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			FOREWORD

			Hwang Sok-yong’s The Shadow of Arms, when first begun in 1983, was a courageous act of political witness. Under a ferocious dictatorship, the Vietnam War remained a taboo subject except as an anti-Communist crusade. Not only had “our boys” fought and died there in great numbers, but President Chun Doo Hwan himself, along with his closest aides, was a veteran of that war. And while the larger issue of anti-imperialism and national liberation was being hotly debated in the Korean radical movements, especially among students, in the wake of the Kwangju massacre of May 1980 when General Chun came to power, such debate met with frequent and harsh repression. And here was Hwang serializing in a well-known monthly magazine a novel of the Vietnam War which exposed the atrocities and corruption of the Allied war effort, clearly sympathizing with the cause of the National Liberation Front. Little wonder, then, that once the first half was finished and came out in book form in 1985, the project remained in abeyance until after the success of the nationwide election protest actions of June 1987.

			That success of the democratic movement was only partial, however, and it still took considerable daring for the author to resume work on the novel under General Chun’s successor and fellow Vietnam veteran Roh Tae Woo, bringing out the second and final volume in 1988. Freedom of expression continued to suffer severe restrictions, with any criticism of the US imperial role liable to be equated with subversiveness.

			Today this particular aspect of the novel would seem to have lost much of its urgency even in South Korea, where the inauguration in early 1993 of the first civilian President in more than thirty years has brought a considerable improvement to the political and intellectual climate. To readers of the English version, especially in the United States, the almost exclusive denunciation of the latter’s role—accompanied by little criticism of the atrocities committed by South Korean troops—would appear yet more dated and even self-indulgent. While partially granting these objections, I should like to remind such readers that, first of all, Hwang’s offhand dismissal of any reason for the South Korean intervention other than the mercenary was in itself a pointed act of resistance and criticism—one, moreover, hardly matched by any subsequent South Korean work of more overt self-criticism. I may add, too, that the political issues Hwang raises have not wholly lost their relevance either: in the United States, not all the attempts to be cured of the “Vietnam syndrome” can be welcomed as moves toward true civic health.

			Yet The Shadow of Arms lives today mainly as a gripping tale dealing with a fascinating aspect of the Vietnam War: the black markets of the South Vietnamese city of Da Nang. Hwang himself had some firsthand experience of them as a soldier in the South Korean Marine Corps. The main character, Corporal (later Sergeant) Ahn Yong Kyu of the Joint Investigations Headquarters in Da Nang, actually reflects a good deal of that experience and some of Hwang’s own resourcefulness and aplomb as well. True, the addition of some fictive adventures and removal of most autobiographical features tend to make the resulting characterization somewhat unreal—especially to foreign readers, since even the most expert translation cannot do justice to the racy vividness of the dialogue when the Koreans in the novel talk among themselves.

			But Ahn’s character serves as the convenient—and on the whole adequate—focal point in the exciting detective work on the complicated moves by the US, NLF, South Korean, and South Vietnamese interests, with their mixtures of strategic and venal motives. And I believe a good deal of the power of this novel derives from its being more than just a realistic presentation of a little-known aspect of the Vietnam War. For the black markets, with the PXs1 of the US Military as their main fountainhead, also serve as a synecdoche of a war which, for all its irrational carnage and wastefulness, was meant to promote the interests of the hegemonic capitalist power, and hence could be terminated only when the capitalists at home finally came to object to its ultimate unprofitability.

			Seen in this light, however, the various episodes and subplots supplementing the main drama of the black markets, such as the conflict in the Pham family or the reports on the atrocities by American soldiers, suffer not only from the relative thinness of the author’s firsthand knowledge but from a certain simplicity in his vision of America’s imperial role. This is not to say that the author ought to have actually depicted the more nuanced elements in the United States policy or performance. Rather, the crucial default, for a Korean novel of the 1980s, concerns the question of the nature and degree of the relevance of the anti-imperialist struggle in Vietnam to the aspirations of its Korean readers for their own reunification and genuine autonomy. The author no doubt was inspired by the similarities in the two struggles and powerfully brings some of them home. Yet given the at least equally weighty resemblances to the contrasting division of Germany, and indeed, the sui generis nature of what I have termed the “division system” on the Korean peninsula, some reflections on the differences between the national liberation struggle in Vietnam and a more complex endeavor to overcome Korea’s division would seem to have been in order. Again, this is not to demand of the author any explicit treatment of the question. Yet some appropriate details on (say) the kind of person Ahn was before he came overseas could have put his experience in Vietnam in better perspective, as well as adding to the depth and credibility of the characterization.

			At all events, Hwang Sok-yong’s narrative skill manages to hold the reader’s attention to the breathtaking final shootout and beyond. There is, moreover, a profound irony in Ahn Yong Kyu’s being the man who kills Pham Minh, the NLF underground agent for whose cause and conduct the author had manifested the greatest sympathy. Perhaps the author himself does not sufficiently appreciate the irony, for in embarking for home in the last scene, Ahn does not seem to feel any particular remorse, nor does the author offer any criticism of his protagonist. But Ahn Yong Kyu’s repeated claim that South Koreans are in Vietnam simply to make what money they can, and that he himself (who is not at all venal) does only the minimum necessary for survival and honorable discharge, is given the lie by the tale. South Korea’s involvement stands condemned according to the values most passionately championed by the novel itself. While the novel’s cold-eyed detachment from the US war endeavor leaves Korean readers with the task of a more complex moral reckoning, it will also disturb American readers by reminding them of the variety and pervasiveness of their involvement in the sufferings of other nations.

			Paik Nak-chung

			Seoul National University

			Footnote:

			
				
					1 Post exchange

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			 

			PREFACE

			from the French edition by editor Cécile Wajsbrot

			The Shadow of Arms is set during the Vietnam War, and describes an aspect thereof about which little is known—Korea’s participation, somewhat coerced, as an allied country alongside the American and South Vietnamese armies. 

			France had been out of the region for some time, following the defeat at Dien Bien Phu and in accordance with the Geneva Agreements of July 1954, which consecrated the division of the country into North and South Vietnam on either side of the Seventeenth Parallel. To the north, the Democratic Republic of Ho Chi Minh; to the south, the dictatorship of Diem and then the regime of general Thieu. The United States, which ever since the start of the Korean War in 1950 had underhandedly financed the Indochina War—the “free world’s” fight against Communism, that era’s Axis of Evil—progressively intensified its presence until undeniable engagement; August 1964, when North Vietnamese gunships attacked two American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. We know the rest, the growing opposition to the war, the draft, the profound losses, the Paris Accords in 1973, and The United States’ withdrawal in 1975. 

