

    
        
          The Blue House Raid

        

        
        
          Robert Perron

        

        
          Published by And Then Press, 2025.

        

    


This is a work of fiction.
THE BLUE HOUSE RAID
Second edition. January 21, 2025.
First edition published in 2020 by The Ardent Writer Press.
Copyright © 2019 by Robert Perron.

Second edition © 2025 by Robert Perron.
ISBN: 979-8991833820
Written by Robert Perron.

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Foreword

Prologue: January 1967, Unit 124 Training Camp

Chapter One: December 1966, Kimpo Air Base

Chapter Two: February 1967, Skyline Drive

Chapter Three: March 1967, Unit 124 Training Camp

Chapter Four: March 1967, East of Dongducheon

Chapter Five: May 1967, Camp Walley

Chapter Six: June 1967, North of the MDL

Chapter Seven: July 1967, Changpa-ri

Chapter Eight: December 1967, Kimpo Air Base

Chapter Nine: December 1967, Blue Lancer Valley

Chapter Ten: December 1967, Blue Lancer Valley

Chapter Eleven: December 1967, Blue Lancer Valley

Chapter Twelve: December 1967, Blue Lancer Valley

Chapter Thirteen: December 1967, Changpa-ri

Chapter Fourteen: December 1967, Unit 124 Training Camp

Chapter Fifteen: December 1967, Changpa-ri

Chapter Sixteen: January 1968, Sambong Mountain

Chapter Seventeen: January 1968, Nullo-ri

Chapter Eighteen: January 1968, Masan-ri

Chapter Nineteen: January 1968, North of Pobwon-ni

Chapter Twenty: January 1968, North of Pobwon-ni

Chapter Twenty-one: January 1968, Masan-ri

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Irene

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Acknowledgments

[image: ]


In Korea, I am indebted for research and reviews to Roger Shepherd of Hike Korea (hikekorea.com); Kang Euigoo (강의구), translator and guide; Woo Seongjae (우성재), who survived an engagement with the Blue House raiding party in January 1968; Song Dalyong (송달용), former longtime mayor of Paju; Cha Jeongman (차정만), former head of the Beobwon-eup county office; Shin Jong-soon (신종순) of Jangpa-ri; Hong Seonghee (홍성희) of Nullo-ri; Jung Woonchun (정운춘) of Jangpa-ri; and Lee Jinyong (이진용) of Gumpa-ri.

In New York City, I am indebted for guidance and encouragement to the author Lore Segal and my fellow writers at her Thursday evening workshops: Laura Bass, Ken Sandbank, Dorotea Mendoza, Robert Macdonald, George Bear, Judith Lichtendorf, Elizabeth Denlinger, Martin Hason, Jean Halley, and Marjorie Tesser. I am equally indebted to the author Robert Roth, publisher of And Then literary journal, and the poet Michael Graves, coordinator of the Phoenix Reading Series.

For instruction and reviews, I would like to thank Gotham Writers Workshop and the following instructors: Elizabeth Tippens, Hasanthika Sirisena, Arlaina Tibensky, Kate Angus, David Yoo, Thais Miller, and Susan Breen.

Many thanks to Doyle Duke and Steve Gierhart of The Ardent Writer Press for their superb editing and production of the first edition of this book. Prior to that, many thanks to Matthew Sharpe for developmental editing and Richard Kutner for proofreading. And many thanks to my sister Suzanne Peterson for a final proofread.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Foreword

[image: ]


The Korean War ended in 1953 with an armistice that separated North and South Korea along a four-kilometer buffer called the DMZ (demilitarized zone). The US army took responsibility for defense of the westernmost sector of the DMZ, approximately 40 kilometers; the ROK (Republic of Korea) army defended the remainder of the 250-kilometer barrier. The US sector, although short by comparison, lay only 55 kilometers north of the center of Seoul, blocking the traditional route for an invading army. In addition, this sector included Panmunjom and the JSA (joint security area).

Following the signing of the armistice, Korea remained calm for a dozen years. But as the US bogged down in Vietnam in the mid-1960s, the DMZ saw a major uptick in shooting incidents. These low-level clashes between North Korean, South Korean, and US forces became known as the Korean DMZ Conflict.

The two most egregious incidents of this conflict, the Blue House raid and the Pueblo incident, occurred in January 1968—coinciding with the Tet offensive in Vietnam. The Blue House raid (called the January 21 incident in South Korea) was a commando attack aimed at the presidential palace in Seoul. It was arguably the more serious incident—imagine an attack on the White House, but for Americans it was overshadowed by the capture of the USS Pueblo and its crew, as well as by the war in Vietnam.

