  He hooted as he came to an outpost, a lean-to of banana leaves and bamboo, but no one answered.


  The path led to a black scarred region close by the river, formerly a market square. The people here had been driven out by a plague, and later a practitioner had ordered the buildings burned in
  a superstitious ceremony. A small barn nearby still stood upright and now served as a barracks.


  The youngsters had grouped out back of the structure to bury one of their comrades. A two-week bout of malaria, they explained, had ended in his extinction. They’d stripped him of his
  clothes. They sprinkled grains of rice into his open mouth, lowered the naked youth into a grave about four feet deep without any kind of casket, and covered him with damp, yellowish clots of
  earth.


  Trung stood by watching, waving the flies away from his face. The boys gathered around the mound in silence for about a minute. Finally one spoke up. “It’s bad,” he said.
  “There goes one more.”


  They were all young, many still in their teens. Their group had never been part of the Vietminh. They were ignorant mountain people from Ba Den who didn’t know how to bury their dead.


  When they’d finished he stood with them out back of their barracks to address them, but he could only repeat what others had already said.


  “We can get you medicine against malaria. It’s possible we can relocate you north, to a collective farm we call a kolkhoz, where you’ll live in peace and order. But if you want
  to go on fighting, we can put you to better use.


  “We are centralized. We have an iron structure. We are closed into a single fist that disappears up a sleeve when it has to. Our will is unshakable. Our will is our weapon. The greatest
  colonialist armies can’t stand against it. We drove out the French, and we’ll drive out the Americans, and we’ll slaughter and bury their puppets. Do they claim victories? Let
  them. The invaders are fighting the ocean. No matter how many waves they beat down, the ocean of our resolve is always there.


  “Do you want to be free? Personal liberation is national liberation. The men who led you in the beginning understood this, they learned it with the Hoa-hao, and they took you this far. Now
  you must come with us and go through to the end—which is the beginning we have all hoped for, the first day of our national freedom.”


  It had been long enough since he’d stopped attending classes that he didn’t know anymore what he was saying.


  Trung had been sent here because of the time he’d spent serving at the New Star Temple in the nearby village. It was assumed he probably knew these people. A slight mix-up. As little
  children, orphan boys, they’d been recruited—kidnapped—far upriver by Hoa-hao guerrillas, originally from the Mekong Delta, who’d been driven into the hills by the Vietminh.
  The boys’ leaders had abandoned the young recruits, or been killed. Meanwhile the village of their ancestors had vanished, dispersed by the fighting. Over a period of years the boys had
  worked their way farther and farther down the Van Co Dong, finding no welcome anywhere and finally stopping along this stretch well-known in the region for its particularly virulent strain of
  malaria, called “piss-blood.” Nobody bothered them while one by one they died.


  Trung explained that his own people came from Ben Tre, but he’d spent years and years in the North. Right now, until reunification, the heart of Vietnam lay in the North. “After
  reunification, all of Vietnam will be our home. Millions of square kilometers of Vietnam with no partition, no relocation, no disruption of the national fabric. We will lie down at night in peace
  and wake up to another day of peace. And those of us who die on the way, like your friend, will find peace in the grave.”


  Look at you, he thought, from your births to your deaths only exile, wandering, war.


  “What will it be like on the kolkhoz farm?”


  “Do you want work? There you’ll have work and freedom.”


  “But we’ve been on our own a long time. We’re already free.”


  “On the farm it’s a different kind of freedom.”


  Yes, yes, yes, nothing but crap, what a monstrosity, he cursed himself for participating. Die here, die there, he wanted to say. Just stay away from the kolkhoz. “It’s time to take
  you to a group forming to head north. There’s a camp near Bau Don. It’s a long hike. We can make it in a day if we start very early tomorrow.”


  “We’ve already talked about it,” one of the men told him. “There’s nothing else we can do. We’ll go north. But tonight the moon is empty. We can’t
  travel tomorrow. Right after the empty moon, it’s bad luck to start a journey. We just lost another one, thanks to bad luck.”