			This novel takes place around the time of the Tet Offensive, launched by the Communists in January to February of 1968 at the height of US presence. Ahn Yong Kyu, a Korean corporal (later promoted to sergeant) is transferred from the front to the Department of Investigation, where he is to look into black market activities in Da Nang, South Vietnam’s principal military port. And yet, The Shadow of Arms is not a war novel. There are no combat scenes, save for the rare images that emerge from Yong Kyu’s memory. Rather, there are the strands of dense black market intrigue that weave together every actor in the conflict—the Americans, Vietnamese Saigon partisans, the Viet Cong, Koreans—through characters who, though perhaps emblematic of ideologies, are not without emotional depth, the complexity of life. Such as the two brothers who align themselves with opposing sides, Pham Quyen and Pham Minh, one of whom experiences the thrill of strategy, and the other, the loneliness of souls enamored of an ideal. And Toi, Yong Kyu’s Vietnamese friend; a mysterious man with a tragic fate. Also Hae Jong, the Korean seductress of questionable character. As for the character of Ahn Yong Kyu (in which we see Hwang Sok-yong’s own experience), his position as a foreigner—sure that he’ll forget everything upon his return—makes him at once both a part of the action and a distanced onlooker. Vietnam is a sinking ship, a shore you wash up on, wreck on, but not a harbor. Accounts of atrocities by the American army break up the narrative. There reigns a strange calm, the eye of the hurricane, perhaps. But this is also a world where people refuse to abandon their aspirations, to renounce dreams, deny emotion—a world brimming with humanity. 

			Back in Korea, Hwang Sok-yong was far from forgetting. He wrote several pieces (among them the story “Doe-Eyed,” which appeared in his collection The Road to Sampo) that show him grappling with the Vietnam War—a subject not usually written about in Korean literature; a war that generally escaped scrutiny. Then came the great work, this novel, The Shadow of Arms, in which he shrugs off the shadows of time—the alchemy of transforming the realness of reality into the realness of literature. 

			First appearing as a series in a monthly journal in 1983, and later as a single volume in 1985, Hwang Sok-yong’s novel was an act of courage in a Korea whose situation as a country divided is reminiscent of Vietnam’s. What’s more, the author’s implicit sympathy for the Viet Cong offended the dictatorial regime of Chun Doo-hwan, so much so that the second volume (from Chapter 22 on) had to await publication until Chun stepped down in 1988 and the ensuing period of relative freedom. The following year it received the Manhae Award, one of the most prestigious in Korean literature.

			The author revised the text in 1992—and this is the text that has been translated into English, following the French edition, which was the first available in Europe.

			C. W.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			MAIN CHARACTERS

			The Koreans

			Ahn Yong Kyu, a Korean soldier at the heart of the investigation division of the American army.

			Captain Kim, leader of the Korean unit.

			The Staff Sergeant, member of the unit lead by Captain Kim. His trafficking of Korean beer angers the Americans army. 

			Oh Hae Jong, also called Mimi. She was an office employee in an American PX in Uijeongbu, in Korea, and lived successively with three American soldiers. She had a child with one of them. In Vietnam, she was fired from the post exchange (PX) where she worked, for dealing heroin. Through her relationship with Pham Quyen, she obtains Vietnamese nationality, her last chance to start her life over. They dream of saving enough money to move to Singapore or Hong Kong. 

			The Hong Kong Group, the most influential group among Korean civilians dealing in the black market in Da Nang.

			The Vietnamese 

			Pham Minh, a medical student at the University of Hue. He joins the National Liberation Front (NLF) and becomes a secret agent of the 434th special action group based in Da Nang. 

			Pham Quyen, Pham Minh’s older brother. Commander in the Vietnamese government’s army. Aide-de-camp of General Liam (governor of the Quang Nam province), he wields all the administrative power of the local government. 

			Chan Ti Shoan, the daughter of a civil servant. She is Pham Minh’s friend and a student in her final year at Pascal High School. 

			Lei, Pham Minh and Pham Quyen’s younger sister. She attends the same high school as Shoan, but is in her second-to-last year. 

			Mi, Pham Minh and Pham Quyen’s older sister. Following the death of her husband, a member of the NFL killed in combat, she lives at her mother’s house with her two children and depends financially on her brother, Pham Quyen.  

			Uncle Trinh, the former director of the Da Nang primary school. He exercised huge influence over the youngsters, teaching them the history of Vietnam. But having lost hope, he is now addicted to opium. 

			Nguyen Cuong, an important trader in the Le Loi market in Da Nang. He is a local government representative in all commercial transactions. With Pham Quyen, he plans to collect cinnamon on the high plateaus of central Vietnam and to market it. 

			Nguyen Thatch, Cuong’s younger brother. He studied at the University of Hue. He is a secret agent for the urban guerilla fighter movement of one of the NLF’s district commissions in Da Nang. His car repair shop is a front for his secret activity of supplying the NLF with weaponry. 

			Doctor Tran, the director of the Red Cross hospital. As a surgeon, he is used to comfort and luxury. He lives with his wife, Madame Hue, and their son Huan and daughter Phuoc, who is a friend of Shoan. 

			Old Man Hien, the owner of the Puohung House. He has a trading partnership with the Americans. He holds precious information on the rates of exchange of army currency and dollars, as well as on the different markets. 

			Lieutenant Kiem, Commander Pham’s aide-de-camp. He works in the administration of the local government. He is originally from the countryside, but is ambitious; he enlisted in the state army and was appointed officer. 

			Toi, originally from Da Nang. After having finished his military service in the state army, he started working for the Korean branch of the investigation division. He is a friend of Yong Kyu for whom he serves as a driver, interpreter, and assistant. 

			Madame Lin, from China, owner of the Sports Club. The wife of an Englishman born in Hong Kong, she is a close friend of Oh Hae Jong and knows how to treat American officers tactfully. 

			The Americans

			Stapley, a sergeant at the Turen supply warehouse. Originally from New York, he dreams of writing comic books. After having been insubordinate, he chooses to go to Vietnam to avoid prison but he ends up deserting.

			Leon, originally from Chicago, son of Italian immigrants, and obsessed with motorcycle racing. Employed at the Turen warehouse, he is the main supplier to Ahn Yong Kyu.

			Krapensky, a commander in the Marines, leader of the investigation division. He previously served in Korea. 

			Lucas, a corporal in the Marines and a member of the investigation division. He studied at the center for Korean studies in Washington and Hawaii. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			1

			The heavy pounding from an M102 howitzer on the other side of the river never let up. White rays of a scorching sun enveloped the sandy terrain, the barbed wire, and the cactuses. The few clumps of jungle scattered about looked like they were floating, like ships on water. A narrow road flanked by sandbags and barbed wire wound its way around them, connecting the battalion and the troops. Shots—warnings fired from the watchtowers built at every traffic control post—rang out in the silence between the blasts.

			Sand rose up in dense clouds behind the hill. It mushroomed up into the air and then rolled down over the slope, swirling out across the field. The supply trucks had already come through by then. Then a Jeep veered sharply and sped into a narrow passage between two rows of sandbags.

			For an instant, the field disappeared in the cloud of sand. A soldier standing guard out in front of the barricade yelled out, “Vehicle, headed this way!”

			“Where’s it from?”

			“Headquarters looks like, sir.”

			The exchange between the squad leader and the lookout caused a stir among the soldiers. Those who had been squatting in the trenches cleaning their weapons were now up, leaning over the barricade to see what would happen.