Today, farmers work north of Seoul, just below the DMZ, in what used to be called Indian Country and was restricted to the US 2nd Infantry Division. The US troops have pulled back, ceding that real estate to the ROK army. To the northwest of the now-deserted Camp Wally, a company-size compound that had two hooches blown up by a North Korean attack in 1967, a small park contains statues of the Blue House raiding party infiltrating through the DMZ. Other sites commemorate where the commandos crossed the Imjin River, captured South Korean civilians, and battled ROK forces. The raiders have become the stuff of legend.

Most of the combat around the Blue House raid involved Korean forces. However, one US unit, 1st Battalion, 23rd Infantry (2nd Infantry Division), found itself enmeshed in the aftermath of the raid.

This novel, while centered on the Blue House raid, encompasses the whole of the US soldier’s experience during the time of the DMZ conflict with glimpses into the lives of the South Korean population and the conduct of the North Korean commandos. Place names, unit names, and historical events are real. However, the story and characters are fictional. In particular, there is no one-to-one correspondence between a character in the story and a real person, except for several well known historical characters.
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​Prologue: January 1967, Unit 124 Training Camp
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Pak Jun-seok had stood at attention for an hour, bidding his body not to shake. A senior lieutenant, a few years older, mid-thirties, stood nearby in silence, ignoring the cold, a rucksack at his feet. The mid-winter air had seeped through every thread of wool in Jun-seok’s uniform and clenched every millimeter of his skin. He wore neither mittens nor gloves and dared not pull his hands into his sleeves.

The cold has done its damage, Jun-seok thought. It can do no more. I accept it.

The two lieutenants were on a small parade ground in front of a barracks of cement blocks. Its front door swung open, and a broad-shouldered officer, a captain, approached. He held a brown hardwood spindle in his right hand, tapping it against the open palm of his left. He circled Jun-seok twice, looking him up and down.

“So you’re an officer now? A brand new lieutenant, eh?”

“Comrade Captain,” said Jun-seok.

“Shut up,” said the captain. Jun-seok pulled in his chin and stared forward.

“For the next few months,” said the captain, “you’re not a big-shot lieutenant. You’re scum. If you survive, then you can consider your exalted status.”

“Comrade Captain.”

“I told you to shut up.” The captain’s right hand rose. “Can’t you obey a simple order?” The captain’s bludgeon slammed the side of Jun-seok’s face. Stars shattered his vision, and his knees wobbled.

“Do you have anything more to say?”

Jun-seok tightened his lips.

The captain smiled. “You’re a fast learner, Comrade Scum. But you look cold.” He turned to the other officer. “Comrade Chong, maybe you can help warm him up.”

“With pleasure, Comrade Captain.” Chong lifted the rucksack resting at his feet and held it out.

“Put it on,” Chong said.

Jun-seok grasped the rucksack with two hands and tilted forward from its weight, at least thirty kilograms. He recovered his balance and put one arm through a shoulder strap, then the other.

“On the double,” said Chong.

Jun-seok lifted his left knee and advanced his frozen left foot, then his right knee and foot, bouncing into a standard double-time pace.

“Faster,” shouted Chong. “Move your ass, Comrade Scum. Do you think this is a joke?”

Chong came along Jun-seok’s right ear. “Do you think this is a joke?”

Jun-seok knew enough not to reply. Chong continued the harangue. “Why are you dragging your ass? Why did you come here? Wasting our time.”

The camp buildings of gray block disappeared as Jun-seok turned uphill on a narrow path. His legs ached. His lungs ached. His shoulders throbbed where the pack straps dug in.

Minutes felt like hours. The path turned right and the pitch of the uphill lessened. From behind, Chong said, “Slow down. Are you trying to kill us?” His voice sounded good-natured. Thinking it a ploy, Jun-seok maintained his pace.

“Slow down. That’s an order. Okay, that’s it. Now slow down some more.”

For another five minutes, Jun-seok loped at less than a double-time pace.

“Halt,” said Chong. Jun-seok stopped in the position of attention, the rucksack almost pulling him over backwards.

Chong advanced to his front. “How do you feel?”

Jun-seok considered his response as he gathered his wind. “My pain is nothing compared to what the Great Leader has endured for us, Comrade Lieutenant.”

Chong threw back his head and laughed.

Jun-seok kept his eyes front and lips pursed. Irreverence unnerved him. Was this a test?

With the back of his right mitten, Chong wiped snot from his nose and tears from his eyes. “You’re going to like Unit 124,” he said. “Here, let’s take a break, and I’ll explain a few things. Drop that rucksack.”