  “The malaria doesn’t come from bad luck or spiteful gods. It’s caused by living creatures too small to see, as venomous as a snake, but smaller than a speck of dust. We call
  these creatures microbes.


  “Young brothers, let this sink into your ears. We all die. Do you want to die at the hands of a microbe? The ultimate victory will be composed of many defeats. Do you want to be defeated
  by a microbe? The sooner we go, the better.”


  They only looked at him as if they couldn’t understand him. Probably many of them couldn’t, coming from so far upriver, a region of different dialects. “We’ll think about
  it,” the man said.


  While they talked among themselves, Trung stood aside and looked away. The same man came and touched his arm. “We’ll go tomorrow.”


  “If that’s your decision,” Trung said, “then good.”


  The whole group had stayed up all the previous night with their sick comrade. Everyone was tired. There was nothing to do, so they dispatched a few sentries and the rest hung around the
  barracks. Trung sat down against the wall. He noticed flattened cigarette packs covering leaks all over the thatched ceiling. Several gaunt cats skulked around eating bits of garbage from the
  floor.


  One of the guerrillas, a one-eyed youngster, brought in an armload of green coconuts. He pointed to his chest. “My Mosa,” he told Trung in some sort of mountain tongue. “My
  name,” another corrected him. “My name Mosa,” he said, turning his head sideways to center Trung in his one functioning eye. He smiled: his teeth, in the way of these
  mountain tribes, had been filed down flat. With a machete half as large as his own leg he scalped the tops of the coconuts. They drank the milk and scraped at the floppy translucent meat with
  shards from the shell.


  The men offered him a cot and even gave him a small pillow. They arranged themselves in a bivouac tableau: Outside a man stood sentry; inside five men played cards while one kibitzed and another
  snored nearby. Trung tried to nap, but he couldn’t sleep. He imagined they spent many days like this. The wind died off outside. He could hear the swollen river rubbing along the banks. The
  day grew dark. The sentries abandoned their outposts upriver and came in for the evening meal. Altogether there didn’t seem to be more than fifteen of these quiet, emaciated men strung along
  this part of the Van Co Dong, protecting themselves from all who might come, they didn’t care who, and they didn’t seem to realize no one was coming.


  They kept the cook-fire smoldering all night to drive away the mosquitoes. Trung slept with his bandanna over his nose and mouth. The others didn’t seem to mind the fumes.


  The rain came long after dark. The men started stowing their gear in leak-free spots, and they all rearranged themselves, repeating, “Move it! Move it!” They lay back in their new
  positions while the rain strung itself down all around them through the roof. Nobody talked because of the watery noise. By the light of candles Trung saw their faces staring out at nothing. But
  their spirits rose. There was singing and laughter. They were good boys. They were only doing whatever came along to be done. As the rain got harder, they stuck more flattened cigarette packs here
  and there in the ceiling.


  At midnight four dogs snuck in. Trung was the only one awake. He aimed his flashlight around as they prowled silently. When its beam hit them, they bolted out the open doorway. The light cut
  through the cook-smoke and played over the men and boys sleeping in groups of two or three. They lay side by side, their arms draped around one another, or touching in a casual, familial way.


  At dawn he crept outside, sat cross-legged on the damp ground, and cleared his mind by focusing on the progress of the breath in and out of his nostrils, as during his boyhood he’d done
  every morning and evening at the New Star. And he’d been doing it again now, daily, for nearly a year, and had no notion why. The practice was making a lousy Communist of him. In fact he was
  no longer persuaded that blood and revolution made useful tools for altering the concepts in a person’s mind. Who said it?—probably Confucius—“I can’t beat a sculpture
  from a stone with a sledgehammer; I can’t free the soul of a man by violence.” Peace was here, peace was now. Peace promised in any other time or place was a lie.


  The four dogs last night—they’d been the Four Noble Truths, dogging his lies into the darkness.


  —Losing track. He returned his awareness to the movement of his breath.


  Again he wondered why he’d asked Hao for money.


  Hao’s face when he saw me: like the puppy I played with too roughly. The little thing came to fear me. I loved it. Ah, no—


  —Sooner or later the mind grasps at a thought and follows it into the labyrinth, one thought branching into another. Then the labyrinth caves in on itself and you find yourself outside.
  You were never inside—it was a dream.