			“It’s definitely from headquarters, must be coming for somebody.” 

			“A liaison officer, maybe.”

			“That new guy just got here. So someone’s got to be leaving.”

			The Jeep came to a sudden stop in front of the defense post. The sentry pushed the barricade to one side. As the dust settled the passenger in the Jeep became visible. He was not in jungle uniform, but in simple, black cotton Vietnamese clothing and a Special Corps jungle cap with a broad visor. The driver was dressed the same way. An unmanned, unloaded machine gun was mounted on the back of the Jeep. It hung diagonally on its stand and swayed for a few seconds before coming to rest.

			“What is it?” the company commander asked the two men dressed as civilians, as he emerged from his bunker. They did not remove their dark sunglasses.

			Without saluting, the passenger handed a piece of paper to the commander and said, “CID2. We’re here for the transferee.”

			The commander took a quick look at the paper. The soldiers stopped all activity and turned to look at him.

			“Corporal Ahn Yong Kyu. Corporal Ahn!”

			The soldier whose name had been called hesitantly rose from the trench. He glanced around. Visibly perplexed, he walked toward the company commander. Except for a missing helmet, he carried a fighting man’s standard issue of arms and equipment. Like most infantrymen in the dry season, Private Ahn had cut his jungle pants into shorts, revealing his knees above his boots. Ragged threads from the unhemmed edges dangled over his calves.

			Waving the orders in the air, the commander griped to the man in civvies, as if he were in charge of personnel, “It’s tough, you know. If you take all my veterans, who’s going to fight? We won’t have a single man.”

			The man took off his jungle cap and fanned himself with it. “Everyone who’s faced death is a veteran.”

			“What matters is combat experience,” the commander went on. “We have only a couple who’ve done six months of duty. You can’t send them into the field before eight months, and the new recruits are a problem. It’s only after three months that you could call them infantrymen, barely. Any earlier . . . they get carried off in body bags by helicopters.”

			The commander handed the paper over to the senior sergeant and cast a helpless look at the soldiers standing around. The driver turned the Jeep around to head back and the man in black shouted at the confused soldier, who hadn’t moved from his spot: “Let’s go! Get in!”

			“I have to report, and there’s my things.”

			“Fuck your report, this is an order. You can come naked for all I care. Let’s go!”

			The soldier looked at his commander, who stared coldly back at the man who was already a member of another unit.

			“Go. Get the hell out of here.”

			The soldier saluted as his superior turned toward his bunker. The sergeant nodded. Of all the soldiers, only the platoon leader held out his hand, saying “Good luck. You’ve been through hell here.”

			After shaking his hand, Private Ahn climbed into the Jeep. It sped away, giving him barely enough time to take a last look at the little hole he had been stuck in for the past six months. Through the dust, the heads of soldiers watching from behind the sandbags appeared blurry, and then disappeared. Once it had emerged from the company’s defense zone, the Jeep accelerated. With one hand Private Ahn grasped the body of the unsteady machine gun to keep it from hitting him. Then he leaned forward and asked the man in the front seat, “Am I being transferred to headquarters?”

			The man did not turn around but muttered testily, “Wherever it is, you’re one lucky son of a bitch.”

			“How long’ve you been crawling?” the driver asked.

			“Five months and fourteen days, to the day.”

			“Looks like a reconnaissance was sent out.”

			At these words from the man in black, apparently a corporal, the driver laughed.

			“What for? The entire city of Hoi An has been taken.”

			“So, it’s an offensive, then.”

			“The counteroffensive begins this afternoon,” Ahn Yong Kyu interjected.

			“We’re now entering Hoi An. Here, it’s different than in Chu Lai. It’s the Regular Army here.”

			It had been over a month since the brigade headquarters left Chu Lai. Ahn Yong Kyu belonged to the second regiment that arrived. Twice he’d been sent out to lay ambushes in the outskirts of Hoi An, and he’d been a part of a company-level operation at least once. Like everyone, he knew street warfare would mean heavy casualties for the city. But an infantryman didn’t talk about operations to come. He’d keep his mouth shut and not speak of his dreams from the night before. Only check his equipment one more time.

			Ahn Yong Kyu wasn’t thinking about where they were taking him. Every time the Jeep took a sudden turn he had to either quickly duck or catch the swinging machine gun. One thing he knew for sure was that he had to refill his canteen the next time they stopped. With a little luck he might find a well with potable water that didn’t taste of chlorine.

			Private Ahn Yong Kyu had a thin and tanned face. His eyes were narrow and penetrating, his lips, parched and pale, his cheeks hollow. His hair had grown out a little over the nape of his neck and his bony chin was covered in a sparse and prickly stubble. Even when relaxed, the small brown man remained alert. He seemed without emotion. No anger nor agony. His feelings had been charred by the scalding sun. Just two weeks of carnage, of thirst and heat had transformed the fighting men into burnt-out tin cans.

			The Jeep slowed down. It was entering the sector of brigade headquarters. After they passed though an MP3 checkpoint, a camp compound of plywood and sheet metal came into view. Behind it there was a double fence of barbed wire and a watchtower with a high ladder. Up on the tower the guards were eating C-rations. They had set their guns down, barrels aimed at the ground. A prison camp. Inside the wire about a dozen POWs, exhausted by the heat, were sleeping in the shade of folded tents. One of them stood up and made a sound—uuk, uuk—gesturing for a drink of water, but a guard spat out, “Kong deok!”

			The prisoner sat down again. The driver walked off toward another set of barracks, and the man in black went into the building alone. He told Private Ahn to wait for a second, but minutes passed and he didn’t reappear. Camouflaged MP vehicles passed through the checkpoint. It must have been time to relieve those on road patrol. Ahn took off his helmet, put it down on the sand and sat on it, and lit a cigarette. One of the guards climbed down the ladder from the watchtower and approached along the fence.

			“What are you, new recruit?”

			“Temporary transfer from my platoon.”

			“Where to, field MPs? Prisoners’ camp?”

			“Don’t know yet.”

			“Who brought you here?”

			“Some man in black.”

			“You’re damn lucky. They must be sending you to the investigation division. If not to Da Nang or Saigon, at least to Hoi An or Tam Ky.”

			Yong Kyu looked vacantly at the live enemies inside the wire fence.

			“Let me borrow a light,” said the guard, reaching for Yong Kyu’s cigarette to light his own. He seemed envious of Yong Kyu’s assignment.

			“In the investigation division there’s two corporals, two master sergeants, and a first lieutenant, and each is temporarily assigned to a battalion. But those posts are all filled now. As for investigation, the detachment at Da Nang is the biggest.”

			The guard kept wiping sweat and dust from his face with his sleeve. After lighting his cigarette, he glanced back over his shoulder at the POWs behind him, and muttered, “Shit, I’ve been at this four months already and it’s driving me nuts. Even field duty days in the platoon were better than this, you know.”

			“So, you crawled, too.”

			“Nothing but crawling for two months, then transferred to this shit-hole,” said the guard, adding in a whisper, “Think hard, I mean, you must know somebody in a high place in Korea. Or your family pulled some strings?”