Jun-seok looked around. Nothing but Chong, ground, rocks, and scrub trees. In Chong, Jun-seok saw an oblong face and lean torso, not starving lean, but muscle lean.

Chong lowered himself to a squat and motioned. Jun-seok removed the rucksack, placed it on the ground, and squatted, facing Chong. Chong pulled off a mitten and from under his jacket, extracted a cigarette and lit it. He passed it to Jun-seok.

“My name is Chong Myung-seung. I went through this same shit a while ago. I got mine directly from Captain Ho.”

Jun-seok blew smoke and returned the cigarette.

“One reason you’ll like it here,” said Chong, “is we eat well. White rice with every meal. Meat every day. Sweets. You know why?”

Jun-seok shook his head.

“Because our comrade commanders love us.” Chong again threw back his head and laughed. “Comrade Pak—Jun-seok—do I have to order you to laugh at my jokes?”

Jun-seok forced a smile.

“It’s because we’re their best,” said Chong. “That’s why they feed us. They want us tough. And they can’t toughen us up just with beatings and running. We need food.”

Jun-seok nodded.

“What’s your songbun, wavering?”

Jun-seok nodded again. Forty percent of the population of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea belonged to the central, wavering class. Thirty percent to the top, core class, and thirty to the bottom, hostile class. Jun-seok’s family stood in the upper third of the wavering class, but wavering nevertheless.

“I thought so,” said Chong. “Me too. And here we are, with commissions, and members of an elite unit. It’s worth a few beatings and running with rocks on your back, don’t you think?”

“I agree, Comrade,” Jun-seok said with hesitation.

“What is it?” said Chong. “If you have a question, ask it. That’s what I’m here for.”

“Why don’t they take all their candidates from the core class? Why do they let us wavering in?”

“That’s easy to answer. Because of the beatings and running with rocks. If you were core, where would you want to be, in Pyongyang or out here?”

At the mention of Pyongyang, Jun-seok thought, I would like to visit the capital city once before I die. And Chong’s answer didn’t quite satisfy him. Wouldn’t the core class want to serve at the highest level no matter the sacrifice?

“The captains are from the core class,” said Chong raising his eyes as if in deference, or defiance—Jun-seok couldn’t tell which. “Captain Ho, he’s core, but he’s okay once you get by the initiation. Now I want to tell you something. I could run you until you dropped dead. I could keep you going like we started out. You know why I don’t?”

Jun-seok remained silent.

“Because I see you’re a good fit for this unit. You’re strong. You’re dedicated. You’re a bit too serious—we’ll work on that.”

Chong extinguished the flame of the cigarette between thumb and forefinger and pushed the remains into his coat pocket.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not going easy on you. But I’m not in the habit of killing off good candidates. Also, you’re from my neighborhood. You’re sixty kilometers up from Koksan-up, right?”

“Right, Comrade.”

“So I’m forty kilometers up. We have a cannery and some other factories.”

Jun-seok knew the area from passing through.

“Not much where you are,” said Chong. “Farms, no?”

Jun-seok nodded. “All farms.”

“Okay, Comrade Pak, enough chitchat. Get that rucksack on your shoulders.”

A half hour later, the block buildings of the camp came into sight. “Pick up the pace,” said Chong. “We must look good coming in.”

Jun-seok ran until ordered to stop in front of the barracks. As the front door opened, Chong stepped next to Jun-seok and stood at attention. Ho approached and said to Chong, “What do you think?”

“Comrade Captain,” said Chong, “he’s lazy and weak, but it can be kicked out of him.”

Ho looked at Jun-seok. “What do you have to add?”

Jun-seok stood mute.

“Did I say shut up?” Ho raised his bludgeon. “Did you hear me say shut up? I want an answer, Comrade Scum.”

“Comrade Captain,” said Jun-seok, “I’m not worthy but will strive every moment to become so.”

Ho lowered the bludgeon and tapped it against his left palm. A peripheral glance revealed Chong at attention, not smiling, not a trace of sarcasm. He’d said the captain was okay—but still, one never knew. Words had to be weighed and uttered with care, not with the openness Chong had displayed earlier. Nevertheless, Jun-seok felt relieved. For all the running with rocks and the bludgeoning, this was no worse than grammar school self-criticism.
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​Chapter One: December 1966, Kimpo Air Base
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Lorne Boyle arrived in Korea with thirteen months remaining on a three-year enlistment. He’d done two months’ basic at Fort Polk, two months’ advanced infantry at Fort Benning, and a further nineteen months at Benning as an instructor on the machine gun range. He’d advanced to the rank of Specialist E-4, jumping his base pay to $177.90 per month before deductions.