  He returned his attention to the breath.


  Morning—a mist hiding the river and a cloud caught on the peaks beyond. He heard the boys stirring within, waking to the earth’s richest triumph, another day outside the grave.
  Groggy-eyed, everyone shuffled forth, blankets wrapped around them, to pee. “Young men, while you live,” he told them, “find out how to wake up from this nightmare.” They
  looked at him with sleepy faces.


  




  1965


  




  As had become the weekly routine, on Monday night William “Skip” Sands of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency tested his energies
  by accompanying a patrol of the combined Philippine Army and Philippine Constabulary in a fruitless search for invisible people among dark mountain places. This time his friend Major Aguinaldo
  couldn’t come along, and nobody else had any idea what to do with the American. They drove the rutted roads all night wordlessly, noisily, in a convoy of three jeeps, looking for any sign of
  Huk guerrillas, as was the routine, and seeing none, as was the routine, and just before dawn Sands came back to the staff house to find the lights dead and the air conditioners silent. For the
  third time this week the local power had failed. He opened his bedroom to the jungle and sweltered in his bedclothes.


  Four hours later the window unit came to life, and he woke quickly and completely in sheets damp from sweat. He’d overslept, had probably missed breakfast and would have to omit his
  morning calisthenics. He showered quickly, dressed himself in khaki pants and a native box-cut shirt, a gauzy dress item called a barong tagalog, a gift from his Filipino friend Major
  Aguinaldo.


  Downstairs he found a place set for him at the otherwise bare mahogany dining table. The ice had melted in his water glass. Beside it lay the morning’s newspapers, which were actually
  yesterday’s, delivered in a courier pouch from Manila. The houseboy Sebastian came out of the kitchen and said, “Good morning, Skeep. The barber is coming.”


  “When?”


  “He’s coming now.”


  “Where is he?”


  “He’s in the kitchen. You want breakfast first? You want egg?”


  “Just coffee, please.”


  “You want bacon and egg?”


  “Can you stand it if I just have coffee?”


  “What kind of egg? Over easy.”


  “Bring it on, bring it on.”


  He sat at the table before a wide window that looked onto the insane spectacle of a two-hole golf course surrounded by overripe jungle. This tiny resort—a residence, servants’
  quarters, a shed, and a workshop—had been built to serve vacationing staff of the Del Monte Corporation. Sands hadn’t yet met anybody from Del Monte and by now no longer expected to.
  Only two other men appeared to be staying here, one an English specialist on mosquitoes and the other a German whom Sands suspected of being a more sinister kind of specialist, perhaps a
  sniper.


  Bacon and eggs for breakfast. Tiny eggs. The bacon was always tasty. Rice, no potatoes. A soft bread roll, no toast. Filipinos moved around the place in white uniforms, with mops and cloths,
  keeping the grime and mildew at bay. A young man wearing only black boxer shorts skated past the archway to the main room on the downturned halves of a coconut husk, polishing the wooden floor.


  Sands read the front page of the Manila Times. A gangster named Boy Golden had been slain in the living room of his apartment. Sands studied the photo of Boy Golden’s corpse, in a
  bathrobe, limbs flung crazily and the tongue lolling from between the jaws.


  The barber appeared, an old man toting a wooden box, and Skip said, “Let’s go out back.” They stepped through French doors onto the patio.


  The day was clear and looked harmless. Still he feared the sky. Rain six weeks straight, from the moment of his arrival in Manila in mid-June, and then one day it just shuts off. This was his
  first trip beyond the borders of America. He’d never resided outside of Kansas until he’d taken himself and a red-orange suitcase on the bus to Bloomington, Indiana, for the university;
  but several times as a child and once again in his teens he’d visited Boston to stay with his father’s side of the family, boarding almost a whole summer the last time among a gauntlet
  of relations, an Irish horde of big cops and veteran soldiers like mastiff guard dogs, and their worried poodle wives. They’d overwhelmed him with their unselfconscious vulgarity and loud
  gregariousness, embraced him, loved him, uncovered themselves as the family he’d never found among his mother’s midwestern group, who treated one another like acquaintances. He had
  scant memory of his father, a casualty of Pearl Harbor. His Boston Irish uncles had shown Skip who to become, had marked out the shape he’d fill someday as a grown man. He didn’t think
  he was filling it. It only set off how small he was.