			“I don’t know . . . no chance, then, that I’ll be sold back to the platoon, huh?”

			“Not a chance. Goodbye to that rifle till the day you head home.”

			The guard walked away from the wire fence. Once in a while you could see infantrymen moving toward the outskirts of the city in formation. As they marched, a fine dust lifted up around their calves.

			The corporal in black came out of the building and shouted at Yong Kyu.

			“Hey, you! Come in!”

			Yong Kyu followed the corporal inside. Suddenly he was in total darkness. He heard a voice.

			“Private Ahn Yong Kyu, your serial number?”

			Yong Kyu shouted out his number loud and clear then continued, “Rank, private! Branch of service, army infantry! Home . . .”

			As his eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, Yong Kyu was able to make out a metal desk in front of him. A skinny man in a civilian T-shirt and dark sunglasses was sitting at it. He was holding a file containing the full record on Yong Kyu. After running item by item through all the questions about his education, family background, blood type, military service record and so on, the man said, “Good. One of the staff at the joint investigation headquarters in Da Nang is returning home. You’re transferred today to take over his duty, effective immediately.”

			Everybody at the brigade headquarters seemed to be out on assignment. Only the skinny officer, the corporal, and a few privates were there. The corporal left the office with Yong Kyu.

			“You know the second heliport?”

			So he would not be giving Yong Kyu a ride this time. The corporal gave Yong Kyu a copy of his transfer orders and a newly issued investigation staff ID card. Everything was in English. The letters “CID” and the red diagonal slash on the card stood out.

			“Show this and they’ll give you a boarding number.”

			“I’m going right now?”

			“You think we’re kidding here? The orders for your transfer to Da Nang came from investigation headquarters. The controllers in the intelligence unit will keep in contact with you until you get to your new unit.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Without acknowledging Yong Kyu’s salute, the corporal grinned and looked away. “Listen, when I come up to Da Nang, you’ll show me around. I usually make it up there once a month.”

			Yong Kyu walked toward the military operations road as directed. He trudged on through the dust raised by the transports that occasionally went by. None of them would stop for him even when he held out his thumb. That particular road was completely exposed to the deep jungle and a stopped truck made an easy target for rockets. As he did on patrol, Yong Kyu kept to the edge of the road and walked holding his rifle up.

			A truck sped past him leaving another cloud of dust in its wake. About a hundred yards farther along, there came a sound of sss . . . saaa . . . aang and Yong Kyu instinctively hurled himself down and rolled up against the sandbags lining the road. He lay there flat on the ground. There was a crash, like an enormous glass plate shattering, and he felt sand shower down on his back.

			He waited for the second explosion, but from the long delay he figured that the target had been hit. Yong Kyu raised his face and through the mixture of dust and sweat looked up the road. A pillar of flames was shooting high up into the air, streaming dark smoke, and the truck was flipped on its side in the middle of the road. A direct hit on the front of the cab. The driver who had looked out at Yong Kyu a minute earlier had to have been killed instantly. The enemy’s rocket projectiles and mortar rounds began raining all along the sandbag walls and more struck the roadbed. It was a full-on attack. Despite the sun shining over the vast dune that separated the jungle from the lines of defense, it was impossible to tell what was what. A Jeep sped by and an officer inside yelled to Yong Kyu, “Are you trying to get killed? Take cover, quick!”

			Yong Kyu propped himself against the sandbag barricade and took a swig from his canteen. Aggressive attacks seldom lasted longer than twenty minutes. By then the shells, normally two to each guerrilla, would have run out. This attack seemed to be on the entire company. An airstrike must have been initiated before the fighting broke out on the ground; two of the old-style fighter-bombers could be seen looping and rolling overhead.

			The second heliport was in a state of pandemonium. The asphalt landing strip had been hit four times by bombs. The wounded were writhing in pain beneath the rancid chemical smoke. There was no trace of anybody in the bunker next to the strip and the barracks were empty, too. To the west could be seen a line of infantrymen, their backs to the wall, firing .50 caliber machine guns set up on swivel stands. Further, beyond the open terrain, superbombs were going off over the thick jungle in a hellish din. It seemed to rip open the eardrums.

			Ammunition and food were stacked up alongside the landing strip ready to be lifted to the rank-and-file rifle platoons. Yong Kyu jumped into a trench beneath the heliport control center. A chill seized him. Looking down, he saw muddy water coming up to his stomach. He threw his rifle out of the trench to keep it dry. The cold he felt was temporary; the water was tepid with the heat absorbed from the earth and sun. He looked around and caught sight of soldiers who had taken cover in muddy foxholes. They were naked except for their helmets and cut-off jungle pants.

			Yong Kyu dipped his helmet into the water and poured it over his head. Sand ran down his face. Again he heard the piercing whistle of an incoming mortar shell slicing through the air. Seconds after the whistling came the blast. He covered his ears with his hands and buried his nose in the mud. Someone jumped into the trench and landed on his back. Yong Kyu did not shake him off. The earsplitting explosion filled the air with dry dirt clods and sand. The chemical stench lingered. Shells poured down on the landing strip and heliport bunkers.

			“Sons of bitches, where the hell is the artillery? If they spend anymore time calculating coordinates, the enemy’ll be long gone.”

			When the bombing stopped, the two men in the trench raised their heads.

			“This is my hole, what the fuck are you doing here?”

			“Isn’t there a helicopter today?”

			Instead of apologizing for being in somebody else’s trench, Yong Kyu explained that he had come to catch a helicopter ride.

			“Chopper? Where you headed?”

			“Da Nang.”

			“Are you insane? Look around, we can’t even transport ammo! You’re on leave?”

			“Transferred.”

			“No lifts except for operations.” 

			“It’s like this every day?”

			“This is the first like this I’ve seen since I’ve been here, but I’ll bet it’s worse in the platoons.”

			Yong Kyu pictured himself running for his life through a narrow alley in Hoi An.

			“It’s nothing like Chu Lai,” said the owner of the trench.

			“We’re in Da Nang’s throat.”

			“Point is, you’re lucky. We haven’t even made it to Tam Ky, let alone Da Nang.”

			It was true for Yong Kyu, too. In nearly six months the only things he had seen were dismal jungles, endless rice paddies, muddy swamps, and bloodied dust. Everybody envied Yong Kyu for getting to escape this hell.

			“You’re damn lucky.”

			Yong Kyu just nodded. Like a well-trained hunting dog with sharp reflexes, he had done nothing but climb, run, or crawl for months. And all the sudden, it was over. He saw the face of the trainer back at Special Operations Corps, with his dark glasses, hovering in front of him: “Got it? The primary objective of warfare training is to develop your animal instincts. A marine’s instinct to fight is a natural instinct.” 

			The hissing of shells split the wind.

			“Incoming!”