Fort Benning had suited Lorne. Friday nights he left base and crossed the Chattahoochee River from Columbus, Georgia, to Phenix City, Alabama. Two hours later, his ten-year-old Ford Fairlane trailed dust into the yard of his parents’ two-cow farm.

​Two cows and thousands of chickens. Everyone thought Pop had gone crazy building a half-acre chicken coop and hauling in day-old chicks. But money rained where before there’d been none. Lorne went over the books with Pop—cost of chicks, cost of feed, selling price of broilers, selling price of chicken shit—the old man was a long way from crazy. Maybe chicken farming made sense even if his partner was a man who used to beat his backside with a piece of cordwood yelling, “Keep smiling, will you? You won’t be smiling when I’m done with you.”

But at this juncture, Lorraine was the primary incentive for Lorne’s home visits. They’d been dating off and on since junior year. He loved the sound of their names together, Lorraine and Lorne, Lorne and Lorraine, and wanted to get inside her pants.

On the weekend after Lorne received orders for Korea, he proposed marriage to Lorraine. They were sitting in the Fairlane, backed into a meadow, eleven at night, putting themselves together. Lorraine had let Lorne undo her bra and suck her tits. She’d unzipped his jeans, wrapped her hand around his cock, and whisked until semen filled his shorts. But Lorne wanted more, wanted proper intercourse in a proper bed before shipping out.

“Lorne, honey,” said Lorraine, “that don’t make no sense, getting married and splitting up for a year. And what kind of wedding would it be all rushed?”

Lorraine finished buttoning her blouse. She twisted her body to look at Lorne straight on. “I think we should take a hiatus. It’s a long time.”

“A hiatus?” said Lorne.

“When you come back, let’s see where we are.”

Lorne had a momentary, not quite subliminal, urge to strangle his once-love, but the urge passed and calmness enveloped him. Lorne extended his smile so it pushed his cheeks out.

“I’m looking to find a job in Montgomery,” Lorraine said. “Finding an apartment there.”

“Montgomery?” said Lorne.

***
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TWO WEEKS LATER, LORNE took a commercial flight to Washington state. On a military transport, he flew to Korea. By the time he finished in-processing at Kimpo Air Base and bused north, Lorraine had faded. The chickens had faded. The world had faded.

From Camp Howze, Headquarters, 2nd Infantry Division, Lorne trucked to Camp Walley in the DMZ. He was the only passenger among cartons of C-rations, having been picked up on a supply run. His ton-and-a-quarter bypassed the road to Nullo-ri, turned left at the Half Moon Club in Changpa-ri, and crossed the Imjin River on Libby Bridge. He trucked in daylight, leaving Camp Howze at noon and entering what the 2nd Division soldiers called “Indian country” at fifteen hundred hours.

The truck passed machine gun emplacements and bunkers, turned right, dropped and rattled across a narrow wooden bridge, rose, and turned left. A few minutes later, the truck stopped and the motor quit. Lorne grabbed his duffel, hopped over the tailgate, and looked around at two to three acres of winter-brown dirt with a smattering of Quonset huts and two cinder block buildings. He tossed a borrowed parka into the back of the truck and stood shivering in his dress greens.

A tall colored E-4, same rank as Lorne, appeared alongside, stamping his feet. “Let’s go in the supply room, Boss.” 

Boss, because I’m white? Or maybe he’s just in a good mood.

From the other side of the supply counter, the tall soldier pushed across wool fatigues, parka, Mickey Mouse boots, trooper hat, helmet, flak vest, web gear, mess kit, canteen, and sleeping bag. He walked to the arms rack and returned with an M14 rifle. Lorne hefted the rifle and looked at its side, the first time he’d seen an M14 with the semi-to-auto switch in place. “We fire these full automatic?”

“Up to you, Boss. I don’t.”

“Why’s that?”

The soldier shook his arms in front of him as if he were holding an out-of-control hose. “Jumps all over the place. Most of your fire goes in the air.” He dropped his arms. “But it’s your call.”

The soldier placed five magazines of ammunition and four hand grenades on the counter. He lifted one of the magazines in his fingers. “Four of these go in your ammo pouches.” As Lorne stuffed his two pouches, the soldier said, “And the fifth, lock it in your rifle.”

Lorne looked up from his ammo pouches. “Right now?”

“Lock and load, but keep the safety on.”

