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Dedication

For Kerri Gregory: Ma fille sur la lune 

(My girl on the moon)

Forgotten

Make War No is what’s written on the back of the guy’s helmet in front of me: Meaningless words that stand out against the camouflage pattern of his helmet cover. A fourth, last word, smeared, but might be More, is still meaningless. There’s a splash of red on the back of his neck. I surmise it was blood from a smashed mosquito. There’s ingrained dirt in the pores and fissures of his skin. That I can see this much detail means I’m too close to him, but we all bunched up as our point man raised a hand for us to stop, and waved us to take a knee. My knee sank into the trail muck. It’s still raining, and the sky’s overcast from what I can see of it. Means we won’t have any air support or extraction if things go south. Only help we might receive is from the battery of 155-millimeter howitzers at a firebase a few miles away.  

I’m about as miserable and low-down as a guy can get: stinking; soaked to the skin; blisters on my feet, despite changing socks; hungry; and haven’t slept in days. No different from the guy in front of me, or the guy in back of me. All of us are stone-age cavemen, armed with modern weapons. My M-16 rifle is the only clean thing I have.

The guy in front of me—-His name is Grimes, and there’s symmetry between his name and our condition. One day, I won’t want to remember any of this—-none of the misery. I want to forget this entire chapter of my life. Mind’s wandering too much. I need to focus. 

We are on an overgrown trail. Triple canopy jungle overhead. Can’t see far into the wall of green rising around us. No relief from a breeze, the heat and humidity. Can’t smell much beyond rotting vegetation. Last, all I hear are a few exotic birds.

The point man, Duke, stands back up, and waves us onward. Grimes is looking down and doesn’t see. I nudge him and he gives a start. Fucker was asleep! That’s all it takes when someone is exhausted. One moment you’re awake and alert, and the next—-instant dreamland. Grimes reacts fast enough and gets back to his feet. I wait a moment before following to get the correct spacing between us. I’m watching from my left. The rifle barrel pointed that way. We each have responsibility for alternate sides, but you still have to pay attention. I look back, ensuring the guy behind me, Richards, is following. He is wearing his usual sour expression, visible even with his green and black face paint. He’s like Pooh’s donkey Eeyore. Fucking pessimist. Way too easy, way out here. Hell, just recounting my little miseries is bad enough. It’s all I allow myself. At least he receives a regular letter from his girl. Sometimes, he even has photos. I watch him take out his pictures of her every chance he gets. Always has a sappy look on his face. I look away every time. Who wants to see that? 

“Move your ass, Dragon!” Richards says.

That’s me: Henri Dragon. Cajun French. And there I go again, drifting off. Going to cost me. Grimes is gone. I hurry forward to catch up, going around an immense tree festooned with gnarled vines. There’s a small clearing on the other side, and the trail enters high grass. Grimes waits ten feet away on the other side. He’s biting his lower lip, and as usual, his heavy black-framed glasses give him a pop-eyed look. He nods when he sees me and keeps going.

Can’t see the sun at all. Clouds. Rain spatters my face off the top of my helmet as I look down. I cross the clearing as fast as I can without slipping in the mud. See a broken Coke bottle cloudy with mold at the edge of the grass on my right, then I’m back in the misty gray-green light beneath the trees. Hear Richards sneeze and feel my body freeze, even though he internalized it. Trying not to think about a bottle of cold soda. I prefer Pepsi, but a Coke would do... Now I’m thinking about how good a long pull on my canteen would be. 

Nothing happens, and we keep walking.

We walk down into a valley, cross a creek choked with stones, then ascend a ridge. On top, we come to the remains of a two-lane road. I glance at my watch. It’s ten after ten in the morning. Our point man, a lanky black guy named Duke, leads us onto the road, going west. Up ahead are the stripped-down, rusty remains of a convoy of trucks. Look old. Were they a French convoy? Here for over a decade?

“Renault trucks,” Grimes says over his shoulder.

Means they are French make. Look like World War II era vehicles to me. On other occasions, I’ve seen a few burned-out tanks. Wrecked airplanes too. 

The trees thin out on our left, and the ground drops into the valley: another truck down there in a tree. The rain slants down a little harder.

Even though this must have happened a long time ago, I still catch myself taking a deep breath. Not relaxed at all. Sometimes I think my heart will beat out of my chest. I don’t have a good idea where we are, even though our squad leader showed us on the map. I know somewhere close by is a village. We’re on an information gathering patrol. No one’s been here since the French left; No one but the natives and the Viet Cong. Might be the same. None of us believes differently.

Duke finds another track on the right side of the road and takes it. Grimes follows him, and when I get there, I see an exposed staircase made of four-by-four timbers going down. This time, the land falls away to the right. A hundred feet below is a river. At the bottom, a hut partially concealed by a gigantic tree sits right on the river bank, and a small sampan boat is tied to the dock. A trail follows the river’s edge further on.

Ten forty-five on my watch. The rain slacks and stops as if someone turned off the tap. 

Duke descends slowly, while we follow: Eight men in total. We lost two new guys to a land mine yesterday. One of them was still alive when the medevac copter took off. Lost both of his legs at the knee. Our medic, Castell, saved him. Both of them were FNGs. Fucking New Guys, like me not so long ago. 

No movement, but who knows? Would someone leave their boat? My money says someone’s in the hut. Duke eases up to the structure and pauses beside the door. He pulls a knife. I’m close enough to see there aren’t any windows on this side of the hut. The door’s to the left.

Our squad leader, Sergeant Tucker, appears beside me. He’s a craggy, dour Mid-Westerner. 

“Join Duke by the door,” he says. “Shoot only if you have to; if Duke can’t get the job done with the knife.” 

Seems crazy anyone would go in with a knife, but what do I know? Maybe he’s in love with it.

The tree is just a few feet left of the door on the side of the house, and the path runs between it and the house. Grimes kneels down by the trunk. He has a good view of the river and the path for a hundred yards before both snake around to the right and vanish into the gloom. The rest of our squad fans out to either side of the hut, and Tucker joins Duke and me. Richards is somewhere behind us, watching our back trail. 

Duke hits the door hard with his bony shoulder and goes in. I hear someone scream as I follow him. Candle light from a table to my left reveals Duke struggling with a man to my right. A woman cowers on the floor straight ahead. Duke knees the man in the groin and the man doubles over. Duke lets him fall. No blood on his knife. I let go a held breath. The man and woman are old. Probably wasn’t necessary to attack him, but what do I know? I wasn’t the first in.

Tucker enters behind us. He’s a giant and has to duck his head.

“Bring them outside,” the sergeant orders.

I lift the woman by the arm and help her up, while Duke drags the man outside.

“Check
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Just another day in Vietnam,
or is it...
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