			The two soldiers dove and stuck their heads back in the water. The dry sound of the blast left them momentarily deaf. A rocket-launched 3.5 inch bomb. Yong Kyu imagined the Viet Cong slipping away, quickly and stealthily, their weapons on their backs. He could tell from the noise where the shells were being shot. The artillery emplacements launched 105s and high-explosive bombs. They would fire with every large-caliber weapon they had in order to reestablish transportation routes. The barrage continued until aircraft appeared overhead. Then came the racket of Caterpillars and armored vehicles as they passed by the heliport company. Yong Kyu crawled out from the trench. Water dripped from his soaked pants onto the parched ground. As he headed toward the deserted landing strip, the soldier he had been sharing the trench with shouted at his back. 

			“Hey! It’s dangerous!”

			Yong Kyu pointed his rifle butt at the armored vehicles rolling away over the open terrain.

			“It’s over. The operation is over.”

			Yong Kyu sat down cross-legged on the wooden steps of the control post and stayed there until the radio operator and some American showed up. High up in the sky, off to the south, long-tailed American marine helicopters were flying in formation under escort of gunships. On the landing strip medics and supply corps soldiers were busy hauling away the wounded, patching holes and cleaning the debris from destroyed supplies.

			“What are you doing here? Move!” the radio operator spat at Yong Kyu, who was blocking his way up the steps. Yong Kyu held out his ID card.

			The red diagonal line was like a symbol of authority to the radio operator.

			“Ah. You’re being transferred.”

			“To Da Nang,” Yong Kyu added. 

			“All right. Get on board.”

			The radio operator jumped past Yong Kyu and went in to the control post, followed by Anglico, the American marine in jungle fatigues. The two men seemed to be in charge of the transport operations for supplies and passengers. Yong Kyu stuck his head in and asked, “Isn’t there transport control to check in with?”

			“Not for passengers. Just get on. Anyway, all helicopters land at the military heliport in China Beach at Da Nang.”

			“But . . .”

			“Look, we’re having a hell of a time as it is getting supplies to the platoons. You expect us to find a chopper for an individual transfer?”

			“It’s on you if I don’t make it to Da Nang.”

			“Yeah OK,” said the radio operator, his forehead creased. He muttered his insults under his breath, but loud enough for Yong Kyu to make out the words “son of a bitch.”

			“You can walk up Route 1 or crawl all the way to Hanoi, take your pick.”

			Yong Kyu did not understand how administration worked. Even when he was wading through a marsh with only his head and rifle above water, it never occurred to him that he was wandering aimlessly, bound for arbitrary coordinates determined by negligent officers who, in some comfortable office with coffee in hand, had traced wavy lines on a map using a right angle and a compass. 

			C-rations and ammunition lay in piles at the end of the landing strip. Yong Kyu stood watching as they got loaded into helicopters. 

			“Hey you, give me a hand with this!”

			A sergeant passed by carrying a huge plywood box under each arm. They were marked GOVERNMENT PROPERTY, the kind of boxes used for private purposes. Nobody but the owner of such a box knew its contents. It probably wasn’t worn-out underwear, army uniforms, or eating utensils that was inside them.

			“Can’t help. I’m leaving with the helicopter.”

			“What? . . . Where are you going?”

			“Da Nang.”

			As he spoke, Yong Kyu got the feeling that Da Nang was some kind of mythical paradise he was never going to reach.

			“I’m headed there too,” the sergeant shot back, undeterred. “Give me a hand with these.”

			Yong Kyu had no choice but to take one of the boxes and hoist it onto his shoulders.

			“Can we take off in this chaos?”

			“I can handle it. I’ll take you up, as surplus cargo,” said the sergeant and quickened his pace, then stopped, as if something had occurred to him.

			“You’re not AWOL, are you, private?”

			“I have my transfer orders with me, sir.”

			“What unit you with?”

			“Criminal Investigation Division.”

			Obviously impressed, the sergeant eyed Yong Kyu from head to toe. Yong Kyu could not help scrutinizing the sergeant back. He was wearing new American army jungle fatigues with a stiff, starched work cap. His jungle boots were coated with white dust, but a single wipe would reveal their shine.

			“So you’re moving up in the world,” the sergeant said, extending his hand. “We should get acquainted. I’m Sergeant Yun, senior non-com at the recreation center.”

			They shook hands.

			“The rec center and the investigation division have tight connections,” Sergeant Yun went on, offering unsolicited information. “You’ll learn all about it soon enough.”

			The sergeant led the way towards the helicopters lined up on the runway. He did not even glance at the transport chopper, but made a beeline for an armed gunship that had been escorting the convoy. There was a boyish-looking American soldier manning a machine gun at the door. The sergeant addressed him in broken English:

			“Let me-ah on tha helikopta an I gib you whiskey one battuhl.”

			The American soldier leaned forward and asked him to say it again. Once he understood the sergeant, he gestured for him to hurry on board. They had to practically shove themselves inside the gunship along with the boxes. They squatted in the corner. The pilot asked what was going on and the American gunner answered, “Special liaison men, sir.” Then the gunner winked at them, making a little circle with his thumb and index finger.

			“Bastard. Damned pleased with himself,” the sergeant muttered in Korean.

			“You know him?”

			“Know him, my ass! He’s all cocky because I promised him a bottle of whiskey.”

			The sergeant opened a box, took out a bottle of whiskey wrapped in paper and handed it to the American gunner. The latter looked over his shoulder at the pilot, an officer, then took the bottle and quickly hid it in a half-filled ammo box.

			“Thanks very much. I’ll give you a lift back, too,” he said, smiling.

			The sergeant smiled back at him and turned to Yong Kyu.

			“Bastard. I make the trip once week. Fat chance we’ll ever run into each other again. You see, whiskey is a business asset.”

			“But who’s going to drink two boxes of whiskey?”

			“Who said anything about drinking it? The idea is making contacts for the rec center. In Da Nang, this is how every transaction begins. Today it gets us on a chopper, but that’s a special case. A soldier of his rank isn’t allowed whiskey. Americans below the rank of corporal are only allowed to drink beer. If that bastard returns to his unit today, there’ll be an uproar. Let’s take a nap. We won’t be able to get off until the supply convoy’s mission has been completed.”

			The sergeant stretched out his legs and leaned against a box. The helicopter engine started and they took off. A cool wind filled the cabin.

			“Is it big, Da Nang?”

			“Huh!” The sergeant responded indifferently without opening his eyes. “It’s like an island. Completely encircled by the enemy. Guerilla attacks every night. But your transfer to Da Nang will be good for you. Lucrative.”

			“Lucrative?”

			“C’mon, you’re here to make money, aren’t you?” the sergeant insisted. “You’re going to find yourself in the heart of the black market. Even when you’re just walking down the street, your pockets are going to fill up with dollars.”

			Beneath the helicopter, the dark jungles of hell were slowly gliding by.
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			Chan Te Shoan left through the main gate of the Lycée de Pascal at 65 Doc Lap Boulevard. She hung her head low, hiding her face behind her long hair. Lei had told her that morning before class that Pham Minh had dropped out of school and had come home the night before. Lei was a year behind Shoan, and Pham Minh, who had been studying medicine in Hue, was Lei’s older brother. 