Lorne’s mentor picked up a hand grenade. “Don’t fuck around with these. Don’t mess with the pins. Okay, Boss?”

Lorne nodded. He wasn’t fond of live grenades.

“Best to secure them and leave them there. Do you know how to do that?”

The soldier picked up Lorne’s web gear and pointed to four, small, egg-like holders on the belt. He showed Lorne how to push the grenade down so the handle slid into a narrow sleeve, then how to thread a short strap through the pin and snap it so the pin couldn’t be pulled.

The soldier pointed toward the door. “I’ll show you your bunk. You won’t need it for three days, but you’ll want to change and stow your shit. Maybe grab a shower.”

“Why don’t I need it for three days?”

“Because you’re on.” The soldier looked down at a clipboard. “You got barrier duty next three days.”

As they stepped outside, Lorne said, “Not a big compound.”

“Holds one company, Company A. We have the distinct honor of being the northernmost US camp in all of Korea.”

“This stuff,” said Lorne. “How much of it should I put on?”

“All of it.”

“I mean, I suppose I should wear the parka instead of my field jacket.”

“Put it all on, Boss, unless you want to wake up froze dead. Except the Mickey Mouse boots. Carry them out there.”

“Mickey Mouse?”

“Because that’s what they look like? Keep your feet warm but can’t be walking in them. Get blisters.”

An hour later, Lorne, bulked up, rode shotgun in a jeep with the soldier from supply driving. Both soldiers had thrown flak jackets over their parkas, jammed helmets on their hoods, and had loaded rifles by their sides. They turned left out of Camp Walley and drove to a checkpoint with a sign: ALL PERSONNEL MUST BE ARMED BEYOND THIS POINT. A guard in Mickey Mouse boots and parka waved them through.

As the jeep bounced north, the soldier from supply said, “Twelve and a wake-up.”

“How’s that?” said Lorne.

“I’m short, Boss. Ask me how short I am.”

“How short are you?”

“I’m so short I’m surprised I can see over the dashboard.” He laughed.

“What’s the wake-up business?”

“Got thirteen days left before I go back to the world. But the thirteenth don’t count, Boss, ’cause I’m out of here. So it’s twelve and a wake-up.”

The jeep came up against an east-west road that formed a T, and made a U-turn.

“Skyline Drive,” said Lorne’s companion. “Everybody out.”

Two minutes later, Lorne looked into the dust of the departing jeep, then west at a hazy sun setting where Skyline Drive narrowed into the horizon. On the north side of the road snaked a line of trenches interspersed with sandbag bunkers, everything frozen in place. Four meters north of the trenches stood a fence of spiked stakes, like Fort Apache from the Wild West. Camp Walley doesn’t look so bad after all.

A soldier stood in the trench next to the nearest bunker. Lorne walked over. The hood of the soldier’s parka enclosed his face except for eyes, nose, and a cigarette hanging from his lips. Lorne couldn’t tell his rank.

Lorne said, “New man.”

“Welcome to the barrier.” The soldier removed his right hand from its mitten, the cigarette from his mouth, and exhaled. He replaced the cigarette and the glove. “Where you from?”

“Alabama.”

The soldier laughed. From inside the bunker, Lorne heard two more laughs.

The soldier pulled off the mitten again, this time squelching the cigarette flame with his fingers. “Here’s the deal, Alabama. They want us to do two on, two off, all night, two men out all the time.”

He dropped the butt in his pocket and put his hand back in the mitten. “But it’s too cold for that shit. It’s stupid anyhow. So the deal is, one on, three off. Are you okay with that?”

Lorne stamped his feet. “Sure.”

“But if anyone asks, it’s two on, two off.”

“Sure.”

The soldier motioned toward the bunker with his hood. “You can crap out. You’re on in three hours.”

“What do we do?” said Lorne.

“It’s just like guard duty. Stand here with your rifle.”

“What do I do if I see something?”

“Well, what the fuck do you think you do?” The soldier patted a mitten on Lorne’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Nothing ever happens.”

***
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THREE DAYS LATER, LORNE’S team pulled back to Camp Walley, and that night Lorne trucked across Libby Bridge into Changpa-ri for his first liberty. In a crowd of soldiers, he walked up the road from the bridge straight into the Half Moon Club. He ordered an OB beer and watched the action, his back to the bar, his elbows resting on top. A miniskirt—one of a dozen—asked him to dance. Lorne felt his pecker stir, but he wanted to maintain control. He wanted to get the lay of the land.

“Not right off, honeybunch.” Lorne's smile never changed. 