  Now from these Filipinos he felt the same warmth and welcome, from these charming miniature Irishmen. He’d just begun his eighth week in the Philippines. He liked the people, he hated the
  climate. It was the start of his fifth year serving the United States as a member of its Central Intelligence Agency. He considered both the Agency and his country to be glorious.


  “I just want you to cut the sides,” he told the old man. Under the influence of the late President Kennedy he’d begun to let his crew cut grow out, and also just
  recently—under the influence, maybe, of the region’s Spanish vestiges—he’d started a mustache.


  As the old man clipped at his head Sands consulted a second oracle, the Manila Enquirer: the biggest front-page article announced itself as the first of a series devoted to reports by
  Filipino pilgrims of startling miracles, including asthma cures, a wooden cross that turned to gold, a stone cross that moved, a plaster icon who wept, another icon who bled.


  The barber held an eight-by-five-inch mirror before his face. It was good he didn’t have to show this head around the capital. The mustache existed only as a hope and the hair had reached
  a middle state, too long to go unnoticed, too short to be controlled. How many years had he kept his crew cut?—eight, nine—since the morning of his interview with the Agency recruiters
  who’d come to the campus in Bloomington. Both men had worn business suits and crew cuts, as he’d observed the previous afternoon, spying on their arrival at the faculty guest
  residence—the arrival of the crew-cut recruiters from Central Intelligence. He’d liked the word Central.


  He felt, here, a day’s drive from Manila on terrible roads, central to nothing. Reading superstitious newspapers. Staring at the vines on the stucco walls, the streaks of mildew on the
  walls, the lizards on the walls, the pimples of mud on the walls.


  From his perch here on the patio Sands detected tension in the air, some sort of suppressed quarrel among the workers—he didn’t like to think of them as
  “servants”—of the house. It pricked his curiosity. But having been raised in the American heartland he was dedicated to steering clear of personal controversy, to ignoring scowls,
  honoring evasiveness, fending off voices raised in other rooms.


  Sebastian came out onto the patio looking quite nervous and said, “Somebody here to see you.”


  “Who is it?”


  “They will say. Let me not say.”


  But twenty minutes went by, and nobody came out to see him.


  Sands finished his haircut, went into the cool parlor room with its polished wooden floor. Empty. And nobody in the dining area other than Sebastian, setting the table for lunch. “Was
  somebody here to see me?”


  “Somebody? No . . . I think nobody.”


  “Didn’t you say I had a visitor?”


  “Nobody, sir.”


  “Great, thanks, keep me guessing.”


  He took himself to a rattan chair on the patio. Here he could either read the news or watch the English entomologist, a man named Anders Pitchfork, chip a golf ball with a three-iron back and
  forth between the two full-sized greens of the very undersized golf course. Its two or so acres of lawn were minutely tended and biologically uniform, circled by high chain-link with which the
  surrounding plant life grappled darkly and inexorably. Pitchfork, a graying Londoner in Bermuda shorts and a yellow Ban-lon shirt, an expert on anopheles mosquitoes, spent his mornings here on the
  course until the sun cleared the building’s roof and drove him away to do his job, which was to eradicate malaria.


  Sands could see, down the colonnade, the German visitor taking breakfast in his pajamas on the private patio outside his room. The German had come to this region to kill someone—Sands
  believed this having spoken to him only twice. The section chief had accompanied him from Manila and, though the chief’s visit had been ostensibly about squaring Sands away, he’d spent
  all his time with the German and had instructed Sands to “stay available and leave him alone.”


  As for Pitchfork, the malaria man with the unforgettable name—just gathering information. Possibly running agents, of sorts, in the villages.


  Sands liked to guess everybody’s occupation. People came and went
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