			She didn’t know why Minh had quit school, but for some reason the news made Shoan uneasy. He was still too young to be drafted and anyway, medical students were almost always guaranteed deferments. But ever since Minh had left Da Nang for his uncle’s in Hue, the growing distance between them had been making Shoan anxious. Every few months Minh came for a short visit and each time confirmed Shoan’s fear that he was turning into someone else.

			More than half of the seniors at her school had disappeared. Most of those who had married were now young widows. And it was not just the women of Shoan’s generation who were affected. There were many women from her neighborhood who, having lost their husbands, had gone to Saigon and become prostitutes. There were housewives selling their bodies to soldiers from the nearby posts while awaiting their husbands’ homecoming.

			Walking toward the embankment of the Da Nang pier where Minh was waiting for her, Shoan felt a sudden urge to turn around and go home. In the distance she could see the white marble wisteria-covered walls of the ivory building that used to be the French customs house. Ahead, the row of open-air cafes. She walked beside the old iron railings just above the waterfront.

			Even from afar she recognized Minh’s distinctive posture. He wore a white shirt and was sitting with his head drooped. One arm hung over the back of the chair and he had both legs propped up on the seat of another chair beside him. Hanging from his fingertips, nearly scraping the ground, was a burning cigarette from which curled a bluish smoke. Shoan passed through the chairs and as she came up behind him, Minh slowly turned his head.

			“Hey, Shoan,” he murmured, squinting, as if dazed by her appearance.

			Shoan was about to pull over a chair to sit down facing him, but Minh pushed forward the chair beside him.

			“Sit next to me. You always smell so good; I knew you were here before I saw you.”

			Shoan obediently took the chair he had been using as a foot prop. The breeze played with their hair. Naked children lined up on the embankment below and jumped into the sea one by one. The children’s innocent squeals of laughter and the constant splashing almost made the two forget the sound of gunfire that resonated through the neighborhood from time to time. Friends met up on bicycles. Minh and Shoan sat in silence in the occupied peace of an occupied city. Shoan watched the naked children, her eyes half-closed.

			“When did you get back?”

			She already knew but asked him anyway. It was her way to reproach him for not coming directly to see her upon his return the day before. Minh understood her intent and quickly replied.

			“Yesterday, but I haven’t even been home. There were some people I needed to see. I called Lei to come downtown and we had dinner together. She’s grown. And she was very critical of our older brother.”

			Minh often let himself vocalize his wandering stream of thoughts. Normally Shoan would have been eager to listen, but now she could not control her impatience.

			“What about school?”

			Minh froze, his arm half-raised, and gazed at her. Slowly he lowered his arm and answered with deliberate curtness, “Ah, I quit.”

			With a questioning look on her face, Shoan stared at him.

			“What book is that?” asked Minh, picking up a thin volume in French on top of the textbooks she had neatly placed on her lap. He read the title aloud.

			“Louis Aragon. Les Beaux Quartiers . . . A few miles away children are being mutilated by bombings, and the ghosts of this colony are teaching trash like this. I don’t have time to study an atlas of anatomy when the swamps and the rice fields are strewn with the bodies of my countrymen.”

			Shoan took back the French text and laid it on her lap.

			“The living can’t stand it, either,” she said quietly, but Minh turned and beckoned to a waiter.

			“Garçon, what is there to drink?”

			“We have Coke and lemonade, sir.”

			“That’s it?”

			The waiter looked blankly at Minh. “You haven’t had lunch yet, have you?” Minh asked Shoan.

			“I’ll eat when I get home.” 

			“No classes in the afternoon?”

			“Yes. Two hours after the siesta.”

			“Then there’s no point in going home,” Minh said, looking up once more at the waiter. “Bring us two orders of bánh mì.”

			The waiter wiped the sweat from his neck with a napkin and said, “We don’t have any. We do have crêpes made from C-rations, though.”

			“What about noodles with nuoc mam?”

			As a response, the waiter pointed across the street. The sun beat down and people, exhausted by the heat, were beginning their naps, sleeping in the shade with newspapers on their faces. A couple of rickshaw drivers sat by the curb, eating noodles from a street vendor. Minh was about to get up, but after a quick glance at Shoan he settled down again.

			“Fine. Bring us something to eat and drink. Doesn’t matter what.”

			“You seem nervous,” Shoan said.

			“That customs house, this sidewalk cafe, people like us hanging around here, that idiot of a waiter. . . it’s like it’s been this way forever.”

			Minh gazed out at the ocean. Or he was averting his eyes to avoid Shoan’s.

			“Shoan, I’ve . . . I’ve made up my mind. At a time like this, I can’t do anything. Even if I’m still young.”

			Inside Shoan there arose a strong urge to grab him by the neck and give him a violent shake. But she remained still. Disinclined for the moment to expand on what he had said, Minh remained silent as well. The waiter brought their drinks. Minh took a deep breath and exhaled.

			“This is the first time in ages I’ve felt this light and refreshed.”

			After a few sips, Shoan asked tentatively, “Where do you plan to go? Hue?”

			“No. I . . . don’t know where I’ll go yet.” Then, unable to contain himself any longer, Minh leaned in and whispered to her, “But I won’t be gone long. A friend from the jungle is supposed to meet me here.”

			Shoan felt a painful thud in her heart, like from the heavy blow of a blunt object. She picked up the drink and gulped. The rim of the glass made an abrasive sound as it grated against her teeth. Her hands were shaking.

			The two sat in silence for what seemed like an eternity. A German hospital ship was slowly steaming into the harbor. The war refugees who had crossed the narrow finger of water in the harbor streamed along Ivory Road. More people in need of food. Among them was a boy with both legs amputated. His sister, a small girl not much bigger than him, was carrying her legless brother on her back. From the medical vessel rang the joyful sound of a bell. Ever since the guerrillas had set off the C-4 bomb on the pier, military police searched everyone except for some women and small children. 

			“The education won’t be like what I’ve been getting at school.”

			Shoan knew what he meant. There had been many students who suddenly disappeared from home or school after receiving their draft notices. Some were later discovered as corpses in some small village or down in the Mekong Delta, their bodies sent back to their parents. She had also heard of students who’d climbed walls to sneak into their friends’ houses in the middle of the night only to vanish. Others were said to have become hawkers around the foreign army bases.

			“I’m going to Uncle Trinh’s tonight. I’ll see you there.”

			Shoan shook her head and said, “No, I’m not going back to school today.”

			“There’s some place I have go alone,” Minh said coldly. But he did not move. It was Shoan who rose first.

			“Aren’t you going to see your family at least?”

			“I already told Lei everything. And I don’t want to fight with my brother.”

			The two walked side by side, crossed Ivory Road and continued all the way to the intersection where Le Loi Boulevard began. As they approached the side street leading to Shoan’s house, she paused and turned to Pham Minh, as if to ask his destination.

			“I’m heading for the marketplace . . . be at Uncle Trinh’s at around seven o’clock, okay?”

			Lowering her head, Shoan was quiet a moment before speaking.

			“You haven’t heard about the curfew, have you?”