The other problem was paying for sex. Lorne was no prude but saw fornication as something garnered through dating and emotional attachment. Saw the act of sex rolled in with romance, preceded by kisses, touches, protests, and surrender. But back home, he wondered, wasn’t paying for a movie and dinner the same thing as buying sex? He mulled it over. No, it just wasn’t the same as cash on the barrelhead.

Another miniskirt walked over. She stood in front of Lorne, hair with blond highlights, and round, western eyes. She mimicked Lorne’s wide smile. “Whah a matter, GI?” She raised her right hand and gave it a limp shake. “No like a girl?” Lorne judged her to be older, about thirty, nearing the end of her career, edged out by the younger flesh.

“What’s your name?” said Lorne.

“Sybil. You rike?”

“Can I buy you a beer, Sybil?”

“Rike real drink. Rike highball.”

Lorne turned and ordered. The bartender poured straight ginger ale into a glass and pushed it to Sybil. Lorne noticed Sybil’s eyes on his wallet as he extracted a piece of US military scrip.

“So, Sybil, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

“Whah you say?”

“I say, do you like it here?”

“Yeogi?” said Sybil, pointing where they stood. Lorne had just learned a Korean word, yeogi, meaning here. In the coming weeks, he’d learn that ubsumnida meant not here anymore. That cheogi meant over there, and cheogi with a guttural sound meant way the fuck over there. 

“Yeah,” said Sybil. “This number one club.”

Lorne watched the action, girls grinding against GI crotches, heading out back, leaving the remainder of their dances on the floor. The second OB had loosened him up. Sybil moved away, circling the room, a step behind her younger competition. She sat in a chair against the wall with her mouth halfway between a pout and a cry. Lorne decided they had an emotional attachment, he and Sybil. Plus, he’d bought her a drink. He walked over, extended a hand, and said, “May I have the honor of this dance?”

Sybil stood, stepped into Lorne, and jammed her crotch against his. Lorne said, “Cool your jets, honeybunch.”

“Say whah?”

Lorne forced an inch of separation as they two-stepped.

“No wanna go hooch?”

“Don’t worry, Sybil. First dance, then hooch.”

“Three dollah can do.”

“Four dollar,” said Boyle, “but first we finish our dance. Okay?”

“Okay, you hot stuff.”

***
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HOURS LATER, LORNE was back at Camp Walley. Next morning, he boarded the back of a ton-and-a-quarter with a dozen other soldiers. “Where we going?” he said.

The soldier next to him, black-rimmed glasses inside the hood of his parka, said, “Outpost Seiler. You’re the new guy? Specialist Boyle?”

Lorne nodded.

“Specialist Rothman,” said the other soldier.

Lorne thought of making a joke about their first names being the same but decided Rothman was too dense to get the joke. Instead, Lorne fished under his jacket for a cigarette. He offered one to Rothman, who shook his head. “Don’t smoke.”

At Skyline Drive, the truck turned left. After a few hundred meters, it turned right and sat idling while a barrier soldier dragged back a gate in the wooden fence. The ton-and-a-quarter nudged through the gate and wound along a narrow dirt road for two kilometers, stopping at the base of a hill ensconced by barbed wire and topped by sandbags. The soldiers piled out and climbed a path to entrenchments and sandbagged bunkers at the top of the hill. They passed other soldiers, the old crew, coming down.

Lorne walked to the northernmost section of the trench line and looked down on a worn path with concrete posts every hundred meters. Rothman came alongside and said, “That’s the MDL.”

“What’s MDL mean?”

“Military demarcation line. The border between North and South Korea. That’s what those markers say, in Korean and English.”

Lorne lifted his gaze. Three hundred meters north of the MDL stood a North Korean outpost on another hilltop. The North Koreans wore padded jackets and carried submachine guns. They didn’t seem to mind the cold. They looked older and meaner than the soldiers surrounding Lorne.

Lorne squinted. Two North Koreans were throwing hatchets at a wooden post. Their right hand wound back alongside the ear, sprang forward, and released the weapon. A second later came the thunk of the hit. They were pretty good.

Rothman nudged Lorne’s kidney. “We gotta go to the command bunker. The lieutenant wants to chew on us.”

As Lorne turned, he saw an unfamiliar weapon lying on top of the sandbags to his right. “What’s that?”

“That,” said Rothman, “is an M1 Garand with a sniper scope. If you know what you’re doing, you can knock down Joe at eight hundred meters.”

“Joe?”

“Short for Joe Chink, a pejorative I don’t use. And it doesn’t make sense, since they’re Korean, not Chinese. But everyone calls them Joe.”

“We can shoot at them?”