			“I couldn’t care less.”

			“Civilians on the street after eight p.m. are to be arrested and anyone trying to run away can be shot.”

			Minh glared at Shoan. What she meant was that with an air strip and US Marine checkpoints on the way to Dong Dao there would be no way for her to return home at sundown, let alone by eight o’clock in the evening.

			As for Pham Minh, not knowing what the future would bring made returning to Da Nang unthinkable. Starting that day and for the next three months, he would have to survive at the center of Vietnam’s wretched reality, in the swamps and marshes. The organization might send him back to Da Nang as a civilian agent or part of the urban staff organization. But they also might keep him in the jungle. Minh saw Shoan’s big eyes moistening. He wanted to wrap his arm around her slender waist and kiss her. Instead, he shyly held out his hand.

			“Chào co, Shoan. See you soon.”

			“Chào ong . . .” 

			She didn’t take his hand but ran, all the way across Le Loi Boulevard, her long hair and the skirt of her white ao dai swaying from side to side. Minh dropped his hand. As he walked toward the marketplace, he began to regret having seen her at all.

			The market quarters were divided into an old and a new section. The nice shops on Le Loi Boulevard ran from the pier to the front of City Hall. The traditional open market, held daily and just for Vietnamese, extended from the bus terminal area to the outskirts of the city. There, the population of Da Nang and its surrounding area could trade in artisan and agricultural products, from every kind of vegetable and grain to coarsely woven clothing. It was a modest market. Most transactions took place in the narrow back alleys between Le Loi and Doc Lap Boulevards, a bustling area where the goods that had leaked out from the American PX4 and other military supply warehouses got traded.

			The old market was where Pham Minh was heading. It was in disarray, its stalls cluttered with mangos, bananas, and coconuts; salt fish and dried shrimp; noodle dishes, bánh mì, sausages, and fried pork. All laid out in small wooden baskets or on military ponchos. Minh walked into the market and looked around.

			“Chrysanthemum Pub . . .”

			There was a lot of confusion in the parking lot of the bus terminal. The incoming and outgoing buses all were overloaded with packages strapped high on their rooftops. Minh saw a round signboard with a chrysanthemum painted on it. The small bus had been crammed so full of chairs and its ceiling was so low that travelers would suffer the painful effects of a long journey days after it had ended. National Route 1 heading down to Saigon was the busiest. Occasionally there were buses that made round trips inland. Cutting through the bedlam of the crowd, Minh approached Chrysanthemum Pub. It was filled with passengers and soldiers. As Minh hunted for a place to sit, he stopped a man carrying a big tray full of nuoc mam noodles.

			“When’s the next bus to Quang Tri?”

			“Oh, there happens to be one tomorrow. Leaves at six in the morning. After that, you’d have to wait three days till the next one. You can spend the night here.”

			“But I’ve got to meet my uncle from Khe Sanh . . .”

			It was the first part of the message Minh had been instructed to deliver. The man pretended not to have heard him.

			“His name is Nguyen Thach, has he been here yet?” Minh added.

			The man scanned Minh from head to toe and then pointed to the interior of the restaurant behind a screen of beads.

			“Go ask in there.”

			Pham Minh drew the beads apart and went in to find the inside partitioned into dark windowless rooms. It seemed the exterior was for eating and the inside for drinking tea or liquor. He hesitated and somebody nudged him from behind, saying, “Keep going.”

			Minh looked back and saw that the waiter had followed him in. In the last partition, Minh found a middle-aged man in a white shirt and black pants with a cup of tea before him and his face buried in his hands.

			“This man here says he came to meet Uncle Nguyen Thach, sir.”

			The middle-aged man slowly looked up. His gentle face and the tiny wrinkles around his eyes reminded Minh of the principal of his primary school.

			“Are you Mr. Pham Minh who’s been attending Hue University?”

			“I am, yes.”

			“Sit down, please.”

			The man behind him left and Minh took a seat facing the middle-aged man.

			“Pardon me for asking, but did you bring your ID?”

			Minh took out his ID card and showed the man the yellow sticker authorizing travel issued by the Vietnamese government. It was an ID no less valuable than his own life. The man took it from Minh, examined it, and rose from his seat.

			“Come with me.”

			Minh followed him out through the back door of the pub to a filthy alley behind the market. Naked children were swarming all over the place and the air was rank from the garbage and dishwater tossed out into the street. They entered the back door of a shop that appeared to deal in medicinal herbs. Like everywhere in Asia, an old Westinghouse fan turned slowly on the ceiling overhead with the steady sound of metal rubbing on metal. An old man who had been dozing looked up at them and exchanged nods with the man. They went upstairs. Before the door opened, Minh recognized the voice of one of his friends.

			“The National Liberation Front is the only democratic force in Vietnam. We will be the ones to achieve unification. The peace conference accords must be abrogated.”

			As the door opened the voice fell silent. A young man in black who’d had his back to the door turned around.

			“Pham Minh, so you’ve come.”

			“Thanh.”

			Minh shook Thanh’s hand. It was hard and rough. Minh examined his friend’s bony face and shining eyes.

			“I heard at school that you were coming. Where have you been?”

			“We’ll talk about it later. Let’s start here . . .”

			Thanh introduced Minh to the seven young men in the room: two middle school teachers, three young draftees, and two AWOL soldiers. The middle-aged man who had escorted Minh there was the last to hold out his hand, saying, “I’m the Uncle Nguyen Thach you’ve been looking for.” He silently counted all those present and said, “Everyone’s here, apparently. Or is someone missing?”

			“Pham Minh is the last comrade, sir,” answered Thanh. “Everything is set for departure?”

			Thach nodded.

			“We’re leaving by cargo truck. Is there anyone whose government ID is not in order?”

			The two AWOL soldiers raised their hands.

			“No one else except these two?” Thanh looked about. “We’ve got to get your pictures taken first. We can easily buy the IDs in the market, and it takes less than half an hour to forge them.”

			Nguyen Thach pointed toward a bedroom behind the curtains. “In a wooden basket back there you’ll find outfits for eight. There’s also some canteens and bread. You two, come with me.”

			Thanh spoke to Nguyen Thach as he was about to leave. “I need your signature here, please.”

			“Oh, yes, sure.”

			Tapping his finger on his forehead, Thach turned back and signed the document Thanh held out.

			“It’s region eight, third city. What day is it today, and the date?” 

			Nguyen Thach told him.

			“I can’t even say what year this is,” Thanh said.

			“It happens when you live in the jungle.”

			After Nguyen Thach left with the two men to have their photos taken, Thanh said, “That guy . . . he was a graduate at the university. Now he’s in charge of this district.”

			Pham Minh thought of the young men who had thrown grenades into the American officers’ club not long before.

			“Is he the one in charge of combat?” Minh asked.

			“Nguyen Thach is not someone who takes part in firefights. He is . . . well, he is an underground organizer.”

			“Does headquarters know we’ve volunteered?” one of the teachers asked.

			“I’m not sure. But once you depart your names will go on the roster of the district committee. You’re not the only ones who want to fight imperialism.”

			Pham Minh sat on the windowsill and watched the crowded shops on the street below. The cool breeze from the pier billowed the cheap material of the curtains like sails. Thanh offered him a Trong cigarette. The two men took a deep puff, exhaled the smoke that smelled of grass, and looked out the window.

			“You’re the only one from Da Nang.”

			“And the other guys?”

			“Not from Da Nang . . .”

			“Where are they taking us?”

			Thanh hesitated for a moment, then said, “I’m only taking you as far as Tungdik.”

			“Do you have a government issue pass? I mean from there, it’s a liberated district.”

			“You really don’t know?” Thanh said with a sigh as he looked at Minh. “Even on the outskirts of Da Nang, it’s all our zone of occupation. The enemy is no more than tiny specks floating in our ocean. At night we even occupy the few checkpoints and control posts that they have. From Tungdik, you’ll enter the Atwat Mountains. I trained at Dong Hoi training camp, but you’ll be sent to the Atwat Mountains.”

			“I could always see the Atwat Mountains in the distance when I went out into the fields. But how come we’re going there?”

			“That’s where guerrillas are being trained,” Thanh replied. Realizing he’d said too much, he hastily added, “Whether it’ll be Atwat or the Ho Chi Minh Trail, I can’t say for sure.”

			“Think I’ll be stationed in a city?”

			“I don’t know,” Thanh tried to evade Minh’s question. “I suppose those from the city will be assigned to cities and those from the country to the country.”

			“And you’ll be . . .”

			Thanh crushed the cigarette butt with his foot and said, “The first unwritten law of the NLF5 is never ask the mission or unit of your comrades. Each individual is like a single cell of his own small unit. Besides that, all you need to know is that you’re a member of the special operations corps receiving your orders directly from the district committee and central headquarters.”

			Feeling his words were too harshly formal, Thanh put his arm on Minh’s shoulder and said, “Sorry, you’ll learn it in time. Have you been home?”

			Minh shook his head and said, “I saw Shoan.”

			“Shoan ... oh, you mean, Chan Te Shoan. Listless girl, always reminds me of a sick canary. Her entire family is Catholic, aren’t they?”

			“Don’t talk about her like that.”

			Minh blushed and Thanh stopped talking. Then Minh spoke, fumbling with the words.

			“Shoan is . . . a poor Vietnamese woman . . . like those you can see in Saigon, in Hue, here in Da Nang, everywhere.”

			“True. I’m sorry. But women are not the only ones poor. The whole nation is poor. Go anywhere around a foreign army base. The houses there are like little whorehouse boxes. Little brother is drumming up customers, father is standing lookout, mother is taking the money, and sister is selling her body.”

			Thanh’s voice gradually got louder and his eyes reddened as he went on.

			“Generally, the living will survive. But some children will die setting booby traps, some girls will accidentally be killed by guerrilla bombs. And then there’re those who must be executed because they happen to have taken the side of the enemy. It’s all because this is a struggle for the people.”

			An aroma of bananas frying in oil floated through the window from outside.

			“What time do we leave tomorrow?’ Minh asked.

			“Around seven . . . maybe a little earlier or later.”

			“I have to go somewhere first,” Minh said, getting to his feet. 

			“You can’t. You’ve already made yourself a member of the organization.”

			One of the teachers who had been eavesdropping with the others came over to Minh and said aggressively, “We can’t trust you. Nobody should leave this room.”

			Minh looked around at them. Then he plopped back down on a chair beside the window. After a long while Thanh came near him and said in a low voice, “All right. Go. But you have to be back here before dawn breaks tomorrow.”

			Walking Pham Minh to the door, Thanh added in a loud voice meant to be heard by everyone, “It’s urgent, so hurry to make the contact. And try to be back in time to get some sleep.”

			Thanh stopped at the top of the stairs and quickly whispered to Minh, “I get it. Say hi to Shoan for me.”

			Minh left in a hurry out the back door of the herb shop and turned down Le Loi Boulevard. He meant to go to Dong Dao. He didn’t know if Shoan would be there or not, but he thought a quick visit to Uncle Trinh would help calm his restless and troubled heart. 
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			As soon as the helicopter landed at the base, the MAC6 ambulances began streaming in. The corpses were stacked neatly in the multi-shelved compartments. The wounded were grouped into pairs, each with a medic tending to them as they climbed in. Sirens roared. Pilots who had finished for the day strolled by, chewing gum. Yong Kyu and Sergeant Yun made their way off the runway with the government property boxes on their shoulders.

			“Now,” Yun said. “I’m going to hitch a ride from the Americans and drive out to China Beach . . . and you’ll have to head downtown.”

			“I don’t know the city at all.”

			Yong Kyu was lugging the box as if it were his own and Sergeant Yun looked over his pathetic appearance again. A miserable getup—the graffiti-covered helmet, the automatic rifle and ammo belt, the ragged jungle uniform and the sun-scorched face. The sergeant was quick to make up his mind.

			“Fine. As you’re moving into such a high post . . . ’’

			Sergeant Yun put his box down, walked over to the sentry box, and made a phone call. “I called the Bamboo Club,” he said to Yong Kyu when he came back. “They’ll come get you.”

			“What kind of club is it?”

			“It’s an off-duty hangout for investigation division personnel.”

			After setting the two boxes on the ground in front of him Sergeant Yun and waved his thumb at every Jeep and truck that passed by. A three-quarter ton stopped. Yong Kyu handed the boxes up to the sergeant who yelled down from the truck, “We’ll see each other again soon enough. We both have a lot to gain from a friendship.”

			“See you later.”

			After the sergeant left, Yong Kyu sat down on his helmet along the asphalt curb next to the sentry post. The American military base extended down along the shore. Nobody paid any attention to him. Military vehicles passed by and once in a while a kind-hearted driver paused to ask if he needed a ride. Everything was quiet except for the occasional sound of a helicopter taking off and landing.

			A Jeep—yellow and black instead of olive green—came speeding up. As it passed, Yong Kyu saw “Philco-Ford Co.” written on the door. The Jeep drove into the heliport, then circled around and headed back out towards Yong Kyu. It stopped in front of him.

			“Korean CID?”

			“Yes.”

			The American made chin and hand gestures as he spoke. Yong Kyu looked puzzled, so he grumbled, “Christ’s sake, get in. Don’t you speak English?”

			Yong Kyu picked up his helmet and climbed up to sit beside him. In his head he was forming simple English sentences in his head, along the lines of: “I-am-a-boy.”

			“You are CID, too?”

			“That’s why I’m here to get you.”

			“You are a soldier?”

			“Marine Corps, Sergeant,” answered the American with a grin. “Call me Beck.”

			“I am Corporal Ahn.”

			“What’s your story? Been in battle?”
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“Historyis also a story of howindividualslive,
love, and sacrifice in the tumult of time.”
—KRYS LEE; author of Drifting House

“Hwang Sok-yong has given contemporary
world literature a beautiful gift.”
—JEFF SCHROEDER of the Smashing Pumpkins