“If they come over. They’re fair game on our side.”

The command bunker was warm. Sandbag sides, sandbag roof, a small diesel-burning stove. Twelve soldiers squeezed in and sat on the floor, loosening parkas and lighting cigarettes. The lieutenant looked twenty-four or twenty-five, a couple years older than Lorne. He deployed his barking voice. “Here’s the scoop, men. You got two hours on, two off, day and night, night and day. Understood?”

The floor of the bunker emitted head nods and yessirs.

“When you’re off, you can do whatever the fuck you want. But when you’re on, you’re the fuck on. Understood?”

The lieutenant recounted the latest incident. An American patrol, next sector over, to the west, walked into an ambush in daylight. One dead, three wounded. The soldiers already knew, the scuttlebutt having traveled up the barrier the day before. The soldiers looked around or at the floor, flicking ashes, waiting for the lieutenant to finish his stay-alert lecture.

“No fucking off when you’re fucking on,” said the lieutenant.

Yessir. Yessir. Head nod. Head nod.

***
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LIKE THE BARRIER, THE outpost consumed three days and three nights. Day four saw another evening in Changpa-ri. Lorne wandered down the main street to the Lucky Club. He meandered inside, sipped his OB, and looked around for emotional attachment. No problem there as long as he had scrip in his pocket.

The next day, Lorne walked through a narrow foot gate in the barrier fence with nineteen other soldiers. The men carried nine C-rations each. Rothman had shown Lorne how to stow nine meals by first discarding boxes and nonessentials, then dropping the cans into two socks, tying the socks together at the open ends, and draping the tied socks around the neck like a bandolier.

“Where we going?” Lorne had asked.

“On patrol. That’s the routine. Three days on barrier, day off, three days on Seiler, day off, three days on patrol, day off, repeat.”

The soldiers also carried sleeping bags by tying them to their web gear or draping them over their shoulders. Four men carried PRC-25s, pronounced prick twenty-five, radios strapped to their backs, long antennae sweeping above them. A hundred meters in, the patrol split into four five-man teams, each with a radio. Lorne’s team advanced north a few hundred additional meters onto a south-facing slope. The men dropped their sleeping bags and C-rations. Then they dropped their bodies and sat around smoking and talking. Around eleven, P-38 can openers appeared, and lunch commenced.

Early afternoon, Lorne awoke from a nap to the sound of the team leader’s voice. He stood and stretched. The rest of the team did the same. They picked up radio and rifles and moved north single file, leaving their bags but carrying the C rations draped under their parkas so they wouldn’t freeze. They crossed a brook capped with ice but still flowing. Their surroundings were thin stands of hardwood, bare for the winter, and occasional clumps of evergreen. Lorne couldn’t tell if they were following a trail—there seemed to be worn tracks everywhere.

The team stopped at the sound of breaking twigs and rustling brush to their front. The soldier ahead of Lorne put his rifle to his shoulder, but the team leader turned and knocked it down. “Don’t be an ass, Hendrick.”

Ahead, no more than a hundred meters, two deer bounded left to right. Smaller than deer back in the world, three-quarter size, like a Disneyland version. “Pop, pop,” said Hendrick, “I could’ve got ’em both.”

“That’s just what we fucking need,” said the team leader. He smiled at Lorne. “Then we’d have to explain why shots were fired.”

Lorne didn’t know what to make of Hendrick, even against a prevailing backdrop of combat nonchalance. He reminded Lorne of a few drunks he’d seen around town back in the world. Also, one kid in high school who laughed at the wrong times and got pissed at the least provocation. Lorne made a note to avoid walking in front of him, and glanced at Hendrick’s trigger guard. Well, that’s something, at least he has enough brains to keep his safety on.

A while later, the team crossed trampled, rusted barbed wire with triangular metal signs indicating a minefield. Lorne didn’t know the last name or rank of his team leader. Everybody called him Hank. “Hey, Hank,” said Lorne. “Are we walking in a minefield?”

“They’re old, left over from the war. Never heard of one going off.”

“Technically—” said Rothman.

“Technically, shit,” said Hank. He looked around on the colorless, leaf-encrusted ground, and pointed. “Looky there. What do we have?”

Lorne thought back to advanced infantry mine field training and recognized the three prongs sticking out of the earth. “Looks like a bouncing betty.”

“It is,” said Hank. “And them prongs been stepped on.”

Lorne nodded. Indeed they had.

“And the mine didn’t go off,” said Hank.

Indeed it hadn’t, but Lorne didn’t cotton to Hank’s logic.

A half hour later, the team arrived at a worn east-west track. The other side of the track was open, like a field. “This is it,” said Hank.

“The MDL,” said Rothman.

The team stepped onto the track and walked east. Lorne looked across the open area to his north to a tree line. He couldn’t see anyone. A few minutes later, the team came upon a rusted metal sign attached to a concrete pillar. It read, MILITARY DEMARCATION LINE, with Korean characters below, saying the same thing, Lorne guessed.

Hank turned to Lorne and said, “Go on, put a foot across.”

What the fuck?

“Go on,” said Hank and put his own foot on the north side of the track. The other three team members, Rothman, Hendrick, and the guy carrying the radio, laughed. Lorne put his left foot on the north side of the track, and—following Hank’s lead—withdrew it. “There,” said Hank. “Now you can say you been in North Korea.”

By five, the team had returned to their sleeping bags. They ate another can of C rations and smoked more cigarettes. The woods grew dark.

Hank checked the tuning on the prick twenty-five and picked up its handset. He squeezed and said, “Charlie zero, this is foxtrot three, over.”

The radio squawked back, “This is charlie zero, over.”

“All quiet, over.”

“Copy, out.”

Hank put down the handset. “Boys,” he said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Say, Hank,” said Lorne.

“What’s that, Lorne? Where you from, anyhow?”

“Alabama.”

Hank laughed. “Well, you ain’t in Alabama no more, are you?”

“I guess not. But what I was wondering—shouldn’t we take turns keeping watch?”

Hank smiled, showing his nicotine-stained teeth. “Lorne, it’s too fucking cold for that shit.”

Lorne settled in next to Rothman, who moved his face close and said in a whisper, “I agree with you.”

“About what?”

“About keeping a watch. Me, I sleep with my glasses on and one eye open.”

“What’s the deal with Hendrick?” said Lorne.

“He’s fucked up.”

“How’s that?”

There came a pause in the night air, like the matter being turned over. “Just born that way.”
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​Chapter Two: February 1967, Skyline Drive
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January turned to February, three days on the barrier, an evening in Chang, three days on the outpost, an evening in Chang, three days on patrol, an evening in Chang. The days grew longer and warmer. One day, middle of the month, Lorne stood in the barrier trench, rifle slung on his right shoulder, the rest of his team in the bunker. He heard the tick of a jeep motor and turned to Skyline Drive. The jeep stopped, and its passenger stepped out, six feet tall, colored, his long face framed by the olive hood of his parka. Early thirties, too old for a lieutenant, or even a captain these days, and there were few colored officers anyhow. Must be a senior NCO, an E-7, Lorne guessed.

He walked over and peered. “Are you Lorne Boyle?”

Lorne nodded.

“I’m Abel Priestly.”

Lorne had never heard the name.

“Your new platoon sergeant.”

Lorne straightened his shoulders, “Sergeant.”

Priestly looked up and down the entrenchments, with Lorne following his gaze. Fifty meters west, two soldiers sat on sandbags smoking. To the east, emptiness. Priestly jutted his chin toward the barrier fence. “Do you know our sector?”

“As well as anyone.” 

“A team didn’t report in this morning. Nobody can raise them.”

Lorne looked at the stockade fence wanting to see through it. The week before, down the line, five Americans had died in their sleeping bags, hacked to death with hatchets. Lorne had little detail, there being no official report, but scuttlebutt said they were a five man patrol like this one. Sleeping bags had been outlawed but were still carried.

“Maybe their batteries went dead,” said Lorne.

“Maybe. You know where they might be?”

“There’s some places we can look.”

Lorne and Priestly walked up and down the entrenchments, rousing Rothman and five additional soldiers for an impromptu patrol. The men filtered into the DMZ through a narrow foot gate. Lorne took the point position, walking north a hundred meters to an abandoned road with a metal drop gate rusted in the up position. Priestly trailed at six meters, the others behind at equal intervals. All held their rifles at port arms, trigger fingers in place, eyes darting—not a casual patrol. Lorne crossed a small open area of overgrown, frozen rice paddies from another era and entered a stand of bare hardwoods, splotches of frost and snow here and there, but brown frozen ground for the most part. Fifty meters from the south-facing slope the patrols liked for bivouac, Lorne spotted a lump of sleeping bag. He turned and pointed. Priestly brought the six trailing soldiers into a skirmish line, then motioned for Lorne to go in.

Lorne approached with half steps, scanning through the trees as far as possible. He could hear the others’ half steps behind him. He counted five sleeping bags close together on the south slope. He saw no radio or rifles. Everything lay still, except for the rustling of wind in the
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